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ACT ONE

The Demon




CHAPTER 1

REN

East of the Haebaek Mountains
The Valley

REN TOSSED HER paper fan high into the sky, flipping backward onto her hands and landing just in time to pluck the hilt from the air. All around her the villagers erupted into cheers, and Ren imagined the jubilant sounds spreading like a chorus of wind chimes across the valley. Folding her fan across her arm, she winked at the children, who waved hands sticky from the sweet rice cakes they’d been gobbling up all evening.

The village was aglow with red and blue festival lanterns, and as her gaze swept the familiar sight, she felt a pang in her chest. Tomorrow she was leaving—she’d already informed Commander Su of her decision. Once she set foot onto the imperial barge, she’d no longer be Ren of the Valley, but someone whose destiny was much larger and more frightening.

The thought sent a shiver through her, and she quickly pushed it to the back of her mind. Worrying was for the morning. Tonight was for celebrating the recent harvest, and for honoring the spirits of those loved ones who had recently departed.

With a flick of her wrist, she spread her fan, swaying it side to side for balance as she extended one leg and began to spin. As she turned, her Light kindled to a flame within her. It emanated from her core outward, suffusing her with warmth.

The wind swirled around her. She spun faster. Her magic was still so new to her, raw and untrained. There was much for her to learn about how to control it and what she was capable of. She could manipulate wind, heal minor wounds, and wield silver Light, but what else could she do? Only recently she’d discovered she had wings. They’d manifested the morning of the Festival of Light, when she’d used them to save herself.

To save Sunho.

For a moment, it was as if he was beside her. She could see his handsome face, his eyes that shone brightest when gazing at her. She could feel his hand, warm and strong, gripping her own.

Then, just as the sensations arrived, they shifted, her mind flooding with images of teeth and claws. Her ears rang with the agonized roar of a soul being ripped in two.

Breaking from the spin, she stumbled and fell to the ground. Her heart pounded in her chest. She heard the children calling out to her as if from a great distance. Their cries were confused, fearful. She needed to reassure them, to get to her feet and finish the performance. She lifted her head and met Little Uncle’s gaze in the crowd. A week ago, he’d had difficulty sitting upright; now he stood beside Hwi, his curly hair pulled back from his face in a loose topknot. His brow was furrowed, but he gave her a short, swift nod. Go on, Ren, his expression seemed to convey. It’ll be all right—you only need finish what you started.

She rose to her feet. Then, with a flying leap, she flipped twice in the air before landing, breathless. Bending forward, she bowed to the audience. Immediately she was inundated with children, pouring over her like a school of minnows. She dropped to her knees, gathering as many of them as she could into her arms.

“Ren, you’ll come back to visit, won’t you?” Hwi’s gap-toothed brother asked, his eyes bright with tears.

The headman’s granddaughter tugged at Ren’s sleeve. “You’re not leaving forever, are you?”

“Please don’t go,” Hwi’s little cousin cried, her cheeks red from the cold. “Who will play with us when you’re gone?”

“You’ll have Hwi,” Ren consoled them. “And Little Uncle, of course.”

As it had all week, her heart pinched at the thought of leaving them—especially Little Uncle. But she couldn’t take him with her. Little Uncle was still recovering from the illness that had almost claimed his life. The same illness that had driven Auntie on a journey in search of a cure, from which she hadn’t yet returned.

A few of the children had quivering lips, but they nodded bravely. “We’ll miss you!”

“I’ll miss you more!” Ren promised.

“Cheer up, Ren,” Hwi’s brother said solemnly, his expression serious for someone so young. “Everything will be all right.”

Tears pricked the corners of her eyes, and she grabbed him in a fierce hug. “Thank you.”

One by one, the children jumped to their feet. As Ren joined them, picking up her paper fan, she saw Commander Su approach from where he’d been speaking with the village headman, likely discussing tomorrow’s early departure.

She’d only known the commander briefly before he’d pledged his support of her, yet in the past week she’d come to rely on the seasoned warrior, who despite his rough-hewn appearance harbored a soft heart.

As the commander lifted himself from a bow, Ren felt a rush of gratitude. Though likely burdened with an increasing number of responsibilities following the arrest of General Iljin, he’d accompanied her to the valley and had waited with patience and kindness until she was ready to leave. In their short time together, she’d learned that the commander had served the general for years, believing him when he said Ren’s mother had jumped from the edge of the Floating World. In truth, the general had pushed her.

She’d also been surprised to learn that he’d acted as a mentor to the general’s only son, Jaeil, who had remained on the Floating World under guard until the outcome of his father’s trial, which Commander Su reassured her would take place soon after Ren’s return.

She was certain of her feelings about General Iljin—he was hateful, a traitor and a criminal. But Jaeil . . .

She still didn’t know what to think of the captain. When they’d been children, he’d been her friend. And though perhaps misguided in his methods, he had tried to help her once it was discovered she might be alive, going behind his father’s back to do so.

Commander Su shifted his gaze west, to where the Haebaek Mountains loomed in the distance. “There’s a storm gathering over the mountains,” he said. Though it was evening, gray clouds hovered around the highest peaks. “If we leave before sunrise, we should be able to circumvent the worst of it.”

Ren’s smile was rueful. A month ago, she’d have been terrified of the prospect of boarding an airship that would take her into the sky, her fear of heights seemingly insurmountable. Now she felt only a slight shiver of anticipation.

“Whatever awaits us back on the Floating World,” the commander said, “you’ll have my full support.”

“Thank you, Commander,” she said.

A burst of laughter across the circle drew his attention. “Forgive me,” he said. “You should be celebrating with your friends.”

Ren shook her head. “It’s better that I slip away now,” she said. “I don’t think I have the heart for lengthy goodbyes.”

Commander Su bowed again before taking his leave. Ren stole one more glance around the circle, then ducked into an alley. She came out on the river path that ran beside the village. It was peaceful compared to the lively activity around the village center.

Across the river, the long grass rippled like waves in the ocean. A lone thrush called out to its mate, the clear, flutelike sound melancholy in the twilight.

Halfway up the path, her attention was caught by a dozen golden lanterns drifting toward her on the water. They’d come from the villages upriver. Messages of remembrance were written carefully in brushstrokes on the papered sides.

As she gazed at the lanterns, her eyes filled with tears. She also had loved ones who’d recently departed—her childhood nursemaid, Doona, and Big Uncle. She knew she shouldn’t blame herself for their deaths; the demon that had attacked Gorye Village and the assassins sent to Bright Moon Temple were born of the evil decisions of others. But that didn’t lessen her pain.

She didn’t know for how long she stood by the water’s edge, only that after a while the lanterns had disappeared; instead, fireflies appeared over the river. Her breath caught in surprise. It was winter, much too cold for fireflies, and yet she saw that they covered the area around the riverbank as well as the field beyond, winking in and out like tiny stars. She wiped the tears from her eyes and, with the fireflies for company, walked the long way home.

The wind chimes dangling from the eaves jingled as she pressed open the door to the cottage. For a moment, she stood upon the threshold, taking in the familiar sights. The hearth with the ashes raked neatly to the side. The low wooden table where her family had taken their meals together every morning and evening.

She’d packed a few belongings earlier that morning, so it was only a matter of fetching her pack from the room she shared with Little Uncle. Then she moved across the space to the only other room in the cottage, the one that belonged to Auntie and Big Uncle. Since returning, she hadn’t stepped inside, wishing to respect Auntie’s privacy.

Sliding open the door, she registered first the clutter. Most of the items from the traveling cart had been brought inside and pushed against the wall—the large chest where they kept their costumes, as well as Little Uncle’s woodworking tools and Big Uncle’s great barrel drum. She spotted what she was looking for perched atop a low cabinet—a small garment box.

The key was already inserted into the fish-shaped lock; she only had to wiggle it around before there was a click and the pieces fell apart. Slowly, she opened the lid.

The robe was as she remembered it, crimson in color, a red so dazzling it hurt to gaze upon. As she took it into her arms, she braced for a rush of images, but she remained steadfastly in the present. No awful memories of the night ten years ago arose to torment her.

She heard the door to the cottage open, only for Little Uncle to appear a few seconds later.

“I thought I saw you sneaking off,” he groused. “You could have warned me.” He held a brace of onions wrapped in twine in one hand and a satchel across his shoulder. “The matchmaker cornered me with a list, a list—” He broke off. “What’s that?”

“A robe,” Ren said, holding it up for him to see. “It belonged to my mother. She was wearing it the night she . . .” She’d rarely spoken of her past—Auntie had forbidden it, for her safety and theirs—but after Little Uncle had woken from his illness, she’d told him everything. Not just what had happened while he’d been asleep but also all that Ren had witnessed that night.

Little Uncle crouched in front of her, squinting as he examined the robe. “Then how did my sister get it?”

“I don’t know . . .” Her mother had been wearing it when she fell. Later that night, Auntie had discovered Ren hiding in the hollow of a tree. Together they’d fled the Floating World. Had Auntie gone back to retrieve the robe? But when, and why?

“If only I could ask her,” Ren said, gripping the fabric tightly between her fingers. She had hoped that Auntie might return within the week, but she was out of time. Sighing heavily, she released her fingers before placing the robe back into the chest, closing the lid and reattaching the lock.

“If you wanted to leave a message for my sister, I can help with that.” Little Uncle removed the bag he’d been carrying from his shoulder, dropping it into her lap. She lifted the flap to find an inkwell, scroll, and brush tucked inside.

“The matchmaker cornered me by the ink trader’s stall, if you must know,” he grumbled.

Ren dropped the satchel to grab him in a hug. “Thank you! Was she very persistent, the matchmaker? I won’t part with you for just anyone.”

“That’s a lie,” he said loudly. “You’re parting with me tomorrow.” He’d been sulking ever since she’d told him two nights before that she was going on alone.

She studied his downturned face, memorizing his features, his slender eyes and rosy cheeks. She would safeguard this memory of him, for when she might need it most.

She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. As she opened them, she pasted a smile on her face. “Should I not go back, then?” she asked, wrapping her arms around him tighter than before. “We could travel together in our own troupe, just the two of us. What do you think?”

“You don’t mean that,” he said, pushing her away gently and rising to his feet. “Write your letter. I’ll see you off in the morning.”

She waited until he’d left the room before she let her smile fall. It had been difficult the past week to pretend like she was fine. She didn’t want him to know how fearful she truly was.

Reaching for the satchel, she removed the writing instruments, unraveling the scroll and laying it flat with the inkwell. She picked up the brush and dipped the tip into the ink. She’d made a fuss about asking Auntie about the robe, but as she placed the brush to the paper, it wasn’t a question she had for her.

I went on a long journey, and I came home. But it’s not over, she wrote, careful to keep her characters legible despite her shaking hand. Ten years ago, you saved me. I’ve felt safe here, and happy. But in those years the Sareniyans have waged a war that has caused unimaginable suffering.

A war in her name, even if it wasn’t the name she’d claimed for herself.

I can’t run away and hide any longer. There’s a darkness in the world.

She thought of the demon that attacked Gorye Village, leaving Little Uncle gravely wounded. After he’d developed an illness that had turned his blood blue, she’d gone to the Floating World to find a cure for him, a journey that had taken her deep within the mithril mines.

When Ren closed her eyes, she could picture that strange laboratory, the site of horrible experimentation where humans were transformed into monsters, and the scientist she’d met there. He’d taken a vial of her blood in exchange for a supposed antidote—for what purpose, she didn’t know.

And then there was the other darkness . . . the cruelty and corruption on the Floating World itself.

Ren’s gaze traveled to the chest in the corner. In her mind’s eye, she could see her mother standing at the edge of the cliff, but it wasn’t the crimson robe that seized her attention. It was her mother’s expression, as if all the light had left her eyes.

I’m afraid that going back might change me.

In the valley, she was Ren. A troupe performer. Auntie, Big Uncle, and Little Uncle’s niece. On the Floating World, she’d be someone else entirely.

Princess. Queen. Celestial Maiden.

Those were the roles her mother had held, as had the women before her, all the way back to the original celestial maiden herself.

What does a legacy, a heritage, like that do to a person?

In going back to the Floating World, she was afraid of so many things. But what she was afraid of most was losing herself.

There was enough space on the paper to write a few last lines. If she was writing to Little Uncle, she would have written words of affection, but this was Auntie.

I’m sorry for leaving the first time without telling you, and I’m sorry for leaving now without waiting for you to come home. I’ll try to remember everything you taught me.

Her brush hesitated over the paper. There was a sentiment she’d never expressed to Auntie before, but she was too cowardly to write the words, even now.

Thank you, she finished instead. For everything. Your niece, Ren.

REN WOKE THE next morning before sunrise. On the pallet beside hers, Little Uncle slept sprawled out with one leg thrown over a pillow. Lifting the blanket to his chin, she pressed her lips to his cheek. Then, grabbing her satchel, she fled the cottage.

He’d be upset that she left without saying goodbye, but she was afraid that if she did, she might never muster the courage to leave.

The Sareniyan aircraft were moored to the western pasture, each with dozens of ropes. As Ren walked over the rise, she lifted her gaze to the massive airships, hovering several feet above the ground. Their levitation capabilities came from the mithril embedded in chambers at their cores, and each was equipped with extendable rotors and sails to harness the wind. Squinting, she could make out a hazy blue glow surrounding all three of the ships. A cool breeze swept back the loose strands of her hair, and she wrapped her arms around herself.

She spotted Yurhee beside the loading dock of the nearest airship, where soldiers were directing wagons of goods up a long, flat ramp into the hold. She waved to the older girl, who jogged over.

Yurhee was dressed in tight-fitting breeches and a loose shirt, with a pair of goggles strapped to her forehead. As she approached, Ren was reminded of the first time she’d met the rebel, who was three years older than her. She’d thought Yurhee was beautiful; Ren could admit now that she’d been quite jealous of her at the time.

“Where’s Tag?” Ren asked, hoping the brisk air would explain away her flushed cheeks.

Yurhee made a vague gesture behind her. “He’s saying his goodbyes.”

“Oh, I didn’t know he’d made any friends in the village.” Ren swept the field for Yurhee’s silver-haired companion and found him standing by two sheep.

“We put the Sparrow in the hold, hope that’s okay,” Yurhee said, nodding at the Blue Tortoise, Commander Su’s massive airship. After discovering that Sareniyans named their warships, Yurhee had decided that their aircraft—hers and Tag’s—should have a name. “We’ll travel with you as far as the Floating World, and then we’ll go our separate ways. We’d have come with you—I, for one, would love to see a palace—but we’ve been away from Wolryudang long enough as it is.”

Ren swallowed down a lump of disappointment. After much thought, she’d decided to return to the Floating World first before searching for Sunho. She didn’t know where he was, or even how to go about looking for him. Yurhee and Tag had agreed to accompany her, but she couldn’t keep them from their home and Wolryudang’s proprietor, Grandma Jin, any longer. Still, she hadn’t thought she’d have to part with them so soon.

“I’m glad,” Ren said, “that for at least the first part, I won’t be going back alone.”

“Who says you’re going back alone at all?”

Ren whirled around to see Little Uncle standing behind her. A conical straw hat sat crookedly atop his head, and he had a satchel thrown across his shoulder.

Ren gaped. “What are you—?

He lifted the brim of his hat to grin at her. “You didn’t think I’d let you leave without me again, did you?”

“But you—you’re ill!”

“I’m much better now, thanks to you!” As if to prove his words, he cartwheeled across the grass with one hand, holding on to his hat with the other.

Yurhee hollered and Ren laughed shakily. She knew she should refuse him, should insist he turn back, but she felt almost dizzy with relief.

“It’ll be dangerous,” she warned.

“I know,” he said confidently.

“There will be demons.”

“I know,” he said, more soberly. He took a breath, then lifted his chin. “You’re my niece. It’s my responsibility to watch over you.”

“You’re only a year older than me!”

“Exactly. That’s a whole year’s worth of life experience.”

There were probably a dozen reasons why Little Uncle shouldn’t journey with her to the Floating World, but at this point, none of them mattered—she wanted him to go with her.

She must have still appeared unsure, though, because his smile gentled. “What will Auntie say if she comes back to discover that I let you go off alone?” He shuddered. “Honestly, I don’t know what’s more frightening—demons or my sister!”

A HALF HOUR later, all three of the airships that had accompanied Ren to the valley were ready for departure. Before Ren boarded the flagship, the Blue Tortoise, she and Little Uncle bid farewell to Hwi. It was a difficult thing to manage—her friend had two little cousins clinging to each leg and a small ewe nestled by her feet.

“I’ll look out for Auntie and tell her where you’ve gone,” Hwi promised.

“Thank you,” Ren said, taking her friend’s hand and squeezing. “I’ll miss you!”

As Ren and Little Uncle made their way up the ramp to the deck, Hwi waved vigorously, shouting, “Take care of each other!”

Ren caught the railing when the ropes anchoring the ships were cut, falling away as the airship began to lift into the sky.

Sunlight drew her gaze east to where the sun rose, spreading its golden rays over the valley. As she stared at her home for the past ten years, her heart swelled. These were the sights she would cherish most: the sheep roving over the fields like fluffy white clouds; the shining river that wound through the valley like the back of a silver dragon; and the villagers below, so distant now they appeared like small specks, indistinguishable from the flowers or the trees.

Then there was a whoosh as, above her, the sails caught wind, and the airship soared away toward the Floating World.




CHAPTER 2

REN

East of the Haebaek Mountains
The Blue Tortoise, Sareniyan Imperial Barge

COMMANDER SU REQUESTED Ren’s presence on the bridge shortly after leaving the valley, and so she and Little Uncle left the main cabin where Ren’s room was located to navigate the narrow halls. She was relieved that Little Uncle appeared to enjoy flying, effortlessly keeping his balance as the airship rose and fell, the sails and rotors working in tandem to move them speedily through the air. Pressing his face to a porthole, he pointed out a flock of birds flying beneath them.

As they walked, crew members stopped to bow to Ren, addressing her as “Princess” or “Your Highness.” After the third occurrence, Little Uncle grinned. “That’ll take some getting used to.”

Ren sighed, then perked up. “Actually, I was thinking I shouldn’t address you as ‘Little Uncle’ anymore, at least in front of others.” “Little Uncle” was a name her family called him, as did the people of the valley. It was a term of endearment. But on the Floating World, he would act in a more official adviser role. “I want the Sareniyans to address you by name,” she explained, “and with respect, and so I thought I should lead by example.”

Little Uncle placed his hands behind his head, relaxing. “Well, try it out.”

Ren pursed her lips. “Wook,” she said, then wrinkled her nose.

“I guess both of us will need to get used to some things.”

She grabbed his arm, pressing close to him. “I’m glad you’re coming with me.”

“Don’t think I’m coming just for you,” he teased with a wink. “The matchmaker’s list was far too short. I wanted to expand my pool of candidates.”

“I see . . .” Ren rested her head on his shoulder. “Anyone in particular catch your eye?”

He shook his head, heaving a dramatic sigh. “Too many soldiers. You know I don’t want someone with a violent nature; I much prefer sweet-tempered men, like myself.”

“You just prefer yourself.”

He laughed, the joyous sound following them onto the bridge, where Commander Su bowed at their entrance, a warm smile softening his stern features. “Ah, what a pleasant sound. One doesn’t often hear laughter on a battleship.”

Ren released Little Uncle, and he stepped forward to bow. “I hope it’s not an issue that I invited myself aboard.”

The commander was already shaking his head. “Your presence here is more than welcome.”

Shifting his attention to Ren, his expression turned grave. “I just received an urgent missive.” It was then that Ren noticed a courier standing by the wall; her hair was damp, and flight goggles dangled from around her neck. “Volmaran battleships have been sighted near the Cheongdeok Mountains,” Commander Su said, referencing the natural barrier that separated Volmar from the Occupied Territories under Sareniya’s rule. “Once we reach the capital, it is paramount that I resupply the airships and leave to challenge them immediately.”

Ren knew little about the war, only that it had started after her mother’s death. General Iljin, backed by the Floating Council— Sareniya’s governing body of nobles—had begun forcibly annexing the kingdoms that surrounded the Floating World. Once known as the One Hundred Kingdoms, they were now Sareniya’s Occupied Territories. Though it wasn’t until the general turned his eye to the great empire of Volmar to the north that the aggression escalated into a full-out war.

“Please accept my apologies, Princess,” the commander said. “I had promised you my support when we returned to the Floating World, especially with regards to the council.”

Ren grimaced. She had an inkling that Sareniya’s nobles wouldn’t take kindly to the opinions of an inexperienced young woman from a backwater village, even if she was their ruler by birthright.

“Though it reassures me,” the commander continued, “that you’ll have a companion you can rely on to give you sound counsel.” He nodded to Little Uncle, who puffed out his chest.

Ren hid her disappointment with a faint smile. “I understand, Commander,” she said. “Please stay safe, and hurry back as soon as you can. I have a feeling I’ll need all the help I can get.”

LATER THAT NIGHT, Ren and Little Uncle shared a meal with the commander in his quarters. Afterward, while Wook settled into his accommodations in the cabin beside hers, Ren ventured above deck. The air was thick with moisture, cool and brisk. Breathing in deeply, she picked up a heavy scent, a sign that a storm approached.

A few crew members were on the deck, adjusting the rigs for the sails. They bowed when she neared, but otherwise gave her a wide berth. Perhaps they believed she sought privacy, though it was more likely they avoided her for another reason. To the crew, she was a Sareniyan princess—not an equal, but above them. She wondered if this treatment was an indication of how it would be on the Floating World. If she would be held apart from the rest, like a star that was too far to reach.

The thought conjured memories of her mother—not as she was that last night at the edge of the cliff, but in other moments. In every single one of her memories, her mother was alone.

With a sigh, Ren moved to the railing, peering past it to see the other two airships trailing behind, one a little below to the left, the other on the starboard side.

In the distance, the Haebaek Mountains loomed closer than before. A storm had gathered around the highest peak, which was encased entirely in a colossal black cloud. The commander had assured her that as long as they stayed their course, they should bypass it. A spray of cool droplets misted Ren’s face and she shivered.

Turning from the railing, she spotted a familiar figure standing farther down the deck, his hair bright against the night. She’d never spoken more than a few words to Tag, who was a talented mechanic, though they were both seventeen. Still, she found herself walking toward him.

He glanced up at her approach, nodding to her briefly before returning his gaze to the sky. Neither spoke for several minutes. Normally she felt an urgency to fill silences with chatter, but she didn’t feel such a compulsion with Tag.

Maybe it was because he reminded her of Sunho. The two boys weren’t physically alike—Sunho was taller and dark-haired whereas Tag had hair the color of starlight—but they both were quiet by nature and had a calming presence about them.

Though, with Sunho, it wasn’t always calmness she felt.

A longing came over her so acute she winced from the pain. She curled her hands around the railing, letting the cold seep through her skin.

She knew it wasn’t just the reminder of Sunho that drew her to Tag. It was that Tag knew him. He was perhaps the only friend Sunho had, besides her and Yurhee.

He was one of few people who might understand how she felt.

“Do you think he’s out there?” she asked. Instinctively, she knew she didn’t have to explain whom she meant. “When I think about how much pain he must be in . . .” Her breath caught in her chest; she felt an ache at the back of her throat. “Not just physical pain, but the guilt he must be feeling, knowing what happened to his brother, that he—”

She broke off. She’d already told Yurhee and Tag what had occurred in the meadow, the last place she’d seen Sunho. Her magic had unlocked a memory, one that he’d buried deep within himself— the truth about his brother. That he wasn’t missing; Sunho had killed him.

“I’m afraid,” Ren said, “of what the guilt must be doing to him.” To his heart, his soul.

She couldn’t make sense of what had happened next, only that after learning the truth, Sunho had transformed. The boy she’d traveled with to the Floating World, who had begun the journey a stranger to her but by the end had become someone she cared about deeply, had turned into a monster with claws and fangs and wings.

She closed her eyes tightly. It didn’t matter. He was still Sunho. He was still her friend.

“What if I can’t find him?” she whispered. “What if I never see him again?” Her chest tightened and tears pricked the corners of her eyes. She hastily brushed them away. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to burden you with this.”

Tag shifted beside her. He withdrew a white handkerchief embroidered with small periwinkle flowers from his coat and held it out to her.

“Thank you,” she said, taking it and wiping at her eyes, then blowing her nose into the cloth. When she moved to give it back, Tag shook his head.

“Keep it.” His voice was soft, slightly muffled by the collar of his coat.

Ren gripped the handkerchief in her hand.

“Sunho climbed a world to reach you,” Tag said, and Ren looked up to see he’d lifted his face. He met her gaze. “I don’t think anything could stop him from coming back to you.”

A flush crept up Ren’s neck. Tag looked away, and she noted with amusement that his ears had turned red.

After a brief silence, she cleared her throat. “Yurhee told me of your plans, that you’ll return to Wolryudang.”

Tag nodded. “Both of us have things we need to take care of,” he said. “And . . . I want to check on Haru.” Sunho’s young neighbor, whom Sunho and Tag had saved from a fighting ring. Grandma Jin was watching the boy until Yurhee could return and locate his mother.

“Sunho would be relieved to know you’re looking after him,” Ren said, smiling warmly at Tag, who ducked his face back into his collar.

They stood a while longer at the railing. It had grown darker since she’d come outside. She shivered. The darkness appeared unending, abyss-like. Up and down the deck, crew members lit torches, their flames flickering sharply in the wind.

She winced as a strong gust of wind swept over her, whipping her hair back.

“Sareniya . . .”

“Did you hear that?” she said. It had sounded like a woman’s voice. Ren turned toward the bow of the ship, where the voice had come from.

Tag frowned. “I didn’t hear anything.”

The sails fluttered wildly. It must have been the wind. They were approaching the storm now. In the next few minutes, they’d pass right beside the black cloud. A shudder swept through her body.

“Are you all right?” Tag asked, his brow furrowed in concern.

“I’m fine.” He looked doubtful, so she smiled to reassure him. “I’m just cold.”

“You should head inside.”

“I will,” she said. “Soon. I just want to think through a few things first. You go on ahead.”

Tag appeared hesitant, but then he nodded.

She felt more than heard him leave; the wind felt sharper with his absence.

She wondered if she should have asked him and Yurhee for help once more in searching for Sunho, as she had before. The Sparrow was in the hold; they could leave tonight.

“Sareniya . . .”

She whirled around. She hadn’t mistaken the voice.

Ren raced toward the front of the ship. The wind picked up, blasting in and around her on all sides, strong enough to send her skidding backward. She heard the warning shouts of crew members, but she ignored them, forging ahead, raising her arm to shield her face.

The rain grew fiercer, battering the deck. Her hair came loose, lashing her cheeks. She was almost there, a few more steps. She dropped her arm.

A woman stood at the prow of the ship, her back to Ren, wearing a diaphanous black robe that tumbled from her shoulders onto the deck like spilled ink.

Not a hair on the woman’s head moved. Her robe was still, without even a fluttering of the sleeve.

Raindrops struck Ren’s skin like shards of ice.

“Sareniya.”

She went still. It had been ten years, but she would never forget the sound of her mother’s voice.

Ren stumbled toward the robed figure, reaching out her hand.

A boom shattered the night. She staggered and fell as the airship rocked to the side.

When she looked up, the figure no longer stood at the prow.

She leaped to her feet and raced to the railing, banging her knee against its side. She hardly felt the pain, searching the sky for a glimpse of the figure.

Instead, she saw a light in the darkness. She frowned as she spotted another, then another, hundreds of them, flickering like candles.

The ship jolted again. Ren pitched back from the railing, falling to the deck, as a loud cracking sound came from the starboard side. The sound was unmistakable: Something had rammed into them.

She looked upward to see the black cloud. It towered above her, lit up from within by the same lights as below.

Her stomach dropped as she recognized what they were. Torches, blazing all along the deck of a Volmaran battleship.

They were under attack.


OEBPS/images/pub.png
HODDERSCAPE





OEBPS/images/f00vi-01.png
The Wall
North Exn

Y

szory“(\

o]

The Wall
South Exit








OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
DEMON

) AND THE

IGHT

/ /
-
New York Times bestselling author
>
"
Sl
, O T\
Y “‘”"T "\ N LV (" I
= . <
\/ } \»\ ) f.» - 4,\\%,\ . Llpﬂ- = =
nluun“ A "“ \ 8 ‘ :
\:\ Ders, N é\\\\‘\‘\‘e\'\\\\ L ! .‘ p
4 = ﬂ/ﬂu’l’l’l‘l’l’l’l% 2 _ fEe——cvvw
umw ey £ 7 — =,

=R )







