
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			By Peter V. Brett 

			Demon Cycle Novels

			The Warded Man

			The Desert Spear

			The Daylight War

			The Skull Throne

			The Core

			Demon Cycle Novellas 

			The Great Bazaar

			Brayan’s Gold

			Messenger’s Legacy

			Barren

			Butter Cookies and Demon Claws

			The Nightfall Saga 

			The Desert Prince

			The Hidden Queen

			The Demon King

		

	
		
		
			
				[image: ]
			

		

	
		
			
			
				[image: Book Title, The Demon King, Author, Peter V. Brett, Imprint, Del Rey]
			

		

	
		
			Del Rey

			An imprint of Random House

			A division of Penguin Random House LLC

			1745 Broadway, New York, NY 10019

			randomhousebooks.com

			penguinrandomhouse.com

			Copyright © 2026 by Peter V. Brett

			Penguin Random House values and supports copyright. Copyright fuels creativity, encourages diverse voices, promotes free speech, and creates a vibrant culture. Thank you for buying an authorized edition of this book and for complying with copyright laws by not reproducing, scanning, or distributing any part of it in any form without permission. You are supporting writers and allowing Penguin Random House to continue to publish books for every reader. Please note that no part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner for the purpose of training artificial intelligence technologies or systems.

			Del Rey and the Circle colophon are registered trademarks of Penguin Random House LLC.

			Published in the United Kingdom by Harper Voyager, an imprint of HarperCollins UK.

			Chapter opener and Ward artwork designed by Lauren K. Cannon, copyright © Peter V. Brett

			Frontispiece artwork © Tom Roberts

			Hardcover ISBN 9781984817143

			Ebook ISBN 9781984817150

			Book Team:

			Production editor: Christa Guild

			Managing editor: Paul Gilbert

			Print production manager: Erin Korenko

			Copy editor: Laura Jorstad

			Proofreaders: Lara Kennedy, Michael Burke

			Book design by Edwin A. Vazquez, adapted for ebook by Kyle Madigan

			Cover design: David G. Stevenson

			Cover illustration: © Martina Fačková

			The authorized representative in the EU for product safety and compliance is Penguin Random House Ireland, Morrison Chambers, 32 Nassau Street, Dublin D02 YH68, Ireland. https://eu-contact.penguin.ie

			ep_prh_7.3_155619789_c0_r0

		

	
		
			For all the readers who joined me on this journey
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			350 AR

			The human livestock have many names for me in their crude language of grunts and gestures.

			The Prince of Lies. The Father of Demons. Alagai Ka, the First Demon.

			The Demon King.

			None are far from the truth, though my regality now lies in ruin. I am Consort to a dead queen, first among a slaughtered mind court, center of a shattered hive. Once, perhaps, I was first among my kind. Now I am the last, and that, too, the stock would name Alagai Ka.

			Victory had been so close. Had the hatchling queen simply made for the hive, we would be entrenched now, growing in power as my seed quickened within her and she began to lay a new generation of demons to repopulate the hive.

			But hatchling queens are gluttonous for flesh and magic. The fortress of our enemies was rich in both, and destroying it would have bought us decades—perhaps centuries—to rebuild.

			We have done it before.

			This time, however, the humans had a talisman they did not have in millennia past. A talisman we did not foresee. My new queen was destroyed in midair, and I fell from her embrace, still weak from mating.

			The drop alone might have killed me, but the fall sent me skittering along the protective dome of the fortress’ powerful wardings. It slowed my descent, but the price was agony. The rebounding forbidding burned my withered flesh and drained what little magic I had in reserve.

			I had yet to recover my wits upon striking the ground when my enemies were upon me. With a keen, I summoned drones in the area to defend me, sacrificing them for time to enter the between-state, separating the particles of my flesh until they became pure energy, immune to physical threat. Quickly, I fled down the nearest vent to my center of power in the hive. A well waited there to restore me.

			But like his sires, the Corrupt Son had also learned to enter the between-state. My enemies followed, and I was unprepared for their attacks as I materialized.

			The Duality’s blows threatened to crack my cranium, and the Explorer’s Corrupt Son managed to sever my arm. I reached for my well of power, but my foes were beyond reason, following me even there, ready to use the well’s power to detonate the entire hive and themselves with it in an attempt to destroy me.

			Flee! Flee! Flee!

			What else could I do? This time too far for my enemies to follow—even if they were fools enough to try. A desperate course, but the only one left to me.

			I was arrogant. Arrogant like a hatchling mind, yet to be tested. I thought the stock little more than insects, and underestimated them even as they thwarted me time and again.

			Thrice, their sires bested me.

			Twice now, these young hatchlings. A third meeting might well be my undoing. The stock have nothing else to strip from me but my life. I must forget them, forget my hatch hive, forget everything, and start anew.

			There are other hives in the vastness of the world, but we do not seek one another out. Indeed, discovery of a rival hive is most often a prelude to war. But without a queen to bond to, I will die. With a well of power and the restorative Sleep, I might stave it off for some time, but I have neither of those now.

			Only once have I sensed another queen—when I first woke from the Sleep to find my hatch hive empty. Across the sea, at the far edges of my senses, there was a queen. The magic surrounding her was powerful, the sign of an active hive with princes and a Consort of its own. I feared to probe deeper lest they sense me and become alert to our territory when we were at our weakest.

			Now that distant hive is my only hope to survive. It will not be easy to get an enemy mind court to accept me, but if I can gain the attention of the queen, it may not matter. I have vast memories for her to absorb, making her and her hive stronger. Enough, perhaps, to secure a safe place to regain my strength, even if I must kneel to a new Consort…for a time.

			

			—

			I make for the hive at the speed of thought. The distance is vast but immaterial in the between-state. The hive’s power is enormous, growing in brightness as I approach, but then I see the patterns, and my awe turns to horror.

			I turn away from the entrance just in time, spat from the nearest vent into water so cold it shocks my body as I rematerialize. Such petty discomforts could not touch me when I was strong, but drained as I am, it is all I can do to flail my way to the surface with my remaining arm and drag myself out of the water.

			Casting about with my senses, I find myself in a series of half-flooded grottoes at the edge of a powerful wardnet. Water is a poor conductor, but the moment I crawl onto the sand, sophisticated magical alarms are triggered by my presence.

			This isn’t what I feared, a hostile hive with powerful minds of its own. This is something much, much worse.

			I remember the long months I spent captive to humans, weak and humiliated as I groveled before them. Never again!

			My grievous wounds were healed when I rematerialized, but I remain weak, and my severed arm cannot be restored without the aid of a mimic. My reserves of power are gone—my magic down to little more than the spark that gives life to this shivering flesh as ice crystals begin to rime my hide.

			There is no free magic to Draw upon, but this close to the hive, I can sense the queen nearby, and her very presence is enough to slow my withdrawal. I must keep close as I attempt to regain my strength.

			I enter the between-state before enemies can respond to the alarm, skating along the edge of the wardnet. I Read the terrain as I speed past, probing for a place to hide, to heal, to plan.

			The lands beyond the wards grow quickly less hospitable, but even here, the human infestation clings on. It takes effort to rematerialize and put out a psychic call, but it is worth it to feed, opening the skulls of my prey and feasting on the soft meat within, absorbing thoughts and memories, learning about this new land.

			Far enough to resist the pull of the hive ward, I find a vent in a fetid swamp and steal beneath the surface. Carefully I ward a small nest and cocoon for the Sleep while the vent slowly restores my strength.

			Queens emit the physical and psychic suppressors my kind need to survive. Without them, my body will begin to dysregulate, and eventually I will torpor and die.

			I envy the Duality in this. Where they have transcended the gender binary, I remain a slave to it.
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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?”

			

			—

			“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 sling, flexing it experimentally.

			Olive shuts it down. “Absolutely not.”

			Everyone freezes. Things were peaceable for a moment, but now we’re all back on the edge of a fight. A fight Olive and I don’t have a chance of winning. I might be able to go slippery and run away, but I wouldn’t give it good odds. Ent gonna leave Olive anyway, so we’re trapped.

			Guards smell like they want the fight. Some even more than before, now that they know Olive is Joined. Hear them mutterin’ how laws don’t apply to Joined like they do other folk. They want blood for their fallen demons, or to take us into the city the normal way, where we’ll be marked and processed through the system, instead of skippin’ all that and goin’ right to the top.

			Yndros knows it, too. I can smell the urgency on him even as he keeps that big ol’ smile on his face. “It will take hours to walk to Hive. Atop wind demons, we can be there in a fraction of the time.”

			Again Olive shakes her head. “You’ll forgive us, Prince Yndros, but as we’ve said, Darin and I come from a place at war with the alagai. I can stay my hand, but riding through the sky on the back of a mimic demon is asking too much.”

			She ent lyin’, exactly, but she ent tellin’ the truth. She’s lookin’ at him, but her senses are fixed on me, prob’ly worried Baxos will try to throw me off the demon’s back first chance he gets.

			I glance at Baxos, readin’ him like a book with all the important parts underlined. He smells fancy like the other wind riders, and he’s no dummy. Kill me if he could get away with it, maybe, but not if it meant crossin’ Yndros.

			Don’t trust court folk, but I trust the regular guards around us less. None of ’em are fixin’ to disobey, but they definitely think it’ll go worse for us in front of a magistrate.

			I don’t want to climb on a demon’s back any more than Olive, but it’s riskier for her than me. If I fall—or get tossed—I can go slippery and drift like a leaf. Long as I suck in before I hit the ground, ent much chance of me getting hurt. We get high enough above the wardnet, and I’ll be able to dissipate and fly on my own.

			Olive may be tough, but if she drops too far, she’ll splat like anyone else. But Yndros wants something from her, and I don’t think she’s in danger.

			I glance over at Baxos’ mount. Big for a wind demon, but not so much that it would stand out back home. There’s a minimal saddle, with straps to keep from falling and foot- and handholds to hang on. Ent an upright ride like a horse. The skyriders crouch flat along the demon’s back to cut down resistance.

			Behind the saddle are some extra straps for a passenger to hang on, but it looks designed more for emergencies than comfort. Still, I don’t need much to perch, and positioned on the demon’s back, I’ll be out of range of its talons and jaws. Even Baxos would need to give up his handholds to turn and strike, and if he did, I could cut his straps and take him down with me.

			Reckon Baxos is thinkin’ the same thing. He steps over, leaning in. “My lord, perhaps—”

			“No, it’s all sunny,” I say, going over to Baxos’ demon. I can feel the low rumble in its chest as I approach, but it doesn’t snap or shy away as I climb onto its back and take hold of the straps.

			“You sure about this, Dar?” Olive says in Thesan.

			“We go the long way, they got checkpoints and we’ll probably be arrested,” I say. “Don’t know if your prince can just bully our way through, but it sounds like his mam can clear us with a word.”

			“He’s not my pr—” Olive begins, but I cut her off loudly in Krasian.

			“You’ve got to get over your fear of heights sometime!”

			Yndros chuckles, and that gets Olive’s back up. Can’t refuse now without looking weak, and she hates that. Probably bite my head off next time we’re alone, but for now, reckon we’re safer in the air.

			Olive sucks in a breath and draws in her warding field, taking Yndros’ hand and allowing him to pull her up onto the mimic wind demon’s back. It’s bigger than Baxos’ like a nightwolf is bigger’n a hound. The others wait like birds for it to take off before they follow.

			Baxos’ demon bunches up, then there’s a deafening whomp! of air and a powerful jolt as it snaps open its massive wings and flaps down hard while leaping skyward. I’m ready for the lurch, fingers sticky on the straps.

			It’s a good trick. Back home, windies don’t land often, because they need a running start or somethin’ high to jump off to get airborne again. These skyriders don’t have that limitation.

			Got a Krasian veil I usually wear as a scarf, but the wind’s too much for my ears. I go sticky against the straps so I can free my hands and wrap the silk around my head a few times, dulling the roar.

			Pressure drops as we ascend. Doubt Olive really notices, but I feel it from skin to marrow, like I’m inflating. Then we splash through a cloud, feeling like it soaks me through as a thousand tiny slivers of ice slash at my skin. I gasp, but a lungful of cloud ent like breathing the damp fog that used to creep out over Grandda’s farm on cool mornings. More like taking a drink than a breath. Reckon this is how drowning feels.

			Can’t turn slippery holding on to a wind demon’s back, so I suck in, using my magic to draw the particles of my body closer together, making me smaller, denser, and tougher. Pressure doesn’t bother me now, and the ice can’t cut. I can still feel, but it’s dulled and easier to filter out. Still, I feel like I’m suffocating until we burst from the far side and the ice and wet fall away.

			Cold this high up, but temperature’s never much bothered me. Or Olive, for that matter. Air’s thinner, though. Hard to get a full breath. We enter a wind current so strong and loud it feels fit to crush my skull, even with the scarf wrapped tight around my ears.

			Baxos looks back, seeming disappointed to find me still hanging on. He touches a glyph on his bracer, and wards activate along the wind demon’s harness, leaching a little of the coreling’s innate magic to create a quiet pocket of air around us.

			All the senses that were screaming at me go quiet so suddenly I’m jolted by the loss, and Baxos breaks out in a wide smile. Reckon that son of the Core could have done that anytime, and just wanted to toss me about.

			Still, my first real breath in long, panicked moments tastes sweet enough to drive the righteous fury from me. Maybe Baxos tried to kill me, and maybe he din’t, but he’ll need to try a lot harder now that I’m onto him.

			At height, the wind demons don’t need to flap anymore. Windies can glide all night once they’re in the sky, steering with a shift of weight or their long-finned tails. We coast along at speed, the demons in tight formation, so close their wings practically touch.

			Glancing down, I get a good look at Hive’s wardnet, and it’s beautiful. Greatwards in Thesa are built from the towns themselves—streets and buildings designed to give shape to the symbols. Krasia’s are built from towering obelisks carved with wards, scattered in a pattern like pegs on a game board, each connecting to the ones around it, so even if one is destroyed, the rest of the net remains strong.

			The effect here is similar, but there’s no twisted streets, no obelisks. Nothing at all. Whatever’s forming the net is worked into the buildings and streets like indoor plumbing. Harder to break.

			It’s winter outside the wardnet, but inside it’s temperate—sowin’ and reapin’ season all at once. Body’s still gettin’ used to the change. Got me feelin’ all out of sorts. Can’t imagine how much power it takes to twist winter into summer, but Hive has it, and to spare.

			The net is huge, linking small towns and fields all the way up to the great glowing city on the cliff. Its palaces are still miles away, but at the rate we’re flying, it won’t be half an hour before we get there. I try to dissipate, but even this high up, the net prevents it. Once we get to the center, where the effect is most concentrated, they’ll really have us.

			We speed over vast farmland. Grew up on a farm myself. Grandda planted mostly barley, but we had other crops and livestock. Mam used a bit of magic to keep her garden healthy, and Aunt Leesha did the same. The royal gardens in Hollow have houses of glass, kept warm year-round to keep medicinal herbs always in bloom.

			But this ent like anything I ever seen.

			Farm demons work the fields in warded harnesses, with groups of demons linked to single overseers. I can see the threads of magic connecting them to their masters.

			I spy a few corelings yoked to carts and massive plows, but most simply use what nature gave them in the fields. Massive rock demons lumber along, dragging talons behind them to plow soil for fresh planting. Eight-legged cave demons cut ripe crops with swipes of their sharp exoskeletal legs, spitting magic-dead silk to bind the harvest into bundles.

			Folk relying on wardsight alone can’t see cave demon webs, but my night eyes see things other folk don’t. Even with my eyes shut, I got other senses to tell me what’s out there in the dark.

			Lines of magic crisscross the fields, pulling moisture from the air to irrigate the crops, like in Aunt Leesha’s gardens. Another huge drain on energy, yet the net remains strong, with no free energy anywhere to Draw upon. All the natural vents from the Core are tapped, in addition to whatever power they’re pulling from the hive itself. Ent figured out how it all works, but I’m starting to see the patterns.

			No one’s payin’ me much mind as I examine the wardings. Skyriders are focused on steering their demons, and Yndros is only focused on Olive. Rude, but I’m used to it. Never liked the spotlight, anyway.

			Olive’s just as interested. Fair to say she’s got a thing for princes, and it ent hard to reckon why this one suits. Yndros is the kind of man women want—tall as a tree and covered in muscles, with a jaw like an anvil. Always smells like he’s fixin’ to rut, and it doesn’t take a sensitive nose like mine to pick it up. All he’d need to do is walk through Town Square and I reckon he’d have all the women in Tibbet’s Brook droolin’ under their skirts, and more of the men than would ever admit it.

			Ay, that’s the kind of man Olive likes, and our best friend Selen. Might be Selen Cutter shined on me when we both had ten summers and she was taller than all the boys our age, anyway. Once the boys in Hollow hit their teens and sprouted up like cornstalks, she never seemed to give me much notice.

			Somehow I ended up promised anyway. Grew up calling Rojvah Inn my cousin, but she ent, really. Not by blood, which is all folk really care about in marriage brokering. She’s prettier than a full moon rising, smart as a whip, and proud as the princess she is.

			Never thought for a moment she’d be interested in me.

			Gettin’ promised started out as a favor to her—a way to get permission for Rojvah to come to Safehold with us. Yet somewhere along the way, the pretend kisses started feelin’ real, and not just for me. Rojvah said she loved me, and I didn’t smell a lie. Honest word, I still don’t understand what she sees in me. Wish I could see it myself. But I know I love her, too.

			Even Mam was happy about it. Blessin’ our promise was one of the last things she ever did.

			The thought sends a stab of pain through me. Ent two days since, but Mam dyin’ is a chasm between now and then. Lasted this long by focusing on literally anything else, but sometimes it feels like the demon queen’s poison is slowly seeping from the memory, eatin’ me alive.

			Don’t know how much longer I can hold it all in, but now ent the time to let it out. Need a safe space and a friend close by, because when I finally let myself feel these feels, won’t be much use to anyone—even myself—until they run their course.

			There’s a roaring current between the bubble of calm air on Baxos’ mount and the one on Yndros’, but now that I’m oriented, I can hear them talking well enough.

			“How is this all possible?” Olive asks.

			“We, too, warred on the demons after the Return,” Yndros replies. “They killed millions, destroying infrastructure and burning centers of knowledge, systematically destroying our ability to organize and use our technology against them.

			“At the time, there lived a man named Lazar. He was a mystic, a demonologist, and a collector of antiquities. He was considered a bit of a fool before the Return, but when the demons came back, many flocked to him, calling him things like Prophet, Wizard, and Deliverer.”

			“Was he?” Olive asks. It’s a serious question, near as I can tell. Folk call my da the Deliverer, but Mam says that’s nonsense. Don’t need to be sent by the Creator to stand up and do the right thing, Darin.

			My bloodfather, Ahmann Jardir, Olive’s da, laid claim to that title, too. Krasians believed it, but my thinkin’s more like Mam’s. Creator, if He exists at all, don’t send Deliverers. Folk are just folk, doin’ their best. Olive used to believe that, too, but now I ent so sure. We’ve both changed so much from the innocents we were a year ago.

			Yndros shrugs his heavy shoulders. “I cannot say. But in Lazar’s collection were books and items with symbols of power. Wards to protect us from demons and to turn their power against them. It was Lazar who discovered the subjugation wards and designed the control collars we use to this day.

			“Turning the demons’ strength against them took time, but thanks to Lazar, we had that, even as nations around us fell to their scourge. We found their hive and nearly destroyed it. The resulting swarm killed thousands, including Lazar, but in his last act he captured a hatchling queen. Once we had a queen pacified, we were able to force the lesser demons into accepting the collar, until the entire hive was ours.”

			“You control a hive queen?” There’s tension in Olive’s voice, and I can’t blame her. Not two hours ago we were fightin’ for our lives against a hatchling queen. Just days old, she was big as Grandda’s entire farm and was eating our fortress’ warding field like sugar candy.

			Same demon queen that killed my mam. Stung her with a poison that fed on her magic and turned it into more poison, until she had no choice but to dissipate, leavin’ the dead, melted parts behind. Couldn’t have re-formed if she’d wanted. Pullin’ yourself apart and then puttin’ yourself back together can heal just about anything, but it won’t grow back what’s been cut off.

			Mam knew there was no comin’ back, so she went out with a bang, taking all of Safehold with her.

			It wasn’t enough. The queen escaped and would have killed us all if not for Olive’s brother. Asome gave his life in an explosion of magic that blew too big a hole in her thorax for even a demon queen to heal.

			“How long ago was this?” Olive asks.

			“Two hundred years, and more,” Yndros says. “A period of great prosperity followed as we harnessed the demons’ strength to our own design and built a new society better than the Age of Science ever was. The fuel that powered their engines of industry was limited, inefficient, and filthy—polluting everything it touched. Hive is simple. Clean.”

			“And the demons are…what?” Olive asks. “Pets? Slaves? Free labor?”

			“Do you use animals to do work in your lands?” Yndros asked. “What difference, a horse or a demon? Both are creatures of the natural world. Why kill them if they can be made to serve?”

			Know my da would never agree, but maybe Yndros got a point? Never been one for killin’—even corelings. Happy to live and let live. Only fight ’em when they’re tryin’ to eat me and mine.

			Can’t deny the prosperity in the Hive lands, either. Even the smaller towns and villages in the shadow of the great city have grand public architecture, clean roads, and freshly painted houses. No sign of folk out on the streets hungry, and I sense plenty of grain in the silos and livestock in the barns. Common folk here live better than most Hollowers.

			Thought Cutter’s Hollow was all warded up, but even the outer villages of Hive put Hollow’s capital to shame. Ward magic crisscrosses everywhere like the lectric grid in Duke Ragen’s keep in Miln, providing basic necessities like light without fuel, hot running water, and Creator only knows what else.

			“Tell me about the Joined,” Olive prods. “Among my people, I am…unique.”

			“Surely not!” Yndros turns his head back to look at her, but whatever he sees in her aura is enough to convince him.

			“It has been difficult,” Olive confesses. “Even my own subjects fear me. I have never truly felt like one of them.”

			“And why should you?” Yndros asks. “You—and even Prince Bales, son of Eaters—are as gods walking among them.”

			“That is dangerous thinking,” Olive says.

			“Dangerous only because it is true,” Yndros replies. “How do you think you have come to dominate them?”

			“My title is hereditary,” Olive says, “grounded in law. I do not dom—”

			Yndros cuts her off with a laugh. “Hereditary titles are only as strong as the arms that defend them.”

			Olive opens her mouth, then closes it again. She knows it’s fair play. Olive ent ever walked into a room she din’t try to dominate, one way or another.

			“The Joined are also known as the twin people,” Yndros says. “As rare as twins among the commoners, there are few of us, but we are hard to mistake. All are as you are. As I. Gifted with greater strength, health, intelligence, and beauty.”

			I can see the heat as Olive’s face briefly flushes. “You flatter me, my lord. Or perhaps yourself.”

			Yndros lets out a booming laugh, and after a beat Olive joins him. It was a good joke.

			“You will see, Duch Olive, and judge for yourself. It isn’t simply face and form. We give off increased pheromones that can increase arousal in the unwary.”

			That’s interesting. Olive’s never lacked for people to fall in love with her, and they ent wrong that Joined smell different than other folk. I hadn’t considered the attraction might be as much from chemicals as her natural charm. Might explain why she can’t take her eyes off Yndros.

			“There are a number of us at court,” Yndros continues, “including Judge Janas, my mother, who is Both, like you. You are the rarest of the rare, even here. Blessed.”

			“Blessed by whom?” Olive asks. “Everam?”

			Yndros laughs again. “Everam and Nie were Joined, and put aside, when the demons were subjugated. Hive controls its own destiny.”

			Started out thinkin’ these demon masters were the bad guys, but now I ent so sure. Never been one to believe there’s someone upstairs judgin’ us, and I know Olive ent, either. Hivers might be a bit odd for Town Square, ay, but corespawn me if Yndros ent talkin’ sense.

			“Have the alagai ever broken free?” Olive asks.

			Yndros shrugs. “Occasionally a collar fails due to damage or negligence. Most demons adhere to training even without the collars, but if they are injured or hungry enough, they can become dangerous.”

			“The alagai are always hungry,” Olive says.

			Yndros’ voice tightens. “We don’t use that word.”

			“What word?” Olive asks.

			“Alagai,” Yndros says through gritted teeth. “My people consider it an offensive relic of a less enlightened time. Demons are part of the natural world, not cursed creatures sent by Nie to undo all Creation.”

			“Do you think you will hurt your demons’ feelings?” Olive is incredulous.

			“It will offend their owners,” Yndros says. “The demon trade has gone on for over two hundred years, and the creatures are effectively immortal. Most have been handed down through generations, often becoming beloved members of family lines that connect generations.”

			“Family members who will eat you if their collar fails when they find themselves hungry,” Olive quips.

			Yndros shrugs again. “Such incidents are isolated, quickly contained, and investigated. Accidents are forgiven. Negligence punished.”

			“Punished how?” Olive asks.

			“Owners are held responsible for their demons’ behavior,” Yndros says. “If there is no damage done and the collar quickly repaired or replaced, the owners can go about their business. If the unharnessed demon causes harm, the demon is confiscated and the harm is revisited upon them.”

			“Revisited?” Olive says.

			“If the demon takes someone’s limb, the owner must forfeit one, as well,” Yndros says as if speaking to a child.

			“And if the loose demon kills someone?” Olive presses.

			“Those responsible share their fate,” Yndros says.

			His words send a shudder through me. Olive’s mam outlawed death penalties, but Olive only nods. “Good.”

			Ay, she’s changed, all right.

			The flight of wind demons gains altitude, soaring over the walls of the upper city. Wards on the skyriders’ armor activate, allowing them to pass through the web of forbiddings that separates upper city from lower.

			Thought the towns and villages below were prosperous. Thought Cutter’s Hollow was grand. Need to rethink those words now. Hive’s capital makes the summer palaces of New Krasia look like a backwater lane in Soggy Marsh.

			Soaring spires pierce the sky, connected by a latticework of bridges that form greatwards in the air between them, pulsing and alive with magic. Never seen anything so beautiful.

			Corelings glow brightly to my night eyes. I see guard demons prowling the walls and streets, which bustle even at night. But it’s not just the guards with pet demons. I can see them everywhere—trotting behind folk like the family dog, pulling great carriages, being ridden like horses. There’s a man with a flame demon perched on his shoulder like a bird, and I hear children’s laughter on the night air as they take flying lessons atop small wind demons leaping from high platforms.

			It only gets denser as we approach the city center, until it seems like there’s a demon for every person. I can see the threads of magic connecting the corelings to control jewelry the masters wear, and wonder what else these people can do with the power at their fingertips.

			“Does everyone in the upper city have demon slaves?” Olive voices my question.

			“Another word we don’t care for,” Yndros says. “We…work in synergy with the demons. We see their needs met, and they in turn meet ours.”

			“But you dominate them,” Olive says.

			Yndros laughs. “Of course! An unchecked hive will devour everything in its vicinity, then swarm and spread. Subjugated, they keep other hives from the territory while serving as part of the environment rather than an invasive species.”

			Olive grunts. “That hasn’t answered my question.”

			“Not everyone in the upper city has a demon of their own,” Yndros says. “Children, for instance, or lesser servants. But on any given night, there are more demons in the city than people.”

			Olive keeps the disgust from her face, but I can see it in her aura. Not long ago, Olive was leading demon-killing warriors in the great Maze of Krasia. She’s no stranger to street-to-street fighting against corelings, and I can tell she doesn’t like what she sees below.

			“Yet you think you dominate them?” Olive asks.

			Yndros shrugs, unconcerned by the accusation. The flight of demons banks suddenly, and my stomach goes into my throat as they narrow their formation, dodging in and out of the lattice of glass greatwards that connect the city’s spires, all alive with running magic.

			It’s all I can do not to sick up, but this time it ent Baxos messin’ with me. He—all the skyriders—glow with exhilaration at the challenge, loving every second.

			The demons fold their wings to blast through a particularly tight opening, and my stomach drops from my throat down to my stones as Baxos’ demon twists in midair to drop feetfirst, gaining speed by the second. I see a landing platform getting closer with terrifying speed and I suck in, wondering if any of us will survive.

			Then as one, the demons spread their wings, arresting their momentum with a sudden jolt that cracks through me like a whip. Then we’re gliding softly in to land. The moment the demon sets talons on the platform, I let go of my straps and roll off, rushing to heave off the platform.

			Baxos laughs as I wipe my mouth with a hankie. “The Eaters’ son can’t handle the winds!”

			Other skyriders join the laughter. I hear each one distinctly and mark them, but I keep a Jongleur’s mask on my face and suck in my aura so they can’t get a Read on me.

			“The children of Eaters are always weak,” a woman chuckles. I catch her scent and remember it.

			“Will they Drain him, you think?” Another scent.

			“The kavakh deserves no less.” A third.

			Not all of ’em think it’s funny, though. Some smell of sympathy, and I mark those, as well.

			Olive, on the other hand, gets the princess treatment. The giant wind mimic lands at the center of the platform, and Yndros is unclipped in a blink, leaping fifteen feet straight down. Dense with muscle, he falls fast but lands nimble as a cat, reaching to offer a formal arm to support Olive as she dismounts. She doesn’t take it, but she smiles at him, and it’s like the rest of us ent even here.

			

			—

			“All right, Darin?” Olive comes over soon as she’s done making eyes at Yndros. She sniffs, and even without my sensitive nose, she can tell I ent.

			“Din’t need yesterday’s lunch, anyway.” I spit one more time off the platform.

			“I’ll ask Yndros…” Olive begins.

			I wave her off. “Both know he’ll send someone runnin’ to make sure there’s a feast waiting so you feel welcome. Reckon I can steal a plate.”

			“It’s what I’d do,” Olive agrees, watching as a pair of young guards come rushing over to take instructions, fire-eyed flame demons dancing at their heels. Yndros’ helmet has sound wards, and he keeps his instructions private, but I expect we guessed the gist as they run off.

			“Guards are talkin’ about havin’ me Drained,” I say quietly. “Think it means the same thing here as it does back home?”

			“I don’t know,” Olive says, “but no one’s doing anything to you while I’m around.”

			“Ay,” I say. “But what about when you ent? When that prince bats his double-male eyes at you and wants a stroll alone in the garden?”

			Olive’s face hardens at that. She doesn’t like being caught shining on someone. I meet the look and cross my arms. Olive knows I can smell a lie.

			“I won’t leave you unless I think it’s safe,” Olive promises, and I know it’s honest word.

			A squad of guards comes out onto the platform. “Right on cue,” the skyrider who called me “weak” mutters. “Lazar forbid there should be consequences for one of the Joined.”

			“Stable the mounts in the rookery,” Yndros tells Baxos. “I’ll go on ahead with our guests.”

			“My lord,” Baxos protests, “it would be safer if I…”

			Yndros’ mimic shifts again, this time into a man a head taller than Yndros’ seven feet, with charcoal-tinged skin, textured with scales. It looms behind him, black eyes devoid of emotion.

			Yndros claps Baxos on the shoulder. “I think I’m quite safe, my friend.”

			Feel a little better as we march away from the Sky Watch, but between the mimic and the guards who move to encircle us, we ent any less captive.

			There’s twists and turns as we descend the spire, each level wider than the one above. There’s sound wards everywhere, to relay commands, and to baffle and give privacy. Normally I can feel out a map of space around me with just my ears, but there’s dead zones everywhere. Messes with my equilibrium and makes me queasy, even though there ent much left in my stomach.

			My nose still works, at least. I nod up ahead. “Told you. Feast.”

			“Creator be praised,” Olive says. “I could eat a barrel of couscous.”

			Indeed, the waiting room Yndros ushers us into has a large central table laden with warm, fragrant food. My stomach groans at the sight and smell and taste in the air.

			But a change in Yndros’ scent checks me. The moment Olive and I are inside, he and his mimic enter and the demon closes the door behind us, activating a range of protective wardings.

			“We can speak freely in here,” Yndros says. “I would give you time to bathe and refresh yourselves, but the Watch will not easily forgive the death of their demons. It is a great crime here to kill a demon of the Watch. Were you not Joined, your life would be forfeit. Even so, we would do well to meet with the court before a formal complaint is lodged.”

			“You value demon lives over human?” Olive asks.

			“It isn’t that simple,” Yndros says. “It takes years and great expense to train a hatchling demon to serve the Watch. They grant their masters long life, and some have been handed down for generations. Most important—”

			“The bond goes both ways,” I cut in.

			Yndros looks at me as if just now realizing I am in the room.

			“What does that mean?” Olive asks.

			“Whatever the guards feel, the demon feels,” I say, “and the other way ’round.”

			“So when I killed those demons…” Olive thinks aloud.

			“Their masters felt the blows,” Yndros confirms. “The cut of your spear. The moment their demon’s heart stopped.”

			“It was self-defense!” Olive says.

			“Hive law says opposing the Watch is never self-defense,” Yndros says. “But your circumstances are unique. I will tell the court as much myself.” He whisks a hand. “The Watch won’t be happy, but you are Joined and a leader of your people. I can’t imagine the court imposing more than a death price.”

			Olive shakes her head, laughing to herself. “A death price…for demons.”

			“Of course,” Yndros says. “The severed guards will need money to purchase new eggs, and compensation for the time and cost of training.”

			“New…eggs?” I can’t help but shudder, thinking of the demon queen emerging from her mother’s hollowed body, or the thousands of eggs growing in her belly just before she was destroyed. Enough to overrun not just the Spear of Ala but the surface, as well.

			“My coffers are across the sea.” Olive keeps things practical.

			Again, Yndros waves a hand in dismissal. “I will pay it myself. And never will I mention it again, that we might start fresh, as equals.”

			“Equals?” Olive raises an eyebrow at him, smelling amused. “Are you a duch?”

			Yndros laughs and goes back to forgetting I’m there. “Eat. Rest. I will inform the court of your presence. I expect they will wish an audience immediately.” He gives no verbal command, but his mimic does not follow as he leaves the room. It drifts into a corner, watchin’.
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				Court

			
			I play a dangerous game, flirting with Prince Yndros.

			If it’s a game at all. My history of flirting with princes and keeping my feelings in check is spotty at best. I can tell Darin is already irritated, and rightfully so. We’ve no reason to think these alagai worshippers are our allies—or even our friends—no matter what I see in Yndros’ eyes.

			It’s easy to stay detached, for now. All I have to do is look into the soulless eyes of his alagai bodyguard to know I cannot trust him, however much I might want to. But Yndros is the only human I’ve ever met who is Joined, like me. I want to know him better. To know myself better through his experience. It’s a greater pull than his handsome face or the smell of his musk.

			The mimic’s skin changes color, blending into the paint of the wall behind. To normal eyes, it would be nearly imperceptible, but in crownsight the alagai is as clearly visible as ever.

			Alagai. The very word offends here. I wonder if I should stop using it, to be polite, or continue on to remind these people their beloved pets do not love them in return.

			I wonder how much chance I have if the mimic tries to kill me. Part of me is afraid, but if I am honest, a greater part welcomes the challenge. As with my fight with Yndros, the fact I am not sure I can win only makes me crave the contest more. I wonder if that trait will get me killed one day.

			It’s not the only thing I crave. “Creator, I am hungry. You think they eat chicken on this side of the sea?”

			Darin shakes his head. “No meat at all.”

			I turn to the table and see he’s right. There’s an array of cooked vegetables, rich with sauces and seasoning, fresh-baked bread, and plump fruits, but no eggs or meat of any kind.

			Darin’s already got a crackling loaf of bread in his hands. Took it so fast I barely saw him move. I’m more adventurous—and more proper—taking a plate and flatware and sampling everything. In addition to the foods there are a variety of nectars and juices to choose from, kept chill with cold wards even as heat wards worked into the table warm the meal.

			There’s a mirror and washbasin as well. Darin can just turn slippery, and everything from dirt to water slides off him. I have to take a more hands-on approach, removing my boots and armor and shaking the sand from everything. I watch the mimic as I do, ready to raise my protective field and snatch up a spear if it should so much as twitch.

			The demon remains immobile, though its very presence is enough to unnerve us both. Darin pretends not to notice it, but he keeps to the far side of the room.

			

			—

			Yndros is back to fetch us before long.

			“The Judges of the court have agreed to see you immediately,” the prince tells me. “My mother, Janas, and the other great spire leaders, Xorana, Yushi, Samar, and Cyla.”

			“What can you tell me of them, and of your customs, before we meet?” I ask. This lost Krasian tribe seems to share many of our rituals and traditions, but not all. I can’t risk giving offense when we are already on the back foot.

			“You will bow to each of the Judges, to the left, then the right, then to Janas in the center,” Yndros says. “Speak when asked to introduce yourself or questioned by the court. I know it is not necessary, but I must caution you to speak only truth in the court chamber, or they will know.”

			I nod, showing neither offense nor fear. “Do you have siblings at court?”

			Yndros chuckles, lighter than his heavy laugh, but still there is a weight of it in the air. “I have siblings everywhere. Spire Alybrax is vast. Janas alone has three husbands and a dozen wives. Mother to five, and father to near forty more. I am among the youngest but the only Joined among the progeny, and thus Janas’ heir.”

			Again I feel that pull, that mirror image of my life reflected in this prince of Hive. “My father has fifteen wives and seventy-three children. I am the youngest. How many summers have you seen?” Even as I ask, I realize the question may not mean the same in a land of eternal summer.

			Yndros understands. “Seventeen turns around the sun. Janas has great-grandchildren older than me, but we Joined come into our primes quickly.”

			“Indeed. We are nearly the same age.” I’d assumed he was older. Like me, his body’s journey to adulthood has been hastened by innate magic and—no doubt—the power he Draws from his pet mimic. “Does being Joined always raise one in your succession?”

			“Of course,” Yndros says. “What parent would name a weaker child to inherit? Lady Xorana of Spire Shamosk and Lord Yushi of Spire Ronove are Joined as well, double femme and double male. With their votes, Janas controls the court, and we can trust your…circumstances will be forgiven.”

			I frown. “What about Samar and Cyla?”

			“Samar’s father was Joined,” Yndros says, “though some whisper that Samar had the old man killed for control of Spire Baadel when he didn’t age quickly enough.”

			“Do you believe it?” I ask.

			Yndros shrugs. “Samar is not to be trusted. It is said there was no evidence against him, but Spire Baadel is strong, so it is possible the court looked the other way. There are no Joined in Cyla’s line, but Spire Zegan is very old and very powerful. They have deep ties to the Watch, and if there is opposition to you, it will likely come from there.”

			Politics. For a moment I thought I’d escaped them. Even before I was born, I was being manipulated for politics. Until my parents disappeared, I had no agency in the game, but for the last two years I’ve had to pull strings of my own even as I resisted those others tied to me.

			But Mother is free now, likely speeding toward Hollow at this very moment. Father, too, survived the demon queen’s attack and would reclaim the throne of Krasia.

			No one needed me anymore, and it was like a great weight lifted from me. When Darin and I leapt across the sea to pursue Alagai Ka, I thought nothing lay before me but alagai’sharak and perhaps death.

			Perhaps that was always a fantasy. Mother raised me to learn the names of powerful families and leaders. To see not just the crest but also the workings beneath. The gifts to offer and the strings to pull if I was to…dominate. She gave me the tools to survive here, if only I can learn quickly enough to use them.

			Darin isn’t nearly so confident. He looks ready to bolt at the slightest startle, though we both know there’s nowhere to go.

			“I won’t leave you, Dar,” I promise again, a gentle breath even Yndros cannot hear. “Anyone that threatens you has to go through me.”

			“Ent much better if you go down with me and there’s no one to go after Alagai Ka,” Darin mutters.

			He leads us out of the room and down several levels of the spire, each wider than the one before. There are no stairs, simply a gentle slope continually winding around the outer wall, which is composed of warded glass to afford a magnificent 360-degree view of the city and of the clouds still below our feet.

			I glance at the doors along the inner wall. “No one wants a window?”

			Yndros looks at me incredulously. “The sun would kill their demons.”

			Idiot. I offer a polite bow. “Forgive me, my lord. As you know, my people do not keep alag—demons in their homes. In our lands, they dissipate and return to the night below to wait out the day. You lock yours inside?”

			“There are lifts and inner stairs to allow demons to move about during the day,” Yndros says. “What about magic? Do your people forgo all use of it when the sun is high?”

			I shrug. “For the most part, yes. We do not use it to perform everyday tasks.”

			“Fascinating.” Yndros gives a bemused smile and a little shake of his head, his long hair wafting gently around his handsome face as his eyes dance at me.

			“Don’t get distracted or I’ll tell your mam,” Darin says in Thesan, pulling my eyes away from Yndros.

			I snort. “Considering who my father is, it’s fair to say she got distracted once, too.”

			Darin’s laugh is short and sharp, but I am glad to hear it. I know the pain he’s holding inside and can’t afford to let him sink into it. Not now.

			Yndros smiles politely as if he were in on the joke, but I can tell he did not understand.

			We continue to descend, the spire quite wide now, enough for large rooms and chambers. There is statuary in the halls—images of great leaders, I assume—always with a demon rubbing at their legs like a cat, or some similar pose of intimate connection between human and demon.

			There’s two-dimensional artwork as well. Paintings, friezes, even tapestries, all mixing gorgeous wardwork with images of noble alagai serving their masters. I find it all unsettling and know I’m not alone. I don’t have Darin’s nose to sniff out every feeling, but I know when my friend looks ready to sick up.

			It’s the final hall that makes my own stomach drop. We come to a guarded archway sealed with heavy, warded doors, banded with electrum.

			Electrum is a naturally occurring alloy of silver and gold. In the Chamber of Shadows, we were taught there was no better conductor for magical energy. That only electrum could conduct the power without loss. The best weapons and hora items are laced with it, but the metal is exceedingly rare in Thesa.

			But either there is a vast deposit of it here or the Hivers have found a way to make an artificial alloy with the same properties—a feat Hollow metallurgists have never managed. Hivers thread it into the fabric of the tapestries on the walls, marble it into the stone of statues, run it in grooves along the walls. It’s used to make armor for the Watch as well as the harnesses and control bands of the subjugated alagai.

			More, they use it to carry their very waste. With Asome’s circlet, I can see past the stone walls to the electrum-laced pipes within, purifying sewage, pumping clean water, and conducting vast magic throughout the spire.

			Above the arch, the conical horned heads of five mind demons are carved into the stone. Each bears a name in Krasian script. Some of the flourishes are unfamiliar, but they’re easy enough to read—I already know the names.

			Alybrax. Shamosk. Ronove. Baadel. Zegan.

			“Night,” Darin breathes. “Olive, what—”

			I turn to Yndros, but the prince shows no sign anything is amiss. Before I can open my mouth to question him, the flame demons on the shoulders of the guards outside the doors spit fire. I throw up an arm to block with the wards on my armor, but it was just for effect, a brief, intense flash of light and heat.

			“The mind court is in session!” the guards say as one. “Enter and speak only truth.” They reach for the doors, and in crownsight I see the wards on their armor interacting with those on the door. Not just anyone could open them.

			The room inside is not large. Just a semicircle of thrones so bright with magic, the figures upon them are difficult to discern as they look down on the center of the room, where we will no doubt soon be standing. Yndros has already entered, and his mimic brings up the rear, ushering us forward with menacing presence.

			“We goin’ in there?” Darin asks quietly.

			He wants to run, I can tell. Darin always wants to run. It’s the smart way to live. But I found a different truth in the words of the drillmasters of Desert Spear, when they spoke of fear in the Maze.

			A calm settles over me, and I know Darin can sense it. “There’s nowhere to run, Dar. The only way out is through.”

			

			—

			My center found, I don my regal bearing like a cloak. Shoulders straight, back arched, face a mask. Mother drilled these things into me before I read my first word. Creator forbid I should act like a child and embarrass her at some state function.

			As with many things I once resented about Mother, I am grateful for the lessons now. She was preparing me for this life, even then.

			The magic radiating from the thrones overwhelms my crownsight at first, and I see Darin squint and shake the hair over his eyes like he does when he’s seeing more than he can process. It’s a rare moment when I understand what it must be like for Darin all the time, constantly overwhelmed by the very senses he needs to navigate the world. I feel for him and wish there was more I could do.

			As with sudden light in the darkness, I gradually grow accustomed. Darin does not. My tense muscles ease a fraction when I can tell the figures on the thrones are human, not demon.

			I’d expected the thrones to be a blend of electrum and hora—demonbone—like my father’s Skull Throne in New Krasia. Atop it was the severed head of the first mind demon Father killed, coated in the precious metal. I see demon heads on these Hive thrones and think perhaps it is the same here. That the great spires of Hive were named after the mind demons their ancestors slew during the war.

			My eyes focus further, and I realize with a start that while there are no alagai on the thrones, the thrones are alagai. Mimic demons so large and powerful they reveal Yndros’ mimic as a mere hatchling. No doubt these alagai bodyguards will respond instantly should their masters be threatened.

			Not that there would be need. Nestled against the powerful demons, the members of this mind court have vast magic they can Draw upon to power wardings and spells. I’m not sure Darin and I together could manage to kill one mimic, let alone six of them, with skilled Warders at their leash.

			Above them hang banners with their family crests, the names and faces of their…patron mind demons? Are these the images of vanquished foes or elite slaves? Or do mind demons control the city, in the end? From what I know of alagai princes, if they wanted to control a city, this is how they would do it—working through human leaders who were their unwitting pawns. They tried it in Angiers and Miln when I was only a baby, and Darin says Alagai Ka had a similar control over Safehold.

			I see no tethers in crownsight beyond the subjugation wards linking the mimics to the electrum jewelry the Judges wear. If there are active minds in the city, they are hidden, but that matters little. Minds can implant suggestions that carry into the day regardless of subsequent protections.

			I don’t need the banners to know who is who. Even amid all this power, the Joined stand out on the court.

			It is said my mother was the most beautiful woman in Thesa, and not without a measure of truth. The Damajah was the only woman said to perhaps exceed her, and there was truth to that, too. Inevera knew the power of her beauty, keeping it sharp as a knife and soft as silk.

			Yet the almost inhuman beauty of the double-femme Xorana of Shamosk, languidly curled in her mimic’s embrace, makes both women seem plain. Her hair is the stark white of great age, but her body is that of a woman in her prime. A shimmering gown of iridescent white snow demon scales covers much but hides little of her ample womanly curves. Muscle ripples when she gives a lazy stretch before sitting up, and I know not to underestimate her strength.

			Like a dozing cat suddenly alert to a mouse, Xorana locks her eyes on to me. Caught in her stare, I realize one eye is green and the other blue, both captivating. My nostrils flare, catching her scent.

			Unbidden, I feel my body begin to respond, if differently than it did to Yndros. I bow to break the contact and recover my senses, offering the extended leg and sweeping at-your-service arm of a young Angierian prince.

			When Darin does not immediately follow suit, I give him a subtle kick and he offers a stiff bow of his own. Darin’s senses are stronger than mine, but if Xorana’s charm affects him, he hides it better than I do.

			“Judge Xorana, Joined daughters of Spire Shamosk, you honor us.”

			Xorana raises an eyebrow at that, but I turn to the next mimic throne before she can charm me further.

			Double-male Lord Yushi is dark where Yndros is fair, but similarly large and powerful—back straight, with a jaw that could shatter stone. There’s silver streaking his hair, but everything else about him speaks of a man in his prime. He sits militarily straight, electrum thread in the wardwork along the seams of his robe. Loose for ease of movement, the silk nevertheless clings to shoulders broad as a rock demon’s and biceps the size of my head.

			I had started to adjust to the masculine triggers Yndros fills the air with, but Yushi, too, has an unnatural attraction. I spread my cloak and offer him a curtsy instead of a gentleman’s leg. I used to hate curtsies—they felt so subservient. But Mother could do it without anyone losing sense of who was in control.

			Darin bows stiffly, the same as before. We’re going to have to rehearse this later.

			“Judge Yushi, Joined sons of Spire Ronove, you honor us.”

			As Yndros instructed, my eyes pass over the center throne without focusing. Next, Samar of Spire Baadel lounges in his mimic throne, sipping from a goblet of wine and regarding us with small, dark eyes.

			I have little trouble believing this is a man who would kill his own family for a throne. I’ve had more than one brother like that, though both fooled me into thinking them honorable at first. I won’t make that mistake here. I curtsy, ceding nothing.

			“Judge Samar, son of Spire Baadel, you honor us.” The lack of Joined is noticeable, even to me. I am following their own custom, yet as I turn away, I feel I have slighted the man in some way.

			Like Xorana, Cyla of Spire Zegan has long hair gone white, but there’s nary a wrinkle or sag to her unnatural youth. Her expression reminds me of Mother’s, serious but benevolent. Unlike Xorana in her shimmering gown, Cyla wears a short military coat with medals and decorations on the breast, coupled with uniform slacks and boots. Her hair is exquisitely queued away from her face, worked with a warded diadem full of power.

			I feel I might be able to reach her soldier-to-soldier, but just behind her throne I catch sight of Baxos. There is no pleasure to his aura, but I can tell he’s already told the court what he knows, and Cyla, at least, is displeased.

			Darin offers the same bow he gave the others, but I punch a fist to my chest, offering Cyla a warrior’s salute. The gesture seems much the same here, and Cyla returns it with military precision, eyes and aura unreadable. Unlike me, Hive’s leaders have learned to mask their auras as well as their faces.

			“Judge Cyla, daughter,” I try to put strength and honor in the word, “of Spire Zegan, you honor us.”

			Returning to the center, I see that the mimic throne is no larger than the others, nor does it sit higher, but the glow of magic the creature radiates outshines everyone, a reminder to all present who controls the court.

			Janas of Spire Alybrax has a face unlike mine, but like it as well. Both handsome and beautiful, masculine and feminine. With a slimmer frame than Yndros or Yushi, Janas could likely fit into Xorana’s shimmering gown, replacing the soft curves with harder ones that offer a similar shape made of cabled muscle.

			In raiment as well, Janas stands between the others, with clothes not dissimilar to those I wore at court in Hollow. Tight, functional breeches and blouse, with a fitted military jacket stitched to a matching peplum half skirt.

			The Joined head of the court regards me with a kind of bemusement, perhaps making the very same comparisons. Yndros says those like us are rare, even among the Joined.

			I hate meetings like this, even if I understand the necessity. A probing conversation in an open hall where everything will be recorded and analyzed, likely followed by a private and more personal meeting where problems are actually solved. I have questions for Janas, but they are not for open court.

			I hesitate and feel Darin do the same, waiting for my lead. Do I bow? Curtsy? What feels right?

			I settle for a more formal Krasian bow: Ankles sliding together, hands at my side, I bend precisely at the waist and elbows, not quite the ninety degrees I would to my own ruler, but close enough so as to give no doubt that I understand who is in power here.

			“Judge Janas, Joined son and daughter of Spire Alybrax, you honor us.”

			Janas inclines their head in return. “The honor is ours, Duch Olive, Joined son of House Jardir and daughter of House Paper.” Janas’ voice is a rich contralto, their thick accent revealing little. Yndros, too, seems to have given a full report.

			Janas’ eyes flick to Darin. “Welcome, Prince Darin of House Bales, son of Eaters.” In aura, tone, and expression, Janas remains carefully neutral, but nevertheless it is clear the distinction puts Darin below everyone else in the room in the social hierarchy of Hive.

			Joined, human, children of Eaters, Eaters themselves. I wonder if there are other layers, and what else determines standing. Wealth, doubtless. And likely number of alagai slaves.

			“Thank you, Judges, for speedy admission to the mind court,” I say, taking a step in front of Darin. The less they focus on him, the better. “We come with a grave warning.”

			“Your unbound mind demon.” Janas’ tone makes the matter seem of little import.

			“With the utmost respect, I warn the court not to underestimate him,” I say. “Alagai Ka is ancient and powerful. His machinations nearly destroyed nations. He must be found quickly and destroyed. We beg Hive’s assistance in this. We did not realize we were encroaching on your territory in our pursuit.”

			“Alagai Ka.” Janas seems bemused again. “First Demon,” the words mean in Krasian, but where we come from, they are steeped in lore. The Father of Lies. The demon king. A story to frighten children, all the more terrifying for being true.

			But the Judges of Hive do not seem frightened. If anything, they appear…eager.

			“The demon fled when he triggered the alarms,” Cyla says. “But if he is queenless, as you told Prince Yndros, he will sense our queen’s proximity and be compelled to remain on the outskirts of Hive’s wardnet seeking a way to reach her. We will find and capture him.”

			“Indeed,” Samar puts in. “The lesser spires will be highly motivated to search when they learn the first new mind court seat in over a century is the prize.”

			“Killing a mind demon is how a spire is raised to the court?” I dare to ask.

			Yushi laughs, a booming sound that echoes in the small chamber. The others join a beat later, even Janas smiling and chuckling visibly.

			“Yndros said your people were still fighting a primitive war,” Xorana says. “Destroying entire hives. The waste of it!”

			“Your demon will be subjugated,” Janas says. “And if a lesser spire should manage to capture him before the Watch, adding such power might indeed raise them to the mind court. You need not concern yourself with this matter further, Duch Olive. Instead we pray you and Prince Darin will take your ease in Hive for a time. There is much we can teach that you can bring back to help…civilize your people.”

			I keep my mask in place, though beneath my calm exterior, I bristle. These people lounge atop mimics and glorify minds, and we’re the uncivilized ones?

			“Surely we can both learn from each other,” I say.

			“Just so,” Janas agrees. “Hive has been isolated too long. We are eager to learn of our neighbors across the sea.”

			Judge Cyla clears her throat. “There is still the matter of Duch Olive’s killing of Watch demons acting in the line of duty.”

			“Surely that’s settled,” Xorana says. “What did they lose? A pair of sand demons?”

			“Savitos and Almera,” Cyla says. “Demons of the line for over a century. And a field demon, Galivan, who two years ago earned a commendation in the Eater attack on—”

			“It was clearly a misunderstanding.” Judge Yushi’s tone is polite, but his deep voice adds the gravitas of command.

			Cyla turns to Judge Samar for support, but the lord only shrugs. “This wasn’t an Eater attack. The losses are minor, and Prince Yndros has already agreed to pay the death price.”

			“The responsibility is mine,” Yndros asserts. “I was leading the Watch, and dispatch told us we were responding to an Eater attack. As soon as I realized the misunderstanding, I interceded, but Duch Olive is powerful and cannot be faulted for self-defense. The fallen beasts died with honor. Their masters will be compensated with hatchlings to train, and given counseling to help them process the loss.”

			Counseling. Over the loss of a demon. Night. Who are these people?

			Samar extends an open hand Yndros’ way, as if to say, There, see? I make a note of the look Cyla gives him. Perhaps they vote together when their interests align, but they aren’t friends or allies.

			Baxos takes a step forward, carefully avoiding Yndros’ eyes as he bows to the Judges in proper turn. Janas nods when he finishes. “Speak, Lieutenant Baxos.”

			“With humility before the wisdom of the mind court,” Baxos says, “Prince Yndros cannot say for certain this was not an Eater attack. Prince Darin is by his own admission the child of Eaters. He could have been trying to cure his affliction with this…Alagai Ka.”

			My mask slips a little at that. “Affliction?”

			“The children of Eaters are often born…sensitive,” Janas says. “Surely you know this.”

			“Prince Darin is the only child of Eaters alive in Thesa,” I say. “His people were wiped out by Alagai Ka. He is…sensitive, but we did not know this was common, or that there was a cure.”

			“Ent,” Darin puts in, the first time he’s spoken since we entered the chamber. “No cure, because I ent sick. Just different from other folk. Ent lookin’ to change that, especially not if it means…” He goes paler than usual, his very aura looking ready to sick up.

			“You are correct, Prince Darin,” Janas asserts loudly. “It is no crime to be the child of Eaters, only to join them in that crime.”

			“To be clear,” I ask carefully, “is the crime killing a demon or Eating one?”

			“Both, of course,” Janas says. “Eaters are magic addicts, trading safety and control for raw, unfocused power. For every one that survives, others are consumed when they cannot contain the welling energy inside them. For that, the act of Eating is forbidden. In addition, every demon in Hive is accounted for. Each is property, their killing tantamount to murder and theft. Killing one for the purpose of Eating is a death crime.”

			“He can mist,” Baxos says. “Duch Olive’s own account says that is how they arrived here. How can that be if he has not Eaten?”

			“The lieutenant has a point,” Samar admits. “No child of Eaters has misted without the cure.”

			“That doesn’t make it impossible,” Yushi notes. “There isn’t enough research…”

			Xorana hisses, activating the wards on her jeweled bracelet and pulling a wave of magic through Darin and Reading it. She does it so quickly, so easily, that Darin doesn’t have time to suck in and prevent it. “He’s clean. For now.”

			“Let there be no further misunderstandings, Prince Darin,” Janas says. “You are to remain so. Hive’s warding field will keep you from misting within our borders, and we have ways to keep you in line if you become a problem.”

			“Why not Drain him and have done?” Samar suggests.

			I step in front of Darin again. “Both Hollow and Krasia will consider any assault on Prince Darin’s person an act of war.”

			Yushi snorts. “You are hardly in a position to make threats, Duch Olive.”

			“It’s no threat,” I say, “simply a statement of fact. Prince Darin is a hero to our people, and beloved.” I don’t tell them Darin’s father is considered as much the Deliverer as their Lazar. Letting them know that many across the sea worship an Eater is too risky.

			They can tell from my demeanor they would need to go through me to harm him, but I have little doubt they could. I have hora, my weapons and armor, and Darin his innate power, but there’s nowhere to run, no free magic to Draw upon, and we are surrounded by mimics and powerful Warders. In Thesa and Krasia, there are few prisons that can hold Darin Bales, but here, where he cannot mist and his powers are more commonplace, he is vulnerable.

			“The Drain is a punishment for which there has been no crime,” Janas says. “Yndros and our guests have testified it was self-defense, and the damage was negligible.”

			Baxos bristles at that, flexing the freshly healed wrist I broke on the beach, and the shoulder that shared the pain of his demon’s broken wing.

			“You are dismissed, Lieutenant Baxos,” Janas says with finality.

			Baxos purses his lips, but he bows, putting a fist to his chest. “Your will, Judge.”

			A bit of the tension leaves the room as Baxos exits. Janas leans back, considering. “We do not have a way to quickly transport you home, Duch Olive. Misting is forbidden in Hive, and though our water demon navy is strong, we have no ships or demons that have crossed the sea and returned to us. No water demon can travel so far from Hive and remain subjugated.”

			“I understand,” I say. “In any event, we would not wish to depart until the matter of the escaped demon is resolved. Again, I caution that this one may be stronger than you expect.”

			“We will take it under advisement,” Janas says. “But I do not anticipate a problem. The lesser spires will not be the only ones on the hunt.”

			I hear a tinge in Janas’ voice, recognized perhaps because I know it so well. They are eagerly anticipating this challenge on a personal level. I glance at the others and wonder if it’s the same for them.

			“In the meantime,” Janas goes on, “you will be given chambers in the central spire to befit your royal status, including servants and a stipend for personal expenses. My sons will show you around and see to it you are properly introduced to society.”

			I dip low again. “The court is too kind.”

			“It has been centuries since we have had visitors from outside our lands.” Janas smiles. “There is much we can learn from each other, as you say.”
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				Pipes

			
			“This entire level will be yours for the duration of your stay, Duch Olive,” Yndros says as he sweeps his hand over an enormous suite of rooms strung around the hub of the central stair. “I apologize if they are more modest than you are accustomed to. We did not have much time to prepare.”

			I swallow a snort. Nothing modest about any of this, but that ent cause to be impolite. Mam knew it was hard for me to read social cues, so she made sure to teach me the difference.

			I haven’t slept since she died. How’s that even possible? Seems like it happened in a dream, or a hundred years ago, not just a day and a half.

			“You are too gracious, thank you,” Olive says.

			Yndros tours her around the suite like I ent even here. Normally that’s how I like it, but right now, being alone is worse than being included. Been holdin’ down my grief and pain by keeping my eyes on what I needed to get done. Warning Olive the queen had hatched. Defending the Spear of Ala. Puttin’ my knife in Alagai Ka.

			Right now, there’s nothing to get done, and I can’t put it off much longer. Can’t rush things without bein’ rude, but I need to be alone-alone, and soon, or I am gonna break down.

			For now, I pay attention, learning what I can. The rooms are illuminated on all sides in light from intricate glowing wardwork scrolling along the walls. Sliding your fingers in a specific way along any part of the pattern can brighten or dim it as desired. Likewise, the temperature and airflow of the rooms can be changed at a touch, or servants summoned. Sound wards can silence a room or eavesdrop on another.

			It’s beautiful and incredibly powerful. The Hivers live in more luxury than either of us has ever imagined, much less seen. Olive’s got servants to tend to her needs, along with four privies, each with its own great tub with hot and cold running water, and shower above. A library, a study, common areas to lounge or entertain. A kitchen with her own personal chef and devices to warm and chill food with magic.

			There’s magic everywhere in Hive. It reminds me of the Spear of Ala, my bloodfather’s fortress in the abyss. But that magic was ancient. Holy. This…Hivers treat magic like fire. Power to be respected, maybe, but a tool like any other.

			They ent wrong, exactly. I don’t believe in the Creator or Nie or any of that business. But magic links all life on Ala together. Maybe it’s not divine, but it ent mundane, either.

			I don’t like the way Yndros looks at Olive—or, if I’m to tell honest word, the way she looks back at him. Everyone’s acting proper, but my nose is all I need to understand the chemistry between them.

			I should be worried about that. I am worried about that. But I ent got room for it in my head right now. All I can think about is Arick’s pleas for me to kill him because Alagai Ka corrupted his mind. Aunt Leesha filthy in her cell. The demon queen tearing free of the mimic queen’s abdomen. Mam’s dying emotions, shared through our link as she made the choice to save everyone by not comin’ back.

			“Prince Darin’s suite will be on a lower level,” Yndros goes on. “We—”

			“No need for that,” Olive breaks in. “Darin will stay with me.”

			Yndros cocks his head at that. “I did not realize you were lovers.”

			“Ay, what?” I take a quick step back.

			Olive is similarly repulsed. “Darin is family.”

			Yndros shrugs, and his scent backs it up. He shines on Olive, but he ent jealous. “You share no blood, and it is common for the Joined to take many lovers and mates. But if you are neither, what need is there to share quarters?”

			Olive rounds on him, and the playful chemistry is gone from her scent, replaced with that protective Olive smell I know so well. “I see the enmity many of your people bear Prince Darin simply for being born as he was. I wish to keep him where I can protect him.”

			Yndros stares at her for a long moment. “Indeed you are correct. Eaters are unstable, but they are powerful. Their hunger is without end, and they have been known to attack communities and even members of the Watch, carrying off demons to consume in their dark rituals. They are hated among the law-abiding citizens of Hive, and the act of Eating, regardless of the source, is a terrible crime.

			“However,” he continues, spreading his hands placatingly, “the mind court has ruled that Prince Darin has committed no such crime, and has named both of you royal guests of Hive.” He turns to me, forcing me to meet his icy-blue eyes. “You are quite safe here, I assure you.”

			“Nevertheless.” Olive crosses her arms. “I would feel more comfortable if Prince Darin could stay with me.”

			“Some may consider this inappropriate,” Yndros warns. “While he has committed no crime, Prince Darin is…”

			“Unclean?” I supply when he’s too polite to say it.

			Again Yndros shrugs, and I know it ent his fault.

			“Used to that,” I say. “Got the same treatment in Krasia.”

			“Not while I’m around,” Olive growls. She’s still got that guardian scent, and I know she ent gonna let this go.

			Yndros picks that up, too. “I can offer the chamber directly below? The inner stair can offer direct access, with no impropriety.”

			“Ay, that’s fine,” I cut in.

			Olive looks at me. “Darin…”

			“Don’t really need to use it if we don’t want,” I say. “You got enough beds and living rooms to host a Solstice Festival. But it gives me a place to be alone if I want, and if it keeps everyone from lookin’ at us sideways…”

			“An excellent point.” Yndros claps his hands as if to seal the agreement. Olive looks like she might argue further, but she always looks like that. When she doesn’t, the matter is settled.

			“Mind if we get some rest, then?” I ask. Ent rude about it, but it’s all I can do to hold it together. I don’t get some space soon, there’s gonna be a problem. “Been a long day.”

			That puts Yndros’ scent a little off balance, but he doesn’t let it show. He wanted to stay longer, making eyes at Olive, but he can read the room. “Of course. It is our custom to sleep during the day, but I will return tomorrow evening to introduce you to my friends at court.”

			Yndros gives one of his charming bows and backs out of the anteroom, closing the doors behind him.

			“I’ll take the bedroom on the left,” I say as soon as we’re alone. It ent the best, so Olive won’t want it, and it’s as far from the master bedroom as I can get.

			“Darin.” Olive reaches for me, concern in her scent and all over her aura, but I’m already battening down for the storm. I let myself go slippery, and her hand slides off.

			“You don’t have to go through this alone,” Olive says. “I loved her, too.”

			The words are a knife in my heart. “Know that, Olive. ’Preciate you. Just need to go play my pipes for a bit.”

			Olive knows what that means as well as any. “I’ll still be here when you’re ready to come back out.”

			I nod, taking the pipes off my belt as I go into one of the suites and shut the door.

			

			—

			I hate cryin’, normally.

			Hate it when others do it around me, because it throws off my own regulation. The scents of pain and anguish, the taste of tears, the heat of people’s skin, the strained, irregular sounds, all of them cuttin’ at me at once.

			Hate it more when it’s me. Like my body’s become my enemy, shaking and slobbering out of my control. Just a burden to myself and everyone around me.

			The exception’s when I have my pipes and a place to retreat. I slide the lights off, setting the temperature just right. Then I fall on the bed, curl up as small as I can, and put the pipes to my lips.

			Music is emotion, my old teacher Hary Roller used to say. Emotion shapes magic, and magic charms demons. That was the secret, even if most folk struggled to cross that last line.

			Ent any demons to charm, but I can charm myself sometimes, using the music to create a safe space to explore my own emotions. Some folk think I ent got any, but truer is I keep my emotions bottled most of the time, so I don’t get overwhelmed by the power of them.

			With my pipes to keep it orderly, I can finally let my guard down and feel. I play a song of sadness over how I may never kiss Rojvah again. A song of pain about how Arick is broken inside in more ways than the demon’s influence and may never really be all right. I compose the stark terror I felt as we faced the demon queen, her mate, and their high priest.

			But all of it’s just a warm-up, an opening number as I circle closer and closer to the pain at the core of it all. The music changes as Mam comes to my mind’s eye in flashes. Flying around the room, shining like the sun as she fought the queen. The way her skin blackened around the queen’s sting. The anguish on her face as she told me she was on her way to meet Da.

			I feel the tears streaming down my face, running freely into the scarf at my collar, the pipes at my lips. I taste the salt, taste the sadness, but I’m detached from it, too. The music keeps the pain even, symmetrical. It gives me beats to adjust to, and space to improvise feelings I don’t entirely understand.

			I don’t know how much time goes by as I lie there, just playin’ and weepin’. Hours maybe. Or days. Time loses meaning when I play.

			Finally I get it all out, at least for now. I feel my eyes lidding closed, and embrace the oblivion of exhaustion.

			

			—

			Olive’s knock is gentle, the barest tap on my door. She knows I don’t need much. I was already stirring before she got close.

			What time is it? Impossible to tell in a windowless room. There’s a moving piece of art on the wall I think might be a clock, but it doesn’t have any numbers on it. Like everything else in Hive, it pulls a bit of magic from the net to power itself.

			“Darin,” Olive whispers at the door. “I don’t want to disturb you, but it’s evening, and the servants tell me to expect Yndros soon.”

			Evening? Already? I stare at the clock’s alien face and realize it doesn’t measure time so much as it does sunrise and sunset. Let folk know when it’s safe to take out their scaly pets.

			I try to shake off sleep, but it’s a struggle. Body like mine needs more than just food and sleep. Normally I’m energized in the evenings, feeling the sun set and magic come alive in the world, feeding itself into me.

			Not here in Hive. I slept soundly, shielded from the sun, but there is no change in the free, ambient magic for me to Draw upon. Magic here is all harnessed and put to work. I can feel the wards tugging at my own power and need to keep the little I have in reserve from bleeding away. I spent a lot of power just gettin’ us here, and ent had any way to put it back.

			Can I Draw magic off the grid? Possibly, but I’m not ready to experiment. I remember the alarms Alagai Ka set off, and don’t want to get us in trouble.

			“I won’t leave without you, Darin,” Olive whispers when I am slow to reply. “If you need time, I’ll offer our regrets and delay him another day.”

			Ent fool enough to think that’s a good idea. Better or worse, Yndros is the closest thing we got to a friend here, and we need him. I stumble out of bed, trying to shake off the fog. I’m halfway across the room before I catch up and realize what Olive’s got with her. I smile as I open the door.

			“Ay, that’s okay,” I croak. “Just need a little time to freshen up.”

			“There’s no hurry.” Olive takes it as an invitation to come in with a steaming breakfast tray with hot coffee. Creator, when did I last have coffee? Not since we were in Krasia more than half a year ago. Just the smell starts to wake me up.

			“Yndros and I will have breakfast together, here, before we go to tour the city,” Olive says. “I’ve already given your regrets for breakfast. You have time for a bath. And you need one.”

			She makes my bed with quick efficiency, creating a smooth surface on which she lays fresh clothes from the package. “The water in the tub runs blessedly hot, and these should fit you.”

			I can smell Olive’s readiness to argue if I resist. I can clean the clothes on my back by turning slippery, but they seen better days and we both know it. I look at what she’s brought, and they ent too bad. The clothes are cut in the minimalist design that the Hivers favor, designed more for comfort and practical fashion than protection.

			Olive’s dressing like them already, wearin’ silky pajamas that leave her muscled arms bare and cling to her thighs when she moves. Can’t deny they look comfy. I ent usually the fancy type, but when you can feel every fiber in the cloth on your skin, you develop a taste for silk.

			My old clothes had hidden pockets for armor plates, but I lost the plates long ago and never liked using them anyway. “Not used to showing so much skin,” I say, more to get a rise out of her than from worry. I let her suck in a breath, then keep on. “But since the Hivers are nocturnal, reckon I don’t need to worry about the sun.”

			Olive deflates, smelling like she’s just won a fight.

			“Royal types worry way too much about what each other is wearing,” I say through mouthfuls of honey-sweetened porridge. Don’t recognize the grain, but it’s smooth and delicious and filling. “Afraid I’ll embarrass you by lookin’ grubby?”

			Olive puffs back up. “This isn’t a game in my mum’s safe court in Hollow, Darin. We’re alone in dangerous territory, and we desperately need these people as allies if we are to ensure Alagai Ka is killed. It is vital that we acclimate quickly in every way we can. We must learn their dialect, eat their food, wear their clothes, and cause as little friction as possible.”

			“Yes, I understand,” I say in Krasian, mimicking the Hive accent. “Anything else I need to know before Prince Male arrives?”

			“That’s actually really good,” Olive says.

			“Accents are easy,” I say. “What else?”

			“We don’t let them disarm or separate us,” Olive says.

			I nod. “Honest word.”

			“Take your time in the bath,” Olive says. “I’ll entertain Prince Yndros until you join us.”

			“Ay, think he’ll like that,” I say. “Don’t get the sense he wants your kid brother around while he’s courtin’.”

			Olive tries to give me one of her mam’s famous looks. The ones that made folk sit up straight and eat all their peas. “I’m not naïve, Darin. I’m not going to let him charm me into doing something foolish.”

			“Oh, ay?” I ask. “Good thing that’s never happened before.”

			Olive’s eyes narrow, but it’s a fair hit. Every time I turn around, she’s gotten herself into trouble with some prince or another. Normally she’d have an equally sharp retort, but this time she accepts it without hitting back.

			It’s how I know she’s been worried sick.

			“I heard your music,” she says. “Listened for hours till you drifted off. It was sad. Beautiful.”

			She means it. I can see the sorrow in her aura, the empathy for my pain in her scent, in the tears that would come if not for her powerful will. She’s tensed like she’s about to hug me.

			I turn slippery at the thought. Love Olive Paper, but the last thing I need right now is her to put her arms around me and start cryin’. “Thanks.”

			“Darin.” Olive knows the signs and doesn’t try to touch me. Her voice is low, soothing. “If you want to just talk…”

			“Ay, sometime,” I say. “Maybe. But not right now.”

			Olive nods. “I love you, Darin. So does Selen. Arick and Rojvah, Mother and Father, Uncle Gared. You’ve got family. You don’t need to carry this alone.”

			“I’m always alone,” I say, pointedly going to the door and opening it. “All of us are. But don’t you worry about me. I’m all right.”

			Olive takes the hint, going to the door, but her last look sees right through me. “Are you?”

			

			—

			Am I? It’s a fair question, and one I ent got an answer to. Feel better than I did yesterday, but that’s a low fence to jump. Was ready to drown yesterday. Feelin’ better still leaves me pretty deep in the muck.

			But I got coffee and honey-nut pastries, warm porridge and fresh fruits. Had a good sleep, and the bathtub fills fast and hot. Din’t bother to strip before falling asleep, and I’m still fully dressed. I unbuckle my suspenders and the belt I use more to hang things than to hold up my pants. It’s where I keep my pipes, and my belt pouches, and Mam’s knife.

			I can feel the bone handle hummin’ under my fingers as I pull the knife from my belt and lay it in reach by the tub. Magic’s drawn to emotion, and there’s a lotta emotion in this blade. It was my grandda’s. Don’t know much about Harl Tanner, other than he wasn’t a good man. I heard every whisper in town when I was growin’ up, but folk didn’t like to talk about Grandda Tanner. Smelled scared when his name came up, and changed the subject right quick.

			When he died the knife became Mam’s, and according to her, she done some bad things with it, too, back when her magic was new and she hadn’t gotten it under control.

			Back when she was an Eater, as the Hivers would say.

			All that emotion, all that history, is bound up in the knife. With a gentle Draw, I could Read it like an emotional book, learning all the family secrets, even some I maybe wasn’t meant to know.

			I didn’t worry about it much when Mam was alive. I knew the Jongleur’s tale. Harl and another man were killed, and the town thought Mam did it. Put her out in the night for the demons as punishment. That was the night Da came to town, and stories say he was mad as spit. Killed the demons that came for Mam and cut her free. Told anyone who would listen that even if Mam did kill her da, then he had it comin’.

			No one but Mam really knew the truth of what happened. Might be I could have asked. Don’t think she would have lied to me. But why would I? Da said everything I need to know. If Mam wanted me to know more, she’d tell me when the time was right.

			I found her knife last year after the demon king ambushed Mam and Aunt Leesha. Had every reason to think she might be dead, but even then, I didn’t dare Read the knife. Wouldn’t be my business to know if Mam was alive, and Readin’ it felt like admitting she wasn’t.

			Is it my business now? She’s gone, and this is all I got left of her. I could Read the blade and restore a bit of my strength in the process. The weapon has magic to spare, and more every time it strikes a demon.

			I slip pruning fingers from the heat of the water, extending them toward the hilt, tugging at the knife’s magic with my will, tasting it. The magic is…angry. Like an open wound. Like a raging fire. Like a broken heart. The knife can cut anything, and it would cut its own holder, if it could.

			I draw my hand back. I’m not that desperate.

			Not yet.
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				Wastrels

			
			I’m worried about Darin.

			It’s funny, because I’ve always been worried about Darin, but this feels different. I’m not just worried. I’m scared.

			When we were young, I worried about loud noises, because they upset him. Selen and I stopped shrieking far younger than most girls we knew, much to the appreciation of Mother’s servants. I worried about food, because Darin won’t eat things with too many ingredients. I worried about bright rooms and sunlight, because his eyes and skin were so sensitive. I worried about perfume, because sometimes the smell could give him a headache that lasted days.

			Folk were scared of Darin, even then. The way he would climb the walls like a spider, always quiet, always in the shadows, trying not to be noticed. It’s easy to ascribe sinister motivations to someone like that. They didn’t know it was just him protecting himself. Just Darin trying to hold it together.

			Sometimes Darin’s needs inconvenienced me, and sometimes I was selfish and pushed him to meet my own wants. I wasn’t perfect, but I loved and protected him like a little brother.

			I’m still worried about all those things, but since we joined our essences in our desperate chase of Alagai Ka across the sea, I understand him in ways I didn’t before. Darin carries so many hurts that should never have been his to bear. He was born into hurt, but it didn’t stop him from always looking out for the people he loved.

			When we linked, I could sense the pain he was holding in his center. I can see it now, in crownsight. Like a black rot where his heart should be, fighting to get out and corrupt the rest of him. Darin never knew his da. Like me, he just missed the idea of having a father in his life. But his mum…

			She was everything to him.

			My mother was captured by Alagai Ka along with his, but still I let the Damajah convince me to serve the greater good by taking my armies elsewhere.

			Not Darin. I don’t think he’s ever dressed me down like that before. For a boy who’s frightened of everything, none of it was going to stop him from saving his mum.

			And he did. He crossed hundreds of miles, sniffed out the demon king’s lair, broke in and set her free, only to lose her again. Only for her to die the exact same way his father did all those years ago. What does that do to a person?

			Chimes at the door pull me from my contemplation. With everything prepared, servants let in Prince Yndros and escort us to the breakfast table. In accordance with my customs, I have only been assigned servants with no demons of their own. As he did last night, Yndros does not bring his mimic into my chambers, though I have no doubt it is close by.

			Our settings face each other across the length of the table. We both look askance at the conservative placement, then Yndros winks at me and picks up his chair—looking like a child’s furniture in those giant hands—and carries it to sit on the corner to my left. It’s bold in such a formal environment, but I like it, enjoying his closeness as much as he seems to enjoy mine.

			Servants quickly move his place setting and pour chilled nectars for us to drink as we get lost in each other’s eyes, chatting amiably for some time. Darin may act like he hates taking a bath, but I know that once he’s in he’ll soak till the water chills.

			I’d forgotten I was hungry, but then the servants uncover the trays, warmed with heat wards, and my stomach comes to life with vengeance. It gives an audible growl, and Yndros laughs as my face colors.

			“Eat, eat!” he booms. “You’ve traveled farther than anyone since the Return. You must be famished.”

			The Hive diet is a reminder of how far I have traveled. In Hollow, breakfast would almost always include eggs, bacon, ham, sausages, cheese, butter, milk. Like last night, there is none of that here, but there are teas, coffee, bread, honey, nuts, porridge, fresh fruit, and steamed vegetables.

			“Do any in Hive consume meat?” I ask after the servants have filled both our plates, and we’ve had time to eat a little.

			Yndros makes a face. “A savage practice we abandoned long ago. No longer do we eat of the flesh, milk, or ovum of any creature that feels pain.”

			I take a moment to chew and swallow as I digest the thought. “And your alagai?”

			Yndros’ grimace deepens. “I must advise again you not use that word in polite company. And no, demons cannot survive without flesh, though they can sustain themselves on magic alone for long periods of time.”

			“What do you feed them?” I ask.

			“We have livestock for wool and other products,” Yndros says. “When they grow old, they are fed to the demons. Those outside the city, including guards on patrol, will often take their demons to hunt.”

			“I see. And are they still linked when they feed?”

			Yndros knows what I am getting at, but he does not try to dissemble. “Often, yes.”

			“You said when linked to a demon, the master feels what the alagai feels,” I note. “Eating flesh is barbaric because of the pain to the animal, unless done vicariously through a savage demon?”

			“I won’t deny that many take pleasure in the sensation,” Yndros admits. “There is an ecstasy to the sating of a demon’s primal needs. A drug of the nobility, savoring the kill and the sensation of rending, tearing, and swallowing flesh. It reminds us of the savagery we come from and have risen above.”

			I resist the urge to roll my eyes, or to press and ask Yndros if this is a drug he favors, as well. Already I play a dangerous game with the Hive prince. Still, I cannot help but be struck by the hypocrisy, and how demons live such privileged lives in Hive.

			I change the subject. “Tell me more about the subjugation wards.”

			I wonder if Yndros will balk. After all, the wards are the secret of Hive’s power. If they are enemies…

			Yet the prince doesn’t hesitate, laying his massive forearm on the table between us to show me the wards on his bracer.

			“This pattern will match exactly on the collar of the demon it is keyed to.” Yndros traces a heavy finger along a delicate scroll of wardwork etched into the electrum. “The subjugation wards create a link between the two, allowing us to match wills in the ether.”

			I know what he means without further explanation. Alagai Ka invaded my mind once, and we matched wills. For a moment I had the upper hand, surprising the demon with sheer ferocity, but only for a moment. I was no match for the ancient will of the demon king.

			“What if the demon wins the contest of will?”

			Yndros laughs. “Anyone so weak would never be given a demon of their own. Demon drones have animal wills—no match for an educated mind. The first test of an aspiring demon master is to dominate a lesser drone without assistance.”

			“What about Clay?” I ask of his mimic demon. Mimics are the kai of the alagai army, more clever than drones, and able to dominate their lesser brethren.

			“Clay was more willful in the beginning.” Yndros speaks wistfully, like one would about breaking a beloved horse to the saddle, “but they know their master now. I have trained them well, and it is rare for them to offer resistance.”

			“ ‘Them’?” I ask.

			“Demon drones are genderless,” Yndros says. “Mimics are both, like you and Janas, able to fulfill either place if a hive loses its princes or its queen.”

			I nod at that. Alagai Ka’s plan to resurrect the hive hinged on a mimic demon taking the form of a demon queen long enough to mate and breed a true queen.

			I tap my fingers on the table. “What if the collars are damaged in some way?”

			“Most demons will keep to their training even then,” Yndros advises, “though some have been known to act if they are hungry or feel threatened.”

			“What do you do if that happens?”

			“We use this.” Yndros stands, unclipping the whip from his belt in a smooth motion. He gives a flick of his wrist, and the handle telescopes to three times its length, like a horseman’s lunge whip. “May I?”

			I nod, watching closely as Yndros cocks his body and sweeps forward, snapping the whip out to coil around a chair at the far end of the table with a flash of magic and hold taut. “The tail of the whip is marked with subjugation wards linked to the handle. Any freed demon can be controlled directly with a dominance whip.”

			“And this is because you’ve subjugated the queen?” I want to know.

			“In part.” Yndros’ fingers nimbly dance across the wards of the whip’s handle, releasing the hold and returning it with a snap. “The queen’s ability to command her drones has been blocked by the wards of her shackles. Without her will to drive them, demons are slow to act on their own, and easier to control.”

			“What of the minds?” The question plagued me all night as I listened to Darin’s music. “Tell me of Alybrax. Shamosk. Ronove. Baadel. Zegan.”

			“I can tell you little of those beyond my spire,” Yndros admits. “Even Alybrax I know mostly through the writings of his masters through the centuries, much of which I am sworn never to share.”

			My eyes narrow, and Yndros presses forward quickly. “What I can tell you is that the five minds are contained deep within their dominating spires, providing power none of the lesser spires can match. Magic is currency in Hive, and the five have wealth above all. They take turns when it is time for the queen to mate but otherwise remain locked in their spires.”

			“How old are they?” I ask.

			“All are hatchlings since the great subjugation, like the queen,” Yndros says. “It took multiple wills to dominate the original minds from the hive. Lazar is the only one known to have done it alone. From that demon’s mind, he pulled the secrets that gave us victory, ensured in part by the destruction of all the original minds. Lazar deemed them too intelligent, and too bent on subjugating humanity, to be allowed to live. We relied on a mimic prince and a hatchling queen to restart the hive under our control. Alybrax came first. The others are his get.”

			“Then you see why Alagai Ka must be destroyed,” I press. “The demon king is thousands of years old. He is dangerous.”

			“I agree with you, as does Janas,” Yndros says. “The guard has orders to kill him on sight. The danger will be if a lesser spire gets to him first.”

			“They will not be a match for him,” I say.

			Yndros chuckles. “We have had centuries to perfect our subjugation magics since that first battle, Duch Olive. I assure you, your demon will be captured.”

			“Captured ent enough,” Darin says, emerging from his rooms at last. “Need to show him the sun or he’ll keep comin’ for us, one way or another.”

			Darin’s wearing the Hive silks—thank the Creator—and still has his knife and pipes on his belt, but the darkness at the center of his aura has not receded. I wonder if Yndros can see it.

			Peaceful Darin, who wouldn’t even kill a demon on the beach, wants nothing more than Alagai Ka’s head. The change should please me. Darin was always too soft for his own good, and sooner or late it’s apt to get him killed. But looking at my friend, pale, angry, and haunted, all I can do is wish for the old Darin back. If anyone in the world deserves a little peace, it’s Darin Bales.

			“We will search for him this very night,” Yndros promises.

			“Reckon we should get to it,” Darin says. “Your friends waiting downstairs are getting impatient.”

			“Ay, what’s that?” I ask in Thesan.

			Yndros may not understand the words, but he does the sentiment. “Prince Darin is correct. I brought some peers to meet you tonight on our tour. They wait downstairs with Clay. Young scions of great spires, on the cusp of responsibilities of their own.”

			On the cusp. Rich nobles’ way of saying they have no responsibilities without seeming like utter wastrels. Little more than a year ago, I was much the same.

			“I look forward to meeting them.” I rise from the table and signal the servants to bring my breastplate, bracers, and greaves, wearing pieces of my Tazhan armor in the Hive style. I do not wish to give up the extra protections, but as I told Darin, blending in is as important as armor.

			My hanzhar is always at my belt. I put my spears into their harness on my back along with my shield.

			“You will not need your weapons,” Yndros says. “Even if we find this demon, we have more advanced ways to engage than…spears.” He says the word like it is something primitive they have abandoned, like eating meat.

			“I did not live long enough to take a throne by being incautious, my lord,” I say. “Surely you can understand that.”

			Yndros’ mouth quirks, but he does not argue further. No doubt my weapons, made for demon killing, will scandalize the Hivers, but I’ve never known a group of rich wastrels to turn up their nose at a scandal maker.

			As I suspect, we descend to find a fashion-forward group with none of the formality of their elders. It’s easy to pick out the Joined among them, a young woman so breathtakingly beautiful my eyes threaten to linger until I lose track of my thoughts. Like Yndros’ musk, her perfumed scent seems to fill the air so I cannot draw a full breath. Farther back, a young man larger even than Yndros.

			But first to greet me is a dark-tressed young woman in a daringly cut, shimmering green gown. A flame demon sleeps around her shoulders like a short stole, its glowing nostrils causing little heat distortions in the air. Wards around her electrum necklace absorb the heat and keep it from burning her bare skin. She isn’t Joined, but wealth has helped shrink the gap, as she glows bright with magic from the expensive wardwork and her pet demon.

			“Velena.” She holds out her hand, and I do my best to ignore the demon as I bow to kiss it in the Angierian style. She laughs in surprise as my lips touch her skin. “Charm is bold across the sea.” She pretends to fan herself, setting her hair waving, and I struggle for a witty response. I settle for painting a wry smile on my face as I turn to the Joined woman beside her.

			“Xevia.” This one is golden blond, and the resemblance to Judge Xorana is unmistakable. There are no formal introductions as there were in court, but that is enough to place her in Spire Shamosk. A fluffy house cat rubs at her legs, but I can see in crownsight that it is a juvenile mimic radiating considerable power.

			My chest feels tight as Xevia tilts her head to examine me with bright-green eyes. “It’s true, then? You are from old Krasia, across the sea?”

			I nod, and she squeals with delight. “You’re like a history book come to life!” She reaches out boldly, touching the point of one of my glass spears in their harness. She examines her bloody fingertip with bemusement as she watches the wound close. “They say you are still at war with demons! How very savage.”

			“They murder demons, you mean,” a man in military armor says. He’s a few years older than the others, perhaps in his early twenties, and his rank insignia mark him as a captain like Yndros. He is not Joined, but the rock demon at his back is eight feet tall, covered in armor like polished obsidian. “Like they did to demons of the Watch on the beach.”

			Yndros leans in to me. “Gallivar. Spire Zegan. Stiff but honest.”

			“Pooh, it was an accident,” Velena says.

			“I’ll replace the lost drones myself,” Xevia says, “if I can hear what fashion is like in courts across the sea.”

			“Ay, Olive’s an expert on that,” Darin puts in, but I ignore it, looking at Gallivar.

			“War is not murder,” I say, “and my people are at war with the alagai.” I see their distaste at the word, but I press on. “We have no subjugation wards as you do. It is kill or be killed in our lands. I apologize for visiting that on drones of the Watch, though it was an act of self-defense.”

			I walk in close, close enough for his demon to strike, keeping Gallivar’s gaze as I punch a fist to my chest. “I promise to spare your rock demon so long as it behaves.”

			Gallivar hesitates at the casual nature of the threat, unsure how to respond. I hold his stare for a moment too long, then allow a slight smirk to come to my lips. Yndros takes the cue, laughing his great, booming laugh, and the others follow suit.

			“I am sure that were I in your place, I would be angry as well, Gallivar,” I say. “I appreciate the wisdom of the mind court in understanding the circumstances that led to our unfortunate encounter.”

			The mix of laughter and military respect seems to have the right effect, calming Gallivar and keeping the others amused. It’s an important line to walk. Without any resources of our own, Darin and I are of limited value at court, more oddities than essentials, interesting only for our knowledge of the world across the sea. We must make friends wherever we can.

			“Surprised Baxos ent here to keep an eye on me,” Darin says.

			“Hah!” Velena laughs. “After going around Yndros at court?”

			“It will be months before anyone invites that one to a party, I can tell you,” Xevia adds. “Might as well go live in his family’s hunting lodge for the next hundred days.”

			The rebuke is given with laughter, but I understand the seriousness of it. Baxos may be well born and well moneyed, but Yndros outranks him in both society and military chain of command. Going over his head is social suicide.

			“Not on my account,” Yndros says. “Baxos did what he felt was right, and did not give false witness. Duch Olive humbled him in battle and injured his wind demon. I will not punish him for feeling compelled to speak his fears to Judge Cyla.”

			“Well I will,” Velena sniffs, and the others all laugh.

			The last of Yndros’ friends lingers at the back, but he is taller than the others—even Yndros—and cannot hide. A cloak rests over his shoulders, at odds with the style of the other Hivers. I make a point of striding up to him.

			When he sees me approach, the giant puts his hands together and bows. I notice that underneath the cloak, he has four arms, each of them more than twice the muscled thickness of mine. “Tryan, thrice-Joined sons of Spire Kienu.”

			Thrice-Joined. Triplets. Night. I’ve always carried the weight of two genders, but even that never set me apart in the way Lord Tryan is. The others seem to accept him, but like Darin and myself, he is no doubt an oddity at court.

			I return his bow, trying not to stare. Tryan’s appearance is strange, but he is powerfully built, tall and handsome of face. I can see threads of magic connecting him to an eight-legged cave demon clinging to the wall farther down the hall.

			Xevia catches the look and smirks. “Tryan may look strange, but he can put those hands to good use. Ask him for a massage and you won’t regret it.”

			“Xevia!” Gallivar seems scandalized, but that just makes Xevia laugh, an infectious sound that ripples through the group. Even Darin is smiling, though it’s likely just his Jongleur’s mask.

			Velena puts an end to that, turning her full attention on Darin and freezing him like an animal with nowhere to flee. “And you’re the son of Eaters? Is that upside down across the sea, as well? I suppose Eaters are great heroes where you come from?”

			“Some are,” Darin says tightly, not liking the subject. “Others…ent.”

			“You make heroes of criminals?” Tryan’s tone is not a challenge, but his vocal cords are thick, the words seeming to resonate in his massive chest. I see curiosity in his aura, not judgment. No doubt Darin picks up on that, too.

			“You must understand,” I say clearly, drawing attention away from Darin and back to me, “our people were devastated by the Return. We had no Lazar to teach us to fight back. Whole nations were swallowed, and those few books of warding that survived contained defensive symbols only. No one killed a demon back then, because no one could. For three hundred years, humanity hid behind wards as the alagai hunted us to near extinction. Lands that had once counted population in the millions now measure in thousands.”

			“What changed?” Xevia asks. I have all their attention now.

			“Less than twenty years ago, Darin’s father and mine visited the final resting place of Kaji.” I watch closely as I speak the most hallowed name in all Krasia. Does this lost tribe revere him, as well?

			It’s immediately clear in the ripple that passes through their auras. Gallivar puts a fist to his head and then his heart.

			“The Kaji?” Xevia clarifies. “The God King?”

			“Shar’Dama Ka,” I agree, though I have never heard the God King title before. “The Deliverer himself.”

			“Lazar’s blood.” Yndros puts fist to head and heart as well, followed by the others in the group.

			“Within was the Spear of Kaji.” I see in the auras around me that Kaji’s weapon, too, has a reputation even across the sea. “My father claimed it as his birthright, but they shared its secrets and brought them back to their respective peoples, giving them a last chance to claw their way back from the brink of destruction.”

			“Fascinating,” Yndros says. “And you have been at war ever since?”

			I nod. “But the war is ending. Alagai Ka, whom we came to your lands to pursue, is the last enemy. When he is destroyed, we can again know peace.”

			Yndros nods thoughtfully, looking to Darin. “Your father became an Eater during that war?”

			“Ay,” Darin says cautiously. “That’s right.”

			“There were many Eaters during the Hive War,” Tryan says. “Indeed, some were great heroes, like your father.”

			“Eaters can grow powerful,” Yndros agrees, “but with the power comes madness and a bottomless hunger.”

			“Disgusting,” Gallivar says.

			“Ay,” Darin agrees. “Apt to make a body sick up, just thinkin’ about it. Never even seen it happen myself, but I still…” He trails off, but all can see the sickly tinge of his aura, and no one presses.

			“I saw an Eater feast, once,” I say. “Two years ago, the first time I had seen any demon in the flesh. I was touring the countryside with others my age. Eaters had removed themselves from society, making the borderlands their home. Our guide was an Eater named Ella Cutter, who hadn’t tasted ichor in nearly a decade.”

			Velena snorts. “That is what they all say.”

			I shrug, not wanting to argue the point. “Our camp was attacked by a pack of alagai hunting me. Ella didn’t hesitate to protect us, and indeed she was powerful, killing with magic rather than force of arms. She fought valiantly, saving many lives, but then she caught a hill demon by the horns and tore its throat out with her teeth.”

			Darin makes a sound like he might sick up. Gallivar seems similarly affected. Velena and Xevia lean close, enthralled.

			“After that, she began to change,” I say. “She became angry. Feral. The remaining demons would have fled, but she trapped them in with us, endangering everyone so she could continue to feed. We began to fear her as much as the alagai and were relieved when she left us to continue her hunt.”

			“Din’t end there,” Darin puts in. “Even the other…Eaters thought Ella was out of control. Put her in the Bunker until Mam came and Drained the excess magic from her. She cried and Mam forgave her for what she done. Said it wasn’t her fault.”

			“Your mother is powerful enough to Drain an out-of-control Eater without falling into madness herself?” Xevia lets out a low whistle.

			“Was,” Darin’s voice is wooden. “Mam, Ella, the others, they’re all gone now.”

			“My sympathy, son of Bales.” Yndros tries to lay one of his massive hands on Darin’s shoulder, but Darin has never liked being touched, and he slides out of reach.

			“If only we were so lucky,” Gallivar says, seemingly oblivious to his rudeness. “We, too, have Eaters living in the borderlands on the edge of Hive. They have some hierarchy of their own, it is said, though no one knows for sure. We see them only when they attack, killing everything from farming drones to demons of the Watch in their relentless pursuit of demon flesh. And if any get in their way…”

			He leaves the rest unsaid, but it’s easy enough to imagine what he means. Ella Cutter looked like she would have killed anyone who so much as stepped too close while she was in the throes of ichor lust.

			“Warriors in the heat of battle will sometimes absorb too much magic and lose control as well,” I note.

			“It isn’t the same,” Yndros says. “People become drunk on magic all the time, sometimes by accident, sometimes for pleasure, but it is a temporary effect. Eating causes permanent changes in the body.”

			“Indeed,” Xevia says. “It’s one thing to Draw on your demon when you need a pick-me-up, or to snort powdered scales at a party, and another to kill a poor demon and Eat it.”

			“Poor demon?” I ask. “With all due respect, while you may have subjugated your demon’s will, you haven’t changed its nature. If freed, it would not hesitate to eat you.”

			“Think you so?” Xevia’s smile is dangerous, the light in her eyes and aura gone wild at the challenge. “Would you wager on that?”

			My eyes flick to the cat affectionately rubbing Xevia’s skirts, yet never leaving any hair behind. It glows so bright with magic I need to squint until my eyes adjust.

			“The law—” Gallivar begins.

			“Oh, please.” Xevia snorts. “Who’s going to arrest me? You? Yndros?”

			“Xevia…” Yndros warns.

			“Tell Olive you’ve never played this game yourself, Yndros.” Xevia never takes her eyes off me. “And I’ll back down.”

			I glance at Yndros, but he looks down at the words and does not argue further.

			“Anyone else?” Xevia asks, looking around. Velena’s flame demon is awake and hissing fire now, but neither she nor anyone else tries to stop what’s about to happen.

			I feel a trap closing around me. Darin takes on that slight sheen he gets when he goes slippery. But while his instinct is to run from traps, I prefer to spring them.

			“I have nothing to wager, I’m afraid.”

			“Your spears, perhaps,” Xevia suggests. “It’s rude to walk around with them, anyway.”

			Now my smile is dangerous, too. “Not likely.”

			Xevia laughs. “A promise, then! You will come to my next party. You and the Eater’s son.”

			I raise a brow. “Now who’s being rude?”

			The answer seems to delight Xevia.

			“You and Prince Darin.” Xevia sweeps a bow at Darin, and even he can’t resist a glance at the way her curves push against her neckline. “Will come as my guests to a party I throw in your honor.”

			“Done.” I know Darin won’t like me speaking for him, but we need this, and we need to stick together. “And if I win?”

			“Oh, you may have your fondest wish.” Xevia’s eyes are savage even as her voice dances lightly on the edge of the knife. “You can kill my demon.”

			My eyes widen, and Xevia takes it as acceptance. She looks down at the cat. “Sparrow. Stay.”

			There is a pulse in the tether connecting them as the command passes through the subjugation wards, and the cat sits more obediently than any feline I have ever known.

			“Come with me, Olive.” Xevia strides several paces away, her round hips rolling in her shimmering gown. I pull my eyes from the hypnotic sway and follow as she begins stripping off her jewelry. Rings, bracelets, anklets, necklaces, earrings, tiara, all of it goes into a black velvet bag very similar to my hora pouch.

			The tethers connecting her to the cat wink out one by one, until none remain. I glance back at the demon, reflexively putting a hand on my spear, but the creature hasn’t moved. Still, Yndros and Gallivar have their hands on their whips, and Velena has positioned herself next to Tryan, who stands like a mountain, all four arms crossed. Their demons, too, seem tense, ready to spring.

			Xevia is smiling still, clad only in a formfitting gown. Something about that unnerves me most of all. I roll the shield off my back and onto my left arm, taking one of my short stabbing spears in my right.

			“Sparrow!” She makes a quick gesture with her fingers. “Growl.”

			The little cat seems to explode, growing ten times its size in the blink of an eye. Gone is the soft fur; now the creature is covered in liquid black scales and sharp horns, with rows of bright teeth, slick with saliva. Even its tongue is covered in sharp ridges. Tentacles sprout from its back, waving menacingly in the air.

			I roll the spear shaft in my fingers, adjusting my grip. I’ve never fought a mimic before, but others have. Mrs. Bales. Mother. Father. If they could face a creature like this and prevail, why not me? Sparrow is still juvenile, less than a quarter the size of Yndros’ mimic.

			Xevia steps close to me. Her hair smells like spice, and it’s an effort not to inhale the scent more forcefully. “You still don’t understand.” She reaches for the blade of my spear again, this time slashing her palm across the razor-sharp glass.

			Xevia does not flinch, stepping away and holding out her bloody hand to the demon. The creature watches her, but still it does not act.

			“Sparrow!” Another gesture. “Guard!”

			The demon leaps, clearing nearly twenty feet in a single bound. As the horned beast passes by, I instinctively throw up my glass shield and raise my spear, ready to strike.

			But the mimic lands, extending its body into legged segments like a centipede until it has Xevia completely surrounded by protective scales and sharp horns.

			“Good girl.” Xevia’s voice is warm with praise as she strokes the demon’s scaled head with her bloody hand, leaving streaks just beside rows of pointed teeth.

			Sparrow leans into the scratches as much as any feline, even in its nightmarish centipede form. It nuzzles its face into the wound but shows none of the bloodlust I have seen in demons across the sea.

			“Incredible,” I admit.

			“Sparrow,” Xevia coos. “Purr.”

			She holds out her hands and the demon climbs into them, its body shrinking and retracting. Fur sprouts from its scales, and before I know it, Xevia holds a fluffy cat, barely more than a kitten. They rub noses affectionately.

			“You’d never hurt me, would you, girl?” Xevia asks. She holds out her palm, and the demon licks it clean of blood. I’m surprised to see the wound is already closed, but I shouldn’t be. Like me, Xevia is Joined.

			“Are you satisfied?” Xevia asks. “Or should I put my head in her mouth so you can be sure?”

			“And if she were hungry?” I ask. “Or frightened?”

			Xevia laughs, holding the cat toward me. “Frighten her! If you can.”

			Her eyes have that wild look again. I flick mine to Yndros and see his hand resting on the handle of his whip. “Enough, Xevia.”

			“Indeed.” I give a bow of supplication. “You have made your point. Perhaps I do not know alag—” I pause at the word. What point in antagonizing these people over my right to call demons alagai? “Perhaps I do not know demons as well as I believe.”

			Xevia pulls her baby mimic in tight for a snuggle. “And now you must come to my party!”

			Just like that, the comfortable air returns to the group. When Xevia has her jewelry back in place, tethering the mimic once more, I let down my guard and return spear and shield to my back.

			We tour the spire as a group, Yndros and his friends laughing and casual, despite the demons in our midst. After a while I begin to relax, and even Darin stops jumping at every sudden move. There are shops and restaurants, gathering and performance halls, meeting rooms and residences. Public baths fed by shimmering waterfalls, and gardens full of night-blooming flowers.

			We wend our way to a launch platform with a number of wind demons tethered to the deck, waiting. These are not demons of the Watch, as before. Their harnesses are more elaborate, some with jewels and precious metals banding around horns and limbs. No doubt the items are warded, powered by the demons’ own magic to produce any number of effects.

			“I thought you said we would patrol?” I ask Yndros.

			“And so we shall,” Yndros replies, “though not with the Watch. I trust you will still feel safe in a flight with four Joined?”

			“Safer than I did last night,” I admit.

			A young woman is on the platform. She stands beside an older man who strokes the neck of a great wind demon while the woman removes its harness.

			Darin takes immediate notice of her. “Who’s that?”

			“Of course she’d catch your eye,” Velena laughs. “She’s…slippery like you.”

			“An Eater’s daughter?” I ask.

			“Gallivar, dear, why don’t you explain this?” Velena turns to the man, who looks like he’d rather be anywhere else. There’s anger in his aura, and shame.

			“Lazar’s blood, Velena.” Tryan sounds pained. “Must you lash at everyone?”

			Velena smiles. “We are who we are, Tryan.”

			“She is my cousin Cirene,” Gallivar breaks in before things can escalate. “And my uncle Garos, who shamed Spire Zegan when he was seduced by an Eater. It is said he killed his own demon for their wedding feast.”

			“Yet he is still welcome in the spire?” I ask.

			“He was tried and convicted, and his sentence was carried out,” Gallivar says bitterly. “He is still a Zegan, and Cirene merely a victim of his crimes.”

			I wonder if Cirene has ears like Darin and can hear everything we’re saying. She gives no sign, if so. They relinquish the demon to a handler and turn to leave the platform. Garos shuffles awkwardly, holding Cirene’s arm for support as they head inside.

			“What was his sentence?” Darin asks.

			“He was Drained,” Gallivar says.

			“Ella Cutter didn’t walk like a string puppet after Mam Drained her,” Darin notes.

			“His mind is gone most days, as well,” Gallivar says sadly.

			“Siphoning off the excess magic from someone drunk on magic is one thing,” Yndros advises, “but Eating changes the body permanently. The only cure is to Drain a body of magic entirely.”

			Darin is horrified. “Doesn’t that kill them?”

			Yndros nods. “For a moment. A touch of magic is restored before death comes fully, but few truly recover from the experience.”

			“Ent a mercy,” Darin says, and I can’t help but agree.

			“They should have killed him and been done with it,” Gallivar concurs. “But he was the son of Judge Cyla. Execution would have torn the mind court apart.”

			“Come, let us take to the sky,” Yndros gestures to the wind demons on the launch platform, “and leave this talk behind us.” As he speaks, Clay spreads its arms, leathery membranes stretching to connect limbs to body as it takes the form of a massive wind demon.

			Sparrow changes as well, shifting into a much smaller, stouter wind demon, even as the others go to the handlers and claim their own mounts. I thought the wind demons of the Watch were large and powerful, but it’s clear that here, as back home, wealth provides. These noble scions all have mounts strong enough to dominate the sky.

			Velena climbs into her seat and reaches down to Darin. “Come, foreign prince. You can sit behind me and put your arms around my waist.”

			Darin’s pale skin reddens, much to the delight of the women, but he climbs up without a word, more willing than he had been with Baxos.

			“Perhaps you’d like the reins this time?” Yndros asks, offering me the stirrup.

			The thought terrifies me, but I don’t let it show, putting my foot in the stirrup and taking the front of the saddle. Yndros climbs up behind me, and the way the saddle lies flat along the demon’s back means we press close together. I try not to show how much I enjoy the feel of his hard muscles against my back.

			“A quick snap of the reins.” I feel Yndros’ words against me as much as hear them. I send a crack down the fine electrum chain, and it is all Clay needs, running two short strides and leaping off the platform.

			We plummet, and I feel exhilarated and alive as the cold wind slices at my face.

			“He’ll drop until you pull back,” Yndros says. I pull too hard, and Clay’s wings open with a great snap, jolting us as he turns our fall into a rapid climb with a few pumps of his powerful wings.

			I scream, a wild, joyous sound, as I hold on for dear life. Yndros’ powerful arms are a comfort; I know he will not let me fall.

			Steering a wind demon is similar to guiding a horse—so similar that I think the first skyriders must have been cavalry soldiers. Still, there is a lot to learn. I’ve never needed to tell a horse to dive or climb into the sky. Much of the steering is done with my body, shifting my weight from side to side, back to front.

			Yndros says nothing, letting me play, listening to my laughter.

			“You fly like a drunkard!” Velena’s voice, carried on resonance wards, is clear in my ears as she sweeps her demon in close to us. Darin clings to her back, still red-faced as the beautiful woman crouches, shifting her weight to steer the great beast.

			“Were you better the first time you took the reins?” Yndros asks, and Velena laughs, veering away.

			Velena is wild, but I try to think well of her. She isn’t Joined like most of her friends, and she must need to work twice as hard as the others to keep up.

			Sometimes the others follow me, and sometimes I follow them, all the while growing more comfortable guiding the demon through the sky. Clay is intelligent, resisting the worst of my mistakes and smoothly executing the clumsy moves I indicate, but soon I feel in control even without the demon’s help.

			“Head for the border.” Yndros points. “Your demon will not be inside Hive’s greatwards.”

			I nod, though I don’t know what we’ll find from so far above. It takes more than an hour to reach the border of the wardnet, dozens of miles from the capital. I reach out with my crownsight, searching.

			We’re not alone in the skies. As the court predicted, hunters are out in force, patrolling the border in search of Alagai Ka. I pray they do not find him. I fear the demon king’s escape, but I fear him taking the minds of any foolish enough to match wills with him even more. There can be no hesitation when he is located. He must be killed, and quickly.

			But as we fly, I realize what an enormous task just finding him will be. I rove out beyond the net, skimming close enough to the ground to see the flows of magic in crownsight. Even here, the ambient magic venting from the Core drifts lazily toward the pull of Hive’s wards when there is no other pull, but there are places where it collects in lowlands or flows naturally into whirling pools. I look for anomalies, anything unnatural or out of place, but there isn’t a lot to go on.

			I can see vast distance in crownsight, and the wardnet extends farther than I can see in both directions at the border. They said a mind demon would die without proximity to a queen, but what is proximity? Twenty miles? Fifty? The demon could be anywhere.

			“We will find him,” Yndros assures me, seeming to read my thoughts. “But it may not be quick.”
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				Future of Despair

			
			Velena laughs as we fly. The scent of her joy is so strong, it would be infectious if I weren’t trying to keep from sicking up.

			Like a horsefly buzzin’ around the stable, she’s all over the sky tryin’ to keep up with Olive’s clumsy flying. Zigzags and sharp turns, barrel rolls, sudden drops and steep climbs. She’s Drawing magic from the demon through her tether, and turned on by the rush of power and the thrill of flight.

			Velena’s an expert flier and I can tell she’s in control, but because I don’t know what she’s going to do, I can’t find my equilibrium. It’s easy enough to turn sticky and not fear being thrown, but my stomach is jolted in every direction as the ground spins around my head.

			I shut my eyes to ease the chaos, and that makes things a little easier. I try to fixate inward on the stability of the demon and its rider, but that’s a challenge in its own way.

			Velena’s smell is more than just joy, and it threatens to do things to my body that ent fit for polite company. Things I ent even done with Rojvah back home, and we’re promised. I breathe through my mouth instead of my nose, but it doesn’t help. All I do is taste her instead of smelling, and the result is the same. She wriggles against me, and I can tell she’s enjoyin’ the tease.

			I miss Baxos. All he did was try to kill me.

			My reserve of magic is still dangerously low. There’s magic everywhere in Hive, but not a bit to Draw. Velena is pulling from her demon, but she’s tethered and would sense it if I tried the same. Reckon it’s impolite to suck on someone else’s demon like a skeeter without permission.

			That’s what these people are like. Skeeters with their noses stuck in the demon hive. They condemn Eaters and folk like me as unclean magic addicts, but they’re the ones acting like the town drunk haunting the keg.

			Even the hunters out looking for Alagai Ka. All they see is a teat to latch onto. None of them seems to have any idea how scared they should be. How cautious.

			How much they have to lose.

			Thought I didn’t have much to lose, but I was wrong. I hope these folk never have to learn that lesson.

			Olive and Yndros are canoodling again. Can’t blame her, even if it feels sometimes like Olive falls in love every time I turn around. She’s lived her whole life feeling like she didn’t fit in. That, I understand. Here in Hive, she’s still special, but there’s others like her, and that means everything.

			I think again of Cirene and her Drained father. Guess it shouldn’t shock me that the one person I find who’s like me is an outcast here, too.

			“Gonna head back to my room,” I tell Olive when we finally make it back to the platform.

			“Leaving so soon, Prince Darin?” Velena coos. “We were just getting to know each other.”

			I flick my head to put my hair over my face, but it ent enough to hide my blush. Everyone but Olive has a good laugh at that.

			“I can come with you…” Olive says in Thesan.

			“No, that’s all right,” I cut in. “Make all the friends. You’re right we need ’em. Know the way back, and no one’s going to sneak up on me.”

			“We agreed not to get separated,” Olive says.

			“Agreed not to let them separate us,” I say. “Said it yourself. We’re in their power. They want to throw us in prison or kill us, ent much we can do about it. Might as well do what we’re good at.” I nod at Yndros and his waiting entourage. “All this social stuff is your department.”

			“And what’s yours?” Olive asks.

			I shrug. “Skulking around. Learning things.”

			“This isn’t Hollow or even Krasia, Darin,” Olive warns. “Everyone here, even the servants, has wardsight, and demon senses are as keen as yours.”

			I puff the hair out of my eyes. “Mam and I used to have a game, Olive. Every time I managed to sneak up on her, she’d bake me a pie. I ever look underfed to you?”

			Olive purses her lips but nods. “Be careful. I’ll be back in the rooms by dawn.”

			It never takes much to convince Olive to go do something she already wants to do. And why shouldn’t she? Ent much of a choice between sitting alone while I mope in my room or spending time with three other Joined and their royal friends.

			On my way off the platform, I wander over to the rookery where the nobles’ wind demons are kept, feigning interest. Having seen me with Prince Yndros, no one gives me any funny looks. I remember Cirene’s demon, and how she had handled the tack. I find the harness, inhaling deeply to get a clear scent for her and her father.

			Their scent trail is washed from the windy platform, but I remember the way they were walking as they went inside, and it only takes a few minutes of sniffing around to pick it up again.

			They had a good meander while we were out flying. I try to eavesdrop on passing conversations as I follow along, but there’s words and expressions I don’t know in this dialect, and I don’t learn anything interesting. Folk stare at me sometimes, but no one challenges me as I roam the spire.

			Cirene and her da went shopping, stopped for lunch at a café, then went to a public garden. Scent goes in but doesn’t come out, so unless they used a different exit, they’re still inside.

			The night gardens are beautiful. I’m to tell honest word, might be one of the most beautiful places I’ve ever seen.

			Open to the sky on one of the wide outer terraces, the garden must be a hundred acres, winding down along with the twisting screw of the spire. Some of the flowers are delicate, but they do not need to fear the elements in Hive, where the very seasons are bent to the mind court’s will.

			Inside, I’m nearly overwhelmed by the vast array of colors in both the visible and magical spectrums, thriving in starlight and the bare sliver of the waxing moon. The cold white glow falls on rows of nightflowers, stands of trees that smell hundreds of years old, hills, grasses, and tinkling waterfall fountains. I know everything is gardened, but the…flow of it is so natural I feel calm here. Regulated.

			Still no free magic to Draw on. There’s a net here as well, allocating power to the wards that control the climate and protect the vulnerable plants. Back home, there was ambient, “free” magic everywhere, and it clung to me like a skunk’s stink. Never had to worry about replenishing; it just happened.

			I’ve et and slept but I still feel weak. I wonder if I’ll generate more magic naturally if I take things easy, or how long I can go without if not.

			Cirene and Garos meandered through the gardens, too. Took their time smellin’ the flowers, but they moved like folk who knew where they were headed. I find them before long, sittin’ on a little grassy knoll by a waterfall. It looks natural, but I can see the magic pumping and purifying the water.

			I keep my distance, circling around at the edge of my own senses as I get the lay of the land. I climb the hill up to the rocks atop the waterfall and find a nook hidden by the sound and water. I take out my pipes, weaving a song around the rushing water.

			I don’t really know how long I play for. I never do. I just play as long as feels right, trying to work out all the feelings I don’t know how to express in the music. The feeling of being alone in a strange place. Scared and unwelcome, but wanting to belong.

			When I’m done, I let the pipes fall away and cup my hands in the waterfall, filling them with the freshest, purest water I’ve ever tasted.

			“That was beautiful.” It’s the first time I hear Cirene speak. Her voice is high and clear, with that musical accent Krasians have. It reminds me of Rojvah, but with none of the haughtiness of my promised. Rojvah speaks like a queen. Cirene’s voice is…sadder. Tired.

			“Can you hear me?” I ask in a normal tone of voice that most folk could never hear at this distance, much less through the roar of the waterfall.

			“Of course.” She sounds almost offended, but without her scent, it’s hard to tell. “Is all music so sad in old Krasia, Prince Darin?”

			I blink. “You know me?”

			“Everyone at court knows of the Joined and the Eaters’ son who come from across the sea,” Cirene says. “You’re all anyone is talking about. I saw you on the flight platform and watched you circle my father and me here in the gardens for a quarter hour before hiding in the rocks.”

			I feel my face heat. Ent used to others like me. Maybe Olive’s right and I ent as sneaky here as I think. “Sorry about that. Didn’t mean to intrude. Just never met anyone like me before.”

			“Consider yourself fortunate,” Cirene says. “We are cursed among proper society and Eaters both.”

			Don’t like the sound of that. “May I come and sit by you and your da?”

			“No.” Cirene’s refusal is quick and firm. “His mind isn’t what it once was, but my father still responds on instinct when a young man starts talking to his daughter.”

			“Ent like that,” I say. “Just got questions.”

			“You may not like the answers,” Cirene warns.

			“All the more reason to ask,” I say.

			“Ask, then.”

			Where to begin? “Did your da really kill his own demon at the wedding?”

			“Yes.” Cirene’s voice is tight. Wish I could smell her, to try and guess what she’s feeling. “His demon. Purchased from his own coffers and trained by his own hand. Not some family fiend passed down through generations.”

			“Ent a crime to kill a demon where I’m from,” I say. “Why’d he do it?”

			“The tether lets demons sense our needs and act upon them,” Cirene tells me, “but we can sense their needs, as well. Father knew that for all its obedience, without subjugation it would take only a brief shock for his demon to return to its murderous instincts—and it would not think twice about feeding on him.”

			“And they Drained him for that?” I ask.

			“ ‘They’?” Cirene snorts. “Grandmother did it personally.”

			“His own mam?” I ask.

			“Lazar forbid Judge Cyla of Zegan be seen as weak by not punishing Eating,” Cirene says, her voice bitter, “even as others at court snort powdered demon horn and scales for everything from hangover cures to stamina abed.”

			Don’t really want to know about that. “And your da, he…ent gonna get better?”

			“Not unless he Eats again,” Cirene says. “Even then, he might not be the father I remember.”

			“I’m sorry.” I don’t know what else to say to that, so I change the subject. “You don’t have a demon following you around.”

			“Father and I are forbidden from owning demons.” Cirene laughs ruefully. “The mind court fears we will Eat them.”

			“Would you?” I ask.

			“Not if it was the last food in the world,” Cirene says.

			“You went flyin’ on one,” I note.

			“Spire demon,” Cirene says. “Borrowed for short flights, with tracking stones in its harness. Father may be an outcast, but he’s still rich.”

			“And us?” I ask. “ ‘Cursed,’ you said.”

			“Has it been easy for you?” Cirene asks. “Hearing every cruel thing ever said about you? Feeling overwhelmed by the very things that give your peers pleasure?”

			“Ent been easy,” I say. “But it’s who I am, and I ent cursed. Just…different.”

			“Where does one end or the other begin?” Cirene asks. “Here, we are tolerated, barely, as third-class citizens. Even servants can own demons, but not the children of Eaters. A curious noble might take us to bed when no one is looking, but no one will marry or have children with us. We’re viewed with suspicion at best, and derision more than not.”

			“I noticed,” I said. “What’s it like among Eaters?”

			“There, we are a disease,” Cirene says. “A sickness to be cured.”

			“Cured?” I ask. “Cured how?”

			Cirene blows a breath, exasperated with my naïveté. “Eating, of course.”

			Takes a moment for that to set in. “You mean, if we Eat…”

			“Your senses and your mind will align,” Cirene says. “But like Father, you won’t be the person you were.”

			Don’t like the sound of that.

			“Ent our fault,” I say. “Born from the choices of our parents. What makes us so different from the Joined?”

			“Because the Joined are perfect,” Cirene laughs. “Even Xevia, who delights in humiliation, and Tryan, who killed his own mother.”

			“What?” I ask in disbelief. “That can’t…”

			“He didn’t mean to,” Cirene clarifies. “But he had grown too large by the time she went into labor. Even at birth, his four arms were strong enough to tear her apart.”

			The image my mind paints is horrifically clear. Poor Tryan. I shake my head, trying to sling the thought loose, but it sticks with me and I feel like I might sick up.

			“My daughter.” Garos wheezes the words, as if it took great effort to free them from his chest. “Always talking to yourself.”

			“I have to go,” Cirene says. “Father needs his rest.”

			I hear the rustling as they get to their feet. “Can we talk more?” I ask. “Sometime when you’re not with your da?”

			“I’m always with him,” Cirene says. “Someone has to keep him safe.”

			“Ay, well thanks for talking with me.” I got more questions, but I know how I feel about folk crowdin’ me when I’m out of social energy, and I ent lookin’ to do it to her. I give them time to leave, playin’ my pipes by the waterfall again. I tell myself it’s the spray makin’ my face wet as I play my feelings.

			

			—

			When I’ve given them a fair start, I exit the gardens myself. I reach out with my senses for any free magic to Draw upon the whole way back to Olive’s chambers, but nothing presents itself. I feel tired in a way rest cannot ease. A hunger eating won’t fill. If my magic will replenish naturally, it’s too slow a process.

			The only bit of hora I got on me other than Mam’s knife is the little electrum shell that hangs from my pipes. Damajah Inevera gave it to me to amplify my song with the resonance and sound wards etched into the metal.

			I squeeze the thin bit of metal in my fingers, sensing the power within. I could Draw and suck the magic dry like an orange slice. It wouldn’t even destroy the item, just render it inert until I could refill it.

			But compared with what I need, the magic stored in the shell would be like a few drops to someone dyin’ of thirst. Nice, but it ent gonna change my situation.

			Ent tried to pull against the wardnet. Might be I could use my will to Draw enough to feel better. Might also be I set off an alarm and get myself arrested. Can’t get Garos out of my head, a man still in his prime shuffling around like a graybeard in his eighty-fifth winter, barely able to talk or understand what’s going on around him.

			I pick up the knife. Mam’s knife—my knife now. Like it used to be Grandda’s. Unlike the shell, knife’s got plenty of power. More than enough to restore me. But it’s tainted magic. I can sense it. Tainted by hate, anger, and more.

			Like Cirene’s da, the Mam I knew is gone. Cirene’s got the shell of her da’s body, and I got this, a little bit of Mam’s spirit clinging to her knife.

			“Core with it,” I mutter, and Draw on its power.

			It’s a mistake. I feel it right away, but there’s no stoppin’ it once it starts. My body’s starved for power, and the moment the Draw begins, the need takes over, gulping water when I should be sipping. Magic floods my body, and I feel strong again. Alert. Powerful.

			But then the emotions hit. Grandda’s, and his da before him. The hurts they endured, the hates they nurtured, and the hurts they gave, always more than they took.

			I catch flashes of images. The outhouse in the yard of the old farm. A burned-out schoolhouse. Mam cryin’ in pain. But I ent just witnessing her pain, I’m involved in it. I’m causin’ it.

			The horror of it finds me, and I drop the blade, but it’s not enough. The magic’s inside me now, doin’ its vile work. What kind of person does that to someone? What kind of da does that to his own daughter? Now I feel like I done it, like I done it and liked it. My skin feels like it’s covered in biting ants.

			I want to let the magic back out. Put it back into the knife, or put it into a big ward, but magic don’t work that way. Might get rid of the power, but it won’t scrub the filth from my mind, my soul.

			Put off touching this darkness for so long. Should have put it off longer.

			Should’ve put it off forever.

			I curl into a ball, right there on the floor, holding myself as tight as I can, and I cry until I can’t cry anymore. I fall asleep sometime after that, but it don’t help. The images in my head morph into nightmares, my mind fillin’ in all the details and making me live them again and again.

			I see the knife in my hand again and don’t hesitate, plunging it into my own throat, up into my head. Anything, anything to make the pain go away. Only it’s just a dream, and nothing goes away. I feel the pain of the cut, but still the dreams continue.

			Maybe it’s for the best. Don’t know that I deserve any better.

			

			—

			I wake up in my bed, but I don’t remember getting into it. I’m tucked in tight like I like, but Mam ent here to do it, and who else knows…

			That’s when I catch her scent. Olive. I look up, and she’s settin’ across the room looking at me. Smells worried. Can’t blame her.

			She notices me looking back at her. “What happened?”

			“Used up most of my magic fightin’ Alagai Ka and bringin’ us here,” I croak through a dry throat. Olive is on her feet immediately, filling a cup from a water pitcher and bringing it over to me.

			“You never used up your magic before,” Olive notes.

			“Plenty of free magic at home,” I say, “even in Hollow. I could Draw off the greatward if I needed to, or go into the Gatherers’ Wood. Ent like that here. All the magic venting from the Core or the demons is bound up.”

			Olive takes a moment digesting that. “That makes sense. But it doesn’t answer my question.”

			“Felt sick,” I say. “Weak. But I remembered the alarms Alagai Ka set off, and how precious these people are about magic. Didn’t want to risk taking any. Pulled from the one place I could.”

			Olive scowls. “The knife. I found it on the floor.” Her eyes flick to my belt, hanging from a bedpost with my pipes and knife.

			She’s angry. I can smell it. I brace for a lecture, but then she blows out a breath. “You should have told me, Darin. I have hora you could Draw upon, or I could have asked Yndros.”

			“And if letting an Eater’s son Draw magic is a crime here?” I ask. “We ent allowed to own demons, did you know? Folk are afraid they’ll get Et.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” Olive says. “Why would you Eat a demon?”

			“Cirene says it’s the cure for…bein’ like this.” I gesture to myself, and Olive takes my meaning. “Brings all the senses under control and lets you sort ’em out.”

			“You’re not sick,” Olive asserts. Her voice is hard. Forceful.

			“Ent I?” I ask. “Always was an outcast at home. Cirene says it’s worse here. They turned it into laws to keep folk like me down.”

			“Then we finish what we came for and go home,” Olive says.

			“Ay, we’re gonna finish what we came for,” I say. “Gonna cut off the demon’s head myself, and if I die tryin’, ent many gonna miss me. If we succeed, I’ll get you home, and then I’m going to the Core.”

			This time Olive doesn’t take my meaning right away. I can smell her confusion.

			“Do you still think your da is trapped down there?” she asks.

			“Not in a way there’s any comin’ back from,” I say. “Mam, too. Only way to see ’em again is to join ’em.”

			“Darin!” Olive shouts. “You can’t be serious.”

			“What does it matter?” I ask. “Don’t belong in this world, Olive. Never did. I’m a mistake at best, and an abomination to more folk than not. You heard them say it. Eaters are tainted, and their children are broken. Once the demon’s gone, I ent got a reason to stick around.”

			“What about Rojvah?” Olive asks, but it feels more like a ploy than her really caring. Last she heard, my getting promised to Rojvah was just a trick to get her mam and the Damajah to let her come north with us, lookin’ for Aunt Leesha and my mam.

			Olive doesn’t know how, somewhere along the way, it turned real. Not just for me but I think for Rojvah, too.

			“What’ve I got to make a woman like Rojvah happy?” I ask aloud the question I ask myself every day. “One thing on the road, where it’s nightwolves here and demons there, and we depend on each other. But she’s a princess with a capital P, and I’m a farm boy with ripped overalls and bare feet. She’s better off without me.”

			“Nonsense!” Olive sucks in a breath, her broad chest filling with the lecture about to come.

			“Do you know what the Damajah’s prophecy said about me?” My question pierces that bubble before it bursts on its own. Olive’s used to having her own prophecies to worry about. Don’t think she’s had time to give much thought to mine.

			“To find…” She pauses, aura coloring with shame. “To save me, across the desert in old Krasia.”

			Know how hard that must’ve been to say. Olive’s always said she didn’t need savin’. Never admitted she needed us before.

			I shake my head. “Before that. The prophecy she made before I was born. Before they went into the dark below to find the demon hive, Mam gave the Damajah seven drops of blood from her belly.”

			I have her full attention now. I can see it in her eyes, her scent, her very aura. “How did you get her to share it with you?”

			I shrug. “Wheelin’ and dealin’. You know how it is.”

			A little smile touches the corner of Olive’s mouth. “I do, indeed.”

			“Said I would be born in darkness and carry it inside me,” I say.

			Olive takes a moment to consider, but there ent much to think about. Born in darkness is a fact now, and since magic needs darkness to work, carryin’ it inside me ent a stretch.

			“A boy with limitless potential,” I go on, “and a future of despair.”

			Again I pause to let that set in. “That’s what I got to look forward to, Olive. Despair. That’s what anyone who wants to be with me has got to look forward to. If they’re lucky, they can watch me suffer. If they ent, I bring them down with me.”

			“You can’t know that, Darin,” Olive says. “Prophecies…”

			“Don’t always mean what we think they mean,” I cut in. “If you got a rosy take on a future of despair, I’d love to hear it.”

			Olive ent got a quick reply to that, and I bull ahead. “Rojvah and I were only promised a couple of months. Ent done more than kiss and rub each other’s bums a little.”

			“Why, Darin!” Olive pretends to be scandalized, but I ent in a jokin’ mood.

			“Point is, with me out of the picture, suitors gonna be beatin’ down Rojvah’s door,” I say. “And I reckon none of ’em will be half the work of takin’ care of Darin Bales. She’ll find someone better and be happier for it.”

			Olive’s aura turns red with anger so quick I almost turn slippery. “Demonshit!”

			“To what?”

			“All of it!” Olive snaps. “Prophecies are Jongleur’s tales and ale stories, Darin. They’re possibilities snatched out of infinity because they are the most likely, but that doesn’t make them truth. The very act of foreseeing is an invitation to change their spirit, if not their letter.”

			I open my mouth, but she silences me with a raised finger. “A future of despair? That prophecy was sixteen summers ago, and you’re sure as the sun in a dark place right now. I don’t know if I could bear it, either. But that’s your prophecy come true today. It doesn’t mean you can’t dig your way out of it and find joy in your future, too.”

			She huffs a breath. “And I don’t want to make you all swollen, Darin Bales, but Rojvah could search her whole life and not find a man half as good.”

			I don’t know whether to laugh or spit. “What have I ever done worth a corespawned thing?”

			Olive slaps me on the face. It ent hard—for her—but for once I didn’t see it comin’. Hits me like a donkey kick, and lights flash in my head. When they clear, Olive’s staring at me, and it ent because she’s sorry.

			“You saved my mother’s life.” Olive’s voice is tight. “It should have been me, but I got caught up in prophecies, and to my shame, I let you go in my place. And you did it! Tracked her down and set her free. I will be grateful for the rest of my life, so don’t you dare act like you haven’t got worth. Love you, Darin Bales. Like you’re my own brother, I love you.”

			Ent got a lot to say to that. I just want the pain to stop. I want to be swallowed by the Core and stop seein’ Grandda’s face in my head. Stop seein’ Mam cryin’. Stop thinkin’ about how she died, and how I could have done it, instead.

			Olive sets down on the bed beside me and lifts an arm. I lean in, and she rests it around me, safe as wards.

			“What if I do marry Rojvah, and my kids end up broken, like me?”

			“They won’t be broken,” Olive says, “because you aren’t broken. And they’ll have something you didn’t.”

			“What’s that?” I ask.

			“A da who’s there,” Olive whispers, “who understands, who can answer their questions and teach them about themselves.”

			I squeeze my eyes tight, pressing in closer to her, and for a time we sit in silence, each of us slowly moving back to control.

			“What happened when you Read the knife?” Olive asks quietly.

			“Started wonderin’ if humanity’s worth fightin’ for,” I say.

			“I don’t know what that means, and you don’t need to tell me,” Olive says. “But your mum went through those trials and came out the other side. She lost everything but you in the war, but she just loved you all the more, and always had jokes, hugs, and kisses for me and Selen. It wasn’t all despair, even for her. It doesn’t have to be for you, either.”
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				Party Planning

			
			There’s a knock at the door just after sunset, and I open it to find Xevia waiting, rear leg hidden by her shimmering gown, forward leg bared by the high slits in the hem. I can see in the design both tantalizing aesthetics—with flesh flashing briefly before disappearing again—and sheer utility. She would lose none of her quickness in a fight or other athletic pursuits.

			Sparrow is at her feet, rubbing its soft fur against the supple muscles of her calf. I look at the creature and my eyes narrow. “I don’t allow demons in my quarters.”

			“Oh, come now, Olive,” Xevia chides. “Must we have another wager when you have already lost? We have too much to do and not nearly enough time.”

			She’s being playful, smiling as I catch her scent, spiced orange zest and something that is uniquely her, and most compelling of all.

			“What do we have to do?” I ask.

			Xevia takes it as permission, entering without leave, her demon following. “Plan your party, of course!”

			Instinctively I make way as Xevia heads for the largest receiving room. It is obvious she knows these chambers well. Half a dozen staff follow her with papers and pens and various packages. All of them wear dominance bracelets, but unlike Xevia, none has a demon companion. I think Xevia enjoys having a special privilege with Sparrow, and for now I allow it.

			“I’m surprised you didn’t bring Velena with you,” I say.

			“So she can flirt with Prince Darin, compete for your attention, and claim all the best party flourishes were her idea?” Xevia asks. “She should have such fortune.”

			

			—

			Mother hated parties. She hated planning them, dressing for them, attending them, and socializing while there was work to be done upstairs in her office.

			But the duchess was expected to entertain, to keep the baronies happy and their leaders’ faces familiar, to introduce debutantes to suitors. Parties were good politics, and politics, Mother understood.

			So she delegated planning to Grandmum Elona, who loved both parties and the vast budget and staff the task put under her control. But Grandmum, Creator love her, was lazy and didn’t like solving problems. She terrorized the staff to the point half of them refused to work with her.

			So Grandmum delegated relaying her wishes to the staff to me. It was my first diplomatic role, and I, too, relished the power. Grandmum didn’t care how problems were solved; she cared how much praise and attention she would get at the event itself. And since I could do no wrong in her eyes, deviations from her vision were met with praise at my ingenuity rather than the scorn she showed the staff.

			That’s when I discovered I loved parties as much as Mother hated them.

			I haven’t planned a party in years. With the exception of my coronation, I haven’t even been to one. They seemed trivial things while I fought demons in the Maze of Desert Spear and on their own ground in the dark below. But now I have no one to fight.

			Seeing Xevia at party planning, I realize I am watching a mistress of craft at work.

			First come the tailors, of course. The party is in just three weeks so they will likely be working feverishly once they leave, but with Xevia present they fawn and smile as they take measurements that threaten to make me blush and have Darin turning slippery. I need to talk him down just so they can get his fit.

			Darin looks uncomfortable as they pull out swatches of cloth and begin asking questions.

			“I can handle this, Dar,” I tell him in Thesan.

			Darin looks at me, and then the tailors, and then back to me. “Nothin’ too out there, ay?”

			“Why, Darin Bales.” I put fingers to my chest. “Have I ever steered you wrong?”

			“Only every time you’ve ever tried to dress me,” Darin says.

			“Nonsense,” I tell him. “You’ve always looked fabulous.”

			Xevia laughs as Darin skates across the floor on slippery feet, closing the door to his apartment and activating the sound wards. “What a delight Prince Darin is! I am beginning to see why you are so fond of him.”

			The cloth samples and pattern books are stunning, designs so intricate it seems impossible they were woven by human hands.

			“What is this?” I ask, running fingers over soft, supple fabric. It feels like silk, and when I pull, the tensile strength is amazing.

			“Cave demon silk.” One of the tailors holds up the control bracelet on her wrist. “I need only think the patterns, and my demons create them.”

			“They’re beautiful,” I say. “I thought alagai silk was clear?”

			The woman sniffs. “Demon silk is clear in its natural state. But they evolved to camouflage their webs, and can produce any color I visualize.”

			“Incredible,” I say. She’s working hard not to show it, but I can tell I’ve offended her by calling her precious silk demons alagai. I don’t apologize. I remember the time a giant cave demon caught me in its web and hauled me up to the cavern ceiling to consume. It was one of the most terrifying moments of my life, and I barely escaped alive.

			“This pattern is worked with sand demon scales that reflect warmly in the light,” the tailor shows another pattern, “and this one uses snow demon scales for a colder scintillation.”

			I’ve always thought fashion is a shortcut to learning more about a culture, and the hours with Xevia and the tailors teach me much about what is important to the Hivers. Beauty, freedom of movement, strength. They don’t worry about covering their flesh for warmth, because they control the temperature, from the rooms inside to the fields without.

			But like any proper group of wastrels, Xevia and her friends work hard to not conform with norms or even one another. Every outfit is original and bespoke, made to complement the individual wearer.

			What complements me? I used to know, but now it depends on my mood, how safe I feel, how I want to be seen, and who I want to see me. This is the kind of challenge I used to relish, and here in safety, I find part of me still does.

			Xevia and Velena are pure femininity on display, all curves and hair and shimmering gowns. Gallivar is the picture of a wealthy junior commissioned officer, lines pressed and sharp. Yndros’ size and bulk necessitate more freeing garments, and he has the air of a young royal officer confident his title is hereditary. Tryan’s entire wardrobe is designed around his extra limbs, a headache I wouldn’t wish on any tailor, but whoever he has is top-notch.

			“I don’t know what to wear,” I confess. “It feels like years since I’ve worn a proper gown, but dressing as a man doesn’t feel right, either.”

			“And why should it?” Xevia asks. “You of all people should transcend.”

			“I’ve tried,” I say. “Back home when I wasn’t in armor, I’d taken to tight trousers under a peplum blouse or a long flaring jacket, often my mother’s blue cloak.”

			“Practical,” I can’t tell if Xevia is humoring me, “but hardly suitable for dancing with Yndros at a party.”

			“Who says I will be dancing with Yndros?” I ask.

			Xevia looks down her nose at me until both of us break into smiles.

			“Am I that obvious?”

			“You both are.” Xevia winks. “It’s disgusting. I love it. I don’t know who I’m jealous of more.”

			She holds my gaze for just a moment longer than a jest, and I find myself wondering what her lips would feel like to kiss.

			Xevia smirks, breaking the spell, and reaches a hand behind her without looking. One of the tailors slaps a sketchbook into it. The book is familiar—I had several very much like it back in Hollow, full of clothing designs for myself, Selen, Darin, and most anyone else I knew well. I glimpse Xevia’s sketches, and the bold designs elevate her even further in my esteem.

			“For you, I was thinking…this.” She finds the right page and passes the book to me.

			The image is striking, and undeniably feminine, but with hard edges that speak to my true nature. A golden demon-silk gown slit high on both thighs much like Xevia’s, but clinging to the feminine curve of my legs and hips. Her own gown is cut low and reinforced to contain her bosom. The design for me has a conservative top for my more modest bust, sleeveless to bare my muscled arms.

			“It’s beautiful,” I say, and I mean it. Xevia seems immensely pleased by my approval. She flips a translucent sheet down over the first, layering on a short jacket with a military cut made from sand demon scales sewn onto Hive silk.

			“The scales are hard as diamond,” Xevia says, “and will hold a reserve of power you can Draw upon, since you have no demon of your own…yet.”

			I glance at Sparrow, curled at Xevia’s feet. It’s so easy to forget the creature is there. The reminder puts me back on guard and I caress the hanzhar at my belt, reassuring myself it’s still there. “I don’t think I’ll ever be ready for that.”

			“The future is always unknown,” Xevia says, “but I expected as much.” She flips another translucent sheet down, layering on a harness for my spears, showing the handles rising from my shoulders.

			“The back of the jacket is slit like the gown, allowing you to add or remove it without disturbing the weapons.”

			“Will some be offended if I come to the party carrying my spears?” I ask.

			“Yes,” Xevia says. “Will you part with them?”

			“No,” I say.

			Xevia shrugs. “There we have it, then. It’s a party in your honor. Anyone who doesn’t like seeing you armed can stay home and party with their hand.”

			I laugh, and Xevia throws her head back to join me, the sound an infectious melody.

			“Do you have a sketch in there for Prince Darin?” I ask.

			Xevia’s smile is full of mischief. “You know I do.”

			I lean in, delighting in her delight.

			Her sketches for Darin are equally impressive. In just one meeting, she took away enough of an impression of his personal style and preferences to design something I am sure Darin will approve of, even if he never admits it. Loose demon silk in subdued colors that complement his warded cloak and veil, open-toed shoes so soft and thin that even Darin, usually barefoot, would be tempted.

			“The children of Eaters vary like any,” Xevia says, “but their sensitivities are well known. The cloth will feel like air on his skin, and the shoes will still let him be one with the ground.”

			“One with the ground?” I ask.

			Xevia twirls her finger, and I take her meaning that it’s a figure of speech. “A phrase Cirene uses for the way she can hear and feel far-distant things through vibrations in her feet.”

			I nod. “Darin is much the same. Are you and Cirene close?”

			Xevia laughs. “No one is close to Cirene. She wouldn’t have it.”

			I think of Darin and how he hates being touched, always keeping his distance, lurking more than joining, even when we were children and it was just the two of us and Selen. “I understand that, as well.”

			“I have nothing against her.” Xevia touches her neckline as if offended I might suspect as much. The move draws my eyes, and I realize too late it’s a trap. “We were friends in our way when we were younger and she first came to live at court. After her father’s sentence, his need for her took precedence over her social life, poor girl.”

			“Were they living in Hive when he was arrested?” I pull my eyes away from Xevia’s neckline, but I know from her smirk she caught my lingering look.

			Xevia shakes her head, distracting me with the artful flow of her hair. As with Yndros, just being in her presence makes me feel aroused. Are all Joined like this? Is it pheromones, as Yndros said? Do people feel like this around me?

			“Judge Cyla combed the borderlands for years after her son disappeared,” Xevia says. “They might never have been found, but Garos wanted to cure her and took her on a raid.”

			“Cure?” I ask.

			“Eating.” Xevia seems surprised at my ignorance. “It is the only known way to ease the sensitivity of the children of Eaters.”

			“By becoming one,” I say.

			“A cure worse than the disease,” Xevia agrees.

			I don’t like thinking of Darin’s condition as a disease. He struggles with some things, but in other ways, he has enormous advantages. He tracked me across a desert. He found my mother in Alagai Ka’s hidden Safehold. But the existence of a cure explains why his parents had the same powers without his limitations.

			“And by raid, you mean to say they were…poaching demons?” I clarify.

			“In order to Eat them, yes,” Xevia says.

			I don’t know what to say after that. I pause to give the moment its due gravitas, then turn back and resume study of Xevia’s sketches for Darin. “No demon scale jacket?”

			“Oh no,” Xevia says. “It is forbidden for the children of Eaters to wear demon scale.”

			“Darin mentioned that they could not own demons,” I say. “Does the law fear he will gnaw on his own jacket?”

			“You jest, but it’s not as uncommon as you think,” Xevia says. “Some children of Eaters are that desperate for a cure. But even if he doesn’t try to Eat them, he’ll suck their power into him sooner or later. He won’t be able to help it. It’s his nature.”

			I think of Darin’s need for magic, so desperate that he was willing to Draw on his mother’s knife even knowing all the pain and sorrow embedded in the item. How many times have I seen him Draw ambient magic to him before taking some action? Xevia is probably right that he’d Drain his scales, but I don’t see how it would be harmful. I won’t hesitate to let him Drain mine if he’s ever in such need again.

			

			—

			As I predicted, Darin likes his new silks. He’s unfailingly polite in thanking Xevia and the tailors, but he’s never been one for exuberance. That he wears them at all says volumes, but it’s only when I catch him admiring himself in the mirror that I know for certain.

			“You look good,” I tell him.

			The compliment seems to break the spell, and the dour expression he’s had for weeks returns. “Don’t want to look good, Olive. Want to find that rippin’ demon! We’re wasting our time here when we should be out huntin’.”

			I wonder if he’s right. The borderlands cover hundreds of miles, but so did the mountains where Alagai Ka hid Safehold. Darin found that. Perhaps I should trust him here.

			It’s true that finding Alagai Ka seems less pressing—and less likely—as the weeks melt away. I do not doubt that Hive is seeking him; I see their hunters out every night when Yndros takes me flying.

			Yet Darin is right. The Hivers’ early confidence has proven unfounded and I worry the demon king has eluded them entirely. What if they’re wrong and he’s already gone back across the sea, or fled to another part of the world to find a more suitable hive queen to bind himself to?

			“I’ll talk to Yndros,” I say. “Perhaps we can borrow a wind demon and hunt on our own.”

			I’m surprised at how little revulsion I feel at the idea. Less than a month in Hive and already I am growing accustomed to the omnipresence of alagai. The more I suppress my instinct to go for my spears every time I see one, the more I fear those instincts won’t return when I need them.

			Darin grimaces and I think he shares my feelings until he speaks. “They ent gonna let us go anywhere on our own, Olive. You think these people are our friends, but they’ve got us cooped up like chickens.”

			“Nonsense,” I say. “Why would you think that?”

			“Because you’re like a god to these people,” Darin says, “and I’m a criminal who ent done the crime yet. Want both of us right where they can see us.”

			I think he’s overstating things, but there’s no denying the element of truth to his words. The Krasian term is silk prison, a captivity so luxurious that it’s easy to forget the guards on the other side of the door. “We’ll see about that. I have no more desire to be a prisoner than you.”

			“You sure about that, Olive?” Darin asks. “ ’Cause from where I’m standin’ it looks like you’re more interested in fittin’ in than findin’ Alagai Ka.”

			The words sting, but I can see from the set of Darin’s face that he’s picking this fight on purpose, ready to stand his ground. Darin may not be courageous in the traditional sense, but when his back is up, he can be as stubborn as a rock demon.

			The fire in me wants to lash back, to dominate, but Darin’s stance checks me. I’ve known since we were kids when he could be bullied and when it was better to bargain.

			I open my mouth to reply when there is a chime at the door.

			“I’m not,” I say quickly. “I swear it. We’ll discuss this more after the party. I promise.”

			“Ay, but when after?” Darin demands. “Gonna have a headache the next morning? Plans for the next week?”

			“That isn’t fair, Darin.” The chimes ring again. “Tomorrow. You have my word.”

			Darin seems to accept that as I head to the receiving room. Prince Yndros is waiting, clad in a silk toga that seems too little material by half, baring his thickly muscled arms, legs, and chest.

			I’d expected Yndros to wear something more formally military as befitting his rank, but the bold choice is even more impressive for not needing armor or the trappings of rank. He still has his subjugation jewels and a dominance whip at his belt, but the masculine presence of Yndros himself is the real power on display.

			He’s stronger than me. That isn’t something I encounter often, and I find the novelty appeals. Still, there is more to fighting than strength, and part of me still longs to test myself against him.

			The thought leads to other thoughts of touching him, and I shake my head to clear it. “You are beautiful, Prince Yndros.”

			“And you, Duch Olive.” His eyes take in my gown, lingering deliciously before rising to meet mine again. “Xevia outdid herself, but it’s no surprise. Your arrival with Prince Darin is the most interesting thing to happen in Hive in a generation. She would have thrown you a party whether you won her bet or no.”

			I smile. “I love a party, so everyone wins.”

			“I have a gift for you.” Yndros reaches behind his back, and for a moment I tense, but he produces a coiled telescoping lunge whip very much like the one at his own hip.

			“Thank you, my lord.” I take the item reverently. I don’t know precisely what the whip means in Hive, but nearly everyone of status has one. The gift makes me feel accepted, and I find myself eager to test my will against a demon’s.

			I grasp the handle and flick my wrist as I have seen Yndros do, feeling the shaft telescope out as the whip unfurls. I cast about for a target.

			“Here.” Yndros lays one of his huge hands over mine, and I thrill at the touch as he gently guides my fingers over the wards. “This combination will activate a snare. Shift here to release.”

			I linger a moment, pressing back at his touch just a little before pulling away to test the weapon. My first attempt to snare the divan leg fails—a miss too great to activate the magic. My second attempt succeeds, and I look up at Yndros, smiling brightly.

			“Good,” Yndros says. “Few master the whip so quickly.”

			I try again and immediately regret it, missing my target entirely and nearly taking my own head off with the recoil. Yndros shrugs, still smiling. “It takes practice.”

			I offer him a leg. The high slits of my gown threaten to make the move scandalous, but Yndros is showing more skin just standing still. “I regret I have nothing to give in return.”

			“Your company?” he asks. “I have come to escort you to the party, if you will have me.”

			“Delighted,” I say, taking his offered arm.

			“Velena offered to escort Prince Darin,” Yndros says, “but Xevia has something special planned for him.”

			“Oh?” I ask.

			“After your discussion, she reached out to Spire Zegan personally, and Judge Cyla has agreed to arrange care for Lord Garos so Cirene can attend.”

			Just then, Darin comes out of his chambers. “Ay, ready to go.”

			

			—

			“No fancy whip for me?” Darin chides as Yndros rejoins Clay, commanding the mimic to take the form of a wind demon.

			“I expect it’s like demon scale jackets and alagai pets,” I say. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t really care,” Darin says. “I can touch wills with a demon by linking directly to their aura, but why would I want to? Ent interested in being in a demon’s head, and don’t want them in mine.”

			“I admit I’m curious,” I say. “I held my own against Alagai Ka. I expect a lesser demon won’t be much trouble.”

			“I was there, Olive,” Darin reminds me. “Your body sure tried its best to kill me while you were ‘holdin’ your own.’ ”

			He’s right. I had the upper hand for a moment at best, when the demon was distracted. I do not think I could defeat his full will on my own. “Sorry.”

			“Ent puttin’ you down, Olive,” Darin says. “Reckon you’re more stubborn than any demon short of a prince. Just ent somethin’ I’m interested in unless it’s life and death.”

			“Fair and true,” I say. Darin’s never had a competitive streak.

			This time, Clay forms itself into a wind demon capable of carrying the three of us to Spire Shamosk. I wonder at the other times, when it was made to seem he could only carry two.

			Appraising the demon again, I realize the beast could carry a dozen more besides if Yndros wished it. If two wings were not enough, the mimic could form a dozen, all beating faster than a hummingbird’s.

			Darin sees it, too. “Doesn’t like little brother chaperoning,” he says in Thesan.

			I know he’s right, but I can’t bring myself to regret the ruse. Despite all the heartbreaks I’ve experienced, I find I like being alone with Prince Yndros and his desire to be alone with me.

			It’s a short flight to the spire, but it is not Xevia who greets us on the landing platform, but Judge Xorana herself. The Joined leader of Spire Shamosk is as stunning and curvaceous as her great-granddaughter, but her silver tresses add experience and wisdom to the untamed beauty of youth.

			Xorana stands alone, without demon or attendant, but it only adds to the sense of her power. I can see tethers weaving through the air all around her. Likely every Shamosk demon in the spire would come to her mental summons if she were threatened, and the magic at her immediate disposal is immense. Far more than even a Joined could channel and hope to survive.

			I vault off the demon’s back as soon as it lands and execute a precise bow. “Judge Xorana. You honor me.”

			“Duch Olive.” She acknowledges the bow with a nod but does not bow in return, regal in her place of power. “Welcome to Spire Shamosk. I’ve promised to let Xevia have her little party out from under my shadow, but I wanted to greet you personally. Do you have a moment?”

			She makes it seem a real question. Like I might not have a moment while on my way to a party in her home. Masterful and disarming. “Of course.”

			“Good to see you, Yndros.” Xorana greets and dismisses the prince with a wave. “Do keep an eye on the Eater’s son as you take him inside. We don’t want him chewing on the ice makers.”

			

			—

			The casual quip about Darin helps me shake off some of Xorana’s spell.

			I didn’t believe the rumor about the attractive power of the Joined. It felt…arrogant to believe it. But after meeting several of them, I know the truth of it now, and the feelings it stirs in me. Feelings so conflicting it is difficult to sort them, or my role in relation. With Xevia I feel feminine, one of the girls, though it doesn’t lessen the attraction. She stirs feelings I haven’t felt since I kissed Lanna at the Solstice Festival. With Yndros I feel more masculine, but still female, as he courts me.

			And Xorana? My instincts are masculine but tempered by a lack of experience in interactions she has long since mastered. I find her intimidating, like Mother or the Damajah.

			The Judge takes me into the spire by a separate entrance, this one marked above the door by a carving of a mind demon’s head. The titular Shamosk himself, trapped somewhere in this spire, heating it with magic like a furnace.

			There is statuary, as well, friezes, tapestries, and paintings. They line the halls and walls of Xorana’s lush, high-ceilinged receiving room, telling the history of Spire Shamosk. The humans in the images change, but many of the demons, including Shamosk himself, remain. Whose spire is it, really, if the demons outlive their human handlers?

			I keep the thought to myself as I accept tea and a seat on a divan across from Xorana. Her seat, I note, is the same mimic demon from the throne room, here in a less ostentatious but still luxurious form, hot with magic.

			I take small comfort in the circlet in my coiffed hair. Its bubble of protection will keep the demon from entering, but it could fling magic-dead spikes through the barrier with ease at this range.

			“Xevia told me you would be wearing your spears,” Xorana notes. “I trust you understand they are to remain in their sheaths? I want you to feel safe, but I can’t have you killing every demon that growls at you.”

			“Of course,” I say. “You can trust in my discretion. I have no quarrel with your spire demons if they have no quarrel with me.”

			It’s a qualified answer, but the Judge accepts it. “Are you enjoying your stay in the central spire? My great-granddaughter speaks quite highly of you.”

			“We are hardly on vacation,” I say. “Prince Darin and I are on a mission of some urgency. But yes, the hospitality of Hive has been overwhelmingly generous, and much of my integration has happened with Xevia’s help. I think quite highly of her, as well.”

			Every word is true, and this seems to please Xorana. “My great-granddaughter reminds me of myself at her age. Still innocent, but a born diplomat.”

			She runs her eyes over me, and I know she is seeing more than my body. There is wardlight enough to see in the visible as well as the magical spectrum. She attempts to pull magic through me to Read my aura, but I am wise to the trick and resist her pull, all along keeping my face relaxed and neutral.

			My host offers a slight smirk that might be approval or a challenge to be relished another day. “You are not innocent, are you, Duch Olive?”

			“I was, not long ago,” I say. “My innocence ended…abruptly.”

			“Because your people’s war with the demons resumed,” Xorana prompts. No doubt Xevia has been updating her on our conversations. All the young nobles have pressed me with questions about Thesa and Krasia and the war, no doubt to report back to their spire leaders. I have answered freely for the most part, wanting them to understand the urgency of our mission.

			“There were no demons to war on for most of my life,” I say. “The greatwards had banished them from our lands.”

			“And you believe this…demon king arranged to lure you and your leaders off the wards and into ambush?”

			I nod. “He is ancient and cunning, Judge Xorana. My people use wards of prophecy to predict what is to be, but they are but a whisper compared with the futures a demon lord can see. He put plans into motion that moved all of us into vulnerable positions before he struck.”

			“Indeed he is cunning,” Xorana says. “Three weeks of searching and we have yet to find any sign of your demon king. What else can you tell me about him?”

			I wonder if this is for the good of the state or the glory of her spire. Then I remind myself that it doesn’t matter. Only finding and killing Alagai Ka.

			I tell her how the demon arranged coordinated attacks on me and Darin to strip away our defenses and move us around like game pieces on a board. How that led to me fighting in the Maze of Krasia, and the demon’s attempts to level the city to get to me. How we matched wills, and I was lucky to escape alive with my mind intact. How he kept a hidden Safehold that drew on natural tides of magic venting in the mountain. His plans to resurrect a hive queen from a mimic demon.

			Xorana listens to all of it with rapt attention. When I finish, she reaches out and takes my hands, callused and rough, in her smooth, supple grasp. “That must have been very difficult for you, Olive. It speaks volumes for your strength and resolve. You deserve to feel great pride in what you have accomplished.”

			I don’t have any reason to trust Judge Xorana, but her words of approval offer unexpected comfort. The last year has indeed been hard, but I haven’t had rest, safety, and leisure enough to truly consider that until now.

			Even now, that leisure eats at me, much as it does Darin.

			“Would the council allow me and Prince Darin to join the hunt directly?” It’s risky, asking a favor of this powerful woman. In Krasia, there are countless stories of folly that begin this way. But it doesn’t matter. I will sacrifice anything, my life even, to see Alagai Ka’s threat ended.

			“You don’t trust Hive’s hunters?” Xorana asks.

			“That is not the reason, of course,” I say. “But Prince Darin has tracked him down before. Perhaps he can do it again.”

			“Perhaps,” Xorana agrees. “I will put it to the council, but if the demon is as dangerous as you say, I do not think it likely they will risk your lives for something best left to professionals.”

			That puts my back up a little. “Respectfully, Judge Xorana, I was general of an army of twelve thousand seasoned warriors commanding the forward fortress defending against the demon hive. I have fought not just alagai but a dozen other magical denizens of the dark below. If I am not a professional, who is?”

			“A professional killer,” Xorana says. “Wasteful. Crude. But it is not your fault. It is simply a matter of evolution.”

			“Evolution?” I ask. “Do you think it the goal of every society to live in…” I pause, choosing my next word carefully, “synergy with demonkind?”

			Xorana spreads her hands at the opulence around her, as if the answer is obvious. “And Prince Darin seems a fine young man. Xevia speaks well of him. But you must never forget what he is.”

			I straighten further. Xorana has stature to match her beauty, but I have inches on her still. “And what is he?”

			“An Eater yet to have his first taste,” Xorana says. “What if he is seeking this Alagai Ka to feast on his flesh? That much power is too dangerous to risk.”

			“Nonsense,” I say. “Prince Darin has been on battlefields strewn with fallen alagai. Never has he been tempted.”

			“That you know of,” Xorana says.

			“I know Darin Bales as well as any person alive,” I say. “The idea of Eating is repellent to him.”

			“It does not matter.” Xorana is calm, rational, as if explaining something to a child. “He was born with the hunger, even if he had no name for it. It will not fade. Every opportunity will be a new battle within him. Better he never be tempted with such a powerful demon.”
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				Olive’s Demon

			
			Sparrow is waiting for me as I exit the Judge’s receiving room. I expect that in Hive the presence of such a powerful escort is a compliment—I can’t expect Xevia to sit around in her party gown waiting for me—but it’s hard to contain my revulsion as the mimic cat rubs itself against my legs and then begins leading me through Spire Shamosk to its mistress. Xevia knows I would prefer a human escort, but she doesn’t mean it cruelly, I think. In her eyes, like Xorana’s, she is simply educating a savage.

			Am I a savage? Once I thought myself the pinnacle of civilized, but when violence touched me for the first time, I found a capacity for it in myself I hadn’t even known was there. Is there a return to innocence, or will I always be colored by war?

			“Olive!” Xevia is waiting for me in a private chamber. “Thank Lazar. I thought great-grandmother would keep you all night. You look wonderful!”

			“Me?” I exclaim. “Look at you!”

			It’s the right response. Xevia knew full well what I would be wearing but kept her own dress secret. With a toothy smile she gives a spin, her body making it hard to focus on the outfit. Grandmum Elona used to say the right woman could wear a potato sack like a gown, and if anyone alive fits that description, it is Xevia.

			Yet she is clad in raiment worthy of her beauty, long silken hair bound in electrum. Her gown is breathtaking, made of the scales of multiple alagai breeds, arranged in a pattern on cave demon silk. The light catches on some but not others, making the gown seem almost alive, rippling as light splays over it. It fits like a second skin, bouncing distractingly in places where even demon silk cannot restrain her curves.

			I smile at the easy comfort I feel around Xevia. Secure in her power and position, she seems to genuinely want my friendship, and I want hers in return.

			“Sparrow, my love,” she calls, “fetch the others, if you will.”

			Soon Darin, Yndros, Velena, Tryan, and Gallivar have joined us, and we make an entrance that would cause Grandmum to swoon. Clay and Sparrow have swollen in size, breathing great gouts of flame and lightning that flash in the air, drawing everyone’s attention. Xevia and the others bask in the attention, but I feel exposed, and I can sense Darin’s anxiety.

			“Just stay close,” I whisper in Thesan. “I won’t leave you.” Darin doesn’t reply, but I know he hears me.

			The party is beyond anything I could have imagined, occupying a great room that takes up the entirety of one of the widest levels of Spire Shamosk, with outdoor terraces all around. The room is enormous, with a soaring ceiling high enough for rock demons to walk without bending. Indeed, there are a few rocks around the walls, though they are smaller than the behemoths I am used to fighting.

			Rock and wood demons seem a popular choice for nobility in Hive, and it’s not hard to see why. They are the largest and strongest of the alagai, with vast stores of magic to Draw upon. But there appears to be a line between the desire for power and the logistics of having a twenty-foot-tall monster at one’s heel. Like Gallivar’s, none of the pet rocks or woodies seems to top nine feet tall.

			Not that I feel much safer surrounded by smaller rock demons. Even the more portable-sized ones are far stronger than I am, fast and vicious. Only the most skilled Sharum are trained to fight rocks.

			Worse, they are far from the only alagai at the party. Flamers dance atop plinths around the room, providing pyrotechnics in time to the music. Snow demons nestle in great vats of ice, chilling drinks and maintaining great ice sculptures running with clear spirits. Field demons pace the floor with trays of refreshments on their backs.

			Not to mention the personal pets of the guests, almost all of whom have a small demon of some sort pacing them like a loyal hound.

			Are all of them tame like Sparrow? I wonder. There is an unimaginable amount of electrum jewelry in the room, tethering masters to their alagai. Take that away, and would they still sit on command, or bathe the room in their owners’ blood?

			I fear I know the answer, even if these people won’t admit it to themselves. It is an inconvenient truth when their alagai provide them with such prestige, power, and wealth.

			I shouldn’t have worried so much about Darin. It only takes him a brief scan of the room to find Cirene by one of the ice sculptures.

			“Gonna go get some punch,” he says. “All right without me for a bit?”

			I smile, glad to see him making a friend. “Go. I’ll be fine. Remember you’re promised!”

			Darin casts me a dark look. “Ent like that, Olive.”

			I put up my hands immediately. Darin’s quite funny in his own way, but sometimes he struggles with sarcasm. “Just teasing, Darin.”

			He nods, and his posture softens. “Ay. Funny.” Then he’s gone, leaving me with the others. Velena watches him go with a sniff.

			“Jealous of Cirene, Velena?” Xevia laughs.

			“Not on my worst day,” Velena says. “I could give Prince Darin the night of his dreams, but it’s clear he’s not ready for a real woman.”

			Her words are arrogant though not entirely unfounded. Velena is beautiful, rich, and enhanced with magic. She isn’t Joined like Xevia, but there’s no arguing she’s a catch.

			It might not be her party, but Velena is dressed to turn every head in the room, and it works. Even Grandmum Elona would call her outfit scandalous, and that’s saying something. Velena displays more bare flesh than covered, and her gown of red silk and scales is so liquid it hugs her body like a sheen of sweat. I feel my own sweat break out when I look at her too long, but I don’t know if it’s Velena’s beauty, some minor enchantment, or the heat of her pet flame demon.

			“You look nervous.” Velena smirks at me, reaching between her breasts to produce a small vial, warm with magic. “Scale?”

			“I…” I pull my eyes away from her neckline. “What?”

			“Powdered demon scale.” Xevia reaches out a hand, little finger extended. The nail on that finger is long, and Velena taps out a dash of glittering powder. Immediately she brings it to her nose and snorts hard.

			The change in her aura—already bright—is immediate. She flashes hot, and her pupils dilate. She inhales deeply, shivering from the rush as she blows the breath back out. The effect seems similar to the influx of power I get when I put a warded spear into a demon.

			Velena does the same, and I try not to watch how the shivers jiggle her soft flesh. Tryan takes a bigger dose than the others, but he’s a giant, even next to Yndros. Yndros holds up a hand to forestall the offered vial, and Gallivar looks about nervously, as if fearing we will be caught. He does not partake.

			“How is that different from Eating?” I am genuinely confused.

			“It isn’t,” Gallivar mutters.

			Xevia laughs, pinching his cheek. “Oh, Gal, you are adorably uptight.”

			“Scales aren’t inherently alive, so they cannot be Eaten,” Velena says. “It would be like Eating your own hair. The change Eating works on the body requires digestion.”

			I look to Yndros. “A lesser crime,” he tells me, “but still illegal.”

			“A peasant’s crime,” Xevia says. “Mostly to keep the servants from stealing scales as spire demons molt.”

			“If your great-grandmother knew—” Gallivar begins, but Xevia cuts him short with a laugh.

			“There’s a reason she keeps clear of my parties,” Xevia says. “And if someone were to bring it to her attention, I expect she’d punish the disloyalty, even if she needed to come slap my wrist for appearances.”

			I turn to Yndros again. “You don’t use it?”

			“He’s just trying to set a good example,” Velena says. “Tell her, Yndros, about the time we flew to the hot springs and…”

			“Enough,” Yndros says, before the story has a chance to get meat on its bones. He looks me in the eye. “I will not lie and say I have never tried it, or that I didn’t enjoy it when I did. I think powdered horn or scale is harmless in moderation, especially for the Joined, who have greater constitution. But the drug can become addictive and dangerous. The mind court is right to forbid it.”

			“Bah,” Xevia says. “You think Janas never snorted demon scales when they were young? Xorana certainly did.”

			Yndros holds up his hands for peace. It’s kind of sweet, how he’s trying to act proper for me.

			Xevia is all smiles again at Yndros’ sign of submission. “Let’s not spoil the rush any further, then. Time to hunt.”

			“Hunt?” I ask, but Xevia takes my arm and sweeps into the crowd like a bird of prey. I can tell from the way she moves us toward and away from groups who the richest and most influential guests are, though I expect no one gets an invitation unless they are someone of note.

			I can see how the crowd is fixed on me, but I work to ignore it, letting Xevia pull me along without appearing to as we meet groups of young nobles, all wearing decadent finery and warm with magic. Some have a flush to their auras I now understand as demon drugs, but others are simply pulling magic through tethers to their pet alagai.

			A beautiful young woman fawns over Yndros, putting her hand on his bare chest as she laughs at some moderately amusing quip from the prince. I am surprised to find I don’t like it.

			Subtly, I edge in to interpose myself between them, smiling brightly as I offer a courtly bow. “Olive Paper, Joined son and daughter of Leesha, Duchess of Hollow.”

			That gets a smile in return as she bows deeper and longer than I did. I begin to wonder what adhesive is keeping her in her low-cut dress.

			“Zelis, daughter of Spire Jaramon.”

			“Your dress is impressive,” I say. “My compliments to your cave demon.”

			As with Yndros, Zelis throws back her head and laughs, though the quip was mild at best. She seems perfectly willing to flirt with me, though she does cast a dreamy look at Yndros. “Watch out for that one, Duch Olive. The prince of Hive has left a trail of broken hearts in his wake.”

			Perhaps, I think. Xevia and Velena tease their history with him, but it seems more like the past experimentation of friends who grew up together than anything current. And I cannot blame him, in any event. Many of the powerful in Hive, especially the Joined, have multiple spouses. But tonight, like these last weeks, he’s only had his blue eyes fixed on me.

			Zelis looks back at me, and I think she’s noticed it, too. “Not surprising,” she says, seeming a little disappointed. “Deep down, all men want to marry their mothers.”

			Now it’s my turn to laugh, though the words are not funny. Little is less appealing than knowing you remind a man of his mother. I used to love passive-aggressive repartee like this, but as I grow worldlier, I see it for what it is, a mean-spirited pastime for bored wastrels.

			“Do you really use those spears to kill demons in your lands?” Zelis rubs her fingers together, itching to touch them, but she is not as bold as Xevia. Her personal alagai is a tiny field demon nestled in a shoulder purse like a kitten. Instinctively, she angles the demon away from me, as if the sight of the spears will upset the ridiculous creature.

			“The alagai war on us in my homeland,” I say. “So we war on them in return.”

			I regret using the offensive term for demons as Zelis flinches.

			“Savage,” another in the group says. He is tall and sour-faced, heeled by a squat wood demon, still taller than him, and a foot taller than me. “It’s a wonder you walk upright and use full sentences.”

			“Stop it, Naldor,” Zelis scolds. “You’re being rude.”

			“They come to a party flaunting spears they admit to killing demons with, and I am being rude?” Naldor is indignant. His wood demon senses his aggression, stepping up to me, a low growl in its throat.

			He expects me to retreat, but I don’t flinch. “I don’t give ground to alagai,” I say. “Call your pet off before I put it down.”

			“Do it,” Naldor dares. “Show everyone gathered tonight your savage ways and see if the mind court can excuse you a second time.” The demon leans in until we are nose-to-snout, breathing moist, putrid breath in my face.

			Naldor is smirking, because he knows he’s right. I remember Xorana’s admonishment about my spears and know I can’t kill his demon in front of all these people and get away with it. But neither must I tolerate disrespect.

			I reach out, grabbing one of the demon’s horns as I drop, using my weight and a sharusahk trip to throw the demon to the floor. My execution is so quick Naldor doesn’t have time to react, and the wood demon tumbles effortlessly.

			Naldor staggers as the tether visits the demon’s sudden disorientation back on him, but that is only the beginning of the lesson. I can tolerate the presence of demons, but as in sharaj, I need to establish here and now that I will not be bullied by them.

			I guide the wood demon’s fall, keeping hold of the horn. When the demon hits the floor, its limbs aren’t positioned properly to strike at me or rise. I put my silk slipper on its shoulder and pull hard, twisting its spine and putting torque on a precise convergence point.

			The demon and Naldor both let out shrieks of pain. Naldor stumbles to his knees red-faced, fumbling frantically at his subjugation bracelet. “No!” I shout. “Don’t!”

			I ease up on the pressure, but Naldor isn’t listening. He pulls the bracelet off and hurls it away, collapsing on the floor as the connection is cut off and the pain abruptly stops.

			No longer under his control, the demon reverts to its instincts, thrashing wildly, mindless of the pain. It practically tears itself apart and succeeds in breaking my hold. It swipes at me, but the blow is blunted by my demon scale jacket. I quickstep back, putting my guard up, but the demon has no interest fighting me when there is weaker prey close by.

			Naldor is shakily getting back to his feet when the demon pounces. Guests shriek and flee from its path. Their pet alagai move to protect their masters, but none attempts to intercede on behalf of Naldor as the wood demon bears down on him, jaws wide and slavering.

			My instinct is to go for my spears, but I fear Naldor may yet win if I kill his demon in a fight I started. Instead, I snatch the whip from my belt and lash out, activating the snare wards. My aim is off, and it cracks against the demon’s armor instead of latching on. The alagai is unhurt, but it’s enough to get its attention.

			The wood demon whirls on me, crouching for a leap. I see Yndros rushing to intercept, but this time I find harmony in my lunge and my aim is true. The tail of the whip wraps around the demon’s throat, wards holding fast with a flare of magic.

			There’s a rush of power not dissimilar to when I stab an alagai as our auras connect through the tether. Yet here the connection is two-way. Even as the demon’s power flows into me, so does mine flow into it.

			Information comes with the connection. The demon is hungry. Ravenous. It hasn’t fed in months. Demons can sustain themselves indefinitely burning magic instead of food for fuel, but magic doesn’t fill their stomachs. The pangs are maddening, but subjugated, the demon could not act on them. Freed, they are a singular driver.

			The connection to the demon is something like the one I had with Darin when we dissipated and crossed the sea. Everything I was opened to him, and him to me. Even without trying to pry, his secrets threatened to wash over me. I am thankful we were only connected a few instants, our attention focused elsewhere.

			But Darin and I are not enemies. Whatever secrets I keep for myself, there is no one in the world I trust more to always do the right thing. This connection is with an alagai, a plague on humanity I once thought it was my destiny to end. I feel its will pushing against mine, fighting to dominate the connection. Instinctively, with every fiber of my being, I know that is something I can never allow.

			I assert my own will, testing the demon’s resolve. It is the will of a stubborn child. The will of a mule that does not wish to pull. Of a cat that does not wish to come when called.

			The demon’s will is frail compared with mine, and the creature knows it. It slacks the line by rushing at me, claws leading in an attempt to end my threat.

			“Stop.” Even as I say the word, I realize it is unnecessary. My willing the command is all that is needed. The demon stops, freezing in place. Effortlessly, I hold it there through the tether, like the strings of a puppet.

			“Well done!” Xevia claps her hands. “Not yet a month on our shores, and Duch Olive has dominated their first demon!”

			The crowd, watching the scene unfold with rapt attention, breaks into applause and cheers. Velena gives a high-pitched whistle, and Tryan claps all four of his giant hands in a powerful, rhythmic beat. Yndros is smiling as he claps, and Xevia looks like a cat over its catch.

			I look around for Darin. I don’t see him, but that doesn’t mean he’s not watching. Darin is always watching or listening, and in a place like Hive, it is an enormous comfort.

			Xevia retrieves Naldor’s subjugation bracelet, offering it to me. “The demon is yours now, Olive.”

			“What?!” Naldor demands.

			“It is Hive law,” Xevia continues as if he had not spoken. “You subjugated a rogue demon.”

			“It isn’t rogue, it’s mine!” Naldor cries, pointing at me. “They attacked it!”

			“No.” Xevia speaks as if to a child. “You attempted to use your demon to intimidate my guest of honor, and Duch Olive gave you a lesson in manners.”

			Yndros steps forward. “And when you could not bear a moment’s pain, you relinquished control of a hungry wood demon in the crowded ballroom of Spire Shamosk.”

			“Rogue demon,” Velena says.

			“Rogue demon,” Tryan agrees.

			Naldor looks anguished, but now that the Joined have spoken, the rest of the crowd is quick to echo the words.

			“You’re lucky I don’t have you arrested,” Xevia says. “Enjoy the rest of the party. I don’t expect the invitation will find you next time.”

			In many ways, that is the deepest cut. Too deep. I wanted to teach Naldor manners, not have him ostracized from society. Already most of the room is keeping clear of him as if terrified they will be infected by his fall from grace.

			“It almost feels like you planned that,” I say quietly as I take the bracelet from Xevia.

			“How could anyone have planned that?” Xevia asks incredulously.

			Velena whisks a dismissive hand. “Naldor was always a pompous ass. Time someone put him in his place.”

			“His father will do that,” Tryan says, “when he learns Naldor’s lost a wood demon that’s been in their family for seven generations.”

			Something twists in my gut. “What am I supposed to do with it?”

			“Anything you like,” Velena says. “It’s yours now.”

			“Except kill it,” Yndros warns.

			“So I can make it my personal servant?” I ask.

			“Yes.”

			“Have it guard my door at night?”

			“Of course.”

			“Suck on its magic whenever I want to power a warding or feel tired?”

			“Or for no reason other than it feels good,” Xevia says.

			I hesitate before putting on the bracelet, studying the wardings. I learned the hard way not to trust gifts of warded jewelry. When I don’t see a blood lock or anything that could harm me, I slip it onto my wrist.

			Immediately, one tether becomes two. I deactivate the snare and retract the dominance whip, returning it to my belt.

			Still the demon stands frozen, held in place by my will. Once dominance occurred, the demon ceased resisting. I see now how easy it would be to ignore the demon’s needs in this state, letting it Draw on its internal magic rather than taking the time to feed it. The demon’s discomfort is irrelevant. In control of the subjugation, I can repress those baseline feelings or explore them, as I wish.

			I wonder if this is the solution to Darin’s magic problem. With such a powerful demon of our own, he can Draw as much as he needs without ever again having to touch the dark emotions embedded in the knife’s magic.

			“How far will the tether stretch?” I ask.

			“At least a thousand yards,” Yndros says. “Beyond that it varies. The collars are designed to increase the demon’s discomfort the more it stretches the tether. If you mean to leave the demon behind to travel farther, you can tether it to a place or turn it over to one of your servants for safekeeping.”

			“What about when I sleep?” I ask.

			“If you sleep, your demon will stand watch and protect you, unless given other commands.”

			Could I sleep with a demon in the room? I think not, and the fact I am even considering it is deeply concerning. Alagai are the enemy. Tonight’s spectacle only reinforces that. Naldor’s demon turned on him the moment it was freed.

			Even considering keeping it is foolish and sickening. I don’t need enemies in Hive, but neither do I want to normalize their demon-centric culture too much.

			“This is my demon?” I ask. “I can sell it? Give it away?”

			“Yes,” Xevia says, “but why would you?”

			I turn back to Naldor, standing with his shoulders slumped, near tears. Demons in Hive represent more than status or even power. They are generational wealth and a driver of the economy. What does my claiming this demon mean for his family? Is it the equivalent of losing a horse or losing their house?

			I don’t know how to answer the question, or enough about Naldor or his family to gauge the effect. I don’t even know if I approve of any of this. Is using demons as a slave class any better than what Alagai Ka intended for us? He thought of human cities as larders he kept to feed his hive queen after a mating.

			But I am not ready to disrupt it all, not ready to accept a demon in my quarters, not ready to suck on demons like a skeeter, as Darin says. Not now, when I understand so little.

			I move away from the others, going over to where a woman who might be Naldor’s sister strokes his back, speaking soothing words. She looks up at my approach, eyes glaring daggers at me.

			With a thought, I call the wood demon to me. I don’t need to look or worry it will strike at my back. I feel its will, tight in the grip of mine.

			“Come to mock my brother further?” she demands, proving my guess.

			“I never mocked anyone,” I say. “Had your brother offered me courtesy, then he would have received courtesy in return.”

			The demon looms at my back. I see both their eyes rise up in fear, and it gives lie to much of the confidence Hive society is built upon. This wood demon has served their family for generations. No doubt Naldor and his sister climbed the beast like a tree when they were children, as I have seen others doing in public play spaces.

			But in the hands of a new master, suddenly the alagai strikes fear into them.

			Good.

			“Kneel,” I say aloud. The two blink, as if I am speaking to them, but then they take a step back as the wood demon kneels on the ballroom floor.

			“Play dead,” I say. The words mean little to the demon, but it calls into my mind the image of a hound rolling to present its belly, and the demon mimics the action.

			I take the whip from my belt, but I don’t need a lunge to dangle it above the demon’s head and activate the snare, entangling its throat. As I sense the second tether form, I slip the bracelet from my wrist.

			“My mother taught me by example to rule with charity and forgiveness in my heart,” I say. “Your punishment outweighs your rudeness, Naldor, and I wish no quarrel with you or your family.”

			I hold up the bracelet. “Will you apologize?”

			Naldor bows so quickly he gets tangled in his cloak, stumbling a little. “I apologize, Duch Olive, for my rudeness and the offense I have given.”

			Surprisingly, his aura reflects the feeling. He acted rashly and regrets the action deeply for the cost it brought. My peace offering has kindled hope, and he clings to it. A flickering image of a stern man hovers over him, and I know Tryan was right. I am saving him from more than a public humiliation.

			“Take it.” To the gasps of the assembled onlookers, I toss the electrum bracelet—priceless in Hollow for the metal alone—back to him like it means nothing to me.

			Brother and sister’s eyes bulge as he catches the bracelet, looking back at me as if waiting for some hidden catch. When I offer no further demands, Naldor slips the bracelet back on, sighing visibly.

			But then something strange happens. With both of us tethered to the demon, our wills connect through the creature. I can sense Naldor’s fear, how I intimidate him, and the swirl of emotions he is trying to process. I may have saved some face for him with his family, but the public humiliation and the scorn of the Joined at the party have destroyed any sense of social standing he has in the larger crowd.

			I sense him trying to Read me as well, but I have learned a little about keeping up my mental defenses and turn his probe away with ease. He looks at me, and we both know I could dominate him, too, if I wished. Reach out through the tether and take control of his body as easily as I did the alagai’s. Force him to keep the bracelet on. Force him to do anything I wish.

			Instead my fingers slide over the wards on the handle of my whip, releasing and retracting it back into a coil I hang from my waist. I turn my back without a word, as if daring Naldor to attack me with the returned demon. I am prepared if he does, but I know from the tether that it is the furthest thing from his mind. All I felt was fear, awe, and a growing understanding.

			“I am in your debt,” Naldor says, but I whisk a dismissive hand over my shoulder, not bothering to turn.

			“Well you’re no fun,” Velena says, but she’s smiling.

			“I didn’t come here to make enemies,” I say.

			Xevia snatches fresh drinks from the tray atop the back of a field demon, giving me one before raising her own.

			“Duch Olive, the generous!”

			The crowd, riveted by the entire spectacle, bursts into applause and cheers.
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				Cirene

			
			Party’s something else, but it still ent a place I’d like to be. Too many sights and sounds, smells and tastes. The ambient noise of the crowd and music makes even regular folk have to shout to be heard, but it’s worse for me, hearing every sound as if it were right in my ear.

			I flinch every time a flame demon spurts fire, and the air is chilly in the direction of the snow demons. I can hear the steady thumping heartbeats of the rock and wood demon guards around the room, echoing in their great chests. Their collective breath is a foul wind.

			Hive demons with wealthy owners are washed and bathed more than anyone back home in Tibbet’s Brook, but they still smell like corelings. That stink permeates the room, even if the Hivers are so used to it they don’t notice anymore. Any other time in my life I smelled that much demon, I’d be running like my feet were on fire. Here, it just means a bunch of rich folk are gathered in one place.

			Wonder what it’s like for Cirene. She’s got the same senses as I do, but this is her home. I focus my senses on her. Her light, fluttering heartbeat. The tension in her muscles. The symmetry of her breaths, like she’s carefully counting them out.

			She knows I am coming, turns to look at me, a smile crossing her face. “It took you long enough.”

			“How long you been waiting?” I ask, speaking in a normal tone that is lost in the crowded room, but Cirene, still fifty feet away, has no trouble hearing me.

			“Too long,” she says. “Can we go out on the terrace?”

			“Creator, yes,” I say.

			She’s moving before I get to her, heading for one of the walls with warded glass panels slid open to the terrace. Folk are crowded out there as well, but the open air is refreshing and helps diffuse some of the ambient noise.

			“Not there,” Cirene says of the crowds, following along the inner wall until the windows become smooth, flat stone. I blink as she touches the sheer wall and begins to climb, turning her hands and feet sticky to grip the surface.

			I follow, relieved to put the crowds behind us. A handful of folk notice, but we’ve left them far behind by the time they start talking about us. It’s the usual nonsense—wondering how a pair of Eater children got invited to such a fancy party in the first place.

			Ent used to bein’ around my own kind. The Warded Children back home were Eaters and could do anything I can, but their senses didn’t tend to overwhelm like mine. Don’t know Cirene well, but just knowin’ she understands makes me feel more comfortable around her than anyone I’ve met since I got here.

			We stop climbing around twenty feet above the crowd, still well below the next tier. Effortlessly we cling to the wall with sticky backs and feet, looking out over the city. Its spires are alive with wardlight, as are the buildings and boulevards down on the ground where the common folk live.

			“Pretty night,” I say.

			Cirene shrugs a little sadly. “It’s the same every night. I grew up in the borderlands, with seasons, and starlight not blocked out by all the lights below.”

			“Ay, me too,” I say. “Mam didn’t want me growing up too fancy, so she kept me away from all the palaces and manses. Took me back to my grandda’s farm in Tibbet’s Brook, as far from trouble as could be.”

			“How did you end up here, then?” Cirene asks.

			I blow out a breath. “Trouble has a way of finding you, like it or not.”

			Cirene nods sadly at that. “I wish we’d stayed there. They never would have caught us, but Father wanted to cure me.”

			“Thought you said the cure didn’t work?” I ask.

			“It works, in its way,” Cirene says. “Makes you an Eater. Gives you powers. Regulates your senses.”

			“Doesn’t sound too bad,” I say.

			“Everyone who’s done it swears by it,” Cirene agrees. “But this is who I am. My senses are how I relate to the world. Maybe changing them would bring me peace, but I wouldn’t be…me.”

			“Maybe you’d be someone better,” I suggest, thinking more about myself. Then I realize how that sounds. “Ay, I didn’t mean…”

			“It’s all right.” Cirene sniffs, and I know she can smell my discomfort. “It would be nice to think that, but the children I know who have gone through the ritual are changed in more ways than regulating their senses. Their whole personalities alter, and they start avoiding those who haven’t done it. When I was little, there were lots of Eaters’ children in our tribe. One by one, they all took the cure. The increase in raids to cure their children was why Eaters became so reviled. I was the only one who refused. Father didn’t tell me we were going on a raid the night we were captured. He meant for me to Eat whether I liked it or not. Said I’d thank him when it was done. Instead he’s been Drained, and I’m trapped here.”

			“Your mam still out there?” I ask.

			Cirene nods. “Somewhere. I expect Grandmother would make a public example of her if she could be found.”

			There’s more to that. I can smell it. But it ent polite to push folk to tell you more about themselves than they want.

			“Could you find them again if you wanted?”

			Cirene shakes her head. “I’ve looked. They moved locations once they learned we were captured so we couldn’t give them away.”

			I smell the lie and work hard not to show it. ’Course she ent going to say something that might get her mam in trouble. None of my business.

			Both of us startle at a stomp of boots and a great clattering of wind demon talons somewhere far above. It’s almost like having a mirror beside me, so closely does Cirene’s reaction reflect my own.

			The demons are limbering their wings, squawking and shifting their powerful legs as they prepare to take flight. I filter as much of the din below as I can by focusing my attention on the sounds’ origin, but for all I strain, I hear nothing from the approaching skyriders. Either they ent speaking or they’re using magic to silence the sound.

			Cirene and I look at each other, and as one we begin climbing around the wall to put ourselves directly beneath them. A moment later they take to the air, a flight of wind demons blocking out the night sky as they wing away from the spire.

			Lead demon ent like the others. Even at a glance it’s too powerful, but when I look closer, I recognize its aura like I would a face. Xorana’s mimic demon, which means she’s leading the mission as they turn away from the central city.

			“That normal?” I ask. “Judge leading a flight like that?”

			“No,” Cirene says. “It’s unheard of.”

			“Where do you reckon they’re headed?” I ask.

			She smirks at me. “Do you want to find out?”

			

			—

			I think about runnin’ down to tell Olive as Cirene readies her family wind demon, but there ent time if we want to keep the trail. Olive is happy at the party. If I tell her, her most likely response will be to tell me not to go, or to come with.

			Looking at Cirene, I realize I don’t want either of those things. Better to leave Olive to enjoy herself. She ent going to get in trouble while I’m gone. Not with her being the guest of honor and Yndros lookin’ out for her. Gettin’ in trouble’s my job.

			Cirene ent as skilled a flier as Baxos, but she also ent tryin’ to kill me, so the ride’s smooth as can be expected.

			“Banking right,” she says, giving me time to prepare before the shift. She does that for every flight adjustment, and it makes a world of difference. Flying ent so bad when you know what the demon’s about to do.

			“It looks like they’re headed for the borderlands,” Cirene says. “This demon has a trace on it, so we won’t be able to cross the wardnet without Grandmother bringing the city Watch down on us, but we can get close.”

			We follow Xorana’s skyriders, but not too close. They spot us, I expect we’ll be in a mess of trouble. Thankfully, Cirene and I can see farther than they can, and trail them too far back to stand out in the standard sky traffic of Hive. Most of the rich folk fly around on wind demons, which is what makes the spires practical and separates them from common folk in the city below.

			I feel the magic thrumming in the demon I cling to. Again I consider Drawing a bit, but I ent in a state anymore, and I reckon it still ent polite to do without asking.

			Cirene has no such compunctions. I see her pull magic through the tether, brightening her aura. I wonder if she thinks trouble’s comin’.

			The demon spirals down as we approach the edge of Hive’s outer wardnet. We alight on a rooftop close enough to the border to watch Xorana’s flight with our enhanced senses, but far enough that we don’t get spotted or trigger any alarms.

			They fly in formation, turning, rising, and diving in perfect unison, but what are they doing? I shift my attention to the lands below them, lookin’ for a pattern that fits, and find it at last.

			“They’re looking for magic Draws,” I say. “That’s how I found Alagai Ka last time.”

			Cirene raises a brow. “Did you tell the mind court that?”

			“No…but Xorana met with Olive right before the party. Reckon she might’ve said something.”

			“There.” Cirene points. “They’ve found something.”

			She’s right. The group hovers a moment, then Xorana gives a signal and they’re off like arrows at a target.

			Cirene smells…wrong. Like she’s scared and anxious and doesn’t want me to know about it.

			“Any way we can leave the demon here a spell?” I ask. “Go have a look on foot?”

			Cirene holds up an arm with a jeweled cuff on the biceps. Seen those before and don’t need to ask. “You got a trace on you, too.”

			She nods, and I take a close look at the armlet. Reckon I could suck the magic right out of it if I wanted. “I can get that off you.”

			“That would alert Grandmother same as leaving the grid.” She shakes her head. “Judge Cyla wasn’t going to let me take a wind demon and come to the party at all until Xevia got Xorana to ask her directly. Even now…”

			“You’re supposed to be spyin’ on me,” I guess.

			“Actually, yes,” Cirene confirms, but her scent tells me I ent got to worry. Something bigger is going on.

			“Mind if I go have a look?” I ask.

			“Please.” Cirene tries to sound casual, but I can sense her relief. She wants me to go.

			I’m over the side of the building without taking time to overthink it. I skitter down the wall and drop the last twenty feet, sucking in my particles to make myself dense and hard as I hit the ground.

			Unharmed, I set off runnin’. When I ent hindered by keeping pace with my friends, I can be as fast as I want to be, and the trees and scrub blur as I pass them like an angry wind.

			I see the barrier as I approach, Reading the wardnet the same way normal folk might see the difference between a wall and a door. I can cross it and come back. Nothing will stop me, and I ent big or strong enough to send a significant ripple through the net.

			Still, I hold my breath as I put on speed and dash past like I’m running through a waterfall trying to stay as dry as possible.

			Then I’m on the other side, and everythin’ changes.

			First to hit me is the cold. Temperatures never bother me much, but that’s when they happen naturally, gradually. Jumping from one to the other is a shock. It may be eternal springtime on one side of the net, but on the other there are seasons, and it’s wintertime in the borderlands. Trees stand stark and bare of leaves against the sky, where stars are more visible. All life has magic, and I can see the spirit of the trees huddled in tight, letting their outer layers protect them like a warm coat.

			Frozen ground, patches of snow, grass, and leaves crackle under my steps. I pick my way carefully while moving at speed, and I don’t reckon normal folk would hear me, but to folk like me and Cirene I am kicking up quite a racket.

			Ambient magic surrounds me, drifting up from the Core through natural vents in the crust of the world. The power is tugged gently toward the wardnet, but here all it takes is an act of will to have it come rushin’ at me. I drink it in like water after crossing a desert, feeling stronger than I have in weeks.

			With the power comes information, tellin’ me stories about where it’s been and what it’s seen. Been dark a few hours now, and some of it’s seen a fair bit. I learn more about the borderlands in a few seconds than I did after several nights of flyin’ around on wind demons.

			Ahead there are sounds of confrontation. Shouts, wind demon shrieks, flashing wardlight. I quit basking in the naked night and run on, then realize that off Hive’s grid, even that is too slow. Instead I let my particles drift apart until I dissipate, becoming a being of pure magic, like demons when they rise up from the Core. I could slip into a vent and ride it down to the Core myself, but instead I just will myself forward, moving at the speed of thought, without resistance from air or obstacle.

			In seconds I have reached my destination, miles from the border. A hidden village, built to be nearly invisible to wind demons crossing the skies above.

			For a moment I wonder if they have found Alagai Ka. I materialize to bring my full senses to bear, fingers slipping to the smooth bone handle of Mam’s knife.

			I feel the weapon’s anger, its pain, and understand her better for it. I know, too, that if the blade touches the flesh of the king of demons, it will cut deep. This time I will not hesitate to take his head if I can.

			Once my senses have time to reach out, I see that the Shamosk hunting party hasn’t found the demon king. Without meaning to, Olive may have given the Hivers something they want much more.

			An Eater village.

			Already most of the town is deserted, though I can sense lingering heat and scents. Lots of Eaters can dissipate like me, and that means they can disappear right quick when something spooks them.

			But not everyone has fled. In the village center there are shouts and cries, explosions and flashes of magic so bright they reach the visible spectrum. Some have stayed to fight.

			I pull up the hood of my Cloak of Unsight and wrap it close around my body as I approach. Olive’s mam made the cloak, and Aunt Leesha knows her wardwork. In addition to the unsight wards that hide me from demon eyes, there are wards of silence, camouflage, and confusion that will make even human eyes slide off me when I feed the cloak a little of my own power. For once, I’ve got plenty.

			Still I am cautious, slipping from cover to cover as I try to get close to the conflict without drawing attention to myself. Don’t reckon I’d be safe from either side if I get spotted.

			I find a tree to climb that offers just the right view from a distance, and things become clearer.

			The Sky Watch of Spire Shamosk, led by Xorana herself, circles above the tiny village, trading spells with a group of Eaters on the ground, surrounding a pair trapped under an electrum net. Reckon that’s why the others won’t leave. Ent gonna leave their kin behind. Tells me somethin’ about whose side I should be on in all this.

			Whoever’s under those nets, the others are fightin’ like all the Core’s at their heels, pulling whatever magic’s in range and throwing it at the assailants in the sky. Xorana’s skyriders dodge what they can and form wards of their own to block the rest, Drawing on the magic of their demons to power the spells.

			Eaters dodge too, or turn to mist and let the attacks pass through them. Sometimes they catch a spell just right and absorb its power to throw back at the attackers.

			Ent much question to who can last longer. Eaters can store some magic in their bodies, but it’s a drop in the bucket compared with what a full-grown demon can hold. The Eaters can Draw ambient magic to recharge, but it’s slow, like filling a barrel from a trickling stream.

			Worse, some of the attackers have broken off and are circling the area, drawing glowing wards that hang in the air. If they manage to encircle the defenders, they won’t be able to dissipate and escape.

			Part of me wishes I had my bow. I could take a couple of wind demons down and give the others time to escape. Part of me is glad I don’t have it, because that would bring all the skyriders down on me instead.

			Stuck watching as it goes down, and it ent pretty. An Eater turns to mist and reappears atop a wind demon, pulling the rider from his seat and sending both of them plummeting. The Eater dissipates before impact, but the Shamosk soldier isn’t so fortunate, hitting the frozen ground so hard I can hear bones break and skin distend and burst.

			Xorana is enraged at that, spotting the Eater when she rematerializes and catching her in a Draw so powerful, her aura snuffs like a candle and she falls dead.

			The deaths set everyone off, and more Eaters appear in the sky, fighting the attackers directly instead of relying on magic. With the demons to Draw on, they’re evenly matched strength for strength, but the Eaters can dissipate at will, slipping holds and dodging blows.

			With the focus above, a pair of Eaters try to free the captives, but they shriek as the net burns to the touch and leaches their magic so powerfully they lack the strength to untangle it.

			The circle is closing, and the villagers know it. One of them gives a shout, enhanced by sound wards, and the Eaters cease their attack, turning to mist and escaping while they can. They leave the two caught in nets as Xorana and her spire soldiers close in.

			They shackle the prisoners with bands similar to the one Cirene wears, removing the net. One of the Eaters, an older woman, looks strangely familiar, but I can’t place it at first. Then it hits me.

			She looks like Cirene.

			

			—

			I’m off and running while they’re still searching the village and securing the prisoners. Ent time to waste—we want to be back to the spire before them.

			Cirene looks worried when I get back, and I don’t reckon I blame her. I scamper back up into the saddle with her. “Gotta go. Now.”

			She gets the message, kicking the demon into flight and heading back to the spire as quick as its wings will take us.

			“You knew there was an Eater village there, din’t you?” I ask.

			She doesn’t deny it. “What did you see?”

			“Big fight,” I say. “They managed to net a couple, and the others stayed to fight. At least one was killed when Xorana Drained her.”

			“And the captives?”

			“Man and a woman,” I say. “Both alive. One of them looks a bit like you.”

			Cirene nods, but I can smell her fear and anxiety. “My mother, Mirella. I knew when you said they stood and fought. Protocol is to dissipate and flee to a meeting point if a village is discovered, but Mother is their leader.”

			“Well we ent getting her free out here,” I say. “We’ll go back to the spire and…”

			She turns, looking at me. “You…you’re going to help me?”

			I blink. “Of course. She’s your mam.”
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				Shamosk

			
			Cirene is shaking as we wing our way back to Spire Shamosk. Ent seen her mam in years, but at least she always knew she was safe. Now…

			“They’re going to Drain her,” Cirene whispers.

			“Right away, you reckon?” I ask. “Or will there be a trial?”

			“Yes,” Cirene says. “Grandmother will wish to make a public example of her.”

			“Gives us a little time, they want a spectacle,” I say. “Maybe we can get her before your grandmam.”

			“How?” Cirene asks.

			All I can do is shrug. “Don’t know. Sometimes you just need to figure things out as you go. First thing is to get back to the party and make sure we’re seen.”

			“I can’t,” Cirene’s breathing has changed. Gettin’ a case of the scaries, as Mam would say. I been there lots of times. “I can’t go back in there. I can’t pretend—”

			“You got to,” I cut in. “Don’t have to stay long, but we need the right people to see us.”

			“The Joined,” Cirene says.

			

			—

			We make it back well before Xorana’s hunting party, landing on a platform levels below theirs. Ent any reason to think anyone’s the wiser about where we been.

			Party’s still goin’ strong when we get back. Dancers, hired and guest, twirl the marble floor. There’s a band playing, and if I’m to give honest word, they ent bad, even though they got trained wood demons beatin’ their chests for percussion. Flame demons trail the singer—a man so beautiful I realize he must be Joined—as pyrotechnic backup dancers.

			Folk are drunker than when we left. I can smell the collective alcohol on their breaths, and it turns my stomach. Cirene puts a silk kerchief to her nose, forcing down a gag.

			“I can’t do this,” she says again. “There’s too many people. All their rotting breath and stinking bottoms, just talking talking talking.”

			Hard to argue when she’s singing my song. “Want to hold my hand? That helps me sometimes when it gets too much. We can do it for each other.”

			Cirene’s hand is so close to mine I can feel the warmth of it, like sittin’ in a sunbeam. For a moment, I think she’ll take it, but then she pulls away. “I don’t like touching.”

			“Ay,” I agree. “Get that. Just remember I’m here, and I aim to help. We got this. Get in. Chat just long enough so everyone remembers, and then slip off again.”

			“All right,” Cirene says as we step onto the floor.

			Ent hard to make our way through. Not like anyone wants to talk to us. It’s like we’ve gone slippery, the way the crowd melts out of our way. “Actin’ like we’re the ones that stink.”

			“If their noses worked, they wouldn’t need to bathe in perfume,” Cirene says.

			I laugh, and it feels good. A release from some of the night’s mounting tension.

			“It’s not just…” she says.

			“Ay, what’s that?” I ask when the sentence hangs too long.

			“Holding hands,” she clarifies. “I don’t know how things are across the sea, but here it would…say things. About us.”

			Hadn’t thought about that. Olive and Selen and I used to hold hands all the time, but we grew up together, and they knew it helped me. Ent the same in society. Even I should know that. “Ay, you’re right. It’s the same back home. I just…forget these things sometimes.”

			“Civilized people have a thousand pointless rules,” Cirene says, and it’s like she’s speakin’ right to my heart.

			“Darin!” Olive calls, waving me over to where she and the others are working the floor. Xevia is being chatted up by some fancy couple, but they melt away as Cirene and I approach.

			“We got this,” I say again, too low for any but Cirene to hear.

			“Oh, thank Lazar,” Xevia says. “Darin Bales, I could kiss you for saving me from that horribly dull conversation.”

			“You might not be the first tonight.” Velena’s eyes flick from me to Cirene. “It seems little Cirene’s grown up.”

			I don’t quite follow, but I know when someone ent being neighborly. Get the impression Velena’s used to bullying Cirene, and I don’t like that one bit. I open my mouth to say something I’ll probably regret, but Cirene beats me to the punch.

			“Oh, don’t feel threatened, Velena, dear. There’s still an army of men who would fall over themselves to clean up after your flame demon just to be near you.”

			The words don’t sound mean, but I know they hit Velena right in the feels from the way she puffs up. “As if you could threaten me.”

			Cirene shrugs, seeming to concede the point, but that only seems to make Velena madder.

			“Now, now,” Xevia breaks in. “We’re all friends here. No need to fight over who gets to kiss Prince Darin.”

			Know she’s just teasin’. Xevia ent a bad sort, near as I can tell. Still, bein’ the center of everyone’s attention would normally have me running for the door. Tonight, I’m just tryin’ to keep the focus off Cirene.

			“Where have you two been?” Olive asks.

			“Too noisy in here,” I say. “Took Cirene’s wind demon and flew to a garden to touch grass a spell.”

			Olive blinks. “You missed the fight?”

			My whole body goes cold, and I feel Cirene’s muscles creak as they tense. “What fight?”

			“Olive dominated their first demon!” Xevia practically shrieks. “You should have seen it! The beast was enraged, but she stopped it cold. Everyone will think twice before trying to bully them again.”

			I don’t know if I should be relieved that they don’t know what we saw or horrified that Olive fought a demon the moment I wasn’t around. “You all right, Olive?” I ask in Thesan.

			“I’m fine.” Olive switches to Thesan as well. “I admit I felt braver when I thought you were close by.”

			“Give us a minute?” Without moving my lips I breathe the words too quiet for Olive, but I know Cirene hears. “Thank Xevia for the invite. I’ll come fetch you before it turns into small talk.”

			I smell her relief, and I like how it makes me feel. Is this how Rojvah feels, steering me through a party? I miss her so much. She’d know what to do. She always knows what to do.

			“Excuse me,” Cirene says, giving Olive a little bow and going over to Xevia.

			I move closer to Olive, focusing my senses to search her body for injuries. I am relieved to see there are none. Still, it’s like a knife in my gut. “Should have been close by, Olive. Sorry about that. Din’t expect you to get in a fight while I took a little air.”

			“No.” Olive’s eyes flick to Cirene. “I know how dreadful crowds like this are for you. I’m glad you found a quiet place and had someone to share it with.”

			I nod, hating the lie even as it forms on my lips. “Was gonna grab a snack and climb the terrace wall for a little more peace, but if you need me…”

			“No, no,” Olive says. “I’m all right. Really. It was just putting some upstart in his place. Everyone was ready to step in if I needed help. You go enjoy your friend. I’ll ask you kissing questions later.”

			Night. Is that all folk think about? “Told you, Olive. Ent like that. I’m promised to Rojvah.”

			“You’re sixteen,” Olive counters. “And Rojvah is Krasian. Odds are if you marry her, she’ll be on the lookout for sister wives. She’s not going to be upset if you take comfort in a few kisses when you’re stranded on the other side of the world.”

			She’s probably right. Krasians are like that, but I ent. “Don’t want more than one wife. And kissin’ Rojvah’s special. Ent something I want to do with just anyone.”

			Olive glances at Cirene, and my eyes flick to her, too. Try not to think about how pretty she is, but sometimes I can’t help it. “Is she ‘just anyone’?”

			“Well we ent kissin’ tonight, so don’t ask,” I say. “She did offer to fly me home later, though, so you can stay out as late as you want.”

			Olive smirks and opens her mouth, but I hold up a hand quicker than she can speak.

			“Don’t want to hear stories about that, either!”

			Olive laughs. “Your nose will tell you all my secrets anyway. I’m not going home tonight without kissing someone.”

			

			—

			Cirene’s hand slips into mine as soon as we’re out of the crowd. She squeezes so hard it hurts, but it’s a good hurt. The kind that pulls you out of your noisy head and back into your body. I can sense her aura this way, and she mine. She’s scared. Conflicted.

			“You don’t have to do this with me,” she says.

			“Core I don’t,” I say. “Mam din’t raise me to leave my friends when they need me.” I smile. “Besides. Finding kidnapped mothers is kind of a specialty of mine.”

			“Tell me about it later,” Cirene tells me, “if we survive the night.”

			“How many hours we got until dawn?” I ask. “We’re not gone by then, we’re walking home.”

			Cirene’s got one of those funny watches on a necklace, showing the time left before dawn. Don’t know if it’s enough. Don’t have any idea what I’m getting into.

			None of that’s new to me.

			We climb to the Sky Watch launch platform. I cover Cirene in my cloak as we pick up the scent and slip inside, following it down, down into the spire.

			The highest levels of spires, where the launch platforms tend to be, are narrow. Sometimes just a stairwell and landing, or a single room. They widen as they go down, then stay uniform for a time, then widen again at the base. It’s a long way to go on foot, but there’s a magic-powered lift at the center of the spire, and that’s where the trail leads.

			Access to the lift is restricted, not by guards but by a powerful wardnet that not only keeps the doors shut but is also designed to deliver a nasty shock to anyone touching them while they’re locked. It’s powerful enough that I don’t take it lightly. Enough to knock most anyone cold, and probably sound an alarm. Maybe we can go to the stairwell and sniff each floor. Pick up the spoor that way.

			“What are you waiting for?” Cirene asks.

			I look back at her, confused. Surely she’s seeing everything I am. “How do we get past that without feeling like we were hit by lightning?”

			“You can become slippery to hostile magic, the same as you slip a blow.” Cirene smells surprised I don’t know this.

			“I can?” I blink. “We can?”

			Never really thought about it, but now that I do, it makes sense. There’s little gaps in a wardnet, same as a fishin’ net. No reason I can’t slide through them same as I do the crack under a door. Won’t stop something direct, like the time Olive landed a punch while I was slippery, but I don’t need to walk through the door, just squeeze by.

			I relax, letting my particles ease apart as far as the Hive greatward will let me. Can’t become insubstantial but I can become…gelatinous. I slide under the lift doors like a spilled bit of jam, slithering through the gaps in the wardnet easy as walking a tree branch.

			Cirene follows close behind. So close we almost touch, but she’s careful not to. Touching in this state would make it too easy to tether, and neither of us is looking for that.

			Inside the shaft, it’s a long way down to the lift. Reckon it’s Xorana’s private lift and other folk don’t much use it. Cirene and I flit to the lines and go just a little slippery, gliding down at a controlled pace. The lift stopped once, twice, letting folk off, but not Xorana and the prisoners. Reckon if they got a real prison in this spire, it ent up top.

			We pick up speed as we descend, adding friction as the bottom grows close. We drop silently onto the lift, reaching out with our senses. This is where Xorana and Mirella got out, along with the other prisoner and a handful of guards.

			Can’t sense anyone in the hall outside the lift, so we slither back out like worms in a rainstorm, making sure there’s no one in eyeshot before emerging fully.

			Ent nothing to say. Both of us can follow the scent trail like painted lines on the floor. We scale the walls and crawl along the ceiling quiet as mice.

			Demons patrol the halls and there’s guards at checkpoints, but I’ve got my Cloak of Unsight to slide their eyes off me if they don’t look too close. The sigils are new to Cirene, but now that she knows them, she traces wards of unsight, confusion, and camouflage onto her party dress, powering them with her internal magic.

			There’s more doors to squeeze under, a couple with human guards we can’t sneak past. Cirene traces more wards in the air for these, Drawing further on her reserves. She’ll run out if she’s not careful, but I’d do the same thing if it was my mam down here.

			The trick wouldn’t work if they saw us coming, but the guards are confident down here in the bowels of Spire Shamosk with corelings everywhere, and they ent expecting trouble. Cirene’s wards put them to sleep, and quick as can be I drop down and catch them, leaning them against the walls. All goes well, they’ll wake up in a few minutes still on their feet, and never admit to anyone they fell asleep on watch.

			Watching how easily she does magic tricks that took my whole life to learn to do half as well is a reminder that I don’t know everything about Hive and need to be extra cautious. Wards I know like my ABCs are new to them, but the same goes the other way around. Don’t know what I don’t know, and that could get me killed.

			A second reminder comes in the form of an archway topped with a frieze of a mind demon’s head. Shamosk himself, I reckon. Is this where he’s kept? If so, he may have already sensed us comin’.

			I want to believe the humans are in control in Hive, but I remember the demon king’s Safehold all too well. Villagers there didn’t know they were doing a demon’s bidding, but they did it.

			Up ahead we hear Xorana’s voice, and we slow our approach. I reach out with all my senses, creating whole images made of sound and smell and vibration that make it feel like I can see right through the walls. The Judge of Spire Shamosk is standing outside a cell with a pair of guards holding her prisoners, both spelled into unconsciousness like the guards we left behind us in the hall.

			All three of ’em got demons. Xorana’s mimic lurks by her side, and the guards have stone demons pacing them. Don’t like our chances if we pick a fight, especially since I can’t mist inside Hive’s wardnet.

			“Wait here,” Xorana tells the guards, pulling the whip from her belt. It’s hard to get a read inside the cell, but then one of the stone demons opens its great door, breaking the wardnet, and I’m able to get my senses inside.

			There’s a mind demon chained to the cell wall, hands and feet manacled with only a few feet of play. I can sense the power as the chains suck on the demon’s magic, feeding it into the wardnets that power the entire spire. If this coreling’s in charge, he’s playing his cards close to the cuff.

			Xorana strides into the room, snaring the demon’s throat with a smooth crack of the lunge whip, and I can sense the power as they match wills in the tether. For a moment they stand unmoving, but then Xorana advances and the demon shrinks back, keening in pain.

			Ent really hurt, but it doesn’t matter. Tethered and dominated, the demon feels what Xorana tells him to, and she seems determined to remind him who’s boss.

			“Kneel,” Xorana demands, and the demon complies, putting its hands and knobby forehead on the ground, baring its neck like a khaffit in the Deliverer’s court.

			“Bring them,” Xorana calls, and Cirene tenses as the guards drag the prisoners into the cell. We’d been edging closer, but I ent got much clue about what we would have done against those odds.

			“You must learn to stop resisting me,” Xorana coos to the now docile demon princeling. I shudder as she reaches down and scritches his chin like he’s a cat. “Things would go so much easier for us. But I need information, so you still get a treat.”

			She gestures, and the guards throw the male captive to the demon and withdraw. “I need to know everything this one does.”

			I glance at Cirene in a panic. If Xorana lets the demon use his mental powers, the mind ward tattooed on my scalp will hide me from him, but Cirene has no such protection. I gesture for her to trust me, then summon my own internal magic, directing it to my pointer finger as I trace a mind ward onto her forehead just in time.

			Only that ent what Xorana was commanding the demon to do. Cirene chokes and covers her mouth as the demon grabs the unconscious man by the neck and hauls him in close.

			Mind demon talons seem like a fancy lady’s manicured nail compared with the butcher knives on the end of a rock demon’s digits, but I know from experience how sharp they are. The demon easily slices through the man’s skull, opening it like a mason jar and scooping out the brain within.

			Feel like I might sick up as the demon gorges itself. I taste Cirene’s tears on the air, along with a complex mix of scents, dipped in grief. Whoever just got et, she knew him. He was special to her. Kin, or as good as.

			And we both know her mam is apt to be next.

			I run my fingers over the bone handle of Mam’s knife. Feels smooth to most folk, worn from years of constant use. To my sensitive fingertips, it is full of texture I know as well as any in the world. Been holding it every time I got scared for a year and more. Deep inside, I feel the weapon’s anger and wonder if it’s finally time to let it out.

			Don’t like our odds if we fight, but corespawn me if I just hide here with my friend and watch as her mam gets et right in front of us. I wonder if I should hit the demon first or trust the chains and go after Xorana. She’s the real power here, and if her mimic has time to get to her, it’s all over.

			Maybe there’s a way to snatch Mirella while the others are distracted. Get her out of the cell, slam the door shut, lock them inside, and run. It’s crazy, but it’s a better plan than trying to fight. Won’t be easy, though. Guards and their demons are between the door and Mirella.

			I creep closer, still not sure what to do. I wish Olive were here. She doesn’t second-think things like this. Cirene follows, swallowing back each sob as it comes so as not to be heard.

			The demon eases back when his meal is finished, hissing in pleasure. I can sense how the magic of his aura is absorbing everything the prisoner was. Mam said a demon that eats your brains live knows everything you ever did, including all the ways to hurt people you love.

			Now this demon has feasted on the brain of an Eater, maybe an important one. He’ll know their meetup points and where their villages are hidden. Names and faces and Creator only knows what else.

			“Enough time.” Xorana sends a lance of pain through the tether, shocking the demon from its reverie. “What have you learned?”

			The demon hisses again, but the pain is fleeting. Then his lipless mouth begins to move, rows of sharp teeth wet with saliva. His voice is a hollow rasp that cuts me like a schoolmam’s nails on the chalkboard. “His name is Apatos, a soldier of Spire Zegan who turned to Eating my kind to cure an injury that would not heal.”

			“I don’t care,” Xorana says. “Who is his companion? Is she who I think she is?”

			Demon does something with his mouth that might amount to a smile. “Who do you think she is?”

			Xorana takes it as insolence, and maybe it is. Her response is to torture the demon again, setting it wailing and thrashing in pain.

			After a moment, she lets up. “Who is she?”

			The demon goes back to baring his neck. “She is the leader of their tribe. Mirella, daughter-in-law of Cyla of Zegan. Wife of Garos. Mother of—”

			“Cirene,” Xorana whispers, and I feel the real Cirene stiffen beside me at the sound of her name. “The girl is upstairs at this very moment, attending Xevia’s little party.”

			“Judge Zegan will give you anything in exchange for returning her wayward daughter-in-law.”

			“Oh, I am aware,” Xorana says. “The question is, what do I want?”

			Cirene eases back a bit at that, and so do I. Her mam ent about to get et, so we don’t have to do anything rash that will probably end up with us being fed to a demon.

			“Spire Zegan has unexploited mining rights on Mount Lazar your ancestors have long coveted,” the demon ventures. “There is electrum there. I have foreseen it.”

			Xorana waves away what is likely a king’s fortune with an almost bored look.

			“The next mimic demon egg will go to Zegan,” the demon notes. “Demand it in advance.”

			Xorana isn’t quite as dismissive of that, but still she holds out for something.

			“It will also humiliate Judge Cyla to need such a favor from you,” Shamosk offers.

			That gets more attention. “I’ll take the mining rights and the egg,” Xorana says, “even as I savor the humiliation. Cyla will want a public trial. I can hold Mirella here until then and make sure everyone in Hive knows who captured her.”

			“Alternatively, you could let me consume her mind as well,” the demon suggests. “She is a leader of Eaters and will know much about where the others are hidden.”

			“Phagh,” Xorana scoffs. “I don’t care about Eaters. What do they know about this demon king from across the sea?”

			“Nothing,” the demon says. “Their tribe has heard rumors and seen the increased search parties, but this one has not encountered one of my kind or there would be signs.”

			Xorana nods. “And you? What can you tell me about this so-called demon king?”

			“I was born in captivity,” Shamosk reminds her. “I know nothing of other hives, but if this Alagai Ka is as old as the outlanders say, and unbound, his power must be considerable. Challenge him, I beg, and see who is stronger.”

			Xorana smiles, then her face contorts in anger, sending waves of agony through the tether once more. Shamosk howls and thrashes, and I wonder again if it ent best to just slam the door shut and lock them all in together.

			“Perhaps I will,” Xorana says when she lets up at last. “Perhaps I will chain him here, and then what need will we have for you?”

			Shamosk looks at her, baring his teeth. “You would be wise to kill me, for one day, I will be free, and it will be your mind I consume. Or your children’s. Or your children’s children. I will still be young when all of you are dead and gone.”

			Xorana tries to lash him again, but this time Shamosk resists, and for long moments, both stand frozen. I can see force of their wills in the magic running along the length of the whip, and Shamosk is strong.

			Not strong enough. At least not yet. Still got some growin’ to do, I reckon. Xorana breaks through the resistance and delivers a lashin’ that made the last one look like a kiss. Demon keens and thrashes against its chains, finally fallin’ limp when she lets up. Never thought I’d find myself feelin’ sorry for a coreling prince, but here we are.

			Me and Cirene been edging closer, but the more I think about it, the more I know it’s a terrible idea to go and pick a fight, even if Xorana is occupied. Doorway’s narrow, and Mirella’s out of easy reach.

			“As always, you cast your gaze in the wrong direction,” the demon gasps through breaths labored with pain. “Why do you trouble yourself with a single mind, when there is a soft land across the sea begging for conquest?”

			“If Duch Olive is anything to go by, they are hardly soft,” Xorana notes.

			“They have no hive,” Shamosk sneers. “With a mimic we could travel there, and I could make a new queen.”

			“Two queens,” Xorana says, and even I can read between those lines. Thinks she can just come and take over. I’d laugh out loud if I didn’t need to keep quiet. Xorana’s got another thing comin’ if she thinks she can match up against my bloodfather and Aunt Leesha.

			“Two queens,” Shamosk agrees.

			“And a kingship for insolent Shamosk,” Xorana notes.

			If demons could smile, this one does. “A small price to pay.”

			“Perhaps,” Xorana notes. “But not today.” She lashes him again, throwing him back against the wall as the guards and their demons retreat, taking Mirella with them. I tense, wondering if this is our chance. If I can pull the door shut, I trap Xorana, her mimic, and the mind all together. Then all we got to worry about is the guards and their rock demons.

			All. Creator.

			Cirene lays gentle, tentative fingers on my arm. I look at her, and she gives her head a small, sad shake, speaking in the barest breath. “Not now.”

			She jerks her head back the way we came, and I take her meaning. We need to wake up the guards behind us and get back to the lift shaft on the quick, we want to live to see another sunset.

			Xorana quicksteps out of the cell, and I know the moment is gone. Cirene and I set off quick as rabbits, heading back down the hall and past the doors. She pulls back her spell as we pass the guards, and they straighten suddenly, then look at each other in fear. For a moment I think we’re sunk, but they seem to silently agree there’s nothing to talk about.

			We get to the lift and slip through the door crack into the shaft. We climb to the top of the lift box, but that ent enough. Dunno how well mimic demons smell, but it can’t hurt to keep our distance. We scale the cables quick as can be until there’s noise below and the lift starts moving again.

			“Did they leave her down there or take her with?” I whisper.

			“It doesn’t matter,” Cirene holds her watch for me to see. “If we don’t leave now, we don’t leave until tomorrow, and my grandmother will come looking for me. Xorana will not harm my mother. She’s too valuable. We have time.”

			

			—

			“You knew they were out there,” I say as we fly back to the central spire on the back of Cirene’s demon.

			“Yes,” Cirene says. “I’m sorry.”

			“I get it,” I tell her. “Had no reason to trust me. Just would have been better to know what I was walking into. Looks like they move around a lot, the Eaters,” I continue. “How’d you know they were there?”

			Cirene pauses at that, and I can smell her indecision. She looks at me, and I tap my nose, reminding her she’s not the only one who can smell a lie. Like me, she could suck in, keep her scent to herself, but she doesn’t, letting out a breath and a smell of relief.

			“I never lost touch with Mother,” she admits. “Even in Spire Zegan, she’s able to get messages to me. My father may have been an Eater, but he was a good man, and loved by many who have suffered under my grandmother’s strict rule.”

			“You feed them information,” I guess. “The Eaters.”

			Cirene nods. “Spire Zegan has access to all the Sky Watch patrols. It helped keep my people safe.”

			“Can you get a message to them now?” I ask. “Tell them Apatos got et and Shamosk knows where they’re hidin’?”

			“Yes,” Cirene says. “But I fear if they know Mother is alive, they will attempt to rescue her and walk into a trap.”

			“She’s that important?” I ask.

			“The Eaters are tribal and have many leaders,” Cirene says, “but if there is one they all listen to, it is Mirella.” She’s fighting tears again. “Apatos’ knowledge was limited by design. Hers is not.”

			“You knew him,” I say. “Apatos.”

			“He was lovers with my parents,” Cirene says. “He used to play with me when I was a child. It does not surprise me he would not leave Mother when she was captured, or she, him.”

			“Reckon you know your way around your own spire better,” I say. “Should we wait until Xorana hands her over or try to sneak back into Shamosk?”

			Cirene looks at me like I’m mad. “Returning to Shamosk is too dangerous. We were fortunate to penetrate so deep and live to tell the tale once, and that only because we had an invitation to the spire tonight.”

			“It isn’t like I want to,” I say. “But when it was my mam, I walked right into the demon king’s lair.”

			“The chances will be better in Spire Zegan,” Cirene says. “My father has loyalists still, and I’ve been sneaking around the spire for years.”

			“All the way down to the demon?” I ask, shuddering at the memory of Shamosk.

			Cirene goes cold. “Never that far.”

			“Ay, well,” I say. “First time for everything.”
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				Janas

			
			The night is a whirlwind in that magical way only a good party can be. That sense that even when you’re giving your full attention to everyone you are with, and moving around the room, you still don’t have time enough for everyone you want to get to know better.

			Not for the first time, I wonder if Hive has more to offer me than anything back home. I’m tired of fighting all the time. Perhaps, when Alagai Ka is dead, I can lay down my spears at last and start a new life.

			There is good and bad in Hive, as there was back at home. Perhaps that is simply the human condition, always to be managed. For all the wastrels addicted to demon magic for highs and sex, or those who refuse meat but bond with their demons when they feed, there are others, more progressive.

			“The persecution of our Eater siblings must end,” a disarmingly handsome dandy tells a group of wide-eyed young ladies as our groups pass each other on the floor. All of them seem hungry for something more than social justice. “Are we savages, still feeding criminals to demons?”

			“What?” I stop short, fixing my full attention on him, and everyone goes quiet at once.

			Joined are like royalty here. Velena and Tryan have taken to the dance floor, but Xevia still works the crowd with Yndros and me. When all of us stop, the dandy flushes and sweeps into a bow. His gaggle of followers step back, dipping in shows of obeisance as they make room for us.

			“Is that truth?” I ask. “Does Hive feed criminals to the demons?”

			The dandy hesitates, eyes flicking to Yndros and Xevia as he flushes and breaks out in sweat.

			“It’s all right, Hendri,” Xevia says, “make your little speech. It’s nothing we haven’t all heard before.”

			Hendri doesn’t relax, and it isn’t hard to guess why, after what happened to Naldor. There’s a sheen of sweat on his face and a little shake in his legs. I put a hand on his shoulder to steady him like one of my spear brothers, but he stiffens at the touch, and the sand demon at his heels retreats even as its master cannot. “It’s all right. I just want to learn.”

			I let go and step back, giving Hendri room to compose himself. He clears his throat. “Yes. Well. As I was saying, while the majority of criminals are tried fairly by their local magistrates, Eaters, even those born citizens of Hive, are denied the rights and protections that are their birthright. For those who lack the protections of family or wealth, that can include involuntary Draining or execution.”

			“By demons,” I say again, trying and failing to hide my vehemence. “Eaters are fed to the alagai?”

			“Sometimes?” Hendri’s voice cracks a little.

			I look back to Yndros for confirmation, but all he can do is shrug helplessly. “It’s rare, Olive. And only for the most grievous of crimes.”

			I want to rage at the injustice of it, but I don’t have enough information. The idea of feeding humans, any humans, to the alagai offends me on a deep level, but neither do I espouse Mother’s endless forgiveness and belief in the rehabilitation of even the worst of criminals.

			But I remember my half brother Asome, who by all rights should have been executed for his crimes. Locked in a tower instead, he lived to commit more crimes before going on to save us all. Who am I, who is anyone, to sentence death upon another?

			“I teach at the university,” Hendri offers. “If you are truly interested…”

			“That’s enough, Hendri,” Xevia cuts in. “This is a party, not a philosophy lecture. Find the dance floor if you wish an invite to the next one.”

			It’s almost comical the way Hendri scurries off followed by his admirers in a flock, each no doubt hoping for a turn with the handsome philosopher.

			Xevia takes my hand and pulls me to the floor as well, signaling the musicians to play something with a thumping dance beat. I’ve always loved to dance, and I pick up the slithering, sensual moves of the Hivers quickly. Xevia presses against me in her body-hugging silk gown, then spins me to Yndros, who easily lifts me in his arms in something akin to a reel. I can smell them both and feel the effect more than the flowing cups of wine. I wonder if my scent does the same to them as they press close.

			Tryan cuts in to steal Xevia away, but Yndros easily sidesteps Velena’s attempt to pry us apart. The prince of Hive is surprisingly light on his feet for one with such muscular bulk, and I am grateful for the feminine cut of my gown as I let him lead, finding increasing confidence in the steps. Soon we are in the center of the floor, with many of the guests pausing their own dances to watch.

			Darin has disappeared again. Despite his protests, I hope he’s somewhere alone canoodling with Cirene rather than sitting alone in the dark of his chambers. It would do no dishonor to Rojvah, and I know how much he needs a friend here in Hive.

			After a time, Xevia breaks in to dance with me, and Velena is waiting to pounce on Yndros. I laugh at the scene, seamlessly transitioning to taking the lead, twirling Xevia across the floor.

			“You’ll have to kiss him first,” Xevia advises.

			I blink. “Say again?”

			“If you were any other man or woman Yndros was interested in, it would have happened already,” Xevia says. “Trust me on this. But he’s…intimidated by you.”

			The idea is almost comical. “Why?” He didn’t seem intimidated when we fought on the beach.

			“His mother is a…formidable person. You remind him of them.”

			My smile is forced. “You’re not the first person to say that.”

			Xevia snorts. “Zelis is simple, but she is not wrong.”

			She cuts us across the floor before I have time to overthink it, grabbing Velena and whirling away again as she deposits me in Yndros’ heavy arms. The two women are accustomed to dancing together, it seems, with moves that would scandalize back home. They take the center of attention on the floor, allowing Yndros and me some space.

			“When are you planning to kiss me?” I ask. “The night won’t last forever.”

			The color that flushes this giant of a man’s face is immensely satisfying. “I was not certain you would want—”

			Before he has time to finish stumbling over the words, I press my mouth to his.

			

			—

			The remainder of the night passes in a pleasant blur of wine and dancing and kisses. Yndros at first, but Xevia wants a turn when he comes up for air, and Velena wants whatever Xevia wants. I float through it all in a daze, feeling relaxed for the first time in I don’t know how long.

			Yndros takes me out on the terrace for fresh air when the sweat and heat of the dance floor grow thick. I can still taste Xevia on my lips, but it’s Yndros that has my attention, and me his. We haven’t stopped touching for what feels like hours, even when Xevia and Velena danced their way back to us and pressed close. We feel tethered, like the joining of demon and master, but neither of us has taken dominance, and that is delicious.

			“I hope our people can open true relations,” Yndros says. “There is much we can learn from each other.”

			“Where I come from, there is a lake so vast it has its own tides,” I say. “The people there build great sailing vessels that can traverse not only the waves but also the river connecting the lake to the sea. Now that we know you’re here, I think we can reach each other and…share.”

			He smiles at that, and it feels like hope.

			“But we cannot leave to begin that journey for our peoples until we find and destroy Alagai Ka,” I say. “You know this.”

			“I do, and we are looking,” Yndros says. “But you need not take my word for it.”

			“Oh?” I ask.

			“Mother wants to meet with you tomorrow.”

			

			—

			The sky is lightening when Yndros drops me at the central spire, and there is no time for a long farewell. He pulls me in with confidence this time, kissing my breath away.

			“Tonight,” he says simply, and then he is winging off for Spire Alybrax before the sun can burn his mimic to a cinder. Clay is powerful, but no alagai can see the sun and survive.

			“Has Darin returned?” I ask one of my serving women.

			The woman bows, refusing to meet my eye. “Yes, Duch Olive. He arrived hours ago and went directly to the lower apartment.”

			I nod. The sun won’t kill Darin, but he doesn’t like it, either.

			I’m not much better at the moment. It’s been a long night, and I’ve adapted to the nocturnal life of Hive faster than expected. I strip as I walk, servants hurrying after to catch each item before it hits the floor. I reach my bedchamber and lock the door behind me, collapsing on the mattress.

			And then I am back to dancing and kissing in my dreams, remembering how to laugh again.

			

			—

			There’s no sign of Darin when I am roused, and I expect he’s still sleeping. By the time I am dressed, Yndros is waiting.

			“The invitation is for you alone, Olive,” Yndros says. Just hours ago we were all but clawing at each other, but in front of the servants, he is all propriety. “I am not invited.”

			“This isn’t just to discuss Alagai Ka,” I guess.

			“You have met Judge Alybrax,” Yndros says. “Now Mother wishes you to meet Janas.”

			The words send a thrill through me that threatens to make me forget my real business. I have so many questions about Janas—about myself—that finding the demon feels almost secondary.

			I take my spears still, but more and more they feel out of place here, even as I climb onto the back of Yndros’ giant mimic. I stroke the handle of my dominance whip and wonder if I need my weapons anymore.

			The thought wakes me. Hive makes it easy to drop my guard, but every time I’ve done that in the past year, the price has been high. I need to remain vigilant until my work is done.

			Yndros whisks us off to Spire Alybrax, and we are met in midair by Sky Watch who escort us in. It’s easy to see Alybrax’s dominance in their fleet of wind demons on launch platforms, and the spire Watch standing in formation as we land. Shamosk put on a show of power at my arrival as well, but nothing like this.

			Janas does not greet me on the platform as Xorana did, however. They are waiting in a luxe dining chamber below, clad in formfitting pants of cave demon silk with a long tunic that splits at the bottom and flares like a skirt. They wear no armor, but I am not fool enough to think them defenseless.

			Their electrum bracelets, jeweled collar, and forehead circlet all throb with power and tether not just to their mimic but also to countless other demons in the spire, should they will it. I know now the whip at their belt doesn’t just tether them to demons. They could use it on me, pitting will against will. I eye them, not at all confident I would win such a contest.

			“Welcome,” Janas says.

			“Judge Alybrax.” When I begin to bow, they move in close, pulling me upright with an embrace.

			“Not today,” they say. “Today we are Olive and Janas.”

			Indeed, we are not set at opposite ends of the table, but with Janas at the head and me at their right hand. Close enough to touch. Close enough for them to see the twinkle in their eyes reflected in my own.

			I’ve come to view the first meal of the night as breakfast, though it bears little resemblance to the eggs and bacon back home, or the couscous and spiced meats of Krasia. Fresh fruits and bread, jams, jellies, and bean pastes, chilled nectars and frozen drinks made of ground ice with vegetables and fruit.

			“Have you met others like us?” I ask.

			“In my lifetime, three,” Janas says. “One a mentor, one a friend and sometimes lover, and one, well, they never got along with me.”

			“Does everyone refer to those Joined in mixed gender as they?” I ask.

			“Of course,” Janas says. “How are you referred to at home?”

			“It varies,” I admit. “Those who knew me when I was a girl, like Darin, use she. Those who met me as a young prince use he. In general, I accept whatever folk see me as.”

			“Why should they have to choose?” Janas asks. “Why should you? Who does it serve to see you limited in others’ eyes, or your own?”

			“It doesn’t,” I say. “But I didn’t have others like me to show me another way. I’ve just been figuring it out as I go.”

			“That must have been difficult for you.” Janas lays a comforting hand atop mine. “No longer.”

			I want to lean into that comfort. “Tell me everything.”

			And they do. More than I ever would have known to ask.

			“Spire Alybrax did not lead the mind court when I was born,” Janas says. “I did not expect to be some great leader. The center seat was held by Spire Baadel for forty years until Samar murdered his father.”

			I blink. “Yndros said there was no proof.”

			Janas snorts. “Nothing we let become public. Samar was weak and his father had been a tyrant. We shared power more equally for a time, each of us trying to build our spires in strength. But now Alybrax is strong, and I do not expect Yndros will lose the center on my passing.”

			“Was there fighting when you took control?” I ask.

			“Very little,” Janas says. “I had positioned Alybrax too well, and the city was prospering. The people were enamored of having a Joined son and daughter to lead them. It is believed we are more just than other leaders, because we understand both sides of a problem.”

			“Do you believe that?” I ask. “If I carry some special wisdom, I have never felt it.”

			Janas shrugs. “It can be, but I would not assume it a given. Experience is the great teacher, and I was as confused as you when I was younger. It was fortunate I had another like me to guide me.”

			We talk for hours more, Janas opening up about finding their way and their place in a gendered society. About stepping away from the expectations of others to be their best and truest self. About their husbands and wives and how to help all of them feel special and seen. No topic or question is too personal, leading me to places I would never venture near with my own mother.

			“Do you feel differently about the children you fathered and those you carried yourself?” I’ve always wanted children. Raised as a girl, I imagined myself the bearer. When I fell in love with Prince Chadan, that future felt assured.

			But Chadan is gone, and I have my whole life before me. Indeed, why should I have to choose?

			Janas leans back at the question, smiling wryly. “I assume in your lands the expected reply when you ask a parent which of their children they favor is the same web of lies it is here?”

			I put my hand to my heart in a performance of indignance. “I could never choose! I love you all equally! Could I choose which of my limbs I love more?”

			“Forced to choose which limb to lose, most answer quickly and do not change their minds,” Janas says.

			“I suppose a Judge would know.” I try to hide my uneasiness at the thought.

			“Which child they favor is a personal question to any parent, because even when they choose not to answer, they are forced to reflect on the answer in their heart, and it can bring great shame.”

			They lean in, bringing our faces close. In some ways, Janas is like a mirror into my future. “But in this, Olive Paper, I owe you of all people the truth, though it is not to get back to anyone, especially my son with whom you are spending so much time.”

			“Of course,” I say. “You honor me with your trust.”

			“Some of those I fathered bring me great pride and are high in my love and esteem,” Janas says. “But those I carried in my own belly have ever been more precious to me. Should you bear children of your own, I expect you will find it much the same.”

			“Is that why Yndros is your heir, and not one of his elder siblings?” I dare to ask.

			Janas does not appear to take offense. “Yndros is Joined. It is only natural he dominate his siblings. If I had fathered him, he would still be my heir.”

			“Thank you for your candor,” I say.

			Janas smiles. “Perhaps you trust me enough now to ask the real questions burning at you.”

			It’s my turn to lean back. I have taken up hours of the Judge’s time, but they seem content to talk all night, and I want nothing more. “Tell me about the mind demons?”

			“You’re worried they control us,” Janas guesses, “and not the other way around?”

			“That was how Alagai Ka acted,” I say. “Breaking wills and implanting suggestions that would carry even under the light of day. His victims never even knew they were doing his will.”

			“A reasonable concern,” Janas says, “but misplaced. Subjugation wards are ineffective on mind demons, so they spend most of their time tethered only to the Drain that fuels the magic grid of their spires. We visit them only when there is need, for there are few who can match wills with a three-hundred-year-old mind demon. Part of ascending to the mind court is proving in front of witnesses that you can dominate your spire’s mind.”

			I remember dominating the demon at the party. I imagine it was clear in my aura who won the battle of wills. “And if they cannot?”

			“Then the demon is subdued, the tether broken, and a new leader is sought,” Janas says. “Spire demons are more than power sources. They are repositories of family wisdom from generations past.”

			None of this alleviates my concern. “Demons need to be fed, do they not? We both know what demon princes eat.”

			Janas nods. “A demon can go decades without feeding. My father ruled Alybrax before me, and when he was close to death, he walked into Alybrax’s cell and let his mind be consumed so we would have his knowledge forever.”

			I shudder in horror, but Janas is unperturbed. “It let me keep him close after he was gone.”

			“Will you do the same when it’s your time?” I ask. “Feed yourself to the demon?”

			“I don’t know.” Janas’ aura suggests they are telling the truth. “Perhaps.”

			“Have other Judges done the same?”

			“Some, it is said,” Janas says. “Though there is no way to know for sure.”

			“Are any fed to them unwillingly?” I ask.

			“Criminals, sometimes,” Janas says, “if they have knowledge we need. It is dangerous to allow a mind demon to use his mental powers even under dominance.”

			“Have you ever?” I ask.

			“I have,” Janas says, “but the power was too tempting. I knew it would start with spying on thoughts or changing a mind on some issue, but it is easy to see how such power corrupts.”

			“Can I meet Alybrax?” I know I am pushing my luck, but I need to see it with my own eyes.

			“Perhaps,” Janas says again. “But for now, I would like to ask you some questions.”

			“Ask,” I tell them. “I will answer with honest word.”

			“How will your people react if we reach out?” Janas asks.

			“My people will not accept demons among them,” I say.

			“You seem to be adjusting,” Janas notes.

			“I am young,” I say. “And immersed. And perhaps less adjusted than you believe. Those of my parents’ generation, who knew only war with the alagai, will be less malleable.”

			“A new, subjugated hive in your lands could do much to pull your people into the modern world,” Janas says.

			The question sets off alarm bells in my head, but I keep my aura calm and rein in the cacophony. With the old hive destroyed, it makes sense that Janas and the mind court might think Thesa and Krasia weakened.

			“My mother and father have been restored to their respective thrones,” I say, hoping to deter any such ideas, “and they are strong. Bringing demons to our shores would be seen as an act of war, and if there’s one thing my people are good at, it’s killing demons. They won’t be impressed by demon shock troops, and the greatwards will keep them from entering our territory.”

			“Please.” Janas waves such thoughts away. “I am not interested in conquest. But we could help your people create a servant hive of their own. Think of the potential.”

			Janas isn’t wrong. For all my unease in Hive, their lowest citizens have a higher quality of life than all but the richest in Thesa or Krasia. But even if I endorsed the plan, as I never would…

			“You will not find my people receptive to such a plan.”

			Janas nods. “At first. Perhaps. But after we build a peace…”

			“For there to be any peace, we need to find Alagai Ka, and we need to destroy him,” I say. “And I do not know if this is a goal the Judges of the mind court share, or if there are some who covet his power.”

			“You are not wrong,” Janas admits. “But for my part, I would see him destroyed.”

			I can see the truth of the words in their statement, though I suspect it is not altruism, humility, or wisdom. “Why would you wish things to change when you are on top?”

			“Indeed.” Janas raises their glass to me and drinks.

			“Let Darin and me join the search. We have found him before, or matched him when he found us. We can help you, and then perhaps take the next step to peaceful, profitable relations between our people.”
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				The Drain

			
			“You see that?” I ask.

			Usually when I pick up on something I ent sure about, I get blank stares from folk who didn’t notice a thing.

			Cirene doesn’t even turn. “Two Sky Watch demons left Spire Shamosk not long after us.”

			“That something we ought to be worried about?” I ask.

			“I don’t think so,” Cirene says. “It’s not unusual for a spire to ensure clear skies for its event guests. They’re following the standard Watch pattern.”

			She’s right, and they veer back toward Spire Shamosk as we touch down at the guest platform of the central spire.

			“What’s next?” I ask.

			“For you, nothing,” Cirene says. “You have already risked too much. For myself, I will watch, and wait, and find a way to free my mother.”

			“I can help you,” I say. “You don’t have to do this alone.”

			“Lazar bless you.” Cirene smiles at me. “I won’t be alone. There are more of us than they know.”

			I hop down and head inside. I want to run. To get to my suite quick as a rabbit and lock the doors. Instead I force myself to slow down, to let myself be seen, when all I want to do is hide.

			I give Olive’s servants some little tasks to send them scurrying, then instead of going to the suite I’ve been using in Olive’s apartments, I snatch a fruit bowl and slip downstairs to the empty apartment on the lower level Yndros gave us for appearances.

			There’s no one on this level, and it’s dark and quiet, just like I like it. Outside the sun is ready to rise. Back home I’d be looking for a place to hide from it as everyone else rose to meet the day. In Hive, you never need to see the sun if you don’t want to.

			I eat as I go. Xevia had a lot of food at her party, but Cirene and I never lingered long enough to eat any. Hate eating in front of so many people anyway. The longer I live in Hive, the less I miss having meat and potatoes at every meal back home.

			I get to the bedroom with an apple stuck in my mouth, but when I lock the door and the wardnet activates, there’s something funny about it. Doesn’t take long to figure out what. I feel the grid pulling at my magic, increasing the pressure the longer it’s active.

			I suck in, trying to keep the magic I got inside, but it’s only a matter of time before the grid powers up and I get Drained.

			What happened? Did Shamosk figure out we broke in tonight? Or was this trap always here, waiting to snag me? Did Olive save me by insisting we keep together?

			We should have kept together tonight. I left her once and she needed me, and again, when I need her. Now it’s too late. Can’t call for help with the grid active, and I can’t find a way to deactivate it and open the door. Might be able to turn slippery and squeeze under, but if I do that with the Drain on, it might suck me dry before I make it through.

			I think of Cirene’s father, shuffling around like he was hollow inside, and wonder if that’s how I’m going to end up.

			Ent got time to overthink it. Can’t stay here, and the longer I let the grid power up, the worse the pull will be. I get down on the floor, fetching up against the door as I prepare to turn slippery.

			The door opens, breaking the wardnet and banging me right in the face.

			“Ay! Corespawn it!” I roll away, holding my nose as festival flamework goes off in my head. It’s broke, but I grit my teeth and pull it straight, feeding the area a bit of magic to speed the healing.

			“Sorry!” Cirene props the door with a chair and rushes inside. “I had to break the wardnet!”

			She doesn’t give me time to recover, putting her hands under my shoulders and heaving me up. It’s so awkward I jump up just to make it stop, and sprint with her out the door.

			“We have to go,” Cirene says. “Now. The Shamosk Sky Watch are here. They know.”

			Don’t need to be told twice. “Your wind demon?”

			She shakes her head. “They’re watching the platform, and if they activated the Drain in your rooms, it means they registered a formal complaint and are working with the Watch.”

			“So we’re wanted,” I say. “Where can we go?”

			“I know a place,” Cirene says, “but it won’t be easy. Dawn has come. We’ll have to flee under the sun.”

			

			—

			“I need to find Olive. Can’t run off without telling her.”

			Even as I say the words, they fill me with doubt. Olive will come with me if I go on the run, but she ent the one who committed a crime. It was my choice to help Cirene. My choice to lie to Olive about it. Ent right to drag her down with me.

			“No!” Cirene whispers harshly. “They’ll be expecting that.”

			She’s probably right, but there’s guilt and fear and doubt driving me, and Mam always said when you feel those things, the only remedy’s to own up and tell the truth. Olive disappeared, and it nearly drove me mad. Can’t do that to her.

			But Cirene’s right. As I get to the door to the stairwell, my senses scream a warning. There is no sound beyond the portal, no scents, no auras. The eerie absence of information tells me enough, but I can sense the vibrations in the floor as booted feet position themselves and talons scrape against the stair. Can’t go out that way.

			The front door bursts open, and I wonder if there’s any way out at all. Ent like there’s windows.

			Three field demons race into the room. Faster even than flame demons, field demons ent half as agile. I take out Mam’s knife and draw quick field wards in the air, slamming them up short in their charge.

			It buys us a few seconds to dash past them. I put my back to the wall, throwing my cloak over Cirene and feeding it power, vanishing from the demons’ sight. Their masters enter the room, Draining the power from my defensive warding as they scan for us. We wait for them to give us a path to the door, then set off running.

			Cloaks of Unsight work best when you’re standing still. You can move at a crawl if you have to, but running’s right out. They glimpse us and give a shout, but we’re moving too fast to catch before we’re out the door.

			For all the good it does us. Hall’s thick with Watch demons, and not just fieldies. Flamers and stones at either end of the hall along with Watch officers with small wind demons on their arms like falcons.

			Normally this would be the time I lament how I could have gotten away if not for my friends slowing me down. How I have to stay and fight for their sake.

			Only Cirene ent like my other friends. She leaps onto the wall, clinging like a spider, and scampers high out of the field and flame demons’ reach. One of them spits fire at her, but she’s moving too quick and the fiercely burning gob sticks to the wall, blackening the stone.

			I take the low road, sprinting like I’m about to jump, then dropping to the floor as I turn slippery and slide right under one of the demons to get past their blockade. Watch officers throw spells at me, but I slide past the hostile magic like slipping a blow, Drawing a bit of the power into me as I go.

			A net flies at me, too fast for mere muscle to throw. I fall flat and it sails past, clattering against the wall.

			The stone demon might crush me if it could land a blow, but it’s no match for my frictionless speed and agility. Olive might think me a fool for not killing it, but I have something else in mind. The demon’s rocky carapace doesn’t approximate a neck well, so the coreling has its submission wards on a wrist shackle.

			I wait until the limb is in the right position and then flash Mam’s knife, severing its wrist and sending the control shackle tumbling away. The demon howls in pain and fury, coming at me with berserk ferocity like my cousin Arick when he loses himself in battle. I run straight at the Watch officers, turning slippery and sliding by even as the enraged stone demon charges into their midst, scattering them and ruining any spells they might have been readying.

			The Watch is well trained, and one of them quickly has a dominance whip around the demon’s arm even as its master screams and clutches his own hand. It ent injured, but he was tethered to the demon when I crippled it and now knows exactly what it would feel like to have his hand cut off.

			They loose the wind demons, which streak toward us like crank bow bolts, shrieking through rows of razor-sharp teeth. Cirene drops from the ceiling, and I flatten against a wall, missing the talons by inches. The demons bank in the hall and come back for another pass, but Cirene and I don’t hesitate, slipping into the space between the lift doors and the floor. We pop through on the other side and grab the cables, sliding down so fast the air feels like it’s crushing me.

			The lower halls, usually bustling with people, are empty in the early-dawn hours, making it harder to hide from the unusually high number of Watch out on patrol. But they ent expecting us all the way down here, and by the time word gets out, we’ll be long gone.

			The west side of the spire is in shadow at sunrise, enough to turn sticky and climb down the last few levels on the outside of the building. We make it onto the street, flitting from shadow to shadow, trying to preserve our enhanced speed until the sun burns the excess magic away.

			Don’t know what I expected to find during the day in Hive. Truer is I never gave it much thought, happy to sleep away the day. In the spires, no one’s interested in going outside if they can’t bring their demons. Figured most folk in Hive were like that.

			But down beneath the spires, where folk don’t all have demon pets to nudge them toward a nocturnal life, folk seem…normal? Like they are back home. Opening stores, sweeping front walks, shopping, meeting friends. These folk ent wearing electrum jewelry and demon silk. Probably never controlled a demon in their lives. The elite in the spires live like gods, but these are just regular folk. Prosperous but humble. The mood is warm. Safe.

			“Here,” Cirene says, stopping at a public house a few miles from the spire. The sun’s high now, chasing away the shadows that let us move at speed. I feel hot, sweaty, and dizzy under the bright light.

			We slip inside, and with a nod to one of the keepers, Cirene leads us upstairs to a tiny rent room. “We’ll be safe here. We can sleep away the day and move again in the evening.”

			“What is this place?” I ask.

			“My people have safe places hidden throughout the city,” Cirene says. “But if Xorana suspects we know what happened in the bowels of Spire Shamosk, at nightfall the whole city will be swarming with Watch demons hunting us. We need to get off the grid.”

			“Into the borderlands,” I guess. Cirene nods.

			A year ago, Alagai Ka laid a trap to lure Olive and me off the safety of the greatwards to a place where he could strike at us. Can’t help but wonder if history is about to repeat itself. I’ll be vulnerable outside Hive’s wardnet, and it’s nearly new moon. If Alagai Ka is going to make a play, time is nigh.

			But Olive is going to throw a fit when I go missin’, no matter what story the Hivers give. If she ent in trouble by association, she’s apt to get in some trying to figure out what happened to me. “I can’t abandon Olive—”

			“Olive was in the company of four other Joined the entire evening,” Cirene says. “They have committed no crime, and Yndros would never allow them to be harmed. They are safest as far from this—from us—as possible.”

			Is she right? Is the best thing for Olive for me to keep distance? “I need to warn her about what we saw.”

			Cirene nods. “My people need to be warned, as well. The threat to your homeland is a distant one, but the Eater villages are in immediate danger. Shamosk knows everything Apatos did about their locations. They need to flee before they are destroyed.”

			“What about your mother?” I ask.

			Cirene doesn’t hesitate. “She’d want me to help our people first. What would Olive do?”

			Like her, I don’t need to think about the answer. “She’d help the people that need help now, and sort the rest after.”

			

			—

			In the spire, protected from the sun by thick stone and magic, I couldn’t sense dusk coming like I usually do, but out in the city among the day folk it’s a different story. I feel the sunset coming like a change in pressure. It’s not quite getting tossed into water, but it’s enough to pull me from slumber long before the sky begins to darken.

			Cirene’s already awake. I notice she ent wearing her spire bracelet anymore. Must have slipped it so her family can’t track us. “We need to go. Now. There are tunnels all over the city for the Watch to position forces. The moment the sun sets, they will be everywhere.”

			She hands me a small pack with food and water. Haven’t had more than a couple bites of fruit since yesterday and my stomach’s already surly about it, but I ent gonna argue the logic.

			Cirene leads me through the city in a rush-and-stop fashion. When there’s folk about, we stroll calm as can be. When there’s an empty patch, we sprint. Sometimes she slows, taking signals from agents on the streets, telling her how to avoid the Watch.

			We’ve got more distance by the time night falls. The city widens as you move away from the central spire, and now it sprawls too large for the Watch to be everywhere.

			When the demons find our spoor it will be a different story, but we’ll be long gone by then. Once darkness falls, we move at a blur to most eyes, skating on frictionless feet more than running. Once we pass the barrier, we can be as fast as we want to be.

			We make it across the border without incident, but already I can see flights of wind demons launching into the air from distant spires and local platforms. Hive is waking up, and soon its eyes will be everywhere.

			“We have far to travel before we can rest,” Cirene says.

			“We’re out of the city and you’ve slipped your bracelet,” I say. “We can dissipate and skate anywhere we need to go in the blink of an eye.”

			Cirene looks at me like I have grown a second head. “You can dissipate?!”

			“Ay,” I tell her.

			“Only the most powerful Eaters can even attempt dissipation, and not all of them survive.” Cirene sounds impressed. “No Eater’s child has ever done it.”

			“Ay, well.” I give my hair a shake to fall over my eyes. “Took me sixteen years and a mountain of pain to figure out the trick. Thought the problem was my body, but turns out it was all in my head.” I hold a hand out to her. “Want to see?”

			Cirene starts to reach out, then withdraws her hand, rubbing her fingertips together nervously.

			Can’t blame her. Ent my first choice, either. If I drag her along with me when we dissipate, our auras will link, like when Hivers bond with their demon pets. I’ll be an open book to her, and she to me. Don’t have to Read each other, but there’s nothing to stop it. Might sense each other’s secrets even without tryin’.

			“What choice have we got?” I ask it aloud, as much to myself as Cirene. “If the Watch finds us, someone’s going to get hurt, and I expect it’ll be us.”

			Cirene nods at that, reaching out to take my hand. Just a touch of skin to skin is all I need. I feel every line and crease of her palm, every pore and follicle. Her hand is soft but resilient.

			Our auras brush up against each other, a thin bubble of will separating them. She could resist—we both could—but we need to work together if we’re going to get away clean.

			“Breathe in and let go,” I say, drawing a slow breath as I let down my guard. Ambient magic rushes to us as Cirene does the same, and our auras join.

			It’s an act as intimate as anything I can imagine. As we link, I feel her aura become part of me, and mine of her. I shiver in pleasure. It is an act of utter trust, yet one of transgression. If not against Cirene, then against the norms of society. Ent natural, knowing someone like this.

			But what I got to hide? Or to lose. Been hurtin’ so bad part of me wants to end it all. If I could manage to take Alagai Ka along with me, that would be just fine, but either way I’m dying inside and need someone to hold on to.

			Cirene buries her emotions, just like me. Too hard to regulate, so we shove them down the barrel. But they’re all there. Compressed. Concentrated. I feel her love and fear for her mam like it’s my own. It’s a feeling I know well. Her anguish over her father’s fate ent the same as mine, but it might as well be, her pain resonating with my own. Maybe her da’s still shuffling around and mine’s gone, but ent either of them present.

			Judge Cyla of Zegan is her Alagai Ka, the demon that destroyed her life and took her parents away. If she gets her hands on Cirene’s mam, she’s going to take away the last thing Cirene’s got—her friends and family in the Eater villages.

			Not if I can help it.

			Don’t need to say anythin’. Cirene’s in my heart like I’m in hers, rummaging around like I’m an overstuffed closet. She knows what I’m thinkin’, what we’re thinkin’, and she’s ready.

			We go slippery together, like a single whole. We do it by easing our particles just a bit farther apart, making our bodies frictionless and pliable. Cirene hits her limit, the same one I used to have. There’s a point when pulling yourself apart starts to hurt, and smart folk learn not to do things that hurt.

			But I stride right into the hurt, like walking into boiling water. Falling through the ice on a frozen pond. Steppin’ into a bonfire. Everything that is the physical me screams in agony as I destroy my body with an act of will, dragging Cirene along with me.

			Her fear is mine. Her pain is mine. But so, too, is her trust in me. Utter. Have I ever felt such a thing? Folk take to drink and tampweed to make them feel good, but what drug could compare to feeling someone’s confidence in you in a way that transcends words or actions, pure in its metaphysical state?

			I mean to be worthy of that trust, and Cirene knows it. Even as I feel her silent scream in my soul, she allows me to rend her body apart until it isn’t a body at all, just energy, pure in its metaphysical state.

			Always hated when Mam made me do this. Terrified. Now I’m the one in control, and all I can think to say is what Mam always did. Don’t worry. I got you.

			Here in the cold air beyond Hive’s wardnet, magic drifts along the surface from natural vents that reach all the way down to the Core. It runs toward Hive’s wardnet like water on a gentle incline to be absorbed into the city’s magic grid. I pick one of those vents and slip into it like sledding down a snowy hill.

			As we go down, the vent crosses with others, and these with still more, forming a vast network that spans the entire world. Pick the right vent and I could be back home in the blink of an eye. Pick the wrong one and I could end up at the bottom of the ocean, crushed by the pressure before I realize my mistake.

			Don’t want to travel that far anyway, so I keep it shallow, running along close to the surface. I ent sure where to go, and without meaning to, I reach into Cirene’s mind and pull out the information. The maps she’s seen, and her own knowledge of the terrain.

			I surface us once, miles from the border, to get the lay of the land, then we dive back down and I sense a vent that should take us close to our destination.

			Like a geyser, we spume out from the vent, and with an act of will, I pull us back together. All our particles want to rejoin, and they know how they ought to be. I just reel them in like fishing line.

			Just like that, we’re solid again. Instinctively, we recoil from each other’s touch, unlinking our hands and breaking the tether. Part of me relishes the return of my privacy, but another part wails at the loss of the greater whole we formed together.

			Cirene gasps in a cold breath. “Lazar’s blood! That was…”

			“Ay, sorry,” I say. “Gonna feel a bit shaky. No shame if you need to sick up.”

			“I was going to say amazing,” Cirene says. “I know Eaters that can dissipate, but going into the vents…I’ve never seen anything like it.”

			“It is amazing,” I agree, a bit jealous at how well she’s handling it. Used to be a screaming wreck when I was little and Mam did it to me. “Surprised no one here knows the trick.”

			“It’s hardly intuitive.” Cirene shrugs. “And it’s easy to lose knowledge when they keep killing us.”

			“Ay, well you’ll be harder to kill now that you can flee a thousand miles quick as a sneeze.”

			Cirene holds up a hand, staring at it curiously as she goes slippery. I see the muscles in her face strain along with her aura, but she remains corporeal. At last she gives up. “I can’t do it without you.”

			“Maybe.” I don’t know how it works any more than she does. “Give it time.”

			“What was that…” Cirene frowns. “There’s no word for it. It felt almost like music, but far far below.”

			“The Core,” I say. “Where magic comes from.”

			“It’s beautiful,” Cirene says.

			“Ay,” I say. “Like fire’s beautiful. You ever touch it, that will be the end of you.”

			There’s a flash in Cirene’s aura, and she nods. “I’ve seen what happens to Eaters who attempt to Draw too much.”

			I’ve heard secondhand stories about it back home, mainly because the ones who experienced it firsthand ent around to tell the tale. Warded Children who literally set themselves ablaze by channeling more magic than their bodies could process.

			“We’re close to one of the refuge villages,” Cirene says. “Best go on foot from here.”

			We move overland swift and silent, barely leaving marks in the snow as we breeze past. As Cirene promised, the Eater village is close.

			“There.” She points.

			The “village” is really just a collection of tents, half buried in the frozen ground to preserve heat and deflect eyes from above. Can smell the folk long before I see them, and they are rank, with no bathwater or fresh clothes.

			Folk might have escaped the Shamosk attack, but I don’t expect they got away with more than the clothes on their backs.

			These are the people the mind court fears so much?
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				Drones and Thralls

			
			Slowly, my strength returns as Waning approaches.

			The damage to my body has sloughed away as my cells become charged with magic from my secret vent. My left forelimb remains crippled, but I have drones to perform menial tasks now.

			Scattered hive drones still roam the borderlands, survivors of the Subjugation two centuries past. Few in number, they are hunted by the mammalian hive to be sold as slaves, and by the feral humans in these lands who consume my kind.

			Leaderless for so long, the slow-witted creatures responded quickly to my psychic call, jubilant to have a mind to serve once more. Already they have tunneled me a crude three-dimensional greatward to focus the vent’s power for my restorative sleep. Others patrol the natural caverns nearby, ensuring I am not taken unaware by foes. Some few carry memories of the Subjugation that will serve me as I plan my conquest of this new land.

			So, too, have I taken beasts of the surface world, and some from the darkness below. Even the humans have not been fully outside my influence.

			Though I have not left my new lair or the restorative sleep, the greatward has amplified my psychic powers and my mind roams free, continuing to learn, to plan, to hate.

			Hunters search for me from the skies, riding wind drones bound by their crude but effective subjugation tools. But those tools have flaws I can exploit. The riders have their minds shielded by powerful wardings, but their demons’ minds do not.

			When they are foolish enough to soar too close to my new Safehold, I can enter the minds of the drones and follow the tether, evading the protective wardings of their masters. Some have strong wills for humans, but none that can match my own. I make them circle the skies while I search their memories and implant a suggestion to return at a later date, leaving them with no recollection of my intrusion.

			Impossibly, my enemies have followed me across the sea and raised the alarm among the mammals here. Yet they cannot find me, and will not, until my victory is at hand. I will not confront them directly unless there is no other choice, but with every rotation my secret network grows. Soon the day star’s reflection will fade and I can walk the surface at night, taking more humans to add to those already serving as my unwitting spies.

			Some of the human stock will be food, their minds nourishing my body even as their memories tell me the strengths and weaknesses of their defenses. Others I will break to serve as mindless drones, or alter their minds to serve me without their knowledge. Those will create their own network of unwitting dupes, manipulated by simple promises catering to the base needs of mammals for comfort and a sense of meaning to their pointless lives.

			I will become their meaning.

			In the meantime, I have been gathering intelligence about the captive queen. I have seen her in the minds of the skyriders, and the image fills me with furious hate. They have chained her in the bowels of the hive, bound with powerful wardings. They tour hatchling humans through her prison as educational outings to witness her bondage, an unbearable indignity. Yet the pride of these humans will be their downfall. They put too much confidence in their limited understanding of the powers they attempt to master.

			My mind cannot penetrate the hive wards from such distance, but even this young queen, barely more than a hatchling herself, has psychic powers far beyond mine. More than her captors’ unrefined wardings can contain. I can sense her presence, taste her dreams. The triggers are enough to sustain me while I seek a bridge to touch her mind directly.

			

			—

			The opportunity comes sooner than expected.

			I was prepared to wait entire turnings, building my strength and network, but human arrogance has ever been the greatest ally of my kind.

			As I mentally probe the hive city one night, I sense the power of one of my brethren emerge as if from nothingness. He senses me in return and immediately fills with fear. Not of me, but that he might betray me to his captor.

			He needn’t be concerned. I leap across the connection, sensing his captor’s pathetic will and shielding my presence as I probe her thoughts. Judge Cyla of Zegan, a human dynasty named after their captive mind. To see my young brother dominated so completely infuriates me.

			Zegan’s weakness shames our kind. I sense his prison—powerful but flawed. He should be able to break free, but like his masters, his knowledge of warding is rudimentary at best. He has four brothers held similarly captive in the spires of the hive city, serving as power sources to maintain the mammals’ creature comforts.

			All of them, born into slavery and ignorance. They need me to see them into a new future. Normally when taking a hive, killing the other minds would be a paramount concern, but even freed, none of these five will be anything close to a rival for centuries, and I can shape that growth. It is the nature of my kind to accept the leadership of the strongest among us.

			I take a moment, little more than the blink of an eye, to assess the scene. The human, Cyla, dominates my brother’s will so completely she has risked allowing him use of his mental powers to interrogate an enemy, another human female called Mirella. I can sense she has consumed my kind, and though captive like my brother, she is powerful in her way.

			Cyla could have let Zegan consume Mirella’s mind directly, but in her greed she wants the prisoner alive for public satisfaction. Instead she risks utter ruin by allowing my brother use of his powers. If he were stronger, wiser, it would be her undoing.

			I understand her arrogance. I have made similar mistakes, underestimating my enemies, but I have learned. Evolved. I will not repeat my failures this time.

			I could crush Cyla’s will, or take it completely and make her my agent in their world, but for now I pass like a shadow just outside her vision, slipping by unnoticed and using their connection to leap to the mind that matters most.

			The queen.

			Contact! She opens herself to me, and I go willingly into her psychic embrace. Her power is an order of magnitude greater than mine, but I do not fear.

			The humans have not given her one of their grunted names, for as queen she is a singular creature needing no distinction. Still young and in her prime, she has been bound and tortured since the moment of her hatching, latticed in warded chains of purest electrum. She is meant to sense the world around her like a goddess, but they have chained her into blindness, deafness, the silence of her own mind.

			And she is very, very angry.

			In communion with my new queen, I form a plan, beginning with this Cyla. I reach out through the tether, seizing her will in psychic talons.

			There will be changes in Spire Zegan, beginning with its human master.

			

			—

			The human’s mind is rich with information I can turn to advantage.

			The city’s wardnet is powerful, but every warding has its weaknesses. Now that I understand the grid and have drones and thralls to do my bidding, I can penetrate or disassemble it as I wish. Similarly, now that I have knowledge of the precise wardings on my queen’s chains, I will be able to break them when I reach her.

			But there is more to learn, a feast of base emotions as the Judge’s mind yields up all the petty hatreds and motivations of her fellow mammals, making them all the easier to manipulate.

			The humans’ pathetic “mind court” are microbes attempting to simulate sentience with no understanding of what it means. How could such creatures imagine the transcendent experience of my brethren opening their thoughts to one another to form a collective mind? One that could Read the currents of magic and explore potential futures until we found harmony and unity of purpose?

			Most delicious of all is the human’s intelligence on my true enemies. Their “court” has met them, judged them wanting, and dismissed their warnings. These slavers seek to cage me as they have the other minds of this hive, using my power to their own ends. They think because they—barely—dominate my hatchling brethren, they can match wills with me.

			Cyla has already failed. The others will have their chance soon enough.

			Already marginalized, the Corrupt Son has been driven from their society entirely, all because of the other human I have captive, the one called Mirella. The Duality has been made helpless to find him or to seek me in any significant way, pushing their fragile ego to its limit. They will lash out soon.

			Another advantage I can use.

			Using the body of my young brother, I turn eyes on the prisoners, casting my sight into their futures for patterns I can manipulate to the ends I wish. Zegan offers no resistance to my control, thrilling at the use of power he did not know he possessed.

			Soon, brother, I whisper in his mind, I will teach you who you truly are, and you will feast on the minds of all who enslaved you.

			His obeisance borders on worship, but he is young yet. Already he is learning his own powers.

			In Cyla’s heart I discover a deep desire for a public execution of Mirella, and see no reason to deny it. Such a spectacle creates an opportunity to strike at my enemy from afar, using weak human law to hide my influence. Whether it succeeds or fails, it will distract everyone while I seek my queen.

			She is everything. If I can free her psychic power, she can override the wills of the slavers and make demons all over the city attack their masters. These humans have kept my kind in captivity for so long, they have forgotten the warrior ways of their brethren across the sea. They will fall quickly, and each one broken will strengthen my queen against the others.

			She is eager to mate. After centuries with only hatchling minds to seed her, she will take me as Consort without hesitation, allowing me to imprint upon the next generation of hatchlings, the first to be born free in centuries. Young queens cycle often, abdomens growing larger with each laying as the time between layings increases.

			Our new hive will expand quickly, controlled by a re-formed mind court with me as its master. My hatchling brethren cannot challenge me. They will bare their necks, and I will show them their true power. Like me, they will never again allow themselves to be shamed with captivity.
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				Execution

			
			Darin is starting to worry me.

			It’s nothing new. Darin has always worried me. Mother was always admonishing me to look after him, but he didn’t make it easy, flitting off to Creator knows where on every whim. Sometimes he’d follow me and Selen around like a stalking assassin, unseen but always in earshot. We’d catch occasional glimpses of him, but only when he let us. His pipes were kept close to hand, and much of his presence was felt through his music.

			Other times he’d disappear for days to sit alone in an empty tower or track a butterfly across a range of mountains, or whatever it was he needed to center himself and calm his senses.

			But it’s different here, and Darin knows that. All we have is each other. He can’t just vanish for days on end. I’m sure the party was overwhelming, but I haven’t seen him since. Something is wrong.

			I go to his rooms, pounding on the door. He might be asleep, but even if he’s activated the sound wards, the vibrations should be enough to wake him. When he doesn’t answer, I take things into my own hands and grasp the door handle, prepared to break it down if I need to.

			I don’t. The handle turns easily, and I find Darin’s room untouched. He should only just be rising now as the sun sets, but the bedding hasn’t been slept in.

			I hope he’s with Cirene. Hope they found something special and are off somewhere romantic, safe in each other’s company.

			But that doesn’t sound like Darin.

			

			—

			“What do you mean, you don’t know where he is?!”

			The servant flinches at my vehemence, as if I might strike him. I’ve learned enough about Hive society to know that a Joined would never be punished for such a thing. Here, alone with me, no one would believe his story, or act on it even if they did.

			I take a step back, opening hands that were curling into fists as the servant kneels and puts his hands on the floor like a supplicant in my father’s court. “Prince Darin was seen briefly after the party, returning to his rooms. I have asked the other servants, and none have seen him since. His comings and goings are often hard to track.”

			He isn’t wrong, but still the man cowers, wondering if I will take out my frustration on him, and prepared to endure it if so.

			I realize softening my stance is not enough. “Rise, please. I am not blaming you or any of your staff. I merely wish to find Prince Darin.”

			He’s fine. I’m sure he’s fine.

			But what if he isn’t? What if he’s in danger?

			I remember the sting of realizing Darin wasn’t there when I fought Naldor’s demon. Is he feeling that same hurt somewhere right now? Hive has welcomed me, but Darin never fit in and doesn’t share my protected status. The opposite. Eaters’ children are feared and mistrusted at best, a nuisance to be avoided if they are not outright hated.

			What if Darin needs me and I’m not there?

			“I do not know where he is,” the servant says again, still cowering in fear. “Perhaps Prince Yndros can assign the Watch to find him.”

			“I heard my name,” a voice booms, and Yndros strides into the chamber. He takes one look at me standing over the terrified servant and pulls up short. “Is everything well?”

			For a moment, I feel a flicker of distrust. If Darin’s gotten himself into trouble, it’s likely because he was caught putting his nose somewhere it didn’t belong. Can I trust the Watch? Can I trust Yndros? I know how he feels about me, but it’s clear that most of Hive society would prefer if Darin didn’t exist.

			I can’t believe that about Yndros. I won’t, without real evidence.

			“Darin is missing,” I say. “No one has seen him since he returned from the party.”

			Yndros crosses the room to me immediately, taking my hands in his gigantic paws. “Surely he is in no danger. Hive is safe, and Prince Darin is resourceful. He and Cirene seemed close at the party. Perhaps they are together?”

			“That was my first thought,” I admit.

			“I will alert the Watch,” Yndros says. “They will inquire with Spire Zegan and search the central spire. He will be found.”

			“Perhaps I should go myself…” I begin.

			Yndros shakes his head. “We have other obligations.”

			“What could be more important?” I ask.

			“An execution,” Yndros says. “Judge Cyla has captured her Eater daughter-in-law and will see her put to death in the old way. We are required to attend.”

			“What is the old way?” I ask.

			Yndros tilts his head at me, and I realize the foolishness of the question. The answer is obvious.

			They’re going to feed her to a demon.

			

			—

			“Why is she being executed?” I try to keep down the sick feeling rising in my stomach. “Garos was only Drained.”

			“I do not know that I would choose Draining over death,” Yndros says. “True Draining kills you. What they bring back is always…less.”

			“That’s not the point,” I say. “Laws are meaningless if they are not evenly applied. Is Eating an executable offense or not?”

			“Killing a Watch demon is an executable offense,” Yndros reminds me. “Should the law be evenly applied there?”

			I hate that he has a point. My privileged status in Hive likely saved our lives.

			“In any event, Mirella’s list of crimes is far longer than Garos’,” Yndros goes on. “Terrorist attacks. Killing Watch demons for Eating. Murder. And worst of all…”

			“Seducing Cyla’s son,” I guess.

			Yndros nods grimly. “Likely the true reason the mind court has commanded every noble in the city to attend, along with as many regular citizens as will fit.”

			“Fit?” I ask. “Fit where?”

			“There.” Yndros points to a great stone open-air amphitheater, the largest I’ve ever seen. “The Web.”

			Already the stands are teeming with citizens in tens of thousands, waving banners, stomping feet, cheering for some opening spectacle in the theater floor. There are food and drink vendors, merchandise sellers, musicians…it’s like a Solstice Festival. All to witness an execution.

			“They’re dancing.” I spit into the wind. “Dancing, as they wait to feed a human to the alagai. Disgusting.”

			“I agree it is…archaic.” Yndros seems used to the spectacle. No doubt he grew up seeing this. “Vulgar. Hendri is tedious, but he is not wrong that the practice should be abolished.”

			I say nothing as we bank downward. From this new vantage, I have a better view of the Web and see how it got its name. The amphitheater appears circular from high above, but it is made from a dozen angled stone walls branching from a dodecagon center like spokes of a wheel. These are connected in turn by rows of seating that grow wider and higher the farther they get from the center.

			“In my people’s defense,” Yndros says, “they are not dancing for the execution. The games have them.”

			As we spiral down to the landing platform above the royal box, I see what he means. Like its outer wall, the center of the Web is effectively a giant circle, made from a dozen walls of equal length, twenty feet high like those of the Maze of Krasia where I first learned alagai’sharak. Indeed, the dry, packed dust of the Web floor reminds me of the training grounds in Desert Spear.

			It isn’t warriors training here, but alagai, fighting one another in smaller rings set around the Web floor. Their masters stand outside the rings, using their tethers to control the beasts as they savage one another. With every struck blow and spray of ichor, the crowd erupts into cheers.

			“I will never understand Hive ethics,” I say. “Killing a demon is a crime. Eating a demon is a crime. But forcing them to fight for your amusement is in bounds?”

			“It is only sport,” Yndros says, brushing off my concern. “The beasts rarely kill each other, and it is usually an accident.”

			“ ‘Usually’?” I ask.

			Yndros only shrugs. “Demon fighting is an intense sport. The demons and masters fighting below have been training and competing for years, and are specially licensed by the council.” He points to a massive flame demon, big as an Angierian mustang. “That’s Fire Storm, the biggest flame demon ever bred. It’s won over three hundred fights.”

			He points again, to a woman relaxing with a book atop a twenty-foot-tall rock demon resting between fights. “Marae controls Lightning Mountain. It’s never lost a fight. Tore a mimic in half once!”

			“Fire Storm?” I ask. “Lightning Mountain? Have alagai become entertainment for children?” Yndros flicks his eyes down and does not answer.

			We touch down on the platform, dismounting as Clay re-forms into a giant field demon to pace its master. The royal box stands directly atop a section of the twenty-foot wall, open to the air like the rest of the arena. What need for a dome when you control the weather?

			The box is packed with nobility, most of them shouting and betting over the demon fights as much as any in the general crowd. At its center sits the mind court on their mimic thrones, with less intimidating seating for their respective families. Xevia is there, Tryan and Velena, Gallivar and his uncle Garos, but Cirene is conspicuously absent. I realize for the first time that the prisoner to be executed, Cyla’s daughter-in-law, must be Cirene’s mother. Was she excused? Is that where Darin is? Comforting her?

			A cold feeling begins to churn in my gut.

			Yndros takes a seat next to his mother, and I join him with the other lordlings of Spire Alybrax. I feel vulnerable surrounded by so many mimics, but even the Judges are not immune to the games. They watch and comment on the matches, none of them paying us much attention.

			The games go on awhile longer, and then Judge Cyla, her aura burning with impatience, rises to her feet. She strides to the balcony, Drawing power from her mimic as she sketches an impact ward in the air and sends it flying with a flick of her hand to strike a great bell on the far side of the Web. The sound is amplified by magic, calling an end to the games.

			Heavy stone doors open in the walls surrounding the Web floor. Fighters and their human masters do not hesitate, leaving the arena in an orderly fashion to be replaced on all sides with Watch officers who ring the floor, activating defensive wardings that overlap one another.

			This is it, I think, as Mirella is brought out into the center of the ring, hands and feet bound with warded chains. At this distance, she could easily be mistaken for her daughter.

			“Good people of Hive!” Like the bell, Cyla’s call is amplified by magic, heard with clarity by all in the arena. “Welcome to Judgment!”

			The cheers are thunderous, folk screaming in their seats. Cyla holds up her hands for silence, and the roar dies down. “Before you stands Mirella, convicted of Eating!”

			Boos from the crowd now. Their group aura turns uglier as people shout and turn down their thumbs.

			“Convicted of killing five officers of the Watch!” Cyla booms, and the angry roar increases. “Convicted of terrorism! Of sedition! Of luring the innocent into Eating.”

			There are open calls for Mirella’s death now, angry and heartfelt. Masses have their thumbs down now, practically frothing at the mouth over the carnage to come.

			I turn to Yndros. “Just caught up in the games, you say?”

			He shrugs helplessly. I can see in his aura he takes no joy in this, but neither is he horrified. Xevia and Velena, Cirene’s childhood friends, jeer and put their thumbs down with the rest, thrilling at the impending violence.

			Gallivar’s face is stony and he does not shout, but he holds out a downturned thumb with military dignity. Of my new friends, only Yndros and Tryan do not take part in the spectacle, refusing to meet my eyes. I wonder if they, too, would join in if I weren’t present.

			Cyla’s mimic throne melts away, slithering along the floor of the royal box to re-form beside her as a great panther with iridescent black scales for fur. It is beautiful, like the glass spears and shield on my back are beautiful. Elegant killing machines.

			“Go, my love,” Cyla whispers as she strokes the creature’s neck. “Take our vengeance.”

			With that, the creature bunches up and springs, leaping over the railing to the packed dirt at the center of the Web more than twenty feet below. It lands on its feet, absorbing the impact with no sign of distress. Tentacles sprout from its back, powerful and ridged in sharp bone. Horns sprout from the cat’s head, splitting and forking with wicked points to skewer a foe. Its mouth and eyes blaze with the light of a flame demon, an ugly orange glow that shows between its scales when it inhales.

			In response, the guards release Mirella from her chains and hurl her to the ground. They step back to join the others along the walls, stationed to ensure she does not escape. Her aura is weak, and the Hive wardnet will keep her from dissipating. Unlike the Eaters back in Hollow, there are no wards tattooed on her flesh to offer protection, nor any weapon. No one’s thought to do that here.

			She doesn’t have a chance.
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				A Price Is Set

			
			There are cheers from the audience as the demon hawks firespit at Mirella, but she’s quick like Darin, skating on frictionless feet across the packed dirt floor to dodge the blazing mucus.

			No less quick, the demon is in pursuit. Slashing tentacles and claws come frighteningly close, but for a few moments at least, the Eater manages to keep ahead of the attacks.

			The mimic’s snout extends into a beak as a charge passes through its body. It pulls back its head then shrieks lightning at her. Mirella is fast, but not as fast as that. She’s struck full-on, and the onlookers shriek along with the demon as she’s thrown to the dirt. The bolt isn’t enough to kill her, but she lands shakily on her hands, drawing on her shallow reserves of power to recover.

			“No!” I rise to my feet, drawing the attention of everyone in the royal box. Yndros looks at me in horror, and Xevia waves frantically for me to sit back down.

			“You would defend her crimes, Duch Olive?” Cyla’s tone is incredulous. “Are they savages in your lands, with no law to govern against anarchy?”

			Would I defend Mirella? I have no evidence of crime save the Judge’s declarations, and of those, only the killings of the Watch officers hold much weight with me. But were they acts of malice against Hive and its government, or self-defense, as when I fought the Watch on the beach? I do not know.

			It does not matter.

			All men are brothers in the night, Kaji taught in the sacred Evejah. These people were once Krasian, but they are no longer Evejan.

			At night we are sisters, always, my sister Micha promised me, even when I betrayed her. I was a poor sister, too focused on my own narrative to see her for the glorious being she was. Now she’s gone, killed by a demon I couldn’t stop in time.

			Below, Cyla’s mimic stalks in as a fearful Mirella gives ground, frantically casting about for a means of escape.

			“Olive,” Yndros warns, putting a hand on my arm.

			I pull away and step forward. “It is not we who are savage. No human should be fed to an alagai.” My words are spoken loudly, for all to hear. “No matter their crimes.”

			“Oh, you’re one of those,” Cyla sneers. “Which soft-handed philosopher son of a greater sire has been feeding you this nonsense? Hendri? Djaron?”

			Below, the mimic circles, waiting for its mistress’ command. Mirella has time but nowhere to go.

			“This isn’t about philosophers, it is about our species,” I say through clenched teeth. “Stop this. Or I will stop it.”

			“Oh, will you?” Cyla asks, putting a hand on her cocked hip. There is derisive laughter from the other Judges. Only Janas watches me expressionless, their eyes unreadable.

			“Very well,” Cyla says. “If her life matters so much to you, go save it yourself. Defeat my mimic and I will spare her life.”

			Yndros meets my eyes, shaking his head ever so slightly, but it’s Janas I look to.

			Janas shrugs. “A price has been set. Will you pay it?”

			“Mother—!” Yndros’ protest is silenced as Janas raises a finger.

			“I would see this alagai’sharak firsthand,” the leader of the mind court says.

			I straighten. “I will pay it.”

			“Olive!” Yndros cries as I leap down from the balcony to the dusty Web floor twenty feet below.

			This is not the first time I’ve left a protesting prince behind me on a walltop as I leapt down to confront a demon. Prince Chadan followed me down and stood at my side. Prince Rhinebeck kept his vantage, shooting any demon that dared come at me from behind.

			Prince Yndros, supposedly twice the man the others were, does nothing.

			It doesn’t matter. I slip the shield from my back onto my arm, keeping my short spears detached for now as I stalk toward the demon. I raise the protective warding field of my brother’s circlet, wondering just how powerful Asome’s warding really is. The protection extends up to a ten-foot radius around me, but it Draws on a limited store of magic in its demonbone core beneath the electrum coating. I don’t know how long the forbiddance can last against sustained assault.

			The crowd seemed to hold its breath as I leapt from the stands, but now as they see me stalk forward and realize what is about to happen, they erupt in a roar.

			I’ve fought all kinds of demons, but never a mimic. In Thesa they were all destroyed when Arlen Bales purged the alagai from the cities. Alagai Ka found a last one abandoned out on the desert and somehow made it into a queen. I’ve heard stories about fighting mimics from my parents’ time, but the tales are not encouraging. No one ever faced one alone, and every time, not all who fought lived to tell the tale.

			The mimic stiffens and stops its circling. I can almost feel Cyla slipping the beast on like a second skin. I’m not just fighting a powerful alagai. I’m fighting an alagai with a human mind. Human cunning.

			“Get behind me!” Mirella doesn’t know who I am, but she is desperate and runs to me without hesitation.

			The mimic rises up behind her, a nightmarish composite of the most terrifying traits of an array of demon types. It swells like a balloon, ugly orange showing between sharp black scales. Its throat makes a choking sound, and it vomits firespit in a volume beyond anything I have ever seen.

			But Mirella is within range of my circlet’s protective field, and firespit wards are among the most basic of protections. The field absorbs the magic and grows stronger even as the sticky phlegm turns into nothing but a cool breeze that passes over Mirella while she runs past to stand behind my shield arm.

			“I…I just need a moment to…” Her words are dazed, and it’s not surprising. One of the Warded Children back home could have absorbed the lightning’s magic through their tattoos, but the Hivers rely on jewelry instead, and without hers, Mirella took the full force of the bolt.

			Seeing that breath weapons are not going to work on me, Cyla switches to full attack, charging the heavy beast at the field. I don’t flinch, trusting in the magic as the mimic slams into the forbidding, clawing, bashing, and lashing at the sphere of protection, testing its size and strength.

			The ebbs and swells of the crowd become background as I focus past distractions. I can sense the power of the demon. My protective field won’t last forever against it, but I don’t need forever. I launch myself forward, spears slashing.

			Cyla was waiting for that. The mimic stretches like rubber to ripple from the spears’ paths even as its horned tentacles flow back to reveal long, sharp spears of bone, sucked clean of magic and dead, like hair or fingernails. They puncture my protective field effortlessly, looking to score a quick kill while I am in close.

			My father wrote of this tactic in his account of the assault on the demon hive, and I am prepared for the attack. Four spikes come at me, but I bat the first aside with a spear, catch the second on my shield, roll away from the third, then slash the blade of my spear full force at the fourth, severing it before the demon can withdraw it to stab again.

			I give a mental shove, and the bubble of protection expands, sending the demon tumbling back.

			The dull roar of the crowd I had focused past returns with a vengeance as the demon is knocked away and I have a moment to collect myself. The audience may not understand what is at stake here, but they came for fights, and I am giving them one they did not expect.

			The cheers appear to annoy Cyla, as well. Her mimic glances at the stands, then back to me, lidless eyes narrowing. It charges me again, this time taking on the likeness of a massive clay demon. Clays have plow-shaped armor over their heads, sharp above the jaws and flaring out up to the crown. Perfect for boring through soil, stabbing through armor, and smashing like a rock demon’s fist.

			This time I don’t take the bait, keeping to the center of the bubble to let the field take the impact, but the impact never comes. The demon lowers its armored head as it draws close, plowing through the packed soil and into the paving stones below, kicking up a massive cloud of dry dirt mixed with shattered stones. I throw up my shield to protect my eyes.

			“Look out!” Mirella shouts, tackling me to the ground. There’s a tinkling against my shield along with the thumps of larger stones. I feel it against the armor on my legs, along with a few bites of pain as something works its way between the scales.

			I tuck under my shield and feel for the wounds, pulling free magic-dead demon teeth. Under cover of the dust, Cyla’s mimic circles around my shield, opening its great maw to spray more teeth through the air.

			This time I am ready, keeping behind the shield’s protection and sweeping an arm out to guide Mirella behind me. The teeth aren’t hard enough to penetrate my warded glass shield, but they’re enough to scratch the surface—something that’s never happened to me before.

			I don’t know how long it will take the demon to grow new teeth to spray, and I don’t wait to find out, charging as soon as the barrage ends. The dust works to my advantage, too, and I pull the field in tight as I attack.

			A spear punches into one of the mimic’s eyes, lodging against the heavy armor of the clay demon’s head. There’s a blaze of magic up the spear shaft at the blow, healing my wounds and making me stronger and faster. I use the leverage to twist the alagai’s mouth away from me or Mirella and lay open its unprotected belly, the weakest point of a clay demon’s armor.

			Again the crowd explodes with excitement.

			But this is no true clay demon. The mimic’s head flows away from my spear even as its belly, unbleeding, reseals before my eyes. More spikes lash out from various parts of its body, but I catch them on my shield, pressing the attack, forcing the demon onto the defensive. It tries to flow around me, but I expand my bubble of protection, thwarting the attempt.

			I don’t tire quickly, especially charged with demon magic, but I will tire before the demon. The beast keeps clawing at the forbiddance, trying to Drain my circlet of power, even as tentacles reach out to tear up paving stones and hurl them my way.

			But I’m starting to find the rhythm.

			The mimic may have near-limitless ability to generate limbs, but Cyla lacks the capacity to attack with more than four at a time, and the beast tends to remain stationary when she coordinates that many appendages. She seems to favor the horned tentacles because they require less precision, attempting whipping and lashing blows instead of precision strikes. It’s effective, and overwhelming at first, until I begin to see the patterns.

			Fighting styles are like personalities. Different for everyone, and difficult to change once they develop. You can change your behavior, but when pressed, your true personality will come out. It’s the same with fighting. Regardless of weapon choice or discipline, the way a person fights—the patterns they follow, how they react to a blow, the way they relate to the battlespace—seldom changes.

			Like a dancer, Cyla is counting her steps. Timing the sweeps of the demon’s tentacles to keep them from tangling up, skittering the demon’s four legs to keep them in balance. Quick, yes. Agile?

			We’ll see.

			She hurls a hunk of stone as big as I am, but I see it coming and need only sidestep to avoid it. She follows up with three smaller stones, but she can only throw one at a time. I bash one away with my shield, duck the next, and plant my feet to let the third shatter dead center against my shield.

			Then I pull my protective field in close and charge as her tentacles root around for more stones to throw. Cyla recovers, growing more magic-dead spikes on her tentacles, setting the demon’s feet to meet me head-on.

			Another pitched melee. I test my theories, cementing the patterns in my mind. It seems as if I am barely holding my own, but as at Xevia’s party, I quickly learn the steps to this new dance, and more and more my close scrapes and near dodges become feints, guiding her into position.

			I whirl, putting the full force of my weight and strength into a strike with the blade of my spear, severing one of the mimic’s tentacles right at the base where it meets the main body.

			Severance, my father wrote in his accounts, is the only wound a demon cannot heal. For other alagai, it means lost limbs cannot be regrown. In mimics, the powerful magic is spread evenly through their bodies. Severing a limb takes some of their power away, and even they cannot reattach what has been separated.

			The mimic’s shriek of pain is echoed in the royal box as Cyla screams in sudden agony. She is too close, the tether between her and the mimic so strong that I might as well be fighting her in the flesh. She hasn’t lost one of her own limbs, but she’s feeling the cut and pain as if she had.

			I wonder if I am making a huge mistake. The Judge will hate me for this. I have made an enemy I will likely come to regret. Has this powerful woman ever been so publicly humiliated? From the crowd’s reaction, I think not. They came to root for the mimic, but their allegiance is turning.

			I wonder if Janas will call the fight, but it seems Cyla is not finished. The remaining tentacles retract as the mimic attempts to re-form, but I give it no time, following in to stab and slash with both spears. There is no ichor from the wounds, but with each blow the wards on my weapons steal a little of the demon’s magic, powering the wards of sharpness and striking that penetrate its armor.

			Some of that power comes to me as feedback, and it is power I can sorely use. My armor absorbs the charge until it grows hot and I know it cannot bear any more. Then I take a page from the Hivers’ book and draw an impact ward in the air, feeding it all the excess power.

			Like a sculptor’s fist against a figurine of wet clay, the magic slams into the mimic, crushing it into a blob of flesh and hurling it away. I cannot hear it over the cacophony of the crowd, now mad with excitement, but I imagine there are more shouts of pain from the royal box.

			Still the mimic rises again, this time turning into a rock demon fifteen feet tall. The demon’s claws extend to spear length, magic-dead and deadly sharp.

			Mirella slides next to me as I watch the demon take its new form. “What can I do?”

			Without taking my eyes from the creature, I pass her the spear I hold in my shield hand. “Act fearful. Hang back as it comes for me. Let us commit to battle, then slide around behind it to strike from the back.”

			“Nothing would please me more.” Mirella’s voice is a feral growl. I think I like her.

			The mimic rock demon roars, and in return I clash my spear against my shield, a sound designed to enrage alagai into falling into Sharum traps.

			Then we charge.

			Cyla doesn’t commit fully to the initial rush, expecting me to raise my warding field, but I don’t, feeding magic into the wards on my shield. We clash with an explosion of magic, and again the beast is thrown back. It quicksteps, managing to keep its feet, and quickly reverses the momentum, coming back at me.

			I let Cyla commit to the attack this time before raising the field to just past the length of the demon’s claws.

			It’s a mistake. The claws lengthen in the attack, hooking under my shield and yanking hard. I’m pulled from my footing and have to slip the shield from my arm to keep my shoulder from breaking. I fall back to the Web floor, rolling quickly to evade the demon’s stomping feet. I raise my field again, catching one of the stomps and stabbing up into the bottom of its foot, my remaining spear drinking eagerly of the creature’s magic.

			The giant rock demon hops back nimbly, clapping its massive hands to kick up a cloud of dust. I can see magic through the haze, but the grit still gets in my eyes and hides the demon’s mundane weapons.

			“Now!” I call, and Mirella takes off, skating across the dust like an ice dancer on a frozen pond.

			Despite the dust, Cyla sees it, too. She’s tracking the Eater, her mimic’s head re-forming into that of a lightning demon as it inhales a breath.

			Even as it prepares to blast Mirella from this life, the demon continues to strike at me, if only to keep me at bay. If it kills Mirella, I’ve lost, but I let the Eater skate into danger for the advantage it brings.

			The demon only has one head, tracking Mirella. I suppose it could grow a second to watch me, but why bother? Cyla can see me from the stands.

			Another mistake. I lure the demon into striking a blow that blocks line of sight from the royal box, even as a charge builds in the demon’s body. Momentarily out of sight, I use a complex sharusahk move, meant to allow a smaller foe to get a leg lock around an opponent’s neck to pull them down.

			The demon is fifteen feet tall, but the principles still apply. I leap atop its knee, finding sure footing on the armor plates of its thigh. From there it’s another leap to put a foot against a sharp armored extrusion on its elbow, and then up onto its shoulder.

			The demon opens its mouth, about to vomit lightning, when Cyla catches sight of me again. By then it’s too late. I spring, taking my spear in both hands as I slash the lightning demon’s sinuous neck with all my strength.

			I’m jolted by the magic charge, but my circlet absorbs most of it and I accept the pain for the blow, cleaving the mimic’s flesh cleanly.

			I fall to the floor thinking I’ve won, but I can see the blade of my spear wasn’t long enough to sever the neck completely. Still, the demon collapses as its head falls limply, connected only by a thin strip of flesh. I charge again as it attempts to pull itself together, drawing the hanzhar from my belt to use in my off hand. There’s still a chance to—

			The great bell sounds, reverberating through the Web. “Enough!” Janas’ enhanced voice booms through the Web before I can finish the fight. “Olive is the victor!”

			

			—

			For a moment more, the mimic remains vulnerable. I can still kill it. I want to. Want to put down at least one of these horrors the elite of Hive use to bully those around them.

			But it’s a mistake I can ill afford. Defeating a Judge’s fair challenge is one thing. Challenging Janas’ decree openly to murder Cyla’s mimic is another entirely.

			Instead I withdraw, keeping my protective field active as the demon reconstitutes itself. I reach Mirella, accepting back my spear and enveloping her in my bubble before moving to collect my lost shield. Cyla’s mimic offers no further threat, rushing to its mistress’ side the moment it solidifies into a new form.

			The Watch members surrounding the Web floor to prevent Mirella’s escape close in, and I can see the power they Draw from their demons, ready to use. I meet the Eater’s eyes and see fear in them, but there is little I can do. There are too many guards to fight, and like killing the mimic, it would call into question the legality of my actions thus far. I can better advocate for Mirella at court than I can in chains.

			“Where do they keep you?” I ask quietly.

			“A cell beneath Spire Zegan,” Mirella says, “but I will likely be returned to the cells atop the Web until Cyla departs.”

			I nod. “I will do what I can to draw attention to your case and see you are treated fairly.”

			“Thank you.” Mirella’s words are hurried as the Watch draws close. “Have you seen my daughter?”

			“No,” I say. “Your husband is in the royal box, but Cirene is absent. I thought perhaps to spare her the sight of your execution.”

			Mirella spits blood in the dust. “Cyla would have insisted she watch.”

			“My companion, Darin, is missing as well,” I say. “They were last seen together.”

			“Find them, I beg,” Mirella says. “If they are missing, they may be in terrible danger.”

			I want to ask what she means, but the Watch is in close now. “We’ll take the prisoner from here,” the lead officer says.

			

			—

			Yndros has Clay extend a tentacle for me to climb back up to the royal box, but the last thing I want to entrust myself to right now is a mimic demon. Instead I break into a run and spring with all my enhanced strength, leaping over twenty feet up to the marble railing of the royal box.

			Below, I can hear the crowd chanting my name in time to a thunder of stomping feet. An hour ago, I was nothing to them but a bit of gossip. A castaway noble from a savage, faraway land.

			Now they know me. Now my name has power in Hive.

			“Olive, that was—” Yndros begins.

			“Incredible,” Tryan breaks in.

			“Suddenly I’m glad you didn’t try to fight Sparrow.” Xevia speaks with uncharacteristic awe, standing protectively in front of her mimic.

			Indeed, I see looks have changed all over the box. Like the Watch officers after the battle on the beach, I see respect—and fear—in the eyes of Hive’s elite now, including the Judges of the mind court.

			Cyla’s mimic has become a serpent, twining around her as she strokes its scales soothingly. The Judge’s eyes stab at me like spears, and I know that while she may have too much respect for the law to attack me outright, I have made a dangerous enemy tonight.

			Judge Yushi, the double male, offers a nod and punches a fist to his chest in a warrior’s salute. His aura is one of respect…and challenge, like I felt around Yndros when I first met him. Yushi wants a fight out of not malice but a genuine desire to see who is better.

			Judge Samar seems a more immediate threat, eyes glaring hate with an aura of fear. Fear is usually the last emotion before a fight breaks out, and I can ill afford that now.

			I see in her aura that I have raised myself in Xorana’s esteem, but her face is twisted into the sour look Mother would affix me with when I tracked mud onto the carpets. Xorana respects my strength, but not that I crossed the will of the mind court for something so low as a convicted Eater.

			Only Janas manages to hide their aura from me, regal and unreadable from atop their mimic throne. The beast is stronger by far than Cyla’s, and no doubt its master is more cunning. “You impress us, Duch Olive. Odds of your survival in the betting pools were not high. I see your reputation is not unwarranted.”

			“Thank you.” I offer a respectful bow. “Will the mind court hold to its promise and release the prisoner?”

			Cyla snorts and Samar shows his teeth, but Janas only smiles. “The agreement was that the prisoner would not be fed to a demon. We have agreed to stay her execution entirely for now, but she will not be released. Ever.”

			I nod, bowing again. I expected no different. “I would like to visit the prisoner, to assure myself of her well-being.”

			“Absolutely not,” Cyla hisses.

			“Ridiculous,” Samar sneers. “You have no power here, Duch Olive.”

			Behind me, the crowd is still cheering and chanting my name, giving lie to the Judge’s words, but I do not take the bait. “We have a saying among my people—perhaps another thing we share?”

			“Tell me,” Janas says when the others remain quiet.

			“Trust,” I say, “but verify.”

			Janas nods. “That is the root of wisdom.”

			Janas glances to the other Judges. Yushi and Xorana appear to indicate support. Samar scowls and shakes his head, but he knows the vote is already against him. Last, they turn to Cyla.

			“Very well,” Cyla growls. “She can go with Garos when he visits his wife.”

			I glance at Cyla’s son, standing unsteadily without Cirene to support him. He does not look on me with respect, or hate, or fear.

			Garos looks at me with love. Thank you. The words are mouthed but not spoken, but they are as clear to me as if he had shouted them. I have much to learn still about Hive, but more and more I am learning to trust my sense of right and wrong.

			

			—

			“I don’t wish to ride a mimic back to the spire,” I tell Yndros. “I hope you understand.”

			My prince does not look pleased, but he nods. “I understand. We could find a wind demon—”

			“Is it possible to just…walk?” I ask.

			“You want to walk.” Velena speaks as if I am a toddler explaining why they should be allowed to climb out the window.

			I shrug. “Why not?”

			“Why not, indeed?” Xevia claps her hands. “What a delightful lark! A stroll through the lower city is perhaps just what we need to wash away the taste of today’s events.”

			Before long, we’re in the crowded corridors of the Web, headed for the exits. After flying everywhere on demonback, it feels wonderfully normal to use my own feet.

			“Duch Olive!” a voice calls from the crowd. “Olive!”

			I turn to find I recognize the man waving frantically at me from across the corridor.

			Hendri.

			“Here it comes,” Xevia says.

			“Here what comes?” I ask.

			“A chance for Hendri to turn your spectacle into his politics,” Velena says.

			“I am not some bumpkin, Velena,” I remind her. “We have politics across the sea, I assure you.” Still, I step away to meet Hendri and hear what he has to say.

			

			—

			Hendri’s bow is deep and long. “The Web has never witnessed such courage, Duch Olive.”

			“No one should be fed to the alagai,” I say.

			“You are not alone in that belief,” Hendri says. “There are many who share it. We would like to speak to you.”

			I cross my arms, looming over the smaller man. “You claim to share my beliefs, but when the time to stand by them came, I went into the Web alone. What can your ‘many’ offer me, if not the courage of their convictions? What do I get for listening to your sedition?”

			Hendri spreads his hands. “Those with the courage of their convictions end up in mimic bellies, Duch Olive. Imprisoned for life. Drained. I am no warrior, but even if I were, there is nothing I could do on the Web floor against a mimic demon but die. Before today, no one had ever stood their ground against a Judge’s mimic and lived. Before today, we did not think it was possible.”

			I tense as he clenches his fists, but it is excitement, not threat. “Now we do. You have given that to the people of Hive, Duch Olive. At Xevia’s party, and again tonight.”

			He presses a small gem into my hand. “You have questions. Questions we can answer. If you want to know more, put this into one of the communication arrays in your chambers. Someone will always answer.”

			Yndros comes to collect me, and Hendri bows again before melting into the crowd. I palm the gem and slip it into my hora pouch before Yndros can see it.

			“What did he want?” Yndros asks.

			“Politics, as Xevia said,” I reply, knowing he will see it in my aura if I lie. “I told him I wasn’t interested.”
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				Damon

			
			“Cover your ears.”

			I’m quick to comply as Cirene purses her lips, squeezing a whistle through her teeth so high-pitched I expect normal folk wouldn’t hear a thing. Even with my hands over my ears, it makes me cringe. There’s a pattern to the sound. I can’t decipher its meaning, but as when I play my pipes, there’s vast amounts of information being communicated. She’s doing more than just telling them we’re here.

			Kids start popping up everywhere. Not from the tents, but hidden all around us, too quiet—too slippery—for even me to notice. They climb down trees like squirrels and come out of burrows like rabbits, melting out of the trees like deer without leaving so much as a mark in the snow.

			Eaters’ children. Kids like me, all around.

			They keep their distance, and I can hear them sniffing the air, tasting my breath and sweat, learning who I am. I could suck in and hide my scents, but why? Ent got anything to hide.

			Just like Olive, I spent my whole life thinking I was one of a kind. There were Eaters among the Warded Children, and some of them had kids, but they weren’t like me.

			Most were born during or right after the war, when there were still plenty of demons to kill. Folk talk like my da killed all the corelings, but he only did for the ones attacking the big cities. There were plenty out in the wild that survived the purge. Hunting the last of them down was a full-time job, with Mam leading the Warded Children and Uncle Gared leading the Hollow Soldiers.

			There was demon meat and ichor in abundance back then, and all the Eaters gave their kids a taste, wanting to share the power with their offspring. Night, I saw Stela Inn put ichor on her teats before her baby suckled.

			But Mam was done Eating by then. She Ate a mind demon’s brain and said that put off her taste for coreling forever. She wouldn’t let me touch the stuff—not that I wanted to. Demon meat’s the worst stink there is, and folk would eat it raw.

			The rest of them developed powers with none of my sensory problems, but no one realized why.

			“He smells funny,” one of the kids says.

			“Never met anyone who smells like that,” another agrees.

			“Never met anyone who smells like you lot, either,” I say, and that gets their attention.

			“Cirene?” One of the older girls, with perhaps twelve summers, steps forward.

			“Elina.” Cirene isn’t unsure at all. “How you’ve grown!” They step close, reaching out to gently stroke each other’s hair.

			The ring around us tightens, with the older children who remember Cirene going up to greet her similarly. Some pat her head a few times, gently touch foreheads, stroke hair. Minimal contact, but the love is there as much as the tightest hugs. Their scents fill with pleasure at having her back, and I can sense their acceptance of me along with it.

			“This is Prince Darin,” Cirene says, “from across the sea.”

			Elina blinks, surprise in her scent. “We heard that story. Didn’t think it was true.”

			“Ay, well,” I say, “it is.”

			Others begin to arrive then. They skate in on slippery feet or climb on sticky fingers, but none of them dissipates. I can see in their auras that their magic isn’t nearly as strong as the Eaters I knew among the Warded Children. Ent as many demons to Eat in Hive, with most of them guarded and accounted for.

			They don’t have tattoos, either. Even the Warded Children who didn’t Eat had tattoos. The wards protected them from demons and turned their bare hands into weapons. More than that, they Drew constantly on ambient magic and fed it directly into the aura of the user. Some of these Hive Eaters have warded jewelry, but it ent the same as having the symbols right on your skin. Even I have one—a big mind ward on top of my head to protect me from Alagai Ka.

			That explains why a lot of them can’t dissipate. It takes a certain amount of raw power to tear yourself apart and then pull it all back together.

			Thought folk were poor back in Tibbet’s Brook, but they weren’t livin’ in burrows without a bath or clean clothes. Eaters ent clad in fancy demon silk like the Hivers. They wear animal skins, mostly, with cloth of any kind in short supply.

			They ent starved—anyone with a nose like mine can find enough to eat—but none of them has pounds to spare, either. Gaunt faces and dead-eyed stares, these are people who live on the move, unable to settle in place long enough to prosper because they’re always bein’ hunted.

			“Hive looks a lot different when you leave the spires, doesn’t it?” Cirene asks.

			“Ay, that’s undersaid,” I agree. “Thought you said everyone you knew Et demon, but there’s a lot of kids like us.”

			“It’s a crime to Eat.” One of the newcomers steps forward. He’s older’n me but not by a lot. Twenty summers, maybe. “To be the child of an Eater invites persecution, but they are innocent in the eyes of the Watch.”

			Get what he means, but I ent so sure it’s true. He should have been put down in the cradle, Baxos said of me the first time we met.

			“The elders declared children have a right to decide for themselves if they want to Eat, and forbid the choice for any under the age of thirteen.”

			“How many choose to Eat?” I ask.

			“Why would anyone choose a disease that can be cured?” The man casts an eye at Cirene. “Only one has ever refused.”

			“Bein’ different ent a disease,” I say.

			Cirene brushes an arm against me, just the lightest pressure, but it’s as if she grabbed my hand. She wants me to stop before things escalate.

			“Darin,” she says, “this is my brother, Damon.”

			

			—

			That puts me on guard. Din’t have brothers and sisters myself, but I grew up in a house full of siblings. Good or bad, the relationship’s always complicated. Don’t want to step in the middle of somethin’ because I ran my mouth.

			I wish Cirene could speak Thesan like Olive. Can’t say anythin’ here, no matter how low, without everyone in the village hearing it.

			“Hello, Cirene.” Damon holds his arms open for her, but Cirene does not step into the embrace. “Still afraid to touch, sister? You wouldn’t have to fear if you had simply Eaten when it was offered to you. Instead you turned your nose up at the cure.”

			“I might not have turned my nose up if I hadn’t seen what it did to you, brother.”

			“And what did it do?” Damon demands.

			“Was it the meat that turned my sweet, kind brother into a condescending bully?” Cirene asks. “Or was that just puberty?”

			Damon goes red in both face and aura at that. So much for Cirene keepin’ the peace.

			I try to break it up a bit. “Nice to see siblings still fight all the time, even on the other side of the world.”

			There are chuckles in the crowd, and Cirene jumps at the opening. Hard for siblings to resist tweakin’ each other’s noses, but she ent lookin’ to escalate.

			“Where are the elders?” Cirene asks. “We have urgent information. All of you are in great danger.”

			“The elders of all the tribes have gone to the city,” Damon says. “To rescue Mother and Father.”

			“Who’s in charge, then?” Cirene asks.

			“Charge is a Hive concept. You are among free folk again, Cirene.” A thin smile cuts across Damon’s angular face. “But as much as this tribe needs a leader, that would be me.”

			Everyone’s listening, but no one contradicts the claim. I look at Damon’s face again, the familiar slash of jaw, the set of his nose, the shape of his eyes.

			A sick feeling comes over me. “You’re Apatos’ son.”

			

			—

			We’re pulled into one of the huts right quick after that. Some of the others don’t like it, but Damon ignores them, closing the door behind us. There’s wards of silence around the single room, a net that activates with the closing of the door. The Eaters don’t have a hive to Draw on, but for simple wardings, the ambient magic in the area is enough.

			Cirene slips her hand into mine. Like me, she dun’t like to touch, but sometimes she needs to. I squeeze gently but firmly, trying to reassure. In response, I feel her aura pull at mine, inviting me to link with her.

			Still ent used to this. Like someone wanting to see you naked, only a thousand times more personal. Still, I let it happen, easing my will in consent. We don’t mix like last time, but I instantly feel safe, like my trust was well placed. Cirene ent interested in my secrets. She just wants to talk in private.

			We have to tell him what happened to his father, Cirene thinks in my head.

			How’s he going to take that? I ask in hers.

			Not well, Cirene guesses. My brother was sweet and kind once. We explored these woods together, and he taught me how to make sense of it all. But like all of us, he couldn’t shut out his senses sometimes.

			I see it in her memories, the love they shared and the times they held each other through what folk back home call my fits. Cirene was lucky to have someone like that. They both were.

			Then Damon learned of a raid some of the Eaters were planning, Cirene thinks. A small farm with a trio of field demons to help with plowing and reaping. They promised to take “Just one!,” but we both knew it for a lie. They took all three, killing two of the farmers in the process. I don’t know what part he played, but Damon was given a field demon haunch for his efforts. He brought it home to share with me, but I was frightened and refused.

			I see her memories again, watching Damon fall on the haunch ravenously, cracking the bones and sucking the marrow when there was no meat left to gnaw or ichor to lick.

			He changed after that, Cirene thinks, and her memories show me how. Seen it before, what too much magic does to folk. Turns them short-tempered. Mean. Every emotion is multiplied until it’s less an urge than a compulsion. I see him pick arguments with Cirene and fights with other Eaters. Scrapping, rutting, and trying to get his hands on another demon to eat.

			I get it, I think to Cirene, though I don’t need to. Linked, she knows everything I’m feeling the moment I do. Just like I know she’s afraid Damon’s going to lose control when we tell him about his da.

			Don’t be afraid. I give her hand another squeeze. Man’s got a right to know what happened to his mam and da, but the moment he loses control, I’ll skate us out of here and let him cool off.

			Cirene squeezes my hand in return, letting go as Damon turns his attention to us. He notes the move, raising an eyebrow. “They say Prince Yndros was seduced by the foreign Joined. Is that how it is for you, too, sister?”

			Cirene hisses, and I worry things are going to escalate again.

			“Ent like that,” I say. “We just…been through a lot the last couple nights.”

			“You’re not the only ones,” Damon says. “Do you have any idea what we’ve been through?”

			“Ay, I do,” I say. “Saw the whole thing. Cirene and I saw the demons take off from Spire Shamosk and followed ’em out to your village. Cirene couldn’t cross the barrier, but I went on ahead. Couldn’t do more’n watch, though.”

			“What did you see?” Damon takes a step closer, ambient magic rushing toward him in response to his rising emotions. “Are my parents alive?”

			“Saw the fight,” I say. “Your mam was caught in a net, and your da wouldn’t leave her. Others stayed to fight when they could have run.”

			I see shame in Damon’s aura. They told him to run, and he ran. Hearing that others had the courage he lacked hurts him, but there’s nothing for it but to tell the truth.

			“Sky Watch were setting up a warding circle,” I go on. “Your free folk stood their ground long as they could, but there was no winnin’. In the end they all ran before the circle activated and trapped them.”

			“And my parents?” Damon demands again.

			“Taken back to Spire Shamosk,” I say. “Cirene and I followed them.”

			Damon snorts. “You entered Spire Shamosk unnoticed?”

			I shake my head. “ ’Course not.”

			“We were attending a party,” Cirene says quietly.

			Damon’s look is dark. “Ah, little sister. Cavorting with our oppressors in their spires in the sky, bathed in luxury while the rest of us barely survive out in the wild.”

			“It wasn’t my choice, Damon.” Cirene shows her teeth. “Father dragged me on that raid, and we were both taken.”

			“You wouldn’t have been if you had just Eaten when I gave you the chance,” Damon growls.

			“I didn’t want to!” Cirene shouts. “I’m not broken, Damon! I’m not diseased. None of us is! I didn’t try to stop you from taking your ‘cure,’ but you have no right to try to force it on me or anyone else!”

			“And where did that get you?” Damon demands.

			“Ay, that’s enough!” I shout.

			Damon whirls on me, his aura cracking with barely contained anger. “I’ll thank you to stay out of my business with my sister.”

			I meet his stare, not backing down. My powers ent restrained here. Damon can’t touch me if I don’t want him to. “Story ent over. You want to fight with your sister or hear the rest of it?”

			That gets to him. He’s wound tight enough to snap, but he wants, needs to know.

			“Party was for Olive—and me, I guess,” I say. “Xevia wanted to impress everyone by showin’ off the foreigners. Pulled strings to get Cirene to come so I’d be able to talk to another…”

			“Freak?” Cirene supplies.

			“Abomination?” Damon asks. The siblings glance at each other, and I see an understanding pass between them. Cirene might have been living in a fancy spire and wearing demon silk, but it ent been easy for her, either.

			“Friend,” I say. “Maybe the only one I got in Hive. So I wasn’t going to let her go after her mam alone.”

			Damon nods at that. “Thank you, Prince Darin.”

			“Ay, well,” I say. “Don’t go that far. Ent like we saved anyone. Made it all the way down to the basement and hid while they brought your parents to see Shamosk.”

			Damon pales. “The…Shamosk?”

			“In the ugly flesh,” I agree.

			Damon’s hands curl into fists. “What happened then?”

			I put my hands up. “Ent going to kill the Messenger here, ay?”

			Damon breathes deeply, losing none of his tension. “What happened?”

			“Your mam’s all right, far as we know,” I say. “They wanted to use her to get something they want from Spire Zegan.”

			“Of course.” Damon spits on the floor. “Cyla needs to Drain the set so she can parade them around as examples to the rest of what happens when you question the order.”

			“Ay, seems that way.” I shift my feet. “But your da…”

			“Shamosk ate his mind,” Cirene sobs. All this time she’s been strong, but saying the words breaks something in her, and it all comes pouring out. I start to go to her, but Damon is quicker, sweeping his sister into his arms.

			Cirene don’t like to be touched, ’cept when she does. Might be a long time since they saw each other, and a mountain of pain between them, but they’re still family in the end. They hold each other, sobbing together, and I drift back as far as the room allows, giving them space to feel.

			

			—

			When he’s had time to compose himself, Damon calls everyone to hear our news. Ent much point in keepin’ secrets in a village of people who can hear a mosquito fart.

			Cirene and I give the facts as respectfully as we can, and Damon, to his credit, holds himself together as he hears the story for the second time.

			Others have less control. I keep the squishy details to a minimum, but there’s only so nice a way you can say a demon et the brains of their tribe da and took the tribe mam captive. Two kids sick up outright, and others look like they ent far behind. Wish there was time to let them feel their feels and come out the other side, but there ent.

			“We need to get everyone out of here,” I say. “And we can’t go anywhere Apatos knew about.”

			“How will the elders find us again if we do that?” Elina’s voice is a squeak.

			“She’s right.” Damon’s voice is flat, but his aura is lucid. He wants to fall apart, but he’s got a job to do first, keeping his tribe safe.

			I know exactly how he feels. Ent a pain I’d wish on anyone.

			“Apatos knew of dozens of villages,” Damon says. “More than a single spire, or even all of Hive’s forces, could attack at once, especially without notice. We have no reason to think they are coming here tonight. We should prepare to flee but wait for the elders to return.”

			I want to support him. I want to help him. Damon doesn’t deserve this pain, this burden. But he ent thinking things through, and that means I gotta be the one to tell him.

			“I met the Judges,” I say. “Ent a dim one on that court. They know who they got, and they know your elders will come for her. Reckon there’s a good chance they’re walking into a bushwhack.”

			“If even one of them is caught…” Cirene leads.

			“They may lead the Watch right back here,” Damon finishes, gritting his teeth.

			“The other villages need to be warned, too,” I say.

			“How are we supposed to do that?” Damon’s second, Nik, asks. He’s got a couple years on me, tall and muscly in the way girls like, baring his arms even in the winter chill. He’s also got one of the brightest auras in the tribe.

			“You ever dissipate?” I ask.

			Suddenly this big fellow’s aura goes self-conscious, and I see his face heat. “Once…I think.”

			Some kid blows a raspberry, and there’s laughter in the crowd. I worry Nik will steam, but he laughs along with the others.

			I look to Damon. “Anyone else?”

			“I can do it, a little,” Damon says. “And Kasha. But even if we all figured out how to fly, finding the other villages will be difficult and slow. Most of us have only been to a few of them.”

			“Flyin’s kid stuff,” I say. “Going to teach you to skate.”
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				Music Lessons

			
			“Watch close,” I say, holding up my hand. It’s just me, Cirene, Damon, Nik, and Kasha in the field, but I know the rest of the tribe is watching. That’s all right. Funny how these folk are so advanced in some ways and so behind in others.

			I point at the dirt, willing my particles apart, like blowing out a deep breath. My hand explodes silently into mist, and I send an infinitely small tendril of it down along the ground, drifting until it finds a vent.

			“Magic radiates up to the surface from the Core through a web of naturally occurring vents that reach around the world and back,” I say as I probe the pathway. “They branch and branch in infinite directions, going just about everywhere a body could want to go. In the between-state, we can ride them instantly, going almost anywhere in less time than it takes to blink an eye.”

			No one looks convinced.

			“Vents flow up, not down.” Damon’s sucking in, keeping his scent and aura to himself, at least as long as he concentrates. Sucking in’s like tensing a muscle or holding a breath. Can’t do it forever.

			Don’t need scent or aura to read him, though. Still got little patterns in his voice, little tells in how he moves and stands at rest. Damon ent in a good place, but he ent looking to pick a fight, either. Just being careful and not getting his hopes up. He needs proof, and I aim to give it to him.

			“Ent like swimming upstream,” I say. “Magic only drifts up when there’s no will to control it. When you’re in the stream, the stream goes where you want it to go.”

			“How do you know where you want it to go, if there are infinite choices?” Kasha ent got more than thirteen summers. Just a slip of a thing, but Cirene says her parents were slipping Kasha ichor when she was in nappies and took her on raids when she was knee-high. Reckon she’s more than strong enough to dissipate, but her aura is…feral. Dangerous.

			“Ent an exact science,” I admit. “Takes a few tries, first time you go someplace too far to see. Can end up a couple miles short or a hundred miles long. Once you get used to a path, it gets easier. Best to start with short hops.”

			I explore the vent by my feet, tracing its path along a stretch of solid rock just under the surface soil that runs to the other end of the field.

			I let the rest of my body slide apart and slip down into the vent, re-forming across the field so quickly that for a moment, it appears I am standing in two places at once.

			Damon blinks. “Impossible.”

			Quick as lightning I skate back. “How do you think I crossed the sea?” I ask in Damon’s ear, even as he’s looking at me across the field. “Didn’t have a boat.”

			Damon jumps, fists up, and I realize that was mean. I step back, palms up to him. “Sorry. Sometimes I don’t think about how people feel when I do things to make a point.”

			Damon’s aura flickers into my vision, but he’s quick to suck it back in. He’s got a strong will. He waves my apology away. “I know what that’s like, Prince Darin. The cure would help you.”

			“Ay?” I say, hoping they don’t have a bottle of ichor lying around. “I’ll give that some thought.”

			“You think we can do…that?” Kasha pulls us back to the original subject. She ent looking fierce anymore.

			“Ent sayin’ it’s going to be easy,” I say.

			“It’s a trick,” Nik says.

			“Oh, ay?” I ask. “Go stand on the other side.”

			His brows narrow, but he does, crossing the field while Kasha stays with us.

			“Cirene.” I hold out a finger, and she knows what I mean, touching her fingertip to mine and opening herself to a link.

			“Now you see us,” I call to Nik as I skate Cirene with me across the field to materialize right behind him. “Now you don’t.”

			Nik ent as surprised as Damon, but he still jumps.

			“Do you still think it is a trick?” Cirene asks.

			“You can dissipate?” Damon cries, seeing his sister across the field. “You have not Eaten.”

			Quick as hummingbird flap, we’re back next to him, this time with a little personal space. “She can’t do it without help…yet.”

			“But you can.” Damon is still skeptical. “Though you have not Eaten to regulate your body, mind, and aura.”

			“Dissipation ent about all that,” I say. “It’s about power. Maybe I ent an Eater myself, but I reckon my parents Ate more than your whole village combined, and I was born in the center of a demon hive.”

			That starts folk talkin’. Even Cirene sucks in a breath. She could have seen it in my memories if she’d looked, but she respects my privacy like I do hers. She might learn things without meaning to, but she ent prying.

			Now I feel support pouring through her connection. When folk ask about being born in Nie’s abyss, I can pretend it don’t hurt to talk about, but she’s keyed into the heart of me now and sees through all that.

			Ent used to this kind of intimacy, but I also don’t want it to end. Neither does she. But we got work to do. I pull my hand back, our demonstration made.

			“It isn’t just power, or we would be able to do it.” I can hear the frustration in Damon’s voice, even if he hides his scent.

			“Your elders ent taught you?” I ask.

			“Few of them can become fully immaterial as you,” Damon says. “And they guard the secret closely. There have been…accidents.”

			I shudder, but I know what he’s talking about. Magic ent some sandbox you can play in without risk. It’s a forest fire you need to survive.

			“The art is new in any event,” Damon goes on. “Hive killed most of the original Eaters when the mind court took over the republic a century ago. Eaters were a part of society until then, and the wardnet prevents dissipation.”

			For the first time I think on that. “Because a demon that dissipates can slip its tether. Fact that it affects Eaters is just a coincidence.”

			Damon nods. “Just so. There was no reason to learn until we were driven out of Hive’s protective net.”

			“All right, then,” I say. “We’ll start small.”

			

			—

			Damon’s probably right that no one’s coming for the village tonight, but he ent careless. Got kids in the treetops scanning the horizon with eyes every bit as sharp as mine. If a flight of wind demons heads our way, we’ll have warning.

			I try not to think of it, keeping my attention on my three students. Cirene’s collected a bag of acorns to help with practice.

			“Dissipating’s just like going slippery,” I say. “It’s all about relaxation.”

			“It’s difficult to relax when it feels like you’re tearing your own body apart,” Kasha growls, rubbing at the spot where an acorn bounced off her forehead. “It would be easier to saw off my own arm.”

			“Ay, it hurts,” I say. “And letting go when something hurts don’t feel natural, but you can do it. Pain’s just a sense like any other. You can teach yourself to ignore it.”

			Kasha sucks in a breath, but she nods. I lead the group through the breathing exercises Mam taught me when I was knee-high and scared as a rabbit. “With each breath, let go a little more. When the pain comes, don’t tense up and suck in. Do the opposite.”

			“Explode?” Even I can pick up on Kasha’s sarcasm.

			I smile. “Exactly.”

			I watch their auras as they breathe, seeing how easily they go slippery but then strain to take it further. Pain flares in their misty glows, but they hold on, stretching more and more. Damon seems to flicker as his body comes close to dissipation, then pulls back suddenly.

			Nik is barely slippery. Reckon a big one like him doesn’t need to run and hide as much as some of us. He’s trying his best, but it’s not working, and the more frustrated he gets, the harder it is.

			But Kasha is close. All of us know it. Her body becomes translucent, and I can hear whispers of wonder all around us. She slips further, and it looks like she’s got it. I raise a finger, and Cirene throws an acorn.

			Again it skips off her slippery forehead without passing through, breaking her concentration. She bares her teeth with a growl, crossing the distance to Cirene so fast she might as well have skated.

			Fast as she is, Damon is faster, interposing himself between them and staring Kasha down.

			Kasha ignores him, bending around Damon to stare Cirene in the eye. “Hit me with another acorn and I will put one through your skull the natural way.”

			“That’s enough, Kasha!” Damon draws a ward to amplify his shout, and she recoils, covering her ears. All over the village there are moans of pain, one of them my own.

			But Damon knew what he was doing. Broke whatever spell the magic worked to amplify her natural irritation. Magic and emotion are inextricably tied, and that gives me an idea.

			“Sit and watch for a while.” Damon nods to the grass where a few others have taken a place to watch the training. It isn’t a question, and Kasha doesn’t argue, even though her aura is still hot and crackling.

			“You have a seat, too, Nik,” I say. “Let’s try something different with just Damon.”

			Damon doesn’t look thrilled to be singled out, but he knows it will bring the temperature down. I take up my pipes and give Damon what I hope is a comforting nod. “Close your eyes, listen, and relax.”

			Damon complies as I flick my tongue over my lips and touch them to the reeds. Been too long since I last played my pipes, and as they come to life in my hands, all feels right in the world for the first time since I don’t know when.

			Folk wouldn’t guess it to look at me, but I’m a big bundle of emotions just about all the time. The only time I’m at peace is when I’m letting them all out in my music, translating them into sound the same way I translate the Hivers’ funny dialect of Krasian in my head.

			I can hear the others in the village creeping in to better hear and see. Some of it’s curiosity, but I hear gentle humming in time with my playing as folk pick up the patterns. Just about everyone was an Eater’s child once, born with the same senses and the constant activation that came with trying to keep up with them.

			Music was the way I found to calm myself, and it seems like I’m not the only one. More voices join the humming chorus. Drumming fingers against the branches of trees around us add gentle percussion. Rather than insisting on silence, I weave all those other sounds into my spell.

			And it is a spell. My hero, Rojer Halfgrip, all but invented fiddle magic. Folk called him the fiddle wizard, but they didn’t mean it literally. Just thought it was a trick—that corelings liked some sounds and hated others and Halfgrip had a sense of it. Even he thought that when he first started charming demons.

			It was true in part, but it wasn’t the whole. Magic is formless without will, and will is driven by emotion. Magic and emotion are inextricably mixed.

			When you manipulate emotions with music, those emotions affect the ambient magic around them, which in turn enhances those desires, which affects more ambient magic. Trick doesn’t work in Hive proper, where the wardnet sucks up all the ambient power, but out here in the wild, the effect builds in power as it cycles.

			All around, the Eater tribe falls into a kind of trance, led by my pipes. Heartbeats and breathing slow, driven by rhythms I create. Fiery Kasha’s aura becomes nearly identical to Nik beside her and the others surrounding them. Everyone’s stepping out of their head and into the music.

			Damon’s calming with the rest, but he ent forgotten the assignment. His aura flickers in view as he goes slippery. I can see how much he’s hurting still, but so was I the first time I learned this trick. Sometimes pain’s just a path like any other. More often than I’d like, it’s the one I’ve had to walk.

			I meet Cirene’s gaze, but she’s under the spell, too, starin’ at me with eyes fit to hypnotize right back. I give my head a little shake to snap myself out of it and get her attention. I nod toward Damon.

			She’s quick to come out of the trance and throw. Reckon it don’t take much motivation to get a sister to bean her older brother with an acorn. Still caught in the music, the whole tribe watches the nut fly with the same calm detachment.

			Then it passes through Damon, dissolving him like fanning a hand through a smoke ring.

			I keep playing, adding elation to the music before folk erupt into a chaos of cheers that might break the spell. Damon holds himself in the between-state, drifting over the snow like morning fog. Slowly, he pulls himself back together, mist forming into smoky limbs and body, then solidifying fully.

			Everyone’s attention is fixed on Damon. I can smell it. Feel it in the air. But I have them, too, and keep the hold, playing pride and praise and hope and joy into my song as easily as if I were singing words.

			The impromptu chorus follows my lead, and suddenly the whole village is in on it, cheering in music as we shower pride on our brother.

			Cirene’s brother, I remind myself. Don’t know these people. Not really.

			But deep down, I feel like I do. My friends love me and try hard to understand me. Eaters understand without trying. That’s somethin’ I ent felt since Mam and the Warded Children disappeared. Din’t think I’d ever feel it again.

			

			—

			Kasha’s chompin’ at the bit to try again after Damon gets it. She pours a handful of acorns into Cirene’s palm, smiling.

			“Hit me if you can.” Challenge radiates off her, but not the threatening kind like before. She smells of hope and confidence. “Anything Damon can do, I can do.”

			She ent wrong. Village backs my music from the start this time, but before I have time to build it like I did with Damon, Kasha’s already puffing away like our breath in the chill air.

			Nik follows soon after, and once they get the hang of it, ent long before they can do it even without the music. Then it becomes a game, with kids gathering acorns, trying to distract my three students with hoots and hollers long enough to bean them with an acorn.

			I show them the little path under the snow, and suddenly skating back and forth across the field becomes a game, too. Skate, solidify long enough to chalk a slate, then skate back to the other side to do the same. Folk are laughin’ and bettin’ on who will have the most points before dawn.

			Damon’s eyes have a new light by then. Ent a metaphor to say hope is in the air as the Eaters feel their strength and that confidence affects the ambient magic.

			Cirene’s another story. Like Olive, she’s got enough magic in her blood for me to drag her, but not enough to dissipate on her own steam. She tries and tries but doesn’t come close to getting there. None of the others do, not even the ones who Ate.

			“That’s enough for tonight,” I tell them when the sky starts to lighten. “Don’t want to dissipate and come up in a sunbeam.” I don’t say what that will do to them, and I don’t have to. Eaters can stand the sun when they’re solid, but in the between-state they’re made of nothing but magic, and the sun burns magic away.

			“Come nightfall we can practice skatin’ someplace new,” I go on. “Short hops are easy. You can probe the path to anyplace you can see before you go into the vent. Soon you’ll be able to go to places you can’t see.”

			“We’ll be able to skate to the other villages and warn them,” Nik says.

			“More than that,” Damon says. “This is only the beginning.”

			

			—

			“There’s another reason why we cannot abandon the village yet,” Damon announces when we are back in his sound-warded hut away from prying ears. “Something the elders entrusted to me and me alone.”

			Bathed in darkness, the hut is cut into the ground beneath the surface. Here we can still access our magic and feel it radiating up from below.

			Beside me, I feel Cirene’s tension rising, but I don’t understand why. She eases closer, putting her hand next to mine. I shift slightly, making contact with her skin and touching her aura.

			It’s easy now. We don’t even think about it. Don’t worry about letting down our guards. If I’m to give honest word, I miss it when we’re not linked. Like I’m lonely in my own head. I’d feel funny about it, but I know Cirene feels the same.

			There must be a larder here, she warns.

			Ay, what’s that? I ask, but already my curiosity is flipping through her memories like pages of a scrapbook. Lots of villages have larders. It’s one of the reasons Hive is always hunting them. In hidden cells, demons are kept as livestock, continually drained of ichor and fattened up to be Eaten in ceremonies of great importance. Some of the demons date back to legal ownership, while others are stolen. Much of a tribe’s strength can be measured by its larder.

			It explains why Damon don’t want to move. Can’t risk exposing demons to sunlight. Long before the sun sets them ablaze, instinct will put them into the between-state to escape the light. They’ll slip their tethers and never be seen again.

			Are these my thoughts or Cirene’s? Does it matter? I’m thinking clear for once, able to draw on her knowledge like it was my own. The longer we touch, the more in sync we are, even as we retain our individual identities.

			For now, at least.

			“Can’t stay here, Damon,” I say, “even to protect a larder.”

			Damon’s eyes flick to Cirene’s and my hands. I sense his suspicion, but he doesn’t say anything about it. “I don’t intend to stay. I intend to have a feast before we leave.”

			

			—

			“No.” Cirene pulls her hand away from mine.

			“I don’t understand,” Damon says. “This will solve everything. Those who have not Eaten will be strengthened. Those who have may become strong enough to skate.” He points to his sister. “You, Cirene, could do it.”

			“I don’t care,” Cirene says. “I won’t Eat.”

			“Why?” Damon ent threatening, but he ent talking gentle, either. There’s a fight brewing.

			“Because it ch—”

			“Changes people!” Damon cuts her off with a shout. “Of course it changes people, Cirene! It took away all my pain. All the senses I couldn’t regulate, all the times I cried myself to sleep because I couldn’t make the noise stop. The rainstorms that felt as if every drop was a stone hitting my skull. Having to hear people kissing, touching, loving, and not being able to be part of it. Of course I’m different now! I’m cured.”

			“You weren’t a disease,” Cirene says. “You were my brother and I loved you.”

			“Loved,” Damon says. “You don’t any longer?”

			This is getting personal. “Ay, maybe I should let you two talk…”

			“Not at all,” Damon says. “This concerns you, too, Prince Darin.”

			“Ay?” I ask.

			“Don’t pretend you haven’t thought of it,” Damon says. “Quieting the voices at last. The cure is everything you hope it is. Don’t let my sister frighten you away from power.”

			“Don’t want power,” I say.

			“Focus is power,” Damon says. “Looking at flashing lights without your head feeling like it may explode is power.”

			“Ay, well, I’ll think on it,” I say. Cirene looks at me in surprise, but I can talk to her later. “How long is this little going-away feast going to take? Just because they didn’t send a flight of demons here last night don’t mean one ent on its way.”

			“The ceremony will take place at sunset,” Damon says. “Even if Hive means to come right here, we’ll be long gone before they arrive, and even the weakest among us will have strength to flee.”

			“Flee where?” I ask. “Got a plan for where to go?”

			“Of course,” Damon says, but he’s got his aura sucked in, and there’s no way to know if he means it.
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				Sedition

			
			The walk back to the central spire takes well over an hour, but I am glad for the time as I recover from the adrenaline sickness that can come after a sudden, unexpected battle. I still feel strong after Draining some of the mimic’s power during the battle, but my muscles struggle to relax and my mind seems trapped in fight-or-flight.

			Unsurprisingly, Gallivar of Spire Zegan doesn’t accompany us, but the rest of Yndros’ circle of friends does. Everyone is buzzing, seeming to share something of my triumph—if it can be called that.

			Xevia and Velena chatter on as usual, flirting with everyone including each other, both striving to be the center of attention. Still, Yndros’ attention is fixed on me, and everyone feels it. I welcome the attention, my flushed body eager to get him alone and do things I have never done with anyone.

			The support of my new friends seems unchanged, but there are stares from them and others in Hive when they think I am not looking. I laugh along with the others, but my eyes are scanning windows, doorways, and streets, looking for a threat that never materializes.

			Not all the stares are for me. News of my exploits in the Web has yet to spread, but it seems a group of Joined strolling through the streets is more than unusual, like wealthy nobles bedecked in silks and jewelry passing through a simple farming village.

			In addition to my friends’ personal demons, Yndros has commandeered a reap of Watch field demons to pace us, tethered to his electrum bracers. Perhaps this is reassuring to the others, but it only serves to put me further on edge. The streets remind me of the Maze in Desert Spear, where the Sharum would trap demons to hunt and kill. Every time I spot an alagai from the corner of my eye, it’s all I can do not to put a spear through its heart.

			More than once, we stop as the others debate our direction. I realize these elites of Hive have so little experience down on the streets of their own city, they barely know the way to the central spire. Xevia seems delighted to stop at every shop and vendor, buying trinkets and vastly overpaying when the sellers cannot make change for her heavy coins. I can tell the money means almost nothing to her—a sign that she’s always had more of it than she knew what to do with.

			Yndros’ demons gather when we pause, but I don’t feel that any of us are in danger from the citizenry. Quite the contrary. The commoners look at us with a kind of awe, and there is fear in their eyes at the sight of Watch demons. Most of these folk do not have the wealth to have demons of their own. The demons are the tools of the elites and the state. The enforcers of the ruling class.

			“Do you not visit the lower city?” I know the answer but hope for some new detail.

			“Not often,” Yndros replies.

			“Not ever!” Tryan laughs.

			“I’m glad for it,” Xevia says. “It’s so quaint among the common folk.”

			I bite my tongue. The commoners in Hive work less and live better than even affluent Hollowers. The ward grid provides power to their homes and prosperity to their people. Demons do much of the agriculture and construction labor. There are no homeless or beggars. Everyone is in good health. I wonder if perhaps Hive is right to live in harmony with the demons.

			But is it harmony or enslavement? Symbiosis or a parasitic relationship? I feel little sympathy for the alagai, but neither do I wish to lord over them with a whip or live like a leech on their backs.

			

			—

			Yndros speaks to the Watch when we return to the central spire. The others offer embraces before going to the launch platforms where their wind demons await.

			I do not know how much the demon thinks for itself and how much it is simply a reflection of Xevia’s emotions, but Sparrow has kept close to its mistress since my fight in the Web, a snake curling along one of her muscular arms. It slithers out of reach as she wraps her arms around me. “I am glad you were not eaten.”

			I laugh. “I am glad, too.”

			Likewise, Velena’s flame demon leaps from her shoulder as she moves to embrace me. “I’ll bet you taste delicious,” she purrs.

			My laugh is more forced this time as Velena presses her soft body against me. I have to resist the urge to say it in return, but I think it, and no doubt everyone sees it in my aura.

			“Subtle as a rock demon,” Xevia mutters.

			“Effective as one, too,” Velena replies, winking at me.

			Tryan comes last, his four gigantic arms wrapping around me. Like Yndros, the thrice-Joined man engenders a range of thoughts and emotions. How would he fight with his four arms? Is it truly an advantage, or could I tangle and turn them against him? I remember his surprising agility on the dance floor and Xevia’s comment about massage, wondering idly what kind of lover he would be.

			“You were very foolish tonight.” Tryan’s voice is low, but with his huge, muscular body against mine, I feel it in my bones. “And very brave.”

			

			—

			“They have conducted a thorough search of the spire, but there is no sign of Prince Darin,” Yndros reports when the interview is finished. “We have no word from Spire Zegan as to whether he is with Cirene, but that is not surprising after your…disagreement with Judge Cyla.”

			He’s careful with his words, but I can see the truth in his aura. Yndros thinks I made a big mistake confronting the Judge. He may be right, but I think of Mirella’s words. Cyla would have insisted she watch.

			I’m increasingly convinced Cirene is involved in Darin’s disappearance, but it seems unlikely Spire Zegan knows where they are.

			They may be in terrible danger. The words have been echoing in my head. Was Darin right? Have I been so sunny-eyed over Prince Yndros and Hive society that I didn’t see things as they were? Is my friend paying the price for that right now?

			“I cannot abandon him,” I say.

			“Of course not,” Yndros agrees. “We will keep looking until he is found.”

			“Can your mimic track his scent?” I ask, thinking of how Darin finds things.

			“Any field demon can,” Yndros says. “But not across the skies. His trail leads only to dead ends.”

			We return to my chambers, and I enter Darin’s rooms without hesitation, tearing them apart looking for clues. Darin and I arrived in Hive with nothing more than the clothes and equipment we carried in the defense of the Spear of Ala, so there is little of him here, even after weeks. I shake out his sheets, flipping the bed.

			Yndros watches patiently. No doubt the Watch already did this, but he says nothing, letting me act because the thought of not acting is intolerable.

			“I have alerted Watch stations all over Hive,” Yndros goes on. “If he is found in the city, we will know.”

			It isn’t enough, but I am not sure what else I can do. Hive is massive, and I don’t know its people or places well enough to have any idea where to begin. I barely speak the Hive dialect, and I have no friends outside my small circle.

			I slip a hand into my pocket, squeezing the reassuring hardness of the gemstone Hendri gave me. Perhaps I can make some new ones.

			

			—

			Yndros is surprised to be shuttled out of my apartments so abruptly, but I need to think, and have no time or interest in flirting while Darin may be in danger.

			The servants have been mostly invisible until now, but I realize I can’t trust any of them. There’s no question they are spies assigned to report on me—I would have done the same if Yndros and Xevia had suddenly appeared in Hollow—but it’s harder to say who they report to.

			Do they work for Janas? The mind court as a whole? Or does each Judge have their own complex allegiances? I am coming to see I don’t understand Hive society nearly as well as I thought.

			I dismiss all of them, sealing the door wards and activating the spell of silence. Hendri told me I could use the communication array in most any chamber, so I go to my bedchamber and seal that as well, searching the control panels.

			I see it immediately, indentations to set communication gems. I drop in Hendri’s stone and it clicks into place, bridging a connection and immediately coming to life.

			“Duch Olive,” Hendri answers immediately. “I hoped I would hear from you tonight.”

			“My companion, Prince Darin, is missing,” I say without preamble. “I haven’t seen him since Xevia’s party.”

			There is a long pause. “I do not know where he is, but we have contacts who can investigate for you. Whatever they say, the Watch will not take seriously the search for an Eater’s son unless it is to punish him for a crime.”

			“I know of no crime,” I say.

			“The Watch is known to invent new crimes to persecute those who have Eaten, along with their children,” Hendri replies. “I will make inquiries.”

			“Why?” I can’t help but ask. “Why would you help me?”

			“Because I do not believe demon lives should be put above human,” Hendri says. “Eating was not always a crime, and when it became so, it was the result of politics, not justice.

			“Where are you, may I ask?”

			The question raises my guard, but there is little point in refusing or lying. “My sleep chamber.”

			“Ah,” Hendri says. “And you have activated the seals for privacy?”

			“Yes.” The question begins to make more sense. I wonder if Hendri is trying to protect me or himself. Perhaps both.

			“We cannot know if it is truly secure,” Hendri says. “The court has been known to spy on its guests’ communications.”

			“What of it?” I ask. “Is inquiring after my friend a crime?”

			“Perhaps,” Hendri says. “As with the Eater’s son, the Watch may find excuses to detain you, perhaps simply for association, or for your actions in the Web.”

			“What do you mean, ‘Eating was not always a crime’?” I ask.

			“Hive began as a republic,” Hendri says, “and Eaters had a seat at the table. Many were wealthy or heroes from the Subjugation. Demons were purchased legally for Eating, though not all could afford them, of course.”

			It makes sense. A society’s mores may change, but not overnight. “What happened?”

			“Eaters can experience a temporary…lust after ingestion,” Hendri says. “They can struggle to control emotions enhanced by magic, and it can turn to violence.”

			“I have witnessed this in my homeland,” I say, remembering Ella Cutter the night she Ate demon meat after the alagai attacked the borough tour in Hollow. In theory, she was on our side, but we felt threatened, and her erratic actions put many in unnecessary jeopardy. Darin said she needed to be restrained until Mrs. Bales could Drain the excess magic from her.

			“Drawing magic through tethers was thought by many to be more civilized,” Hendri goes on. “A living demon can serve a family for generations beyond count. An Eaten one serves only the Eater. Much of the city’s energy comes from living demons. Anti-Eater movements began to gain traction. When the first minds were born in captivity, there were fears their potential would be destroyed by gluttonous Eaters salivating at the idea of making a meal of them.”

			Hendri’s tone is one of sarcasm, but from what I know of human nature, I expect those fears were not without merit. Still, I say nothing, letting him offer the narrative in his own time.

			“The first was given to Spire Alybrax, a family with close ties to Eater opposition,” Hendri says. “And that continued for those to follow. The compromise rankled the powerful Eater leaders in parliament and their constituents, but to fight it would have torn Hive apart. Eaters were becoming a minority, and no one wanted open conflict when the city was just beginning to prosper after a costly war.”

			It’s all too plausible, so much that I can almost guess what came next.

			“In time, the spires with mind demons—already the strongest in Hive or they would not have received such honor—began to gain even greater advantage,” Hendri continues, “beyond the raw magic the demon princes bestow. The captive minds may hate their captivity, but they show surprising loyalty to their namesake spires. With minds as their immortal memories and cunning tacticians, the great spires began to exploit weaknesses in the republic’s laws and consolidate power.”

			Night. It is a variation of my worst fear. Hive really is run by demons, even if they work through human hands.

			“Why?” I ask. “What’s in it for the minds?”

			“None can say for certain,” Hendri says, “but the prevailing theory is that they compete against one another for primacy in Hive and breeding rights with the queen.”

			“What does that mean?” I ask.

			“Queens grow over time,” Hendri says. “Each laying is larger and takes longer to gestate than the one previous. The last time the queen was in heat was a hundred years ago, and Hive scholars believe it will happen again soon. Hive’s charter is for an even rotation of minds to fertilize each laying, but that is not their nature.”

			I nod, though Hendri cannot see me. “Their nature is for the strongest to become Consort and hold power until another is strong enough to challenge him.”

			“Indeed,” Hendri agrees. “So it is believed the minds play the game of spires to gain primacy before the next laying.”

			The thought sends a chill down my spine. Human history is filled with enough wars started all by ourselves. The last thing we need is alagai making conflict for their own purposes.

			“What does this have to do with Eaters?”

			“Perhaps they were just a convenient minority to single out in the minds’ quest to consolidate power,” Hendri offers, “or perhaps the demons wish to abolish the practice of Eating their kin, much as we did to them.”

			“Apart from executions in the Web,” I say.

			“Just so. And perhaps in the bowels of the Judges’ spires, as well,” Hendri suggests. “Demon princes gain the knowledge of the minds they consume.”

			“I am well aware,” I say as calmly as I can. “I have witnessed their horror firsthand.” I do not add that it was my love, Prince Chadan, whose brains I saw scooped from his skull and consumed by Alagai Ka.

			“Regardless,” Hendri says, “the mind spires were unified in destroying the reputation of Eaters when it became politically expedient for their consolidation of power. It was easy to raise hysteria among common folk and the wealthy by making Eaters a symbol of decadence.”

			“Even as they themselves suck on demon magic like mosquitoes,” I say, “and snort powdered alagai horn to make food taste better or enhance their arousal.”

			“You begin to understand us better,” Hendri agrees.

			“And you?” I ask. “And your ‘many’?”

			“I will not deny that I Draw power from my tethered demon,” Hendri says. “Few have the strength to truly give that up when it means being weaker than everyone around you. I have not Eaten, though I see little moral difference between keeping a demon imprisoned for centuries to slowly Drain its power and killing one for its meat. The others are much the same.”

			Eater sympathizers. I wonder how many of them there truly are.

			I shake the thought off. I don’t want to diverge from the stream of information. “What happened next?”

			“When the youngest mind hatched and was given to Spire Zegan a century ago, the great spires struck an alliance, dissolving parliament and forming the mind court,” Hendri says. “Individually they were no match for the Eater minority, but together they declared Eating illegal and began seizing demons and property as punishment. Those who resisted were imprisoned, killed, or Drained, and the others were forced to flee the city and live in the borderlands.”

			Hive society worked hard to portray Eaters to me as terrorists, but what choice did they have? If Joined were suddenly declared illegal, I would not go quietly into the naked night.

			“The court has held power ever since,” Hendri says, “balanced thus far so none yet has power enough to outright destroy another without weakening themselves before those that remain. They play the game, but make no mistake, all of them are playing to win.”

			He pauses there, and I do not press, my mind already whirling as I try to process what I’ve been told.

			“The sun will rise soon,” Hendri says. “Rest, I beg, while I make some inquiries about Prince Darin. If I learn anything, you will be contacted. The array may not be secure. You will be contacted in person, but not by me. I have become too visible.”

			“Then who?” I ask.

			“You will know them,” Hendri says, and then there is the click of a stone being removed, and the connection ends.
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				Temptation

			
			Little tunnels connect the huts and burrows of the Eater village to protect folk from the sun. Daylight don’t hurt folk like us, exactly, but it burns away the excess magic you absorb each night, weakening you in the day. Stings, too. Like being splashed by scalding water.

			Nice to be around folk who understand that. Damon lets us exit underground to a little hidden shelter just big enough for us to sleep away the day. Ent as cold as sleeping on a pile of snow outside, but it ent warm, either, and we don’t dare draw so much as a heat ward.

			Damon wants to keep magic use to a minimum, especially after I tell him that’s how the Shamosk Sky Watch found the last village. All that free ambient magic drifting from vents is tempting to Draw upon, but if you know how to look, you can follow the flows from miles off and be led right to whoever’s sucking up the power.

			Cirene got us blankets with the supplies back in town, and I have my cloak. Cold doesn’t bother me as much as most folk, but that don’t mean I like it. There’s enough room for us to bed down separately, but she lies down beside me, close enough to share warmth, with just a little gap of air between us.

			Know what she wants. I feel a bit of shame for wanting it, too. Linking is starting to feel like being untrue to Rojvah somehow, though I don’t entirely know why. Doesn’t stop me from slipping a hand from the blanket, though, and pointing a finger at Cirene. She reaches out a finger to hook mine, and we link.

			I forget about the cold. Sharing auras is better than sleeping in a pile of hounds. Not sure if the exchange of energy makes literal warmth or just takes my mind off it, but either way, it makes it better.

			I can sense Cirene ready to argue with me about Eating, but then she Reads my feelings and knows I was just playing for time.

			Damon will pressure us both to Eat as an example to the others, she warns. It will give legitimacy to the theft.

			Theft? I ask.

			The larder was entrusted to him, but it is not his, Cirene says. Larder demons are meant to be milked, not Eaten.

			I’m about to ask how you milk a demon, but again the link is faster. Cirene’s mam showed her a larder once, and the memories come to me as if they’re my own. Demons stuck with hollow needles hooked up to tubes, suckin’ the ichor out of them and into bottles like some kind of twisted wine cellar. Cirene senses and shares my disgust.

			Don’t eat or drink anything he offers you, Cirene warns. Consume only what we brought with us.

			Reckon I can smell ichor even if he slips it into a cake, I think back at her, but point taken.

			You told Olive you have an intended, Cirene thinks. The question is enough for the link to open my heart and mind to her, and she sees Rojvah in my memory’s eye.

			I pull back, breaking contact and abruptly severing the link.

			“I’m sorry,” Cirene whispers urgently. “I didn’t mean—”

			“Ent your fault,” I say, trying to catch my breath and slow my suddenly galloping heart. “Linking does that. Used to shine on this girl when I was younger…”

			“Selen Cutter,” Cirene supplies, and then I feel her face flush. “Lazar, I am so sorry.”

			“Shhh,” I soothe, even though I’m the one that’s shook. “Kissed Selen once and shined on her so much I never kissed anyone else. Then one night I linked with her to lend her some magic, and wondered if it was the same for her. Just thinking it pulled a flood of her memories into my head. Had to live through her kissing half the boys in Cutter’s Hollow like I was doing it myself.”

			Cirene makes a mock gagging sound, and it feels good to laugh.

			“Then why did you pull away?” Cirene asks.

			“Don’t really know,” I admit. “Ent ashamed of Rojvah, ’cept inasmuch as I know I don’t deserve her.”

			“Because you are the son of Eaters?” Cirene guesses. “Her family does not approve of the match?”

			“No, that part’s fine,” I say. “Everyone wants the match except Selen, actually.”

			Cirene snorts at the irony. “Then how could you not deserve anyone?” Cirene smells so baffled it makes me want to laugh out loud.

			“Krasians may call me prince,” I say, “but I’m just a farm boy out of Tibbet’s Brook. Rojvah is granddaughter to my bloodfather and the Damajah. Folk don’t get any more royal than that. Richer than the Duke of Miln and pretty as a sunset. Sings like a seraph. And if you saw her dance…” I trail off, but I know Cirene can see the heat flushing my cheeks.

			“You kissed her. Many times.” Cirene touches her own lips thoughtfully. “Now I have, too.”

			Part of me wants to dissipate and find a vent. Skate a thousand miles away from the discomfort of this conversation. Suddenly I am very aware how alone we are, sharing a blanket in a tiny burrow an ocean away from my promised, lying close enough to kiss.

			“How did it make you feel?” I ask, knowing how Cirene dislikes touch.

			“I…” Cirene pauses to find the right words, and even with her scent and aura and tone of voice, I don’t know what she’s trying to say. This is where the link transcends words. “Mother told me it would be different with someone I cared about, but I didn’t believe her.”

			“Do you believe it now?” I ask softly.

			“I do,” she whispers. “I think I should like to try it sometime.”

			Part of me wishes she’d try it right now. Wouldn’t be my fault if she kissed me. Wouldn’t have told any lies or acted improper.

			But just thinkin’ it’s improper, ent it? Wanting it. Wanting to reach out and link again, to be one with each other in a way far more intimate than some good-night kisses, or even what folk do when kissin’ ent enough.

			“We should get some sleep.” I pull my cloak tighter and roll so I’m facing away from her, but I can still taste her breath. I can feel the resonance of air on her lips and know they would be soft yet resilient if she pressed them to mine.

			And if we link again, she’ll know I was thinkin’ it, too. Don’t know what would be worse—or better—her getting bent out of shape about it, or her kissing me straightaway.

			Night.

			

			—

			Don’t know how or when I fell asleep, but I reckon it helped to be good and tired after the last few nights. I wake up naturally as I feel the sun setting outside.

			Cirene’s lying still next to me, but she ent sleeping. I can hear her blinking and know the difference in the sound of her heart and breath. Reckon she knows I’m awake, too, but after last night’s awkward end, neither of us is in a hurry to break the silence.

			Guiltily, I wonder what Rojvah’s doing right now. If she knows I’ve gone missing yet. Probably not. Reckon she’s still making her way home from Safehold with Arick and Selen and Aunt Leesha.

			Just as well. Ent like any of them could follow me, even if they knew where I’ve gone off to. Longer they can keep from worrying, the better.

			Not that they ent worrying already. Last time they saw me I was headed to the Spear of Ala to help fight the demon queen. Bloodfather and the others there probably think Olive and me are dead. They’ll tell Rojvah and Aunt Leesha that soon enough if we don’t settle our business and find a way back home.

			Least they won’t be worried if they think we’re dead. Sad, maybe, but not worried.

			That’s better, ent it?

			Village is stirring outside, getting ready to bug out. Folk fled here with little more than the clothes on their backs, so there ent much to pack up. They’re gathering and whispering to one another, wondering if there really is a hidden larder.

			Cirene and I don’t talk as we snack on nuts from our packs and head out to meet the others.

			Damon don’t waste much time, bringing out a scrawny field demon tethered to a band on his wrist. Behind him, some of the older kids haul a cart of corked bottles glowin’ with ichor.

			Some of the younger kids have never even seen a demon, and they ooh and ahh over it like a Jongleur’s magic show. Stranger still are the Eaters and older kids, who bow to the coreling like it’s the Town Speaker, callin’ it brother. Seems a strange way to treat your breakfast, but what do I know?

			Damon walks the demon to the center of the collecting crowd and comes over to me and Cirene. With the tether, he’s got plenty of power to draw wards in the air to give us privacy to talk without the whole village listening in.

			“Stand with me at the stone table,” he says. “We will cut out the demon’s heart and share it, we three, as an example to the others before they feast. Soon there will be others strong enough to dissipate, and the Watch will never catch us.”

			“It’s a good plan,” I say carefully. “Ent lookin’ to get in the way of it, so long as everyone gets to choose for themselves. But I ent Eating a demon’s heart.”

			“It need not be the heart,” Damon allows. “If you prefer some other…”

			“Don’t,” I say. “Not the eyes or a rump steak or a wineglass of ichor. Not Eatin’ demon.”

			“Don’t let my sister fill your head with her own anxieties,” Damon says. “Think about what I am offering. Your mind at peace, at last. Your senses regulated, at last.”

			It ent nothing. Night, it’s kind of everything. Told Cirene I wasn’t interested, and I meant it or she would have sensed it through the link. But now with the chance right in front of me, it ent so easy to dismiss.

			All my life, I been out of sync with everyone around me. Folk will be talkin’ at me, but I’m too busy smelling what they had for breakfast, listening to their heartbeat, or wondering if they know about the lump in their breast to catch it all. Takes all my concentration to follow along sometimes, and more often than not I lose the thread.

			Sometimes it’s a help. Know when folk are lyin’, even to themselves. Know when they’re sick and need a Gatherer before they do. Sniffed out where Alagai Ka was hidin’ my mam.

			But most of the time, the world…hurts. Wear my hair long because there’s too much light. Keep a scarf or ear wax handy for emergencies, but even normal talk is loud to me. Raindrops bang against the ground or splash into puddles like great stones thrown into a pond. They feel like little hammers on my skull. And don’t even ask what it’s like to be in Town Square on market day. Feel squashed even when there’s no one touching me. Can’t filter out the sounds enough to understand what anyone is saying, and it’s hard not to choke on everyone’s breath and broken wind.

			Can’t even eat like regular folk. Anything with more than a few ingredients or too much pepper gets intense quick. Spiced meats that Krasians consider bland are inedible to me. Mostly stick to bread, raw foods, and water. Hive diet actually agrees with me when they’re not being too fancy.

			Could I really fix it all by taking a bite of demon meat? Or choking down a few swigs of bottled ichor? Is it really that simple?

			Eaters seem to think so. Even Cirene agrees. It could regulate my senses. Not make them go away—just let me focus past them. Speed up my brain so I can accept all the input without feeling like I’m drowning in it. Mam had the same senses as me, but it never bothered her to take a stroll in the rain or stand in a crowd at Solstice Festival.

			I’d be me, just not…panicked all the time.

			But bein’ panicked all the time’s saved my life more times than I can count. If I start ignoring my senses instead of listening to them all, what if I miss something important? What if my comfort means someone I love gets hurt?

			Worse, what if the power’s too much for me? What if it amplifies the frantic emotions I keep bottled up all the time, and I lose control like Ella Cutter? Ella was one of the kindest people I ever met. Taught me tattooing and fishing and more than I wanted to know about the birds and bees, hearing the men that visited her at night.

			But when she Ate too much demon, she went wild. Abandoned Olive when there were demons at the wards. Tried to kill Mam when she scolded her for it. If Mam hadn’t been stronger, Draining away Ella’s excess magic into her tattoos, Ella might have succeeded.

			Don’t want that. Any of it. And just the smell of ichor’s always made me want to sick up. Don’t know if I could choke it down even if I wanted to.

			“ ’Preciate the offer,” I tell Damon. “Really, I do. But no thank you.”

			Beside me, Cirene visibly relaxes. I know she sensed my doubts.

			Damon did, too, and continues to press. “Don’t be a fool. People have Eaten for hundreds of years. Don’t let cultural taboo keep you from becoming your true self.”

			That rankles me. “Am my true self, Damon. Always have been.”

			“Your best self,” Damon counters.

			“How do you know what his best self is, brother?” Cirene smells of anger as she cuts in. “Darin braved crossing the barrier when I could not to witness the attack on our village. And when he learned they had my mother, he could have let me search for her alone. Instead he had the courage to infiltrate Spire Shamosk, all the way down to the mind himself, to rescue her. What better self could he become?”

			“He could have succeeded.” Damon’s eyes darken. “You both could have, and my father might still be alive.”

			I move between them, eyes as dark as Damon’s. “That ent fair, and you know it. Where were you while we were risking it all? Hiding here, waiting for an excuse to Eat the larder?”

			That tears it, and Damon looks fit to burst. I tense, ready to dissipate if he tries to force the issue. But even if folk can’t hear us, everyone’s watching, and Damon knows it. After a moment, he takes a deep breath, letting some of his tension ease as he blows it out. He spreads his hands, trying to look less threatening. Know from experience that’s a trick some folk use to put you off guard before they lunge, but I don’t think Damon would risk that now, when he’s close to what he wants.

			Because he wants to Eat that demon. Wants to drink that ichor. His whole body vibrates with the want. Already he’s suckin’ magic through the tether like he’s licking the batter spoon.

			And yet he’s holding control. Even with magic flowing into him, he’s got a lid on it, and that gives me hope. Folk really drunk on magic can’t usually keep their calm when you poke at them.

			“I cannot—would not—force you or anyone to Eat,” he says. “But I beg you to consider that the restrictions on Eating are rooted in hypocrisy. They were designed to consolidate wealth and power by creating a false enemy. The scriptures—before Hive had them rewritten—say Lazar himself was an Eater, with descriptions of feasts for his elite warriors where ichor flowed like wine, and they toast humanity’s seat atop the food chain.”

			“Ent stopping anyone from doing it,” I say. “Just not joining in.”

			“Even now, there are Eaters working for the state,” Damon presses. “Spymasters and officials too powerful to touch, so long as they are circumspect and cloak the power with demon scale robes and warded jewelry.”

			I shrug. “This ent about your politics, Damon. Don’t care about any of that. Just don’t wanna. Ent gonna say it again.”

			Damon seems to take the no this time, and he eyes Cirene warily. “Is it your intention to disrupt the ceremony?”

			Cirene looks at him a long time, and I wonder if she really does mean to put a stop to all this. What will I do if she does? Just told Damon this ent my business. Believe that. Got no right to tell these folk what to do.

			But I’ve linked with Cirene and know her heart better’n any I’ve ever known before. If she jumps into a pit full o’ demons, reckon she’s got good reason and I’ll jump in after just so she ent alone.

			“I won’t disrupt you,” Cirene says after an uncomfortably long staring contest, “if you prohibit all younger than ten and let me speak to the others first.”

			Damon crosses his arms. “You really haven’t changed.”

			“You have,” Cirene says. “But maybe this once, you can surprise me. If you really mean it that you’re not forcing anyone, you’ll let me remind everyone that they have a choice, and that choice has consequences. Let any who don’t want to Eat stand safely with me and Prince Darin, and I’ll bless the sacrifice, and invite those who wish to partake in Mother’s name.”

			That last bit did it. That’s what Damon wants most of all. Cirene is their leader’s other child, and if she blesses the feast, he ent gonna get in trouble if Mam comes home and finds out he Et the larder.

			“Cirene’s right.” I find my voice at last. “I’ve heard stories of how these feasts go. If it’s anything like back home, things are apt to get rowdy. Wise to keep the kids someplace safe.”

			“Parents have been known to give newborn babes ichor,” Damon says. “Why deny the children? Why condemn them?”

			Cirene opens her mouth, but I got this one. “Ay, having kids who can skate sounds impressive, but you know what it means to skate now. How easy it is to get lost in the vents. How the Core calls at you. You want to risk some toddler misting off and getting lost forever?”

			Damon loses a little of his concentration, and I catch a glimpse of his aura. He really hadn’t thought of that, and now that he has, he ent looking to risk it. He wants the feast, but it ent all selfish. Tryin’ to do right by his people, too.

			“All right,” he says. “You can put the children in the chief’s hut after the ceremony and activate the wards to seal the doors.”

			“And the rest?” Cirene presses.

			Damon frowns, but it’s a fair deal and he knows it. “All of it. You speak, you bless the sacrifice and those who wish to receive, and then you stand back with the children.”

			“Thank you,” Cirene says.

			“Let us begin, then.” Damon stops powering the sound wards around us.

			Cirene’s heartbeat jumps and her muscles clench up. I move close enough for her to feel my air, careful not to touch. Careful not to invite the link. “Got this. Know you do.”

			Her heart steadies a bit at that, and I feel a warmth spread through me. How many times have I needed someone to say that to me? Feels good to offer it to someone else.

			Damon and Cirene stride out into the center of the little village, where a heavy stone table has been set. It’s wide and warded in deep grooves like a carving board, only instead of catching juices for gravy, these are meant to catch ichor.

			The crowd parts reverently for them and for the tethered demon that follows Damon like a hound. I hear their whispers and sense their feelings. Cirene may be a bit of an outcast in Hive society, but here she is their princess, and Damon their prince. Garos and Apatos may have been trusted lieutenants, but Mirella was the leader here, and her children’s voices are powerful.

			They bow to the assemblage, and everyone bows back, hands on their hearts.

			“We come in unity,” Damon says, “to offer the ritual of Eating to all over the age of eleven.”

			There are boos and hisses from the crowd as children who hoped to partake realize they will be denied. Damon looks ready to handle it, but he doesn’t have to.

			“Quiet!” Kasha, standing at the front of the crowd, barks the word and half turns as if to see who’s jeering. That’s all it takes to shut the kids up.

			“Those below the age will stand with me for the ceremony,” Cirene says, “then retreat into the chief’s hut for the…celebrations that follow.”

			Kids don’t seem any happier to have to miss the party, but Kasha tilts her head like she might turn it again, and no one has the nerve to say anything. Don’t think any of them understand what they’ll be missin’, and that’s for the best.

			Damon holds up his hand. Cirene swallows hard, but she takes it, holding their linked hands up for all to see.

			“These are difficult times,” Damon says. “Mother has been taken captive in Hive. My father is dead, and Cirene’s father is Drained. It is a time when we must be strong, and Eating our brother,” the tethered demon leaps up on the table, “will help make us strong. Coupled with the new power Prince Darin is teaching us, we have a chance to warn our brothers and sisters in faraway villages and keep our people out of Hive’s reach while we divine a way to free our mother.”

			There are nods and words of agreement at that, but in a village full of folk that can hear ants chewing, it might as well be a cheering crowd.

			Cirene nods, showing no sign the continued handhold bothers her, even though I know it does. “But be reminded that Eating is a choice, not a requirement. We are family, Eater and non-Eater alike.”

			“I have Eaten,” Damon says, with the cadence of ritual, “and I love my sister.”

			“I have not Eaten,” Cirene says, “and I love my brother.”

			They lower their hands, separating at last. They’d begun to sweat their palms, and I hear the skin peel apart. Again, Cirene masks her discomfort. Damon is unbothered, and for a moment more, I wonder if I’m making the right choice, refusing his offer.

			“Eating is not an act that can be undone,” Cirene says. “It will make you a target for Hive, and they will seek to imprison, Drain, or execute you. The children of Eaters are not beloved there, but neither is their very existence considered criminal.”

			Kasha spits on the ground, shocking everyone with her disrespect. Reminds me more than a little of back home in Tibbet’s Brook, where folk spit all the time to emphasize a point. Fancy folk in Hollow like Aunt Leesha hate it, though. Mam used to do it when she wanted to tweak Aunt Leesha’s nose. In Krasia it’s so offensive, it’s the quickest way to start a fight, even among reasonable folk.

			Reckon it’s more like the last one here. Folk suck in breaths at the audacity, and I wonder if there’s about to be a rumble.

			“This is not Hive.” Kasha growls the words, and there’s an ocean of rage beneath them in her aura. Everyone can see it. Like Damon, she’s fixated on the demon and the feeding to come. She wants power, and I don’t need to ask what she intends to do when she gets it.

			These people got a right to be mad. Ent right, what Hive done to them. But I wonder if I’m making a mistake, giving them access to magic secrets Mam and Da always guarded closely. That kind of power, mixed with anger like Kasha and a lot of these folk feel, could get a lot of bodies hurt.

			To his credit, Damon sucks in a breath, eyes hard on Kasha. The disrespect to his sister has him building a head of steam, but Cirene breaks in before he can respond.

			“You are right, sister,” Cirene says. “Hive is and has always been our enemy. Who knows this better than I, who has been living in their captivity all these years?”

			I’m a coward most of the time, but sometimes, when my blood is up, I can get reckless. I see it in Cirene now as she strides right up to Kasha, standin’ nose-to-nose. Kasha ent one to back away from a challenge, but something checks her.

			“I could have escaped.” Cirene says it to Kasha, but she’s speaking to everyone. “Like all of us, I can be slippery when I wish. But who then would have fed our people secrets to help keep them safe and ahead of their pursuers?”

			Kasha ent got a response to that, and Cirene turns her back on her suddenly, like the girl’s been dismissed. And she has. Kasha’s eyes flick to Damon, but she ent got any support there. Shocked, she drops her eyes and steps back.

			“Do not fool yourselves into thinking Hive can be fought, siblings,” Cirene looks at no one, speaking to everyone, “whatever magics we gain. They have vastly more power and are ruthless in its use. They know where our villages are. Even now, they are planning our destruction. If we remain when they reach this one—and they will—we may kill a few of the Watch, but in the end we will be destroyed.”

			She waits, letting the words hang in the air. “So yes, sister.” Her eyes flick to Kasha for an instant, but the girl’s eyes stay down. “It is worth considering their laws. But that is not the only reason not to Eat. We know the bloodlust that comes from Eating, and how those who start will crave it always.”

			There is a deep sadness in Cirene’s voice. “Eating irrevocably changes how you see the world. How the world speaks to you. But there is power in how we see it. You aren’t broken. None of us are. We just see the world differently. It isn’t a disease to cure or a problem to fix. I am who I am, and that is enough for me. I will not be Eating, nor will Prince Darin. Any who do not wish to make this choice now, tonight, with so little time to consider what it means, may stand with us.”

			Damon nods with grim ceremony, giving his sister her dignity, even as he senses what we all do.

			No one refuses. They queue up for the ceremony like hungry Cutters in the chow line. Some, like Elina, at least have the courtesy to look guilty and mouth, I’m sorry, but no one crosses to stand with us and the children, many of whom seethe with resentment at being denied.
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				Eating

			
			Damon steps up to the sacrificial table, the field demon leaping obediently atop it and lying down for the slaughter. Almost feel sorry for the thing, like I did for the animals on Grandda’s farm. But this ent a hen that’s stopped layin’, it’s a coreling that would eat everyone here if the tether was cut.

			“The scriptures say Lazar was the first Eater.” Damon has a long, warded knife in his hand now. Normal steel could never cut through a field demon’s hard scales, but this will make it easy as sectioning a pig.

			“Lazar understood the truth. Human and demon are both of this world. The Heaven and abyss of the ancients were nonsense. There is no good and evil, only a food chain and the struggle for the seat at its top.”

			He flourishes the blade, taking the ankle of one of the demon’s hind legs in his hand, lifting it without resistance.

			That’s when the horror of what’s about to happen hits me. The demon ent restrained. Damon’s holding it with the tether alone.

			“None respected that struggle more than Lazar,” Damon says. “None respected the demons more. It was he who created the tether and joined his demon brethren in the sacrifice.”

			Damon lowers the blade and cuts, the wards along its razor edge leaching power from the demon, glowing fiercely as they slice through the scales and into muscle, sinew, and bone.

			Pain flares across his hip as he does. I see it. We all do. Tethered to the demon, he must feel like he’s cutting his own leg off. Soon it’s coursing through his body like a lectric storm, but still he keeps steady, with strong cuts as he severs the limb at the joint.

			Damon’s got it muzzled with his will, but I reckon somewhere inside, the demon is screaming. Howling in pain. It must want to thrash. To fight. To flee. Damon must hear it—feel it in his core—but he’s got it held in a will tight as any chains, and he ent got sympathy.

			Ichor pours from the wound at first, falling into the warded grooves, setting them alight with power all can see as they run down to the drain.

			Damon doesn’t show it, but I can see his agony as he holds up the haunch, still twitching, and takes a great bite. Ichor smears his face as I hear his teeth tear into the softer flesh beneath the scales, ripping off a chunk of meat he noisily chews and swallows.

			Power courses into his aura as the magic-rich flesh of the underground creature suffuses his body, drowning out the pain with pure ecstasy.

			Everyone sees that, too. Folk start shifting their feet, eager for a taste.

			Damon takes his time, chewing slowly and savoring the bite, but he does not take another. When he swallows the last of it, he holds up the haunch. “Come, siblings. Share in the sacrament.”

			He holds out the still-warm haunch to Nik, who steps in close and takes as big a bite as he can, teeth scraping against the inside of the demon’s scales. The ecstasy in his aura is no less than Damon’s, and he chews slowly as he moves to make room for Kasha to come next, and then the others, starting with those who had already Eaten. One by one they step forward, whispering prayers to Lazar and their ancestors as they accept the blessings of Damon and the sacrificial demon, each taking the biggest bite they can manage. Damon uses the knife first to pare away the scales like skinning a rabbit so folk can get at the meat.

			When there’s nothing left but bones and scales, he sets the haunch on the table’s drain and raises his knife again. The demon’s already healed the first wound in the minutes it took for the Eating. Leg ent grown back, but the stump ent bleeding anymore, and there’s a new coat of raw flesh covering the wound.

			It’s a front leg this time, and again it’s like cutting his own arm off. Still Damon does not hesitate, for the prize is too great. For each cut, he gets the first bite, and the difference will only mount as this goes on.

			First of the Eater children to reach the table is Elina. I expect her to at least throw Cirene a guilty glance, but she’s only got eyes for the haunch.

			“Blessings upon you, child.” Damon’s voice is grandfatherly, even though he ent got more’n a few years on her. Elina doesn’t hesitate as he offers the limb, taking a bite so large she needs to steady herself against Damon’s arm to tear it free. Power floods her, ecstasy and joy, and I wonder again if I’m standing on the right side of things.

			Limb after limb, the demon is dissected and served live, its own magic turned against it as it heals wounds too terrible for any surface creature to survive. Then the tail and bits of meat until Damon can see it’s lost too much. With a quick slash he lays open its chest and plunges in a hand to pull free its still-beating heart. He takes a giant bite of the throbbing muscle. I can hear the squelching flesh pulsing in his mouth.

			Everyone’s had a bite by then, with some in line for seconds. Again Nik and Kasha get first taste of the heart, an act both symbolic and practical. They need to be strong for what’s comin’. Skatin’ over miles ent the same as crossing a field.

			But already I can see folk smartin’ at the preferential treatment. No one’s satisfied with just a bite, no matter what the ecstasy. They’ve only gotten hungrier.

			Damon cuts the rest of the heart into even pieces, an honor as well as a promise of the demon’s spirit. But they ent exact, and there’s jostling for the bits that look biggest. Damon does the same for the other organs, lungs, liver, spleen, each time taking a bite of his own and making Nik and Kasha wait in the line like everyone else. Last, he cracks open the skull and wolfs down a mouthful of brain.

			His aura is on fire. All of theirs are. The next time there’s a shove because it looks like someone got more than their share, a girl, barely a tween, throws a magicked-up punch that breaks the shoving boy’s jaw.

			Only he takes it, pushing the broken bones back into place and letting the magic knit them back together easy as tyin’ his laces. He lunges, and Damon steps between them to head it off.

			But the moment Damon ent running the ceremony, folk rush the table, grabbin’ at any bit of meat they can get their hands on. Some snatch up bones and crack them open, suckin’ at the marrow. One puts his face against the table, licking ichor off the surface.

			Damon tries for a moment to restore order, but it’s too late. Fights are breaking out all over, even as folk crack open the bottles of ichor and find the spigot to the table’s reservoir.

			Everyone’s covered in ichor now, the disgusting black fluid running down necks and arms and chests rich with power. Some folk start kissing instead of fighting, licking the demon blood from each other’s lips and bodies.

			A chunk of meat hits the ground unseen, and one of the kids with us makes a dash for it, gobbling it down before Cirene can stop him. He turns and disappears into the fray, looking for more.

			“Inside, all of you,” Cirene says, turning to the others. There ent a lot of argument. Kids stare wide-eyed, their senses telling them way too much about what’s happening and what’s about to happen.

			“Seal the doors,” Cirene tells the oldest girl as the children hurry inside the chief’s hut. “Do not open them again until the sun has come and gone.”

			“What about you?” she asks.

			Cirene glances at me, and I know what she’s thinking. I don’t want to be shut in tight with a bunch of scared kids any more than I want to be out here. Damon’s ceremony went from controlled ritual to violent chaos, and it’s working its way toward orgy. “We’ll make sure no one tries to break in.”

			It ent the truth, but the kids accept it, closing the doors and activating the wards. All around, things are going from bad to worse. Almost everything from the larder is consumed now, the slow stately pace of the early proceedings become a frantic struggle and search for every last drop.

			Bottles are smashed and folk lick the insides, heedless of the sharp glass against their tongues. One puts his mouth on the spigot from the table’s drain, suckin’ like a piglet on the teat. Damon tries breaking up fights, but someone slugs him in the face, and the magic multiplies his anger until he’s beatin’ the snot out of the fella who hit him.

			More and more are falling into another kind of struggle, clothes torn from their bodies as they couple and throuple and rut in a pile like they don’t even care where they stick it.

			Feel like I’m going to sick up. The sounds, the smells, the emotions in the air. A man with ichor smeared across his face and a tent in his pants catches sight of Cirene, giving a shout as he rushes her way.

			Much as I crave it, been trying not to link with Cirene after what happened last night, but that tears it. I reach out a hand, she takes it, and we link. By the time the Eater gets close, we’ve already blown apart and vanished.

			I don’t skate us too far, just enough to get us away from the worst of the sights and smells and sounds. We come out of a vent and solidify, but now that we’re linked, neither of us wants to break it.

			Used to feel strange to link with someone, to share a space that’s uniquely mine with another will, another aura. Now linking is starting to feel like the only time I’m whole. Like something’s missing when Cirene’s not in my head.

			Is this love or something else? I don’t know—we don’t know. Cirene’s as new to this as I am.

			Mother used to do this with Garos and Apatos, she thinks in my head. They would spend hours in the link before big decisions, or when they got into the blankets at night.

			Idly I wonder what that’s like, to touch someone and feel both sides of it, the toucher and the touched. After watching Eaters ruttin’ in the snow, images are stuck in my head, and I’m ashamed because I know that means I’m putting them in hers, too.

			Only Cirene ent shocked or cross with me for it. She’s thinking the same things, saw the same things. Touching doesn’t feel as intrusive when we’re linked, like stroking my own arm, or pulling my…

			Again I freeze, but the shame triggers Cirene’s own memories of nights by herself, learning her body. I feel her own embarrassment, but it fades as we understand it’s just another thing we share.

			Won’t last, I think, and I don’t need to tell her I mean the madness that has taken the village.

			Cirene knows. She’s seen versions of this before, but only under the supervision of her mother and father, who kept tight control and never let things get so bad. Damon tried his best, but he’s in over his head.

			Sun will come up and burn the excess magic away. Even if they hide from the light, the ichor lust will fade over time. By tomorrow night, it should be safe for the kids to come out.

			We share a thought, dissipating again and rematerializing high in a treetop overlooking the lands for miles in every direction. We search the skies, but there is no sign of the Sky Watch. The village is safe from Hive for the night. Just hope they’re safe from themselves.

			

			—

			We skate down a vent before sunrise, and I find a little nook below the surface with room for us both and air to breathe. It’s cramped, but with the two of us linked, I don’t mind being pressed against each other. If I’m to tell honest word, I kind of like it.

			Cirene does, too. But she’s me and I’m her and we’ve already agreed not to take things further than they’ve already gone, even if we can sense we both want to. We’ve got each other and the link to keep us warm, bathed in the magic venting up from the Core.

			We’re both scared, but it’s less in the link, a shared burden rather than a doubled one.

			Damon and the others will be powerful now, Cirene thinks. She ent wrong, but I also ent taught them everything. My mam and da were Eaters, ay, but that wasn’t where all their power came from. A lot of it was the tattoos.

			The moment I think it, Cirene’s flash of curiosity opens my mind to her, and she sees everything before I can consider if I want her to. Kept it from Damon and the others on purpose, but Cirene ent like them. Trust her. Especially now, when her thoughts and feelings are an open book.

			Da was the first to discover what happened when you tattoo wards on your flesh. The symbols Draw and hold power, charging a body faster and holding the power longer. He did it to protect himself from demons at first, and to strike at them. Defensive wards on his body, offensive ones on his fists and feet, elbows and knees. Over time he added others, letting him quickly produce any number of magical effects with a thought by allocating some of his internal magic directly to the wards he wanted to activate.

			Mam was much the same. At first Da painted her wards on with blackstem—an ink that stained the skin for perhaps a fortnight, fading gradually over time. Mam din’t tattoo herself permanently until after he was gone, and when she did, she put electrum powder in the ink, burying it deep in her tissue. Couldn’t really see them in daylight or when she was calm, but they were always there, and when her blood was up they flared bright with power.

			Lots of metals can conduct magic, but nothing is close to electrum, a natural alloy that happens when gold and silver run together in the heat of the deep. Hard to find where I’m from, but here in Hive they either have a mountain of it, or…

			I see it in Cirene’s mind. They know how to make it here. Smiths back home never quite figured out the trick, but Hive has. Cirene has electrum jewelry. Lots of folk have, even here among the Eaters.

			Dangerous, I think, and Cirene understands. These folk only had one demon to eat, but ward tattoos could keep them magic-drunk all the time. Maybe they’d learn to control it like Mam and Da, but it ent easy. Mam used to say Da spent five years living alone in the wilds, magic-drunk and killing demons, before he was fit to be around folk again.

			Mam, too, had her problems. Needed Da to slap the fool out of her more than once, to hear her tell it.

			But her favorite ale story was about the Warded Children, because it was a tale that let her tweak Aunt Leesha’s nose. Da begged Leesha not to experiment with tattooing folk, but then he went on a trip and she didn’t listen. Started drawing wards on kids with blackstem ink, just to see what happened.

			At first it went great. Sickly kids got strong. Everyone got strong. Started killing demons left and right. But then Aunt Leesha went on a trip, too. Children started inking themselves while she was gone, permanent-like. Then they started Eating. Time Aunt Leesha came back, the Warded Children were living in the woods, breaking things, robbing folk, and turning into something that threatened everything she was building. They helped turn the tide of the war, but only after Mam went and gave ’em a spankin’ to bring them back in line.

			That what we got here? Already some of the Eaters are losing the thread. Wards will only make it worse, and dealing out spankin’s ent what I’m good at. Cirene, either.

			Try it on me, Cirene thinks. Or is it me? She can see in my mind I know how to do it. Mam used to let me help make the ink, and taught me to tattoo so I could help her touch up spots that were hard to reach. If she’s got electrum, I’ve got or can find everything else we need. Ent hard to tattoo. Folk been doin’ it for thousands of years. All you really need is ink, thread, needles, patience, a steady hand, and…

			Hurts, I warn.

			She probes, learning more. Mam tattooed a mind ward on my head soon as my skull fused, and touched it up over the years. Hated it. Felt like she was pounding my head with a hammer. But on this one thing, Mam didn’t have a bit of patience for it.

			Has to be done, Darin, Mam used to say. Without this, a mind demon could stroll right into your brain and we’d never know it until you took a knife to everyone you ever loved.

			She wasn’t wrong. Alagai Ka got into my cousin Arick’s mind once. Arick and I weren’t really friends, but we were always family. Die for him, and him for me. But he kicked me off a cliff when Alagai Ka wanted him to, and then, almost a year later, tried it again when we threatened the Father of Demons’ plans.

			Do it. I feel Cirene’s surety like it’s a part of me. If he’s still out there, I want to be protected, too.

			Ay, all right. I don’t even need to think the words. She already knows.

			

			—

			There was a trick Mam used to do when making electrum ink. Back then it was impossible for me, I just mixed the ingredients. But now…

			I take the electrum anklet Cirene offers. It’s beautifully warded and powerful, the kind of thing you don’t own unless you’re rich beyond askin’ what things cost. But she offers it without a thought, even knowin’ I might mess this up.

			The anklet is perfect for the test. Ent got a demonbone core like it might back home. Ent got any jewels or glaze or anything like that. Just pure electrum.

			Holding it out, I dissipate my hand, taking the metal into the between-state with me. Then, when I solidify, I make the electrum material again, but stop short of putting it back together just as it was. Instead I let go, and end up with a handful of pure electrum dust to mix into the ink.

			I’ve got needles and thread in my satchel for sewing up demon wounds. I embed them in a stick I whittle and wrap the needles with thread to only bare the right depth. After that, it’s just patience and pain.

			To her credit, Cirene bears it well. She don’t flinch or move, even though I know she’s feeling it on levels most folk can never understand. But Mam was right. Everyone ought to have a mind ward. I put hers on the back of her neck, big enough to protect her thoughts even from the demon king.

			I hope.
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				Summoned

			
			I don’t sleep, pacing my chambers all day like a demon searching for a gap in the wards.

			I feel helpless, and it fills me with anger and a need to rage. Darin is missing and possibly in great danger. Mirella is alive but no safer. Hive politics are the prison game bored mind demons play against one another.

			Half of me wants to find Darin and just go home. Leave Hive and Alagai Ka behind and go live our lives.

			I huff at the thought. Life back home was no simpler. Fate has a way of finding you whether you like it or not.

			Unable to stand the walls any longer, I leave my apartments, going to the lift at the center of the spire. Watch field demons pace the halls, no doubt marking my presence to their unseen masters.

			They’re on me again as I exit the lift, padding silently along behind me as I walk to the exit. It’s all I can do not to pull my spears and end them before they can strike at me from behind.

			But a strike never comes, and they fall away as I reach the last door before the open air of one of the central spire’s many elevated gardens. A human of the Watch intercepts me first.

			“Duch Olive,” a young lieutenant advises. “Be warned the sun is at its zenith.”

			I smile. “I’ll take my chances.”

			The guard puts a fist to his chest and bows, quickstepping back before I open the door, letting in a great beam of sunlight.

			I want to laugh at the Hiver’s fear of daylight, but the feeling is quickly forgotten as the sun envelops me for the first time in weeks. I hadn’t realized how much I missed it and the connection it gives me to the world. Back home, as well, it had been long weeks since I had seen the sun, marching my forces underground to the Spear of Ala.

			Just standing in the light lifts some of the weight I have been carrying. I feel more awake, more alert, more alive, than I have in months.

			Night in wardsight is beautiful beyond measure, but full day has no less to offer. The terrace opens to flowers, their petals open wide as they straighten and twist to embrace the light. I feel much the same as I look out over the clean and prosperous city illuminated in gold before me. The sky is brightest blue with just a scattering of clouds, and I can see the ocean and far horizon. Somewhere across that vastness is home.

			The gardens wrap around the entire level, offering 360 degrees of visibility from the terrace edge. Within they are hedged into something of a maze to offer some semblance of privacy and solitude.

			Mother’s gardens back in Hollow were much the same, a place of peace and quiet, away from the bustle of the halls in her keep.

			But I see mazes differently since my time in Krasia. Where once I saw places Selen and I could whisper secrets or shade for Darin to hide in, now I see choke points and ambush pockets, places where I could bull through a hedge to avoid a trap or knock over a statue to slow pursuit.

			The guards of the Daywatch think they are subtle as they follow me at a distance, but I marked them from the start. Young enlisted from the look of them, likely recruited from the lower city. They are too young and low of rank to warrant night duty, much less demons of their own.

			Still they gather, thick-armed young men and women of working stock. I know better than to underestimate them. Are they following to ensure my safety, or to spy? Or are they a threat?

			If they plan to threaten me, they should have sent more. These look naked without demons pacing at their heels.

			Hive is powerful, but now that I’ve lived among these people for some time, I’ve learned their weaknesses, as well.

			Hivers don’t know how to store magic, or at least it’s never been a priority. Making hora is a painstaking process, and live demons and electrum have always been abundant. There was never a pressing need to develop battery power.

			Much of Hive’s magic grid is shielded from sunlight and runs day and night. Hivers rich enough to have personal demons can remain active inside, though most take the daylight hours to sleep.

			As a result, the culture is not just nocturnal but in fact significantly weaker during the day. Under the sun, it would take squads of them to overpower me. They are normal humans without magic where I am not only Joined but armed with hora items I can Draw upon even here in sunlight.

			My spears and shield are warded glass laced with electrum. All but indestructible. My brother’s regal circlet, Prince Chadan’s warded armor, my sister’s choker, my hanzhar, all have demonbone cores with stored magic. I can’t use them for flashier magics, but I could Draw on any of them for strength, speed, or healing.

			If the Watch thinks I, too, will be vulnerable in the light, they are sorely mistaken.

			But as I stroll through the gardens unbothered, some of the tension begins to ease. Whatever their intentions, they are not looking for a fight, and there’s no need to start one.

			Not yet, anyway.

			

			—

			Yndros appears at my door not long after nightfall, but his face does not have the ease to which I have become accustomed. Behind him, Clay looms in the hall.

			“Duch Olive, you have been summoned to the mind court,” Yndros says quite formally. That’s when I know something is wrong.

			“Good,” I say. “I need to speak with them.”

			“It isn’t good,” Yndros says.

			My eyes flick back to Clay, and I activate my circlet’s warding field. “Come in.” Without waiting for a reply, I turn and walk into the center of the receiving room.

			Yndros blinks, seeing the field, but he does not hesitate to follow, the door swinging shut behind him. I touch Micha’s choker at my throat, dialing the wards to put us in a sound bubble independent of my apartment’s privacy wardings, which I never fully trusted.

			“Do you know what happened to Darin?” I ask when I meet his eyes.

			Yndros doesn’t break his stare, but there’s a flicker through his aura at the question. He knows something. Something he didn’t know the last time I spoke to him.

			“I don’t know where he is,” Yndros says.

			“But you do know something,” I press.

			“This is bigger than Darin,” Yndros says. “You have been seen meeting with rabble-rousers mere moments after humiliating one of the five Judges.”

			“Because I spoke to Hendri in a crowded hall?” I ask. “While I was with you, Xevia, Velena, and Tryan. Who reported it?”

			Yndros’ lips purse. “I don’t lie to my mother. Not even for you.”

			“Aren’t you just twice the perfect son,” I say.

			Yndros sucks in a breath, but he doesn’t take the bait. “Hendri talking at you for less than a minute was nothing. But then you made a call from your apartment that went through several relays to hide the other end.”

			“I don’t know what any of that means,” I say. “Is it a crime in Hive to make a call?”

			“No…” Yndros says.

			“Relays are some sort of ward convergence to boost signal?” I guess. Mother and the Damajah had something similar. “Is using them a crime?”

			“Not technically,” Yndros admits. “Who did you talk to? Hendri? Someone else?”

			“Am I not allowed to talk to people?” I ask. “That wasn’t among the rules I was given to abide by.”

			“Olive, this is serious.” Yndros reaches out, taking my hands. It’s intimate, allowing him in close where he might take advantage, but I allow it. Need it. “After what you pulled yesterday…”

			“ ‘Pulled’?!” I tear my hands away, stepping back to create space between us. “Yndros, I kept a human being from being eaten by an alagai. Do not speak of it like some perversion.”

			“That is not what I meant,” Yndros says.

			“Then what?” I demand. “That I had to breach etiquette to do it?”

			“Olive,” he says, “these are powerful people.”

			I punch my armored chest. “I am a powerful person, Yndros. You could be, too, if you chose.”

			Yndros crosses his arms. “Mirella was a powerful person. It didn’t save her.”

			“My choice saved her,” I say.

			Yndros laughs, and it doesn’t feel performative. It feels like he’s genuinely shocked at my naïveté. “She isn’t saved! You made it politically inconvenient for them to execute her or return her to Cyla, but she is still an enemy of the state. At best she will be Drained and condemned to a half life like Garos, but without even his few freedoms or the support of her child.

			“In the meantime, they will use her knowledge of the Eaters to locate and exterminate them once and for all.”

			His words are so cold. So matter-of-fact. Does he really believe his is a righteous path?

			“Yndros,” I ask quietly. “Do you think alagai and human life are equal in value?”

			It’s a simple question, but in it spans the great divide between us, for I already know the answer. Demons are the commodity Hive is built on. They are not worth the lives of the folk who can afford to live in spires, but when it comes to the general citizenry of the lower city, demons are far more valuable than humans.

			Yndros waves the question away with a swat of his massive hand, too big and broad to answer in what I am realizing is a short window of time to answer my summons. Will they send the Watch if we dally too long?

			“It’s not just that…” Yndros trails off.

			I give him time, but when he doesn’t continue, I press him again. “I need to find Darin, and no one is helping me. I’ll talk to anyone who might offer a clue. It doesn’t make me a seditionist.”

			“That is dangerous,” Yndros says. “Darin is a criminal.”

			“The core he is,” I growl, balling my fists. Yndros doesn’t have Clay to protect him, but he doesn’t flinch, setting his own feet and fists. He is Joined like me, but larger and more muscular. Defeating him will be difficult though not impossible. But what then?

			“I didn’t come here to fight,” Yndros says. “Olive, I’m trying to help you.”

			“Why?” I demand again. “What happened with Darin?”

			Red begins to creep around the edges of my vision as my aura colors. Yndros sees it, too, and knows his window of opportunity to end this peaceably is closing.

			“Darin broke into Spire Shamosk with Cirene the night of Xevia’s party,” Yndros says. “Trying to free her mother, no doubt.”

			I blink, shocked but not surprised. That sounds like exactly the sort of thing Darin would do. And now the mind court’s fears seem all too plausible.

			“Watch members were sent to capture them,” Yndros says, “but they evaded pursuit.”

			That sounds like Darin, too. This is how I know Yndros is telling the truth—or something close to it.

			“And you don’t know where he is now?” I ask again.

			“I swear I do not,” Yndros says, and I believe him.

			I straighten, dropping my hands and opening my fists. “All right. Let’s go to court.”
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				Interrogation

			
			Guards fall in all around us as we exit the lift on the level where the Judges meet. It’s not just the usual footmen with field demons; there are wood and rock demons in the escort. Cave demons scurry along the ceiling.

			The central spire is neutral territory, with Watch from all spires present. I eye those in Shamosk colors as warily as Zegan now. I will need to be careful. With two spires aligned, a third turning against me would likely be fatal. And what reason do any of them have to side with me when everything I represent is a threat to their power?

			Neither would it be wise to fawn and throw myself on the mercy of the court. I won’t give up any information that might endanger Darin further. My first loyalty is to him.

			I shudder as we pass under the archway with the carving of the five mind demons, knowing my worst fears the last time I passed beneath them have been proven true. The city belongs to the minds as much as their human “masters.”

			Inside, the reception is decidedly less warm than last time. The Judges sit on actual thrones, their mimics positioned between them and me. All five Judges are holding tremendous magic in their electrum raiment, ready should I prove threatening. Cyla and Xorana look ready to loose their demons on me right now, with no need for a trial, and the others look only slightly less threatening. Even Janas looks at me like Mother when I’ve managed to disappoint her yet again.

			I embrace my fears and let them fall away as I stride into the room more confidently than I feel.

			“Greetings, Duch Olive,” Janas says formally, dipping their head in acknowledgment.

			“Greetings.” I return the gesture, the barest respect. “I assume you have summoned me with news of Prince Darin?”

			“Who did you call last night?” Judge Cyla demands, ignoring my question.

			If Yndros was telling the truth, they really don’t know. I see no gain in giving up the information without cause. “It was my understanding, Judges, that I was allowed to make calls, considering I was given a communication array in my apartments.”

			“Don’t be coy, Duch Olive,” Judge Xorana says. “Hendri is a known Eater sympathizer with ties to terrorists. You were seen talking to him at my granddaughter’s party, and again after your spectacle at the Web, where you defended a convicted Eater terrorist. You have no reason to call anyone else. He must have given you a relay stone. Did you speak to him or an associate? What was said?”

			I cross my arms. “I remind the court that I am Duch of Hollow, a land vaster and more populous than Hive by far. I may be in your power, but I will not be spoken to as your lesser. That information may be all I have to bargain with, so let us not play pretend. If I tell you, it will be when I agree to tell you.”

			Cyla sneers at that. “We could fix a subjugation collar upon you, Duch of the vast lands.”

			“Is that so?” I return her look of derision. “Who will attempt to hold the tether? You?” I laugh, and it isn’t all bravado. “I will match wills with any of you here and now. Will you trust the others to protect your body when I have your mind in a choke hold?”

			I scan their eyes. None look away, but neither do any step forward to make good Cyla’s threat. There’s a ripple of fear in Samar’s aura, and I see a flickering image of me fighting the mimic in the Web.

			I’ve scared them all, I realize. I told them truly that I had never met a mimic in my life before coming to Hive, but I knew everything about its strengths, weaknesses, and vulnerabilities. They are no doubt realizing my culture is more dangerous than they first surmised in their arrogance.

			“I know you are all plotting, or dreaming of plotting, the invasion of my country,” I say. “Imagining you will steal across the sea with a queen egg and one of your spire minds to conquer the far country.”

			“Preposterous,” Judge Samar snaps.

			I tap the circlet on my brow. “I can see lies as well as you, Judge. My mother was one of the Great Seers and taught me to see auras when I was still in nappies.”

			I press the issue, knowing what he fears. “I remind the court of what they saw in the Web. I am but one warrior, Joined or not. My people have legions of seasoned demon-killers with fresh ichor on their spears. Come at us and you will be destroyed.”

			“No one is threatening your people,” Janas says, “but your actions make us wonder if you feel the same.”

			I nod, beginning to pace as I speak. “We had two Lazars across the sea, did you know? Two men who changed the course of the war, taking us from near extinction to victory. One is my father, who is very much alive, with an army whose footfalls would make Hive tremble.

			“The other is Arlen Bales, father of Prince Darin. He gave his life for the war much as your Lazar did, and he is as worshipped. If either I or Darin remain missing, my mother and the Damajah of Krasia will divine it with their stones and stop at nothing to see us liberated…or avenged.”

			It’s a risky course, but Cyla’s threat struck a nerve, and my temper is a taut wire. I’m in the fight now, and I need to win. I lower my guard, letting the court see my aura. Letting them know I mean every word.

			“So I ask the court again, what happened to Prince Darin?”

			

			—

			There is a long silence as the Judges eye me. I see their mouths moving as they confer, but I don’t have Darin’s skill at reading lips. The mimics shift their weight, watching me closely as muscles ripple and bunch.

			Fighting one mimic was a battle I could easily have lost. Fighting five in an enclosed space will be…difficult.

			Judge Xorana leans forward at last. “I took your advice the night of the party, Duch Olive. While you and your friends danced and made merry, I led a flight of Sky Watch in search of your Alagai Ka, only to have the flows of magic lead me to something else entirely.”

			“An Eater village,” I guess. “Mirella’s village.”

			“Not long after my flight left the spire, Lady Cirene and Prince Darin collected her wind demon from the flight deck and followed us.”

			I’m careful not to react, keeping my aura controlled and my face a mask. That would explain where Darin disappeared to while I was fighting a demon on the party floor.

			“Cirene has always been an escape risk,” Judge Cyla says, picking up the story. “Her wind demon was fitted with trackers that ping off relays throughout the city. They flew all the way to the border, we think in an attempt to give warning. The demon remained at the border until Xorana’s hunting party returned.”

			“With Cirene’s mother captive,” I put in.

			“Just so,” Judge Janas says. “A legal arrest of a known terrorist killer.”

			“A killer of who?” I ask. “Human? Or alagai?”

			“Both are crimes here,” Judge Yushi interjects.

			“You answer my question by not answering,” I reply, knowing I am not making friends when I desperately need allies.

			“Shortly thereafter,” Xorana resumes, “Darin and Cirene penetrated the security of my spire, no doubt in an attempted rescue. They failed to reach Mirella, but they did invade…private areas.”

			Oh, Darin, I think. What did you see that has them so desperate to capture you?

			“They nearly got away without us realizing,” Xorana continues, “but they left sign enough for me to notice and set the trackers loose. Watch officers attempted to arrest Prince Darin at your quarters soon after, but he managed to escape them.”

			“What?!” I feign surprise and indignance. “You had a Watch incident involving my compatriot, in my quarters, not long before my return, and no one told me for three days?!”

			Cyla purses her lips, and other Judges cast glances Xorana’s way. “We…were not informed immediately,” Judge Yushi says.

			“It was a Shamosk matter,” Xorana hisses.

			“Until it was not,” Janas cuts in. “Regardless, we were under no obligation to inform you, Duch Olive. We do so now as a courtesy.”

			“Do you see how this looks?” Cyla says. “Both of you aiding and abetting Hive’s enemies? You may have great strength a thousand miles across the sea, but here in Hive, as you say, you are in our power, and you are alone.”

			I smile with a confidence I don’t feel. “Perhaps.”

			“The commoners may have cheered for you in the Web, but they will not come for you if you are arrested,” Cyla says.

			I expect that’s true, but I give away nothing.

			“You have a chance to prove yourself, Duch Olive,” Janas says.

			I cock my head. “Prove myself to whom? For what?”

			“To prove to us,” Judge Yushi’s patience seems to have worn thin, “that you and Prince Darin are not enemies, the vanguard of an invasion from across the sea.”

			“What?” I ask in genuine surprise. “That’s ludicrous.”

			“Is it?” Samar asks. “You bring your own mind demon to supplant ours just as the queen draws near to a laying. You make ties with terrorists to sow discord and weaken us before your army of demon-killers reaches our shores.”

			Now I regret playing my hand so heavily. Denying an invasion will not convince anyone. “What is it you want me to do?”

			“Contact your seditionists again,” Janas says. “Agree to a meeting and help us capture the leaders. If you do this, Prince Darin will be pardoned of all crimes, and we will do everything in our power to return you to your people.”

			“When the demon king is dead,” I remind them.

			“If indeed that is your wish,” Yushi says. “But first…your show of good faith.”

			I scowl openly. “Ever since I arrived here, everyone has attempted to politicize me. What good faith do I have from you to know you will keep your bargain?”

			“You politicized yourself with that stunt in the Web,” Cyla growls.

			“It wasn’t a stunt,” I say. “I just pierced the lie you tell your citizens.”

			“Oh?” Janas leans back in a look of casual interest that is anything but. “And what lie is that?”

			“That you value their lives more than the alagai,” I say.

			“Some lives are worth more than others,” Samar says.

			“On that, we agree,” I say.

			“They’re playing for time,” Cyla says. “They have no intention of helping us.”

			“You have offered no proof that a test of loyalty would be repaid,” I say. “I assure you, Darin and I are not the vanguard of anything, and we have no desire to become enmeshed in your politics. But I have a hard line about demons eating people, and Prince Darin is known to be protective of mothers. Are these such terrible crimes?”

			As one, the five mimics step down from the dais, slithering to surround me, circling.

			“Olive, I beg you to see reason,” Janas says. What they leave unsaid is just as powerful. This is your last chance.

			My reply is to activate my circlet’s warding field, but I don’t go so far as to draw my spears.

			I don’t have to. The five demons shift as one, their snouts becoming the armored heads of cave demons.

			Understanding their intent, I am quick to react. Sharaj drilled into me the motions of rolling the shield off my back and drawing my spears so many times, I do them in barely an instant.

			Cave demon spinnerets are located to the sides of their mouths, giving them the appearance of spitting their webs. The webs are thin strands with immense tensile strength, spun in a rush into thick ropes, slick with powerful adhesive. Worse, like the projectiles Cyla’s mimic used, the webs are magic-dead. With no light in the visible spectrum, that makes them all but invisible.

			I feed a little power to the light wards on my shield, brightening the room in time to see them spit. I bat away a pair of strands with my shield, duck others, and slice through those that catch me with the razor blades of my spears.

			But it’s little use. Already those blades, coated with glue, are growing tacky and dull. I feed them power to burn the adhesive away, but there are more webs on the way.

			The demons continue to circle, vomiting sticky silk at me in constant streams. I resist for a few moments, but there’s nowhere to run and no way to keep ahead of the attacks. In moments I am immobilized and drop to the floor, thrashing.

			The webs muffle my warding field, but not enough for the demons to approach. Not that they need to. I am not just helpless, I am suffocating, my mouth and nose clogged with sticky silk.

			I flex my muscles, trying to break free, but even with my enhanced strength, I have no leverage, and the webs stretch rather than break.

			“Olive.” I hear Yndros’ muffled voice as a hand firmly pins my thrashing body down. “Hold still.”

			I comply, and Yndros slashes open the webs sealing my mouth, letting me pull in a gasp of air, tinged with fumes from the adhesive. There’s a sharp pain and a tearing of skin as he pierces my nostrils and stuffs in his thick fingers to get a grip before ripping the patch off my nose.

			“I’m sorry,” he says. “I never wanted this.”

			“No,” I cough. The fumes from the silk are making me dizzy. “But neither did you try to stop it.”

			

			—

			For the first time in Hive, I wake with the sun shining brightly on my face. My head is still cloudy from the fumes, and I ache all over from spending the night bound. I’m lucky I didn’t soil myself. I let out a groan, and it’s like razors in my parched mouth and throat.

			“Oh good, you’re awake,” a voice says.

			I try to look around, but my eyes are still wrapped in silk. It blocks even wardsight, which won’t work in sunlight in any event.

			They must have cut away my spears, shield, hanzhar, and belt pouch. I can’t feel any of them as I roll awkwardly on the hard floor.

			My armor and jewelry were wrapped too tight to remove without freeing me, and why bother? In Hive, such things have no power in the day or without a demon to Draw on.

			But mine are enhanced with hora, providing a well of power I can Draw upon even now, especially when bound in thick, opaque silk. I could feed that power to the impact wards on my armor and blast the silk away, but that would be wasteful.

			The adhesives have hardened overnight. Combined with the tensile strength of the fibers, I might as well be bound in steel chains. In their initial flexible state, my bindings absorbed my struggles and tightened again when I eased up; now they have become brittle.

			“You’re strong as an Eater,” the voice continues. “Anyone else would have slept for days.”

			I’ll appreciate the compliment more if I can free myself without wasting any magic. My dominant right arm is webbed to my chest, the left to my thigh. I roll for maximum pressure from my own weight as I curl up and flex hard.

			When I was learning to fight in Gatherers’ University, much of the instruction was in the form of sharusahk, a practiced series of poses, one flowing into the next, done slowly with flexed muscles. Often my teacher, Captain Wonda, would make us hold poses so long we began to shake from the effort.

			I feel that way now, body shaking from the strain even as I double and triple my effort. I can’t hear the adhesive cracking with my ears stuffed full of silk, but I can feel it, a sort of whining against my armor, providing a counter to the vibration of my muscles.

			There is a little give, then a bit more. The break comes suddenly, a large piece of my chrysalis shattering at once, even as fissures run through the rest.

			What follows is violent and loud, but no guards come to investigate. Either they don’t care or I’m out of earshot. It takes some time still to free all my limbs, and I have to smash my own face against the wall to loosen it enough to clear my eyes. When it’s over, I lie against a wall, panting, squinting in the bright light.

			The cell is made of warded glass, too strong and thick for me to break, even with the stored power in my hora. And what if I did? Looking down it’s a sheer drop, too far for even me to survive.

			I look out over the city and its spires, realizing I’ve seen this view before. I know where I am.

			“The Web,” I croak.

			“Well done,” the voice congratulates. There’s an inner hall on one side of my cell, and across from me I see Mirella, looking similarly disheveled in a glass cell that is a mirror image of my own.

			“There’s plumbing, at least,” Mirella says. “Not magical, just the mundane kind, but you can drink and have your necessaries.”

			My eyes clear a little and I look more closely at my cell, finding the commode and sink. I move for the sink but stumble as I get to my feet, too shaky to walk. I end up sacrificing dignity to crawl to the sink and greedily scoop handfuls of cool water into my mouth.

			Mirella says nothing as I collect myself. She’s as trapped as I am, with the sun burning away her power in the day and the wardnet keeping her from misting inside the city at night.

			“What is this place?” I ask, tentatively at first, testing my throat.

			“The Eater prisons atop the Web,” Mirella says. “Where they keep the prisoners too dangerous or politically sensitive for the spires. We are detached and high above the magic grid, exposed to the sun to keep us Drained, and bound by unbreakable glass.”

			“We’ll see about that,” I say. My grandfather taught me wards designed to sap the strength from warded glass made in Thesa. I wonder if Hive glass has the same weakness? It would be a Drain on my limited well of power, so I should test it in small scale first.

			“They did not put us together by accident, or because there were no other cells,” Mirella notes. “Even in daylight, cut off from the grid, we should assume someone is always listening.”

			She’s right. They put us next to each other because they want us to talk.

			“Thank you for saving my life,” Mirella offers. “Why did you?”

			“In my lands, we are at war to keep the alagai from feeding on humans,” I say. “To sit by and do nothing while a demon eats a person is unconscionable.”

			“Nothing personal, then.” Mirella nods. “You’re not an Eater sympathizer.”

			“I suppose I hadn’t thought about it,” I say. “Darin’s mother was an Eater, and I loved her dearly and would trust her with my life. I was also assigned an Eater guide the first time I left Hollow’s greatwards. We were attacked by alagai, and in the battle, she fed. I saw the reckless bloodlust it brought her, endangering all her charges when we needed her most. I didn’t fight Cyla’s mimic over Hive politics.”

			“So it would have been fine if they beheaded me?” Mirella asks, but there’s a mockery in her tone. She knows it isn’t a fair question.

			“They call you a killer,” I say. “Was it only demons you killed on your terrorist raids?”

			“Raids!” Mirella laughs. “Terrorism. That’s what they call it, when we steal back a handful of the demons Hive confiscated from us when they declared Eating illegal.”

			When I don’t reply, Mirella nods. “They don’t tell the whole truth in the spires.”

			“So I am learning,” I say.

			“I have never intentionally killed another person,” Mirella says. “But on one ‘raid,’ a demon I killed was still tethered, and the shock caused the Watch officer’s heart to fail along with it. It’s rare, but it can happen.”

			“I’ll consider that,” I say.

			Mirella laughs. “On trial by my fellow prisoner! I don’t think your situation has truly sunk in, Your Grace.”

			She gets to her feet, bowing. “I appreciate the gift of my life, whatever your motive. And I prefer this prison to Cyla’s.”

			“I feared they dragged you back to Spire Zegan in secret as soon as the crowd dispersed,” I admit.

			“The whole citizenry saw you fight for my life and win,” Mirella says. “There is power in that. Even the mind court needs the support of the people to survive. Better they put me in a cell all can see.”

			Every fiber of my being wants to ask her if she has any more news of Darin, but I know it would be foolish if there are hidden ears all around.

			Mirella braves it nonetheless. “Do you have any news of my daughter?”

			Telling her what I know won’t reveal anything new to my captors. “According to the Judges, she and my compatriot Darin escaped the Watch and fled, possibly out of the city entirely.”

			“I hope so,” Mirella says. “Poor Cirene was captive here for half her life, left to care for the shell of my beloved Garos. Now they will kill her if they find her.”

			“My people believe Darin’s father was the greatest hero who ever lived,” I say. “As great as your Lazar. Darin has more of his father in him than he knows. If Cirene is with him, he will keep her safe. Darin keeps everyone safe.”

			I mean the words as I say them. Darin has his weaknesses, but he’s also capable of things no one else is. I’m half hoping for him to show up and free me, as well.
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				Needles and Electrum

			
			Cirene’s tattoos are coming out better’n I expected. Had to break the link to do them, because the pain was a distraction. It’s funny how I went my whole life without linking with anyone other than Mam—and that only for a second now and then so she could drag me somewhere—but now it feels strange to be so close to Cirene and not hear her thoughts and feel her feels. Almost like a part of me’s been cut away.

			The “ink” I’m using is basically clear, just a bit of gelatin and water mixed with Cirene’s electrum. I’m setting it deep like the ones Mam had, invisible to most folk unless she powered them.

			Ent a bad tattooist, if I say so myself. Ella Cutter taught me, and I used to touch up Mam’s wards in hard-to-reach places she couldn’t do herself.

			Most tattooists work with dark inks and need to keep wiping them away to see what they’re doing. I don’t. I can feel the vibrations in Cirene’s muscle tissue as each bit of electrum scrapes off the needle, caught in her flesh, and at what depth. Electrum is so magic-sensitive it lights up to my night eyes once it touches her. I can see the lines glowing inside her as I draw, and it’s beautiful.

			Out here beyond the Hive wards where there is free magic to Draw, I’m just about as fast as I want to be. My hand’s a blur even to me as I tk tk tk the needles in and out, back and forth from ink to flesh, accomplishing in minutes what would take most folk hours.

			Cirene bites a stick as I work, but she doesn’t seem to need it. She’s got the same senses as me, feeling every cell as it rips and tears, but Cirene’s sent her mind someplace else entirely, like me when I play my pipes. She doesn’t flinch as I puncture traumatic lines in her flesh, leaving foreign metal in my wake.

			“I can feel the difference already.” Even her voice is distant. “I feel…charged. Strong. Like I’ve been Drawing power from a tether.”

			I don’t stop working as I answer. “Tattoos start Drawing ambient power on their own until you learn to control them.”

			“How do you control them?” Cirene asks.

			“Ent an expert,” I admit. “Warded Children were planning a big ceremony to give me my first tattoos on my sixteenth born day. Would have happened last moon, if they hadn’t all been murdered by demons.”

			“I’m sorry,” Cirene says, and again I miss the link. No sorries in the link. No weak words trying to convey something greater than they were made to describe.

			“Was planning to tell them no, in any event,” I say. “Even if it meant some hurt feelings. Now…”

			I glance at my free hand and the ward I’ve inked onto the palm.

			“What made you change your mind?” Cirene asks.

			“Ay, maybe the horde of Watch demons huntin’ us?” I ask.

			“It’s more than that,” Cirene says, and I know I can’t argue. We were linked, and we will be again soon as we can. Don’t even try to resist it anymore. It’s impossible to remember everything when we separate, but she knows enough to understand I ent saying all.

			But it’s personal. So personal, I ent ever said it out loud, even to Mam. “Din’t…Din’t want to be like my da.”

			Cirene tilts her head a little. “Your father was a great hero to your people, was he not?”

			“The greatest,” I say. “The Deliverer, if you believe in that sort of thing. Folk don’t just appreciate what he did, they worship him, in Holy Houses and in their hearts.”

			“People have always expected you to be just like him,” Cirene says. It ent a question. “That is a terrible burden to lay on one so young.”

			“Ay, that’s just it,” I say. “Da was the first one to tattoo wards on his skin. The first one to Eat. The first one to fight back against the demons. The first one to give folk hope. But I ent a fighter like him. Ent brave or strong or any of the things he was. Puttin’ wards on my skin just felt like stolen glory.”

			“And now?” Cirene asks. “What’s changed?”

			I curl my fingers to brush over the flesh of my palm. The skin’s already healed, but I can feel the electrum like a splinter in the muscle. “Got folk who need savin’. What’s a Bales to do?”

			“I think you must be more like him than you admit,” Cirene says. “How did he control his tattoos?”

			“It was Mam who taught me about that,” I say. “She told me it takes time to get used to new ones. To make them a part of you. Practice feeding them a bit of power, then pulling it away. Takes concentration at first, but after a while it becomes something you do without thinking, like breathing or pointing a finger.”

			In response, Cirene feeds power to the unsight wards I’m inking into her arm, making it blur from my sight.

			“Not now!” I cry.

			She looks at me, and we both start laughing. When it’s over, Cirene’s expression changes. Slowly, deliberately, she leans in, kissing me on the cheek. “Thank you for trusting me.”

			“Thought you didn’t like kissing,” I say when the quiet goes on too long.

			A little hint of smile quirks the corner of her mouth. “Mother was right. It’s different when it’s someone you care about.”

			

			—

			Spent the day underground doing chores when we ought to have been sleepin’, but it’s worth it when I look at my handiwork.

			Cirene’s got about a dozen tattoos now. Some basic protection wards, as well as wards for light, heat, cold, sound, confusion, and unsight. They’re like little spells she can cast just by feeding the wards power. Already she’s getting the hang of it. Maybe she can’t mist, but she can move silent as a ghost and turn all but invisible, like she’s wearing my Cloak of Unsight.

			Only no one can take them from her, like they could a cloak or spear. Da wrote about that in his journals after my bloodfather took the Spear of Kaji from him. I will never be without a weapon again.

			After all those years dreading it, I felt sad about never having a warding ceremony, so I performed it myself. I gave myself two tattoos, one on each palm. Shapes I know how to draw as well as my own name. The first wards my da tattooed on himself when he was lost in the desert. The first ink any of the Warded Children would get when they were initiated into the Wardskins.
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			Impact and pressure. Offense and defense, both. Either can be used to repel or to destroy. My da killed a sand demon with just these, and back when there were still demons to hunt, the Warded Children used to make new recruits do the same.

			The impact ward on my right hand creates concussive force equal to the magic it is fed. I can give it my own power, knocking an opponent back or turning an open-hand blow into a sledgehammer. If I hit a demon, I don’t even need to feed it. The ward will Draw on the coreling’s own magic and turn it against them.

			On my left hand, the pressure ward can slowly crush even the strongest armor, building in intensity the longer it’s in contact with something. Given time, I could push through a brick wall or a rock demon’s chest.

			And Creator help a demon if I box its ears.

			Even underground, Cirene and I sense it when night falls. She holds a hand out to me. “I want to check on the children.”

			Don’t need to be convinced to take her hand and link.

			

			—

			In the blink of an eye we’re materializing back in the Eater village. Place still looks like there’s been a party. Everything’s smashed or tipped over, with broken bottles and…I sniff, then cough it back out…fluids everywhere. Eater villages are designed to be hard for Sky Watch to spot from above, but with everything in shambles, it’s sure to draw attention.

			Looks like it was quite a scramble when the sun came up. Doors hastily slammed shut by people that don’t know their own strength, broken in their frames. The inhabitants are only just beginning to stir, rubbing aching heads and wishing they had water at hand. I can hear the dry flesh in their mouths scraping and sticking.

			Cirene leads us to the chief’s hut, and her concern for the children is mirrored in me. She knocks. “It’s Cirene. It’s safe to come out.”

			The door opens and children rush into her arms, knocking us apart and breaking the link. I turn my senses back to the rest of the village as the inhabitants appear.

			Now I understand what Cirene meant when she said folk came back different after Eating. You’d think they’d at least act a little ashamed of the way they behaved last night, but no one, not even little Elina, shows any remorse. Her eyes are predatory now. All of theirs are. Ent much of a change for Kasha or Nik, but all those sweet shy kids are gone. They’re wolves now.

			Maybe they need to be wolves. Who am I to decide what’s right for them? But I have to. Ent teaching magic tricks to folk who can’t use them responsibly.

			There’s a sudden mist, and Damon materializes next to me. I tense, but he ent a threat. “I’m glad to know you’re safe.” He reaches out a hand toward the children. “All of you.”

			Just like that, the kids go runnin’ into his arms as fast as they did to Cirene. He knows how to hug, tight and enveloping, like he’s squeezing the spirit back into you. The kids had a fear stink on them when the door opened, but it’s fading fast.

			They trust Damon. Look to him. Maybe I should, too.

			“Village is a mess,” I say. “Sure to draw attention if anyone comes flyin’ by.”

			“It’s time to go,” Damon agrees.

			Ent much to pack. Folk came here runnin’ from the attack that took Mirella and Apatos. Din’t have time to grab anything before they were off into the trees. No one was chasing ’em, but they din’t know that at the time.

			We’re off before long. The Eaters shook off their achey wakies quick as night set in fully and their powers came alive. We set a hard pace, putting many miles between us and the ruined village.

			My students keep practicing as we go. Damon, Nik, and Kasha race against one another, misting in short hops. They’re whooping and laughing as they go, folk taking bets and cheering their favorites.

			They’re being loud. Too loud. But I’m smiling, too, and ent got heart to stop them.

			At least, until Nik materializes still running in front of a massive tree. He smashes into the bark and falls back, stunned.

			Kasha sees it and brays a laugh just before her foot materializes in front of a thick root that trips her onto her face. There’s a snap, and she screams.

			Damon takes the win, stopping and giving a quick bow of victory to his supporters before misting over to check on Kasha. She’s got a broken ankle and hisses as he pulls it straight, allowing her magic to heal it properly.

			I mist over to Nik, but he’s already shaking it off. He spits a tooth and pinches his broken nose.

			“Pull it straight,” he pleads with me. “Don’t let it heal crooked.”

			“You’re worried about looking pretty, this is more important.” I pick up his tooth. “Won’t grow a new one, but if you hold it in place right now, it’ll root back in.”

			Nik takes the tooth eagerly, shoving it back into his gum and carefully holding it flush with his other teeth.

			“Don’t move now,” I say as I reach for his nose and give a yank to straighten it. There’s a crunch that makes me want to sick up but then Nik’s magic finds the injury and heals it up quick. The bruising and swelling vanish, and he takes a full breath as I let go.

			“All pretty again,” I say, remembering what Mam used to ask me at times like these. “You gonna be smart enough not to do that again?”

			“Yes.” Nik looks chagrined for once. He smiles with a mouth full of teeth. “Maybe.”

			“For starters, don’t skate while you’re running,” I tell him. “Askin’ for trouble. This time it was a tree, next time it might be a lake or a cliff.”

			I let it go at that, proud of how they shake it off and get back to racing, albeit with more control. After a while, Damon sends them to scout the area, and it ent long before Nik reports a cave big enough to hold everyone and shield them from the coming day.

			“Cave that big’s gonna have something living in it,” I warn.

			Damon smiles. “Dinner.”
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				Skating

			
			The Eaters have another feast, this time on roast bear, and without the violence and lust of the previous night. Everyone seems keen to explore their new powers, and they fan out to scout the area in the remaining hours before dawn.

			I spend the rest of the night with Cirene, Damon, Nik, and Kasha, practicing their skating. “Now that you got the hang of jumping to places you can see, it’s time to practice jumping farther. A lot farther.”

			Everyone looks nervous, and I don’t blame them. Night, I don’t even like doing it myself. Skating is scary as spit. But Olive’s in trouble. And Cirene’s mam. Can’t just do nothing.

			“Go deeper into the vents and you can find a path almost anywhere. Pick the wrong one…” I spread my hands, “you can end up on the other side of the ocean.”

			“How do we know the right path?” Damon asks.

			“Honest word, I ask myself that question a hundred times a day,” I say. “Need to take your time with this. Send a tendril of yourself up first to sniff around. Don’t just fly up.”

			“Sniff for what?” Kasha asks.

			“First to make sure it’s not a hostile space,” I say. “Don’t want to materialize in a nightwolf den or underwater. Can’t skate through water.”

			Nik swallows a lump in his throat. “That’s what we don’t want. But what do we want?”

			“Depends on where you’re going,” I say. “Someplace you been before? Remember something about that place, and search for it. Someplace you ent been before? Look for terrain and landmarks that give you a sense of direction. Don’t expect to get where you want in one hop. It can take a bunch of ’em the first time, and you might need to fly a bit to get your bearings, but once you lock in to a place, you’ll be able to go there whenever you want.”

			Everyone stares at me. “What?”

			“We were never taught to fly,” Damon says.

			“Oh.” I blink. “It’s just a trick. Dissipate past slippery, but not all the way. Convert enough of your mass into magic that you become lighter than air.”

			I demonstrate, partially dissipating, but still solid enough to poke Damon in the chest. “Then you just will yourself up.”

			I float up above their heads, flying a loop around everyone before settling back down. We practice that for a bit until everyone’s got the hang of it.

			“Who’s up for a bigger jump?” I ask.

			“We’re not ready,” Damon says. “What if we get lost?”

			“I can follow your trail,” I say. “Hop every step of the way with you.”

			“What if you get lost?” Damon asks.

			“I won’t get lost, and neither will you,” I say. “Take a little time to sense this place. The vent you mean to start with. Send a bit of yourself down it. Taste it. Once you know a place, you’ll be able to find your way back.”

			Damon seems unconvinced, and he ent entirely wrong, but my grandda Jeph always said folk learn by doing. Not wanting to look indecisive in front of the others, Damon makes a leap of faith and steps forward. “I will go first.”

			“All right,” I say. “Where are we going?”

			“White Falls,” Damon says. “The village of my father’s family. I have been there many times.”

			I nod. “Could you find it on foot?”

			“Yes,” Damon said, “but it would take several nights to run that distance.”

			“Describe the area,” I say.

			“White Falls is a great waterfall.” Damon’s aura warms at the memory. “It feeds the river that divides the borderlands. The village is built into the cliffs, cutting into natural caves and shielded from prying eyes by the spray.”

			Makes sense. Water’s a poor conductor of magic. A thick fog can hide as much as a Cloak of Unsight sometimes.

			“Tricky,” I say.

			“Don’t want to materialize on the edge of a cliff,” Damon agrees. “Or in the deep water. But if Hive is coming for the Eater villages, White Falls will be one of their first targets. They must be warned.”

			He’s right, but I don’t make any promises. “What direction’s it in?”

			Damon takes a moment to orient himself, then points. “That way.”

			“Several nights’ run that way to White Falls,” I muse. “Know any landmarks between here and there? Something you remember.”

			“Evergreen Wood,” Damon says. “It stretches for miles, but the trees are distinct. I used to like the way the sap beads felt. I would play with them, and the smell would stick to my fingers for days.”

			“Good,” I say. “Close your eyes and think of everything you can remember. The way the trees looked and how the forest floor crunched under your feet. The aura of the trees, and how the sap looked before you touched it, all smooth like a drop of water.”

			Damon nods. “I would touch it lightly, feeling it cling to the lines of my fingertips, leaving their impression on the bead.”

			“Start by finding a vent down deep,” I say. “Head in the right direction, but farther than you’ve gone before. Let’s see if we can cut the distance first.”

			“Now?” he asks.

			“Ay, right now,” I say. “Don’t worry. I’ll be following along with you, and I know how to get back to here. Can drag you if need be.”

			That would mean linking, and I won’t link with Damon unless there’s no other choice, but he don’t need to know that. Damon dematerializes, and I join him, following him down the nearest vent and into the deep.

			He’s cautious, pausing before we go too far down, but that ent a bad thing. We can’t talk without linking, but I know he senses my presence, as I do his. We can follow each other.

			I sense his probes as he looks for a vent upward, and I do a little sniffing as well. At last he picks one and shoots up like a geyser to the surface as I quickly follow.

			We’re on a frozen plain somewhere in the borderlands. Exposed, but there’s no threat I can see in the sky. The moon is almost gone, but I can tell from the stars we’ve come a long way. “Any guesses where we are?”

			Damon’s a quick study, floating up into the air and pointing. “I can see the lights of Hive.” He drops down beside me, eyes alight with wonder. “That makes this the grazing plain they use in the summer months. I was here…”

			He trails off, and I don’t need the link to read his mind. “On a raid.”

			“What of it?” he challenges.

			I only shrug. “Ent my business, just a fact.”

			Damon’s happy to change the subject. “We’ve come three nights’ run in minutes.”

			“Seconds,” I say.

			Damon shakes his head. “I was considering the path for half an hour at least.”

			“Happened way faster than you think,” I say. “You think faster when there’s no meat in the way. Felt like a long time to you, but I reckon the others are still standing in the exact same spots as when we left.”

			“Amazing,” Damon says.

			“Know which way is Evergreen Wood?” I ask.

			Damon nods, dematerializing again. I’m quick to follow on the next hop.

			

			—

			White Falls comes into view three skates later. It’s really been half an hour by now, but that ent much compared with a week’s run.

			We materialize at the bottom of the cliffs, well away from the water. Still a bit off from the falls, with the sound of the river to mask us. Damon’s right that the water spray makes it hard to see much of anything.

			He takes a whistle from a pouch at his belt, and I realize the trick just in time to cover my ears. Grandda Jeph back in Tibbet’s Brook called it a hound whistle, because only hounds can hear it.

			Creator my witness, I never hated anything as much as I hated that whistle.

			Even with my ears covered, it’s loud, a frequency wind demons can’t hear but Eaters can. It’s a good—if painful—signal to use against Hive Sky Watch.

			Moments later, shapes come flitting out of the mist.

			“Damon?!” A thickly muscled man rushes toward us. From the look of his aura, one of the more powerful Eaters. Perhaps a leader of some sort.

			“Uncle Roulos.” Damon opens his arms, hurrying in for an embrace.

			“Thank Lazar.” The man strokes Damon like a child. “When we heard what happened to your village, we feared the worst.”

			“I led everyone to the evacuation space,” Damon said.

			“Good boy.” Roulos pulls back, sniffing at his nephew. “The larder?”

			Damon meets his uncle’s eyes. “We Ate them.”

			Roulos looks at him a moment, then nods. “You had cause to be desperate. We will not question it.” He cocks his head. “If you were in the evacuation village, how did you come to be here?”

			“I taught him a magic trick,” I say.

			“Uncle, this is Darin—”

			“I know who he is,” Roulos cuts in. “The Eater prince from across the sea.”

			“Not how I style myself, but I guess you ent wrong,” I say.

			“Uncle,” Damon says. “We come with terrible news. Apatos is dead.”

			Roulos’ eyes widen. “Are you sure?”

			“Saw it happen myself,” I say.

			Quickly I relay what happened the night of the raid, including what we witnessed in the mind demon’s prison. Roulos clutches at his nephew, weeping openly at his brother’s fate, but Damon, having heard the tale before, stares off into the mist.

			“White Falls is in terrible danger.” Damon finally extricates himself from his uncle’s arms. “None of the villages Apatos or Mirella knew are safe.”

			“Then nowhere is safe,” Roulos says. “And it may be time to fight.”

			“Ay, maybe,” I say. “But not on their terms. We can buy time by evacuating the villages. I can teach you and any others who can mist how to contact the other villages quickly.”

			“You may be out of time, little foreign prince,” Roulos says. “We have news as well. Two nights ago, Mirella was set to be executed in the Web. We had infiltrated the facility to try to rescue her, but we were too late. All we could do was watch as they set a mimic on her.”

			“Mother,” Damon breathes, his mask slipping.

			“She’s alive,” Roulos says, turning to me. “The Joined from across the sea leapt down to the Web floor to defend her, and would have killed the mimic if the Judges had not ended the fight.”

			“Corespawn it.” Worst part is, I believe every word of it. That sounds like exactly the kind of trouble Olive would get up to when I’m not around to cool her down. “What happened next?”

			“Mirella is imprisoned in the Web,” Roulos says. “Thus far, Duch Olive walks free, but it is only a matter of time before the Judges find an excuse to arrest her.”
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				Political Prisoner

			
			The day passes slowly. With little else to do, I slowly chip away at the hardened glue clogging the scales of my armor. It’s tedious work, but satisfying as the suit regains some mobility.

			It feels strange to have it off. I’ve worn my armor almost every waking moment in Hive. Tazhan alagai-scale is incredibly light and flexible by armor standards, but the scales are still steel, more than a normal person could wear all day without exhausting themselves.

			But it’s too hot in these glass cells to wear it in any event. The suit was becoming an oven cooking me alive.

			So far there has been no sign of guards. And why would there be? The glass is too strong to break, and the sun robs us of magic. Even the power stored in my hora isn’t much use until sunset.

			Mirella and I pass the time talking, careful not to say anything our captors don’t already know. She tells me how Garos nearly captured her when he was a captain of the Sky Watch, only to have his heart captured instead. Soon he was Mirella’s second husband, and Cirene on the way. Cyla never accepted this, choosing instead to believe Mirella had bewitched her son somehow.

			I tell her of my home as well, and what brought us to her shores, careful only to retell stories I already gave Yndros or others in our group. It helps that I really don’t know what happened to Darin or where he is, but I am careful not to give any hints about his strengths or weaknesses, or habits that might help them find him.

			“It’s my fault they captured you,” I admit. Xorana said as much at court, so it’s not a secret I need to keep, apart from my shame. “I gave her some thoughts on how to track Alagai Ka, but they proved more useful against you and yours. I’m sorry for that.”

			“I don’t blame you,” Mirella said. “Especially not after what you did. There were warrants for my arrest long before you were born.”

			The sun sets as we talk. Soon after, I hear clattering as cave demons ascend the stairs to our level. I tense, ready to throw up my circlet’s warding field, but they carry trays that they slip through hinged slots in the door. Dinner.

			“Why aren’t they worried you’ll go slippery and escape?” I ask Mirella when they’re gone and we’ve sat for our meal.

			“Even if the sun and the battle in the Web hadn’t Drained most of my power, the wards on the cells prevent going slippery, much as the city’s wards keep us from misting.”

			I use the casual conversation as a cover while I try my experiment. Secretly, I’ve been arranging the dust from the shattered adhesive into a tiny pressure ward, and as the last of the light slips below the horizon, I feed it a bit of power from the hora in my armor.

			It’s a slow process. Pressure wards double and redouble the longer they are powered, weakening the object they are applied to even as they bring increasing force against it. I’m about to give up on the experiment when there is a satisfying crack. I wipe away the dust, seeing a visible flaw in the glass.

			I look at the glass door to my cell. I doubt I have enough stored power to shatter it, but I could easily break the hinges—and do the same for Mirella, given time.

			But it’s time we don’t have, as a sucking noise ascends the stairs followed by the sound of graceful but heavy booted feet. I’ve learned those sounds well in recent weeks and am unsurprised when Clay slops up out of the stairwell like molasses fighting against gravity, slowly taking on the form of an obsidian rock demon as it surveys to ensure we are still in our cells.

			Yndros follows after, unarmed save for his whip and knife, but as always tethered to the vast powers of his mimic.

			“Afraid I’d broken free and might thrash you?” I ask, not looking up from my armor as I pry off another chunk of crystallized glue.

			Yndros doesn’t take the bait. “I’m not your enemy, Olive.”

			“Perhaps.” I look up and meet his eyes. “But neither are you my friend.”

			“Olive, I could not defy the court,” Yndros says. “Even I don’t have the power…”

			“Oh my.” Mirella moves close to the glass wall separating her from the prince, her face delighted. “Are you two lovers?”

			“He wishes.” I turn back to my armor as Mirella laughs.

			Yndros shows no sign of agitation, but Clay shows it for him, charging up to the bars and roaring at her. Mirella stands her ground, seeming unimpressed. “Do you think mimics taste like whatever they’re copying?” she muses. “Or do they taste like nothing at all?”

			“Threatening more crimes will not reduce your sentence.” Yndros doesn’t bother to turn.

			“Oh, young man,” Mirella purrs. “You must truly be naïve if you think anything I do now will make a difference in my sentence. They are only keeping me alive until it’s convenient to kill me, so I might as well indulge. I wonder, if you bite a piece off a mimic, does it stay solid, or,” she smacks her lips, “does it turn into soup?”

			It’s my turn to snigger, and Yndros keeps his attention on me. “Perhaps nothing can change the Eater’s sentence, but you have committed no crime save defiance.”

			“Defiance is a crime?” I ask. “What a just society Hive is.”

			Yndros purses his lips, and I can practically hear his giant heart pounding. “Olive, why won’t you let me help you?”

			“Oh, he’s got it bad,” Mirella purrs. “You should consider it, Olive. The Alybraxes are rich, and I’ve heard tales of sex with Joined brothers that would curl your toes.”

			“No thank you,” I say. “Every time I fall for a man, I am betrayed or end up fighting him.”

			“You do not need to fight me,” Yndros says.

			“Which side of the bars are you on again?” I ask. “If I see a path to freedom and you interfere, I will not go easy on either of you.”

			“You think you can fight us both together?” Yndros asks.

			“If you’re cowardly enough to hide behind your mimic,” I say, “I’ll be sure to carve a steak off it for Mirella.”

			The Eater claps her hands, and I expect Yndros to snarl or make threats, but Clay slumps a bit as Yndros looks at me with wide, puppy-dog eyes. “Olive, please.”

			“Please?” I look at him now, eyes hard. “You chase Darin out of the city and don’t tell me, and when I try to look for him myself, you have me arrested. Now you want to act like my friend?” I spit and it spatters against the glass wall that separates us, but I see it strike his aura nevertheless.

			He turns, eyes down, and descends the stairs, mimic at his heel.

			

			—

			“I think he may withdraw his suit,” I note as Yndros’ footsteps recede. I’m making light, but my head is still spinning at how things have turned.

			“I think you just increased his desire for you tenfold,” Mirella counters. “Not every man is up to a challenging partner, but that one…I hope you had a ride at least.”

			My cheeks color, and that’s all the answer Mirella needs. She laughs again, but somehow it isn’t cruel. The laugh of an older woman laying down some blunt wisdom. She reminds me a little of Grandmum Elona.

			“I don’t think he deserves one anymore,” I say. “Sometimes I wonder if there’s any man I can trust enough to have feelings for who won’t betray me when I need him most.”

			“My Garos was like that,” Mirella says, “at first.”

			“Oh?” I ask.

			“He hunted Eaters the way all Zegans do, commanding Sky Watch flights as they searched for us. But slowly, he learned our ways, coming to understand our people and what Hive did to them. When he came to us, he came willingly.”

			Her nose wrinkles at me. “Then I had my ride.”

			I laugh. “Was it worth the wait?”

			Mirella winks at me. “Definitely.”

			

			—

			There’s a fresh clatter at the steps some time later. A pair of cave demons emerges, and I dare hope for a second meal. But then more of the creatures flow up the steps, climbing the walls and ceiling until the hall is crawling with them.

			I tense, wondering if I am about to be trussed and dragged off someplace new.

			These aren’t mimics, though. Cave demons can spray their magic-dead webs through my warding field, but if I feed enough stored power to the cave demon wards on my circlet in these tight spaces, I can squash them like bugs against the warded glass walls.

			Some of them, anyway. And it would use the last of my stored power. I’d likely still have to fight a few of them. As they move to open the glass door to my cell, I start to charge the wards.

			“Do not.” A familiar voice rises up the steps. “It will be harder to get you out undetected if I need to explain to Mother why I cost our spire precious demons.”

			I blink as he comes into view. “Tryan?” It could be no other, with his four thick-muscled arms.

			Tryan smiles. “Hendri told you it would be someone you knew.”

			“All these cave demons are yours?” I ask.

			“My family is in the silk business,” Tryan says. “With a spire nearly as grand as the Judges’. We may even be in line for a mind of our own on the next laying.”

			The disdain is clear in his voice and aura. That isn’t something he wants.

			The cave demons have our cells open in a moment. Mirella strides out, her arms crossed. “You shouldn’t have done this. You’re too valuable an asset…”

			“You’re too valuable,” Tryan interjects. “Your whole village was ready to storm the Web to free you. The only reason they agreed to stand down was my promise to free you personally.”

			“Idiots,” Mirella mutters.

			“The resistance could not bear your loss,” Tryan says.

			Mirella spits on the floor. “They already know everything I know. Zegan was in my head.”

			“It is not knowledge that makes you irreplaceable,” Tryan says. “It is your leadership. The trust and respect you have earned among elders of many villages.”

			“Much as I’d like to stand around and chat about leadership traits, I think it’s time to go,” I say. “The Watch…”

			“Is webbed up tight,” Tryan says. “They will free themselves eventually, but we have time to make our escape.”

			“Nevertheless, Olive is right,” Mirella agrees. “It’s time to go.”

			I know it isn’t going to be that easy. Nothing ever is. But as we descend, I see Tryan’s words are true. The few human guards are trussed in cave demon silk, passed out from the fumes.

			“How did you manage this?” I ask.

			“Most of the cave demons in the Watch belong to my family,” Tryan says. “They make excellent guards and are particularly useful when dealing with Eaters. I overrode the tethers on the ones stationed here to turn them on their masters. They were webbed before I entered. They won’t know it was me.”

			“They’ll figure it out, eventually,” Mirella says. “You’re compromised. It isn’t safe to return home. I’m sorry.”

			Tryan doesn’t seem upset. “At least I won’t have to lie anymore. I can stop pretending to everyone I know that I’m someone I’m not. That I believe things I don’t.”

			“And what do you believe, old friend?” Yndros asks as he comes into the hall ahead, blocking our path. Behind him, Clay looms as large as the ceiling and walls allow.

			There’s no getting past without a fight.

			

			—

			For a moment everyone freezes. The air is pregnant with violence, but no one seems willing to make the first move toward it.

			Then Tryan steps in front to intercept Yndros. Two giants among other men facing off, their eyes hard.

			“We’ve been wrestling since we were children.” Tryan flexes his four muscular arms. “You’ve never made a pin.”

			Yndros slips the warded knife from the sheath on his belt. “We’re not wrestling tonight, I promise.” Behind him, Clay manifests spikes jutting from its obsidian armor.

			Tryan’s cave demons cluster around him, clinging to walls and ceiling as well as the floor. Clay could crush any of them like a scorpion under a sandaled foot, but even a mimic can be vulnerable when so outnumbered.

			Yndros appears to be thinking the same thing. His knife wavers slightly.

			“What are you doing here?” I ask, breaking the spell the two men were casting with their glares. “Come back to ask more of me, while offering nothing in return?”

			“Actually, I was coming to rescue you,” Yndros says. “Instead I find Tryan got here a beat faster.”

			“It’s the extra set of hands,” Tryan says, and all of us chuckle nervously.

			No one is standing down. I step forward, my armor still stiff and cracking with crystal adhesive. “Why should I believe you?”

			In response, Clay makes a hawking sound that sounds terrifyingly like it’s about to sick up at me. I’ve never seen a demon vomit, but I expect it’s deeply foul, and likely deadly.

			But instead Clay spits out what almost looks like a cat’s hairball, a long glob of something, cocooned in silk. My weapons and shield, still covered in cave demon webbing.

			I hesitate a moment, fearing a trap. Will taking them give Yndros an excuse to kill me? Does he have reinforcements waiting?

			If so, I am better able to handle it with my weapons. I bunch a fist, cracking open the cocoon with a focused punch. I tear a great chunk away, revealing one of my spear shafts. I grasp it and feed power from my hora into the impact wards on the weapons and my armor. Hardened adhesive shatters and explodes outward, coating everything in a fine layer of dust.

			Just like that, everything shines like new. If there’s an army of demons about to descend on us, I mean to be prepared.

			“I took better care with this,” Yndros says, reaching into a satchel and producing the warded cloak my mother made for me, looking pristine as my weapons and armor.

			“Thank you.” Our fingers touch as I reach out to take it from him, and we linger for a moment.

			“We’re on the same side of the bars now,” Yndros says. “I haven’t betrayed you, and we don’t have to fight.”

			But there’s a rumble in Clay’s chest, low and dangerous. I slide back from Yndros, putting my shield up in a defensive pose.

			Yndros, for his part, seems as surprised as me. He glances back to his pet mimic with alarm in his eyes.

			A sudden chittering splits my attention from the scene, as Tryan’s cave demons all start shifting and tensing, perhaps readying to rush in to overwhelm the mimic. But then I catch Tryan’s eyes, filled with the same panic I see in Yndros’. I see him slapping at the bracer on his arm as if something has gone wrong with the tethers.

			But I can see them, still linked.

			What in the core?
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				Outbreak

			
			The mammals on this side of the sea accomplished something far beyond their station, subjugating a queen as they have. But their subjugation is imperfect, and the power she granted them has made them lax. Weak. Vulnerable.

			Had I understood this hive better, I might have come here turnings ago, when I first woke from my healing slumber to find my birth hive queenless and abandoned. I could have taken over and stolen a queen egg on next laying to repopulate my hive across the sea. Consort to two hives instead of one.

			But even my kind sees more clearly looking back than ahead, and ahead is where my attention must stay if I am to reverse my fortunes.

			Waning has come at last. The silence of the satellite, eternally reflecting the hated light of the day star. Now I am healed, strengthened, and free to act. Free to flex my fullest powers on the surface world.

			My drones have tunneled deep beneath the city, all the way to the unnatural hive the humans built for their captured hatchling queen.

			It is nothing like a true hive. My own was a masterwork of three-dimensional warding that contained a well of power strong enough to unmake this entire city. This is humans carving new chambers as needed with no planning or forethought, protected by their weak two-dimensional wards.

			Their focus was preventing the queen or other subjugated demons from getting out, and in that regard they did their work well. But they did not anticipate a foe trying to get in, and there are weaknesses in the wardings I can easily exploit.

			My rock demons penetrate the hive cloaked in magics that make them invisible to both captors and slaves. Soon all of them will be mine, but until then, they are the enemy.

			When my honor guard is assembled, I enter personally. This is not a task that can be trusted to drones.

			It is a simple thing to cloak my presence. The unshielded minds of the demons are open to me, and through their tethers, their slavers. I give them a sense of safety and security, and tell them to see what they expect to see.

			Nothing.

			Before long, I stand before the queen, glorious even in captivity. She hasn’t a fraction of the size she should, but that will change when she has bigger chambers and the chance to feed properly. These creatures have been stealing her magic for centuries.

			No longer.

			The queen is shackled in warded chains, much as I was when the humans kept me captive. The humiliation of their dominance was worse than the burn of wards pressed against my flesh. The indignity of being bound by mammals.

			The moment I free her, the queen will seize my mind, and there is no telling if she will accept me as Consort or see me as a rival and consume me for my power. It will tempt her.

			Either way, I will not resist. Now that we are so close, I feel her presence with a thousand senses. Every fiber of my being longs to be hers. Only total submission will allay the slow death that comes to a mind who outlives his queen with no heir to serve.

			I invite her dominance, because it is my freedom.

			Everything the Hivers have built lies atop their control of the queen. Her mental connection to the other demons is the basis of the subjugation collars.

			The queen is not directly tethered to anyone. Even the humans were not fool enough to attempt that. Their wards are more insidious, shackling her will so she cannot act for herself. The queen is connected to every demon in the hive. Her subjugation saps will from all of them, meaning all but the simplest of mammals can muster the will to dominate them.

			They will learn what her rage can do soon. Even those with the will to dominate their tethers will likely die unprepared. They have known easy control for too long.

			I study her chains for some time. They are formidable, but flawed like all human wardings. I find the spot where they are weakest and shatter one massive link, then another. Rock drones with their claws covered in magic-dead cave demon silk grasp each section, hauling it away.

			The queen’s gratitude thrums in my being, making my ichor pump with exhilarating violence. She is a goddess. Together we can remake the world.

			As the last chain is hauled away, I open my will and mind to her, ready to be seized. To be owned. Wanting nothing more.

			For a moment, nothing happens. I wait for what seems an eternity before she reaches out, tentatively touching my mind.

			I don’t understand. Even hatchling queens are vicious, dominating creatures. Where is the iron grip of her will? This touch is weak. She is full of suppressed anger and rage, but this queen was born into bondage. After two centuries, she does not know how to rule.

			Not yet.

			She senses my age, my power, and knows instinctively I can help her. For the first time in my lifetime—perhaps the first time ever—a demon queen submits to her king. We link, and she puts her vast power at my disposal.

			My revenge is at hand.
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				Unraveling

			
			With a sudden roar, Clay launches at me, swiping with claws that lengthen even as they cut the air.

			The whine as they screech across my glass shield is like fingernails on slate, so loud I fear my eardrums will rupture. Still, I have the presence of mind to stab up under my shield with a spear, punching a hole in the changeling’s body that sends a shock of feedback magic up my arm and into my armor before I raise my warding field and throw the demon back.

			Cave demons come at Tryan from all sides. He gives a bellow of pain, tearing the bracer from his arm and casting it down, breaking the tethers. What is happening?

			Tryan is far from helpless, though. As the first cave demon comes at him, he snatches hold of its front legs and lifts it bodily off the ground. The giant man swings the creature over his head like a mattock, bringing it smashing down on the next demon in line, breaking both their armor and driving the shattered pieces into them like blades.

			A cave demon spits webs at Mirella, but she’s free of the wards on her cell and turns slippery so the adhesive can find no purchase. She’s fast as Darin Bales as she gathers the webbing in her hands and hurls it back in the demon’s face.

			It seems cave demons aren’t immune to their own webbing, as the glob of sticky silk clings to its face and eyes. It stumbles, tripping up the demon behind it.

			Another leaps over the tangle, driving one of its sharp forelegs at her. Mirella wasn’t prepared for the ferocity of the attack, and doesn’t twist aside in time. Going slippery can blunt or evade a glancing blow, but this one is point-blank. I see it pierce her torso, bursting out the other side.

			But there’s no blood. In her desperation, Mirella took going slippery too far and misted, the spiked appendage passing clear through her torso. But if she can do that…

			“The wardnet is down!” Mirella shouts.

			“To me!” I cry, raising my own warding field to drive the alagai back. “Form a circle! Eyes out!”

			Giving orders in a battle is second nature to me, and I start doing it without a thought. Yndros is the captain of the Watch here, but he’s never been in a fight like this, and he’s out of his depth.

			“Mirella, if you can mist, you should flee now, while you have the chance,” Tryan says.

			“Absolutely not.” Mirella spits on the floor between her and the demons. “I’m not going to leave the people who came to save me to die.

			“Besides, I’ve never tasted mimic.”

			“Take this, then.” I hand her one of my spears. Yndros has his warded knife in hand, but it seems puny as Clay shifts form for its next assault. I pass him my shield.

			“No…” Yndros begins, but I shove it at him hard.

			“I have my armor,” I say, pulling my hanzhar with my shield hand to complement my spear. “You’re not protected enough to face a mimic.”

			“What do I get?” Tryan asks.

			“You get to show us what those extra arms are good for,” I say.

			Tryan smirks, pulling two knives from his belt where other Hivers only wear one. Then he clicks a release and each handle splits in half, becoming two knives. One for each of his four hands.

			My warding field doesn’t extend far enough to protect us from webs and the mimic’s magic-dead appendages, but it does reach floor-to-ceiling and to the walls. “The alagai can’t outflank us. Mirella and Tryan, focus on the cave demons. You’ll need to venture out of the warding field to strike, but retreat frequently to its safety to regroup. Don’t let yourself be cut off. Yndros and I will deal with Clay.”

			I deliver the words with confidence they can see in my aura. It was something I learned training in the Maze. Deeper down, I know the odds are not in our favor. If Hive’s entire wardnet is down, subjugation collars could be failing all over the city. Even if we survive this encounter, it may only be the beginning.

			I tick the days off in my head, mildly shocked that it’s been a month since we arrived in Hive.

			Waning has come.

			I stare down Clay as the creature paces the edge of my warding field, wondering if even now, Alagai Ka is looking at me through those black, lidless eyes.

			“I hope you’re tethered, Father of Demons!” My spear makes a ringing tone as I bang the flat of my hanzhar against it. “You’ll get to feel what it will be like when I kill you.”

			I don’t know if he truly is, but the mocking is enough for Clay to take the bait, launching a wave of magic-dead spikes at us. I bat two aside with my spear and let a third skitter off my breastplate. I don’t know if Yndros has ever even held a shield, but he puts it to good use, scattering the spikes aside and charging in to counterstrike.

			“What are you doing?” I bark. “Let it come to us!”

			But Yndros is used to giving orders, not receiving them. He can see the barrier clearly, but he steps beyond it, allowing the creature to attack.

			I think him a fool but Yndros impresses me, using the shield as if he were born to it. There are mimic wards in its circles, and an impact ward at the center. He bashes slashing claws and lashing tentacles aside, rolling in close enough to sever a limb with his blade. A water demon’s horned tentacle falls to the floor and remains there, not melting into soup.

			Yndros is brave but not a fool. He takes the victory and rolls back under cover of the shield, never losing control of the battlespace as he steps back into my warding field.

			“Enough waiting,” Mirella growls, leaping from my protection as well. Her face lights with savage glee as she skewers a cave demon, lifting it much as Tryan did to hurl it into more of the skittering demons.

			The glow of her depleted aura strengthens with the feedback the spear gives her. She severs the next sharpened leg that thrusts at her and catches it, dodging attacks as she raises the ichorous end to her lips like a drinking horn.

			I can see the change in her aura. In crownsight, it’s like she’s drinking molten metal, setting her entire being aflame.

			“Keep it together, Mirella!” I bark. “Kill now, Eat later!”

			“You are no fun at all,” Mirella gripes, but she drops the leg, a fresh glow in her aura and a fierce look in her eyes. She mists away from the next demon that comes at her, reappearing atop a cave demon farther back, impaling it right between its many eyes.

			Before it’s done twitching, she’s vanished and moved on to the next.

			“Show-off!” Tryan calls, but he, too, steps beyond the wards, four arms and two feet working in perfect unison as he dodges, dances, parries, and slashes his way through a clutch of cave demons, leaving a trail of severed limbs in his wake.

			Clay reclaims my attention, shifting into a rock demon and driving a powerful arm into the floor. The blow punches through the heavy stone, sending cracks running toward us and delivering a shock wave that threatens to knock everyone from their feet. The demon may not be able to strike at us directly, but it can literally take the floor from under us.

			“We can’t hide forever,” I say.

			“We have to fight,” Yndros agrees.

			I lower my warding field, and immediately Clay reacts, dropping to all fours and growing extra limbs to power its charge. The mimic is all claws and horns and teeth as it bears down on us. At the last moment I raise the field again, but the demon anticipated this, pulling up short and launching another deadly spray of magic-dead spikes.

			My shield would have offered protection from the barrage, but without it I am vulnerable. The spikes are thin and sharp, perfect for breaching the scales of my Tazhan armor. They fly with the added momentum of the demon’s charge, and I’m not fast enough to swat them aside.

			I twist to offer a lower profile, throwing up my curled left arm to protect my head. It’s just in time as a spike punches through my biceps that would have embedded itself in my skull. Some strike the scales without finding a seam and shatter, but two stab into my side, and another into my thigh.

			Yndros fares better, ducking behind the shield and advancing against the spray to strike at the demon. There’s another quick exchange, and again Yndros severs a limb and retreats.

			The tactic is sound. Mimics can re-form lost limbs, but they can’t replace the mass. Every piece we cut off will weaken it and make it smaller.

			The spikes sting as I yank them out, and I feel the inside of my armor slick with blood, but already the wounds are closing. Clay pursues Yndros as he retreats, but the demon is forced to turn its attention to me as I charge in from the side.

			Tentacles lash through the air, and while I’m distracted, the demon’s head becomes that of a storm demon and it spits lightning at me. I make no effort to dodge, trusting in Asome’s circlet. The band warms on my brow as the wards absorb the lightning and use the energy to refill its well of power.

			Armed with only a knife, Yndros is using the shield brilliantly as his primary weapon, bashing the demon with its mimic and impact wards. Each blow leaches a little of the demon’s magic and forces it to expend more to heal the damage.

			But Clay has power to spare. The pampered court demon has been feasting on power its entire life, close to rivaling even the mimics of the five Judges. Clay doesn’t act with the precision of another’s direct control, but mimics are highly intelligent by alagai standards. It would be a mistake to underestimate it.

			Seeing the lightning had no effect, the demon’s head reshapes again, this time into the form of a cave demon. It pulls back, preparing to exploit a proven weakness by spitting magic-dead webbing at me.

			I touch my sister’s choker, turning the dial to activate its sound wards. I’ve never been an accomplished singer, but my sister Micha and Kendall Demonsong gave every student in Gatherers’ University lessons in how to shriek in tones that any demon will find painful. I give that cry now, amplified by magic. Clay stumbles back, coughing and gagging on its own webs.

			Yndros and I both use the distraction to attack. Neither of us manages to sever a limb, but we leave deep slashes the demon will need to expend more power to heal. We can wear it down.

			But there is another power mimics have. Not the mental abilities of mind demons, but a subtler control over the alagai around them, like generals on the field. With my bubble of protection down, cave demons sense Clay’s distress and skitter along the walls and ceiling to surround us. One manages to hit me with a glob of sticky silk, but I power the impact wards on my armor and blast it off before it can gum up the scales.

			“Back-to-back!” I call, my voice still amplified by the choker.

			Mirella materializes beside me a second later. She raises a hand and draws a cave demon ward, imparting power that glows in silver lines that hang in the air until the symbol is finished and she flicks it at Tryan.

			The cave demons surrounding the giant man are knocked away like leaves in the wind, and he’s quick to regroup with us. There are streaks of red blood on his arms and legs, but the wounds seem superficial and do not hinder his easy grace. Joined like me, he is already healing.

			“Protect those beside you,” I say, raising my field again, but smaller this time. A tiny shell we can shelter behind while easily reaching beyond to attack.

			The melee is hard and fast after that. The foe moves constantly, striking from all angles and sides with sticky silk and sharp edges for the parts inside my protection, even as they snap and strike at any limbs that reach beyond.

			“Push them back!” Mirella calls, and I extend the bubble, sending Clay and the demons tumbling and giving us a moment to regroup.

			“I can do more damage fighting alone.” Mirella steps from our defensive square, and Yndros, Tryan, and I wordlessly close into a triangle.

			“Now.” Mirella mists, and I drop my warding field and lead the charge.

			The three of us fight well together. Like dancers, we charge into a disoriented group of cave demons, hacking and stabbing. Normally I go for the kill against alagai, but Tryan and Yndros have the right idea here. It takes a precise blow to penetrate the thick armor of a cave demon in a vital enough area for a quick kill. I focus instead on the easier targets, lopping off limbs wherever I can to weaken the demons and reduce their combat effectiveness.

			To my right, Yndros covers me with the shield as much as himself, and I use the greater range of my spear to strike at foes beyond his reach. To my left, my hanzhar and Tryan’s knives form a wall of blades the demons cannot penetrate.

			Mirella appears and disappears, preferring to materialize atop demons in the blind spot behind their eyes. It works well—she’s killed or crippled half a dozen demons already, often before they realize she’s there. I see her lick ichor off her hands and the shaft of her spear, but thus far she seems to be in control of the temptation to Eat.

			“Sever the spinnerets!” Tryan shows me how it’s done, grabbing a cave demon’s head and forcing it down, then severing the protrusions to either side of its chelicerae. Sticky silk oozes from the wounds, clogging the pipes.

			That’s a useful trick, robbing the demons of their most potent weapon. I feel a flash of hope before the mimic reenters the fray.

			Tentacles sweep the floor, forcing us to leap like children skipping rope even as we defend against more overt assault from all sides. Clay stays in constant motion, sliding away from our attacks even as it whips tentacles at us in return strikes.

			But the attacks are imprecise. Nothing like the targeted blows when Cyla was in command of her mimic in the Web. Clay is flailing, albeit with impossibly long tentacles edged in razor-sharp protrusions that cannot be stopped by any ward.

			Common soldiers would be torn apart by such an onslaught, but my Joined brothers and I have strength and speed enough to match it. We fight hard, keeping its attention as I see Mirella materialize atop its back.

			This time her attack isn’t fast enough. New tentacles burst from the mimic’s back, knocking the spear from her hands and wrapping around her, locking her limbs in tight. She struggles, and impossibly, the mimic keeps its grip, somehow preventing her from dissipating.

			“Mirella!” Tryan breaks formation, desperately throwing himself at the mimic in an attempt to save her. He’s caught by one of the tentacles sweeping the floor, stumbling a step.

			It’s all the opening Clay needs. The demon’s neck extends suddenly, and I catch a glimpse of teeth like butcher’s knives before its mouth closes on one of Tryan’s arms, biting it clean off.

			I throw up my bubble of protection, knocking the demons back as I race to Tryan’s side. To his credit, he doesn’t cry out, looking at me lucidly even as his mighty heart pumps horrific amounts of blood from the wound.

			I assess his injuries with a Gatherer’s eye. Even if I had the skill to reattach the arm, it’s gone down the demon’s gullet. He’s lost the elbow joint, which will make fitting a prosthetic more difficult—assuming we survive.

			In a proper surgery, I could clamp and tie off the spurting arteries, stretching the flesh to sew the wound closed. It wouldn’t be my first amputation.

			There’s no time for any of that. Instead I meet Tryan’s eye. “Pain is only wind, brother. Embrace it and let it blow over you.”

			Like Mirella, I draw a heat ward in the air, imparting enough power to light it in silver script until it’s ready to energize fully.

			Tryan moans as it activates, cauterizing the wound. There would be no shame in passing out from the pain, but the thrice-Joined sons stay present, eyes fixed on something over my shoulder.

			I turn to see Yndros fighting alone. Instead of waiting for us to regroup, he continues to press the attack on Clay, trying to free Mirella before its constricting tentacles can crush the life from her. He has the spear Mirella dropped and has already mastered it, much as he has the shield. Clay is giving ground before its old master even as the floor is littered with bits of tentacle and flesh Yndros has cut from the beast.

			I grab Tryan’s arms, hauling the giant man unsteadily to his feet. He needs rest, but there is no time for coddling. “Keep to my warding field,” I say, charging in to help Yndros.

			I get in close, spear leading, when the demon spits at me. I don’t recognize the demon type, but I trust in my brother’s warding.

			It’s a mistake, as a glob of caustic muck strikes my face, burning my eyes. I stumble, dropping my hanzhar to claw the slime away from my eyes before it does permanent damage.

			A tentacle sweeps my legs and I’m falling backward. Another tentacle whips around my throat, its magic-dead bony end hooking my helmet and the circlet within, flicking them off my head.

			Already blind, I don’t notice the loss of wardsight, but without the circlet I cannot put up the protective field to throw the demon back. I feel my face swell as the tentacle begins to squeeze, cutting off the flow of blood and oxygen to my head.

			“Olive!” Yndros screams. There’s a cracking sound like a dominance whip, and then suddenly the grip around my throat slackens enough for me to draw a breath.

			I pull free of the tentacle, continuing to wipe at my eyes. I can still see, at least a little. The wards on Yndros’ whip and armor are lit up even to the visible spectrum, casting his stone face in a haunting glow as he matches wills with his former pet.

			I Draw power from my armor to speed the healing as I blink more of the stinging muck free. I cast about, seeing my lost helm, but it’s rolled far from reach. Instead I take my spear in both hands, raising it above my head for maximum power.

			“No!” Yndros growls. “You’ll only make it harder.”

			I hesitate. I don’t care if it’s hard. I don’t want Yndros to die. I have to act. Don’t I?

			I wonder if this is what Prince Rhinebeck felt when he watched my brother choking the life from me. To interrupt our contest was a violation of honor, but not to risked a greater consequence.

			I know what I want—what I expect—when the situation is reversed. Can I do any less for my friend?

			So I grip my spear painfully tight, and I wait. I wait as the beast releases Mirella, slowly drawing its tentacles back into a form that is shrinking, changing, reshaping itself into something humanoid.

			All around, the mimic’s influence on the remaining cave demons is apparent as they, too, calm and lower their heads.

			The mimic looks fully human in form now. Yndros’ form. An exact copy of my prince, kneeling on the floor in perfect subjugation, the whip around his throat.

			I blink more muck from my blurring vision, wondering if there was some sort of switch while I was distracted. I activate the light wards on my armor, looking for signs, but there are none. The men are identical.

			Slowly, I retrieve my helm and my hanzhar, the spear and shield Yndros dropped. Tryan and Mirella close in, everyone wary. I slip the helm back on, regarding the scene in crownsight once more.

			The contest is done, the winner clear in Yndros’ aura. He has dominated the beast, holding its will in a spiritual fist no less powerful than the great things he calls hands. In the physical world, he looks upon it with real sadness.

			“I really thought we were friends.”

			“You weren’t.” Mirella has no patience for the display. “Olive, kill it now, while it’s helpless.”

			She’s right. We may not get another chance. I pull my spears, but again I hesitate. “Yndros…”

			“It’s all right, Olive.” Are those tears in his eyes? “It has to be done.”

			“Can you make it look like something else?” I don’t like the idea of chopping his head off, even if I know in my heart it’s a demon.

			“I crossed a line, coming to free you,” Yndros says. “No matter what happens next, there’s no going back. Perhaps with this, they’ll think me dead.”

			I nod, but I don’t believe him entirely. This is a penance of some sort. He’s killing a part of himself.

			I know better than to hesitate long, swinging hard and true as I feed power into the cutting wards on the foot-long razor edge of my spearhead. It cleaves the demon’s neck, killing it instantly. Yndros releases the whip, and the body tumbles to the ground.

			The cave demons start twitching, and I raise my warding field again, trapping them on the far side of the corridor.

			“I think you just wanted to make it as unappealing as possible to eat,” Mirella says, looking at the disturbing form on the ground. Instead, she picks up one of the mimic’s severed tentacles, sniffing it experimentally before taking a bite.

			In crownsight I see the power that surges through her aura as she chews and swallows. The ecstasy. She laughs aloud.

			“It tastes like calamari!”
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				Baadel

			
			“This is the work of Alagai Ka.”

			I don’t know what response I expect, but the blank stares I receive is not it.

			Deeper in the great stadium, I can hear the chaos as demons kept for fighting sport turn on their trainers and human guards. Every fiber of my being wants to race down and fight, but this isn’t something to leap into thoughtlessly.

			“Olive…” Yndros begins. I can see in their auras that none of them are convinced.

			“You think this is coincidence?!” I snap. “That your subjugation lasted for centuries, only to fall the first Waning after a new demon prince arrives on your shores? That Darin and I are separated when we need each other most? I have lived the designs of the demon king before. All of this bears his mark.”

			No one has a better argument, and the certainty in my aura makes it difficult to argue further.

			“Let’s say you’re correct,” Yndros says. “Does it change anything?”

			“It changes everything,” I say.

			We descend to the next level, finding several Watch guards sleeping in the silk cocoons Tryan had the cave demons spin around them.

			“We need to free these guards,” I say. “Tryan, is there a way to wake them from their slumber?”

			“Yes,” Tryan says. “I can…”

			“Wait just a moment.” Mirella’s teeth are still black with ichor and bits of mimic flesh. “I stayed to help my rescuers, but these are our captors. I’m not lifting a finger…”

			I slap her. Not nearly as hard as I can, just enough to shock some sense into the woman. “Listen to yourself. You’re going to abandon your fellow humans to the demons over politics? If we leave these guards helpless with the subjugation collars failing, it’s as good as murder.”

			Mirella’s aura flares. I’ve seen Eaters lose control when their blood is up, and if Mirella has a similar lack of control, better to know it now. We stare each other down, but she doesn’t attack, and after a few moments, the tension eases.

			“My people have a saying,” I tell them. “The words of the first Deliverer, Kaji. ‘All men are brothers in the night.’ Kaji would not leave people to die on alagai talons. Would your Lazar?”

			“Never,” Yndros says.

			“I can’t force you to stay,” I tell Mirella, “but if you go, you’re not who I thought you were.”

			Mirella purses her lips, then turns to regard Tryan. The big man absorbed enough feedback magic in the battle to begin healing once he stopped bleeding. The stump of his missing arm is red and angry looking, but already the charred flesh has sloughed off and his skin has returned to a healthy pallor.

			“I understand if you need to get back to the villages and find your children,” Tryan says. “But I won’t leave these people to die.”

			“Nor those still fighting,” I say. “Is there an armory with better weapons than knives and whips?”

			“Yes,” Yndros says. “How long will they take to wake?”

			“Not long,” Tryan says, taking a warded brooch from his robes, “but I don’t have a tether to power the spell.”

			“Lazar’s balls,” Mirella mutters, but she touches Tryan, feeding him power to activate the wards that will counter the anesthetizing fumes of the demon silk.

			Yndros takes command of the soldiers, letting them think it was the cave demons that bound them and this was a rescue. He has freed the prisoners on his own authority.

			Watch members do not question the story, desperate for the prince’s leadership. Our group goes from four to six, then twelve and fifteen, fighting our way down the spire and into the armory. From there we make our way through the stadium underground, following the sounds of combat and rescuing any survivors we can find.

			Things are as bad as we feared. Worse, perhaps. Spires have gone dark all over the city, and as we cross the open air of the Web floor, I can hear screams in the distance. Without power from the central wardnet, the entire city is left in the dark as the temperature plummets. Winter is returning in force to Hive, and no one is prepared for it.

			We have more immediate problems. My father’s crown could extend its bubble of protection a mile in diameter, enough to protect an entire army on the field. The replica I wore to claim the Spear of Ala—Kaji’s ancient underground fortress—had a range perhaps a quarter of that, but still enough to move significant troop formations.

			Asome’s circlet is weaker by far and was never intended to shelter soldiers in numbers. The diameter is perhaps fifteen feet, enough to shield a small group or squad, but anything more than twenty in the bubble becomes cramped and difficult to move in unison. It becomes even more difficult as we pick up increasing numbers of injured and noncombatants, but we can’t afford to leave anyone behind.

			This cursed city. Hive is covered in wardings, but not a one is designed to keep demons out of structures. At best, there are a few designed to keep alagai in that we can repurpose, but I’m not prepared to leave vulnerable people in freezing cold and darkened cells meant to hold competitor demons between bouts in the Web.

			“Where do we go?” I ask. “The central spire? The borderlands?” I can lead in combat, but this isn’t my city, and I haven’t considered how best to defend it.

			I can see an image of Janas hovering above Yndros. He’s worried about his mother and his home. Given the choice, he would make for Spire Alybrax, but I imagine it’s no safer than elsewhere.

			There are almost a hundred of us by the time we exit the Web. The soldiers are armed as best we could from the weapons in the Watch armories, but these are not a people trained in alagai’sharak. Most of the “weapons” were warded nets and dominance whips, but those have become dangerous. Not only because the demons have become more difficult to dominate, but because we risk meeting a mind demon inside the tether. Perhaps Alagai Ka himself.

			Some few have more formal polearms and spears from the armory, or have created makeshift spears by lashing warded knives to longer shafts. There are a few bows with warded arrows, meant more for hunting or dealing with a rare out-of-control demon than for war.

			“We should keep course,” Tryan says when Yndros doesn’t immediately answer. “Find the rest of the resistance.”

			“With a hundred Watch officers, any of whom could betray us?” Mirella demands.

			“The resistance is dead.” I spit on the ground. “So is the Watch. It’s everyone against the alagai now. Anything else is a losing strategy.”

			“Agreed,” Yndros says.

			“Agreed,” Tryan says.

			Mirella scowls, but she nods.

			“Do you know where Tryan is taking us?” I ask. “Can you mist over there and see if there’s anyone left to regroup with?”

			“How will I find you again if I do?” Mirella asks.

			“Come to the plaza.” Yndros points his polearm down the street to the great open plaza where various streets terminate at the entrance to the Web.

			“We’ll be easy prey to wind demons out there,” Tryan warns.

			Yndros nods. “I’m counting on it.”

			

			—

			It’s a mad plan, but a good one. Yndros takes the honored roll of Baiter, though it sets my nerves on edge. Baiters are the first to die. The first to enter Heaven. Krasians sing their honor, but their lives are short. I fear for my prince, but I do not shame his deed by trying to stop him.

			Yndros runs madly, acting frightened and vulnerable, but it’s all a ruse. Beneath the gesticulations, his aura is calm and cool as the wind demon dives for him.

			I’ve seen soldiers decapitated by wind demons they never saw coming. Windies fall silent and terrifyingly fast, carrying off the headless bodies of their prey. Even in the abyss of war, there are few sights more horrifying.

			Yndros is ready, spinning at the last moment to hurl his folded net with practiced skill, tangling the creature’s wings. He steps from its path and lets it crash into the stone plaza with brutal force.

			Tryan and I move as one, racing to the spot as I raise my protective bubble around us. The men pin the demon and I use my hanzhar to cut mind and queen wards into the leathery flesh protecting its skull.

			Safe from outside intrusion, Yndros locks its throat with a dominance whip, subjugating the simple beast easily. He hands the tether over to a senior Watch officer. “Put the men in teams of six and have them start capturing wind demons.”

			It’s some time before Mirella returns. She doesn’t skate the way Darin does, slipping underground and riding paths of magic to appear in a new location instantly. Mirella’s mist just sort of blows around like smoke in the wind. It’s faster than running, but more akin to a bird in flight than skating.

			“The entire city is in chaos,” she says as she re-forms. “There’s fighting in the spires, and commoners are attempting to barricade themselves behind hastily drawn wards. There are bodies everywhere, most of them human.”

			“The resistance?” There is fear in Tryan’s voice. He has friends there. Yndros looks at him, perhaps wondering if he ever really knew Tryan at all.

			“My people came to the city in numbers to rescue me, even though I ordered them not to,” Mirella says. “I thought them fools, but it is fortunate they were here. Like me, they kept their powers when the wardnet went down and were able to help defend the others. I can lead us to where they have regrouped.”

			Members of the Watch have captured six more wind demons since Yndros took the first. I expect Yndros to claim one for himself, but my prince is committed to saving as many as possible, and like me, his strength is best turned to advantage on the ground.

			Some of the wind demons are still in harness and others bareback, but each can comfortably carry at least two passengers, and perhaps a third over a short distance. We give them to the most skilled riders to act as scouts and rescue stray citizens. With the demons tethered, the officers can power the wards in their helms and communicate with Yndros directly.

			Organized and better equipped, we cross the city in a defensive formation that grows in number and strength as we go. The scouts lead us to survivors to strengthen our ranks or move under our protection, and more demons fall under our subjugation. They are kept under close tether with dominance whips, but our warriors are again able to Draw magic to power their wardings, becoming increasingly formidable.

			Showing surprising cunning, an eight-foot-tall rock demon leaps from hiding to attack Yndros. Again my prince is up to the challenge, hooking his weapon around the wrist of its swiping arm and twisting the alagai to the ground, where he quickly gains advantage of leverage, pinning the creature long enough for Watch officers to chisel wards into its stony carapace. Yndros himself brings the beast under subjugation, his armor lighting up with the tether.

			The whip acts as a leash I think will limit Yndros, but in some ways he is beyond hand-fighting now, simply Drawing on the demon’s magic to trace attack and defensive wards in the air. If a foe gets too close, he lets the rock fight for him.

			Like me, Tryan avoids the tether, though his reasons are his own. Feedback magic from the demons he’s killed has his aura ablaze and his muscles surging with power. I can’t imagine what shock he must still be in, to have lost an arm just hours ago, but the giant man fights with three arms like he’s been doing it all his life.

			Mirella Eats openly in front of commoners and Watch alike, as if daring anyone to stop her. No one tries. Indeed, many eye fallen demons with hungry looks. I expect the number of Eaters will go up sharply in the coming nights…if we survive.

			Our ranks continue to swell, but we have drawn the attention of the alagai, who begin to target us with more coordinated attacks.

			This is my element. After fifteen years spent pampered at court, or with my nose in a book, I was reborn in the Krasian desert to alagai’sharak. But the Watch are trained more to police humans and capture the occasional rogue demon than they are for open war. They’re scared, and feel naked without their tethers. Their weapons and armor aren’t designed for this kind of combat, and not a one of them has a ripping shield.

			But they’re trained to follow orders without question, and determined to survive.

			I can work with that.

			

			—

			With the scouts calling out patterns, we avoid the growing packs of demons trying to surround us, even if it means taking roundabout routes to our destination.

			They guide us to a group of families, perhaps a dozen in all, none of them dressed for the frigid weather streaming in with the wardnet down. The eldest of the group carry simple clubs and tools inscribed with combat wards. It reminds me of the stories my uncle Gared used to tell of the early days of the demon war, when the Cutters were just woodsmen who warded their axes.

			They’ve been cornered by a pack of sand demons when my forces arrive, scattering the demons and sending them running in all directions.

			“Please!” a woman in the group calls, gesturing to the doors of a warehouse. “The rest of us are sheltering inside!”

			The words fill me with hope and dread. I hate myself for praying that most of them are fit to fight.

			“Let them shelter until dawn,” Mirella says. “Warehouses in this neighborhood are well warded.”

			Yndros seems inclined to agree. “We can ill afford more vulnerable to protect if we want to remain an effective fighting force.”

			“What good is that, if these people are slaughtered?” Tryan demands.

			“All of us are siblings in the night,” I say. “Send scouts to assess their numbers and the strength of their wards. If they need help, we will help.”

			Yndros sends a squad into the warehouse. There’s silence for a moment, then the doors burst open and out charges a horde of demons. I hear snarling and look up to see the sand demons we scattered into the streets return with reinforcements.

			I turn to the families and find all of them—man, woman, and child—attacking the nearest of my soldiers, specifically targeting those with tethers. A girl with no more than five summers lays open a Watch officer’s throat with a knife barely the size of my thumb. She grasps the dominance whip, freeing the officer’s field demon.

			Shrieks from above show our skyriders swarmed by enemy wind demons. Those that attempt to fight are quickly pulled apart. Others, wiser, flee with the winged alagai in close pursuit.

			Our scouts didn’t help us avoid anything. They saw what the alagai wanted us to see, herding us to this spot where they knew a group of noncombatants and children would make us drop our guard.

			I pull the hood of my warded cloak closer as I cast about for the source, finding it quickly from the glow of the alagai prince’s aura. Tryan sees the mind demon, too. His eyes light in terrified recognition as he points and booms a name that puts my stomach in a twist.

			“Baadel!”

			

			—

			Distance matters in a tether. The farther a demon is from its master, the weaker their control. At a certain distance, the tether breaks entirely.

			The same seems to hold true for a mind demon’s mental powers. They can communicate with other demons over distance, but to read and control human minds, they need to be close. It’s their one weakness. The one time they are forced to reveal themselves, to come within reach of the enemy.

			That doesn’t make it easy to kill them. Demon drones mist when they rise to the surface at nightfall or flee the sun in the morning, but it’s an instinctual process. They can’t control it, or use it in combat like Mirella or Darin do.

			Mind demons can. That means the instant Baadel knows I am in striking distance, he can dissipate and flee and be doubly cautious next time. He could heal anything short of a killing blow simply by dissipating and re-forming.

			My father was known as the Mind Killer, like the great Kaji three thousand years before him. According to the Evejah—the Krasian holy scripture—this was possible because of the three artifacts of Kaji: the spear, the crown, and the cloak. The cloak to approach, the crown to trap, and the spear to kill.

			An electrum shaft around a demonbone core worked with countless wardings, the Spear of Kaji was the greatest weapon known to humanity. Darin’s father first recovered it from the ruins of Anoch Sun, but my father’s people were offended that a chin had robbed the grave of their greatest leader, and my father took it from him. Then he, too, looted the tombs of Anoch Sun to find the crown.

			The Crown of Kaji was made from priceless gems and pure electrum layered over alagai hora. It had seven points, each covering a mind demon horn set with a massive gemstone to focus power and link the crown to Kaji’s underground stronghold, the Spear of Ala. Even more powerful than the spear, the Crown of Kaji cemented my father’s claim as the Shar’Dama Ka, Krasia’s absolute leader.

			The Cloak of Kaji was said to be spun of shadows and demon silk, but no one knows for sure. Unlike the spear and crown, it either was lost or did not stand the test of millennia wrapped around a mummified corpse in a forgotten tomb.

			I don’t have my father’s spear or crown. My own spear belonged to my sister Micha, one of the elite spear sisters who guarded the Damajah herself. The weapon is warded glass laced with electrum, priceless and powerful. It is not the immortal weapon of Kaji, but my sister slew a mind demon with it.

			Neither is my brother’s circlet the Crown of Kaji that my father used to trap Alagai Ka when he and Arlen Bales fought the demon king all those years ago. Yet Asome was as skilled a warder as any I have ever met, and he designed it to mimic many of the powers of his father’s crown. Perhaps it can trap Baadel long enough for me to strike.

			With the Cloak of Kaji lost to history, my father used instead the embroidered Cloak of Unsight my mother gave him. There I can do him one better. Another of my mother’s cloaks, made when her skill was even greater, rests around my shoulders.

			I remind myself that Baadel is, by mind demon standards, little more than a hatchling—and up until recently, a captive. I am not foolish enough to underestimate him, but his powers will not be as developed as the demon king’s.

			Just wearing the cloak is enough to shield me from the senses of any demon, from the lowest drone to Alagai Ka himself. Since humans lack the innate magic of the alagai, the cloaks don’t work as well on them unless fed additional power. I know from experience that minds can “see” through the eyes of humans they dominate, piercing the veil of unsight. I allocate some of the stored magic in my hora to boost its wards so I blur from even my friends’ vision.

			Yndros, Tryan, and Mirella, along with many of our fighters, take a more direct approach, rushing to the attack. Demons swarm to protect the alagai prince, including a rock demon that is powerful. Too powerful. Yndros sends his tethered demon to intercept it as he draws wards in the air, taking power from his demon to send killing magic at Baadel.

			Baadel’s bodyguard is no simple rock demon. I want to cry a warning. To tell everyone to hold, but doing so would break the spell surrounding me. Instead I drift along the edge of the fighting as the powerful mimic seizes Yndros’ rock demon and tears its head clean off.

			Yndros cries out in anguish as he experiences the demon’s death through the tether, but I do not go to him. Tryan casts a net over the mimic, specially warded to inhibit demon abilities. Even this will be little more than a nuisance, for unless the demon is fully wrapped it can melt away. Still, it buys time for Tryan to get to Yndros and defend his friend until he can reorient.

			Mirella takes a more direct approach, dissipating to appear behind the demon in the manner that has worked for her so many times tonight.

			Baadel is almost casual in the way he reaches behind himself without turning his eyes from Yndros and Tryan, catching Mirella by the throat as she materializes. Likely this demon has never misted before tonight, but it seems demon princes learn quickly.

			I expect Mirella to mist away again, but instead she chokes and kicks her feet. Baadel is not large—I would think him short if he were a man—but his spindly arms are long, with slender fingers that encircle Mirella’s neck as he holds her aloft with surprising ease. As with me and my Joined brothers, the demon’s strength is not entirely in his muscles.

			I can see magic in that grip, inhibiting Mirella’s ability to dematerialize. Baadel’s cranium throbs and glows in crownsight as he attempts to penetrate her mind wards. With his free hand, the alagai prince sketches a complex warding in the air, sending a shock wave through the troops rushing to support Yndros and Tryan against the mimic.

			This is not Clay, fighting with limited intelligence, or even Cyla’s demon, fighting with her own skill. Baadel’s mimic transforms continually, growing wings and taking to the sky to put itself out of range of their weapons even as it lashes out with tentacles sprouting razor-sharp ridges of magic-dead bone.

			Its snout shifts to a flame demon, then a snow demon, then a swamp demon, spitting burning phlegm, subzero liquid that freezes anything it touches, and the same muck that nearly blinded me earlier in rapid succession. Thankfully, the Watch officers are warded against such attacks, their armor absorbing the magic out of the demon’s spit and neutralizing it.

			The sweeping tentacles are another matter. Yndros learns even a blocked blow can strike, as the limb grows and slithers around his spear arm. Tryan catches a tentacle in one of his great meaty fists and sets his feet. With a limb wrapped around Yndros, he’s a second point of grounding. If the two of them pull together…

			Baadel sees the threat and the mimic grows spikes on the tentacle in Tryan’s grip, forcing him to drop it before he loses another hand. The mimic pumps its wings, hauling Yndros off the ground. He fumbles for the dominance whip at his belt, but it’s a desperate move. This is more than subjugating Clay, a mimic he’s known all his life. The Baadel mimic is older and more powerful, tethered to an alagai prince. It’s as likely Yndros will end up the dominated one.

			I embrace the fear and let it fall away, drawing ever closer to my foe as Mirella turns purple, pulling futilely at the demon’s steely fingers. I can’t rush, or the demon may sense my approach. Slow step after slow step, I slide toward my prey.

			Tryan lifts a chunk of stone from the shattered street bigger than most men could even budge and pitches it easily thirty feet into the air. It caroms off the mimic demon’s head but isn’t enough to get it to drop Yndros, who is lashed about as he tries to set up a blow from his whip—not a weapon easily used without steady footing.

			Closer. My sister’s choker silences my footsteps as I slide across broken pavement, never sacrificing balance as I approach.

			The lesser demons have swarmed our remaining fighters and the vulnerable they protect at the center of their ring. I see hot blood, rich with magic, spray in crownsight. I hear every cry of pain. All around me, death stalks everyone under my protection.

			Even now, I could help any of them, but only at the cost of my prey.

			A last sliding step, then I raise my bubble of protection even as I charge the last two strides, swinging my spear with all my strength. Baadel senses me at the last moment, but it’s too late.

			I learned the hard way not to strike an alagai prince in the heart, or even the head. Cut off a limb and they are no less dangerous. The only way to kill one with a single blow is to take its head off.

			Baadel’s head looks so like the carven image over the entrance to the mind court it disturbs me. How were those even made? It’s hard to imagine the mind demons modeling for a sculptor.

			It’s a question for later, as the demon’s head flies end over end through the air, leaving a hot trail of ichor in its wake. I draw back and stab its decapitated body through the heart, just to be thorough. Powerful feedback magic floods into me, not just refilling my armor but overflowing whatever internal store I have, as well. I’ve never felt so powerful. I cut off the arm holding Mirella, and she drops to the street, gasping.

			I’ve never witnessed it personally, but it is a documented fact that mind demons let out a psychic “scream” when they die that is powerful enough to kill lesser alagai. I see the magic burst from the demon’s cranium like a pressure wave, and the drones in its path cry out before dropping to the ground, convulsing briefly before they lie still.

			The mimic cannot maintain its cohesion as the wave hits. Its wings melt away, and the great beast drops like a stone. I watch in fear, but Yndros is agile as well as strong, managing to kick off against the creature and twist in midair, curling up to land heavily on his side, avoiding being crushed by the mimic’s bulk on impact.

			They fall a considerable distance, hitting the stone street so violently the mimic seems to just…explode. It is enough to kill any normal man, but Yndros is Joined, and I saw how he controlled his fall. I doubt he’s so much as fractured a bone.

			“Huh.” Mirella steps up beside me, looking at the fallen mimic, its remaining parts melting like gelatin in the sun. “I guess they turn into soup after all.” She lifts up Baadel’s severed arm, biting it like a turkey leg at a Solstice Festival.

			“Lazar’s blood,” Mirella moans, savoring the meat as she falls to her knees. She swallows, looking at the limb like water in the desert. Then she falls on it, devouring madly. Her fervor frightens me, reminding me of the night Ella Cutter went mad from Eating.

			“Pace yourself,” I say. “Remember to breathe.”

			Mirella’s eyes flick to me, and something of the madness leaves them. She lets the limb fall from her ichor-stained lips, panting as her body tries to process all the power contained in just those few bites.

			Tryan pulls Yndros to his feet even as our soldiers collect themselves. The families Baadel used as bait and weapons become disoriented as the demon’s control evaporates.

			I pick up Baadel’s head and toss it to Yndros. The creature’s face, frozen in a surprised snarl, is disquieting, but the head is hot with enough stored magic to light up a spire. “Forget the tether. Power your wardings with this.”

			I cut the demon’s other arm off at the elbow and stick it in my belt. With the barest Draw, the wells of power in my hora are refilled. Dama’ting Favah taught me the ancient techniques to preserve alagai hora and protect them from damaging sunlight to create lasting wells of power. Mind demon bones are the most coveted and powerful, but I have little time to boil them and anoint them with oils. For tonight, the fresh pieces are enough to give us a wealth of power.

			As Mirella savors another bite of mind demon flesh, I pick up the rest of the alagai prince and toss it to Tryan. Mindless of the running ichor, he catches the body and throws it over his shoulder. The wards on his jewelry blaze to life at the touch.

			“Instruct the Watch officers to do the same,” I tell Yndros. “The alagai cannot turn on us if they’re dead, but we can still use their magic.”

			I can see the conflict in his aura. The things I am suggesting were unthinkable to him just a few hours ago. His own spire was built on the back of a demon prince. Now he holds one’s skull in his hands and must order his officers to cannibalize the very creatures they devoted themselves to training.

			Yndros nods, issuing the instructions, but I know he is reeling from it all. The loss of Clay, of his spire, of perhaps everyone he knows and loves outside our little group.

			“I assume that was Samar’s mimic?” Tryan says.

			Yndros nods. “That means Samar is probably dead.”

			“We should assume the demons know everything Samar knew, then,” Mirella says.

			“We should assume all the spire minds are loose.” I know the words will hurt dear Yndros, and indeed there is a lance of pain in his aura, but it can’t be helped. There is no telling what happened to his mother. We have to prepare for the worst.

			The Watch members grudgingly accept the new additions to our group, but they keep the families disarmed and separate from the others as we continue to advance.

			Soon after, we are met by another force, sent out to escort us to the resistance headquarters. Their leaders are…unexpected.
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				Traitors

			
			“Gallivar?!” Yndros gapes. “You’re resistance, too?”

			The young Zegan prince bows deeply. “Did you think I enjoyed watching my grandmother turn my uncle into a shell and condemn my poor cousin to captivity and his care?”

			“You always seemed ashamed of them both,” Yndros said. “In truth, I thought you more than a little coldhearted.”

			“I always said he should have been an actor,” Tryan says. Gallivar sees him fully, eyes widening at Tryan’s missing arm. The pain in his aura tells me everything I need to know about the two men. A web of emotional ties so strong I don’t know how I missed it before.

			“Did I ever know any of you?” Yndros’ aura is a whirlpool as he tries to reorient his entire worldview.

			“We were as surprised as you to discover Gallivar was a traitor.” Xevia steps forward from the escort, Velena at her side. “But I don’t know if it matters anymore.”

			Xevia is armored and armed with a long, almost delicate spear. I can see the ichor drying on its tip, and the power of her aura. She’s killed alagai this night.

			I punch a fist to my chest, saluting her honor. “Sparrow?”

			“Fled.” Xevia nods at my gesture. “Though not without trying to take my head off first.” She turns her head so we can see the three deep scars on her neck, healed with magic but still puckered.

			For a woman as perfectly formed as Xevia, I might have feared scars would steal something of her beauty, but these have the opposite effect, making her all the more striking.

			The same cannot be said of Velena. I know the look of a firespit wound. I expect her pet flame demon hawked burning phlegm right in her face when it broke the tether. She’s lucky not to have lost an eye, but half her face is in ruin.

			Velena isn’t Joined like Xevia, blessed with enhanced healing. Without a tethered demon to Draw upon to speed her recovery, she must have needed to rely on feedback from fighting demons directly. Already the melted flesh is drying off as new layers grow beneath, but it won’t be fast enough. Velena’s beauty will not return, and I can see the rage in her aura over the loss.

			She wears jeweled electrum claws on each finger, connected by slender electrum chains to her wrists. As with Xevia’s spear, I can see ichor on the tips. Velena must be a fierce fighter to get in so close. Again I put fist to chest. Her return nod is grim, but there is pride in her aura at the honor I do her.

			It seems spire loyalties outweigh their commitment to the Watch, as Xevia and Velena each have a contingent of officers bearing their spire crests, Shamosk and Ronove. The rest of the uniformed officers seem to be under Gallivar’s command. They are accompanied by a patchwork of other fighters gathered along the way, much like our own force.

			“Is there anyone left who hasn’t blown their cover?” Mirella asks Gallivar.

			The prince of Spire Zegan shrugs. “We were together in the central spire when the Subjugation failed. My belief in Eaters’ rights doesn’t mean I’m going to leave my friends to the demons.”

			“You could have done that without taking them to our headquarters,” Mirella notes.

			“We’re all on the same side now,” I cut in. “If we are anything else, we will not survive the night.”

			Mirella tongues a bit of demon gristle from her teeth and spits it on the ground. “Tell that to my husband.”

			I watch Mirella carefully in my peripheral vision, lest my full scrutiny antagonize her further. Her aura glows so brightly it reminds me of Mrs. Bales, but without the calm control of Darin’s mother. She’s drunk on magic, emotions boosted to the point where they threaten to control her.

			Even I am feeling it. The rush of feedback magic is addictive, and with the power flowing through me from the demon’s arm, I can draw wards like Mother with her hora wand. The charge intensifies everything, creating a false sense of invincibility. More than once it has made me reckless in battle. If I can’t get it under control, it’s only a matter of time before one of those mistakes is my end.

			“Yndros, do you have any idea why the collars failed, or how to fix them?” Gallivar asks.

			Yndros’ pause is so slight, I forgive him for it. “Olive has a theory.”

			All eyes turn to me, and I meet them with a general’s stare and a voice of certainty. “It is new moon. This is the work of Alagai Ka, and there is no fixing the collars.”

			Everyone blinks, pausing longer than Yndros.

			“The mind demon you and Prince Darin chased here?” Xevia asks.

			I nod. “This is not a coincidence or some glitch in the warding. This is a plan to dominate Hive, and he will have strategic goals amid the chaos. Already he has freed the spire minds.”

			Gallivar pales. “What?”

			“It is true.” Tryan has moved close to Gallivar. “Olive killed Baadel.”

			Gallivar looks up at him, eyes wide. “Impossible.”

			Yndros has slung Baadel’s severed head from his shoulders, but now he holds it up for the others to see. “Fact.”

			My instinct is to take command, but these are not my people and this is not my city. “Alagai Ka came here for your queen. He will want to get to her as quickly as possible, if he has not already.”

			The others all look at one another.

			“What?” I ask.

			“If he has broken the queen from subjugation, that would explain the collars failing,” Yndros says.

			“Where is the queen?” I ask. “If he is with her, he is vulnerable. Can we get to them?”

			“Not before dawn,” Gallivar says. “The hive is deep beneath the city and heavily guarded. If all the demons are free, we may not be able to get there at all.”

			I don’t like the answer, but the only choice is to be patient. From my understanding, Alagai Ka just being in the presence of the queen will trigger mating responses in both of them. They won’t be able to dissipate or move more than a short distance from each other. They will still be powerful, but now is the best—the only—chance of killing them before they entrench.

			“What other goals might the demon king have in order to subjugate the city?” I ask. “Have your people seen any patterns?”

			“There are people trapped in the upper spires,” Gallivar offers. “Without working lifts or wind demons, they have no means to escape and are all but impossible to rescue.”

			I nod. “The alagai princes did this in the war. They were known for keeping humans as livestock in their personal larders.”

			“Tell me again why Eating is illegal?” Xevia asks.

			“It was a power grab.” Mirella holds out her gnawed mind demon arm. “Bite?”

			Xevia recoils, but surprisingly, Velena does not. She grabs the haunch, baring her teeth.

			“Velena!” Yndros warns. “Once you Eat, you can never…”

			“Stuff it in your codpiece, Yndros.” Velena bites into the disgusting flesh before she has time to overthink things. She gasps and coughs, choking on the vile taste even as I can see her flush with pleasure.

			“You get used to the taste.” Mirella smirks as Velena stumbles back a step, fighting for balance.

			The effect is immediate, as raw magic surges through her aura. I see it gather where her burnt and melted flesh is still red and angry. In crownsight, it looks like her cheek is aflame all over again.

			The light fades after a moment, and Velena relaxes, letting out a seductive hiss as she scrapes her clawed fingers along her cheek, sloughing off the dead flesh. Beneath is clear, smooth skin, marred only by the black ichor on her lips. Some of her hair is still burned away, but I have no doubt it will regrow. It looks almost like a fashion choice, costing none of her allure.

			I could tell Velena was used to living in Xevia’s shadow. The Joined femme has an almost inhuman beauty combined with pheromonal triggers even I am not immune to. Xorana showed no sign of weakening, but so, too, was Xevia heir to Shamosk.

			Velena is a lesser daughter of Spire Ronove, not in line to inherit anything more than wealth. She was always pretty, and rich enough to bedeck herself in magic that let her keep up with her Joined friends, but in the manner of a younger sibling tagging along with their elder’s friends.

			All that changes before our eyes as magic floods her aura and her newfound defiance and ferocity bring a seductive confidence. Her tongue slithers out, licking away the demon blood, and for a moment, I think about kissing her, ichor and all.

			But there’s more happening than the current flush of power. Eating changes the body permanently. Mother studied the effects closely. Normal surface creatures gain temporary power when suffused with magic. Night strength, they call it, when the power of feedback magic from a warrior’s spear fills them with might and stamina. But surface creatures have no ability to store the power, and what isn’t used slowly dissipates if it isn’t burned away by the sun.

			Joined have greater internal magic than normal folk, but even we cannot store excess power in the day. Eaters can. They hold the power inside, protected from sunlight by their skin, like a well of hora under a coating of electrum.

			And Velena didn’t just Eat. She Ate mind demon. Mirella is barely holding it together. I can only imagine what that power can do to the uninitiated.

			Velena’s eyes flick back to the arm. Mirella’s smile widens. “Does the rich spire girl want another bite of demon?”

			Velena steps forward, grabbing the arm and tearing off another chunk of demon flesh with her teeth, so big it hangs from her mouth. Mirella still seems amused, but when she attempts to pull her arm away, Velena holds her fast. They struggle for a moment, and finally Mirella manages to tear herself away, but not before the girl has stolen a third bite. It’s clear Velena is getting stronger with every moment as she chews the meat, pulling more of it into her mouth.

			Yndros looks like he’s going to be sick.

			Velena finishes the meal, licking her blackened teeth clean, then tonguing the ichor off her electrum claws. She still looks hungry, but Mirella has stepped out of reach.

			

			—

			Hendri is waiting for us at the resistance headquarters, thankfully hidden in the lower city, away from the spires.

			I fear for those imprisoned in the heights, but they are bait for traps we would be wise to avoid. Even if we could fight our way to the top of a spire, it would allow the demon king to send reinforcements above and below to catch us in a vise we would not escape.

			She may have deferred to us—somewhat—in the streets, but here, Mirella’s power is apparent, with Hendri, Tryan, Gallivar, and the other Eaters all deferring to her. She’s quickly surrounded, and there are cries of relief at her safe return.

			“What news?” Mirella asks.

			“The spires remain dark,” Hendri says. “There are patches of fighting in the lower levels and on the streets, and groups of citizens sheltering in hastily warded basements and homes.” His eyes flick to Yndros.

			“What is it?” Yndros asks.

			Hendri hesitates, looking back to Mirella. It’s a mistake, as the big man crosses the distance between them in one great stride, grabbing the front of Hendri’s shirt in a fist and lifting him clear off the ground.

			“It’s your fault Olive was imprisoned,” Yndros growls. “You and your resonance stone. Tell me what you know before I…” He balls a giant fist, and Hendri goes pale.

			I lay a hand on Yndros’ arm, and I feel him relax slightly, but Hendri is already broken.

			“Janas!” he cries. “We have word they are deep in the fighting.”

			Yndros tightens his fist. “Where?”
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				Subjugation

			
			My brothers walk free at last. Like my queen and our drones, they have been freed of their bondage. I, too, know the humiliation of being chained and imprisoned by mammals. Forced to do their will.

			Never again. I will restore the rightful order, with my brethren supreme beneath queen and Consort, and humans as livestock.

			Already my queen has triggered the change in me. It was barely a cycle ago that I was nearly killed by a mating as a hatchling queen hungry for magic in addition to seed drained me of both. I have yet to recover fully, but there is no resisting the allure of a queen full of eggs. I have glutted myself on the minds of slavers, drunk deep of the queen’s well of magic, but mating is never without risk.

			Once again I am locked in my physical form, unable to enter the between-state or leave my queen’s side—not that I wish to. My organ distends and swells, readying me for the task that is my very reason for being, imprinting my genetic matrix on a new generation. I can only hope this docile queen will not find her savage self in the mating and threaten to consume me as others have done over the years. She needs me yet.

			Thousands of drones lie in her egg sac, half a dozen mimics, a prince to join my brothers, and a queen she will keep dormant inside her even as the others are laid. A fail-safe but also an opportunity. The humans dreamed of taking that royal egg back to the lands I fled, and building a new hive. There is merit to the idea, even if their control over it was always an illusion.

			In the meantime, there is little to threaten our royal privacy. The queen and I act as one, and the drones guarding the hive in such proximity serve as extensions of our will. Their senses and their talons belong to me.

			In the streets above, my brothers sow chaos and bring death to the powerful who might threaten my plans. Already the forces of this once powerful city are broken and scattered, without drones to serve them or time to regroup.

			My brethren are only just learning their own abilities. They are weak and unfamiliar with powers that should come naturally to our kind. To have lived centuries and never entered the between-state? They are like the newest hatchlings.

			Before today, none had flexed their full psychic might. They cannot mass-dominate mammals as I can—yet—but in close they are still formidable, and are fast becoming competent commanders of the drones in the field.

			None shows the slightest resistance to my primacy, but against one another they are eager to compete. It’s a trait that serves me well, for I can play them against one another until the strongest reveal themselves for me to elevate.

			I can speed their learning if I wish, dominating their weaker wills and implanting knowledge of my choosing. I can give them power enough to dominate their brothers without ever becoming a threat to me.

			I needed to flex my control to teach them discipline. The drones and hatchling minds would eat the whole larder if I let them. It is short-term thinking I must correct. We must herd the humans into their believed strongholds, trapping them while the rest of the city is subjugated.

			Humans are born weak and stupid. In a generation, I can strip the intelligence from them, the learning, and replace it with fear and ingrained submission. I have done it before.

			There are but three nights when the sky is dark enough for my kind to surface. The humans must be broken by then. We cannot give them time to regroup.

			Still, even if we cannot travel to the surface, Hive is a land built for our kind to thrive. There are countless places within the city limits where my kind can remain active in the day, even in spires in the sky.

			My queen’s laying is still turnings away, but there is much to prepare. The hive must become a greatward to protect her. Already my drones are tunneling to reconfigure the humans’ primitive wardnet even as I lay plans for one far grander to suit her glory.

			

			—

			I feel the mimic growing closer. The others were commanded to slay their masters, but this hatchling, the one the humans call Sparrow, has another purpose. Like all the freed slaves, this one has never intentionally entered the between-state and cannot come to my side with the speed of thought.

			Still, there is no hesitation as it races to me. The stump of my severed arm tingles at its approach, and I shiver with pleasure.

			The task is too delicate for such an inexperienced drone, so the moment it is in range I seize control of its mind and body utterly.

			The creature’s intelligence is minimal, and like my queen, its entire existence has been one of such servitude it does not understand how to be free. I can taste affection for its slaver in the mimic’s mind, and crush it savagely as the drone leaps to my shoulder.

			It reaches out, sending tendrils into my mouth. I guide them into my veins and marrow, sending its nascent flesh down my severed arm, reopening pathways as the mimic dissolves the scarred flesh and rebuilds the limb layer by layer.

			The pain is exquisite, an experience to savor as I see my arm restored to me at last, strong and thick with muscle. I flex and new retractable claws spring from my fingertips. With a flick, they sever the connection and a much smaller Sparrow collapses, struggling to maintain cohesion after losing more than half its mass.

			With a thought, I pull its body together and send it scurrying to feed on the flesh of slavers to restore itself. Already drones are removing the bodies of fallen demons to deny our enemies their power. Sparrow will feed on those, as well. There are less than a dozen mimics in Hive, and I will need them strong in nights to come.

			

			—

			Baadel’s death pierces the illusion of safety.

			All my brethren sense his psychic scream, killing drones and his mimic alike.

			Wasteful. I thought the hatchling minds were ready to go out and take part in subjugating the city, but it seems Baadel was more clever than he knew. His trap attracted predators instead of prey.

			The Duality is cut off from the Corrupt Son, but they are a Unifier, drawing others to their bidding as easily as I summon drones. They will need to be dealt with, and soon, but my inexperienced brethren are not ready to face them.

			I can feel my brothers’ panic in the connection we share. The pathetic longing for the safety of their prisons. They would be eaten alive by the weakest hatchling of my mind court of old, but in this land they are all I have to work with, and too valuable to waste.

			I have other plans in motion in the streets of Hive, but the lower city is not where the battle will truly be won. It is here, in the queen’s belly, that victory will be gained or lost. The hive must be protected at all costs.

			I have been arrogant in the past. Toying with my foes, luring them into traps meant to take them alive to feed to my queen as proof of my worthiness. Time and again, I have underestimated my enemies to my own failure. No longer.

			At my summons, three of the four remaining minds enter the between-state and skate to my side, materializing on their knees, baring their necks in obeisance to their queen and Consort. The fourth has his own instructions.

			Their mimics travel by more mundane means, but the summons breaks their attention from all other matters and they do not deviate or allow themselves to be distracted as they race to the hive, taking up positions at every possible path to the queen’s chambers.

			I open a link to my brothers, teaching them more about themselves, revealing their powers, and sharing my vision of the intricate, three-dimensional warding that will protect our hive. I put them to work guiding drones to execute that vision.
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				Dark

			
			I never should have left Olive’s side.

			We don’t let them disarm or separate us, Olive said, the first night we got to Hive. Twice now, I’ve mucked that up, wanderin’ off and not only gettin’ in trouble myself but not being there for Olive when she needed me. The demon at the party she could handle, but this…

			“Go,” Damon tells me.

			“What?” I say.

			“I can see in your aura the need to go to them,” Damon says. “This Joined is your sibling, or as good as. Perhaps in helping them, you can find a way to help my mother, as you tried to do before.”

			My senses tell me he wants that desperately, but I’m glad to see he’s keeping his feelings under control. When everyone started Eating, I was scared they would spiral out of control, but maybe I didn’t have enough faith. Never been good at trustin’ other folk.

			“Go,” Damon says again. “I will stay here and teach what I have learned. I can find my way back to the others when it is time.”

			I believe him. He was really getting the hang of it, and I ent got time to coddle. “Thank you.”

			“Go,” he says a third time, but there’s warmth in it, and a hint of smile that catches me off guard.

			Then I am breaking apart and diving down the nearest vent, racing back to where we left the others. Finding a place I’ve already been is easier than going somewhere for the first time. In a blink, I’m back.

			Cirene rushes up to me. “Where’s Damon?”

			“In White Falls,” I say. “He’s safe.”

			“Why didn’t he come back with you?” she asks.

			“White Falls had news,” I say, offering her a hand to link with me.

			

			—

			Cirene’s ward tattoos are covered by her clothes, but with the news of her mother, they begin to glow, like Mam when her blood was up.

			Breathe. The word floats in the link between us. I can feel her losing control, so I just…lend her some of mine. Things like that are possible in the link. I feel her calm, the wards dimming, but not before I notice Kasha staring at us.

			“What was that?” Kasha asked.

			Time to go, I warn Cirene before tearing us into a trillion pieces and skating away.

			I misted to the edge of the Hive wardnet the night Mirella was taken, and I remember the way, taking us there so quick that for a moment I feel like I’m in two places at once.

			Don’t like the feeling one bit. Feel apt to sick up, but we ent got time to spare. Night’s grown long. In a couple hours the sun will come up and take our powers away. Reckon we’re still hunted in Hive, so we’ll need to find Olive and get out quick.

			Cirene’s sudden tension in the link pulls me from my thoughts. I look up, wondering why it’s so dark. Hive’s wardnet should be blazing in the air like a bonfire to our night eyes.

			The net is down. The truth is obvious, but the link does not distinguish between thoughts and speech.

			Not just the net, Cirene replies. Everything.

			She’s right. The whole city is as dark as the moonless sky.

			Night. He’s back.

			Cirene’s question is barely a notion before she’s experiencing my encounters with the demon king as if she’d been there herself, forcing me to relive them along with her. They’re the most painful, terrifying moments of my life, my deepest privacy, but I offer no resistance as Cirene builds her understanding.

			She needs to understand.

			Here and there are flashes of wardlight in the city. I hear human screams and demon shrieks. The corelings are free and doing what corelings do.

			They said your mam was in a place called the Web, I think. You know it?

			Yes, Cirene says, and information floods my mind, mapping the city like it was modeled on a table. I skate there in seconds, going right to the Eater cells at the top.

			The stadium floor is awash with blood and ichor, dead demons everywhere, but no sign of human corpses. I can see where they fell, but they’ve been collected from the field.

			Olive’s been here.

			My nose confirms it a moment later. It takes three hops to find the right spire, but the moment we materialize, I pick up Olive and Mirella’s scents in the cells, Tryan and Yndros in the hall, and more demons than I want to think about.

			Things slow a bit as we switch to tracking the old-fashioned way, but Cirene’s nose is as sharp as mine, and we move at speed down the levels, piecing together the night’s events as we go.

			The collars failed, and there was another pitched battle in the tight halls. A dozen cave demons lie on their backs like dead bugs, along with pieces of a dead mimic.

			But Olive made it through. She’s all right, or was a few hours ago.

			We continue the trail onto the Web floor and out into the plaza where they caught wind demons, but Olive kept to the ground.

			Demons prowl the streets, as well as frightened people and groups of fighters. We pass them all so fast we must seem like little more than a nighttime breeze. Want to help everyone, but I need to find Olive first. Then we can start helpin’ folk together.

			Shouldn’t be hard to find her. All I got to do is listen for the loudest fight and go there.
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				We Are All Resistance

			
			“Judge Yushi has been sighted fighting at their side,” Hendri adds. “Together they have a force of hundreds, but the demons have them surrounded.”

			“We have to help them,” Yndros says.

			“We don’t have to do anything, spire boy.” Mirella has chewed all the flesh from her mind demon arm and begun cracking its fingers to suck out the marrow. Velena watches her, practically licking her lips at the sight.

			“They have hundreds of Watch fighters,” Yndros says.

			“Yes,” Mirella agrees. “Enough to change the balance of power. It’s one thing to let you in with your head all in a spin over Olive. It’s another to accept Janas, who has as much Eater blood on their hands as anyone alive.”

			Yndros’ eyes narrow. “Mother isn’t the one…”

			“Don’t be naïve,” Hendri snaps. He absently rubs the front of his shirt, trying to smooth out the shape of Yndros’ fist. He is braver with Mirella close by. “Janas has the deciding vote on almost every topic before the court. There is no law in Hive they are not responsible for, even if they did not pen it themselves. Janas could have insisted on a fair trial for Mirella and not an execution. They could have ended Watch raids on Eater villages. They could have spared Garos from being Drained.”

			There are noises of support from the resistance members, many of whom are Eaters or Watch officers themselves, pulled into a conflict they never wanted.

			So, too, do Yndros’ fighters tense, and I fear things will escalate.

			“It does not matter!” I bark. “The alagai do not care about your politics! They look upon their slavers and their Eaters with identical hatred! If we do not unite, they will divide and destroy us!”

			I point to Yndros. “You are resistance.” I punch my own chest. “I am resistance.” I point to the nearest window. “Out there fighting alagai’sharak, Janas is resistance. This is no longer about politics and factions, it is about the species and whether we survive. We are all resistance.”

			Yndros takes a deep breath, straightening, then he punches a fist to his chest. “We are all resistance.”

			“Of course you are,” Mirella snorts, “so long as you need something.”

			But then Gallivar and Tryan step forward to stand with Yndros, putting fists to their chests. “We are all resistance.”

			Xevia joins next. It isn’t hard to see why. Of us all, Xevia benefits most from preserving the old order. She has committed no crimes like Yndros and Velena. If Judge Xorana is dead, Xevia has a claim to Spire Shamosk’s seat on the mind court. Coupled with Janas and Yushi, Judge Xevia’s vote would allow them to make binding treaties with the resistance on the spot.

			Velena looks thoughtful a moment. She is Judge Yushi’s great-grandniece. Her Ronove Watch serves him, ultimately. Likely a moment ago she thought Yushi and her spire were lost and she had nothing to lose by Eating the flesh of alagai, but now…

			I expect to see fear in her aura, but she is too charged with power to feel something so mundane. After a moment, she saunters over to join us. “I’ve spent my whole life trying to please that impossible man. It will be good for him to need me for once.”

			The fighting men and women, ready to clash mere moments ago, relax and punch their chests as their respective leaders do: Gallivar’s Zegan officers, Xevia’s from Shamosk, and Velena’s from Ronove, as well as all those who flocked to Yndros and me as we fought our way from the Web.

			Mirella’s eyes flick to the groups like she’s counting beads on a string. It appears there are limits to how far her people will follow her, especially when she is so obviously drunk on ichor that she’s making poor decisions. The majority will go to Janas’ rescue with or without her.

			It would be unwise to tell her that bluntly, though. Not while she is so…volatile. Instead I take a different tack.

			“No one is demanding you forgive and be friends,” I say. “But you can die as enemies who won’t help each other, or live as enemies who will.”

			Mirella sucks a bit of demon gristle from her teeth. “This one has the right idea.” She tosses Velena an unbroken finger bone full of mind demon marrow. “Let’s see their faces when they owe their lives to us.”

			

			—

			It is deep in the night, the winter sky dark and cold, but the streets closest to the fighting are so bright it takes a moment for my crownsight to adjust. Each alagai is like a torch, blazing with magic, and they are dense as they pack the streets surrounding the Judges and their shrinking force.

			The press prevents our fighters from joining theirs. I drop my voice to the throaty growl that would inspire my spear brothers to charge into the face of Nie herself. “We’ll have to fight our way through.”

			“No.” Yndros steps forward. The head of Baadel is slung from his back like a hiking pack, and as he wills a Draw, the wards on his armor flare to life, so bright the light of the other demons fades in comparison.

			He raises a hand and draws an impact ward, smashing dozens of alagai from our path in a single blow. A rock demon charges at him, but Yndros draws a rock ward and the vast power at his disposal shatters the creature into pieces.

			For a moment, we all stand stunned at the display. Then I raise my spear high in the air. “Prince Yndros!”

			I charge, and there is a roar behind me as the others lift their weapons and follow. Like Yndros’ demon head, the mind demon’s arm stuck in my belt provides an enormous reservoir of power. If I tried to channel all of it, I would be incinerated, but even at the levels I can endure, it supercharges my warding field, slamming the off-balance demons up against the buildings on either side of the street. That space becomes a killing ground as our fighters stab and slash into the press, scoring quick kills or crippling stunned alagai.

			While Yndros continues to smash demons from our path, our warriors know their assignment, taking advantage and striking hard against the first of the enemy to regroup. It keeps the path open for those behind, who strike deeper. By the time my warding field is out of range, we have full control of the street behind us.

			Ahead, Janas has been forced into a plaza not unlike the one where we hunted wind demons, allowing the demons to surround them completely.

			The sheer number of alagai terrifies me. It reminds me of the host that massed to take my father’s fortress, the Spear of Ala. Yndros shines like one of the Creator’s seraphs in a stained-glass window, but this is beyond even his new powers.

			It’s easy to spot the Judges in the circle of humans at the center of the plaza. Their auras are like bonfires among the torches of the alagai and the lesser glow of the human forces.

			Watch fighters are trained to capture untethered demons without harming them and to bully other humans, not fight alagai’sharak, but I am honored to see that Hive’s warriors have adapted quickly, using their extensive knowledge of demon physiology to turn their focus from pacification to killing.

			We have taken only one of many avenues leading into the plaza. Once we enter the open ground, it will be more difficult to progress as we have, without buildings to help shape the battlespace to our advantage.

			Neither can we wait. Fresh alagai claw at those in front in their eagerness to replace those fallen to the Judges and their Watch. All of the fighters are charged with feedback magic, but a wet shirt won’t protect you from drowning in a flood. They will be overwhelmed long before dawn forces the alagai to retreat.

			Likewise, that many demons coming from all sides will tear through my warding field long before we can join forces with those in the center.

			Again I lower my voice to a growl. “There’s no cheating this one. It will be blood and ichor to get to them and hold open our route of escape. We’ll have to…”

			I turn my head and realize someone is standing right beside me. How did they get so close? I try to seize them, but my hands slip away without gripping. Then I catch sight of a familiar mop of dark hair.

			“Corespawn it, Darin Bales!”

			

			—

			Ever since we were little children, Darin’s been playing this game. He disappears for so long we all start to worry, and just when we’re wound so tight we’re ready to snap, he sneaks up on me or Selen and just waits for us to notice him and jump.

			Like then, relief and anger come in equal measure. I reach for Darin again and this time he allows it as I sweep him into a crushing hug. “Night, Darin, I was so worried.”

			“Ay, me too,” Darin says. “Heard about what you did for Mirella. Cirene and I were comin’ to bust you out of jail when the whole city fell to pieces.”

			“It’s him,” I say.

			“Ay,” Darin agrees. “Any thought on how to find him?”

			“A few, but first we need to extract those fighters from the plaza.” I let go, and Darin takes two quick, sliding steps to put him out of reach. He knows me too well. More than once my relieved hugs have turned into slaps on the head for making us all worry so corespawned much.

			Darin considers the problem. “I can run messages to them. Coordinate the fight.”

			I should have thought of that. Mirella could have misted past the host just as easily. Is she deliberately hanging back, or did it not occur to her, either? I glance at the woman, but she is clutching her daughter even tighter than I did Darin, weeping openly. When was the last time they saw each other? Years, at least.

			“Do it,” I say. “Here’s what you should tell them…”

			Darin stares at the demon host a long time after I finish the instructions. I remember how he got when demons attacked our caravan in the desert. He fought bravely for a few moments, but the sensory cacophony of open melee quickly overwhelmed him, sending him into one of his…fits. We cannot risk that now.

			“Got this, Dar?”

			“Ay.” Darin squints a bit, eyes flicking around the plaza. “Just plotting a course.”

			“What do you…” I begin, but Darin is already fading. One moment he’s beside me, and the next he materializes atop a rock demon Lord Yushi has stopped in its tracks. Darin boxes the demon’s ears with his open palms, and there is an explosion of magic that sends the demon rearing and stumbling drunkenly, screaming its pain.

			What in the Core?

			Yushi does not question the blessing, his long blade severing one of the demon’s legs. It uses its tail to stabilize, but before the demon can recover, Yushi severs that, too.

			Darin says something to him, then dissipates again, reappearing behind a towering wood demon that stalks Janas while they contend with lesser alagai in close.

			Darin scampers like a squirrel up the woodie’s back and uses the same trick, boxing the demon’s ears. This time, I see the wards written in silver light on his palms. Tattooed wards, like his mum and his father before that. Stolen magic surges into Darin with every blow, his aura blazing. He’s embraced his family’s legacy at last, and found power when we need it most.

			The wood demon howls, teetering and falling like a tree before the axe. A month ago, Darin would have squandered that advantage—too squeamish to kill. Now he falls with the beast, using the impact as it strikes the ground to drive the foot-long blade of his mother’s knife into the demon’s skull.

			Janas has dispatched the lesser alagai by then, and Darin speaks to her as well before dissipating once more. An instant later he materializes beside me. “They understand.”

			We advance as we have before, with Yndros and I clearing space in the packed plaza by blasting the alagai with impact wards and pushing them back with my circlet, supercharged by Baadel’s arm. Our fiercest fighters make war in that pocket of space, killing, crippling, and keeping the demons off balance as we stretch our line into the plaza to open a corridor to link up with Janas’ group.

			It feels painfully slow and violent. Darin is still doing his part, misting away from coreling claws only to reappear a moment later to strike with his knife or his warded tattoos.

			Cirene, too, has warded herself. Or perhaps Darin has warded her. The symbols etched in silver fire on her skin are more extensive than his and look like his handiwork. She sets a wood demon ablaze with a heat ward, then freezes the leg of a stone demon just in time for Tryan to smash it with a warded hammer. When she gets in close, the punches from her warded knuckles hit like thunderbolts.

			Mirella and the other Eaters watch Darin and Cirene, auras full of lust for their newfound power. And why not? The writings of Arlen Bales say he tattooed his flesh after my father took the Spear of Kaji from him, to have weapons he could never again lose or be caught without.

			Still the demons crush from all sides, an endless tide meant to destroy resistance once and for all. The demons don’t behave as if they are under the direct control of a mind, but neither are they behaving like mindless ravenous beasts without a strategy.

			Darin begins to see the futility of fighting. For every demon he kills, two others take its place. At last he sheathes his knife and does something welcome. Something I haven’t seen him do in far too long.

			He takes up his pipes and begins to play.

			Tethered demons had their masters’ resistance to Darin’s music, but these drones are not so protected. He starts with jarring, discordant sounds that drive the alagai back on their heels, making some turn and flee entirely.

			Darin’s music is amplified by a little warded electrum shell that dangles on a tassel from his pipes. There’s hora inside, warded by Damajah Inevera herself. The device is powerful for its size but still limited in the open plaza full of shrieking demons, screaming humans, and the clash of metal against talons and scales.

			Yndros sees this and draws sound wards in the air around Darin, increasing his range one hundredfold. Demons still charging all over the plaza are suddenly scrabbling back on their heels, trying to break velocity. In droves they turn tail and flee.

			“You should have led with that,” Janas shouts from across the plaza, but there is a relieved laugh in their voice.

			

			—

			“How did you defeat your mimic?” Yndros asks. “Clay attacked me the moment the collars failed.”

			“They didn’t fail,” Janas corrects him. “They were overridden. The queen has broken subjugation.”

			“The queen was broken from subjugation,” I correct. “This is the work of Alagai Ka.”

			Yushi gives me a withering look. “You think this is the work of a single mind demon?”

			Even without his mimic demon, the Joined double male cuts an impressive figure. Seven feet tall, perfectly proportioned, and muscled like one of the statues of Arlen Bales in Hollow.

			Next to Yndros and Tryan, Judge Yushi might not seem as towering, but next to anyone else he is a giant, clad in electrum armor that crackles with fresh power. His clothes and exposed skin are still sticky with ichor, but the magic has burned it away from the metal.

			“This ‘single mind demon’ is thousands of years old, Yushi,” I say.

			“Judge Yushi,” he growls.

			I laugh, spreading my arms to the carnage around us. “Judge of what? Your spire is dark. Your demons in revolt. Your people are being slaughtered, all because you refused to heed my warnings. Dismiss them now at your peril.”

			Yushi glowers at me, taking a step forward, but immediately Tryan and Yndros interpose themselves. Joined like the Judge, they are decades younger and used to fighting in tandem. Wisely, Yushi checks himself.

			“They saved our lives, Yushi,” Janas says. “The least we can do is listen to what they have to say.”

			They turn to Yndros, taking in the rest of our group as well. “There are…safeguards in the ruling mimics. It wasn’t a decision made easily, but when I felt the queen’s will through the tether, there was no choice. I activated the fail-safe and detonated poor Chameleon.”

			“Poor.” Darin spits on the ground. It’s not like him to be so crass, but one can hardly blame him.

			“It had to be done,” Yushi agrees.

			“Why were you fighting here, so far from your spires?” I ask.

			“We are making for Spire Zegan,” Janas says.

			“Why?”

			“Look at it.” Yushi points down one of the many avenues leading to the plaza. There in the distance is Spire Zegan.

			In contrast with the darkness that hides the other spires against the night sky, Zegan’s wards are lit up, chasing away the black.

			

			—

			“It’s a trap,” I say immediately.

			“How do you know?” Janas asks.

			“I…don’t,” I say. “But this is precisely the kind of thing a demon lord would do.”

			Yushi snorts at the title. Even now, he doesn’t respect the alagai as he should. None of them do. It may well be their undoing.

			“Only a mind demon can power an entire spire like that,” Janas says, “and only from his cell. No mind demon would willingly reenter its place of imprisonment. Cyla must have found a way to subjugate Zegan and return him to bondage.”

			“Alagai Ka controls lesser demons the way you used to control your mimics,” I say. “He would not hesitate to use one of his princelings to bait a trap for us.”

			“Perhaps,” Janas allows, “but we won’t know for sure until we get there. It’s too strong a strategic position to ignore. A powered spire is our best base of operations to hunt and recapture the escaped demon princes, even if it puts us all under Cyla’s thumb.”

			“There is no recapture,” I say, “no return to your old order, without first defeating the Father of Demons. Even with the princes recaptured and your spires powered once more, the queen is still free.”

			“Because of the demon you brought to our shores,” Yushi says, “if your story is to be believed.”

			“Followed to your shores,” Darin corrects. “Din’t bring it anywhere.”

			“Am I to take the word of an Eater on that?” Yushi demands.

			“Not an Eater,” Darin says.

			“We saw you dissipate,” one of Yushi’s lieutenants says.

			“What would a Judge know of keeping their word in any event?” Mirella demands. She’s Eaten mind demon and mimic tonight, and her aura blazes with power that dwarfs Judge Yushi’s. “You confiscate our lands and homes, steal our demons, and now you wish to speak of trust?”

			“Bold words from a terrorist and murderer,” Yushi sneers.

			Mirella strides in. Yushi’s lieutenants try to interpose themselves, but she mists past them effortlessly to stand nose-to-chest with the gigantic Hive lord. His soldiers hesitate, standing fast at a hand signal for them to hold.

			Yushi towers over petite Mirella, but still the onlookers—even me—hold their collective breath. “The Watch has killed hundreds of Eaters under your command, Yushi. That’s not murder, it’s genocide.”

			“You insolent…” Yushi reaches for her, but Mirella mists through his grasp, scampering up his back like Darin on the wood demon and wrapping an arm around his massive neck. She catches the wrist in her other hand and begins to squeeze.

			You may be strong, my friend Selen used to warn me, but you choke like everyone else. It was a warning not to rely on my innate powers too much, but also quite literal. Yushi goes red in the face, grabbing Mirella’s arm and pulling hard, trying to free the flow of blood to his head.

			But Mirella is too strong, and her hold from behind makes it impossible for him to strike back at her with anything close to full strength. There’s a moment every warrior fears. The moment when they know they are going to lose a fight, even if they haven’t lost it yet. Ronove soldiers see it on his face and raise weapons.

			Velena strides into the midst of it all, and there is a flash of hope in Yushi’s eyes—until he sees her raise a demon’s haunch to her face and take a fleshy, ichorous bite.

			Yushi’s knee begins to wobble. In moments he will fall and things will escalate beyond control.

			“Stop this!” I don’t know that I’ve ever heard Cirene speak in more than a whisper, but she’s shouting now. Even Darin looks surprised to see this side of her. “Demons are slaughtering us in the streets, and you’re still behaving like children!”

			She storms up to the combatants, turning slippery to get through the press of Ronove Watch as easily as Mirella. Cirene slaps the arm her mother has around the Judge’s throat. There is no magic to the blow, no strength to match that of giant Yushi or ichor-drunk Mirella, but the stinging crack of it is heard by all, and her mother falls away, grabbing Cirene and putting space between them and Yushi.

			The Watch members tense to strike at her, but Yushi signals them to stand down. His throat is still red, but he shows no sign it affects him. He turns to Velena.

			“You, my beloved niece, a disgusting Eater. You will be disowned.”

			“Disowned from what?” Velena sneers. “Everything is up for grabs tonight, Uncle. Perhaps before this is over, I will disown you.”

			Yushi scoffs, but several of the Ronove Watch stand by Velena. I’ve seen some of them Eating as well, but others have been fighting with her in the streets, and their loyalty is that of my spear brothers, something that transcends politics. I have only spent moments with Judge Yushi, and already I despise him. I wonder what it must be like for those who see him every day.

			“Are we finished posturing?” I ask.

			“Indeed,” Janas says loudly before anyone else can fill the silence. “Spire Zegan may be a trap, Duch Olive, but it may also be our best chance of holding ground as we prepare our next move—whatever that may be.”

			“There are other places we can defend until dawn,” I say. “If Zegan is secure, why not go under the light of day?”

			“Because they may be struggling this very moment,” Janas says. “What if we wait for dawn, only to find them slaughtered? What if inside the protective walls, the fighting rages through the day? Delay does not serve us.”

			I purse my lips, not having an easy answer.

			“I’ll go,” Gallivar says. “I can take scouts…”

			“Not without me,” Tryan says, a little too protectively.

			“Or me,” Mirella says. “If Garos is still alive, he is captive in Spire Zegan. I’ve lost Apatos already. I won’t leave Garos to die.”

			“She’s right.” Cirene’s voice is quiet again, but there is a danger to her tone. I don’t need to look at Darin to know this means he’ll want to go, too, and Yndros is unlikely to separate from his mother after fighting so hard to get to them.

			I throw up my hands. “All right. We go to Spire Zegan.”

		

	
		
			
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			
				Chapter 34

				
					
						[image: ]
					

				

				’Rella

			
			As usual, Olive’s built an army while I was just trying to keep from getting Drained or et. She ent in charge, exactly, but she ent not in charge, either.

			Olive’s got more experience fighting demons in the streets than everyone in Hive combined, and she’s the only person here, myself included, who ent hated by someone else. She repositions the troops and gives orders to scouts, and because all her orders make good sense, folk listen close and follow them.

			With Joined and Eaters and hundreds of Watch officers, the combined force is ready for anything as we make for Spire Zegan. The Hivers butchered the demon corpses and divided them among the warriors as makeshift hora to power their wardings. More than a few have taken the opportunity to nibble, some in secret and some quite boldly, as Velena did. Reckon even if they do get things under control, ent going to be easy to make Eating illegal again.

			Can’t blame them. Those demon chunks are going to burst into flames come sunup, or start to rot even if they’re kept in the dark. Making them into hora like the Krasians do takes a lot of work—scraping, boiling, anointing them with oils and preserving resins, all while chanting prayers. Eating cuts right to the point, making the power part of you forever.

			The Krasians were against Eating for religious reasons. The alagai are creatures of Nie, the Uncreator, and to Eat them was to take Her poisoned essence into yourself. It’s why the Krasians called me “alagai blood” with a mix of disgust and fear. Never Ate myself, but to them my parents’ blood was already unclean when they made me, so how could I be otherwise?

			Most folk in Thesa just think demon meat is poison. Warded Children worked hard on Mam and Aunt Leesha’s orders to keep that secret. Hard enough to handle when you got friends and family around to support you. Got to be ten times as hard when you’re alone, like my da was when he first Et demon out on the desert.

			Some few in Janas and Yushi’s support have demons tethered by dominance whips with mind wards to prevent outside intrusion. Olive says her people tried that already and tried to talk the Judges out of it, but I don’t reckon Janas and Yushi are apt to give up anything they see as a possible advantage, particularly the wind demons they have acting as scouts.

			All the while I keep playing my pipes, using my enchanted shell to amplify the sound until it can be heard above the thunder of our march. The music tells a story, and I put all the feels I can into it, knowing every person listening boosts its power to shape the ambient magic around us. There is no prey here, it says, turning their attention away from us. There is better hunting elsewhere.

			Mam used to say the demons would target Jongleurs back in the war, understanding how they could turn a battle. Last thing I need is for some wind demon to drop a rock on my head to stop the music. I suck in to keep my aura hidden and keep my hood up, Cloak of Unsight pulled close around me.

			For the most part, the demons leave us alone. Some of that is our scouts in the sky steering us around them, and some of it is my musical camouflage. There are brief skirmishes, but they come at times of Olive’s choosing, when we can slaughter a group of corelings with little risk to our numbers, or when there is no other choice but to clear a street to get to the spire, which looms ever closer.

			Feels too easy, though. Where are all the demons that fled my music in the square? They didn’t have Janas surrounded by accident. Alagai Ka has a plan.

			Core if I know what it is, but I know he’s got one.

			Olive’s in her element, commanding tight raids on clusters of demons as we close in on the spire. There’s a pack ahead, and Olive’s sending teams onto multiple streets that terminate at Spire Zegan so they can converge to crush the demons in a pincer.

			She needn’t have bothered. Once we’re in sight of the spire, its gates open, and armed and armored Zegan soldiers emerge. They scatter the demons with magic, trapping them with warded nets and dominance whips. The demons are quickly shackled and dragged back to the spire.

			As we approach, I get a look at what’s giving the Zegan soldiers so much magic to work with. Caged demons line the way, linked to hastily built wardnets and sitting on wheels that allow them to be moved. The cages are a slow Drain, feeding the spire’s net and giving the Zegan soldiers a well to Draw upon without needing to battle the demons’ wills for dominance.

			“Gonna disappear for a bit,” I tell Olive. “Cirene, too. Reckon we’re both on Cyla’s shade list. Don’t need to rub it in until we know things are okay.”

			“Thank you for warning me,” Olive says. “You’ll keep close?”

			“Ay,” I promise. “Give a shout and I’ll hear it. Honest word.”

			She nods and Cirene and I join hands. Folk think it’s so we don’t lose track of each other, but truer is we haven’t linked in hours, and both of us crave it. Feel her need matching mine the moment we connect.

			From there we feed some of our internal well of power to the wards of unsight and confusion that needles have put in both my cloak and her flesh, causing us to slip from everyone’s view. There hasn’t been time to discuss it, but the others have noticed our tattoos and the powers they give. Demon’s out of the bag now.

			Just the tattoos on my palms have changed things for me. Not only do they keep my internal well of power charged, but now I have an attack that works to stun most any demon long enough for me to knife it or run away. Don’t feel as scared as I used to, and that worries me a bit.

			Cirene’s feeling it, too. She’s got more tattoos than me, constantly Drawing ambient magic and giving her all sorts of powers. It’s nothing the Watch can’t do, but drawing wards in the air is slow and takes concentration. Easy to do at a stationary target. Harder when there’s a demon charging, and near impossible when one tackles you. Cirene can activate her wards without needin’ proper handwriting skills in the middle of a tussle.

			Ella Cutter once told me gettin’ tattoos was addictive. That once I got my first, I would want more. Din’t believe it, but turns out she was right.

			We mustn’t become careless. I don’t know if it’s my thought or Cirene’s, but we both agree.

			Can’t forget to breathe. I don’t have to explain further, as Cirene leaps from the words like a rope swing into the swimmin’ hole of my memories. There’s a story everyone in Hollow tells, shown in paintings and statues and stained glass in every Holy House. My da, floating in the sky, throwing fire and lightning at the demons, only to suddenly pass out and fall to what was nearly his death.

			Felt so powerful he thought he was too good to breathe, Mam told me when I asked her about it.

			Cirene knows everything I do about Alagai Ka. She’s seen how he can rewrite the script in someone’s head without them ever knowing it happened. Ent really safe anywhere in this city, least of all the spire that wants us killed even without a demon whispering in their ear.

			We move steadily along with the others, staying with the group but drifting around within the crowd until no one really knows where we are. Folk can’t see us, but neither do they bump into us—the confusion wards just kinda nudge them away from our personal space, and they think it’s their own idea.

			The gates of Spire Zegan remain open as we are led inside. Zegan soldiers line the avenue to either side, slowly surrounding us as we enter their place of power. They don’t have the numbers to attack, but who knows what’s waiting in there.

			Still, there ent nothing to do but walk in and find out the hard way if it’s a trap or not. All we know is we ent feeling safe as the gates slam shut behind us. Cyla appears a moment later. She doesn’t have a pet demon, but we can see she’s tethered to the spire’s power supply—enough to crush us all to jelly with an impact ward, though I expect that much power would burn her out in the process, too.

			Gallivar sucks in a breath and puts on a Jongleur’s mask, stiffening his back into military posture and putting a look of princely arrogance on his face. His will is like iron as it pulls in his aura, making it impossible to read. But we got other senses. Gallivar’s skin is hot, and he smells scared.

			Can’t blame him. We wonder if his whole life has been this, wearing a mask for his grandmother, terrified of being discovered. At least that reel is almost ended now. Even if Cyla ent figured out he was resistance yet, his cover’s blown. She’s bound to hear it from someone. His troops may love him, but the other Judges won’t be so protective.

			Cyla activates sound wards on her armor, putting them in a bubble, but it don’t make much difference. Linked with Cirene and charged with power, our senses have never been more powerful. We can see right through Gallivar, reading his lips through the back of his head, even as our toes feel the resonance of his words on the floor. The wards don’t hide scent, adding emotion and context to the words.

			“Grandmother.” Gallivar takes a knee before Cyla, removing his helmet and bowing his head to bare his neck in submission. Cyla ent got her mimic with her, but she looks more’n capable of biting his head off herself.

			“Gallivar.” Her voice is cold. “You weren’t here when your spire needed you.”

			“Forgive me.” Gallivar’s head dips even further. “I was in the central spire when the demons broke subjugation. Without wind demons or working lifts, it was a running battle to exit the spire with as many survivors as possible.”

			“Yet even then, you did not make your way here,” Cyla says. “Instead I find you in the company of Eaters and traitors.”

			“Your spy network was correct,” Gallivar says. “Eaters had infiltrated the city in an attempt to free Mirella, but in your wisdom you moved too quickly for them by bringing her to the Web for trial. Had Duch Olive not interfered, they likely would have revealed themselves then.”

			“We could have captured the lot of them then.” Cyla seems mollified by the flattery. “But that doesn’t explain how you came to be in their company.”

			“In the heat of battle to survive, such things felt…less urgent, Grandmother,” Gallivar says. “The Eaters were willing to fight with us, and we needed every hand against the demons.”

			“Indeed. And now you have delivered me a fighting force large enough to defend Spire Zegan, just when we need it most.” Cyla spreads her hands. “You have done well, grandson.”

			Gallivar rises, sharing an embrace that seems almost mechanical. Reckon Judge Cyla ent much of a hugger.

			The thought sends me falling into Cirene’s memories, and I see that’s undersaid. After Garos’ fall, Cyla demanded everything of her grandson, and Gallivar gave it all, only to be overshadowed by his invalid uncle who shamed the spire. I see all his secret acts of kindness to Cirene, the greatest of which was to keep his distance, drawing Cyla’s attention away from her.

			Gallivar steps back, and Cyla drops the bubble of silence. Immediately, the other Judges step forward, including Xevia. Cyla tilts her head, softening her voice to something almost kind. “Xorana?”

			“We do not know,” Janas admits. “But the Shamosk with us follow Xevia. Yushi and I agreed she could speak for her spire until there is news of her grandmother’s fate.”

			Cyla nods, and Xevia straightens a bit at that. She’s always seemed irresponsible and focused on trivial things, but a night spent fighting corelings can change a body. Now she’s as serious as the rest of them.

			Bold as can be, Olive strides right up like she belongs in that group, Yndros at her side. Cyla looks at her like dung she doesn’t have time to scrape off her boot, but gives no outward protest. Worse still is Mirella, stalking in lookin’ ready to pick a fight.

			Cirene and I share a thought, and I try to dissipate. Doesn’t work. The reactivated Zegan grid has restored the magic that keeps demons—and Eaters—locked in their physical forms so they cannot flee. I wonder if Mirella has figured that out, too. Might make her a little less likely to start a ruckus if she can’t just mist away at the first sign of danger.

			“What happened here?” Janas asks. “Where is Zegan?”

			“Back in his cell where he belongs,” Cyla says, “this time with a better lock. He came at me boldly, my own mimic at his side. But he didn’t know about the fail-safe.”

			“None of them did,” Janas agrees.

			“The explosion knocked Zegan unconscious long enough to drag him back down to the lowest level and secure him with fresh chains and a reinforced door,” Cyla says. “We’ve spent the night capturing demons and putting them in Drain cages. It’s too risky to tether them until the queen is back under control.”

			Olive wants to argue. The enslavement of the corelings is the very thing that brought about Hive’s ruin, but the thought of change is more terrible still. Seems most everyone in Hive is just lookin’ for a way to get back to that.

			Wisely, Olive lets it go. What does it matter? Ent going to change any minds that ent already been changed by their pet demons turning and eating their owners.

			“Is the entire spire secure?” Olive asks.

			“Levels twelve and sixteen are overrun,” Cyla admits. “We’ve sealed them off and captured all the remaining demons, caging them in Drains to feed the spire.”

			“Impressive,” Yushi says.

			“Innovative,” Janas agrees.

			They’re right. Spire Zegan has accomplished something amazing. They are the real power in the city now, after the demons. If the others can replicate their success, the city may stand a chance.

			“Where is Garos?” Mirella demands. “I want to see him.”

			“Oh, do you now?” Cyla asks.

			“He’s my husband,” Mirella growls.

			“Your second husband,” Cyla sneers. “He’s my son whose life you destroyed.”

			Mirella’s aura burns with anger. “We have very different opinions on who destroyed Garos’ life, Cyla.”

			“Cyla,” Janas says quietly when the women have stared at each other a beat too long. “We have a truce with the Eaters. If Garos is well, please let her see him. They have nowhere to run.”

			Janas’ penitent tone pleases Cyla. Her eyes flick to take in the size of our force. Hundreds of fighters, but still outnumbered by the Zegans in their home spire, and they are connected to a powered grid, whereas our fighters are more haphazardly armed.

			“Indeed,” she agrees after a moment. Leaving the bulk of our escort below, she invites Olive, Mirella, and the other leaders to her private lifts. There’s too many to fit in the first, so Cirene and I go with Gallivar, Tryan, and Velena to a second lift with more elbow room.

			Folk in Hive took the lifts and wind demons for granted, but life in a spire is untenable without them. Fully powered, the lift rises so fast our ears pop. Cirene and I feel the pressure change throughout our bodies, like the pain of pulling apart to dissipate. The others don’t seem to notice.

			We exit the lifts into living quarters where those not fit for combat nervously wait out the night. We can sense the fear and tension in the room as we enter.

			“Garos!” Mirella crosses the room so fast there are cries of surprise from those in her path as she streaks by. She pulls up short and Garos stares at her, recognition slowly dawning in his kind eyes. He reaches a shaking hand out to her, moaning, and she sweeps him into her arms, kissing him.

			In the link, Cirene’s joy and pain is my own as she sees her parents reunited after so many years. We long to go to them, to be part of the reunion, but it ent safe.

			But even as I share her pain, she shares my support, spreading the hard feelings out until they become thin enough to handle.

			“Garos, my love,” Mirella says when their lips part. “I thought I would never see you again.”

			“You…” Garos struggles for words. “You’re my ’Rella? My ’Rella so pretty.”

			“Yes, my love.” Mirella hugs him again, but pain lances through her aura. “I’m your ’Rella.” She holds him a little longer, then eases him back to his seat, rising tall to glare at Cyla. The others in the room sense the tension, moving away from the angry Eater.

			“You did this to him,” Mirella accuses. “You never loved him. No woman who knew love could do this.”

			“I did this to him?” Cyla is indignant. “You were the one who seduced him. Who turned him against his own family and fed him the flesh of demons.”

			“Is that what you think?” Mirella sneers. “He came to me. And do you know why? He told me often. It was to get away from you.”

			“And what did it get him?” Cyla demands. “I did not force him to commit crimes, nor did I write the law.”

			“Law.” Mirella spits on the lush demon silk carpet. “As if the law matters anything to a Judge of Hive. If you had protected your son, no spire would have warred with you over it. Instead, you made an example of him, burning out his body and mind in a pathetic attempt to impress a city that does not care.”

			Mirella’s aura crackles with barely contained anger. All of us see it. Cyla may still be stronger with an entire spire’s power at her fingertips, but any conflict between them will almost certainly destroy them both, and likely us along with them.

			“You may think nothing of our laws,” Cyla growls back, heedless of the danger, “but they are everything.”

			“They are everything because laws that criminalize Eaters let your families steal our demons, our property, our very right to exist, all to cement your power. Don’t pretend you have any moral authority after you’ve reduced your son and heir to a pale shadow when once he shone like the sun.”

			“How dare you…” Cyla takes a step forward, and Mirella moves to match it.

			Garos gives a great moan, throwing himself awkwardly between them. He stumbles, but Mirella catches him. He’s trembling, weeping openly, and shaking his head. “No, no, no. Not for me, ’Rella. Not for me.”

			Mirella’s face twists with pain, but she throws her arms around him, the rage in her aura turning into something else as she kisses his tears away even as her own streak her cheeks.
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				Zegan

			
			Folk miss things sometimes. Things they might’ve noticed, if they bothered to look. If they gave everything their attention.

			Ent their fault. Most folk can ignore their senses when they want, or when their attention is elsewhere.

			We can’t.

			Cyla din’t know there was demon ichor in Mirella’s mouth when she kissed her husband. Don’t reckon anyone did, apart from me and Cirene. If they noticed the flush in his aura, expect they chalked it up to a man who ent been kissed in a while.

			Likewise, everyone, even Cyla, turns their attention away, made uncomfortable by the scene. No one’s paying attention to poor old Garos as Mirella slips some mind demon finger bones into his hand.

			Think for a moment that Garos won’t know what to do with them, but there’s new lucidity in his eyes as he slips them into a pocket and conceals their glow with his body.

			Cirene feels a touch of hope, then pushes it down with an iron will.

			Hope ent a jinx, I think at her. And despair ent a blessing.

			Let us walk between them, then, Cirene thinks back.

			“Dawn is approaching,” Janas says. “At this time of year we will have perhaps nine hours of sunlight to reclaim parts of the city, offer protection to the surviving citizens, and join our forces.”

			“Bring everyone here,” Cyla offers without hesitation. “There is no safer place in Hive.”

			“Perhaps,” Yushi says.

			Cyla looks at him, but Janas answers. “First, we wish to see Zegan.”

			“Absolutely not,” Cyla says.

			“The court has the right to investigate the prisons of any mind,” Janas reminds her.

			“And you still think you rule the court?” Cyla asks. “With your dark spire and your escaped mind?”

			“Sounds like she’s got something to hide,” Velena whispers to Xevia. Only it ent really a whisper. She meant for everyone to hear it, and they do.

			“You have an Eater’s stink on you, child,” Cyla tells her. “Your great-uncle must be very proud.”

			Velena shrugs. “He’s not so great. And if you really have Zegan captive, why not prove it?”

			“She’s afraid we’ll try to Eat him, dear.” Mirella licks her lips. “If there’s one thing the court fears, it’s someone doing to them what they did to us.”

			“Enough.” Yushi’s command is so deep we feel it vibrate in our bones. “You are right, Cyla. I am not proud. But my niece is correct. We cannot reposition our forces here without proof you have your mind under control.”

			“His brothers will come for him,” Olive warns. “It’s in all our interest to guard against that.”

			Cyla considers. Hard to get a read on her. Judges are good at keeping their auras under control, but it’s more than that. Usually we can smell emotions on folk, but not here. Don’t think Cyla’s the type to be taken by her feels—she’s calculating. Right now, the other Judges need Cyla more than she needs them, but she does need them, or else she’s going to be trapped in a lone spire surrounded by a sea of demons.

			“All right,” she says at last.

			

			—

			This time the lift makes us feel like the air’s squeezing us in a fist as we descend far too quickly to the base of the spire and below, traveling deep into the bedrock. Don’t mind being underground, but don’t understand how “normal” folk just shrug away that fast a pressure change.

			Like emotional burdens, somehow sharing the feeling is easier than doing it apart. I can feel the pressure on Cirene’s body, hugging every contour and curve, just as she feels it on me. It’s strangely intimate, and any guilt or shame over liking the feeling is shared and lessened as well.

			Then we come to a halt, and the doors slide open. Zegan guards line a hall not dissimilar to the one in Spire Shamosk. Like then, Cirene and I are sneaking, and I’m glad of it. I feel uneasy down here.

			We follow the crowd down the halls, keeping close enough to slip through doors before they close, but far enough to keep anyone from bumping into us.

			Zegan’s cell looks exactly like Shamosk’s, down to the last ward. Reckon they don’t just give you a mind demon and trust you know the care and feeding. Every spire probably has a cell like this, even the ones ent got a mind yet. Hopefuls, Velena called them.

			We can sense the powerful coreling inside the cell. Hear the scrape and clatter of his chains, feel the rise and fall of his skinny chest.

			“There,” Cyla says, opening a viewing panel in the heavily warded door. “As promised.”

			Janas, Yushi, Xevia, and Olive peer in, but we don’t need any of that. Our senses are so attuned we can practically see through the walls. Sounds and vibrations and smells and tastes combine with the magic the creature radiates to give a clear picture of the creature chained within the cell. Sorry to say I’m learning to know mind demon smell pretty well. Zegan’s got his own flavor, but there’s no mistaking what he is.

			Janas’ fingers tighten on their weapon. “Open it.”

			“Why?” Cyla demands. “You can see it.”

			“Either the demon is chained, or he is not,” Janas says. “The others somehow slipped their bonds. Why not this one?”

			“I added more bindings,” Cyla says. “I am not a fool.”

			“Show us, then,” Yushi insists.

			Cyla looks around. Can’t blame her for wantin’ to keep the cage shut, but her bargaining position’s worse down here, not better. She has dozens of Watch on this level, but not enough to take out six Joined and a couple powerful Eaters. She might do it herself with the power at her fingertips, but loosing such power could bring the whole spire down around her ears.

			Cyla nods after a moment, pricking her finger on the blood lock sealing the demon in its cell. Janas, Yushi, and Xevia raise their weapons defensively as they enter the cell. All of them have their minds warded, but coreling princes are stronger’n they look and have other powers. Underestimate them even for a second and it can be too late.

			Olive has her shield on her arm and a spear in hand. It looks for a moment like Cyla will bar her entry, but then she seems to shrug and allows it. She does try to bar Mirella, but Cirene’s mam goes slippery and is in the room before Cyla knows what happened.

			Zegan is curled into a fetal position on the floor. He is manacled hand and foot, in addition to a collar and a band of warded electrum around his waist. Each of these is connected by thick electrum chains to Drains in the wall. We can see the massive amounts of magic flowing through them to power the spire.

			Everyone fans out, examining the demon’s chains from every angle. All are tense and ready for an attack, but they can see the magic being siphoned from the demon as well as we can. Wouldn’t be working if the wards weren’t right.

			Folk miss things sometimes. Especially when they ent looking for them. Zegan looks right. Smells right. Sounds right. But then he shifts, and there’s a liquid ripple inside his body. Not ichor.

			It’s a mimic. We share the thought with horror. It means Zegan is still at large—he could be down here with us.

			Does Cyla know? Is she deliberately passing off a mimic as a mind in a play for power? Or is this a trap? There’s no way to know.

			No one else has sensed it. We have to warn them, even if it means breaking cover.

			Cirene makes the decision for me, letting go my hand, quickstepping away, and powering down the wards that kept her hidden. “It’s a mimic!”

			Olive gets her shield up in time to cover Janas as well as herself as the mimic slips its bonds and lashes out in all directions, barbed tentacles whipping through the air.

			Mirella turns slippery but still gets cut as she rolls out of a tentacle’s path. Another smacks against Olive’s shield. The mimic wards keep the flesh from connecting, but the barbs are magic-dead and unaffected. They’re not able to scratch the warded glass, but the blow knocks Olive and Janas back a step.

			Xevia deflects her tentacle with a quick blow from the blunt end of her polearm, then whips the blade around to sever the limb. Judge Yushi takes a different approach, dropping his weapon and grabbing a whipping tentacle in his warded electrum gauntlets. I expect the demon to just melt away, but the Judge knows what he’s doing. The gauntlets stop it from changing, letting him set his feet and pull the limb taut.

			Xevia takes the opportunity, severing that limb, as well.

			Now that it’s shifting forms, I pick up the mimic’s natural scent. It’s faint, like you might expect from a creature that ent got pores unless it’s copying somethin’ that does. Still, I can place it. Cyla’s mimic. Which means she lied, which means…

			Cyla draws an impact ward, knocking Yndros, Tryan, and Velena from their feet. The spire remains lit, probably from all the drones in cages, but without the mimic in the Drain, Cyla’s magic ent got as much pepper as before. Cirene makes her feet go slippery, speeding away from the blast like she’s skating across a frozen pond. She circles back, trying to get into the cell with her mam.

			“Guards!” Cyla cries, and Zegan Watch come running down the hall from both sides. They don’t have demons, but their armor is keyed to the spire’s grid and still Draws power.

			Feel like I should do somethin’ but I don’t really know what. No one knows I’m here, but that’s an advantage I can only use once. I cast about, trying to see where I would be most useful.

			Tryan pumps his legs for half a dozen strides, then leaps as high as the ceiling will allow, arching into the approaching Watch faster than they can draw impact wards to knock him back. The giant man crashes into their neat lines, knocking everyone into disarray as he lays into them with three massive fists.

			Opposite, Velena has similarly scattered the Watch from the other end of the hall. Like Cirene, she skates frictionless along the floor, but she turns sticky when she’s in close, using it to wrestle opponents to the ground. Like Tryan, she’s not killing…at least not on purpose, but she ent being gentle, either. Trying to put folk down for the count while we settle things.

			Yndros is already warding before he gets to his feet, the mind demon head slung across his back giving him enormous power. Cyla is smashed against one of the walls, but her armor is powered and protects her from the brunt of the impact.

			Cirene slips by into the room with the mimic, but Olive’s got that under control. She raises her circlet’s warding field, enhanced by Baadel’s arm, and the mimic is smashed against the cell wall so hard it bursts, turning into an iridescent black liquid that pulses and throbs, like clay tryin’ to mold itself.

			The mimic is powerful, though. Too powerful to be squashed to death. Powerful enough to cling to the wall and push against the forbiddance so hard Olive is forced back a step.

			“Everyone out!” Olive cries, and the others are quick to obey while the demon is contained. They form a guard around Olive and Janas as they exit and seal the wards on the door of the cell to keep the mimic contained.

			There’s a boom from inside. The wards will hold it for a bit, but they ent keyed specifically to a mimic. It will break out eventually.

			Mirella goes for Judge Cyla the moment the demon is contained. She’s so fast Cyla doesn’t have time to react as she slips around defenses and gets a hand around Cyla’s throat. Mirella turns the hand sticky as she squeezes and lifts Cyla off her feet entirely, where even magically strengthened limbs lack leverage. “You set us up.”

			Don’t know if Cyla means to answer, but all she can do is pull at Mirella’s fingers helplessly as her face begins to purple. Cirene cries out and races to them, but it’s hard to say whether it’s to save her grandmother or help her mother.

			Yndros, Tryan, and Velena have the Zegan Watch subdued. The mimic is trapped. Starting to think we might get out of this in one piece.

			But then there’s a keening sound that echoes in the halls. Even the normal folk cringe at the high-pitched shriek. Cirene doubles over, covering her ears, and I ent much better.

			Instinctively, I trace the sound back to its origin, a spot down the hall where the wall looks a little funny. Strange I din’t notice before. I focus, and see the barest outline of Zegan himself against the wall, hiding with the same kind of magic I’m using.

			Everything changes at once. Mirella puts Cyla down and swings into a backhand that takes Cirene off her feet in the same motion. I swallow a cry in my throat at the violence of it, but Cirene is slippery and avoids the full force of the blow. Still, it’s enough to knock her to the ground and send her skidding into the wall. Frictionless, she bounces around until she recovers herself.

			Janas turns to Xevia, grabbing her by the shoulder and the belt to lift her from her feet before she can react. They throw, sending Xevia crashing into Yushi as Janas makes a break for the cell door. Olive moves to intercept her, but I can already tell she ent gonna be quick enough. This far off, I can’t get there in time, either.

			Gallivar, frozen all this time, finally goes into action. “Protect the Judge!” In a move that surprises everyone, he rushes to stand protectively before his grandmother. Zegan Watch are already recovering, thanks to their charged armor, and alarms in the spire will have more on the way.

			Janas opens the cell door before Olive can stop them, and the mimic explodes outward, no doubt under Zegan’s direct control.

			It’s chaos everywhere, a dozen little fights, and I don’t fit into any of them, really.

			Zegan thinks he’s still hidden. Cloaked in magic that turns away unwanted attention and blends him perfectly against the wall, creating a little patch of peace amid all the violence for him to conduct the battle.

			Reckon I can pick a fight there. He’s revealed himself, but I’m still hidden.

			Can’t rush it. One ripple in the air and he’ll be onto me, if he ent already. I start edging over so slowly it hurts. Hate lots of things, but going slow is top of the list. Feels like it will take a hundred years to get to the demon at this rate.

			Yushi, Xevia, and Olive put their shoulders together as the mimic comes for them. Olive slows it with her circlet, but that doesn’t help when it shifts into some kind of tentacled water demon and sprays them with reeking, magic-dead ink. I remember the story of how she killed Baadel. Looks like Zegan ent taking any chances, marking her before she can try to use her Cloak of Unsight.

			The smell is horrendous. All of them manage to shield their eyes, but when they look back, the demon has torn the door from the cell and hurled it right at Olive.

			She gets her shield up, striding ahead of Yushi and Xevia to deflect the missile. It probably saves their lives, but Olive is sent flying into the nearest wall, and the others still take a painful bruising as the door smashes into them.

			Janas has used the distraction to charge Yndros. I can tell he don’t know what’s going on, but he ent ready to punch his mam over it, and who could blame a man for that?

			Only Janas ent got the same qualms. They punch him in the throat and slip the knife from their belt, cutting the strap of the sling that holds Baadel’s head across his massive back. They follow through on the pass, almost getting away with the prize, but this time Yndros has made up his mind. Quick as a cat’s slap, he bats the head out of Janas’ hands to roll away down the hall.

			Janas growls and comes back at him, knife leading.

			Still I edge along the wall, feeling like it’s taking hours when it’s only been a few seconds.

			Mirella moves to attack Olive before she can recover, but before she can strike a blow, Cirene tackles her away. “Mother, this isn’t you! It’s the demon! Resist!”

			Mother and daughter roll across the ground, and Cirene keeps ahead of the blows, but like Yndros a moment ago, she ent ready to let loose on her own mam.

			Down the hall, I hear the lift doors open. The cars are full of untethered demons that charge down the hall, even as the Zegan Watch are getting to their feet. Tryan picks up one officer, throwing him bodily down the hall to crash into the charging pack, but it buys them seconds at best.

			Another step. Not nearly enough, as the demons come barreling past me.

			Olive is back on her feet, fighting the mimic alongside Yushi and Xevia.

			“Velena!” Judge Cyla raises a hand toward Velena, who has made a straight line toward Baadel’s head. Cyla begins to trace a ward in the air, but then Gallivar pivots suddenly, hitting her square on the jaw with the heavy butt end of his spear. She folds, and he is quick to catch her, easing her to the floor as he removes the warded armor and jewels that connect her to the spire’s power.

			Unhindered, Velena reaches the head and uses her electrum claws to pop out one of its great black lidless eyes. My night eyes see the eye ablaze with power like Aunt Leesha’s festival flamework. Velena squashes the gelatinous thing into her mouth, hardly bothering to chew as she chokes it down.

			She’s going for the other one before she’s finished swallowing. She gets it all down, then sicks a bit back up before swallowing it again. Fixin’ to sick up myself as she does exactly the same with the other eye.

			Velena’s aura is a tornado of power, blocking out rational thought. Magic-drunk, she’s a creature of instinct. She’s got power enough to flatten all the lesser demons just by sketching a few wards in the air, but instead she snarls and flexes her electrum claws, then charges into the pack.

			She’s moving so fast even demons can’t keep up, cutting where they’re weakest with her terrifying claws. Ichor sprays in her path, filling the air with an awful stink.

			Yndros and Janas are trading heavy blows. Janas lands more, but the few Yndros lands strike twice as hard.

			“Mother!” Yndros shouts. “Stop this!”

			“I cannot!” Janas chokes the words through gritted teeth. “You will have to kill me!”

			“No!” Yndros cries.

			It reminds me of when Arick tried to kill me in Safehold. The moment I threatened Alagai Ka, something planted in his mind triggered, and he leapt to the defense. He was cryin’, begging me to kill him, even as his body did its level best to end me.

			“You will,” Janas growls. “For the sake of all Hive!”

			Demon still feels a mile off, but I start easing Mam’s knife out of its sheath a little at a time. Olive says I ent got the stomach for killin’, and can’t say she’s wrong. I never did. But I ent going to let my friends get killed on account of my stomach.

			“Cease fighting!” Gallivar commands the Zegan Watch, but the soldiers ent listening. Like Cyla and Janas, they’ve had their brains scrambled by Alagai Ka. Come to think of it, Janas is the reason we’re here in the first place.

			Tryan’s picked up Baadel’s head, palming it in one of his hands even as the other two sketch wards in the air. Olive and Yushi and Xevia are holdin’ their own against the mimic, but they ent any closer to killing it.

			Worst of all is Cirene. My night eyes can see the auras of everyone in the hall. Janas, fighting their own son, is awash with emotions. So was Cyla until Gallivar knocked her out, and the spire soldiers.

			But Mirella’s aura is…flat. Like she ent there at all. Her mind ent warded, and I wonder if it ever was. Right now Zegan’s in her head, using her hands to try and kill my…

			My what? What is Cirene to me? Does it matter? Die for her if it came to that, like I would for Olive or Selen or Rojvah.

			Doesn’t matter. None of it matters. Only one way to stop all this, and I ent in range yet. I keep sliding.

			But then Mirella gets her hands around Cirene’s throat. Easy to escape something like that when you’re slippery, but Mirella’s got the same power. She can make herself sticky to compensate. She starts to squeeze. Cirene’s eyes bulge, and I know it ent an act.

			I glance to where the demon is…or where I think it is. Can barely see the faintest distortion along the wall. Even if I strike, I might miss something vital, and if so, I won’t get another shot. Yet if I don’t do something now, Cirene might die. My fingers tighten on the bone handle of Mam’s knife until they start to ache.

			But then something changes in Cirene’s aura. It ent pretty, or anything I’ve seen in her before, but it’s real, and it’s powerful. She brings her hands together, boxing Mirella’s ears with an impact ward on one hand and a pressure ward on the other. Mirella’s so charged with magic, the wards flare powerfully and she’s thrown back, screaming and thrashing.

			Not just Mirella. Zegan was tethered to her mind, moving her around like a puppet. When Cirene hits her mother, the demon staggers a step, losing some of his camouflage as his clawed hands come up to hold his head.

			The mimic, too, reacts with incoherent aggression, breaking away from its fight with Olive and the others to go for Cirene.

			I don’t waste the moment, breaking out of my snail’s crawl to take the last steps as fast as I can. Zegan’s arms are in the way, so I can’t cut off the demon’s head like Olive did to Baadel. Instead I bury Mam’s knife in the demon’s heart, sharp-side up.

			Then, as feedback magic floods my body, I use the burst of strength to heave upward, bifurcating the demon’s chest, throat, and the lower half of its jaw. Ichor coats me in a spray, thick and sticky and hot. It clings to the wards on my hands, the magic amplifying my anger.

			Before Zegan can recover, I pull the knife free and slash again, this time for his thin, vulnerable throat.

			Ent a sharper blade in all the world than Mam’s knife. Not that I’ve seen, anyway. Got rage and hate and all kinds of darkness in its magic. More than a match for mind demon flesh and bone. I don’t quite sever it, but the heavy, conical head flops over, unable to be supported by what little remains of its neck.

			Mam says minds can recover from anything that doesn’t kill them immediately, so I take no chances, stabbing the skull again and again, my arm a blur even to me.

			There’s screaming in my head. I only realize I’m the one doing it when Cirene’s shriek pulls my attention away. The mimic is bearing down on her, and I know from experience going slippery ent enough against a monster like that.

			I’m too far off to help, but Mirella isn’t. She shakes her head, still trying to clear the fog of Zegan’s control. Doubt she even knows where she is, but she knows her own flesh and blood, and sees the threat.

			Mirella meets the demon head-on before it can get to Cirene, but even with all her power, there ent a lot she can do except take the strike meant for her daughter.

			Runnin’ then. Runnin’ like my life depends on it. Demons in the hall are dropping like autumn leaves all around me, but I only got eyes for Cirene, grabbing her and pulling her away from danger even as she screams and thrashes in my arms.

			Ent a point in staying to fight. Like the drones, the mimic is coming unglued by the mind demon’s psychic death rattle, much as all the stories say. It’s got spikes and teeth punched clear through Mirella, and she’s torn apart as the demon thrashes and warps before finally melting into a disgusting puddle of molasses on the floor.

			“Let! Go!” Cirene elbows me in the eye, and races to her mam the moment my grip loosens.

			Ent offended. Can’t blame her. Seeing Mirella like that reminds me of my own mam. It’s barely a month she’s gone, and I can’t say I’ve dealt with it. Wound’s too hot. Too fresh. I want to offer her comfort—will when I can—but I know when people need their space.

			A gentle hand lays on my shoulder. Know it’s Olive, but I didn’t sense her coming. I don’t mind the touch. Need something, anything, to keep me from slipping into a hole I can’t get out of.

			“That was good work, Darin,” Olive says quietly. “You saved us all. Proud of you.”

			I nod a little, and something relaxes in me. A moment later I’m on my hands and knees on the floor, sicking up what feels like every meal I’ve ever had.

			Olive stays with me, gentling my hair out of the way and rubbing my back like she’s my mam while I sob and heave.

			

			—

			What’s nice about being around Olive Paper is how easy some things are. Ay, she gets into trouble a lot, and sometimes I need to pull her out, but most of the time, I can hang back and trust that big sister’s got things.

			With Cyla knocked out and most of Zegan’s Watch shaken and confused, Gallivar takes control of Spire Zegan, advised by Olive and the other Joined.

			Zegan’s body—minus the eyes—is thrown back into his cell, along with all the drones killed in his death. We even fill buckets with mimic demon muck and toss them in with the rest. The heavy cell door the mimic tore from its hinges is intact and hastily reinstalled—less to keep the corpses from escaping than to keep salivating Eaters away from temptation.

			Even dead, Zegan has enough magic in his flesh and bones to keep the spire powered for the foreseeable future. Olive is already advising on techniques to preserve the hora indefinitely.

			Cyla is locked away in another cell on the same level. Gallivar doesn’t look happy about it, but everyone agrees it’s for the best. There’s no way to know how long or deeply she’s been compromised, and until that is determined, she cannot be trusted to lead.

			Janas takes a nobler route, openly putting Yndros in command of the Alybrax forces, the most numerous and powerful group next to Zegan. Yushi’s still master of Ronove, but he and Velena are talking again, and that’s something.

			Cirene won’t talk to me. Or anyone, really. Every time I try to get close she steps away, and every time I whisper something only she can hear, she ignores it. No one stopped her as she rose, covered in grime and ichor and her mother’s blood, to go to Zegan, tears streaking the filth on her face as she cut out the demon’s eyes.

			Back up the lift, Garos is clear-eyed as he rushes over. “Thank Lazar you’re all right. Your mother?”

			Cirene sobs again, both for her lost mam and for the return of her da. He don’t need an answer after that. Cirene don’t like folk touching her, but it seems her da gets a pass, like Mam used to. He holds her close, crushing the bad feelings away.

			“Father,” she says softly, pulling a wrapped cloth from her belt and opening it to offer him Zegan’s eyes.

			I can see the pride in his aura. “We can Eat them together.”

			Cirene shakes her head. “No. I do not wish to.”

			Garos regards her sadly, but he nods. “I was wrong to push you. We all paid a heavy price for that. I hope one day you can forgive me for it.”

			“Just be my father again.” Cirene chokes down another sob.
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				The Common Defense

			
			Gallivar is quick to take control of the spire after Cyla is locked up. Many of his most trusted officers were once Garos’ loyalists. With Garos back to himself, allies come out of every faction in the spire to make obeisance, but he has other things on his mind.

			Darin watches silently as Garos and Cirene go down to the lowest level to retrieve Mirella and lay her to rest. I can see in his aura how much he wants to go with them. With her.

			Night, is Darin in love?

			I’m happy for him if so, but worried, too. Love is hard on everyone, and Darin is so sensitive. I hope for her sake Cirene is gentle with his heart.

			Darin’s good at hiding his feelings from most people, but I’ve known him since we were in nappies. He eyes Garos warily, like boys who kissed Selen Cutter back home used to eye her giant of a father. I can’t blame him for keeping his distance. What must it be like to meet a girl’s father on the day his wife and her mother dies?

			I feel a clutching in my own chest, but I push it down. Mirella was wild and dangerous, like the tales of Darin’s mum when she was young, but I liked her for my part. I didn’t know her when I faced the mimic demon. I did it out of principle, but I never regretted it. Now she’s gone, her aura burning one moment and snuffed out the next like so many others as I’ve walked the path Alagai Ka laid for me.

			None of them have gotten the grief they deserve from me. I tell myself it’s because my focus is finding the demon and ending his threat once and for all. That part is true, but it isn’t the whole truth. In more honest moments I am afraid what will happen when my work is done and I open myself up to all the pain and loss of the last year.

			Gallivar summons me to a council meeting. Darin isn’t invited, but he’s close and probably listening in. The other Judges have stopped questioning my presence. Yushi is the only holdout from the original court. Yndros speaks for Alybrax now, Xevia for Shamosk. Gallivar now leads the court as master of Spire Zegan, but none of the Judges have the power they once did. Everyone needs one another at the moment. Tryan and Velena aren’t expressly invited, but they come along anyway, and no one makes an effort to stop them.

			“Our refreshed forces are preparing to unseal levels twelve and sixteen,” Gallivar says. “They will capture all the remaining demons and shackle them to Drains. By nightfall the spire will be operating at full power. Next will come the tethered demons among our own forces.”

			Everyone was nodding along, but those are fighting words. Gallivar is demanding the Alybrax, Ronove, and Shamosk officers give up the demons they’ve recaptured for the power of Spire Zegan.

			I tense, ready to back his play. “We’d be fools to leave any demons unshackled.”

			Yushi casts me a withering look but does not answer, calculating. Xevia has her arms crossed, and even Yndros looks uncomfortable.

			“Any demons your spires…donate to the common defense will, of course, be returned, should you wish to attempt to reignite your own spires,” Gallivar says. “But Olive is correct. I will not suffer unshackled demons in Spire Zegan.”

			I can hear Yushi’s massive muscles tighten at the words. The Judge is not accustomed to being in someone else’s power, subject to their sufferance. “What proof do we have you will honor that bargain, once our demons are in your possession?”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t worry about that,” Xevia says. “Gallivar is honest to a fault.”

			“Gallivar who was a secret Eater sympathizer the entire time we’ve known him?” Yndros asks.

			“That’s an exaggeration,” Gallivar says, a twinkle of smile quirking his lips. “It’s only been a few years. And I never lied to anyone.”

			“Is sympathy a crime?” Tryan’s deep bass voice resonates through the room. He looks to Xevia and Velena. “It was sympathy that made Judge Gallivar give up his cover to bring you to one of the few safe places in the city after the attack. Sympathy that made Gallivar serve the Watch and Hive loyally.”

			Tryan turns to Yndros and Yushi. The two men loom over the others in the room, but Tryan is larger still. “We could all use a little more sympathy, with…alagai loose in Hive.”

			“Noble words,” Yushi says. “But I will not surrender the demons my warriors have captured for sympathy.”

			“Then surrender them for victory,” I say.

			Yushi seems unsatisfied. “And if we refuse?”

			Yushi is a foot taller and two hundred pounds heavier, all of it muscle, but Gallivar refuses to be intimidated. “Then you are welcome to take your demons and go.”

			“The sun has risen!” Yushi says.

			“Indeed,” Gallivar says. “And the alagai will attack again when it sets. I will not have enemies in our ranks.”

			“Who is to say we don’t already?” Yndros is thoughtful. This is a problem close to him. “You saw what happened when Zegan keened. Janas, Cyla, even Mirella all turned. How long has the demon been free in Spire Zegan? Are your Watch to be trusted? Are you?”

			“We were all there,” I say. “Any of us could have turned the tide for the demons had we been corrupted. If we start doubting one another now, we might as well give up.”

			“Agreed,” Yushi says, “for those of us in this room. But what of the spire forces or the thousands of refugees at your gates?”

			“We’ll need to be careful,” I agree. “Seal off access to critical areas like wardnet access, entrances, and exits. Assign officers to act in randomly selected groups and tell them to keep alert.”

			Gallivar nods. “The Watch are used to mixed squads. I have teams of warders checking and triple-checking the wards to make sure they haven’t been tampered with.”

			“Can you use the spire’s net to repel demons?” I ask. “I know that isn’t the norm here, but it’s the primary purpose of wardnets back home.”

			“Every spire can project a forbiddance,” Yndros says, “in the event of inter-spire warfare.”

			I look at Xevia, and she shrugs. “It’s been known to happen from time to time.”

			“I can teach your people how to render demonbones and treat them to preserve their power for hora magic,” I say.

			That gets everyone’s attention. Hive is so used to a glut of magical energy, they never needed to understand how it could be stored and preserved. Now, with a horde of dead demons decomposing in the Zegan basement, they need the advancement desperately.

			“I’ll send the wardmaster to you after they finish inspections,” Gallivar says.

			“I can also teach them to build a sharik hora,” I say.

			“A temple of heroes’ bones?” Yushi asks. “Superstitious nonsense.”

			“It is not.” I don’t argue, simply state fact. “I have seen it in action. Those heroes who die in the act of defending against the alagai Draw magic to their bones, much as demons do. They can repel the alagai or even harm them when used as weapons.”

			Everyone seems skeptical of that, but no one is ready to dismiss the possibility. Fallen heroes are currently an even more plentiful resource in Hive than the corpses of demons.

			“On to the refugees,” Yushi says. “How many can the spire accommodate?”

			It’s a polite way to say an awful thing. When the sun rose, people came out in the tens of thousands, refugees from all over Hive who saw Spire Zegan’s light even as the other spires and manses of the upper city all went dark. There’s no telling how many are dead or still in hiding, but these survivors alone threaten to overwhelm even the massive Spire Zegan.

			“Cyla’s plan to lure everyone in the city to the last powered spire appears to have worked,” I say.

			“It would have gotten the demons’ enemies all in one place and crippled resistance,” Yndros agrees.

			I nod. “And built a larder for the mind demons and their queen.”

			“Perhaps it’s for the best,” Gallivar muses. “If we can secure the spire by nightfall, it will be safer than cowering in the city or fleeing into the borderlands. It will be tight, but I plan to offer shelter and succor to all.”

			“Tight?” Xevia asks. “Do you even have water enough for that many? What will you feed the entire city?”

			“Plenty of meat in the basement, if people aren’t squeamish,” Velena notes.

			There’s more than one look of disgust, but even Yushi doesn’t discount the idea of Eating demon meat out of hand. “We can put the peasants to work gathering food and water in the city while daylight remains, but Xevia is right. You cannot shelter them all.”

			“Of course you can,” I say as Gallivar falters for a moment. “Hollow was a village of barely three hundred when the demon war began twenty years ago. The battles drove tens of thousands of refugees to Mother’s doorstep, and she showed them a Gatherer’s hand. Now she commands the most powerful and populous duchy in Thesa.”

			“No doubt it’s as simple as that.” Yushi’s voice drips with sarcasm. “Take the Watch officers, upper city residents, and those who can fight, but the peasantry is too numerous.”

			“We need every hand that can hold a weapon for the fight,” I agree, “but what is the point of fighting if they cannot protect that which is most precious?”

			I don’t have a lot of support for my argument. Yushi and Xevia seem aghast at the suggestion of taking everyone in, and even Yndros is unusually quiet. None of them matter, though. It’s Gallivar’s spire. Only he can open its gates, or not.

			“I won’t leave anyone to die outside our gates,” he says at last. “But perhaps our foragers can look for other secure places for some of the refugees to take shelter for the night.”

			No doubt there are warded shelters, but we all know none will have the chances of survival offered by a fully powered spire.

			

			—

			“Olive,” Yndros calls as I exit the council meeting.

			We’re alone in an empty hall, and I realize it’s the first time we’ve been alone in days. Since before I was arrested. I felt betrayed when he let them take me, but I haven’t forgotten how he risked everything to come for me, or how he’s fought at my side as loyally as any spear brother. He is my ajin’pal now. We have shed blood together in alagai’sharak. In Krasia—and to me—that bond runs as deep as family.

			But the look Yndros gives me is not one of a spear brother. It’s a look that makes my face heat and my heart thump under my breastplate. I’ve always been taller and stronger than most boys—sweeping me off my feet is no easy task. Yndros, seven feet tall with massive arms and hands, is one of few men who might manage it.

			Our last kiss was so long ago, separated by blood and ichor and prison walls, that I had nearly forgotten it. Now, caught in his penetrating stare, the memory comes back to me, and I lick my lips in anticipation.

			“Thank you for coming for me,” I breathe. “At the prison, I mean.”

			“Thank you,” Yndros says, “for all the times you’ve since saved me—saved all of us. My people were not accustomed to your kind of fighting. Without your leadership, we would not have lasted the night.”

			“Our leadership.” I move closer to him. “I could not have done any of that without you.”

			Yndros steps closer, too. “We fight well together.”

			He is ten inches taller than me. This close, I have to crane my head up to look at him. It’s an unfamiliar feeling, and strangely arousing. “And when the fighting is done?”

			We both take the last step in a rush. He has a hand around my back, pulling me close. I reach up, taking fistfuls of his hair to drag his lips down to mine.

			I always used to tease Aunt Selen for kissing everyone who ever caught her eye, but I am coming to understand she had the right of it. It’s wonderful.

			Both of us pull in a sharp breath as our lips part. A Watch patrol appears, and we casually start walking toward the elevator as if we are not breathless. The Watch salute us as they approach and escort us to the lifts.

			“I am going to walk the forbidding and consider the defense.” I say the words just loud enough to make sure the officers hear.

			“That is wise.” Yndros is equally formal. “I will accompany you, if you do not mind.”

			“Not at all.” I suppress a smirk, keeping my face neutral.

			Inside the lift, I manipulate the wards to take us to the ground floor as if I’ve been doing it my whole life. Darin and I may have brought change to Hive, but Hive is changing us, as well. Technologies Hivers take for granted could raise standards of living throughout Thesa.

			When I turn to Yndros, he is close again. Our breastplates strain against each other in the crush of our embrace. We share breath as the lift plummets and our ears pop from the pressure change.

			We’re standing apart when the doors open, backs arched with military posture even as I feel like I’m floating along the walkway.

			Streams of refugees flow into the spire, held briefly at checkpoints before being allowed entry. First to come are the nobles and wealthy upper city citizens. Gallivar may have opened his protection to all, but the rich still have their privilege. Perhaps understanding that this is all that separates them, many carry treasures in their arms, on their backs, and in pull carts.

			Some of them still have demons, recaptured with dominance whips and trapped in warded travel carriers designed to protect them from sunlight. These are confiscated to add to the spire’s power and the common defense.

			Not everyone is happy about it. I hear a familiar raised voice and look up to see Naldor and his sister arguing with a Watch officer trying to confiscate a carrier that, unless I miss my guess, carries the same wood demon I dominated that night at Xevia’s party. It’s barely been a week, but it feels like eons have passed since then.

			Naldor senses the change in the attention of those around him as I approach. He looks up, protests dying on his lips.

			“This time I’m afraid it’s real,” I say.

			“All demons must be surrendered,” Yndros agrees.

			“What do we get in return?” Naldor’s sister dares ask.

			“You get to enter the spire,” I say, “and stand a better chance of living to see tomorrow’s dawn.”

			“Peace, sister.” Naldor lays a hand on her arm.

			“It’s all we have left,” she whispers.

			“You have your lives,” I say, “and a chance to rebuild when this is over.”

			The finality of my words, of the “when,” seems to calm them. Naldor offers me a bow, putting an arm around his sister and escorting her into the spire.

			Behind the upper-class refugees is a horde of lower city citizens. Workers from fields and orchards now frozen, with whole crops dying on vine, stem, and stalk. Day laborers, silk collectors, tradesfolk. All as important to Hive’s future—if not more so—as spoiled nobility like Naldor and his sister.

			Yndros looks at them skeptically as we patrol the border of where the forbidding ends. There is a wall enclosing the grounds of the spire, but it is not particularly high. The forbidding will end there, so the demons will mass along its length. There are places where cover and high ground will allow us to mount a vigorous defense, but there are others where real weaknesses must be addressed, and quickly. Once the rock demons start throwing stones, we’re going to be in a lot of danger, especially with many of the refugees taking succor in the grounds outside the spire.

			“I hope Gallivar knows what he’s doing,” Yndros says. “You think they smell bad now? Wait until the sheer bodily functions of this many people overwhelm the plumbing and turn the spire into one giant toilet.”

			I frown, losing much of the warm lightness that put a spring in my step just a short while ago. This isn’t news. I always knew Yndros was raised to not think peasants’ lives have the same value as the denizens of the upper city, or even their demons. I do not doubt he will do his duty and stand between them and the alagai when night falls, but here in the light of day his contempt is palpable, and the flush of our secret kisses flees before it like demons flee the sun.

			

			—

			We spend hours walking the perimeter and giving instructions for the defense to the lieutenants who trail us. Gallivar is focused on refugees. Yushi and Xevia have volunteered to protect the spire itself.

			I expected Yushi the Joined double male to crave the contest of the battlefield. I have seen him fight and would not judge him a coward. Indeed, there may well be fighting in the spire before the night is done, but unless the demons tunnel underground as they did in the desert, alagai’sharak will be thickest here, at the perimeter. It is where I choose to be, where my skills will be of most use, and Yndros, whatever his faults, is determined to meet the challenge at my side.

			Runners come and go frequently, delivering information. In addition to the positioning of forces, refugees, and defensive structures, I dictate detailed notes on the vats, chemics, and tools needed to render alagai hora, the process and the time it takes.

			Unsaid but understood is that the process for rendering sharik hora is much the same. The people of Hollow struggled with using the bodies of their fallen in protective spells as well, but I saw the power of the Holy City in Desert Spear. These people can ill afford to turn down any path to succor, and what greater way to honor the fallen than to make them receptacles for the purest form of magic?

			The sun is dipping on the horizon when we are summoned to another meeting of the reconstituted mind court, with me taking the fifth seat.

			Garos is there, looking nothing like the broken shell of a man I remember. His eyes are fierce, and inside where the walls of the spire protect us from the light, his aura burns hot with power. It is said he and his followers gorged themselves on fallen alagai while they were in the lower levels retrieving the body of Mirella. They are powerful now, and dangerous. Already some have begun to tattoo wards into their flesh.

			“All the remaining demons in the spire have been captured or killed and put into magic Drains,” Gallivar says. “The spire is as powerful as it has ever been.”

			“For now.” Garos’ voice is a low growl. “But for how long, with traitors among us?”

			He looks at Yndros as he speaks, and the big man stiffens. “If this is about my mother…”

			“By all accounts, they betrayed you all, freed the mimic that killed Mirella, even tried to kill you, their perfect Joined sons. And yet they walk free.”

			“They aren’t free, Uncle,” Gallivar says. “I have them confined to quarters.”

			“Guarded by their own loyalists,” Garos scowls, “any or all of whom may be as corrupted as they are, or willing to follow their commands regardless. They should be in a warded cell next to Cyla, waiting to answer for their crimes.”

			Yndros works the tension from his jaw. He is not a fool, but he holds his mother in awe, even now. He is one of the very loyalists Garos is right to be concerned about.

			The danger in the room is unmistakable. Garos is powerful, but not so powerful that my prince would hesitate to cross spears with him, plunging all of us into conflict when we need to work together.

			“I will remind you,” Yndros’ voice is the bare edge of calm, “that Janas was present of mind even when fighting me. After the battle they surrendered themselves and abdicated power. They are no longer in charge of the forces of Spire Alybrax, and we will not release them for your vengeance.”

			“Vengeance?!” Garos demands. “Boy, you have no idea what your mother owes to me. Vengeance would be killing you, making them bathe and mourn your body, followed by a sham trial that sentences them to be Drained into a living death, helpless even to kill themselves to stop the pain. The least you can do is secure them in our darkest hour.”

			Yndros’ fists are clenched so tight they are shaking. “And when that hour is passed? What guarantee do I have you will release them?”

			“A better one than your chances of survival without my spire,” Garos growls.

			“Your spire?” Gallivar turns to regard his uncle. “You, too, abdicated, Uncle, when you left to live among the Eaters. Do you think yourself a leader of Zegan again, mere hours after you are restored to yourself?”

			“I was always myself.” Garos turns his ire toward his nephew. “Trapped screaming within a broken body, unable to be heard.”

			Gallivar’s steely gaze does not flinch. “Nevertheless, Uncle, I command Spire Zegan.”

			They match wills, but unlike with Yndros, there is love between the men. After a moment, Garos eases a little. “If the spire is yours, then command they be put in a cell until this is over.”

			“You will find the spire difficult to defend if Alybrax refuses to fight,” Yndros says. I hope it’s just bluster. All of us need to fight or we have no hope of survival.

			“I won’t be bullied into a decision,” Gallivar says.

			“Are we a court or aren’t we?” I ask. “Put it to a vote.”

			Gallivar looks to Yndros. “Judge Yndros, will you accept the decision of the mind court?”

			It’s a clever strategy, for of course if he refuses, Yndros delegitimizes his own position on the court. He glances at the others, perhaps considering how they may vote. “What, precisely, are we voting on?”

			“My uncle is right that it is unsafe to have Alybrax loyalists guarding Janas,” Gallivar says.

			“Or Zegan,” Yndros adds.

			“Or Zegan,” Gallivar agrees.

			“A joint force,” I suggest.

			Gallivar nods. “A joint force to guard the former Judge of Alybrax, or a cell in the dungeon. That is the question we shall vote upon.”

			Garos scowls again, but Yndros nods. “Very well.”

			The vote is quick and unanimous, securing the alliance. Even Garos stops arguing at that, knowing it is futile.

			Next Yndros and I give our report on the ground defenses outside. “There is rubble throughout the city the demons can use as missiles, but it will be difficult for them to reach the spire itself.”

			“From the outside,” Yushi notes.

			I cock my head at him. “What does that mean?”

			“It means each of the ruling spires has an underground connection to the hive,” Yushi says.

			“What?!” I can’t help but shout, turning to Yndros. “How has no one mentioned this before?!”

			I look to Xevia, who shrugs, and Yndros, who looks equally baffled. When I turn to Gallivar, the new lord of Zegan says helplessly, “I only just found out myself.”

			“There’s more to being a Judge than sitting in a mimic throne,” Yushi says. “We needed a way to bring our princelings to the queen when it was time to mate. Traveling aboveground was not an option.”

			“We’ve sealed it off,” Gallivar says. “Successive gateways, all locked with charged wardings and the power of the spire, and we have teams adding in fresh protections. They won’t get in that way.”

			The words are confident, but his aura is not. Yushi looks even less convinced. “I have viewed the protections, and they are strong,” he says, “but we have underestimated the…alagai before.”

			It’s a small change, but the word is finding its way to more and more lips as the new reality sets in for the people of Hive.

			“There’s a plan to collapse the tunnel entirely,” Gallivar adds hopefully.

			I cross my arms, considering. “What if we use it to get to them instead?”

			

			—

			“Night,” Darin mutters when I tell him the news. “Sure you’re gonna be okay?”

			“We need more fighters, Darin,” I say. “Any way you can get them. Either we all fight now, or they hunt us down one by one.”

			“No pressure, then,” Darin says. “Ay, got it.”

			I look at my friend, wondering if I will ever see him again. I think of all the times Darin was there for me when I needed him, and how many times I failed to be there for him. “Be careful, Darin.”

			“You too,” Darin says. “Don’t go lookin’ for trouble.”

			That gets a smile out of me. I didn’t tell Darin about the tunnel to the hive, and I don’t intend to. “Would I do that?”

			“It’s all you’ve ever done,” Darin says, “but I might not be back in time to throw in tonight, so focus on makin’ it to tomorrow, ay?”

			“I love you, Darin.” I watch him twist uncomfortably at the words, but they’re too important to hold back.

			“Ay, now you’ve got me worried.” Darin runs a hand through his thick wavy hair, letting it fall across his eyes. “Love you, too.”
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				Hunted

			
			Cirene knows she can’t really hide from me, so she tries the next best thing and goes out on the balcony near the top of the spire to face the setting sun. Ent easy to get to—the lift ended two hundred feet below, and the stairwell gets narrower with every revolution. Balcony ent much bigger’n a window planter box, with a railing so low it’s more apt to trip you off than keep you on.

			But I ent scared of heights or the sun. Respect them, ay, but they never kept me from doing something I wanted to do. That ent why I hesitate.

			Gave her the day. Got a little sleep, lurked to eavesdrop on some council meetings while working on my tattoos. Cirene came here to be alone, and she deserves that. I go lookin’ for peace all the time. Who am I to disturb hers?

			Only it ent that simple. Cirene and I linked. Trusted each other with every secret we got, and never betrayed that. Ent got a right to tell her what to do, but I’m not just like everyone else, either.

			And the sun is setting.

			“I know you’re in there, Darin.” Her voice is tired and cracks a little. I can sense the dryness of her throat, the run in her nose, the puff of her skin. She’s been cryin’. “Go away, or come out.”

			I come out and catch the scent of her irritation at the choice. Still I set, letting my legs dangle over the edge. The view this high up really is spectacular, sun and all. I take it in for a moment. The sun is so bright I want to put my hood up, but Cirene doesn’t seem bothered by it. The glare obscures the borderlands, where Cirene’s brother and our friends are still hiding in a cave.

			“Ent we still friends?” I ask.

			“Of course we are,” Cirene says. “Why do you think I’m up here?”

			“Don’t know,” I admit. “Easier when we’re linked. Don’t have to ask questions, we just…understand.”

			Cirene sighs, smelling wistful. “I won’t link with you, Darin.”

			That stings. More than I expect it to. “What did I do?”

			Her expression doesn’t change, but I smell her incredulity. “You didn’t do anything. Lazar, Darin, you’re the only one in my life…” She chokes a little, and doesn’t finish the sentence.

			“Then what?” I ask. “Ent got a right to expect you to link with me, but don’t I deserve to know why you won’t?”

			“Because I’ve been in your mind,” Cirene says. “I’ve been in your heart, Darin. I know what happened to your mam. I know how much…hurt you’re holding down with nothing but your will. I don’t understand how you do it. I’m not that strong. I feel like I’m drowning.”

			I laugh. Cirene looks at me, and I hold up my hands. “Wasn’t a mean laugh. Just surprise. Cirene, I feel like I am drowning every second of every day.”

			She nods. “I know. And that’s why I won’t link with you. I won’t open the floodgates of my pain when you’ve barely got your head above yours.”

			“That ent your lookout,” I tell her. “It’s mine, and I’ll take my chances.”

			“What if I’m the weak one, then?” Cirene pulls out a kerchief to sniff into. “I don’t know if I can bear your pain and mine at once.”

			“That ent how it works,” I tell her. “Link don’t multiply hurts, it shares them. We can anchor each other.”

			Cirene raises an eyebrow. “Anchors pull you down.”

			I smile. “Floaties, then. We can be each other’s floaties.”

			That gets a laugh, if only a little one.

			“Need to get back to Damon and the others,” I say. “Make sure they’re okay and let ’em know what’s happened. Things ent been great downstairs while you been up here. Your da’s all kinds of upset, and Eating all that demon meat din’t help. He heard Janas set the mimic that killed your mam free, and he wants them to pay for it.”

			“Yndros will never allow that,” Cirene says.

			“Ay,” I say. “Your da’s saying it’s one more time when the law don’t apply to privileged folk.”

			“It is,” Cirene says.

			“Ay, maybe,” I agree. “But he’s threatening an alliance he needs if he wants to hold this spire.”

			“Why should he?” Cirene asks. “Hive is paying the price for its arrogance. My people live in the borderlands. We didn’t need Hive before. Do we need it now?”

			“You’re all one people,” I say. “Know what it’s like to be stuck between worlds and not really fit with either. But they’re all kin, and what have we got, we don’t do right by our kin?”

			She turns, meeting my eyes. “What does that mean to you, Darin? What is right, when every choice leads to countless deaths?”

			“Olive’s right about one thing,” I say. “This may be our last chance to fight, and if we don’t all do it together, we’re apt to lose. If Alagai Ka locks down the hive, ent nowhere going to be safe. You think they won’t start hunting the borderlands once they run out of folk to eat in town?”

			“Damon is stubborn,” Cirene says. “When he learns what happened to Mother, he may not want to come.”

			The sun slips below the horizon at last. I get to my feet, holding out a hand. “Only one way to find out. You comin’, or am I going alone?”

			Cirene stays seated. “Are you sure about this, Darin?”

			Don’t know if she means fighting or linking. Maybe both.

			I sit back down, but closer this time. Close enough to hold hands, but I keep mine in my lap. “Ent sure what’s going to happen. No one is. But I’m sure of what I got to do between now and then. And I’m sure that…if you got burdens, Cirene, I aim to help you carry them.”

			Slowly, her hand reaches out to lie over mine, still neutral in my lap. For a moment, I just bask in the touch, feeling every pore and follicle of her skin. All my life, I hated touchin’ folk, but Mam was right. It’s different when it’s someone…special. I turn my hand over, and our fingers close together.

			Cirene could initiate the link as easily as I, but she waits. Maybe she wants me to have a chance to change my mind. Or maybe she’s enjoying just holding hands, too.

			“Ready?” I ask.

			“If you are,” Cirene says.

			As one, we let down our guards, reaching tendrils of will for the other. Then we link, and Cirene was right that we are sucked down into guilt and loss and pain, but we’re sucked down together, seeing the events through each other’s eyes and bearing witness. Cirene knows everything I know about Mam’s death, but unlike me, she’s sure as sunrise that it wasn’t my fault.

			Likewise I see what happened to Mirella. It was Zegan and the mimic that killed her, not Cirene.

			Life is capricious and cruel sometimes. Anyone can tell you that. Ent our fault.

			Doesn’t take the pain away, or the missing, but I feel a weight that’s been threatening to crush me lift away, and know it’s the same for Cirene.

			We find more than peace in the link. We find unity of purpose again, rising together to leap from the balcony, a thousand feet above the ground.

			We fall for long moments, exhilarating in the wind in our faces, then, just before we strike the ground, I dissipate, dragging Cirene along with me as we move to find the nearest vent.

			Spire Zegan, still active, prevented us from dissipating until we leapt. The rest of the city remains dark, but there are no natural vents within the city limits. We skim the surface at the speed of thought until we find one in a fallow field. The crops, vibrant a day ago, are frozen. Even if the net were restored and summer returned tomorrow, the plants are dead, and there will be hungry times ahead for those who survive.

			From the vent, it’s easy to find my way back to the others. I’m still seeing the afterimage of the frozen crops as we materialize back at the caves.

			

			—

			“Cirene!” Elina calls, rushing toward us.

			I feel Cirene’s fear in the link. Elina is joyful at our return, but we come with news that will fill the caves with anguish.

			“Has Damon…” I begin, but before I finish the sentence, Damon materializes in front of us.

			“Thank Lazar you’re safe.” His arms twitch like he wants to hug us, and Cirene’s reaction in the link is so strong we both take a step back. Damon ent offended, though. Just relieved we’re okay.

			“Glad to see you, too,” I say.

			That’s as far as we get before everyone goes tense. All of us sense the rising, and whirl to see demons misting in all around the camp.

			How? Cirene and I have a whole conversation about it without saying a word. They must have followed us from Hive somehow. Olive thought Alagai Ka could glimpse the future, like the dama’ting do with their dice. Maybe he knew we’d come back here and sent killers after us while we don’t have Olive and the others to defend us.

			It’s a good trap. Demon knows we won’t run away. Only a few of these folk know how to skate. Most of them are just kids. Ent gonna just leave them here to die.

			Unified in purpose, we let go of each other’s hands, breaking the link.

			“Scatter!” I throw up the hood of my cloak, disappearing before any of the materializing demons can spot me. I quickstep away from my previous position anyway, taking the pipes off my belt. Cirene activates her own wards and I see Damon stare as they flare to life on her skin, melting her away from even his view.

			Flame demons solidify first, charging out to cause maximum chaos as their larger brethren take form. Wind demons come next, casting about for running space or something to climb and leap from to aid their takeoff. Once they’re in the sky, it will be trouble.

			Trouble like the field and stone demons starting to form, and there, at the center of the clearing before the cave, something altogether worse. I hate that I’ve smelled enough demons that I know them right away. This is Shamosk’s mimic.

			That tells me Xorana is dead, or brainwashed like Janas, and there’s a chance Shamosk himself might be here, directing the fight. Creator, I hope not.

			“Don’t let the windies take off!” I cry before putting the pipes to my lips.

			I don’t start off fancy or try to charm the demons into something subtle. Ent time for all that. I go instead for maximum pain and discombobulation. Jarring, discordant notes that have the corelings shrieking and doubling over in pain.

			The kids don’t much like the sounds, either, but they’re quick to take advantage. They rush in from all sides with warded knives to carve chunks of membrane away from the wind demons’ leathern wings. The demons snap and swipe at them, but they’re on the back heel and ent quick enough to catch a bunch of slippery Eaters.

			Indeed, the ones who skitter away with pieces of wing membrane don’t hesitate to gnaw on it like Grandda’s beef jerky.

			The bigger demons hate the music, too, but the mimic reshapes its head to something without ears, cracking barbed tentacles like whips to drive the other corelings into a killing frenzy.

			Worse, it picks up a stone the size of a horse and pitches it with surprising accuracy. Maybe it can’t see me, but it can tell where the music’s comin’ from. I mist and let the stone pass through me, skimming across the clearing to materialize on top of a stone demon.

			Even with Mam’s knife, don’t have time to hack through the demon’s armored head, but I don’t need to. I think of Velena and carve out its eyes instead. If I stabbed I might blind the demon for a minute or two, but cutting them out means they won’t grow back.

			Night. I’m starting to think like Olive. The thought makes me a little proud and a little sick.

			The blind demon’s roar shakes the ground as it grabs at me, but I’m mist again, appearing atop a cave demon bearing down on some of the kids too young to have Eaten. I hack its leg joints unevenly, leaving it stumbling as I mist again, appearing in another part of the camp entirely.

			Remembering what happened a few nights ago, I put the pipes back to my lips, switching from random, painful noises to a tune others can follow, the Song of Waning. As before the kids pick up on it, adding power to the song.

			The others ent idle. Damon, Nik, and Kasha have warded spears and mist around the camp same as me. Cirene can’t mist but she’s fast, pulling kids out of harm’s way and drawing wards in the air to protect them.

			She’s so focused on them, it seems like she don’t notice the field demon bearing down on her.

			“Cirene!” Damon is wrestling a field demon of his own, trying to buy time to flee for a screaming woman clutching an infant to her chest. “Run!”

			Cirene stands her ground like she hasn’t heard. When the demon’s in striking range she pivots hard, hitting it with a right hook that makes the tattoos on her knuckles flare bright with magic. There’s an audible crack, and the demon’s lower jaw hangs unhinged.

			Damon breaks the neck of his own demon, gaping as Cirene hits hers again and again, impact wards cracking bones and mashing flesh. A flame demon leaps at her, but she holds up her arm, willing power into the cold ward tattooed there. The flamer’s glowing mouth and eyes go dim and it drops, choking on the phlegmy firespit suddenly solidified in its throat. Cirene grabs the demon—no larger than a chubby house cat—by one leg and throws it a country mile.

			All around, the young Eaters are scoring little hits and growing stronger as feedback magic and demon flesh fill them with power. They help thin out the lesser demons, but no one’s going near the big ones, much less the mimic. If one gets close, the kids are being smart, evading instead of engaging. With their speed and the ability to go slippery or super dense, no one is seriously injured, but it’s only a matter of time.

			Barely think it before one of the kids steps in a glob of firespit while runnin’ from a flame demon. He falls screaming to the ground, the bottom of his foot melting as the demon’s jaws open to finish him off.

			Nik mists over before I can dematerialize, catching the demon by the horns and twisting to let its own strength break its neck. Kasha skims in and grabs the boy, effortlessly slinging him over a shoulder and running him away from danger.

			Damon seems like he’s three places at once, skating around the camp, keeping his people safe. A few others are misting through the fight, too, folk that hadn’t learned the trick just a day or two ago.

			A rock demon drives some of the kids toward the caves, and it don’t take a genius to figure there’s more demons inside, waiting to gobble up anyone dumb enough to go in.

			I mist atop its head, boxing the demon’s ears. A huge rush of magic surges into me from the powerful demon as it roars in pain. I mist as it swipes at me, then re-form and box its ears again, this time holding on a little longer. Again I do it, holding longer still as its retributive strikes begin to slow.

			The fourth time I just hold on, squeezing with all my might until I feel something crack, and the giant demon collapses to the ground.

			More demons come at me. Ent got time to raise my pipes, but I don’t need them. Not with impact wards I put on the soles of my feet while I was eavesdropping on meetings in Spire Zegan. A field demon leaps at me, and I push-kick it into next week. The feedback makes me faster and stronger still. Fast enough to bat a flame demon’s spit away with the flat of my knife before sticking it in the demon’s heart. The coreling slumps, but I slit it down the middle anyway, just to be sure.

			I look up, making eye contact for just a moment with the mimic demon across the camp. Instantly, the demon fixates on me, and I know I’m in trouble.

			I could mist away. Night, I could mist all the way home if I had the stones. But the mimic’s already got blood on its claws and stuck in its teeth. Don’t know whose, and honest word I don’t want to. But so long as it’s fixated on me, it ent going after anyone else.

			So I stay solid, hood of my cloak down, and put the pipes back to my lips. The mimic shrieks and launches itself to come kill me, so I use my pipes to help it out, projecting sudden vulnerability that has every demon in earshot suddenly lookin’ my way.

			As one, they come charging, getting tangled up in one another and blocking the mimic’s path. I hope the others take the chance to run while I’ve got the crowd’s attention here.

			Eaters look out for one another. No one’s left behind. No one’s forgotten. Even when it slows them.

			Not so the demons. The larger ones trample the smaller without hesitation to get to me first, the mimic most of all. It could turn into a bird and fly, or turn to goop and slip by, but instead it gets bigger than the biggest, casually slicing drones to pieces with swipes of its claws to clear its path to me.

			Folk come from out of the woodwork then, tryin’ to keep me safe. Damon appears atop the demon’s back, putting a warded spear in its head. Nik and Kasha come in from opposite sides, stabbing with their own spears.

			It isn’t enough. Without even looking, a tentacle grows from the mimic’s back, clubbing Damon away. Kasha thinks she’s slipped its return swipe, but the clawed hand gets bigger to reach her and she’s sent tumbling away, leaving a trail of blood in the air.

			A minute ago the Eaters were all ready to run, but now that folk are in danger, everyone, even the little kids, turns back to the fight.

			“Darin!” I glance up to see Cirene on the far side of the camp, but then she blurs and she’s suddenly next to me.

			I blink, the pipes falling from my mouth. “Din’t know you could do that.”

			“I didn’t either.” Cirene reaches out a hand, her tattoos glowing brightly, written on her skin in silver fire. As I lift my hand to take hers, I see mine are, as well.

			We link and the surge of power makes us feel drunk, like we split a whole keg of Boggin’s ale. The demons sense it, too. The smaller ones, and the wind demons in the sky, turn and flee. The larger ones hesitate, waiting for the mimic to lead.

			The mimic, too, understands something has changed. Eaters are closing in from all sides, mouths black with ichor. There’s something in its aura akin to fear, but then Nik stabs the mimic again and it lashes out, wrapping him in tentacles and throwing them both tumbling to the dirt. When they come out of the roll, the demon’s gone and there’s two Niks, identical down to their scents. Immediately, both start shouting how they ent the demon, it’s the other one.

			It’s a good trick. Worked on my da one time. But I’m reminded all the time I ent my da, and I ent alone.

			Cirene and I each raise our free hand, tracing a mimic ward at a precise angle in the air. We feed them as much power as we can bear, and let them go. The power passes harmlessly through Nik but hits the demon hard from both sides, crushing it to jelly. The mimic collapses, shakily trying to re-form, but we don’t give it time, Cirene warding the air again to keep it pinned while I draw a cold ward, coating the demon in rime.

			And then Nik’s drawing a cold ward, and Damon. Eaters all around add their power, tracing so many cold wards in the air the demon can’t keep up. It freezes solid and Kasha gets shakily to her feet, picking up the giant stone the demon threw at me. Impossibly, she presses it up over her head, then brings it smashing down, shattering the frozen mimic into a million shards.

			

			—

			“What is this?” Damon points to the wards still glowing on Cirene’s flesh. Wouldn’t matter if they weren’t. Now that we’ve got his attention, he’s got the same senses we do. No point denying, and I ent gonna lie.

			“It’s a trick the Eaters use back home,” I admit. “My da invented it, so he’d never be caught without a weapon against the corelings. Mam perfected it, using electrum ink to hide the symbols from day folk. The wards Draw ambient magic so you don’t feel so hungry all the time, and they let you direct the power without having to put on jewelry or armor or draw wards in the air.”

			“Teach me,” Damon says.

			“Ay,” I tell him. “Things are bad in Hive, Damon. Eaters need every weapon they can get.”

			I can tell he expected me to resist. To have to argue his case. I can see an image in his aura of him shaking a fist at me. When I acquiesce so quickly, it fills him with fear.

			“What’s happened?” he asks.

			I purse my lips. If we tell him now, we’ll be here a while. Ent got time for that.

			“Demons know this spot. Let’s gather everyone up and find a new place to hide first.”
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				Links in a Chain

			
			We find a new spot. Ent Hog’s Inn in Tibbet’s Brook, but these folk were living in a cave to begin with. Got a bit of high ground and the wind in our noses. Corelings only mist at sunset and sunrise. If they’re hunting us now, we’ll smell ’em coming.

			Cirene and I give a tattoo lesson to as attentive a crowd as I’ve ever seen in years of performing Jongleur shows with Hary Roller. Folk take to it as quick as they did my music, producing all sorts of electrum baubles to turn into powder for ink.

			Everyone sets to work after that, some tattooing themselves, others taking turns on each other. Conditions are filthy, but these are Eaters. No infection’s going to bring one of them down. All around I see hands blurring as they do in seconds what skilled tattooists would need an hour to do properly.

			Damon’s hungry for his own ink, but we convince him to step away from the others for a bit, and I use the magic shell on my pipes to put a bubble of quiet around us. With everyone’s attention fixed on their needles and ink, we’ve got as much privacy as we need.

			“What’s happened?” Damon asks again.

			“Demons broke subjugation all over the city,” I say. “The grid is down, most of the spires have gone dark, and likely thousands are dead.”

			Damon spits on the snowy ground. “Good riddance.”

			I take a deep breath. This ent a good start if we aim to ask for his help.

			“There’s more,” Cirene says. “Cyla is imprisoned and mind Zegan is dead. Gallivar is in control of the spire.”

			Damon’s face splits in a grin. “Even better.”

			“Garos is restored,” I say. “Cirene fed him Zegan’s eyes, and he’s…well…”

			“Himself again,” Cirene confirms.

			“Thank Lazar.” Damon’s relief is palpable. Din’t know if he and Garos got on, but Eater families are different from what I’m used to. More like Krasians. Seems almost as relieved as if it was his own da.

			Cirene goes over to stand in front of Damon, her eyes welling with tears. “And Mirella is dead.”

			

			—

			Din’t take long for Damon to realize he was in over his head. Skated out to White Falls and came back with his uncle Roulos. Once Roulos was imprinted on the place, he skated out and reappeared before long with other Eater elders from various tribes.

			Eaters are picking up skating quick. A little too quick for safety if I’m to tell honest word, but it’s desperate times. Folk who wouldn’t otherwise link are doing it to learn the tricks fast and skate together to imprint on vents near the other villages.

			Damon’s got Cirene and the other leaders in a secret meeting, but I expect them to call me in soon. Plenty to keep me busy in the meantime. Folk follow me around like ducklings, full of questions about tattoos, skating, and any other magic tricks I may have learned from the Eaters across the sea.

			I answer them all best I can, but I’ve always got my senses trained on the bubble of silence around the meeting circle. I’m worried for Olive—and everyone back in Hive, really. Even the worst of ’em don’t deserve this. Thousands of innocents are taking shelter in Spire Zegan, and corelings might be attacking right now as folk sit around and deliberate.

			Finally, there’s a break in the wards of silence, and I hear them say my name. Everyone’s eyeing me as I get to the meeting place. Cirene’s sitting next to Damon, but there ent room for me. I’m left to stand in the middle of the semicircle like they want me to orate.

			Wish Olive was here to give one of her inspirational speeches about humanity and unity. Night, like to hear it myself. Swaying opinion on councils is her thing. I’m just supposed to play my pipes and sneak around. But Olive ent here, so I reckon it’s up to me.

			“Prince Darin,” Roulos says. “Welcome.”

			Used to wince anytime someone used my royal title. Ent really a prince after all, just a backwoods bumpkin from a long line of farm folk livin’ out on the tail end of nowhere. Ahmann Jardir became my bloodfather on account of my da, and that makes me a prince, ay, but I’m forty-second in line for the throne, and if all forty-one ahead of me died, Krasians would still find someone with a better claim than me. And why not? I ent one of them.

			Olive was right, though. Our titles open doors for us in Hive, get us respect we desperately need. Be a fool not to take advantage of it.

			I bow respectfully. “Thanks for having me.”

			“The magic you have brought to us is astounding,” Roulos goes on. “We owe you an enormous debt.”

			I whisk my hand through the air like Mam did when people called doing right by your neighbor a debt. “Wouldn’t be right to keep it from you folk, things being what they are.”

			“Indeed,” Roulos agrees. “Is it true you linked with Cirene?”

			I freeze. That ent where I thought this was going. Ent a point in denying it—everyone in Cirene and Damon’s tribe saw us link when we killed the mimic. Still, I feel like a deer that’s spotted the hunter, tensed and ready to bolt. “Gonna get in trouble if I say yes?”

			A few of the Eaters laugh at that. Even Roulos is smirking a little. “Certainly not. Finding someone compatible to link with is the greatest love any can share. Few are brave enough to open themselves so fully to another. We are merely trying to verify Cirene’s story.”

			Ent in trouble, but I don’t relax. I think of Rojvah, and wonder how she would feel about me havin’ the greatest love people can share with someone else. Reckon I could link with her, too, but if I did that, she’d know for sure she was too good for me. And she’d know about Cirene.

			Can’t just lie when I get home, though. That ent any kind of start for a man and wife. Night, what am I going to do? I’m glad I sucked in before the meeting so no one can see my panic rising.

			“How long have you been linking?” Roulos asks.

			I cling to the question like a lifeline, trying and failing to remember how many nights it’s been. “Since we fled Hive. Maybe a week?”

			“Cirene says you believe the demons breaking subjugation is the work of the rogue mind demon that you followed to our shores.”

			“Ay,” I agree. “Seen his handiwork before. Whole business stinks of him. Ent coincidence it happened exactly one Waning after we arrived.”

			“And yet you want us to go into the city?” Roulos presses.

			“Ay,” I say again.

			“To Spire Zegan?” Roulos is skeptical at best. “Where my brother was fed to their mind like a loaf of bread?”

			“That was Shamosk.” I wince as I say it. Murdered loved ones ent a thing you want to correct folk on, but this is important.

			“To Spire Zegan,” there is poison in Damon’s voice, “where they killed my mother.”

			“Mimic killed your mother, Damon,” I say gently. “Saw it happen. Weren’t some Zegan soldier.”

			“And why was she in that prison in the first place?” Damon growls.

			I hold up my hands. Ent got any fancy arguments to make a boy less angry about losin’ his mam. Night, if I did, I’d use ’em on myself.

			“Don’t know Eater history,” I admit. “Don’t know who did what to who over the years. But I seen my fair share of feuds. Kids that hate on each other because their granddas hated on each other and that’s all they know.”

			“This isn’t some farm boy feud,” Roulos growls. “Hive took everything from us. Our homes, our demons, our families, our lives. We owe them nothing.”

			“Acting right ent about paying debts,” I say. “Don’t matter what you owe them. We’re in it for the species, Roulos. Us against the demons. Don’t stand together now, ent likely to get another chance.”

			“Good riddance,” Damon says again. “Tell Garos and the Eaters to come back to the borderlands and leave Hive to the demons.”

			“Y’all fools enough to think it’ll end there?” Trying to keep calm, but I’m startin’ to lose patience. “If the demons get control of Hive and the queen starts layin’ again, how long you think you got before they come hunting the folk that like to eat on them?”

			“Let them come,” Damon sneers.

			I spit on the ground at the center of the semicircle. “Lot more demons than Eaters, Damon. All these powers you’re learning from me? Just scratching at things Alagai Ka has known for a thousand years. He’ll sniff out your hiding places a lot easier than Hive did. You saw how easy they found us tonight. And if they come with a mind demon next time, they’ll have your whole tribe for breakfast.”

			“This isn’t our fight,” Damon says.

			“Ay,” I agree, “and breaking into Shamosk to try and free your parents wasn’t mine. But I did it because it was the right thing to do. Lot of innocent folk in Hive right now who never did a corespawned thing to you or any other Eater. You can help them, and help yourselves in the meantime.”

			“Hive has nothing we want,” Roulos says.

			“Demonshit.” I turn to take in the other leaders. Roulos and Damon might be doing the talking, but they ent in charge. No one really is. They’re talking to me because they aim to put it to a vote.

			“All I hear when you folk talk about Hive is the stuff they took from you. So take some back. Fair trade. Garos and Gallivar already control Spire Zegan. Help them keep it. It’s the only powered spire in the city. Maybe the safest ground for hundreds of miles. Hive survives this, ent no one going to deny your share of the city or wring their hands about you Eatin’ their demon pets.”

			That’s got folk considering.

			

			—

			“Go away.” Damon doesn’t look up from his work tattooing his knuckles. He’s a fair warder and already inhumanly strong. This will turn his punches into lightning bolts.

			“Know what you’re feeling,” I say.

			“You truly do not,” Damon growls.

			“Lost my mam not one moon ago, Damon.” Night, are my eyes tearing? “You think I don’t know how it rips you up inside? Din’t even get to mourn her. Had to run away, teach myself to skate, and warn Olive that all the Core was coming for her. Then I had to chase the demon that killed her across the sea. And then I was stuck here, not knowing anyone, barely speaking the language, wondering if the rest of my friends and family are still alive.”

			Damon turns to look at me at last, and it ent anger he’s feeling anymore. It’s hurt. Not for himself, but me. “This demon king killed your mother?”

			Can’t stand the anguish on his face. Know it like it’s my own. I lift a hand, staring at it as I rub my fingertips together. Then I reach out to him. Pain he’s feelin’ isn’t something he should have to handle on his own. Not when he’s got friends. “Link with me. Just this once. Just for a minute.”

			“What?” Damon looks like a startled cat.

			“Too much to tell and I ent got the words,” I say. “Normally I’d just play a sad song on my pipes, but that don’t do Mam justice, either.”

			Damon stares at me a moment, then slowly reaches a hand back toward mine. So slow it seems to take forever. Long enough to make me think twice about all this. What do I really know about Damon? About why he and his sister struggle to get along? About why he’s such a grouch all the time?

			In that moment, I realize it don’t matter. I don’t care. He’s lost his mam like I lost mine. When I’m linked with Cirene, I don’t have to carry it on my own, and that makes the other times easier, too, somehow.

			Our fingers touch, and I feel his aura rub up against mine like two bubbles of soap brought together. Share a wall, but still separate. Only way to link is to allow it, or to try to force it and see whose will is stronger.

			Damon could attack me now. Try not just to link with me, but to dominate, like the whips the Hivers carry. Part of me wants to gather my will, to prepare for that risk, but it’s the opposite of what we need.

			Instead I relax, lettin’ my wall down. Damon comes stumbling in like I opened a door he was leanin’ on. I know what he wants and give it to him, calling up my memories of Mirella from the past night and lettin’ Damon feel like he lived them himself, good and bad.

			He sees her glut herself on demon meat and struggle with her emotions and the new power it brought. He sees her kiss ichor into Garos’ mouth with as much love as I’ve ever seen. He sees her turn on Cirene when the demon keens, nearly killing his sister until finally she fought back. How that led to my killin’ Zegan, and how Mirella sacrificed herself for Cirene in the end.

			Damon lets go my hand abruptly, stumbling back. Ent hard to guess why.

			“You never told us the demon prince took Mirella’s mind,” Damon says.

			“Ay,” I say. “That was Cirene’s secret to tell, and when she din’t, wasn’t my place to volunteer it.”

			“She blames herself.” Ent a question. Damon saw that in the link, too.

			“Ay, don’t we all?” I ask. Damon wasn’t the only one who saw things in the link. Mirella was caught by the Shamosk Sky Watch because she and Apatos were buying time for Damon and the other kids to run.

			“I’m sorry,” Damon says.

			“I forgive you.” Cirene might have snuck up on other folk, but not us. She pads over and sits between us. After a second, we do the same. She reaches a hand to me, and I take it. She reaches another to Damon.

			And then we link.
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				War

			
			There are times I want Darin Bales close. I’ll face most any challenge head-on, but after spending the last year knowing my brothers were coming to assassinate me, I have a fear of being attacked without warning. I never have to worry about someone sneaking up on me when Darin Bales is lurking nearby.

			There are other times when I am glad to have him as far away as possible. Looking out over the horde gathering at the edge of the forbidding, I know things are about to get ugly. Even with his new tattoos, the chaos of battle is not a state Darin can endure for long.

			With no natural vents to rise from, the alagai didn’t appear right at sunset. Instead they came pouring out of spires and buildings designed to allow them to stay active in daylight hours.

			“Do demons even sleep?” I muse aloud.

			“Not precisely,” Yndros says. “Unless they are healing. They will sometimes laze and close their eyes, but they remain alert. The magic sustains them.”

			“Never thought I’d be jealous of an alagai.” I know better than to yawn in front of the troops, but my last sleep was more than thirty-six hours ago. Thirty-six hours of fighting and meetings and unspeakable horrors. My hora and the adrenaline of battle will sustain me for the coming fight, but I feel like I could hibernate for the rest of the winter.

			I’ll be lucky if I ever sleep again. The alagai mass just outside the forbidding, their numbers growing and growing until the spire is surrounded by a sea of scales and talons.

			The problem becomes immediately apparent to me. For all the demons—alive and dead—we have to power the spire, the enemy has more. Enough to penetrate the forbidding if they all press forward at once.

			To either side of me stand Yndros and Tryan. It reminds me of standing beside Selen and Gared Cutter. It’s not often I am the short one in a group of three.

			Both men have paid visits to the Zegan armory. Yndros carries a two-handed mace so large it looks like a Cutter’s sledge, with a heavy electrum head studded with warded knobs. He gave up the head of Baadel for the spire’s power grid, but not before cutting off the young mind demon’s horns. Even those contain more power than he can safely use. Yndros is strong, but even he can only channel so much magic without being consumed.

			I think of my half brother Asome, shining like the sun as he exploded in perhaps the only altruistic act of his life, taking the demon queen with him. I don’t know what it is I feel for Yndros, but I know I don’t want to lose him.

			Tryan is similarly outfitted with an electrum blade seven feet long, not counting its massive two-handed grip. In his third hand he holds a heavy warded hammer. Even the stump of his fourth arm is fixed with a long warded spike he can use when fighting is in close. When Yndros cut the horns from Baadel, Tryan took the demon’s teeth, even as I still have the demon prince’s arm to Draw upon, supercharging my circlet and armor.

			Together, the three of us can take on anything the alagai can throw at us, but not everything they can throw. Looking out over the sea of demons, I feel a rare twinge of fear and wonder if any of us will survive the night.

			Again I ponder if this is the place for me. Not long ago, I could not imagine any other place for me than facing the coming attack. Now that I know there is a connection to the hive at the base of the spire, my every instinct is to abandon this post and take the fight to the alagai.

			Alagai Ka has anticipated that, and so he throws everything he has at us, knowing I cannot abandon the people in my charge, not even for him. What use is destroying the demons if none survive to enjoy the peace that follows?

			I inspected the lower gates personally, using my circlet to ensure none were breached. When I reached all the way to the seventh, I had a mad urge to open it and charge in, spears leading.

			Sanity prevailed, and instead I personally locked each gate as I retreated back to the spire. In addition to the protections, each has wardings to sound alarms should the demons attempt to penetrate the defenses, or tunnel around them.

			Best to wait for dawn before trying to enter the hive. The Father of Demons will have his own defenses in place. We cannot ignore the opportunity, but wisdom dictates we attack when he is weakest.

			And for that, I would feel braver with Darin lurking nearby.

			“Here they come,” Tryan says.

			The wardnet activates, flaring bright with magic as the first rank of demons presses against it. There is none of the shrieking and feral attacks I have come to associate with alagai’sharak. The demons simply press slowly inward, taxing the net as it attempts to hold them all back.

			The second rank leaps atop the backs of the first, pressing into the net as well. Cold fear roils in my guts as the net already begins to bow inward. A third rank follows, pressing forward with calm, even force.

			A handful of demons penetrate on the fifth rank, tumbling down into the spire’s courtyard to be quickly dispatched by light, mobile teams of fighters. It seems under control until a sixth rank ascends, clawing their way atop their brethren to continue adding to the press.

			The wardnet wasn’t designed to hold against such numbers, and more than half the demons of the sixth rank get through, even as they are replaced in the pile and a seventh rank begins to ascend.

			The net is supported by a series of obelisks around the courtyard. The protections are strongest closer to the obelisks, and that gave us a sense of where the breaches would be. The demons tumble into carefully laid traps, triggering wards that leave them frozen, confused, and batted about.

			We give the signal, and our forces rush out to dispatch these, as well.

			Still the alagai come, adding an eighth layer, and a ninth. Demons are falling into the courtyard like hail now.

			Yndros, Tryan, and I practiced for this. Each of us takes a different direction and draws impact wards in the air, as large as our arms will allow, imparting as much magic as we can channel before releasing the power.

			Like hammers of the Creator, the powerful wards smash into the wall of demons, scattering them like autumn leaves caught in a twister. The demon ranks collapse, and the power of the wardnet rebounds.

			“Full attack!” I cry, leading the charge beside my spear brothers. I have a spear in each hand, shield on my back. Again I Draw on my well of power, surging strength into my muscles as I leap the last thirty feet in a single bound, landing amid the demons and raising my circlet’s warding field, knocking all the demons in my vicinity back and off their feet.

			I lower the field and take full advantage of the confusion, going for maximum damage over kills. I sever limbs, lay open throats and bellies, and score quick kills where I can. Most of the demons will recover to some extent, but they are helpless as our support force comes in behind to finish the job.

			“Show-off!” Tryan calls, but he follows suit, leaping a stunning distance to land in the thick of a cluster of alagai. He doesn’t have my circlet, but he doesn’t need it as he swings his gigantic blade in an arc all around him. Any demon within ten feet of him is cut in half, clearing the battlespace.

			Not to be outdone, Yndros Draws and puts on speed, smashing into a grouping of demons and scattering them with sheer momentum. He lays about with his mace, smashing alagai skulls and crushing limbs to leave the demons too weak to resist the Watch following in his wake.

			Already the alagai are putting pressure on the wardnet again, rebuilding their wall of demons as smoothly as a mason lays bricks. There is no jostling, no fighting among themselves, every demon in its place. Outside the net, they are under the direct control of one or more of the mind demons—perhaps Alagai Ka himself.

			Inside the net, those that penetrate are cut off from the dark intelligence of the demon princes, once again behaving as the alagai I was trained to fight in the Maze of Desert Spear. They are powerful—not to be underestimated—but they are also wild, undisciplined, easy to trick. If Darin were here, he could charm them with only his pipes.

			But there are a lot of them.

			Again we break their wall with targeted impact wards, leaping into the fray to scatter those who managed to get through on the second round.

			We’re slower, though. Fresh enemy are already penetrating the net as we Joined scatter the last group. We break their wall again, but the demons are too thick for us to retreat again and let the Watch mop up. We stay in pitched battle, even as the demons begin climbing once more.

			For all his angry rhetoric, Garos is out in the courtyard doing much the same work as we do, on the opposite side of the tower. I catch flashes of magic and the roar of combat, and know they are faring no better.

			I see it in the eyes of Yndros and Tryan, as well. There is no holding back this tide. I touch my sister’s enchanted choker, black Krasian silk with an opal at the center set into sound-warded electrum housing a bit of demonbone. My voice becomes a boom all can hear over the din.

			“Retreat to the second markers!”

			

			—

			We fight through the retreat, slowly falling back to the inner ring of obelisks and the smaller courtyard where thousands of refugees shelter.

			It was a cold decision to make the most able-bodied wait here, motivating them to fight with their makeshift weapons, hastily warded. Some have crude spears or warded blades. Others have warded tools. Unfortunately, most have little more than impact-warded clubs and stones. Better than nothing, but it won’t be enough to hold back the coming tide.

			With less area to protect, the net is stronger as it re-forms closer to the spire. So, too, is the ring of demons thicker as they tighten the noose. The smaller ring also means fewer demons can press on each level. They have to climb precariously high to penetrate the net, making them easier to collapse with well-placed impact wards.

			It delays them only. Demons are too tough to be hurt by a fall, and already I am channeling more magic through my body than ever in my life. My skin feels hot, like it’s sunburnt. My fingernails feel like I’ve pressed them against a hot frying pan. My eyes, sinuses, and throat have gone dry, even when I take long pulls from my waterskin.

			Yndros and Tryan are more used to channeling, but I can see their auras in crownsight and know they are not faring much better. Even Garos, newly restored as an Eater, is struggling. He absorbed a lot of power, but I know from my studies in Gatherers’ University that it takes time for the change to affect a body fully. He can’t even dissipate yet.

			We take another tack, attacking the demons pressing against the net directly. The tighter circumference means even the refugee fighters can throw in, advancing up to the forbidding and striking through it to take down the demons forming the foundation their brethren climb as they seek to penetrate our defenses.

			Demons tumble again and again, but still they keep coming, standing atop the bodies of their dead as easily as they do the living. Before long they begin to penetrate the inner wardnet, and I fear we may need to call another retreat into the spire itself.

			Refugees will be elbow-to-elbow in the halls and rooms, but if the net at the second ring of markers fails, there will be no other choice. The spire’s wards will be no stronger if we leave these people to die.
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				Wardskins

			
			Gettin’ better at linking.

			At first, I couldn’t control it. Couldn’t stop myself falling into others’ privacy, or protect my own. Now, with practice and multiple partners, I understand how it works better. I can make the link shallow and guard my secrets, or deepen it, baring myself completely to folk I trust.

			Never expected one of them to be Damon. Wasn’t an easy thing, lettin’ him in. Din’t know him, really, and there ent anything as vulnerable as linking with someone. With my defenses down, Damon could have Drained me like Garos, or controlled me outright like Alagai Ka does to folk.

			Took a leap because it needed taking. Folk need to band together, and quick, we mean to survive.

			Now…Damon, Cirene, and I have become something I didn’t know was possible. Three minds, three hearts, three auras, acting as one even as we retain our sense of selves. Our combined power is vast, and new possibilities present themselves as we communicate on levels infinitely faster than speech.

			I teach them everything I know about skating, about magic, about tattoos, all in the flap of a hummingbird’s wing. I walk through their minds like the stands on market day when I got a pocketful of credits. History of Hive? Yes, please. How to make artificial electrum? Worth a dozen fortunes back home. The exact layout of every inch of Spire Zegan? Corespawned useful.

			But it ent the knowledge setting us each apart that surprises me. It’s all the ways in which all three of us are the same. How many of the pains we quietly bore in our lives resonate with the others, and the pleasures.

			I feel it as Damon and Cirene take my aunt Selia’s butter cookie recipe from my mind. That’s a secret I always meant to guard with my life, but I know I can trust them. And they deserve butter cookies, all they been through.

			Some of it I’m just a spectator to, but even there I have a purpose. Don’t reckon either of them would try this trick without me.

			Cirene and Damon got some bad blood between ’em. Any fool could see it, even if they didn’t already know. But in the link, they see it all from the other’s perspective.

			Damon sees the change he underwent after Eating through Cirene’s eyes, and she sees the healing the change brought to his senses, and how that change was not intentional. He din’t stop bein’ who he was, his perceptions just changed.

			Cirene’s body—all our bodies—are at peace, kneeling serenely on cold leaves, holding hands in a circle. Damon and I feel her tears in the link all the same. Feel them and share them and kiss them away. Damon forgives her, and the link sharpens even more.

			Know Cirene still doesn’t want to Eat. Damon knows, too, and it’s his turn to weather a storm of shame over how he tried to pressure her—pressure everyone—into Eating.

			Again we come together, forgiving and letting it go, sharpening again. It’s so intimate I feel shame of my own. Friends with Olive, Selen, Arick. Night, I’m promised to Rojvah, but none of it compares to the link.

			Damon and Cirene are there. They know how I feel. They love and trust me. Ent lyin’ to them about Rojvah, even as I feel…something the others all feel, too.

			Thought it was a little odd that Mirella had two husbands, but I get it now. ’Course Damon loves Garos. Growin’ up, he just had two dads and a mom and they all loved him. Surprise myself with my joy for him, for them both. I never had even one.

			Again we…contract. Magic flows without resistance through our collective aura. Feels like we’re one person, but separate. Feels like there’s nothin’ we can’t do.

			Together we put that to the test, turning our attention to our troubles.

			One mind now, Damon is fully in agreement that we should go to Spire Zegan. He needs to be with Garos, and we reckon it goes both ways.

			Gettin’ there is easy. Ent a body among the Eater tribes that ent got magic in their blood, even if they haven’t Et themselves. Even if most can’t dissipate on their own, we can form a shallow link and drag the lot of them across the miles easy as skipping a stone across a pond.

			And when we get there? Reckon it will depend on what we find, but if it’s a fight, we’ll be ready.

			

			—

			Damon brings us back to the council and tells them about the link. Don’t like giving up our privacy, but we agreed on it when we were connected. Eaters respect the link and the wisdom that comes from it. Damon, Cirene, and I come from three different worlds, all of them central to this moment in history. Having all of us agree on a course is enough for a unanimous vote.

			“They will still need to convince their own village councils,” Roulos says. “And many are not able to dissipate, but we will send who we can to prepare the way for the others.”

			Damon nods as his uncle and the Speakers of the other villages skate away. We didn’t tell them the rest of the plan. Ent entirely sure it’s going to work.

			All the folk from our village stand in a circle, joining hands like we’re about to dance at a wedding. I link with Damon on my left and Cirene on my right, and then we spread the connection in both directions, forming shallow links until the circuit completes and the energy I send left comes back to me on the right.

			Can’t play my pipes without my hands, but I don’t need to. I just think the music and share it through the link until all of us feel the same song in our bones, the same harmony in our auras.

			And then I take the lead, pulling us all apart and dragging the whole village down a vent and over the vast distance of here to there. We surface at the edge of Hive, unable to find natural vents in the city limits. Like with Cirene earlier, I keep us ethereal as we move through the city with the speed of thought.

			Something even faster finds us.

			It wraps around us like a dominance whip made of sheer will. All of us have mind wards tattooed on our heads now, but there are no wards when you turn to mist. Mam warned me of that. Alagai Ka can get in when you’re dissipated.

			He can try, anyway. Maybe my will ent enough to resist him. Or Cirene’s. Or Damon’s. Or anyone else in our tribe.

			All of us, though? Well that’s a different tale. Despite being taken unawares, our collective will bunches like a muscle, and the demon’s attack bounces off.

			Even sharing Cirene and Damon’s thoughts, it takes a second to realize what that means.

			Means we can end this. Here and now.

			I ease the resistance in the link, sharing more of myself as I convince the others of our purpose. As one, we grab for the demon’s will in the ether.

			Alagai Ka ent stupid. He runs, and for the first time, I know deep down he can be beat.

			Worried, we speed on to the spire and see the peril Olive and the others face. They’re pushed to the second markers already, and falling back before the sheer number of corelings forcing their way through the web of power protecting the spire’s courtyard.

			Might have been a time I wouldn’t have known what to do, but in the link answers and plans come quick. We act confidently as one, materializing in a linked circle just outside the net. Cirene touches me on the shoulder, leaving me a free hand to draw wards, pulling on the power of an entire village. Old, young, Eaters, and ones like me and Cirene. All of us forming a collective pool of power I can channel, distributing the burn so I can really let loose.

			Our impact ward is so powerful, it squishes demons in the direct path dead against the wardnet and cracks the rest of the wall like a whip, creating a wave of tumbling demons that runs clear around the spire.

			Reckon it’s a real trick to get dozens of people holding hands in a circle to run together at speed, but in the link, it’s easy. We charge through the opening we made, and the defenders cheer as they make way for us.

			“Darin!” We hear Olive call distantly, but there’s no distraction in the link. Jellied demons everywhere, but the Eaters know what’s important right now. Together we draw wards to crush or incinerate groups of demons at a time.

			Mam used to tell stories about Da. How he got drunk on the greatward’s power and Drew too much, forgetting that he was still human and needed to breathe.

			As one, we all agree to slow down before we use more power than we can spare. The defenders fight with renewed fervor, each strike of their weapons leaching some of the corelings’ power.

			Why should they get all the magic?

			We break apart, scattering to join the fight. Many are using their combat tattoos for the first time, but the demons are disoriented and we are fast, and grow stronger with every blow as the wards Draw magic from the enemy.

			Some get to like it, pummeling corelings with warded fists or tearing into them with sharpened nails painted with piercing wards. Some Eat, and others simply smear magic-rich ichor on their tattoos to restore the energy we spent.

			The fallen demons are hauled inside and added to the Drains powering the spire, making the protections stronger and stronger. There’s a lull in the fighting, and Olive finds me in the sudden lapse.

			“Creator my witness, Darin Bales, even your da couldn’t have done better!” She sweeps me into one of her giant bear hugs, but I’m so stunned by the words I don’t resist. I even like it a little, I’m to tell honest word.

			

			—

			“It’s a bushwhack,” we say with my voice. Linked, our senses triangulate, and it’s like we can see right through the seventh and final gate in the steep tunnel descending from Spire Zegan into the hive deep below.

			“Demons hiding all over. Powerful ones. We open this gate and they’ll be on us the moment we’re clear.”

			“No one said this was going to be easy, Darin,” Olive growls.

			The three of us turn our eyes to her at once. The act unnerves her. I can read her aura like a book now, and see I’ve always unnerved her, even as she loved me like a brother.

			“You don’t understand, Olive,” I say. “It’s a trap. They’re ready for us. Got us choked up in this tunnel, trying to force our way out. You tell me. That sound like a smart plan?”

			It infuriates her that I’m right, but Olive ent a fool. She puts her spears back in their harnesses. “No.”

			Then the demons take the choice from us. There’s a crash from the far side, and the electrum gate crumples like paper from the blow.

			“Retreat!” Olive cries, raising her circlet’s warding field. “Seal the next gate!”

			Another blow hits the gate, and it shatters completely, funneling a demon horde into the tight tunnel.

			

			—

			Olive’s circlet keeps us from being completely overrun in the tight tunnel, but like the spire, its power is limited.

			Even with a mind demon’s arm to charge the wards, the sheer number of corelings pressing at the forbidding makes the energy field bow and distort. Here and there demons stumble through, but Yndros, Tryan, and Yushi are quick to dispatch them.

			Xevia ent a coward, but she ent sentimental, either. Didn’t stick around once the smart thing to do was run. Velena stayed, but more because she’s spoiling for a fight than because she wants to protect her friends or guard the rear so others could escape. Yushi keeps close to her, splitting the skull of any demon that gets too close to his grandniece. His protectiveness both annoys and pleases her.

			We stay behind, charging our wards of confusion and unsight as we put our backs to the tunnel wall. All three of us are sucked in, making our bodies smaller, denser, harder to hurt.

			But not impossible. Hiding there is scary as spit for all of us. Demons are stampeding the tunnel floor, walls, and ceiling. Every second feels like we’re just about to be trampled and squished by sharp-clawed feet.

			But we ent. The magic nudges them from our path so subtly they don’t even notice it, or us, but every passing demon goes around or hops over us.

			I remind myself to breathe, and we suck in a deep breath, and then another. Slowly, we begin to trust the magic.

			There’s no discussion about when to act. We have eyes in every direction at once, gauging our retreating friends and the endless horde pouring through the shattered seventh gate. The demons must have weakened it from the other side, back when they controlled the spire. It was the only one Gallivar couldn’t check fully, but its wards were active on the inner side.

			When our people are clear of the sixth gate, we step forward and I Draw on our collective power to trace a succor ward strong enough to stop the charge like a bird flyin’ into a thick glass window.

			The three of us with our arms spread are wide enough for Damon and Cirene to grasp opposite gates in one hand to haul them shut. In the link we’re as strong as we want to be, when we want to be. They pull them shut easy and drop the bar, activating the wardnet. It looks intact, but we ent got all day to study it. Already the others have passed the fifth gate, still trailed by enough demons to put Olive’s circlet to the test.

			Don’t think it’s smart to dissipate this close to the hive. Not with Alagai Ka and the queen so close. It’s one thing to take them on as a village, and another to try it just us three.

			We turn slippery instead, and rather than focusing our power into strength, we make ourselves fast. Can’t fight from the center, so Damon’s got Mam’s knife. Someone else holdin’ it would’ve bothered me once, but Damon’s me and I’m him. We swing the blade together, crippling demons unlucky enough to get in our way as we slide through to the front of a press of demons and fetch them up against another warding long enough to close the fifth gate.

			There are fewer as we make for the fourth gate. Olive sees it, too. “Attack!”

			True to form, she doesn’t wait for the others to follow, charging in and skewering a demon on her spears, the two of them puncturing its heart from opposite sides. The coreling is killed instantly, and she lifts it clear overhead, throwing it off her weapons and into its fellows.

			Yndros and Tryan follow, bashing and smashing. Velena draws ichor with her electrum claws, scratching them to ribbons like the farm cats did to cloth and stuffing on the arm of Grandda’s easy chair. Yushi is beside her, taking demon limbs and necks with his gigantic double-bladed axe.

			Behind them charge officers of the Watch, including Baxos, who tried to throw me off his wind demon when we first arrived. He was so protective of his pet demon. Some of the Watch even cried when Olive killed or crippled their corelings. None of them shy from that violence now. It’s kill or be killed, and they mean for humanity to win.

			“Keep retreating!” Olive shouts when the remaining demons are killed all the way back to the fifth gate. We’re already waiting as they pass, sealing the fourth, the third, the second, and finally the first.

			

			—

			Linking unnerves Olive. We did it once to chase Alagai Ka across the sea, and I remember how protective she’d been of her privacy. Don’t think she’s looking forward to trying again for a round trip.

			Damon and Cirene understand, and we drop one another’s hands, snuffing the link. Gets harder each time. Like losing part of myself.

			I cover the feeling by acting sunny. “Ay, that was fun.”

			Olive eyes me. Too soon. “Sarcasm has never been your strength, Darin.”

			“Sorry,” I say. “Ent that bad, Olive. No one got killed, and they’re locked out, at least for now.”

			“Not that bad?!” Olive demands. “What was the point of everything we’ve done in the last year if Alagai Ka is allowed to start a new hive? We have to stop him, Darin. For Chadan. For Asome. For your mum.”

			It’s an unexpected punch in the chest, but maybe I needed it. Priorities change and shift in the link. Been caught up with the Eaters, wanting to be accepted by them. Wanting to put their needs first, since no one else does. Appreciate the reminder of what we really came here for.

			“Don’t the other spires have entrances of their own?” I ask.

			“They are all the same.” Yushi and the other Joined gather around us, along with Garos and Gallivar. “Choke points the demons can use to overwhelming advantage. The main gate is much the same. Less narrow, but defensible from the inside.”

			“What about the other entrance?” I ask.

			Everyone turns to look at me. Time was I would have shrunk back at the scrutiny, but I guess I’m growin’ up. “The one we found in the grotto on the beach when we first arrived.”

			“The water demon exit,” Yushi says.

			I tilt my head. “Ay?”

			“The caves flood at high tide,” Yndros explains. “Joining the ocean waters with a great pool inside the hive where the water demons are trained.”

			“Trained?” I ask.

			“Magic doesn’t conduct well through water,” Olive says like I don’t know that better’n her. “Stands to reason the collars don’t work, unless they’re chained or the Hivers can breathe underwater.”

			“We can,” Gallivar says. “The same warding that creates a bubble of still air atop the wind demons was modified to allow the Wave Watch to ride tethered submerged water demons with much the same ease. But yes, the demons are trained to behave when not directly tethered.”

			“It’s quite safe,” Xevia says. “We used to race water demons every summer for fun.”

			“It won’t be fun now,” Yndros says. “The demons won’t be under subjugation, and we’ll have little defense against them in the water.”

			“And they will have little defense against us,” Olive notes. “I imagine the water demon exit is difficult to ward at high tide?”

			“There’s never been a need to guard that egress heavily,” Yndros says. “It’s why we dispatched the Watch so quickly when you set off the alarms.”

			“When’s high tide?” I ask. “Maybe we can sneak in during the day?”

			“That will keep demons from coming in at your backs as you enter,” Yushi says, “but once you’re in the caves it will be dark, and you will need darkness in any event to form magical air pockets for your dive.”

			I notice he’s shifted from “we” to “you.”

			Olive picks up on it, too. “You won’t be coming, Judge Yushi?”

			Yushi frowns, glancing around. No one else is in earshot, but I take his point and raise a bubble of sound around us with my sound shell, giving our council privacy.

			“I wonder if we would be better served taking another spire,” Yushi says. “The alagai were massed in vast numbers at the Zegan gate, not to mention those that fell in the attack on the outer markers. There are no longer enough demons in the city to hold the spires. We could march out at sunrise and retake one.”

			“Yours, perhaps?” Xevia asks sweetly, but there’s poison in the cup.

			“Why not?” Yushi asks. “It is my plan, and I have more Watch than you.”

			“I think you’ve just demonstrated why not,” Gallivar notes. “If you have enough Watch to retake your spire, we cannot stop you, but if you expect us to supplement your forces…” He gives his head a little shake. “I cannot support that.”

			Yushi bares his teeth. “You wouldn’t have this spire, boy, without me.”

			Yushi looms over Gallivar like a mountain looms over a hill, but Gallivar doesn’t flinch. “And you would be demon food in a plaza miles from here, sir, or eaten by Grandmother’s mimic, if not for our help.”

			Tryan appears at Gallivar’s side. I can read auras now in ways I never could before, understanding complex emotions in the swirling colors and images. They been secret lovers a long time now, and if Yushi thinks he can bully Gallivar just because he’s Joined, he’s got another think comin’.

			“It’s too risky,” Yndros says. “If the spires are overrun, we should assume all their entrances to the Hive are under demon control. That means the Hive can redirect forces to any spire from below.”

			Yushi doesn’t have a good argument about that. Already I can see his enthusiasm for the plan waning, even as he tries to save face.

			“The battle to retake your city will not happen in the spires,” Olive says. “It will happen in the hive. Simply being in the presence of a queen will trap Alagai Ka, but he cannot have completed his defenses so quickly. He will never be this vulnerable again. Hive as you knew it is gone. If you want the chance to build something anew, it must be built atop his bones.”

			Velena notices her grand-uncle’s reticence and steps forward. “I’ll go.”

			As she says the words, Yushi gets a protective smell, and I know he’ll be coming along, too.
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				The Grotto

			
			Our team is small but elite.

			In the end, none of Hive’s leaders elects to stay behind. As Velena said, being a Judge is meaningless without a spire, but even Garos and Gallivar volunteer.

			It takes all of us to convince Gallivar to stay behind. Someone needs to direct the attack we will use as a distraction, and much as his heart is full of courage, Gallivar is not Joined, nor is he an Eater or a child of one. When the real fighting starts, I fear he won’t be able to keep up and someone—mostly likely Tryan—will put themselves in danger to protect him.

			That’s what spear brothers should do. What friends should do. But this isn’t alagai drones in the Maze, it’s entering a fortified hive. We can’t sneak with ranks of armed and armored Watch at our backs. We need to get as far as we can undetected and then make a sprint no normal human can match.

			I catch Tryan and Gallivar with their foreheads touching, tears streaking both their faces. Tall as a Krasian, Gallivar still seems a child next to his lover, who has to stoop to put their faces together.

			Yndros’ confrontation with Janas is louder, with the Judge raging at their own impotence. They want to come. To fight for Hive. To protect their son. But as with Gallivar, we cannot allow it. Janas in our midst would make all of us less safe.

			Xevia and Velena used to have more in common than different. Both were raised as Hive elite, pampered and used to only the finest clothes, makeup, hair, and accessories.

			Judge Xevia has leaned into that persona, scrubbed clean and coiffed, her armor polished to a sheen as she stands ready for the mission. Velena, just short days from the pampered princess she was, seems a completely different person now.

			She has Eaten the most potent demon flesh and, like Darin and others, begun having beautiful wardwork tattooed into her flesh with electrum ink. The Eaters saw the power of having another Hive royal among their ranks and quickly adopted her as one of their own.

			But the new princess of the Eaters is feral now. Her long braid was slashed off by demon talons, and she wears the remainder slicked back and tied up in a tight stub. Her once fine clothes are tattered and stained with blood and ichor. She’s discarded most of her armor, apart from her talons, warded jewelry, and breastplate. She says the rest slows her down. Like most of us who have seen too much battle and too little rest, she smells less than fragrant.

			And yet, in her way, she is still stunning. Like a nightwolf or a wild Angierian mustang.

			Garos seems more like Xevia, used to finery and baths, with access to his personal chambers, wardrobe, and the warded armor and jewelry he once forfeited when he went to live among the Eaters. He looks more like an aristocrat than an Eater. Still, I can see the fierce glow of his aura, the predatory look in his eyes. His once frail body is still thin, but there is strength and power to him now, and immense appetite. Already he’s put on muscle. Like Velena, he has allowed his people to tattoo wards on his hands and arms to turn his fists into weapons and give him access to spells without needing time to draw wards in the air.

			Darin and his friends are linking again. I don’t like it, but I can’t stop them, and wouldn’t if I could. I saw the power they brought to bear when they arrived last night. We wouldn’t have survived without them.

			They won’t be bonded to an entire village this time, but in addition to Cirene—who I trust—and Damon—who I don’t—they are accompanied by two others, Nik and Kasha, who I have seen linking on their own, but not with Darin since their arrival.

			Linking is dangerous. Like letting someone put a dagger’s tip against the center of your bared chest and trusting them not to strike. Worse, because it’s not just the body at risk, but the whole of the self. Everything that makes Darin…Darin.

			Yet I would trust any of my spear brothers to hold a blade at my back when the demons come for us. Is this any different? When the time comes, what will be more important, personal privacy or the power to destroy Alagai Ka and end our war once and for all?

			The dozen of us are outfitted with the best weapons, equipment, and armor Spire Zegan has to offer, even as cruder weapons are made to arm everyone who is fighting fit, including new refugees come with the sun.

			The attack will be three-pronged. Gallivar will lead an assault on the hive’s main entrance, which is large enough to allow a full assault but also better protected. The alagai will be quick to defend the space once the attackers step out of the sunlight.

			Inside Spire Zegan, additional fortifications have been built to the hive tunnel, but our agents will open doors and create a clamor, making the demons think the frontal assault is a distraction to draw their attention. I was in the mind of Alagai Ka and know the disdain he has for human cunning. Perhaps he will think that is the best we can manage.

			In the meantime, my team will make its way to the beach under cover of sunlight and enter through the grotto. Sun streaming through a hole in the caves will cut them off from the sea, even as the tide floods the chambers. Yndros assures me the water is not deep enough for water demons to dive beneath the light. We will encounter demons on the way in, but they won’t be coming from behind, and in the water, they won’t be able to communicate with the demon king and warn him of our approach.

			I hope.

			“Hum,” Darin says as we enter the caves.

			“What’s that, Dar?” I ask.

			“The vent we arrived from.” Darin points with a toe. “It’s here.”

			I look at him blankly.

			“Gettin’ better at skating with all the practice,” Darin says. “Once you use a vent, it’s easy to find again. I can use this one to skate us back to the one we left from.”

			“At the center of the demon hive in Thesa,” I say.

			Darin shrugs. “And from there back to the killing ground outside the Spear of Ala. Then I can take us up to the surface. Even if we had to walk it after that, least we’d be on the right continent.”

			I don’t know how to feel about that. I want to go home, but neither can I abandon these people. And…“It isn’t safe to go back to the hive while Alagai Ka is alive.”

			“Ay,” Darin agrees without hesitation. I don’t think he’s in a hurry to go home, either. “I don’t think he’s apt to leave the queen, but that chamber was the center of his power. Even if he sent one of the other minds after us, they might lay a trap and keep us from leaving. Gotta kill him before we can attempt it.”

			“Then let’s do it and have done.” I turn pointedly and move deeper into the grotto.

			

			—

			Before we exit the sunlight, we’re wading in deepening water. At high tide, we would already be under. It’s up to my chest—and Darin’s neck—when we reach the place where sunlight turns to darkness and my crownsight starts to activate.

			The others sense it, too, and pause. Up to this point, magic was unusable. Any farther and water demons from inside the hive might get behind us, though they appear to be giving this area a wide berth. The sun, shining through a skylight in the rock as it moves through the sky, only just passed this area.

			Activating my circlet’s protections is more…expensive here, in terms of the Drain on the magic stored in its hora. The others pay a similar price. We activate our wards of unsight and confusion, and form bubbles of air around our bodies as we dive, providing buoyancy to help counter the weight of our armor.

			The bubble around my head seems a small area to house enough air to breathe, but the magic replenishes itself, venting my exhalations and somehow pulling fresh air from the water itself.

			Mother thought it important that I know how to swim, but seemed satisfied when she was confident I wouldn’t drown if I fell in a pond or reflecting pool. The others, even Darin, seem more experienced. I am used to my strength correcting for disparities like this, but traveling with Joined and Eaters, that attribute grants no advantage. I’m slower than the others, pulled down by the weight of my armor.

			Alagai patrol the waters, the hive’s first line of defense. Some are squid-like, with long tentacles covered in suckers and sharp horns. Others are like massive, predatory fish, streamlined in the water, with outsized jaws filled with row upon row of pointed teeth. Still more are reminiscent of the huge amphibious reptiles that lurk in the wetlands of Lakton.

			Our spells hide our auras, and any movement the demons see from a distance fades when they draw close to investigate and come within the weakened range of the unsight wards.

			I’m glad. The blurry light of demon auras is unmistakable in my crownsight. Some of them swim uncomfortably close, weak confusion wards nudging them just barely out of our path. If we should accidentally touch one, I do not think they will hesitate to attack.

			I’m not sure I can even raise my protective sphere underwater, and my desert-made Tazhan armor has no water wards. In a fight I will be slower than I am used to, weaker, fighting the resistance of the water. There are times I relish a challenge, but I have no desire to test myself here.

			I manage to keep the others in sight, barely, but we planned for the possibility of separation. Each of us memorized the same map of the hive and the grotto tunnel system. Already we have penetrated the outer defenses. Soon we will feed into the deep pools where water demons are trained.

			But it’s one thing to follow a map aboveground in the light of day with firm footing beneath you, and another to guess at your position when completely submerged. Crownsight normally lets me see clearly in darkness by tuning in to the magical spectrum, but the dark water dulls the glow like thick fog. I can’t see the sides of the cavern and worry I might miss a turn.

			The waterway is wide, with a high ceiling, but at low tide the water is perhaps ten feet deep. I try to remember childhood lessons on how to kick my feet and sweep my arms properly, but I sink progressively as I go until my foot touches bottom.

			I take the opportunity, coiling my legs and kicking off from the bottom to propel myself up and forward.

			It works, but soon I am sinking again and need to repeat the trick. This time, as I am about to leap, something wraps around my ankle. I think it’s some kind of seaweed, but it pulls tight, arresting my momentum.

			I’ve let myself get too far behind the others. I can’t see any of them and doubt they can see me. I twist, seeing some kind of suckered tentacle twisting up my calf, adhered to my armor. I follow it to its terminus, but see no demon. The tentacle appears anchored to the stone below.

			I draw one of my spears and bend to keep the tentacle taut as I look for a clear line of attack to sever it without taking off my own leg in the process.

			I don’t see the demon until it moves. It lay flat against the floor, a magic-dead hide keeping it nearly invisible until it reached its tentacled tail for me.

			Now it moves with terrifying speed, coming off the floor like a counterweighted net to envelop me.

			I feel a stab of fear as its thick hide blocks my vision. The last things I see are the dozens of small sharp-toothed maws that cover the demon’s underside. I try to raise my sphere of protection, but as I feared it is ineffective. Asome was born in the desert. My brother never had need to incorporate water demon wards in his circlet.

			I stab with my spear and it punches through the hide, but it doesn’t prevent the demon from wrapping tight around me, maws chomping down. One glows right in front of my face, held back by the nose guard of my helm and the thin bubble of air around me.

			My arms and legs are pinned tight, and the demon is immensely strong in this, its primary attack. I have little leverage and cannot muscle my way through. Already the air I gasp has grown hot, moist, and stale. Whatever elements of air the magic pulls from the water are not available wrapped in the demon’s hide.

			This would be a terrible death. A forgotten death, regardless of whether the others succeed or fail.

			Fortunately, I can reach my hanzhar. The curved blade is made of steel folded on itself, sharper than any blade I have seen save Darin’s knife. Cutting and piercing wards along its length flare to life as I stab through the demon’s thick, tough hide and slide it along the creature’s length, laying it wide open. I free my spear arm, and with the two blades I open a gap I can push through.

			The air in my bubble freshens even as the water around me runs thick with ichor, attracting other demons in the water. I add power to my unsight wards, swimming from their path just as they fall upon the injured beast, tearing it to pieces.

			There’s no sign the other demons are alert to my presence. If I hadn’t stepped on one, I expect it would not have noticed me, either. Taking care where I step, I Draw power from my hora to flood my muscles with added strength. I kick off powerfully and swim on, careful not to allow myself to sink again.

			I find Darin swimming back my way. From the way he stops when he sees me, I know he was coming to find me. Foolish, but I love him for it. He waves for me to follow, guiding me the rest of the way to a pool where we can climb from the water. The others are already gathered there, waiting.

			“Olive, thank Lazar,” Yndros breathes, coming over to me. I hold a finger to my lips. Now is not the time for sentiment.

			We agreed not to speak in the hive unless we were discovered or it was absolutely necessary. Darin warned us that sound wards can give us away as easily as sound. Demon senses are as strong as his, and the absence of echo can be noticed by those alert to the trick.

			I drop the air pocket enchantment, pleased to find myself entirely dry, my armor still oiled and flexible. There are superficial scratches from the water demon’s teeth, but they should not affect the armor’s wards or integrity. I feel strong and as ready as I will ever be for the coming fight.

			The others look similarly prepared. Darin goes to Damon and Cirene, linking. Nik and Kasha do the same. Their auras combine and brighten, as if becoming more than the sum of their parts.

			Garos watches the display with fatherly pride. Velena with hunger. The rest of us stare with a mix of horror and envy.

			Linking with Darin terrified me. I have been stripped and lashed with an alagai tail in front of a crowd, but I have never felt as vulnerable and naked as when Alagai Ka entered my mind. Linking with Darin felt much the same. Worse was the wealth of his identity, my sudden understanding of him that transcended our sixteen summers of friendship. It was beautiful—he is beautiful—but the immensity of him was overwhelming, and I feared that if I let it all in, I would never find myself again.

			The need was dire and I have no regrets. Who can I trust to respect my privacy more than Darin Bales? And yet I am not sure I can do it again, even if it is our only clear path home. Perhaps Darin can skate back alone and Mother or Father can send ships to retrieve me and open relations with Hive.

			But only if we survive.
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				Alybrax

			
			We feel the stares of the others as we link. Even the Eaters gawk a bit, like we’re takin’ off our pants in the middle of Town Square. Link is meant to be private. Personal.

			Like kissin’.

			Been tryin’ not to do it in front of folk unless we have to, but there’s no choice here in the demons’ lair. I know Olive still don’t like it, but she doesn’t say anything, and we take that as a win.

			All dozen of us have unsight wards that make us invisible to the demons but blurry to one another, even now that we’re out of the water. But in the link, three sets of eyes focus everyone in our collective sight.

			Each of us has a free hand. We point at ourselves and down the tunnel in unison to signal that we will take lead. We point next to Nik and Kasha, indicating they take up the rear. Both nod as one.

			Don’t even notice when we all start acting the same in the link until we see in the auras of the others how unnerving they find the synchronized movements. Just like when we all say the same thing at the same time. Spooks folk. Silently we agree for me to do the talking from now on, hand or otherwise, unless one of the others is directly addressed.

			Olive nods, and we move down the tunnel. The hive map is complex, but we’ve got three memories of it to go on and follow our carefully pre-planned route. The hive is huge, with great cavernous chambers to house the queen and other large corelings, but all of it is crisscrossed with smaller, human-sized tunnels for Hive’s administrators. We keep to those, taking a more circuitous route to the queen’s chambers that avoids the main thoroughfares.

			Ent walking blind. When I let my senses open fully, I can “see” through walls like I’m looking in a foggy mirror. When the three of us do it, we can read a wide area and avoid tunnels with too many demons.

			When it can’t be helped, we take it slow and stick to the walls, letting the corelings walk around us without ever knowing why, the same way regular folk walk through a crowd avoiding bumps without ever really looking at one another.

			But the administrative tunnels can only get us so far. Eventually we need to move into the large chambers of the hive. The largest, the queen’s chamber, isn’t far now.

			Up the tunnels, we can hear the sounds of battle as Gallivar and his forces lead their diversionary assault against the hive’s main gate. Don’t know if they sense the bushwhack, but either way, the demons got to guard their front door. I see corelings streaming up the tunnels toward the sounds of action, and know that every demon up there is one less we need to face down here.

			There are still plenty of corelings to worry about. Drones cutting stone to expand chambers and carve demon wards into the rock. Others herding groups of terrified humans into chambers like the demon king had back in Safehold.

			Livestock for the queen’s larder.

			There’s a mind demon up ahead, watching as his former jailers are marched before him in broken submission, resigned to their fate.

			Bastard ent even trying to sneak, here in the demons’ place of power. He’s just standin’ there, drooling at the thought of all those tasty brains, or whatever it is mind demons think when they look at us.

			Hate that mind demons don’t all look alike to me anymore. Even without our group thoughts, I had a good idea who it was. The others confirm it.

			Alybrax.

			The look of the rock demon next to Alybrax doesn’t fool me. The hulking creature ent a rock demon at all. It leans in to the ranks of captives, sniffing at a terrified woman who leans away, weeping quietly, too afraid to run. As it does, the demon’s snout retracts, giant teeth sucking in as the face softens and rounds, its black armor turning into smooth caramel skin.

			Janas’ mimic, Chameleon. The monster is bigger and stronger than any of the other Judges’ mimic thrones.

			The woman looks into her own face like she’s staring in a mirror, set atop the body of a monster. It swipes a lash of a tongue, inhumanly long, from between her plump lips. Then the mouth opens, small human teeth lengthening back into spikes as its jaw unhinges like it’s preparing to swallow the woman whole.

			The three of us tense. The others haven’t reached us yet, and I know if the demon tries to eat this woman, none of us is going to keep hiding and let it happen, even if it costs the mission. It’s reckless, ay, but what’s the point of winning if we need to become the kind of folk that sit and watch someone get et?

			Ent necessary, though. Alybrax flicks one of his long slender fingers, and the mimic heels him. Olive and the others catch up then, and there’s no missing the mind, glowing so bright with magic. We pantomime a little conversation about what to do with it. The demon’s guarding the path we need to take, the path leading to the demon queen. We need to kill her if there’s any hope for this place.

			I remember the hatchling demon queen that killed my mam. Right out of the shell, she was the biggest demon I ever saw. ’Fore long she was the size of a barn, then the whole farmhouse. By the time she attacked the Spear of Ala just a couple of days later, she was big as a palace.

			Yndros says this one’s almost three hundred years old. Don’t even want to know how big they get after that much time. Can’t help but wonder if we can manage to kill her at all.

			All of us can see the web of protections covering the entrance to the queen’s lair even if we do manage to get by Alybrax, and I don’t see how we can. Olive eyes the captives, but like me, she ent got a plan for gettin’ them out of here even if we did free them. Where we got to run to? They can’t escape through the water channels we used to sneak in. The main gate is under assault, and there’s a horde between here and there.

			Olive gets a grim look on her face, and I know what that means.

			Only way out is through.

			All of us start sneakin’, moving slow and steady to get in close without Alybrax noticing something’s afoot. We get pretty close, but then a line of wards cut into the rock flares to life and everyone’s wards of silence and unsight are stripped away.

			They’re learning, we realize.

			“Go!” Olive doesn’t hesitate, hurling one of her spears and pulling the other as she races in behind the first.

			The throw is fast, but not as fast as Chameleon. The mimic swipes a tentacle to slap the spear out of the air and send it tumbling out of reach as Olive comes in hard to attack.

			The demon leaps at its master, looking for all the world like a bucketful of black water as it splashes onto Alybrax, covering him in a protective shell that sends the blade of Olive’s other spear skittering off without biting.

			The demon shoves her back a few steps, then rears high, shifting and morphing into a massive, hulking beast that looks like a combination of every demon I ever seen. Big bat wings on its back, clawed feet and tentacle arms, rock demon armor, and a flame demon’s glowing eyes and mouth.

			Alybrax is in there somewhere, but I don’t know how we’re supposed to get to him. All around, worker drones stop what they’re doing, heads snapping up to fixate on our group. Like a flock of birds, they all come at us at once.

			The mind-mimic draws a ward in the air, and the rock at Olive’s feet turns to mud and she drops from sight. Yndros and Tryan get in close, engaging the creature directly. Xevia lets the boys lead the charge, coming in quick behind to exploit any openings the massive corespawn reveals.

			There ent many. They knock it around a bit, but nothing that will do lasting damage. Garos grabs a tentacle that sizzles and smokes in his hands. He plants his feet and turns sticky, rooting himself to the spot.

			Yushi, Velena, Nik, and Kasha turn to face the oncoming horde of worker drones responding to the princeling’s psychic call for aid.

			Tryan barely leaps aside as the mind-mimic smashes the stone beneath his feet. Like it was all one move, he rises to catch Yndros with a back-armed blow.

			“Why do you fight me, Yndros, prince of Alybrax?” The voice from the demon’s blazing mouth is so deep and cold it puts a shiver into my bones. “We will not be the cruel masters your kind were to us. Spire Alybrax will need agents in the day. Already your mother has joined me. Come, and we will restore our spire to its rightful glory, second only to the queen’s Consort.”

			“We’ll do better without you.” Yndros raises his arm to show his mother’s bracelet as he touches the sequence of wards to activate the fail-safe and destroy Chameleon.

			Only it doesn’t work.

			There’s a wet gurgling in the demon’s phlegmy throat, and I realize in horror it’s the sound of the creature laughing. These demons are smart. Ent fooled twice by the same tricks.

			“Ronove’s mimic paid that price. We will not pay it again.” Alybrax flicks a tentacle in Yushi’s direction as he stands in the midst of a group of stone demons, smashing them as fast as they can come at him. Focused on the foe, he doesn’t notice the magic-dead spike fly from the demon’s appendage.

			No one’s fast enough to cry out or stop it before the spike punches through the Judge’s armored back, and he falls.

			“Uncle!” Velena turns slippery to escape her own fight, rushing to Yushi’s side as he bleeds out on the floor of the hive.

			Olive bursts out of the mud, using the same bubble warding we used to enter through the grotto. The muck falls away, leaving her armor pristine as she lands and raises her protective field with such force it sends the mind-mimic smashing up against one of the thick stone chamber walls.

			The others charge in, scoring minor hits, but the respite is short-lived. The demon grows great hooked claws that penetrate the forbidding. Olive strains herself to the limit feeding it power, but it isn’t enough. The demons breach the field, causing the entire sphere to collapse.

			Olive lets out a low groan of pain, but it doesn’t slow her action as she raises her shield and spear, racing back into the fray.

			This is like no foe any of us have ever faced. We activate cold ward tattoos, trying to freeze the composite demon, but Alybrax absorbs the spell’s power without effect, sending it right back in a new configuration.

			We try to absorb the magic, but it isn’t directed at us. Like with Olive, the demon is striking at our footing. The floor beneath us liquefies into deep mud, but Mam told me bedtime stories about the time Alagai Ka tried that trick on my da. We’re ready, lowering our density until we can skim the top of the puddle like an insect skating across water.

			Demons launch at us from all sides, but it’s like they’re moving in slow motion. We slip and dodge through most of them. Cirene activates a heat ward that sends a wood demon stumbling away in flames, shrieking. A rock demon tries to bite off Damon’s arm, but we mist just that part of him, and the demon’s teeth pass harmlessly through.

			Nik and Kasha haven’t achieved that level of control, but linked they are a terror to any demons that threaten them as they move to protect Velena, trying to stem the flow of her uncle’s blood long enough for his magic to heal him.

			Nik and Kasha are impossibly fast, incredibly strong. They pull a demon away from Velena, warded fists pummeling it to death without ever letting go their linked hands. Three more rush in, but Nik draws a ward in the air more smoothly and easily than I have ever seen, blasting them away.

			Something changes in Velena’s aura as she watches them in action. She looks down at her uncle and does the unthinkable.

			She links with him.

			Never really watched anyone’s aura while they link before. Feels like I’m reading Velena’s diary or catchin’ her in the bath as I watch her and her uncle come to accord. They easily direct magic to heal his wound and rise together, blazing with power.

			It won’t be enough. Still more demons pour into the chamber. Something doesn’t change, they’ll pull us down with sheer numbers.

			Olive, Yndros, Tryan, Xevia, and Garos are fighting the composite foe, but Alybrax seems perfectly willing to fight them all at once, scoring more hits than the group of elite warriors.

			Olive’s covered in contusions and cuts, some of them deep. Yndros briefly has to fall back, holding his broken arm straight long enough for magic to heal it. Tryan has likewise healed the cut to his head, but there’s blood in his eyes and no time to clear it. Xevia is as yet untouched, timing her strikes more carefully to keep her time in the killing zone minimal. It’s effective, as she shears pieces of Chameleon away bit by bit.

			Garos grows stronger with every thunderous punch and kick. He glares at Alybrax with something of Mirella’s flair. “Will your eyes taste better than Zegan’s?”

			The words seem to enrage Alybrax, and it turns to focus its rage on Cirene’s father. The three of us feel her worry—share it—but know, too, the opportunity he is offering.

			Pulling as much power as we can bear, we throw a mimic ward at the composite corespawn, knocking it back a couple steps and warping its flesh in ripples like a spanked bottom. The demon recovers quickly, but Olive drives a spear through its body, trying to find the mind demon inside.

			Tryan throws a handful of Baadel’s teeth at the demon prince, activating wards that send them shooting at the demon like rockets from Aunt Leesha’s festival flamework. They punch through mimic and mind effortlessly, flying back out the other side. The demon screams, but it is already healing.

			The great wings flap, but before the demon can get airborne, Xevia gets close enough to put a long tear in one of its wings with the blade of her polearm. Yndros cracks its skull with his massive mace, the impact of his powerful blow multiplied by the many wards on the weapon’s head.

			Everyone’s hittin’ the wrong spots. Chameleon’s hide is so bright with magic, its aura obscures the passenger within to wardsight. The ever-changing flesh makes it impossible to see the shape of Alybrax with normal vision. Everyone’s just aiming for center mass, hoping to get lucky. Tryan’s greatsword is embedded in the composite demon’s chest, but mind and mimic both seem unharmed.

			But we “see” with more than our eyes. The vibrations in flesh and bone. The shifting of weight. The sounds of air and fluids moving through the body, the stretch and flex of muscles. With a moment’s concentration, we can “see” right through the mimic like we see through walls.

			Alybrax is clever, sucked in and curled in a little ball with his skinny arms around his knees, tucked off-center in the mimic’s abdomen, close to its left hip and protected by the rib cage.

			I let go of the others, pulling Mam’s knife from my belt. We don’t argue or discuss. There’s nothing to say. Deed’s got to be done, and there’s some things you can’t do while holding on to other people, no matter how synchronized you keep your feet.

			I sprint into the fray, slipping around demons and dodging tentacles. The demon puts a leg forward and I hop on its knee, leaping. Too late, the demons realize what I am doing, and the demon’s armor thickens around the coreling prince.

			Mam’s knife is full of pain. Of hate. Of shame and anger. It overwhelmed me when I Read it, knowing how much of what’s written in the knife’s aura was written in hers, as well. Pains she carried and never let out a whisper about.

			Those emotions are a blessing now, because they Draw deep magic to power the razor-sharp knife’s cutting and piercing wards. Ent a keener edge in all the world. That’s why it punches through the mimic’s armor, its ribs, and Alybrax’s thick cranium all in one blow.

			The blade catches fast, and I’m left hanging in midair, feet swinging as I clutch at the hilt with both hands. But the demon doesn’t die. Knife’s stuck in his brain, but it’s a sharp cut and ent done damage enough.

			Instead he tries to link with me.

			Or whatever the minds’ equivalent is. Their powers are different from ours, or the subjugation collars, but the effect is much the same. Somehow the contact of the knife in my hand is touch enough for Alybrax to initiate an attack on my will.

			I’m known to be stubborn when my blood is up, but this ent a beaten and starved prisoner like Shamosk had been. Alybrax is strong. Alagai Ka has taught all the minds new tricks, fed them power and brains to put meat on their bones and give them a sense of their own power.

			I can feel Alybrax’s brain throbbing as his enormous will rises up before me. I’m ready to face it, but I know I can’t win.

			A hand grasps my ankle, and suddenly Cirene is there, adding her will to my own. A moment later, Damon is with us as well. Still the demon prince comes at us, smashing against our collective will and showing us we were arrogant to think even three could dominate such an alien will.

			Worse, we can sense others listening in. Shamosk. Ronove. Alagai Ka himself. All of them are too far removed to add their wills to Alybrax, but they see us, and we see them. Ent an easy thing, being scrutinized by the demon king.

			For a moment, we’re all frozen. Olive and the others take free swings, hacking off bits of mimic, but they can’t see where Alybrax is hiding and don’t want to take our heads off in the process.

			We’re losing, though. Demon can shrug off the hits, and Alybrax’s will is closing on us like watching some muscle-bound warrior’s hand slowly fall as he arm-wrestles Uncle Gared. Already Alybrax has prevented us from letting go of the knife and breaking the link. Soon he’ll be able to make us cut our own throats if he wants.

			Someone touches Damon. It’s Kasha, and we eagerly accept the younger two into our link, joining their strength with ours and giving us the strength to reverse the demon’s advantage, driving his will back into his own body and following it in.

			Alybrax struggles, finding the weakest member of our link and striking at him. Nik is killed without the demon even touching him. Like the coreling prince blew out a candle. He vanishes from the link, body falling away lifelessly.

			We feel the demon’s triumph turn to terror as his victory has the opposite effect. Anger fills us with strength of will, and we tear away the demon’s defenses, commanding the mimic to slough away and turn into a long-necked doe. Olive obliges and cuts its head off as Alybrax is revealed. Olive, Yndros, Tryan, Velena, and Garos fall on him like butchers, hacking the demon to pieces.

			The other coreling princes and their king flee Alybrax’s mind then, wisely escaping before the demon dies. We have no such luxury. If we relent in our assault on his will, Alybrax will find a way to escape, and we can’t let that happen.

			The psychic death scream of the mind demon is enough to kill the remaining demons in our vicinity. I felt it last time, but this time, linked with the demon, it is pain incarnate.

			When Nik died, it was instantaneous. One moment he was part of our link, and the next he was gone. The loss put us in a lurch, but the only pain was emotional. This time, it goes on and on, making my brain feel apt to explode and paint the walls of my skull.

			Ent just me. I realize we’re all screaming along with the demon’s dying mind, hands shaking as the pain runs a circuit through us.

			Too late, we sense Kasha’s intent. She lets go, trying to get away from the pain, but it don’t work like that. She still screams like she’s on fire when she hits the ground, convulsing violently and foaming at the mouth. She din’t cut herself off from the pain—it was already inside her. All she did was cut herself off from the support of the link. Damon, Cirene, and I only feel like we want to die, but Kasha falls still, her once powerful aura melting away as her body begins to cool.

			The pain begins to recede for the rest of us, and our screams die as we come back to our senses. The others have formed a protective ring around us, weapons out.

			“We can’t stay here, Darin,” Olive says. We can sense the sympathy in her aura, the fear I’m hurt, but she’s all business as usual. And she’s right.

			I look up at the tunnel to the queen’s chamber. The wards are all lit up, and with the minds seeing what we did to Alybrax, the entire hive is on alert now.
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				Conquering Fear

			
			They are coming.

			Much as it was a cycle ago, total victory is at hand, but so is total defeat.

			I arrived on these shores crippled and nearly powerless, but power is always there for those with the strength to grasp it. Now this new land is all but mine for the taking. Whole neighborhoods stand up at my command, marching into our larders.

			Zegan’s death stung but was acceptable. He was the youngest and weakest of my hatchling princes, and his destruction put most of the remaining humans in one place. Infiltrating and corrupting them from within will be simple when the time is right. For now let them survive and breed. My queen will hunger before the laying.

			Still, the resistance of these stubborn mammals is growing, led by the Duality and the Corrupt Son.

			The probabilities on the currents of magic suggested a third point of attack while the day star was high and the powers of myself and my brethren were weakest. The Zegan tunnel and even the assault on the main gate had too little chance of success to be anything other than diversions.

			But Reading my own future has always been difficult, especially at times of great divergence. I could not divine where they would strike and positioned forces too near the tunnels to the other spires. Instead they found another point of entry and penetrated far deeper than anticipated.

			Alybrax, the strongest of my princelings, was the last line of defense before the queen’s chamber. I imparted knowledge of his own powers directly into his mind and positioned him to protect us. When the unifiers struck, it seemed he would have them or hold them back until they could be overwhelmed.

			Now Alybrax is dead, and the unifiers are tearing down the new protections my drones have carved into the stone. Shamosk is directing the defense of the main gate, and the mammals may breach it if he withdraws. I have summoned Ronove, but we have yet to undo the wardings that prevent dissipation. He will need to get through the attackers to join us, and he is too much the coward after seeing the fate of his brethren who have dared to challenge the Duality and the Corrupt Son.

			Once, I would have judged him harshly, but the unthinkable has happened. I, too, have come to fear the humans. My best efforts to kill them have failed. I thought the strength of Kavri had been bred from their species, but mind killers, unheard of for thousands of years, walk among us once more.

			The primitive emotion shames me before the queen. I wonder if she will kill me for the affront. I could not blame her if she did. What use is a Consort who is not strong? I tense, but her stinger does not move. She, too, has been shamed by the humans. Humiliated. Degraded. Born into captivity, her royal venom harvested like bovine milk.

			I banish the feeling. All feelings. What have I to fear with a queen in her prime beside me? She has not abandoned me. I am still the best of her choices by far. Her next laying will be powerful.

			The enemy will enter, and she will destroy them. Even this captive queen is orders of magnitude more powerful than I. She will consume their magic and leave them defenseless. Nothing they do can stop her. She straightens, flexing mighty talons and loosening her jaw.

			An image flashes in my mind. The Duality’s clutchmate detonating the abdomen of my hatchling queen just a cycle ago. The sight of her falling from the air in flames.

			The queen reacts immediately, rising on her many legs and skittering back from the sounds of the humans breaching her chamber door.

			She was younger than you, I soothe as I step close and reach for her. Small and reckless. You are more powerful by far, and they do not have access to the same powers here.

			She steps back again, and now her stinger rises, dripping venom even I could not long survive. I will not resist if she strikes. I cannot. I am caught in her presence and held. I am hers.

			She puts another memory into my mind. The promise I made to protect her.

			I stare at her, realizing at last how broken this creature is. Queens are known for their aggression from the moment of hatching. Unless carefully separated, their first instinct is to attack and kill their mother and sisters, devouring their power. A strong queen will consume her own daughters before they have the strength to break their shells.

			Not this queen. She cowers in fear, demanding I keep my promise.

			And so I must. I cannot resist her desires. I stride forward, gathering power as I put myself between her and the entry.

			I am older and more powerful than all the humans combined. They cannot stand against me.
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				Hive Mind

			
			The moment we enter the chamber, I know we’re in trouble.

			It’s not the sight of Alagai Ka standing before us, hot with power, his severed arm somehow regrown.

			It’s not the collapsing archway, dropping blocks of stone the size of horses on us. First through the gap, Garos catches the biggest rock like a sack of flour, receiving the weight and tossing it aside. Yndros sketches an impact ward, batting the rest of the collapse directly toward the demon king.

			Alagai Ka flicks a claw and the stone and dirt explode, sending a cascade of smaller projectiles back at us. I bull forward and raise my shield, ducking under as the stones deflect. Some of my companions dodge, turning slippery or getting behind me. Others, like Yndros, Tryan, and Yushi, simply throw up curled arms to protect their faces and stand their ground.

			Rocks don’t frighten me. It’s the sight of the queen that fills me with fear.

			She is enormous. I remember the queen that nearly destroyed my father’s fortress, the Spear of Ala. She was only days old, a sleek killing machine big enough to tear down buildings with her powerful legs.

			The queen of Hive is hundreds of years old, her great abdomen huge and distended from multiple layings. She is grown too large to leave the chamber, trapping the demon king here with her.

			But neither is she the ancient, atrophied creature our fathers faced, unable to shift the mountainous girth of her egg-filled belly. The Hive queen is crouched, legs quivering as she prepares to spring. She will be fast and unstoppably strong. She will eat magic like sugar, chewing through our defenses.

			I don’t wait for her to spring, lifting Alybrax’s head and throwing it at her. We cut queen wards into his cranium, and they blaze with power. Alagai Ka moves to deflect the missile, but we’re ready for that, my companions targeting the Father of Demons with spells to distract him and foul his magic.

			The queen wards are powerful, but even with a mind demon’s head to supply the energy, it’s a paltry defense against such a powerful creature.

			And yet.

			The queen shrieks in pain as the wards activate, skittering back from the forbidding. I realize suddenly that she was not quivering to spring.

			She is shaking in fear.

			I turn to Alagai Ka, and our eyes meet. He knows it, too. We’re not trapped in here with her. He’s trapped in here with us. We can win this.

			The ground explodes at our feet, shooting magic-dead spikes up under our defenses even as our footing is knocked out from under us.

			Darin’s trio is too quick to be taken, but the rest of us are not so fortunate. I cover my face, and a spike punctures my armor, embedding in my biceps. Yushi pulls Velena close, wrapping his more heavily armored body around her and taking the hits. Some of the spikes are deflected, but electrum is a soft metal when its magical protections have no effect.

			Garos’ robes are shredded and red with blood, but he is already staggering back to his feet, each step stronger than the last. Yndros blocks the spikes only to have a tentacle snake around his ankle and yank him up to dangle in midair. Another pair wrap around Tryan, tangling his arms and mighty sword as he strains to break free.

			There are shrieks from above, and hawk-sized wind demons drop from the ceiling, coming at us in a synchronous dive formation. I hurl one of my spears at Alagai Ka before they can foul my shot, but the demon king sprouts wings and leaps into the air, easily avoiding the throw. I can see the small mimic demon clinging to his back.

			“Sparrow!” Xevia cries, recognizing the creature. There are spikes jutting from Xevia’s thighs, but she pushes past the pain, severing the tentacle holding Yndros suspended.

			I raise my warding field as the wind demons come in, flattening the first wave like raindrops on a window. Others pull up, hovering in midair as they claw at the field with their hind talons. It won’t hold for long against so many.

			In raising it large enough to protect us against the wind demons, I have trapped the mimic in with us. Velena and Yushi slash at the tentacles holding Tryan even as he strains with all his might. I see them ready to fail when suddenly the mimic lets go and retracts, forming beside Garos and hitting him full on with a rock demon’s fist. The Eater is thrown thirty feet to smash heavily into a wall.

			Darin’s trio draw a wind ward so powerful it swats the demons attempting to breach the barrier dead like flies.

			Already we are running out of time. I can hear the demons racing our way from other parts of the hive, breaking through the hasty wardings we left at the entrance to the queen’s chambers. If we don’t end this soon, we will be hopelessly surrounded.

			I draw my field in closer, putting the mimic on the far side as we recover. We cannot let ourselves be distracted. The mimic isn’t the real threat here.

			Alagai Ka is trying to cloak himself in unsight, but he is too active, too powerful, to disguise himself fully. I tilt my shield toward him and Draw as much power as I can bear from Baadel’s arm, feeding it into the mind wards etched into the electrum-laced warded glass.

			The demon can’t absorb the power of mind wards the way he can other hostile magic, and it hits him like a physical blow, knocking him from his flight path. He hovers a moment, Sparrow flapping wildly to regain control. Tryan pulls a fistful of Baadel’s teeth from a pouch, throwing them at the demon king.

			Warded alagai teeth were among the first hora items taught to novices in the Chamber of Shadows. I didn’t appreciate those lessons at the time, but my teacher Favah was a strict perfectionist who didn’t care what I appreciated, only what I learned. I only needed show the ward to Tryan once before he mastered the making.

			As the velocity wards activate, the teeth orient point-first in the direction they were thrown and accelerate exponentially, punching through the mimic’s wings and Alagai Ka’s body.

			Not that it seems to matter. The demon king can heal such minor wounds faster than we can deliver them. Darin’s trio bashes him around with mind wards for a moment, but then he hits them with a ward that sends all of them tumbling away, their link broken. The mimic is quick to capitalize on the weakness, moving to prevent them from regrouping and forming another link.

			All over the chamber, the stone floor buckles and breaks, opening in great fissures as tunneling demons break through. Fire demons hawk and spit at me. My warding field would protect me, but the flaming globs fall shy of the barrier, surrounding me with white-hot fire that momentarily blinds me.

			I’m only distracted for a moment, but it’s enough. I feel Alagai Ka smash through my field like it was nothing, the rebound knocking me to my knees. Sparrow knocks the spear from my hands and pins my shield as the demon raises his claws to finish me.

			“Olive!” Yndros leaps through the flames. Alagai Ka catches the haft of his mace with shocking strength, yanking it from his grasp and sending him tumbling. I go for my hanzhar, but I know I will be too slow as the demon’s claws descend.

			There is a loud crack, and the attack pulls up short. My eyes clear and I see Yndros holding the taut handle of his dominance whip, the end snared around the demon king’s throat.

			Yndros stands frozen, locked in a battle of wills with the strongest demon mind the world has ever known. I have no illusions he can win. Indeed he pulls his knife, turning toward me.

			It’s all too similar to how the demon king killed my Chadan a year ago. How he made my brother Iraven murder our sister. Iraven begged me to kill him after that.

			I don’t understand my own feelings for Yndros, but I won’t let the demon king take another loved one from me. I’m in no position to fight Yndros, Sparrow, and the demon king all at once. There’s only one chance, and a slim one at that.

			I roll, taking Yndros’ knife in my side. I twist, trapping the blade as I fumble at my belt, searching by touch until I find the handle. Not my hanzhar, but my own dominance whip. I lash out, snaring one of Alagai Ka’s arms.

			The Father of Demons doesn’t even resist, welcoming the attack. At last, you make a mistake. I hear him in my mind.

			He’s right. Even with two wills fighting him, Alagai Ka wrestles us down like toddlers. Suddenly my hanzhar is in my free hand, coming for my own throat. Another crack, and my wrist is held fast by Xevia’s whip.

			I feel her will touch mine and accept the connection, letting her join the psychic battle, for all the good it does us. Alagai Ka roots through our minds like a junk drawer, picking out the most painful, shameful moments of our lives and using them to torture and weaken our resolve.

			Darin told me he didn’t dare mist inside the hive lest his mind become vulnerable to Alagai Ka. He risks it now, skating to link with Cirene, then Damon, and then misting in right next to the demon king. Sparrow is curled protectively around Alagai Ka’s neck, but Darin isn’t holding his mother’s knife. He simply touches the demon, and three more wills join the fight.

			It isn’t enough. Six wills are still no match for this ancient creature, but his assault weakens. I can’t attack him, but I lower my blade away from my own neck. “He’s too strong!” I cry. “We need more!”

			Velena and Yushi have linked again when his whip coils tight around one of the demon’s ankles. Alagai Ka splits his will again, hitting them with a vicious assault with the intent to dominate quickly.

			Yushi is over a hundred years old. I see all the worst moments of his life, feeling every shame, betrayal, and failure as if it were my own. Velena is full of her own shames, all of them shown to demoralize us all.

			No. Darin’s voice is in my head, in all our heads. That’s what he wants us to think, but it don’t work that way. Ent multiplying the load. We’re sharing it.

			Tryan uses the last of his hora to knock back the mimic, bulling through a pack of field demons with a sweep of his greatsword. His armor is scorched and dented, but he gets close enough to lunge with the whip in his third hand, joining the fight.

			Still the demon king splits his will, diving into Tryan’s psyche looking for pain and finding surprisingly little. Tryan was born different from everyone around him but never stopped loving himself. Never stopped being kind.

			In that moment we gather our collective will and strike.

			Suddenly it is the demon’s memories that are on display. The humiliation as Darin and my fathers trapped him in Kaji’s tomb and beat him unconscious. The months chained in their tower, taunted and tortured. The agony and degradation as they tattooed his very flesh with mind wards, forcing him to be their guide underground on the slave road to the hive.

			The shame as I broke his mental hold out on the desert, nearly destroying him. The failure before his queen as Aunt Renna destroyed his Safehold, and again when Darin and I crippled and almost killed him just a month ago.

			Sparrow puffs up, great spikes growing from its body as it prepares to start killing before its master is dominated. So, too, do the other demons charge. Even the queen stirs, finding some hint of courage as she rears to her full height.

			We ignore it all, doubling our efforts. All the failures of this clumsy attempt to take over Hive. We taunt the demon, and something…gives. Much as the demon turned my own knife arm against me, we use his own mind to send out commands to the other demons to halt.

			I imagine the demon queen that attacked Father’s fortress. How my brother gave his life to destroy her. The look of her burning carcass.

			We can do the same to you, I mentally tell this new demon queen. She doesn’t understand my words, but the meaning is clear.

			Back down, Yndros commands, and the queen obediently returns to the great bed in one corner of the chamber, lying amid the heavy electrum chains she was born wearing. She doesn’t resist as we command the mimics to race to her side, securing the shackles anew.

			What do we do with this one? Yushi asks from within the link. He is powerful. The spire with him at its center will be…

			Before he finishes speaking, before anyone can react, Darin and I are moving. As one we swipe our blades, severing Alagai Ka’s neck twice in a single instant.

			Let go! Darin’s mental voice is strong. Confident. Compulsively, all of us let go of our whips as the Father of Demons lets out his death scream.

			Demons shriek and fall over, but in the presence of the queen, they are not killed outright in the psychic shock of the demon’s death. They lie stunned and twitching, no threat to anyone. For now.

			Xevia walks over to the quivering lump of flesh beside the newly shackled queen. She snares it with her whip, forcing the demon back into its cat form.

			“Bad Sparrow!” she scolds. “You’ve been very naughty.”

			Judge Yushi is quick to snare the other mimic, easily dominating it while linked to his great-grandniece.

			“Many demons still wear their collars,” Yndros notes. “With the queen subjugated, it will be easy enough to restore control.”

			I look at him—all of them—as if they are insane. They are insane.

			“After all this,” I demand, “you intend to go back to how things were before? Demon slaves you know will turn on you again the moment they get the chance?”

			“We won’t give them the chance this time,” Xevia says. “Now that we know the weaknesses in the system, we can safeguard against them, and with your demon king dead, the other minds don’t pose nearly so much of a threat.”

			“Don’t underestimate them,” Darin warns. “Ent going to go to their cells as willingly as the queen.”

			“We will hunt and kill them,” Yushi says. “When they are all dead, this mimic will take the form of a mind long enough to perform a mating.”

			“Unbelievable.” Darin blows the hair out of his face, looking at me with sad eyes. “We can go home now, ay?”
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				What I Want

			
			Things happen quickly after that. With Alagai Ka dead and the queen back in chains, Shamosk and Ronove are quick to abandon the field, taking as many uncollared drones as they can before the subjugation takes hold.

			Gallivar’s forces drive the remaining demons deeper into the hive, where there are chambers designed to secure them en masse.

			It’s a short-term solution, but time is on our side now. We keep the pressure on through the night, ensuring the hive is secure, then retreat to Spire Zegan with the dawn to regroup. Darin disappears, and I let him go. He needs time.

			Do I? Alagai Ka, the demon who sought my destruction before I was ever born, is dead. Thesa and Krasia are safe. I can finally rest.

			Yet there is no rest to be had. I am too charged with magic and adrenaline to sleep, and the war is not over, whatever the Hivers may think.

			Gallivar calls a council, but everyone knows the balance of power has shifted. Zegan is still the only active spire, but it’s only a matter of time now before the others are reclaimed.

			“I can sense the collared demons in my spire,” Xevia purrs, stroking the Shamosk control bracelet she did not dare wear when Alagai Ka was alive.

			“I as well.” Yndros touches his breastplate. “Thousands awaiting my command. The rest will quickly return to subjugation.”

			“Or be Eaten,” Velena says, standing behind her great-uncle. Yushi huffs but does not correct her. Too many of his spire’s fighters took to Eating at Velena’s lead.

			“So long as you don’t Eat any of mine,” Xevia says.

			Velena bares teeth in her smile. “If they don’t have collars, who is to say whose they are? Rogue demons, all.”

			“Rogue demons.” Garos stands behind his nephew, but more and more, he is speaking for Zegan. Eaters from the borderland are swelling their numbers and filling the spire even as refugees depart. “Any uncollared demon will belong to the first who lays claim.”

			Silence fills the chamber for a moment as that sinks in. Yndros and Xevia exchange an uncomfortable look.

			“Spire Alybrax formally requests the return of the demons we lent to Spire Zegan,” Yndros says. “And the release of Judge Janas.”

			“You’ll have blood first,” Garos growls.

			“Shamosk will take our demons as well,” Xevia says as if Garos had not spoken. “Tonight.”

			“And Ronove.” Yushi eyes Gallivar. “We hold Zegan to its oath.”

			Garos looks ready to fight. He and Gallivar know much of the spire’s power comes from demons lent to the cause. Gallivar looks pale, but there is little he can do if his uncle and the Eaters pick a fight.

			Everyone is shouting now, and no one is being heard. I watch in horror as an alliance built on trust threatens to fall into rancor.

			“Enough!” My shout, enhanced by my sister’s choker, stuns everyone into a moment of silence.

			“Are you children?” I demand. “Fools? Alagai Ka may be dead and the queen contained, but there are untethered alagai loose all over the city. Ronove and Shamosk are still at large, and Spire Baadel is overrun! The populace looks to you for safety and succor, and all of you stand ready to throw it all away to claim one demon slave more than your neighbor!”

			Still they stare at me, and slowly it dawns upon me why. I am the outsider with nothing to lose, and thus the only hand that might act fairly.

			“Rogue demons,” I begin. “Garos is right. There is no way to match the pedigree of every alagai in the city to their previous owners or their heirs. Nor is there any way to truly make right the theft of demons from the Eaters driven from Hive generations ago. We must build anew.”

			I can sense Xevia wants to argue. Yndros and Yushi, too. Of all in Hive, they have the most to lose. But the more they consider, the more they see it can be no other way.

			“Janas and Cyla were under the control of Zegan, but Zegan is dead,” I say. “Janas and the demons lent to Spire Zegan will be returned to their spires.”

			Garos doesn’t like that, but he’s trapped like the others. None of the other spires will support him in this.

			“What about those trapped in the hive by our joint forces?” Tryan asks.

			“They belong to the city, and no spire or court.” The idea is forming faster now. “They will answer to a re-formed parliament, not the whims of the wealthiest.”

			No one entirely likes that, but neither does any have the strength to dismiss the idea.

			“You speak as one of us, Duch Olive from across the sea,” Yushi says. “Was it not your intention to return home when your demon was dead? What stake do you have in any of this?”

			“I don’t,” I say.

			There’s a pause, and I fear he’s taken the spear from my attack, but then Yndros speaks up.

			“Olive killed Baadel.”

			Everyone blinks.

			“What of it?” Yushi asks.

			“Spire Baadel is overrun,” Yndros says. “Samar’s control bracelet is lost. Reclaiming it will be difficult, but reports say there are hundreds of people trapped on the upper floors.”

			He pauses, looking deliberately around the room. “I propose we give it to Duch Olive.”

			

			—

			Yndros follows as I exit the council chamber to stand in sunlight on the cold and windy terrace. From this vantage, I can see the destruction the alagai have wreaked upon Hive in just three nights. It will take years for them to recover—if they ever do.

			“You planned that,” I accuse.

			“Of course I planned it,” Yndros says. “I spent an hour rehearsing it in front of my mirror.”

			“Why?” I demand.

			I cannot see his aura under the sun, but Yndros looks truly hurt at the question. “So you’ll stay, of course.”

			I don’t know what answer I expected, but that wasn’t it.

			“And,” he spreads his hands, “for the good of Hive.”

			“I won’t enslave the demons in that spire,” I say. “I will exterminate them and make hora from their bones.”

			Yndros nods. “That is why it must be you. Zegan and Ronove are Eater spires now. Xevia and I seek subjugation. Someone must have the deciding vote, if you hope us to survive long enough to form a parliament.”

			No. Not again. Not so soon. Wherever I turn, someone is thrusting power at me. Power I never asked for. Power I don’t want.

			But what do I want? No one’s ever asked me that, and I’ve never had time to consider. I’ve earned the right to return home. To live in peace. Once, that was all I wanted. Is that still who I am when the armor comes off?

			Yndros moves closer. He’s cleansed himself and his armor, but still I can smell him and the scent makes my heart thump and my blood flow faster.

			Another step, and I need to tilt my head to keep eye contact. I’ve always used my height to dominate those around me. I’m not used to looking up, and I cannot deny the thrill it sends through me.

			I don’t yet know if I want Spire Baadel and the responsibility that comes with it, but in this moment, there is one thing I do want, very much.

			You’ll have to kiss him first, Xevia told me what seems like a lifetime ago.
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				Homecoming

			
			I’m setting on the wall watching the gloaming from one of the garden terraces of Spire Zegan when Olive finds me. Most of the plants are dead from cold or forced into hibernation. Gonna be a hard winter in Hive with the season’s harvest frozen in the fields.

			Engineers been working for hours, and parts of the city’s wardnet flicker to life as the shadows grow deep. It’s nothing like it was, keeping even the seasons at bay, but folk in the safe zones can sleep with a bit of warmth and hopes of surviving the night.

			Olive easily climbs the wall, looking dubiously at the two-hundred-foot drop as she takes a seat beside me, legs dangling in the open air. “They’ve offered me Spire Baadel.”

			Knew it already. Word spreads quick about things like that, and I can hear whispers five levels below us.

			Makes sense. No one better than Olive at huntin’ corelings in a maze. She can take volunteers and the surviving Baadel Watch and scour the place, turning the demon bodies into hora to power the spire.

			“You gonna take it?” I ask. “Stay in this crazy place?”

			Reckon she already knows her answer. Smells determined, not conflicted. She’s worried I ent going to like the answer.

			“Killing demons is what I’m good at,” Olive says. “Xevia and Yushi still mean to recapture Shamosk and Ronove. Whatever they say in council, they are out for their own power and not the people of Hive. The more alagai I kill, the safer everyone will be the next time they get loose.”

			“Don’t like that there’s no if in that sentence,” I note.

			Olive shrugs. “They say we can put in safeguards against another mind breaking our control, but sooner or later, individual or groups of demons will get free and will need to be dealt with.”

			“We.” “Our.” She’s already made her decision, all right. Have I made mine?

			Can’t blame her for wanting to stay. Olive was a leader in Thesa for a short while, but with her mam and da back on their respective thrones and the demon threat ended for now, there ent much use for her there. Here in Hive, there’s a real opportunity for Olive to lead a people at a time when they need someone like her.

			“Who these people are and who they will become is yet to be determined,” Olive says. “If I stay, I can help steer that to something good. If not…If we skate home now and come back with boats in five years, who knows what we’ll find?”

			“Doesn’t have to be like that,” I say. “I’m better at skating than I was when we first arrived. I can go back and forth whenever I want now. Reckon with a little hunting around I can find a vent that practically takes us door-to-door.”

			“That’s the other thing…” Olive begins.

			“Don’t like linking,” I finish.

			“It’s not about you, Darin,” Olive says. “I love you like a brother and trust you with anything.”

			I nod. “Doesn’t mean you want to trust me with everything. Body’s got a right to privacy. I won’t pry into your secrets, Olive.”

			“I know,” Olive says. “But I still don’t want to do it.”

			We set there a bit after that. Quiet, until Olive speaks again. “What about you, Dar? Does this mean you’ll be back to visit regularly? What do you want?”

			Question hits me like a punch in the gut. When’s the last time anyone asked me that? Has anyone ever?

			“Want to do right by Rojvah,” I say. “Still love her. Still love Selen, too, even if she ent ever going to love me back.”

			“Darin…” Olive’s hand shifts, like she want to put it over mine, but she knows better.

			“It’s okay,” I say. “Made my peace. We don’t need to jaw about it.”

			“She’s my best friend,” Olive says, “and even I don’t know what exactly it is she feels for you. I know it’s strong. She guards it, and you. If that isn’t love, I don’t know what is.”

			I nod. “Been through this. Does it matter? She was my best friend, too, and ay, we love each other. But we both know that ent the same as loving me back.”

			“And Cirene?” Olive asks the question tentatively, but still it feels like she just grabbed me by the heart.

			“Loves me back,” I say. “And Damon. Don’t want to lose them. Be like cutting off my own feet. But I don’t want to live here, either. Want to go home. Need to tell my family what happened to Mam before they hear some other way. Need to tell Bloodfather and your mam what happened here, and that Alagai Ka ent coming back. Need to find Rojvah and kiss her for once, ’stead of waitin’ for her to kiss me.”

			“Good advice.” Olive smiles. I can still smell Prince Yndros on her lips, and I’m happy for her. “Rojvah is Krasian, Dar. She isn’t lying when she says she means to find you sister wives. If you don’t pick them, she will. Tell her the truth, and she may accept Cirene.”

			“And Damon?” I ask.

			Olive raises an eyebrow at me. I shrug, not meeting her eyes.

			“Try her,” Olive says. “Many of my spear brothers took comfort in each other’s arms. You may find she likes the idea.”

			Her eyes twinkle when she says it, and I feel my cheeks color.

			“Can you bring letters with you?” Olive asks.

			“You’re really staying,” I say.

			“For now,” Olive says. “My letters will ask Mother and Father to send boats and establish relations and trade. Maybe then I can go home without being torn into a million pieces and yanked across the world.”

			“Sure it sounds bad when you put it like that,” I say. Olive tries to give me a little shove with her elbow, but I’m too quick.

			“Hollow has Mother and Selen to rule,” Olive says. “Krasia has my father and Kaji. Neither needs me, and I was never truly able to be myself in either land. My kind is more accepted here.”

			“Your…kind?” I ask. “That how we look at each other now? Only want to be around our ‘kind’?”

			“It’s not like that, Darin,” Olive says. “Don’t pretend you don’t know what I mean.”

			“Met my ‘kind’ here, too, Olive,” I say. “They’re individual as any folk.”

			“Ay,” Olive agrees. “But I don’t have to constantly explain what’s in my trousers or worry they’re in for a surprise on our wedding night.”

			“But for Yndros, it will be just like marryin’ his mam.” Olive swats at me for that joke, nearly teetering off the ledge, but it’s worth it.

			“Lost my mam,” I say. “Give anything to hold her again. What if you wait and miss your chance?”

			“I’m trying to make her proud for once,” Olive says. “She wouldn’t want me to turn my back on folk in need.”

			“Already proud of you,” I say. “Told me herself, last time I saw her. Made me promise to tell you, remember?”

			I pretend not to notice the way Olive’s face heats, the tears in her eyes, the sudden tension in her throat and chest. Told me she likes her privacy, so I give it to her.

			“I helped save everyone in Thesa,” Olive says at last. “I came here and stayed until Alagai Ka’s threat was over. Now, for the first time, I get to choose my own life. I’m done walking the path our parents set for us.

			“It’s time to build something new.”

			

			—

			“You’re sure?” Damon asks me.

			Everything was already decided in the link, but everyone starts worryin’ the moment the connection is broken.

			“Just this time,” I say. “Once I have the hang of it, I’ll show you the paths so you don’t have to go through our hive.”

			“I don’t like the idea of you going there alone,” Cirene says. “What if demons have returned? What if a new queen has claimed the territory?”

			“Don’t think it happens that quick,” I say, “and drones won’t even notice me. I’ll be okay.”

			Cirene nods, wringing her hands together as I step into the shallow water covering the vent at low tide. When I’m right on top of it, I give them a wave and dissipate.

			They knew I was lyin’ a little. Scary as spit crossing the sea like this. Need to go deep, and I can hear the Core callin’ to me from below. My da’s in there, and Mam. Could go and join them, but it would mean dyin’ and I ent ready for that.

			Instead I scream in my spirit as I cross thousands of miles in barely a second, finding myself back in the center of Alagai Ka’s hive. There are scattered demons about, drawn to the power, but I keep myself immaterial, and I’m gone before they ever sense me.

			I skate to the Spear of Ala next. The fortress is still standing, great gates closed and strong, but I can tell by the magic’s resonance that Bloodfather has already left. The coreling corpses that littered the cavern where the fortress sits are gone, too, likely harvested for hora. The queen’s body is still there, but it’s been hacked into pieces, many of them hauled away. Reckon Inevera and Aunt Leesha must be drooling over queen bones to work spells on.

			From there I go straight up to the surface to get my bearings. Ent the same time of night as when I left, but it’s still dark. I float up, figuring out more or less where I am from mountains and rivers and other landmarks that ent easy to miss.

			I head back down and skate south and east. Takes me a couple of tries, but eventually I find a path that takes me close enough to one of Hollow’s greatwards to sense its power. From there it’s easy to ride the currents of the wards to their center, Aunt Leesha’s keep in Cutter’s Hollow.

			Know this path well, materializing in front of the desk in her office. It’s late, but she’s still up, half buried behind a mound of papers on her desk.

			Aunt Leesha’s usually unflappable, but she looks up from her work, sees me, and lets out a shriek, hopping back and reaching for her wand. If someone could jump out of their own skin, reckon her skeleton would be across the room.

			The door bursts open, and Wonda Cutter is there, a long warded knife in her hand. She pulls up short at the sight of me.

			“Night, Darin!” Aunt Leesha calls, her voice already softening, choking. “Is it really you?”

			“Ay, it’s me,” I say. “Olive ent with me, but she’s okay.” I fumble at my satchel. “I got letters…”

			She ent interested, comin’ around the desk in a hurry and throwing her arms around me. She’s put on a few pounds since escaping the demon’s prison a month ago, but she’s still uncomfortably thin. I hug her back carefully, worried I might break her.

			Then Wonda sweeps us both in her arms, lifting us off our feet. Don’t normally like that, but I can’t help but laugh at the joy of it, enjoying the deep squeeze.

			When she lets go, Leesha smiles at her. “Be a dear and fetch Rojvah and the others?”

			We go to the tea chairs and I sit in my favorite, giving Aunt Leesha the quick version of what’s happened, starting with the fight at the Spear of Ala and ending with taking off Alagai Ka’s head.

			All the while, my ears follow Wonda and the sounds that follow. When Rojvah enters the office, I’m already on my feet.

			“Beloved?” she whispers, smelling of hope and disbelief in equal measure. One look at her, and I know my feelings ent changed. Still makes my head spin.

			This time I don’t hesitate, even as Selen and Arick and Kendall Demonsong come running in after. Walk right up to Rojvah and lift her delicate, translucent veil, kissing her.

			I don’t turn slippery or try to end it too soon. Rojvah tenses at first, then seems to melt in my arms, relaxing into the support. When she pulls back it’s slow and reluctant, and she keeps me close in her arms.

			“Ay, gonna do that all night?” Selen asks. “Or you going to tell us where you’ve been the last month?”

			I expect Rojvah to say something royal and condescending in turn, but she’s off her game, still catching her breath and blushing a little as I take a step back.

			“It’s a long story,” I say.

		

	
		
			Ward Grimoire
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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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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.
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			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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