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For our grandparents, whose love story inspired this one; 
who gave everything to make our lives possible



AUTHORS’ NOTE
Our late grandfather Changkiu “Keith” Riew filled our childhood with boundless laughter and the sharpest of wits—and with countless colorful anecdotes about our family and ancestors. Above all, his favorite to tell was the story of how he met our grandmother Hyunsoo.
Before he passed away in April 2020, our grandfather often expressed hope that we would one day share his story:
From:
██████████
Date: November 8, 2016 at 9:14:30 AM CST
To:
██████████
Cc:
██████████
Subject: Our Love story
Julia
interruptions prevent me to continue. Now I have a bad headache. I like to take a nap.
My English is so terrible. I forgot so many English words to express my feeling.
I will continue to write about what happen to me and grandma in the begging of the Korean War and how I found grandma again in 1950-1951 and ended up in wedding in 1951. etc.
Could you make up of fictional story? based on my description up to the point here?
Grandpa
OUR LOVE STORY
This story is about our – Hyunsoo (김현수) and Changkiu (류창규) – love story that spans 1936-2016. When we naturalized into USA
It’s a great tale, one of a boy and girl from opposite worlds who overcame immense hardship to build a life together. Our grandfather was extremely poor; our grandmother came from wealth. Their chosen love, in a time of arranged marriages, was forbidden: a secret romance! Later, Changkiu would join an underground revolutionary student movement against the Japanese occupation of Korea. During the Korean War, they were separated—seemingly lost to each other forever—but remarkably were able to find each other once again.
The following story is inspired by many experiences from our grandparents’ lives during the Japanese colonial occupation of Korea. At the beginning of each part, we’ve chosen quotations that are taken directly from written accounts by both of our grandparents. While several elements of The Last Tiger are thus inspired by true events, we’ve obviously taken liberties with many of the details for the sake of storytelling. For example, while Korean tigers truly were hunted down and killed by the Japanese colonial government, magical ki powers did not really exist in Korea or Japan in the 1940s. In another important example, our grandmother’s family were not actually collaborators with the Japanese Empire; rather, they actively fought for Korean freedom and independence.
Finally, although this story is a work of fiction, the pain and fear, the long-held dreams, and, above all, the ability of the Korean people to survive throughout this period of history are all very much real.


















PART I
정 (JEONG)



The colonial rule of Japanese on Korean people was ruthless and devastating. We were harassed by any means by the Japanese policy of aggression. Our pastors and leaders were jailed without any reason, their secret police present all our services and if one slipped tongue talked about any talk against Japanese policy he disappeared from our society.
One note, I should mention here is that our love fare was top secret and is not opened to anyone even our parent!! We pretended no love relation at all the time at church or anywhere when we are together in public. We enjoyed secret meeting in the park or old palace yard but fearing someone may see us…
—Grandpa Changkiu “Keith” Riew
(May 25, 1928–April 9, 2020)



I was struck with the stark reality…I was spoiled by growing up in wealth and plenty…plenty and plethora of food, as much as we ever wanted.
I knew that [Changkiu]’s family was always short on funds…Though not major, I wanted to help in any way I could. I knew that the route of the streetcar [Changkiu] took was visible from my house higher up on a hill…so I would leave the light on in the window for him to look up and take some comfort. In the winter, we would close the shutters over that window to keep the cold out, but I would leave them open late into the night until the time that he would already have passed by.
—Grandma Hyunsoo “Kim” Riew
(b. September 18, 1929)





— 1 —
SEUNG
The sky over the mountains today is too clear, too blue, for the Slaying Ceremony. It almost isn’t fair.
The crisp fall air burns in my lungs as I step out of the house, blinking, my eyes slowly adjusting to the light. I massage my brow with one hand, trying to ease the stress lines there. I don’t want to go down to the town square today. Of course I don’t. But it’s not like I have a choice.
“Wait for me, Seung! Wait!”
My kid brother, Hoyoung, crouches by the door, struggling to fit his feet into his shoes—they’re way too tight for him; he needed new ones long ago. Over his shoulder, he carries a huge empty burlap sack that falls across his back like a cape.
“What is this?” I chuckle, lifting the long bag with two fingers. “We don’t need all this, Hoyoung. We’re just buying some rice.”
“What if we get a lot of rice?” Hoyoung says hopefully.
“I don’t think that’s going to happen,” I say warily.
Not with the war and current food prices.
Whatever we manage to pick up today, we’ll likely have to stretch it to last the month.
Still, Hoyoung seems happy to be carrying the comically large bag, so I let him keep it. I slide the front door closed behind us, shutting it on the faint smell of tonight’s dinner, which Mom is preparing inside: a watery broth made from boiling turnips. You could call it World War Stew—this is all we’ve eaten for months.
“Isn’t Mom coming?” Hoyoung turns back to look inside.
“She’s waiting for Dad to come back from the mines. They’ll come later.” I pull him by the shoulder. “Hey, Hoyoung. Look at me, okay? I need to tell you something. This is important.”
My little brother turns to me with these huge, innocent eyes that practically knock my heart out. His too-long bangs fall over his face. A lump forms in my throat as I brush them away.
This kid is too young to attend the Slaying. That’s a fact.
But if I don’t take him with me today, we’ll never hear the end of it from the police.
“No matter what happens tonight, don’t let go of my hand,” I tell him. “Don’t wander off, don’t let go of me, no matter what happens. And when I tell you, make sure to close your eyes. I’m gonna protect you, okay?”
Hoyoung swallows hard, nodding fiercely.
“Okay, buddy. Let’s go.”
We turn away from the house, stepping onto the stone path that leads down to the village center. Already, the sun is growing bloody orange as it descends toward the horizon. In a few hours it will dip out of sight behind the thick mountains surrounding the town of Kidoh, dropping a thin, purple twilight over the valley.
Out here, the air is clear and bright, scented with pine and mountain ash. I shake my head, trying to dispel the foreboding that has been itching at me all morning.
“Let’s goooooo!” Hoyoung cries, running headlong down the path, his feet clapping over the stones. Obviously, he still doesn’t really understand what’s about to happen. I grimace and hurry after him.
We definitely don’t want to arrive late. I lead us along the shortcut off the main path, down the side trail that cuts beside the river. Fat, lazy mosquitos drift in the air here; by the river’s edge, tall, brilliant green reeds stick their heads up out of the shallows. The long ribbon of the river itself gleams in the fading sunlight.
As we walk along, we pass a group of academy grads practicing ki by the riverside, their bare chests glistening with sweat. They’ve lined up a series of enormous boulders, each taller than a man’s waist, and are taking turns heaving the giant rocks into the air, tossing them along to one another. The guy at the end of the line catches a boulder with a grunt and sets it down on the ground. He slams his fist onto the rock. The boulder cracks in two and splits at his feet.
“Whoa.” Hoyoung’s head turns on a pivot, his jaw falling open.
Rich kids, I grumble to myself.
Thanks to years of expensive after-school tutoring—a luxury our family couldn’t possibly afford—those guys passed the Exam when they were about my age and were admitted to Adachi Training Academy at the heart of the empire. There, they were trained in the art of ki. Those ki powers have made them strong enough to crush boulders with their bare hands.
Not to mention that, as graduates of Adachi, they’ll have guaranteed access for life to whatever career path they could possibly desire.
Hoyoung and I—well, we’ll never have that kind of life.
While those guys are out making their dreams, I spend my weeks sweeping floors for the Chois, the richest yangban family in the colonies.
I avert my gaze and quicken my steps, struggling unsuccessfully to smother the jealousy in my chest.
“This way.” I nod to Hoyoung, now straggling behind me, still staring at the guys with their boulder-crushing exercise. Then we turn the corner, leaving them behind and entering the village proper.
Soon we’re deep in the marketplace. Long rows of tables here, laid out with food and wares, line the road. Behind them, old ajummas and ajusshis with missing teeth call out to the bustling crowd of customers.
“Fresh bean-curd paste! Southern-style kimchi! Finest in the Tiger Colonies!”
“Miso and matcha powder! Imported straight from the Dragon Empire! Supplies are limited; get yours now!”
“Ooh,” Hoyoung says, licking his lips. I pull him by the sleeve.
“Not now, Hoyoung. Those are luxuries. We need to save our money for rice, okay?”
“Rice,” says Hoyoung absentmindedly.
And I recognize the hunger in my brother’s eyes, suddenly aware of that same pang in my own stomach.
I lead my little brother down to the stand where rice merchants are ladling the precious grains into the bags of anxious customers. We stop next to an open table, preparing for the worst. Prices have been skyrocketing for basic foods this year. Ever since Governor-General Isao issued his edict on the wartime rationing of grains, people across the Tiger Colonies have been going hungry.
“Long live the Dragon Emperor.” Tenno Heika Banzai. I nod to the merchant as I give the obligatory greeting—switching into Dragon tongue, as is required by law.
“Long live the emperor,” the merchant responds automatically. Over his shoulder, a Dragon policeman watches the street impassively, his face a blank mask.
Ever since the Tiger Kingdom was defeated and annexed by the Dragon Empire—more than forty years ago—the Dragon language has been mandatory for use in public settings. Under Governor-General Isao’s “cultural assimilation” policy, the use of our native Tiger tongue has been forbidden altogether. It’s a difficult rule to enforce in private settings, but I wouldn’t dare use Tiger language here in the marketplace, under the watchful eye of the Dragon police.
I hand over the coins. The merchant nods, counting them, and motions gruffly for Hoyoung to hold open his burlap sack. The merchant lifts a spoonful of the coarse, grainy rice—the good stuff, refined white rice, is well out of our budget—and pours in a small handful.
And stops.
“No way.” My jaw drops. “That’s barely a couple of days’ worth—”
“Sorry, kid.” The merchant shrugs indifferently. “The drought this year is even worse than last year’s, if you can believe it…There are dust storms in the fields. Add to that the wartime ration, and you’re lucky I have anything at all for you today.”
Beside me, customers are arguing bitterly with the other merchants. I stare down into the enormous burlap sack, at the measly handful of rice grains spread out there at the bottom. We just handed that merchant a month’s worth of Dad’s salary.
“Seung,” says Hoyoung, tugging on my arm.
“Not now, Hoyoung,” I mutter emptily.
“Seung,” Hoyoung says louder.
And then I look up, and I see—
Merchants and customers alike, lowering their heads, sweeping their coins into pouches and tucking them away, out of sight—
I hear the pounding of boots marching in unison—
And the whistles of the policemen.
Finally, I see them: the Dragon Army.
A dozen or more soldiers marching in rows down the main street, their faces shadowed beneath dark helmets.
Between the two rows of men, a military truck is pulling something behind it on a flat wooden bed. I can’t make out what it is, exactly; it looks like some kind of large box with a dark green cloth draped over it.
The policemen lining the street whistle several times and begin to move forward, pushing roughly, guiding the customers toward one end of the street. A commotion rises up as the crowd gradually begins to turn, a ripple of fear and uncertainty filling the air.
I grab Hoyoung’s hand tight, the sack of rice clenched hard in my other fist, as the crowd begins to push us along.
“What’s going on?” I ask a man next to us. He grimaces and shakes his head.
“I think it’s starting soon.”
“The Slaying Ceremony?”
“I’d guess so. Look—they’re corralling us toward the town square.”
The Dragon police step forward, white-gloved hands held out, pushing us in one direction down the street. We don’t have any choice now but to follow along. Hoyoung holds tight to my arm as I tie up the burlap sack and stuff it deep into my pocket, as far as it will go.
There’s a large audience gathered already by the time we file in. The town “square” is just a faded plot of dirt in the center of Kidoh, but whenever a crowd assembles here, it takes on an official air of importance. An anxious buzz of conversation fills the space.
I strain on tiptoes to see over the heads of the people in front of me. Hoyoung huddles against me.
“Stay close to me, no matter what happens,” I whisper to him. “And remember to close your eyes when I tell you to, okay?”
Something in the urgency of my voice and the mood of the crowd impresses itself on Hoyoung now. The kid nods soberly and falls quiet, his hand tugging automatically at my sleeve.
The Dragon Army marches into the square, forming a circle around the truck with the mysterious covered box. The truck slows, and the soldiers separate the wooden platform from the truck, then wheel the box into the center of the square. A low growl emanates from inside the box.
One of the soldiers tears the green tarp away.
The crowd gasps.
It wasn’t a box—it’s a huge cage. In the middle sits an enormous, bristling animal.
A tiger.
A majestic coat of deep-orange-and-black fur ripples in waves over the tiger’s body. Its haunches and shoulders are taut and muscular; it looks powerful enough to rip a man easily to shreds. Each of its legs is chained to the floor of the cage. The tiger shakes itself uncomfortably, attempting to turn its head, but it’s held fast by a heavy steel collar.
I lean forward, mesmerized.
For decades, the Dragon Empire has been hunting tigers all over the colonies. Because they were once the national symbol of the Tiger Kingdom, the Dragon Empire has been doing everything in its power to wipe the wild tigers off the face of the earth. The symbolism isn’t lost on us. Every time they catch one in the wild, they hold a Slaying Ceremony and force the locals to watch.
Over time, as tigers grew more and more rare, the Slayings gradually became few and far between. The last time I can remember seeing a Slaying here in Kidoh, I wasn’t too much older than Hoyoung is now.
No one likes to watch a Slaying Ceremony. No Tiger person can stand to watch them. But we don’t have any choice. That’s the whole point.
The soldiers move a few levers on the cage, and the walls disconnect and fall to the ground. One of them steps forward, a long, ceremonial katana held by a scabbard at his waist. The others fall into formation behind him.
“A message from the governor-general!” the soldier with the katana declares, unfurling a scroll. “ ‘You are subjects of the benevolent Dragon Empire—may you serve your emperor with united hearts. Give thanks to the great Dragon Emperor for bringing peace and civilization to these Tiger Colonies!’ ”
Behind him, the other Dragon soldiers stand at attention. Watching them in their dazzling uniforms, I can’t help but feel yet another twisted pang of jealousy.
Each one of those Dragon soldiers has ki powers.
Ki is the reason every one of them has the strength of ten normal men. It’s ki powers that make it utterly impossible for us to fight back.
It’s ki powers that remind us we will never be their equals, not in a thousand years.
It may be a pipe dream, but if I were to admit it to myself, the only thing I’ve ever really wanted in life is to pass the Exam and go to Adachi Training Academy. Even though I don’t have a chance, because my family will never be able to afford the tutors.
But everything about my life would change if I, too, had ki—just like those soldiers.
The policemen whistle shrilly, and the last murmurs of the crowd fall silent.
“Look at this monster!” the soldier with the katana continues. “In the old, backward times before the empire, these beasts killed and ate people. But today, we have brought them to their knees. Give thanks, for the Tiger Colonies are now safe.”
Across the square, I see men and women bristling in the crowd. The anger and hostility in their faces is unmistakable.
I can’t help but shiver. The hairs rise on my neck.
Behind the officer, the tiger’s lips pull back from its teeth, revealing a series of fangs the length of a man’s hand. Its tail sweeps back and forth anxiously on the wooden platform. The creature’s eyes gleam with a strange intensity; they seem to glow almost from within. The air around it seems deathly still, as if the earth were holding its breath.
It’s beautiful, I think, strangely.
The soldier unsheathes his sword and points it straight at the tiger. He raises his blade, his face twisted in an expression of hate—
Then turns and charges straight toward the platform.
“Close your eyes, Hoyoung,” I whisper suddenly. “Now.” Beside me, my brother squeezes my hand tight.
The soldier slashes once at the chain tying the tiger’s head to the post, breaking the links. The tiger’s collar opens and falls at his feet. His second slash comes down right at the base of the tiger’s neck.
And I close my eyes, too—I can’t bear to watch. I hear a dull thud, then a series of gasps from the crowd.
When I finally open my eyes, the tiger’s body is slumped on the wooden platform. Its head has rolled forward, onto the dirt. The soldier holds his bloody katana high above his head, teeth bared in victory.
I feel dizzy.
I’m about to turn away when someone in front of me gasps, pointing.
And then I have to look twice—because I don’t quite believe my own eyes.
Right there in front of us, the tiger’s head is rolling around in the dirt—all on its own, possessed, like an egg in boiling water. Its eyes are crazed and bloodshot, its jaws snapping angrily at the air. A hushed silence falls heavily over the crowd.
No one dares move a muscle. Everyone is spellbound in disbelief.
The possessed head of the tiger looks obscene, demonic; it’s furiously, blindly trying to bite anything and everything around it.
The Dragon soldiers raise their swords, spreading out.
For the strangest moment, time seems to slow. From somewhere far away, I’m dimly aware of Hoyoung holding my arm tight.
And then one of the soldiers stumbles—someone in the crowd, it’s impossible to see who, has put out a leg to trip him—and he falls to the ground. His sword slips from his grasp and bounces, seeming to take forever to fall.
Immediately the severed head of the tiger turns, hurls forward, and locks its jaws around the fallen soldier’s ankle. It growls menacingly and shakes itself, digging its teeth deep into his leg.
The soldier howls in pain and writhes on the ground. Behind him, the next officer quickly scrambles to pick up the fallen sword.
Chaos erupts. Suddenly, everywhere around us, the crowd is frantic with fear; villagers scream in terror and scatter like a swarm of fish, desperately trying to flee to safety as the policemen who were guarding the exits move into the square, whistles blaring—
But I’m rooted to the spot. I couldn’t move even if I tried.
The tiger’s head snarls and shakes and clenches its jaws. The soldier on the ground screams in pain while the others attempt uselessly to free him.
Then someone in the crowd shoves past me, and I lose my grip on Hoyoung’s hand.
“Hoyoung!”
The crowd tramples past us. I whip around, snapped back into the moment, looking for my little brother, but he’s been swallowed up by the crowd.
“Hoyoung! Hoyoung!” I shout, turning left and right madly.
I move through the swarming villagers, looking everywhere for my brother—
Bam! Something hits me and I’m down, on the ground.
What was that? I wonder, in a daze.
As I’m getting up, I see someone else lying in front of me. The other person has a hood over their shoulders, obscuring their face. As they sit up, the hood slips back, revealing a girl’s face.
This girl, I recognize instantly. I would know her anywhere.
“…Eunji?” I gasp.
The two of us sit, staring at each other, for an impossibly long interval.
Then Eunji turns bright red and sweeps her hood back over her head. She gets up and flees.
Leaving me staring off into space after her.
A small hand latches onto my arm and yanks, hard.
“Come on, Seung!”
Thank the spirits. It’s Hoyoung.
I leap to my feet, trying to glance behind us to see what has become of the tiger and the officer, but I can’t see a thing through the swarming crowd. Dazed, I finally tear my gaze away. Then I sweep Hoyoung onto my back—and run to safety.





— 2 —
EUNJI
That’s it. I’m dead.
Actually, no. I’m not dead yet.
But if Father gets wind of this, I’m gonna wish that I was.
I know the consequences if I’m found out. Every unmarried girl in the Choi bloodline for the last ten centuries has known the consequences. The house arrest. The further restriction of my already severely limited privileges to go outside even with a chaperone. Much worse, the potential for a foot-binding, using the Serpent Queendom’s horrible custom as punishment for a repeat offense.
Plus the complete loss of Father’s and Mother’s trust.
How could I have been so stupid? Of course, the one time I try to sneak out on my own, I get recognized…
“The chairman said that I’m immensely promising—those were his precise words, immensely promising—better than anyone he’s seen in eleven years,” my eldest brother, Eunsoo, drones on across the dining table. My parents are captive listeners, Mother leaning forward, Father smiling indulgently. “He’s put me in charge of local operations this year and said that he wants me to scale up to regional by the time I’m twenty-eight. You should’ve seen the look on Hojin’s face, Father. Priceless.”
I focus on my food, taking dainty bites as I’ve been taught—the model of a perfect, silent daughter. My older brother shoves another mouthful of sweet rice into his mouth with his chopsticks, chewing noisily.
“Superb, Eunsoo!” Father praises him, his cheeks rosy with pride. “If only everyone in our family could match up to your progress…I expect you are applying yourself to your Exam studies, no doubt, Eunji?”
“Yes, Father,” I reply softly and cleanly, without hesitation. It’s more of a reflex answer to a question that wasn’t really a question—Father had barely glanced my way before turning back to a beaming Eunsoo.
As the eldest boy, he’s always been Father’s clear favorite. And after Eunsoo became the first in our family to graduate from Adachi Training Academy and earn ki, Father’s preference grew even more blatant.
The two of them make quite a pair, huddled together by the head of the long table, which, laden with colorful banchan and steaming rice, seems much too extravagant for a family of four.
There used to be nine of us. But my five elder sisters have long since moved out, leaving only empty chairs in their absence.
Not that we were ever close to begin with. Thanks to the never-ending onslaught of comparing and contrasting comments from Father and Mother, which drove a deep wedge between us six. Following in Eunsoo’s footsteps, my sisters each passed the Exam, of course—it would have been a disgrace if they hadn’t—but the moment each of them graduated from Adachi Academy, they were married off, whisked away by prominent colony elites with bulging wallets and gruff voices. Men who repaid Father for the privilege of marrying into the storied Choi family line with gifts, investments in his railroad business, invitations to exclusive social gatherings.
Men whom my sisters had never once seen before their wedding days.
This is the plan for my life too. I know the script. I will pass the Exam in the spring. I will enroll in Adachi Academy next fall, where I’ll have ki powers bestowed upon me by a Dragon spirit. I will subsequently be trained by the military instructors at Adachi to use those ki powers. Then, finally, as the rest of my classmates gain prestigious positions in the colonial Dragon administration and test the limits of their new abilities—
I will follow in my sisters’ footsteps and fulfill my ultimate, and final, duty by marrying into a family whose connections will be advantageous to Father.
It’s a golden cage. I’ve known this will be my fate for years.
My family clings to its sense of tradition the way a sloth clings to a tree branch in a burning forest. I suppose that’s how we’ve managed to stay at the top for so long—through decades of gruesome violence, through countless transfers of government power and even the demise of the royal family. After the Dragon Empire conquered the Tiger Kingdom and colonized our country forty-three years ago, many families more prominent than ours were destroyed. But not the Chois. We have survived over the years by collaborating with the colonial Dragon administration. We have survived by keeping our heads down, by staying obedient.
We’ve even taken Dragon names, to show our good-faith effort to assimilate perfectly into the Dragon elite class. Our Tiger name may be Choi, but to Father’s connections in business and government, we are the Yamamotos now.
Dreaming of any other life would be futile. Women in my bloodline are strictly not to pursue their own careers, their own interests, or, spirits forbid, their own choices. Tradition, tradition, tradition—even as the world outside modernizes apace, the Chois hold fast to the old rules. After all, if I don’t play my prescribed part in this drama—Father would say—our entire family’s reputation would be ruined.
Which means saying yes to my parents’ wishes.
Which means not going outside on my own, without a chaperone. Ever.
Or at least not getting caught.
Mother catches my eye before lowering her gaze meaningfully to my untouched bowl of soup. I quickly bring a spoonful of the rich, white bone broth to my mouth and force myself to swallow it down. The texture is so silky and thick that I nearly blanch. Despite having hardly eaten today, I can’t seem to muster up an appetite.
Truly, I’m usually not one to break the rules. I’ve seen where that’s gotten my older sisters, and I’ve made sure to steer clear of trouble as a result. But something about the thought of the beast trapped within that cage called to me last night. Some nagging sensation pulled me away from my desk, out the window, and into the streets of Kidoh, where I’d never once before been unaccompanied. Though we are one of the few families exempt from having to attend the Slaying Ceremony, thanks to Father’s close collaboration with the colonial administration, my curiosity just couldn’t be assuaged. I had to be there.
Now the memories are seared into my brain: How the tiger’s wet eyes trembled as it strained against its bonds. How the crowd roared at the sight of the helpless prisoner.
How I was seen.
I was recognized out there.
But by who? Who was that?
“Did you hear what happened at the Slaying Ceremony last night?” Eunsoo asks suddenly, as if he can hear my thoughts.
I clench a fist around my teacup. Does he know, somehow?
“Apparently,” Eunsoo says, “the tiger’s head came back to life after they cut it off. It nearly chewed the leg off one of the officers. Took them nearly an hour to remove it, and the soldier was badly hurt. He may be permanently disfigured.”
I hold my breath, waiting for more. Eunsoo lifts his bowl to his face, polishing off the last of his broth.
It seems like that’s it. Guess he’s still clueless. I let out a barely audible sigh of relief.
Eunsoo might be able to crack a boulder in half with the flick of his wrist, but he couldn’t begin to understand the inner workings of my mind, even if he tried. And believe me, he hasn’t.
Father frowns. “I heard the news. That’s a bad omen.”
It’s rare that Father speaks of such things: omens, spiritual influence, anything implying a higher power beyond technology and the empire’s ki. I bite my tongue to stop myself from asking what he means. I know better than to expose any interest that I might have in the Slaying Ceremony.
“You’re not to discuss these matters any further, especially outdoors. Understand, son? The empire does not make mistakes,” Father pronounces. Then he lowers his voice soberly. “This is a difficult time for General Isao. There have been reports of vagabonds pillaging and attacking civil workers, murmurs of resistance in the countryside…The war is not popular among the lower classes. It’s our duty as yangban, as the empire’s representatives, to see to it that these youth rebels and any other troublemakers do not compromise the Dragon Empire’s authority.”
“Yes, Father.” Eunsoo bows his head.
“Still, I can’t recall the last time a tiger head came alive at a Slaying,” Father muses. “It’s not a good sign. It may mean trouble on the horizon.”
Speaking of trouble…
Who was he—the one who recognized me? Those pensive, chestnut-brown eyes, they looked so familiar. But where could I have seen them before…?
He knew my name. A male student from prep school? Or the son of one of Father’s business colleagues? But his clothes were far too ragged for him to be one of the yangban class.
Whoever he is, I can only pray helplessly that he will keep my secret. Someone, somewhere out there knows I snuck out of the house against the rules.
Which means someone, somewhere could ruin my life at any moment.
As my mind races, a servant reaches over my shoulder, and a steady stream of barley tea cascades down. I flinch in surprise, jolting my hand—and knocking over the cup of tea, sending scalding-hot liquid splattering across my hand and pouring right down onto Eunsoo’s bare feet beside me.
“Aish!” The curse is out of my mouth before I stop myself.
“Eunji! Language,” Father barks, with his signature scowl.
Eunsoo howls dramatically, leaping up from his seat and wincing in pain. He raises a fist as if to strike me. I cower as he seethes before collecting himself, lowering his hand.
I bow my head, quickly apologizing for my offense, wincing as the burn on my hand smarts. The servant, a plump, kind woman in her middle age named Moonhee, glances anxiously at Father; fortunately for her, he is busy glaring at me instead. Moonhee whispers a hurried apology before rushing away to fetch a towel.
Eunsoo carries on with his histrionics. Once he’s sure he has our attention, he quiets himself, inhales deeply, then exhales, focusing his ki on the injuries. The red blotching on his feet gradually heals and disappears. Eunsoo sneaks a glance at my parents, making sure that they’re watching him.
Father nods slowly with approval, a mixture of jealousy and pride on his face, which is how he always looks when he sees Eunsoo use ki powers. Father was only eighteen when the empire took over; even if he hadn’t been two years past the age cutoff for acquiring ki, Adachi Academy wouldn’t open its doors to citizens from the Tiger Colonies for another twelve years. So Father spent the rest of his life allying our family as closely as possible with the empire, ensuring that his children would receive the education he never had.
Mother rises to her feet soundlessly and shuffles to my side. Which is how Mother does everything, of course—drawing as little attention to herself as possible. Like any good yangban wife, she keeps her gaze fixed to the floor as she moves around.
“Aiya.” I wince as Mother holds my hand up between her two palms, examining the damage.
“It’s just a little burn. Should be gone by sunrise,” Mother says quietly, the corners of her lips curving upward ever so slightly.
Choi women are expected to smile through pain.
Father turns his attention to me now.
“What has gotten into you, Eunji?” he barks, scolding me for my clumsiness.
“Just a matter of time before that girl is out of the house—then she’s her husband’s problem.” Eunsoo rolls his eyes.
I bristle at the particular way Eunsoo stresses the word husband, as if he knows something I don’t. Surely, Father hasn’t decided on a match yet. Following my sisters’ timelines, that conversation shouldn’t even begin for at least another year or two…although of course, Eunsoo will be the first one informed, followed by Mother, and then, once the decision has already been finalized, I’ll be the last to find out.
But if they’ve already begun discussions, I’d at least like to know that it’s happening…
“Father…” I begin, searching for the right words to raise the question without offending him.
As the two men turn toward me, a servant boy emerges from the kitchen with a cloth in his hand. Moonhee has probably sent him out in her place, hoping to avoid Father’s wrath. With his head down, the boy rushes to the base of the table and kneels to wipe up the puddle of tea. I avert my gaze from the men, instead watching the boy’s hand as it circles steadily over the wooden floorboards.
“Well? What is it, Eunji?” Father prompts me.
Just as I open my mouth to speak, the servant boy looks up.
A shudder jolts through my body. My chopsticks clatter to the table.
No. It can’t be.
“Eunji? What’s the matter?” Impatience flickers through Father’s voice.
“N-no-nothing, sorry,” I stammer, fixing my gaze on my lap.
Eunsoo scoffs in annoyance.
I barely hear him. A sudden, deep alarm is ringing in my ears.
I can’t help it—I steal another look down at the servant. Beneath a shock of shaggy, black-brown hair, he’s looking back at me with a quizzical expression in his dark, pensive, chestnut-brown eyes.
And then, and then—! He smiles.
As if to say, I know what you’ve done.
It’s him. Undeniably it’s him. This servant boy is the one who recognized me yesterday at the Slaying Ceremony.
What am I going to do? What can I do?
Why was I so stupid to sneak outside just to see a tiger? Was it really worth risking what little freedom I already had?
Dumb, dumb, dumb—
My imagination spirals, unveiling a horrifying collection of scenes: the servant boy whispering mischievously to Father for an extra coin, the yelling and retribution sure to follow, and the forbiddance of ever stepping outside these walls until they can finally ship me off to the academy. A wealth of pain and imprisonment—all because I dared, brazenly, foolishly, to leave the house on my own without a chaperone.
Before I know it, the servant boy has disappeared, scurrying away into the next room over.
No. No way I can let this happen.
Not without a fight.
I swing my legs out from underneath the table and lift myself onto my feet.
Everyone turns to me in surprise.
“Please excuse me—I think I’m feeling ill,” I blurt, before mumbling a quick “thank you for dinner” and darting from the room.



“Hi, excuse me?” I hiss, trying to keep my voice down as I dash into the side room after the servant boy. “You!”
He turns around, pointing toward himself and cocking his head inquisitively. As if he doesn’t know.
“Yes, you! You’re…um…” I trail off, embarrassed. He’s been working here for a while, but I don’t know his name.
The servant boy averts his gaze, looking anywhere but at me as I take him in. He appears to be around my age more or less, but looms several centimeters taller than me. His height is further accentuated by his limber frame. Every part of him seems to be composed of sharp angles—elbows, shoulders, jawline.
But beneath a shock of unruly dark hair, his face looks soft. Kind.
“Seung. Lee Seung.” The servant boy’s voice surprises me. Low, with a slight rasp—perhaps from disuse—a hint of laughter just below the surface. “It’s all right. I wouldn’t remember my name, either, if I were you.”
The corners of his lips twitch, and I’m not sure whether to bristle or admire his audacity. I can’t tell if he’s about to crack another sly grin, or if it’s a nervous tic; either way, I don’t like how exposed we are, standing out here in the middle of a room that Eunsoo or Father or Mother could enter at any moment.
This won’t do.
“Okay, Lee Seung,” I say, grabbing the servant by his arm. His smile vanishes as he lurches back in shock. “Just a moment.”
Then I lift the floor hatch and yank him down after me into the food cellar. The sharp, pungent stench of pickled radish and fermented cabbage fills the air as I pull the door shut. It’s dark and cold in here.
“Whoa,” Seung coughs out, his back flush against the packed-dirt wall.
Here, beneath the ground, I can barely hear the clattering of dishes and my family’s voices from the dining room. Much better.
“Listen,” I hiss. “I think that we both know exactly why we’re here.”
“I—” he stutters. “I’m not sure that we do…?”
I slam a palm against the wall behind him and raise my chin toward his. “Oh, yeah?”
Pushing away the urge to shiver in the cold, I fall silent. Wait for him to crack.
People tend to speak the truth when left in the quiet; I know this tactic from witnessing Father expose unloyal business partners for treasonous opinions against the empire. I know it from watching my second sister, Eunyoung, admit to harboring a secret collection of banned Tiger history books, resulting in a beating that I’ll never be able to unsee, nor unhear. If Father’s taught me anything, it’s that no one can be trusted with confidential information—not a family member nor a friend, certainly not a servant.
“Look, I know it’s not my position to say,” Seung begins, “but don’t you think—if someone were to open the door now—this would look just a little, uh…”
He trails off as I catch his drift.
The dark cellar. The cramped space. My lips, centimeters from his.
It is most definitely against the rules for any unmarried girl to be in such proximity, alone, with any boy—especially one outside her social class.
I lurch away.
“I know you saw me yesterday.” Better get to the point, then get us out of here.
Seung pauses. He seems to be weighing his options.
“Saw you where?” he replies carefully.
For one beautiful instant, I hope that I’ve been mistaken. Perhaps he didn’t see me! Perhaps he has no idea—
“Oh,” he says. “You mean at the Slaying—”
I slam my hand over his mouth before he can say any more.
“Don’t you dare say so much as a word about what you saw to anyone,” I hiss. “Got it?”
A restrained sigh shakes out of him, the warm air coasting over the edge of my palm. Then he reaches up, takes my fingers in his, and slowly lowers my hand. Though the movement is measured and his grip gentle, I can see his glower in the dark. I practically feel the irritation radiating off him.
My stomach drops. I’ve crossed the line.
“Okay, uh, sorry.” I pivot, dropping the tough act. “What’ll it take for you to stay silent? How much do you want?” I desperately dig into my pocket and offer up a handful of silver and gold coins. I’m supposed to use this money for tips and emergencies only, but I’d say this qualifies as an emergency.
In the darkness of the storeroom, Seung stares down at my hand. The round metal pieces, catching a hint of light from the gaps around the closed hatch, glint back up at him.
“If that’s not enough, I can get you more,” I add quickly. “As much as it takes. Just please, don’t tell my family that you saw me outside without a chaperone.” An image of a bruised, bleeding Eunyoung flashes across my mind—the fire blazing as Father ripped her books to shreds and tossed them into the flames. “Please.”
Seung doesn’t speak for a long time. I can just barely see the frost of his breath spreading in the cool air.
“Put that away.” His voice turns deathly serious. “I don’t want your money.”
My face falls.
“Well, what do you want, then?”
He scoffs bitterly, turns his head away. When he finally speaks, the laughter is gone from his voice.
“What is this?” he says. “Are you trying to test me? I’m not going to take a bribe. I know how easily I could be fired for that.”
His body arches away in distrust. It’s clear that my position as his boss’s daughter is the only thing subduing his thinly veiled resentment.
“Please, just take the money,” I beg him. “I’m not trying to trick you, I promise. I really just can’t have anyone know that I went outside without a chaperone. Please swear that you won’t tell my father, and I’ll never bother you again.”
He looks down at the money.
“This is how you solve your problems, huh?” he says softly. “You just wave some coins around, and everything disappears? That’s just how your life works, isn’t it?”
My cheeks burn as though I’ve been slapped. I can only hope my voice isn’t shaking as much as I’m trembling on the inside.
“Look,” I reply slowly. “You don’t know anything about my life. I can’t just make my problems go away—”
“Oh yeah?” he replies. “It must be so hard, sitting in patterned silk, dining on feasts in a mansion every day.”
“Hey—you have no idea what I—”
“When’s the last time you went to bed hungry?”
I fall silent, speechless.
He doesn’t stop there.
“When’s the last time you walked ten kilometers through the freezing rain, before sunrise, to work to save up enough to buy shoes for your little brother? When’s the last time you worried about anything or anyone other than yourself?”
My hands ball into fists. I desperately hope that he can’t see the blush in my face.
“Look,” I snap, pissed. “I’ve never gone to bed hungry, it’s true. And I may not know what you’ve been through. I know my life may look easy to you. But at least you get to go outside whenever you want, don’t you?”
“What are you talking about?” His face falls into a scowl.
“Guess what, buddy—it’s not just rainbows and cherry blossoms over here, either.”
I don’t know where the words have come from, but it’s as if a dam has suddenly burst inside me. My anger rushes out.
“This place looks like a home, but it’s also a cage. The only way I can ever leave these walls,” I tell him, pushing a finger into his chest, “is with an older male chaperone who watches my every move. I can never go out alone by myself, not ever. Do you have any idea what that feels like, to be constantly watched?
“And it’s no better inside the house. I’m forced to study, day and night, until I can hardly think—and I’m constantly being tested, reminded that I’m never smart enough, fast enough, never as beautiful as my older sisters were. And if I don’t pass the Exam at the very top of my class, I’ll be an outcast and a failure to my whole family.”
Seung mutters something.
“What did you say?!” I demand.
“I said, at least you have a chance.”
I pause.
“I don’t understand.”
“At the Exam,” he clarifies bitterly.
What is he talking about? My brow furrows in confusion. “Everyone takes the Exam. It’s mandated. It’s a free civil service test, you know, designed to create an open and merit-based society…”
The words flow out as if from a text I’ve diligently committed to memory…probably because they’re from a text I’ve diligently committed to memory.
“That’s what they tell you, huh?” He laughs emptily. “If the Exam is really based on merit, why don’t you ever see people from my side of town pass it?”
This I don’t have an answer to.
“I don’t have the tutors, the classes, the connections that you do. I can’t even afford the textbooks,” he whispers. “I would give anything for a fair shot at the Exam. To have ki powers, and a good job, to avoid a life of manual labor. But I don’t have those things. And I never will. I’m sure you think what you have to deal with is hard. I’m sure it is for you. But excuse me for not weeping with pity.”
It’s never occurred to me to see the Exam as anything but a burden before.
And I’d never thought about how desperately some people must dream of having the chance to pass it.
As quietly as I can, I drop my hand and put the coins back into my pocket. “Well then, forget these,” I tell him. “I think I’ve got a better idea.”
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SEUNG
“This is all we can eat tonight?” Hoyoung asks in a small voice.
He looks down at the table, devastated. Mom has put the grainy rice we brought back from the marketplace in a teacup in the middle; there’s maybe a few spoonfuls in there for the four of us to split.
“We had to save the rest if we want to eat rice again this week, Hoyoung,” Mom replies gently.
Dad sighs heavily, the wrinkles in his face showing suddenly—he really can’t believe he’s worked so long for so little.
Sitting in front of each of us, to help fill up our stomachs, is a watery bowl of turnip soup. Compared to yesterday’s feast at the Chois’, the thin, gruelly broth looks awful. It’s prepared with love but isn’t exactly fare to make your stomach sing. Earlier today, I was cleaning out our thatch roof when some bugs fell down into the boiling pot. Since we couldn’t afford to waste the broth, I had to hold my nose and pick them out carefully, with a spoon. Now my stomach rolls over a little looking down at it.
Just like it has been all day, my mind wanders back once again to the conversation in the kimchi fridge yesterday. Over and over, as I lay in bed last night, Eunji’s offer replayed in my head. A few words with the potential to change my life:
“Swear to me you won’t tell my father you saw me outside without a chaperone,” Eunji told me. “Swear it, and if you hold up your word…then I’ll teach you how to prepare for the Exam. I’ll tutor you. I’ll make sure you know everything you need to—you’ll have a fighting chance. I promise.”
I’ll teach you.
Would she really do it? Would she actually tutor me?
Could this be my chance?
Until last night, my future was always one of limited options. I would probably become a manual laborer in the gold mines, like my dad before me. I’d never have a shot at ki powers…nor at any job with access to upward mobility or a really livable income.
But all of that would change—if I passed the Exam.
If I were an Exam graduate, my life options would be utterly transformed overnight. For starters, I’d have a guaranteed ticket to a lifelong career path in the colonial civil service, with a good, stable income. What’s more, I’d be granted ki powers—and all the dignity and self-respect that come from being strong enough to hold your own against any member of the Dragon Empire.
It’s not an empty offer. The Choi family has trained their children extensively over the years, paying a premium for the best tutors money can buy. Every one of Eunji’s older siblings passed the Exam with some of the highest scores in the province. Clearly, if there’s anyone in Kidoh who knows what I’ll need to do, it’s Eunji.
I’m years behind her and the other students, though. Even with Eunji’s help, there are only eight months from today until the Exam.
I don’t know if that’s enough time for me to catch up. The amount of material I’ll have to learn between now and then is staggering.
Still, the dream began to swell inside me last night as I lay awake. As the full import of Eunji’s offer began to dawn on me. Suddenly I could feel a door opening, one that I’d always thought was closed to me.
What if there was a way out? A way through?
To be perfectly honest, I didn’t actually have any intention of telling Eunji’s parents that I’d caught her sneaking around outside. I really couldn’t subject her to the consequences, knowing what they would be for her.
But Eunji doesn’t have to know that.
Especially if thinking I might tell them means that she’ll give me just what I need: a golden ticket out of the trap my life would otherwise become.
“What is it, Seung?” Mom asks. “What are you smiling about?”
I snap to attention, breaking out of my reverie. Around the dinner table, Mom, Dad, and Hoyoung are looking at me expectantly.
Should I tell them about my new tutor? I wonder.
But no. I can’t. I need to keep my promise to Eunji.
Which means that no one else can know about our deal.
“I know that look.” Dad grins. “It’s a girl, isn’t it? Seung has a new lady friend.”
“Seung has a girlfriend?” says Hoyoung, perking up.
“Whoa, let’s not jump to conclusions.” Mom laughs, patting Hoyoung on the back. “If there’s someone special in Seung’s life, I’m sure we’d be the first to know. Right, Seung?” She winks my way.
“Um…” I falter, trying to think of an excuse. “I—”
BANG! BANG! BANG!
Everyone turns toward the door.
We all freeze; my throat clutches. There’s only one person I know who knocks that way.
No—not tonight.
BANG! BANG! BANG!
Dad sighs, looking ten years older in an instant. He stands stiffly, then shuffles to the door and reluctantly slides it open.
Outside, a policeman in a black cap stands with his face an empty slate. He wears the ink-black suit of the Dragon thought police. It’s Officer Hiyoshi, the neighborhood head of the secret police. And the most feared person in our village district.
Hiyoshi has a slim, tidily trimmed mustache and blunted eyes colorless as coals. In a pair of soft, milky-white hands, he bears a single clipboard, a briefcase, and a thin black pen.
“Inspection time,” Officer Hiyoshi says.
“Hiyoshi-san,” Dad says, bowing immediately and switching to Dragon tongue. “Didn’t inspection day come already this month?”
“It’s inspection day again,” Officer Hiyoshi says, his voice as empty of emotion as his blank face.
A grave silence spreads over the room.
Dad grimaces and moves aside to allow the policeman into our home. Officer Hiyoshi steps gingerly over the boundary. As he passes Dad, he steps one heel slowly down onto Dad’s toes. Dad grits his teeth. The policeman takes another deliberate step forward, his shoe finally releasing.
Hiyoshi moves around our one-room home, slowly opening cupboards, rifling through our things. He’s painfully precise, leaving no square centimeter unturned.
There’s no point in asking what it is he’s looking for. The Dragon Police never explain their actions—they just enter whenever and wherever they please. With the full force of the state behind them, we have no choice but to comply.
Rumors tend to swirl in their wake. Lately, word has it that there are pockets of guerilla fighters, organizers for a Tiger independence movement, in the rural outskirts of Kidoh valley and scattered throughout the colonies. The police have become desperate to sniff out any pro-independence sympathizers among the population and eliminate them before the movement can gather steam.
We don’t have any association with the rebels, so my family should be in the clear. Still, the thought police are dangerous, and they have absolute power. We can’t afford to get on their bad side.
Officer Hiyoshi is working at our kitchen cabinets now. He pulls out the ridiculously oversized burlap sack Hoyoung and I brought to the marketplace and peers inside. The policeman grunts, his mustache twisting slightly.
He ties the bag of rice shut—and sets it down beside his briefcase.
“Hiyoshi-san,” Dad protests weakly. “You…aren’t taking the whole bag, are you?”
The policeman simply holds up a pale white hand. Dad falls quiet.
Officer Hiyoshi continues implacably, opening up cupboards and peering inside. He pulls down a pair of heirloom porcelain plates from a back corner—our only valuables, they were the parting gift from Mom’s family for my parents’ wedding. Without a shift in expression, the policeman opens his briefcase and places the precious plates inside.
“Please, Officer,” Dad says. “I don’t know what we’ve done to deserve this. We’ve always complied with your—”
With an impossibly swift gesture, Officer Hiyoshi turns and grabs Dad by the collar—then twists, pushing him into the wall. The wood creaks as Dad gasps weakly.
Officer Hiyoshi has ki powers, of course; he can lift a grown man as easily as a rag doll. Hiyoshi breaks his grip, allowing Dad to slump to the floor. Then he picks up his case, shutting the plates inside, and turns clockwise precisely. Our whole family watches desperately as he walks out the door into the night with our rice and Mom’s heirloom plates.
I sit silently at the table, burning up with resentment.
We can’t fight back. There’s nothing any of us can do but watch.
Finally, Dad stands up, rubbing his head. The wall behind him holds the memory of the impact where he was thrown into it. Dad ambles painfully back to the table and sits down. He hangs his head.
I feel the heat burning in my neck—I’m so angry I could burst.
“You know why they walk all over us, don’t you?” My voice shakes as I spit out the words. “They know that we’re weak. They know they have us cornered.”
Across the table, Hoyoung slumps down, looking scared.
“Seung—” Mom says.
I grit my teeth, clench my fists, stand up from the table.
“I’m going out,” I mutter.
And I follow in the officer’s footsteps, out the door.
I slide the front door shut behind me, fuming. Out here, the cool of night takes some of the heat off my neck. I tramp down the hill, wandering aimlessly, with nothing in mind except to go somewhere that isn’t here.
All our lives, we’ve been picked on by Dragon people—soldiers, policemen, even the petty businessmen who’ve moved here from their home islands to set up shop. They walk around like they own the place, which I guess they do. They know—and they know that we know—that at any time they can use their ki, their unmatched physical strength, to extract whatever it is from us they want.
They know we’re helpless before them.
And they use that power on a daily basis, to keep us frightened, to keep us second-guessing.
I can’t count the number of times I’ve been beaten up the way Dad was tonight. The memories of broken ribs, bruises blossoming on my body, layer over one another, becoming one constant, unending injury.
I look up at the sky for help. A milky spread of constellations stares down at me, twinkling.
Once I’ve passed the Exam—I seethe inwardly—once I have ki, they won’t ever dare to bother us again.



The creek burbles cheerfully in the valley on my way up to the Choi household.
A week has passed since the policeman’s visit; a week since the day Eunji and I made our deal in the kimchi fridge. As I round the last bend in the mountain path, the enormous Choi family compound comes into view. The front of the house is ringed by a stately, ornate earthen wall with a huge traditional gate in the center. The Choi family insignia is displayed prominently there on a giant paper scroll, written in fine calligraphy in Dragon script.
I slip through the carefully hidden side door for the help, nodding to the bored-looking guard who sits inside the gate on a folding chair. After working here for a year, I could practically draw a map of this place with my eyes closed. I pick up the cleaning supplies from the side closet in the courtyard, then make my way through the central garden to the western compound, where Eunji lives.
Inside the carefully landscaped courtyard, a collection of cherry blossom trees presides over a series of winding paths laid with sculpted stones. Small bushes of mugunghwa flowers are planted subtly and tastefully along the path, in the shadows of the cherry blossoms. The garden is at its most breathtaking during the spring, but even now, in late fall, it’s still exquisite. Behind everything, looming over the majestic sloped-roof buildings, the dark silhouettes of the mountains rise mutely into the sky. I take in a long inhale, then let it out, mesmerized.
I walk under one of the carefully pruned cherry blossom trees, leaning close to it. The branch quivers and springs back as I lift my finger, setting the leaves fluttering.
Sometimes, when I come here, I can just forget about the world outside.
I shake my head slightly, caught up in the wonder of it all, before stepping up to the door of the western compound. I slip off my shoes there and step into the hall, carrying my cleaning supplies. Then I make my way to the drawing room—a seldom-used area at the far end of the manor.
I slide open the door.
Inside, Choi Eunji sits at a table by the window, facing away from me, hunched over as she furiously scribbles in a notebook. Her seafoam-green skirt flows past her ankles to the floor; a light pink blouse gracefully cascades over her shoulders. Her hair falls in a straight, long braid draping down her back.
Standing there in the archway, I watch her for a moment, hesitating to disturb the scene. Eunji’s mouth purses in slight exasperation as she focuses on whatever it is she’s working on. Her foot taps absentmindedly under the table.
Finally, I clear my throat, nervous.
“Oh!” She whips around. “I didn’t hear you come in.”
“Excuse me for intruding, miss.” I make sure to bow deeply, as servants in the Choi household are required to. “I just came to sweep the room.”
“You don’t have to do that,” Eunji says, wrinkling her nose. “The bowing, I mean. Or the cleaning, actually. No one ever uses this room.”
“Well, it is my job…” I glance back into the hallway, then out the window, for passersby. It still feels strange being in a room alone with her. This is Choi Eunji after all. Eunji follows my gaze.
“It’s just us two here. Don’t worry,” she whispers, a conspiratorial note entering her voice. “I had the servant who normally sweeps on this side reassigned to the eastern compound.”
“What? Why?”
“To…make sure we’d be alone.” Her grin drops. “Also, you can just call me Eunji, okay? You can speak familiarly with me.”
My heart skips a beat. I glance around at the drawing room, eager to look anywhere but straight at her. The walls are made from a fine, expensive paper as warm and white as cow’s milk. A huge metal chest, adorned with silver and jade handles, sits stately in the corner. A painting on the wall shows two cranes, one with its feet stuck in the water, the other just beginning to take flight.
“I don’t mean to intrude…” I hesitate. “But…what if the other servant gets curious why you moved him? If we’re seen alone together…we’re going to seem doubly suspicious, aren’t we?”
“Then let’s not be seen.” Eunji crosses her arms.
“Right, since you have such a great track record of not being seen.”
She sticks out her chin, annoyance flickering across her face.
I kick myself mentally. I can’t mess this up. I need her; this is the only opportunity I’ve got. And we’re not off to a good start. I don’t want to push Eunji any further—not while we both possess enough incriminating information to effectively ruin each other’s lives as we know them.
Luckily, Eunji seems to remember that, too, because she drops the scowl and shrugs.
“Look,” she says. “We’re not doing anything wrong, are we? You just happen to be cleaning here, while I just happen to be studying in my own living room. Right?”
“Yes,” I agree, relieved. I set my bucket and mop on the floor. “I’m just cleaning here.”
“And I’m just studying.”
“Right.”
“Good.”
“Fine.”
I grab a rag and start dusting the outer edges of the room. Eunji splays a stack of books across the table, flipping through them.
“To start,” she muses, leafing through a textbook, “how much do you know already? How much prep work have you done so far?”
“Just consider me a blank slate.”
“Ah.” She looks up, aghast. “Then…we’ll have to move quickly. We have eight months until the Exam, which means two months each to cover all four sections. There’s History of the Dragon Empire, Classical Literature, Philosophical Foundations of Ki Practice, and—
“Mathematics,” I finish.
“I thought you said you were a blank slate,” Eunji says, amused.
“Remember back when you and your tutor were going over the math section last spring? You were having trouble with trigonometry, right? You kept breaking your pencil tips to buy yourself more time between each new question. I had to pick them up afterward.”
“Huh. Sounds like you picked up more than pencil tips.”
“Maybe I did,” I say, hope blooming in my chest.
“Let’s find out.”
Eunji opens a book and begins to read aloud while I continue cleaning the room.
“How many years ago,” she says, “did the Tiger Colonies become a part of the Dragon Empire?”
“Around forty, right?”
“Be specific,” Eunji pushes. “How many years ago—exactly how many?”
How hard could this be? I wonder, digging a rag-covered fingertip into the edge where the molding and the wall meet. I’ve grown up in the empire my whole life, after all.
“We have to know the exact date?” I ask, hesitating.
“The exact date. It’s very important, or you’ll get the whole question wrong. The examiners pay excruciating attention to detail.”
“I don’t know.”
“It was forty-three years ago. The empire liberated us from our so-called status as a vassal state to the Serpent Queendom in the twenty-first year of the one hundred twenty-second Dragon Emperor.”
“ ‘Liberated’? You mean they invaded and seized Hannam City, right?”
Eunji lowers the book and gives me a meaningful look.
“Seung, you’re learning History of the Dragon Empire here—not the history of the Tiger Colonies, okay?”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I grimace, annoyed for some reason.
“It means we study the empire’s version of history. That’s really important, okay? If you write down anything on the Exam that challenges the empire’s preferred narrative, you’ll fail for sure.”
I bite down my retort before it comes out. What I want to say is how stupid this is. But I really don’t want to look like an ungrateful student right now. And I don’t want to push Eunji’s patience any further than I have to.
Eunji turns the textbook around so I can see it over her shoulder. She reads aloud from the page:
The Eastern Seas have been home to three peoples going back into antiquity. The greatest of these was always the Dragon people: Mighty, beneficent, our extraordinary island nation was ultimately destined to rule the world.
The Dragon Empire is the origin of ki powers. They are a blessing bestowed by the Dragon spirits as a gift to the Dragon people alone; no other nation has ki. In the past, ki was restricted solely to the Dragon elites. But through his great beneficence, the 122nd Dragon Emperor declared that we would no longer keep these ki powers to ourselves but would share them with the rest of the world.
The Dragon Empire began to spread over the Eastern Seas, sharing our values, modern technology, and culture with lesser, neighboring peoples. As other nations joined the empire as colonies, the most promising of their youth were selected by examination to learn ki and enter the ruling class.
The Tiger Colonies are fortunate to have such a fate. In the past, the onetime medieval Tiger Kingdom was a backward, pastoral land of gentle farmers and shamans. Due to their lack of ki and advanced culture, the Tiger people were always illiterate and impoverished. For centuries, the enfeebled Tiger nation was a vassal state to the Serpent Queendom. After liberation, the Tiger Colonies rapidly modernized, due to their acquisition of Dragon language and culture.
The Serpent Queendom, arch nemesis of the Dragon Empire, is a vast, evil land of depravity, backwardness, and crime. After the dawn of the modern age, when their old imperial system was torn down, the Serpent Queendom descended into chaos. Sensing that the time was right for the empire to bring justice and peace to their land, the 124th Dragon Emperor declared that a righteous world war would be waged against the remnants of the once-great Serpent Queendom to bring ki, liberty, and prosperity to this evil nation.
“I notice it doesn’t say here that the Dragon Empire is losing the war,” I point out.
“Just study what the book says.” Eunji rolls her eyes. “You’ll want to make sure you have these passages memorized—nearly line for line, okay?”
And so I swallow my protests—and start memorizing.
Several hours pass. There’s so much material I can hardly process it all. I soak up as much as I can while I work. By the time the evening ends, I’m completely exhausted from the combined physical effort of cleaning the whole western compound and the mental effort of memorizing so much tedious and offensive material.
Finally, Eunji slams her textbook shut, stands, walks over to me—and shoves it into my arms.
“For you,” she says.
I balk under the weight of the book; it’s heavier than I anticipated.
“What should I do with it?”
“Use it as a paperweight.”
I blink.
“I’m kidding,” Eunji says. “Go home. Read it. Memorize the rest—and then come back next week and tell me what you learned.”
“The whole thing? It’s—hundreds of pages—we didn’t even get to chapter—”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” Eunji says, her voice lilting as she reaches for the book. “I thought you wanted to pass the Exam. My mistake.”
“Wait, no!” I practically shout, hugging the textbook and leaping back. “What I meant was…is this all?”
“Hm. You’re right.” Eunji goes over to her desk, reaches down into a bin, and pulls out a thin packet of papers, which she places on top of the textbook in my hands. “Take this practice test too.”



I hurry home, eager to crack the book open and resume studying. I’m not too far down the mountain path when it starts to rain.
It’s only a slow dripping, but I stop, holding my hand up with a feeling of wonder. The drought this year has been really bad; it hasn’t rained like this in months. Cold droplets patter down onto my palm, one at a time. The coolness of the rain feels wonderful after a long day working up a sweat through hard work. My smile widens for the first time in weeks.
“You don’t look like yangban to me.”
I whip around, searching for the source of the voice.
But there’s no one around me on the path.
Until a form steps out of the shadows, behind one of the trees in the woods—
It’s a girl—she looks around my age—with pale, nearly white skin and dark, purple-black hair the color of magpie feathers. Her cheeks are a bit sunken under her eyes, as if she’s gone many nights without sleeping. Though she wears almost no makeup, her pallid face seems to gleam on its own under the wan early moonlight.
She steps forward, out of the trees, onto the path.
“Definitely not. Not with those worn-out shoes,” a second voice chimes in behind her.
Two more bodies slink forward out of the shadows, joining the first girl. I hear footsteps behind me and turn to see another three guys forming an arc around me. Suddenly all my senses are on alert—they have me surrounded. I glance behind me, trying to judge whether I could outrun them down the path if I break for it.
“You’re right,” I say carefully, trying to keep all of them within my peripheral vision. “I’m a regular guy. No yangban, nothing on me worth stealing. I’m just a waste of your time; I don’t have anything you’d want.”
“Oh, I disagree, hon,” says the girl with the pale white face as she steps forward. The others seem to defer to her. “What I want is information. What exactly is a peasant boy like you doing hanging out late at night with the youngest daughter of the powerful Choi family?”
An involuntary shiver passes through me as she takes a step closer, through a shaft of moonlight.
“Just let me go. I don’t want trouble, okay?”
“Relaaax, dude, I’m not going to rat you out or anything,” she croons. “I just want some answers. What, are you her secret boyfriend or something?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” I meet her gaze, steeling myself.
The girl squints back at me.
“Tell me the truth.”
I must be mistaken, but her pupils seem to expand—covering the whites of her eyes until almost her entire eyeballs are jet black, like two pieces of the night sky. Something, unbidden, pulls the words from my throat before I can stop them.
Tell me the truth.
“Eunji is helping me study for the Exam,” I blurt out.
The pale-faced girl throws her chin back, her laughter pealing out into the evening air.
“Aw, that’s so cute. He’s studying.”
The girl’s friends join her, snickering.
“You shouldn’t waste your time on that,” she drawls. “The Exam is a trick, my friend. It’s a game they’ve designed—a series of hoops for us to jump through, to keep us occupied. It’s all for show. But you, you’re a colony kid like us. If you’re determined to waste your energy, at least put it toward something real.”
“Such as?” I snap, annoyed.
“Such as fighting for our independence,” the pale girl whispers, leaning forward.
An alarm passes through me.
They’re rebels.
Organizers, agitators against the Dragon regime.
If I’m seen together with them, I’ll be in serious trouble. I could be tortured, imprisoned, or worse—and my family will suffer heightened surveillance from now until eternity.
As subtly as I can, I scan around for an opening. If I run for it, will I make it past them?
The pale-faced girl, seemingly bored, snorts. She nods to the others, and the three guys surrounding me back off, moving behind her.
“You’re chasing a fool’s errand, you know.” She smirks. “The sooner you realize that, Lover Boy, the better.”
And then she and the other rebels slink off into the woods, peeling down the flanks of the mountain path. After a minute, they’re gone.
I release a long-held breath. I’m about to turn back down the path again—
When I hear something strange. It’s some kind of high-pitched sound.
What was that?
I frown. Almost like an animal moaning in the woods off the path, in pain…
I shudder as an instinctual sense of foreboding fills me.
The cries grow louder—whatever it is, it’s injured, and upset.
Against my better judgment, I step cautiously off the path, peering into the woods. The mountain slope here is so heavily thicketed, it’s hard to see. I shiver, feeling the cold sinking into my skin as my clothes are starting to grow damp from the drizzle.
And then I see him.
I can barely make out someone rolling in the dirt—
A tall man lies there, naked—no, he’s been stripped down to his underwear. His wrists and ankles are bound together. A blindfold has been tied over his eyes.
As I flinch, shocked, my foot closes down on a twig. It snaps under my weight.
The man whips his head back and opens his mouth.
“Who is it?” he cries desperately. “Who’s there? H-help me!”
I gasp, stepping back farther into the shadows.
I recognize his voice. It’s…Officer Hiyoshi.
“I’ve been ambushed,” the secret policeman cries out desperately. “That gang of rebels—they beat me, tied me up here, and left me for dead. Please, set me free. I’ll make sure you’re rewarded!”
I can’t believe what I’m seeing. This naked man in the woods is a shell of the mighty officer who strode so coolly into my house only days ago. He’s soaked, shivering, terrified, utterly vulnerable.
Of course he’s made enemies, I think bitterly. He’s been stealing from the whole village. Serves him right.
Officer Hiyoshi hasn’t seen me. He doesn’t know who I am.
A little cold might make him think twice before stealing from us again. He won’t know I left him to suffer.
Hiyoshi continues writhing on the ground, bleating for help. I watch him coolly for a moment before turning away.
It isn’t until much later—once I’ve almost neared the end of the path toward home—that I realize something odd. When the policeman cried out earlier for help, I’m pretty sure that he spoke in Tiger tongue.
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EUNJI
“This isn’t a fair deal,” I protest.
“Hm?”
Seung glances up at me from where he’s been squatting on the floor. I’m leaning against the door frame, watching him pack up his cleaning supplies at the end of our second week of tutoring.
“Think about it. Consider the amount of energy I’m spending on you,” I continue, “then compare that to the energy you’re spending on me. I’m teaching, prepping, grading. Meanwhile, you’re just withholding some information.”
I’m not lying, either—it really has been a lot of work. On Mondays, while Seung comes over to my house to clean, I prepare him intensively for the Exam, cramming over a week’s worth of lessons into a single day. I also hand him the following week’s preparatory materials—books, practice exams, the works—which I’ve prepared for him to study at home. Not to mention grading his answers from the previous week and passing those along too.
Seung stops putting away his things.
“Surely you’re getting something out of this too, no?”
A blush spreads across my cheeks. I do have to admit it: The last two weeks, as strange as they’ve been, they’ve also been…fun.
For the first time, I’ve had something to plan for. A secret to keep. Someone to talk to.
But Seung doesn’t have to know that.
He already thinks I’m a snooty, out-of-touch, untrustworthy yangban daughter. I’d rather not worsen his impression by adding lonely and friendless to that list.
“What are you implying?” I ask evenly.
“By teaching me, you’re also studying,” Seung clarifies. “Which you need to do anyway. Isn’t tutoring someone else the best way to learn?”
He’s not wrong; I did earn my highest score yet on this past week’s practice exam with my tutor.
“True,” I concede. “But you can’t argue with the fact that this arrangement is lopsided. See here—”
I step away from the door frame and join him in the center of the room. Bending over, I lift one of the books on a section we haven’t yet covered from the top of the stack and open it to the first page.
“For example. Let’s start with some very basic questions. Where does Dragon ki come from?”
“Uh…” Seung falters. “From the academy. Adachi Academy.”
“Yeah,” I respond, pushing him, “but how do the students there actually get their ki powers? Where do they come from? Do you just magically acquire ki as soon as you pass the Exam?”
Obviously, from the blank look on Seung’s face, he hasn’t got a clue.
I flip the book around and show it to him. The open page shows an artist’s rendering of a Dragon spirit coiled around itself, facing the reader with its fangs bared. Beside the dragon is a young man with his head bowed, facing the spirit.
“Ki comes from the spirit world—from Dragon spirits,” I tell him. “For a human to have ki, they must be initiated by a Dragon spirit. In other words, the dragon chooses you and grants ki powers onto you.”
“Ah,” Seung replies stiffly.
“In ancient times, there wasn’t any Exam. The Dragons just chose whichever humans they thought were worthy of having ki. But after the empire was founded, the government eventually took exclusive control over the Dragon spirits. Ever since, they’ve been extraordinarily careful about guarding access to them. Which means that now, obviously, they control who does and doesn’t get to have ki.”
Seung peers closely at the textbook. His brow furrows as he reads.
“Next question.” I slap a hand over the pages. “What powers does having ki bestow?”
“Strength,” he replies curtly.
“Is that it?”
I turn the page. This time, the picture shows a young man in Dragon garb practicing martial arts. A large stone is cracked in half at his feet. Opposite him is a picture of a young woman climbing a mountain slope.
“Dragon ki does give incredible physical strength, indeed. But ki also grants endurance—allowing humans to travel for hours without tiring. And possibly more important than that…”
I indicate the picture on the next page. A young man here is injured, holding his hands to a deep wound at his stomach. In the following picture, the injury has disappeared.
“Dragon ki gives humans the power to immediately heal their bodies from even grievous injuries. That’s one of the key reasons why the Dragon Army is so hard to defeat.”
Seung purses his mouth. I snap the book shut.
“In conclusion,” I declare, “you’re years behind schedule. You don’t even know the very basics, let alone the higher-level knowledge tested by the Exam. Given the amount of information we’ve yet to cover, you don’t have a shred of hope of passing this test without my help.”
“So?” Seung says, annoyed. “We already knew that. Weren’t you the one who suggested—”
“Yes, the original proposal was my idea, but I miscalculated,” I cut in. “Now I’ve discovered just how desperately you need me.”
His scoff doesn’t manage to disguise the way his face pales. “Is that so?”
I nod, smug. “I’m giving you the opportunity of a lifetime. If you snitch, that’s it. You’d never report me to Father now—because your only chance at passing the Exam would fly out the window. Not to mention,” I add with a sweet smile, “you don’t really seem like the blackmailing type.”
Our eyes lock as I dare to reach up, dusting a rogue piece of hair off his shoulder.
For this to work, the faux confidence is a must. See, I’m testing Seung. Challenging him to either contradict me, or—hopefully—to confirm what I pray to be true: that the secret of my transgression is safe with him.
A risk, I know.
But being in Seung’s presence—acting against the rules, quietly rebelling these last two weeks—has sparked within me a new sense of boldness. And if he falls into my trap, I can finally rest easy.
I stare at him, tensely awaiting his response.
“You’re right. I’m not a blackmailer,” Seung admits, shifting.
I withhold a sigh of relief.
Seung’s still looking at me. “So, what’s your point?”
“Um.” I falter.
Honestly, I was so caught up in trying to confirm that Seung wouldn’t rat me out that I forgot to consider where the conversation would go from here. “As I said. This isn’t a fair trade.”
“All right,” Seung says, his prickly gaze remaining on mine. “And what do you expect me to do about that?”
Is this a challenge of his own?
How brazen. Perhaps it was a mistake to tell him to drop the honorifics around me…It appears that he’s truly taken that request to heart. Mother would surely command me to berate the “servant boy” for speaking to me so casually. In fact, it’s the first time in my life that someone my age, let alone one of Father’s employees, has addressed me in such a familiar manner. I’m far more accustomed to indifferent dismissal from fellow yangban or overly humble kowtowing from everyone else.
But instead of anger, a certain thrill passes through me at the bite in Seung’s voice.
I like that he’s begun to see me as a peer.
And maybe he knows that.
I lean in. “Well, Seung…I think you should propose a better deal.”
I try not to watch too intently as Seung runs his tongue over the edge of his bottom lip, nodding slowly as he processes my request. Finally, he breaks away, scratching his head as he paces the room.
“Huh. A better deal…,” he repeats, a soft smile forming. Then he snorts.
“What’s so funny?” I frown.
“It’s just…” He laughs again, throwing his arms up in the air. “What can I possibly give you? You already have everything.”
“Not everything.”
My eyes act on their own impulse, darting toward the window.
Then I pry my gaze away, toward the floor. No. I shouldn’t.
I shouldn’t ask for things that I can’t have.
“Oh,” Seung says softly. Then he gasps. “Oh!”
When I raise my head, Seung has lit up. He’s got an idea, and of course I know exactly what it is.
“No,” I snap immediately. “Forget it.”
“Why not?” Seung asks surreptitiously. “You’ve done it before.”
“That was a…one-time mistake,” I say, paling.
He raises an eyebrow.
“A lapse in judgment,” I continue, flinching. “That—wasn’t me. I wasn’t thinking straight—”
It’s true. Sneaking out of the house wasn’t me at all. Normally I’m the good daughter—the perfect daughter—doing everything that’s required of me. No more, and no less.
“Yeah, you definitely weren’t thinking.” Seung chuckles. “I mean, sneaking out to the village alone in that expensive woven cloak? You’re lucky you weren’t caught sooner. Or robbed.”
“Hey.” I frown.
“You obviously don’t know the first thing about pretending to be a normal person. You couldn’t pass for a commoner if you tried.”
I don’t have an answer to that. He’s right, and it hurts.
“Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t exit the premises at this hour,” I protest. “There’s doormen stationed at the entryways past midnight.”
“Not all the entryways,” Seung replies, raising an eyebrow. “Not the back one that the servants use on supply runs to the marketplace.” He grins wryly. “Clearly, you could use a teacher. Someone who knows the ins and outs not just of this mansion, but the world beyond.”
I shake my head. “This is a terrible idea.”
“Is it?”
Seung swiftly puts down the books, then walks over to the window and lifts it open. He sticks his neck out, looking one way, then the other. Finally, he hoists himself onto the sill and swings his legs outside.
Grunting, he lets himself down and then clambers up onto the outer wall surrounding the compound, fitting one foot at a time onto the stones. He climbs up onto the tiled roof of the wall and sits there, catching his breath.
Then he turns back and reaches his hand out toward me.
“Are you coming?”
“Are you crazy?” I hiss at him, running to the window.
“Scared much?” Seung grins. “Do you plan to stand there forever, or do you wanna learn how to sneak out like a pro?”



I wrinkle my nose, lifting a sleeve up to my face and sniffing. Seung has insisted that I wear this dirty old rag that he found in the cleaner’s supply closet as a cloak. I’m almost certain that he’s used it to clean the living room floors. I suppress a sneeze, but honestly, a little dust is the least of my fears right now.
Seung takes us out through the servants’ back exit and weaves his way through the streets expertly, alley by alley. He seems to know every nook and cranny. To me, each street looks the same as the last. But Seung somehow knows exactly when to turn down an unassuming little side street, taking an unexpected shortcut to—
“Whoa.”
All doubts vanish as, up ahead, I see lantern lights illuminating the night with a soft, golden glow. The village has come alive at night, with huge men shouting and clanking bottles of soju, babies crying, mothers hushing them, and children squealing. On the corner, a wizened old street musician plays the zither with the bow floating lazily in his fingertips. His chin hangs low to his chest as he sways, lost in the music.
I can’t believe how free it feels. To be out here, on my own—
We’ve entered the village and are walking down the main path to the town square, when Seung abruptly grabs my arm and yanks me into an alleyway.
“What are you—”
“Shh!”
Seung puts his hand over my mouth. Back on the main path, a pair of Dragon soldiers marches past. One of them drawls something to the other, who chuckles. My heart pounds; I hold my breath. But they don’t see us and continue on past. I sigh, leaning back against the wall.
“You okay?” Seung peers at me. “We can go back, if you want.”
“No,” I say tersely. I pull the rags tighter around my shoulders. We’re nearly at the village square—I just want a glimpse of it. One last time, then never again. “I’ve already made it this far. We can’t turn back now.”
Seung nods, impressed. He leans out around the corner of the alleyway, looking briefly into the main road—before pulling back again.
“Ooh. Now there’s an idea,” he says, his voice suddenly light again as he notices something on the ground. He quickly squats down and swipes something from the street.
“What is it?” I ask, leaning closer. “What are you—”
To my astonishment, Seung stands up—
And smears a damp thumb across my cheek.
I stare down at his hand—it’s covered in wet mud.
Crying out, I frantically swipe at my face with my hands. My fingertips are swathed in wet dirt.
“You—you!” Enraged, I lurch toward him.
“Now you really look the part!” Seung chortles, dodging out of the way. “Your face is too clean; you’re sticking out! I swear, I’m helping you!”
Not so easily. I grab his collar and twist, pulling him back and smearing my own muddy hand across his nose. “Ha!”
“Whatever.” Seung shrugs, wiping at his nose as he walks back toward the main road. Over his shoulder he calls back at me, “I always have mud on my face, anyway.”
I clench my teeth to avoid laughing—I’m supposed to be much too furious to laugh right now—before following him down the stone path.
The marketplace is crowded and bustling, despite the late hour, vendors promoting their wares loudly at passersby. Seung leads me forward purposefully through the crowd. To my right, merchants call out, hawking textiles. The pungent, salty smell of fish wafts through the air as we pass an old man selling trout.
“It’s beautiful,” I say, marveling and watching, engrossed, as a group of women sit on upside-down buckets, peeling and deveining shrimp.
“Really?”
“I can’t believe how many people there are. And their products—kinds I’ve never seen…”
Seung’s face sours.
“It’s okay. The marketplace has changed a lot,” he says. “After the war started, the empire really started cracking down. When I was a kid, people used to sell hanbok here, all shades and colors. Now sales of Tiger clothing are strictly forbidden. Most of the original Tiger shopkeepers have had their licenses revoked. The only businesses remaining afloat are protected by—”
He stops himself, but from the look on his face, the rest of that sentence is clear.
Yangban.
Collaborators with the Dragon regime.
A bitter taste forms in my mouth.
Mother has always reminded me to take pride in our ancestors’ hard work and dedication—and to remember how blessed our family has been to live in splendor while the world fell to pieces around us. It hadn’t occurred to me before to consider just how the wins of our family during a time of difficulty must have come at the steep losses of others.
I sneak a glance at Seung, with his sharp cheekbones and elbows. At the old women peeling shrimp, heavy lines etched into their sunken faces.
“I’m…sorry.” The words fall from my lips like stones. “I—”
“It’s not your fault.” Seung speaks rigidly. Like he’s forcing himself to say the words. Guilt twists in my belly, reminding me that Seung is only here because he has to be. He has to keep me happy, as part of our deal, as an employee of Father’s.
He’d probably rather be spending his evening with anyone else.
Seung continues to lead me along. My gaze lingers on a stand with an old ajumma stirring a huge vat of spicy rice cakes and vegetables boiling in a thick, soupy red sauce. The old woman catches my eye and reaches behind the cart, pulling out a large skewer. She waves it at me.
With a quick movement, she expertly pierces four rice cakes and holds up the skewer. The smell wafts through the air, the spice making me tear up.
“Sixty yen,” the ajumma croons, smiling. I try not to grimace—she’s missing most of her front teeth. I can’t let Seung know that I’ve never seen such poverty before. I nod nervously, eager to help support her business.
I’m pulling out my little purse of Dragon currency when Seung places a hand on my wrist, stopping me.
“Sixty yen?” he says, raising an eyebrow. “Thanks, lady, but have a nice day.”
He pulls me forward, away from the tasty rice cakes…
“These are delicious!” the old woman insists. “Well worth the price!”
“Yes, but we can get the same tteokbokki much cheaper at the other end of the market,” Seung replies.
“Forty yen,” the old woman croons.
I nod enthusiastically, but Seung shakes his head.
“For forty I could still buy a whole bag of tteok and make them myself at home. You’ve got to be reasonable.”
“Thirty is the lowest I can go.” The lady frowns.
“Twenty.”
“Twenty?! Twenty-five.”
“Sold!”
Seung reaches into his pocket and pulls out a few coins. He wavers for a moment as he stares down at the coins in his palm before turning them over reluctantly to the woman, who gives us the rice cakes.
“You were about to pay sixty yen for tteokbokki?” Seung whispers as we walk away, incredulous. “It’s just rice cakes, sugar, and chili paste. Do you literally have no idea how much things are supposed to cost?”
I’m too embarrassed to admit I don’t. I haven’t paid for anything with my own money in my life.
“I guess there’s no need for them to teach you that in prep school, huh?” It feels like he practically shoves the skewer into my hands. I can hardly look at him.
“There wasn’t any— I thought maybe she could’ve used the money—” I reply weakly, trying to defend myself. “I was just trying to help.”
Seung turns sharply away. I’ve definitely said the wrong thing now. My stomach falls.
I open up my purse. “At least let me cover you for—”
“It’s okay.” He stops me. “I can afford to buy rice cakes. I don’t need your charity.”
From the way his jaw clenches as he speaks, and the reluctance with which he handed over those coins, I’m not completely sure I believe him. But there’s nothing in the world I could say now that would make Seung take money from me. Of that, I’m sure.
I swallow my pride, my cheeks pinking as I sneak a glance at Seung—then notice him staring off with a curious expression at the side of a building. I follow his gaze to the wall.
Nailed to the stone is a simple parchment with a detailed portrait of a girl. She has enormous eyes that have been painted a deep, dark shade of violet that I’ve never seen a real pair of irises possess, framed by lush lashes. Her hair has been portrayed in long, rough swipes of deep-purple black. The poster displays a simple message:
WANTED: NAME UNKNOWN
GIRL OF MAGPIE-FEATHER HAIR
BEWARE OF CONVERSATION
DO NOT MAKE EYE CONTACT
REWARD: 100,000 YEN
Seung’s face goes pale as he squints at the poster.
“Do you know her or something?” I ask him, raising an eyebrow.
He lingers on the portrait a second longer, then shrugs vaguely, turning away.
I sneak another glance at the poster, wondering who the girl is. Looking around the marketplace, I notice that several of the same WANTED posters have been pasted onto trees, posts, and walls.
100,000 YEN, they display in bold text. I wonder what she must’ve done to have earned such an expensive reward. Certainly something worse than sneaking out at night to the marketplace with some guy.
Still, I can’t help but feel a rush of thrill that feels nearly criminal as I sink my teeth into the tasty tteok, my tongue exploding with a burst of spicy flavor.
Seung watches me eat. I feel my face grow hot as I realize that I’ve stuffed my mouth with one too many rice cakes than would be considered polite for a yangban daughter. It’s the first time I’ve had street food like this. I can’t believe how delicious it is.
“Take some.” I extend the skewer toward Seung, who holds up his hand, refusing.
“I’m fine,” he says stiffly.
“Come on. You paid for it; you might as well try some,” I insist.
Though Seung shakes his head, his eyes linger on the tteok long enough for me to reach forward, take his hand, and wrap his fingers around the skewer. Then I turn and march away before he has the chance to return it.
My whole body is warmed by the heat and spice of the tteokbokki, making me forget my embarrassment. Somehow, the fresh food here on the street tastes so much better than anything I’ve had at home…



“You’re different,” Seung says.
“Yes, you’ve made that abundantly clear…”
We’ve stopped outside town, taking the quiet route along the river back toward my house. Toads are croaking; dragonflies flit through the air. The moon hangs in the sky, half brilliant, half draped in shadowy clouds.
Seung pauses, picks up a rock, and skips it across the creek. The stone bounces three or four times before falling below the surface and disappearing from sight. He reaches down and skips another easily; I marvel at his casual skill. He seems so carefree out here.
“No, I mean, you’re different from how I thought you’d be,” says Seung as he skips another rock. “From how you usually are. When you’re at home with your family, you’re always…a little uptight. No offense.”
“Isn’t everyone that way at home?”
The thought of home makes my stomach churn. If my parents find out what I’m doing right now, I’m done.
Seung shrugs.
“Not at my house. We’re pretty relaxed. It’s not like you guys, always so formal. But today you’re, I don’t know. Another person altogether.”
“How so?”
“The Choi Eunji I’m used to seeing is—quieter? Just what you’d expect from the youngest daughter of the most powerful family in the Tiger Colonies. Poised and perfect, always says the right thing. You know. Honestly,” he adds, “if I hadn’t seen you at the Slaying Ceremony myself, I never would’ve believed that you were capable of sneaking out.”
Of course he can’t see me as anything but obedient, sheltered. And, though it’s painful to admit, I fear that he’s right.
I try to copy Seung, skipping a rock myself. It plops straight into the water without skipping. Seung chuckles.
“Maybe I’m acting differently because…I feel different,” I mutter.
“What do you mean?”
I frown and try another rock. Plop again.
“I don’t know.” But even as the words come out, I realize I know exactly how to describe how I feel, out here, in the open air surrounded by the woods and the river.
Alive.
Narrowing my eyes, I focus on the task at hand, trying to skip a rock once again. The third stone falls straight into the water after the first two.
“It kind of bounced a little?” says Seung, leaning forward.
“No,” I say. “It dropped right to the bottom.”
But I’ve already bent down to pick up another stone. I try it again and again, undeterred by the repeated failure. Now it’s a game. I have to get it right. Seung crosses his arms, amused.
Finally—after like eight or nine tries—I get a stone to skip! It hops three times across the narrow creek before sinking to the bottom.
“I got it!” I cry, throwing my hands up. I do a little hop-dance. “I did it! Ha-HA!”
“Not bad.” Seung laughs.
The two of us throw stones until our arms grow tired. Afterward, we sit back on the banks under the half-moon light.
“What’s life like once you pass the Exam?” Seung asks after a while. “You’ve seen your siblings go through it, haven’t you?”
I sit up and look off into the woods. A distant, sad feeling echoes through me.
“After the Exam,” I say quietly, “you go to Adachi Training Academy, far away on the home islands of the Dragon Empire.”
Seung nods.
“There, a Dragon spirit bestows Dragon ki on you. Then they teach you how to use it. It’s basically a year of military school. You board there with a bunch of other students and the Dragon ki masters, training together.”
“You must be looking forward to it—being away from your family,” Seung says, observing me with a side glance.
I shrug. “Adachi doesn’t exactly mean freedom. It’s a military school.”
According to my eldest sister, Eunyoung, Adachi follows a strict regimen, morning to night. And though many students, including girls, go on to become members of the Dragon Army…for Choi daughters, getting into Adachi is just a checkmark on a list of things we have to do to prove our eligibility as brides.
Immediately after completing her training at the academy, Eunyoung returned home and married the eldest son of a mining magnate from Hannam City. Then she moved away, trading one confining household for another.
The next time I saw her was two years later, when she had one child on her hip and another in her belly.
Trying to put the thought out of my mind, I pick up a stone by my feet and rub it between my fingers, turning it over and over. It’s so smooth. Out here by the creek, I almost feel like I’m dreaming.
“You don’t look excited about it,” Seung observes.
“Why would I be?” I shrug. “It’s just one more thing I have to do. And it brings me one year closer to being married off to the most politically advantageous son of Father’s business associates.”
“How romantic.”
“It’s the way it is,” I say, grimacing. “The way it’s always been. I’m trapped, and I always will be. And I’ve accepted that.”
“Have you really?”
When I glance over, Seung is watching me intently, his mouth slanted in a half smile.
I clear my throat. “Of course I have.”
“Huh,” he replies skeptically. “If you say so.”
“Don’t believe me?”
He stares at me for another beat. Then he shrugs and turns back toward the river.
I toss the pebble I’ve been holding into his lap. “Hey.”
He picks up the stone and tosses it back. “Hi.”
“Tell me what you’re thinking,” I gripe, a frustrated laugh escaping from my lips.
Seung chuckles in response. “Well, I don’t know. You just look so happy out here. Out on your own. Maybe I’m wrong, but it seems like you like this way more than being trapped inside. No?”
I follow his gaze out over the glassy surface of the creek. The reflection of the moon shines brightly there, distorted by the pattern of flowing water.
“I’m not really free,” I mutter. “It’s just an illusion.”
“Maybe,” Seung replies. “But what if you could be?”
I turn to look at him. He has a strange look on his face.
“Take me, for one. I never, ever thought I’d have a chance at passing the Exam,” Seung tells me. “No way we could afford the tutors we’d need. Not in a million years. I was resigned to that fate too. But now…things are different. You showed me another path. Now there’s hope. What if you could find that for yourself? A version of the future you’re looking forward to?”
“I don’t know what that would even mean…” I trail off.
“Why not? Just picture it—humor me, for the fun of it.”
“Father would kill me,” I blurt out.
But the idea sticks in my mind like a shining coin in the dark.
What if…?
“I mean…I suppose, if I could do anything…”
“Hey.” Seung’s voice has suddenly gone cold. “What’s this?”
“What?”
“Eunji, look.”
He’s bending down over the ground, observing something there.
I sit up and come around behind him, looking down at where he’s pointing. There’s something large and oddly shaped there in the mud.
A footprint.
It’s from some kind of large animal, with four big toes around a central pad.
Instantly my mind flashes back to the event a couple of weeks ago. The chains. The beast with the trembling eyes.
But this print is brand-new—there’s no way it could be two weeks old.
The two of us look up at each other.
“You don’t think…?” says Seung, looking straight into my eyes.
“Tiger.” I nod, feeling a chill passing through me. “For sure.”
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SEUNG
“Look,” Eunji whispers, “it’s still damp.”
I stare down at the footprint. Sure enough, she’s right.
A jolt passes through me; bumps rise on my skin.
Its tail sweeps back and forth anxiously on the wooden platform. The creature’s eyes gleam with a strange intensity; they seem to glow almost from within.
From the look of this print, there’s another tiger out here in the woods. And it isn’t far away.
Above us, a half-moon shines down over the world, casting the landscape into gray-white shades of light and shadow. The stream cuts quietly through the woods, its surface utterly and strangely clear, like flowing glass.
“Seung…?”
Eunji looks up at me with a mixture of wonder, fear, and more than a hint of excitement in her face. I feel my own heart pounding in my chest. Thud. Thud. Thud.
One thing is for sure. Tigers mean danger.
The less we know about this, the better. Otherwise we’re just asking for trouble from the secret police.
“Look, Eunji, I think we should get you home.” I stand up, brushing the dirt from my tunic.
Eunji continues scanning our surroundings, undeterred. The breeze whistles through the valley, making her hair flutter slightly around her shoulders. The mix of bravery and naivete in her expression puts a pang in my chest. Eunji shivers, looking up from the footprint and gazing off into the woods.
“Look—there’s more.”
I follow her pointed finger: Sure enough, there’s another print.
And another.
They’re leading up from the river, into the forest.
“Eunji.” I try again. “We should go—”
But she seizes my wrist, her face gone pale white—
I follow where she’s looking—and then I see it too—
Two yellow, gleaming marbles.
Shining out at us from the dark undergrowth beneath the trees.
The first paw emerges from the shadows.
Now the hair really stands up on my skin—
It’s followed by a black nose…and a wide, winter-white face…
The tiger treads slowly out of the woods, paw by paw. Eunji freezes solid beside me; I ever so slowly move her behind me with a guiding arm. My legs tense, ready—to do what? Fight or run? I don’t know—as the tiger emerges from beneath the trees, its entire body now bathed in moonlight.
It swings its head around, staring at each of us, one at a time.
The tiger steps softly toward the creek, seeming to ignore us entirely. It lowers its head to the surface of the water and begins to lap with a pink tongue.
I don’t dare to move a muscle. The night is mysteriously silent around us—not even the croaking of toads or a chorus of crickets can be heard. There’s only the lap, lap, lap of the tiger drinking patiently by the river. Its tail twitches sporadically, sweeping from one side to the other.
My eyes widen. Seen up close, the animal is longer than a full-grown man is tall. Its lean haunches seem to contain a raw, incredible power. And yet somehow, this wild animal looks so gentle here…drinking by the river’s edge under the moonlight…
It’s beautiful. I’ve never seen anything like it before…
Suddenly the tiger looks up from the water, snapping immediately to attention. Its whiskers stand on edge as its eyes narrow on something far down the path, beyond Eunji and me.
The tiger instantly turns and bounds off into the woods. Just like that, in only a few leaps, it’s vanished completely, the fronds shaking in its wake. The surface of the creek is perfect and still, as if it were never touched.
I turn to look—behind us, in the distance, is the bobbing light of a lantern. Someone is approaching from far down the path. Even from here, I can hear the distinct murmur of voices speaking in Dragon language.
Uh-oh. The night patrol.
I glance quickly around us, scanning for an escape route. But there’s nowhere to run, except into the woods—which seems unwise, knowing there’s a wild tiger in there, but there’s absolutely no way Eunji and I can be seen here together by the Dragon patrol.
I mentally curse myself for sneaking Choi Eunji out at night. What was I thinking?
I make a split-second decision.
Acting quickly, I grab a fallen branch and smear out the tiger’s footprints in the mud, rendering them unidentifiable. I glance sharply behind us one last time at the lamp, then back at the woods. We only have a few seconds before we’re seen.
“Here,” I whisper.
I grab Eunji by the arm and pull her after me into the woods, into the shade under the trees. We kneel down in the undergrowth, getting our bearings; I brush away a large frond from my face.
At least here we can’t be seen right away. I try to peer back out at the patrol, to see whether they’ve spotted anything.
Eunji gasps and nudges me.
“That’s Mr. Ogawa,” she whispers, pointing. “He leads our neighborhood military regiment; he knows my father. If they find me here…”
Sure enough, I can just make out the form of two soldiers from the Dragon Army approaching up the riverside path, their rough faces cast into shadow by the lantern in the taller one’s fist. The light provides a gentle bubble around the two men, the halo extending off them into the night.
As if on cue, the lantern freezes. One of the men squints into the dark.
“Did you hear something?” he asks.
Eunji barely restrains a yelp. Luckily for us, with the bright lantern they’re carrying, the soldiers can’t seem to see deeper into the dark shadows of the woods. But we may not be able to evade them for long here. I tap Eunji on the arm.
Follow me, I mouth.
It may be foolish—we’re sharing these woods with a dangerous animal—but we don’t have any choice.
I don’t know where we’re going, but I do know we have to move fast.
Eunji runs headlong beside me through the undergrowth, her face flushed with excitement and fear. As we run, we pass through the trees to an odd clearing where the forest thins out. The moonlight falls directly here onto the space between the trees, giving the area a strangely quiet, magical feeling. Looking around quickly, I can just make out a hulking stone cave at the far end. It looks potentially like a great hiding place—
Until I spot the pair of golden eyes blinking out from the shadows of the cave’s mouth.
The tiger turns and disappears, its tail swishing in the darkness.
I might be crazy, but it almost looks like it’s beckoning us to follow it…
I notice something bizarre flanking the cave entrance, a pair of oddly shaped rock formations. A shiver passes through me involuntarily as I realize that they’re statues. Statues of some kind of animal…
But there’s no time to waste. I can hear the tramping of boots and snapping of twigs and leaves echoing behind us; the soldiers have entered the woods. Perhaps they saw our footprints back by the creek. Whatever prompted them to follow, they’re not far behind us now.
I have to get Eunji to safety. No matter what. I can’t have this night end in disaster…
This way, Eunji mouths, tugging my arm.
We run past the clearing, past the cave, falling deeper into the woods. I jump down a ledge, helping Eunji after me, then scan left and right, looking for somewhere to hide. There’s a narrow opening here beneath the roots of an ancient, withered tree. The space between the roots and the soil might just be large enough to hide a person. I make eye contact with Eunji. We both nod.
Eunji clambers down first, worming her way between the roots. I pull up an armful of leaves and throw them over the opening.
Yes. It hides her perfectly.
“What are you doing?” Eunji whispers so quietly I can barely hear her. “Come on, get in—”
“There’s not enough room,” I whisper back. “It’s okay. You’re safe here—I’ll find—”
Somewhere over the ledge, I hear the boots of the officers, frighteningly close. One of them raises his voice.
“Hey! Who’s there?”
Eunji falls deathly silent. All I can see of her are her eyes, wet with fear, staring up at me from between the tree roots.
I move one last armful of leaves over the opening, covering the roots and Eunji’s face completely. Then I turn to run—
And come face-to-face with a Dragon soldier.
“What are you doing out here in the woods at this hour, boy?” he demands.
My heart is pounding in my chest. I swallow several times, watching his face carefully—but the soldier must not have seen Eunji. He doesn’t know she’s there. The old man’s face is harsh and gnarled, with a long scar down the left cheek trailing to his chin. I try not to stare.
Behind me, the other soldier comes up, carrying the lamp.
“What’s this?” he says, peering into my face.
I’m desperate not to give away any sign that Eunji is hidden right below our feet. My mind is racing; I somehow need to talk my way out of trouble while also getting the soldiers as far away from Eunji as fast as I can.
What can I do? What can I say?
Then it hits me. The perfect idea—not just to get the soldiers away from here. An idea that could potentially solve all my problems, here and now.
“I saw a tiger,” I blurt out. “Here in the woods. I saw its footprints by the river, so I followed it. I was hoping to turn it in to the authorities. So you guys can capture it and, um, keep the colonies safe from these wild animals.”
The soldiers raise their eyebrows. Their faces are skeptical, but I definitely have their attention.
The older officer with the scarred face huffs. “Where did you see it?”
“I’ll show you!”
“He wants the reward,” grunts the shorter and younger of the two. His gaunt cheeks look sunken-in under the flickering lantern light.
“Boy,” the older soldier growls. “If you’re lying to us…”
“I swear I saw it,” I say, sweating. “It just ran that way—”
I dart into the woods before they can ask any more questions, leading them in a long circle, far from where Eunji is hidden. The soldiers tromp after me, leaves crunching under their heavy boots.
Now my thoughts are racing. The reward for catching a tiger is staggering, rumored to be upward of 500,000 yen or more. It’s an amount of money that could change my life, and the lives of my entire family, forever.
Exam aside—this might just be the lucky break I need.
I race through the undergrowth, followed by the cursing officers, mentally weighing my options. I’m pretty sure I can find my way back to the cave where I last saw the tiger. I could lead these soldiers directly to it. Collect my reward.
But as I lead them forward, a flash passes involuntarily through my mind—
The soldier raises his blade, his face twisted in an expression of hate—
I stop in my tracks. Then I turn around.
“I—I’m sorry,” I tell the soldiers, shaking.
They stumble after me, cursing as they swipe away branches from their faces.
“Where is it?” the younger soldier gasps.
“I…must’ve been seeing things.”
For a second, I doubt myself. It’ll hurt to lose that money.
But I just can’t let them kill the tiger. Not again. Not one more.
And besides—if we manage to make it back alive tonight, I have my own path now. I don’t need to collect the empire’s money; I have a deal with Eunji. I’m going to pass the Exam. I’ve taken my fate into my own hands now. And I don’t need to help myself at the cost of an innocent life.
The younger soldier drops his arm, aghast, letting the lamp down by his side. The older officer with the harsh-looking scar steps up, close to me, an awful look in his eye.
“You think this is some kind of joke, boy?”
“N-no, I swear—”
It happens so fast I don’t even register it. The blow strikes me down to the ground as a searing pain cries out in my cheek. The officer lifts his foot back and kicks me twice in the gut, hard. I double over. The taste of blood fills my mouth.
He kicks me again, and I feel an explosion of pain in my chest—
“Whoa, that’s enough, man. He’s just a kid,” the younger soldier says. My ears are ringing; his voice sounds distant.
“He’s Tiger spawn,” the hard-faced officer curses. He spits; I feel the spray hit my cheek as the slur falls out of his mouth. “We’re wasting our time. I’m finishing up my shift and going home.”
He kicks me one last time; with his ki, it feels like a steel rod has rammed through my chest. I groan, seeing stars. The younger officer raises the lamp again, his somber face flickering in the shadows. I watch dimly as the light bobs off into the woods, the soldiers making their way back to the river.
I grimace, lifting a shaking hand to my cheek, and wipe away the officer’s spittle. My stomach turns; I lean into the ground, blood and spit pooling from my mouth into the dirt.
Have to get back—I have to find Eunji—
Somewhere nearby in the woods, I hear an animal noise. The sound is feral and deep; the hair stands up on my arms.
The purring sound grows.
I try to stand, but I’m too weak. It feels like one of my ribs might be broken. Desperately, I struggle to move. A pair of golden, gleaming eyes appears in front of me as the tiger emerges from the bushes.
I’m totally helpless. I’m sure I must look like the world’s easiest meal.
The tiger pads so close I can see its enormous, white-and-black striped face hovering above mine. I want to scream for help—anything—but I’m paralyzed, my body’s numb, and I can’t seem to breathe quite right—
The tiger lowers its head for the kill…
Above me, the moon flashes. A powerful moonbeam falls straight into the woods, casting the forest in a bone-white stream of light, growing in intensity.
Something warm and soft and…wet touches my shirt. I crane my neck, confused. The tiger hasn’t attacked me. It’s only lowered its head…until its nose is touching my chest, just above my heart…
From somewhere far away, I hear the jangling of what sounds almost like…music. I hear the beating of drums, and in the far distance, a woman’s voice, singing fully, with abandon, her song warbling and trembling and rising high to a crescendo—
“Ari-rang, Ari-rang, A-ra-ri-ro…”
What’s going on? What’s happening—and why do I feel—
The light dissipates; the moonbeam disappears.
I lie there on the ground, stunned. My chest is glowing with warmth. As I look down at myself, a brilliant white light fades away from my skin, my shirt returning to its normal color. I look back up just in time to see the tiger’s retreating tail as it disappears back into the woods.
I sit up, touching a hand to my chest, astonished.
The pain has completely disappeared. My ribs are fine, nothing broken.
I look up and around, full of wonder.
My hands run over my chest, my face, but I can’t find even the slightest hint of a bruise. It’s as if the soldier never even touched me.
What’s more, my senses are strangely heightened—the air on my skin feels intensely crisp, and around me, the forest has suddenly come alive, practically pulsing with animal sounds I could barely hear before. I hear now the humming of insects in the woods, the thrumming chorus surrounding me; I hear the swoop of an owl’s wings as it flies above the trees, settling onto one of the branches. By my feet, I can almost feel the presence of a tiny beetle diligently making its way over the soil.
I squint, taking a second look at the beetle. There’s some kind of aura around it—a light brown halo. I blink again, rubbing my eyes, but the shimmering light is still there.
Something rustles the leaves at the edge of the clearing. I scramble to my feet, prepared to run.
“Relax, it’s me,” says Eunji, breaking through the trees. She still has a few leaves stuck in her hair. “Whatever you did worked, because the Dragon soldiers left. Come on—let’s get out of here.”
Shakily I nod.
Eunji tilts her head to the side. “You okay? You swallow a roach or something?”
“No. I mean—yeah,” I stammer. “Totally fine.”
I throw a thumbs-up for emphasis.
When I look back at the ground, the beetle is gone.



I scale the wall of the Choi family manor, reaching back to help Eunji climb over.
I haven’t said a word about what happened out there. I honestly don’t know how I would begin to explain it.
We drop down behind the wall over the live-in-servants’ quarters, then sneak past the window, where Moonhee’s silhouette blows out a candle. When we make it to the western compound, I open Eunji’s window latch from the outside. She swings her legs over and lands in her room with a soft thud before turning around to peek back over the edge at me.
I feel terrible, having risked her life. Both of our lives. Maybe she’ll never want to see me again.
“I’m so sorry, Eunji,” I tell her. “I had no idea the night would take that turn—
“Are you kidding?!” she interrupts me, grinning from ear to ear. “Seung. That was the most exciting night of my life.”
For a second, I can’t speak.
Eunji’s cheeks are flushed. Her brow is slick with sweat, and her dark hair is tangled, running wild. There’s one last little leaf that neither of us managed to spot sticking out from her hair.
But her smile is what shuts me up.
It’s the purest grin of joy I’ve ever seen on anyone’s face. In some way that’s hard to explain, Eunji looks the most like herself that I’ve ever seen her. Something flutters in my chest as I flush with happiness, seeing how wonderful she feels. My breath hitches.
“Seung? You all right?” Eunji raises an eyebrow.
I flinch, shifting my gaze to my feet. What am I thinking? This is Choi Eunji—the youngest daughter of the most powerful Tiger family in Kidoh, possibly in the colonies.
And me? I’m the guy who gets paid to clean her house.
“Yeah, I’m fine, thanks.” I paste on a polite smile.
Eunji regards me in silence for one painstakingly long moment. Then she leans out the window and briskly says, “I’ll see you next Monday, okay?”
“All right,” I say, bowing.
Eunji wrinkles her nose. “Don’t do that, Seung.”
I pause, uncomfortable. Another moment passes—until Eunji waves me off.
“Get home safe, okay?”
She smiles at me one last time before shutting the window, leaving me standing out in the night. I turn, pull myself over the back gate, and circle around to the front of the manor. Then I begin weaving back through the streets, on the path toward home.



When I finally arrive, it’s beyond late and I’m exhausted. I’ve picked most of the leaves and twigs out of my clothes and tried to ruffle my hair back into shape, but I still look like a terrible mess. My shirt has a giant rip in it where I tore it on a stray branch, and my pants are stained with mud. Ugh.
Cautiously, so as to not wake anyone up, I remove my shoes and slide the front door open—
Only to find that I’m not the only one still awake. A lamp has been left on the table, burning itself down.
I frown. Something isn’t right here.
In the center of our one-room house, Mom and Hoyoung are still up—they’re kneeling over something, with their backs to the door. Confused, I slide the door closed and creep up quietly, joining them.
Mom turns her head and just puts her hand on my back, without saying a word. I feel a jolt of shock seeing that there are tears running down her cheeks.
Not comprehending, I look down at the floor.
Dad is lying there beneath a worn blanket. His face is thin and pale, and his eyes are closed in sleep. He inhales weakly and then exhales, his ragged breath catching and choking into a series of coughing fits. The rattling coughs rack his thin frame.
“I think it’s pneumonia,” Mom whispers, turning to press her lips fiercely to my forehead.
A deep chill runs down my spine.
Pneumonia is a terrible disease. For families like ours that can’t afford the right medicine, it’s a very, very bad diagnosis.
And Dad has weak, brittle lungs; years of working in the mines will do that. Even a cold can lay him low for days.
Dad isn’t just sick. He’s dangerously sick.
“What happened?” I manage, my eyes filling. “When…?”
“Do you remember the rain a week ago?” Mom says softly.
Last week feels somehow like a lifetime ago. “Yes,” I reply finally. Of course I remember. That was the night I saw Officer Hiyoshi out in the woods.
“Your father was coming home from the night shift that day when he found a man by the side of the road in the cold and rain. He was naked and shivering half to death—apparently he’d been robbed. Your father took off his coat and gave it to that man, before helping him home. But he got soaked on the way back.”
A terrible feeling of dread passes up my spine, as if a finger made of ice were tracing its way along my back.
With her other hand, Mom strokes Hoyoung’s head. My little brother is uncharacteristically quiet, standing stiff as a plank beside the bed.
“Your dad caught a cold that day. At some point it must have developed into pneumonia.”
Dad found Officer Hiyoshi in the woods that night.
But he stopped to free the man who had stolen from our family, the very man who threw him into the wall. Dad gave our enemy his only coat to keep him warm. And in return for showing kindness to someone who stole from us, Dad got desperately sick himself.
How could he be so stupid? My eyes fill with tears.
I squeeze Mom’s hand tightly as the lantern on the table flickers, sending our shadows moving over the wall. What little light it gives off casts the room in a warm, homey color. The lantern is running low on oil, though; I can already tell. Once it runs out, we’ll be plunged into darkness for the night. I can only pray that it will last.
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When I was a child, Moonhee used to sit on the floor beside my bed mat, sewing, while she told me bedtime stories. One of them, an old folktale about the creation of our country, has stuck with me a long time.
It goes like this:
Once upon a time, there was a bear and a tiger who desperately wanted to become human.
They prayed to a divine king to grant their wish and transform them into humans. The divine king heard their prayer and, wishing to test their resolve, ordered the tiger and bear to live inside a deep cave for one hundred days.
There, trapped in perpetual darkness, they would be given only garlic and mugwort to eat. The divine king declared that after the hundredth day of their eating these awful, paltry foods, he would grant the animals’ wishes and turn them, as they requested, into humans.
The bear and the tiger entered the cave. As their trial began, they both ate nothing but garlic and mugwort, forcing down the bitter foods. But after twenty days, the tiger grew restless. And hungry. So it left the bear alone in the cave and ventured out into the sun. Meanwhile, the bear obediently heeded the divine king’s orders.
After one hundred days had passed, as promised, the divine king granted the bear’s wish and transformed her into a beautiful woman. The moment she walked out of the dark cave into the light, the divine king was so struck by the woman’s beauty that he proposed to marry her, right then and there.
That bear-woman was the first human in our country.
Soon afterward, she gave birth to the divine king’s son. The divine prince would one day become the founder of our country, the Tiger Kingdom—named after his mother’s long-lost friend who left early from that fateful cave to wander the earth alone.
Growing up, I idolized the bear from Moonhee’s story.
How respectable, I was told, was her diligence and resolve, her ability to heed the divine king’s orders. As her reward for her obedience, she became the wife of a god and the mother of our country’s founder. What a handsome honor.
But nowadays, as I think back on Moonhee’s story, I wonder…
Why did the bear ever want to become a human in the first place?
Just to be a mother and wife?
Did she crave something else?
And, what’s more, I never really stopped to wonder whatever happened to that restless, impulsive tiger who snuck away into the night.



I’ve come to measure my life in Mondays.
Once a week, Seung arrives. As he cleans the house, I tutor him for the Exam, and he helps me sneak out into the village. Prior to this year, my tutor constantly scolded me for scoring the bare minimum required to pass the Exam. But ever since I began teaching Seung, my grades have been soaring. And so has my mood. It’s a wonder what some time outdoors—and the right company—can do for the soul.
It’s the most fun I’ve ever had.
And it’s not enough.
Tuesday through Sunday, I sit by the window, watching the clouds pass in the sky above…
So I sing the praises of Seung’s extraordinary sweeping and shining prowess to Moonhee, who agrees to increase his pay…as long as he also agrees to work double shifts. Then triple. Until he’s showing up several times a week.
The weeks pass, and the late-autumn leaves fall one by one until the tree branches are bare. Then the months fly by as the winter deepens around us. Meanwhile, I learn to barter in the marketplace like a weathered ajumma, skip rocks like a pro, climb trees without scraping a knee. I memorize the winding back route to the town square and play yutnori with local teens in dark corners of the village.
And I learn how to open up—how to break the polite facade I’m so used to showing the world and really share a version of myself I’m proud of. Seung and I trade folk songs from our childhoods, competing to see who can come up with the silliest variation of a verse. We break street bread into even halves, like partnered thieves, and toss macadamia nuts at each other, trying to catch them in our mouths. We challenge each other with races and riddles.
Seung is incredibly observant. Along with the endless array of Exam facts and figures he’s learned, he comes to know exactly why I love crisped rice and skipping rocks, and precisely which of the restrictive Choi family social rules bother me the most. As time passes, I find Seung seems to know what I want to say almost before I do. As if he can always sense exactly how I’m feeling.
Of course, things aren’t perfect, or always easy. Too often, I find myself stumbling over my words as my mind scrambles anxiously for the perfect retort to Seung’s quick-witted banter. More than that, we can never be too careful when we’re hanging out with each other, never let our guards down too much, lest we be found out and punished. An element of danger, risk, crime hangs over every moment.
Which, maybe—if I admit it to myself—is somehow what I relish the most about the time we spend together…
But whenever I start to believe that we might be becoming true friends, Seung seems to pull away, his mind wandering off to some distant place. Especially recently. I wonder where he goes in those brief moments when he stares into the sky, grin faltering. I want to ask him, but I’m afraid to intrude, to cross a line.
And so I have to constantly remind myself that, while Seung may be the closest thing I’ve ever had to a best friend, for him, this is still just a deal. A mutually beneficial collaboration. A transaction.
But what I’m getting out of this deal? I’ve come to feel it’s worth its weight in gold.
It’s more than just a few nights outside, free from my family. It’s learning how to become free in a whole other way.
Often, nowadays, my mind wanders back to that night by the creek:
“I’m not really free,” I mutter. “It’s just an illusion.”
“Maybe,” Seung replies. “But what if you could be?”
I’ve come to feel that there are two versions of me. There’s the Choi Eunji that my family knows—the one who sits still and obeys everything she’s told and doesn’t say a word unless spoken to. And there’s the one Seung knows—who emerges only during our furtive evening outings to town, a Eunji who breaks the rules, who runs around at night with dirt on her face.
Two versions of Choi Eunji, as different from each other as a bear and a tiger.
Speaking of tigers…Although Seung and I have returned again and again to the creek where we first spotted the footprints, we’ve never been able to find it. I wonder where it wandered off to.
Maybe one day, we’ll find it again.



Before we know it, there’s only one month until the Exam.
“You’re late,” I quip at Seung as he ambles up the road, arriving at the base of the western compound.
“Not my fault.”
“Oh?”
Seung tosses a rag up at me, and I catch it.
“Your dad and your brother kept ordering me around the compound, telling me to dust this, clean that…then they made me and the other servants hang up like a million decorations in the garden.” Seung sighs, handing me his mop and bucket through the window before swinging around to the front—where I welcome him, sliding the door open. “So if you’ve got a problem with my punctuality,” he finishes, “you’ll have to take it up with your father.”
“We both know I can’t possibly do that,” I scoff.
“Lucky for me, then.” Seung grins, removing his shoes and passing the rest of his cleaning supplies up toward me. He inclines his head as he notices what I’m wearing this evening.
“So fancy.”
In place of my usual ordinary dress is a brilliant blue kimono printed with white flowers that my family ordered specially for this evening. It’s beautiful; the skirt wraps around and comes together in the back in a large, ostentatious bow. My hair is wound tightly into a formal knot above my head, lined with jade clips and white pearls.
“Yeah, about that,” I tell him. “There’s going to be people all over the house this evening. So you’ll have to study in here.” I slide the door open on my left.
Seung freezes, peering around the corner. “Isn’t this your…?”
“My bedroom, yeah. It’s the only place I can guarantee to be completely empty and free of prying eyes tonight.”
“Uh…” Seung hesitates. “I don’t know if—”
“Don’t worry,” I blurt, maybe a little too loud. “I won’t be in there with you!”
“Oh,” Seung says. “I wasn’t worried.” He pauses. “Actually, I was. But only because someone could get the wrong idea—I mean, if someone else saw—not that I—I just mean—”
A giggle bubbles within me as his cheeks redden. It’s the first time I’ve seen Seung look so flustered.
“So where will you be, then?” He pivots, entering the room behind me.
I sigh, resigned. “This is why I asked you to come early. My family is hosting a party this evening in celebration of the Dragon Empire’s Spring Festival. They’ll be expecting me to come out soon and get ready to entertain.”
“So that’s why they made us put up those lanterns.” He frowns. “And here I was thinking your dad was just really into Dragon decor.”
“Oh, believe me, he is,” I say. “Anyway, unfortunately this means we might not be able to go out as usual after the party tonight.”
“I guess I could use the extra time to study.”
“I can’t believe it’s only a month away.” A lump forms in my throat as I contemplate the end of our adventures. Somehow I had been hoping this year would never end.
Then again, I suppose, if this goes as planned, we’ll both be at Adachi Academy. There, we won’t have to hide. We’ll train openly and dine together in the mess hall. The thought of it almost makes me look forward to the future, for once…
Seung nods, absentmindedly running a hand through his tousled hair, causing a few dark, wavy strands to fall in front of his eyes. I resist an itch to reach up and push them out of the way.
“So why is your family celebrating a Dragon holiday?” Seung asks, setting down his stuff as I root through my books, looking for the final practice test to give to him.
“Father insisted.” I roll my eyes.
A couple of weeks ago, Father came home in a rage. Governor-General Isao, the leader of the Tiger Colonies, had issued an executive order announcing the right of the Dragon government to commandeer privately held railroads for “national security purposes.” Since our family business is the predominant railroad company in the colonies, this was obviously a monumental threat to Father’s entire livelihood. Although Isao’s order stopped short of actually seizing any railroads so far, the threat was deathly clear.
Father took it as a personal message, which it well could have been. Perhaps the governor-general just wanted to remind Father that while he might have powerful friends in the Dragon Empire, he’s still of the colonies. That no matter how favored Father might be, Isao still has ultimate power over him.
And so, as a way to demonstrate his utter fealty to General Isao, Father proposed that the Choi family host a large celebration for the Dragon Empire’s biggest holiday of the year. Always the strategist, Father has invited the most important Dragon officials and socialites in the colonies, and Isao is bound to hear of it.
“Here.” I set down a hefty packet in front of Seung. “Get started. You’ve got half a practice test left and three hours to do it.”
“And you?”
“I’ll be facing a test of my own: seeing whether or not I can survive this night without making a fool of myself in front of the Dragon nobility. Trust me, it won’t be fun. I’ll come back later to check on you. These parties are always the same—eventually everyone will forget I’m there, and I’ll be able to sneak away.”
Seung’s grin returns. “Okay. Have fun,” he calls as I step out into the hall.
“I won’t,” I call back, shutting the door.



The courtyard is bustling with guests.
Government officials and their wives converse lazily with affluent heirs decked out in the finest silks. Yellow lanterns hang over the inner courtyard, glowing gently up to the moon, while sprigs of pampas grass have been planted tastefully—likely by Seung—in prominent positions throughout the garden. Music emanates from one end of the yard, where an elderly woman’s hands fly dexterously over the strings of a zither. Beside her, a stern-looking man pounds an enormous drum.
At the head of the main building looking over the courtyard, a huge portrait of Governor-General Isao has been hung where everyone can clearly see it. The general looks imposing and severe in his dark red military uniform, its shoulders studded with stars.
I coast along the edge of the garden, trying to be inconspicuous.
I’ve always hated these parties, with their empty gossip, the judgmental appraisal of everyone’s manners and state of dress. I smile politely and bow my head at various guests as I skirt around, attempting to avoid being roped into too many conversations.
The music swells as Father and a series of guests enter through the main gate. Father’s head leans closely against that of another man as he whispers something in his ear. The man barks out a raucous laugh and claps Father several times on the back as they step into the garden.
I recognize the other man instantly as Director Kobayashi—a prominent Dragon diplomat, whose family owns a massive electronics company. Director Kobayashi is one of Father’s critical contacts with the Dragon government, and his family has grown quite close to ours over the years.
Speaking honestly, I’ve always loathed the Kobayashis. Especially Director Kobayashi’s son, Kenzo, who is possibly my least favorite person in the world.
Speaking of whom…
Behind Father and Director Kobayashi enters a tall, lithe form I know far too well.
The flashes of cameras can be seen now from the entrance to the courtyard, where the journalists Father made sure to invite have turned their attention to the young Dragon scion.
Kenzo Kobayashi strides in, dressed smartly in slacks so deep blue they’re almost black, which hew tightly to his long legs. Kenzo gives a too-confident smirk before the flashing cameras. His hair is styled, his thin lips pursed. As he enters the garden, the other guests flock to him, sending smiles and fawning looks his way. Kenzo wades through their greetings and compliments, waving them off, like a ship cutting through the sea.
“He’s been recruited by the Dragon Army as a lieutenant,” one girl whispers to another. “And so young…”
As though he can feel my presence, Kenzo raises his head, his gaze finding its way through the crowd to me. He gives a slow, deliberate smile as he raises his fingertips to his lips and blows me a kiss. I pretend not to see, fuming.
Kenzo has been an infuriating presence in my life forever. Ever since I was a kid, when the Kobayashis first arrived next door from the Dragon Empire, Father was always inviting Kenzo over to our house and forcing us to play together. He was as obnoxious and self-centered then as he is now; if anything, the years have only gone further to his head.
It’s been less than a year since Kenzo left for Adachi Training Academy to learn Dragon ki. I’m puzzled as to why he’s been recruited so early by the Dragon Army—normally they wait for graduates to finish their year of training. I would have been just as pleased to never see him again.
Father spots me across the garden and beckons me over. This time, I oblige. It’s not like I have a choice.
“Hello, Eunji,” says Director Kobayashi in Dragon tongue as I arrive.
“Good evening, Kobayashi-san,” I reply, switching into flawless Dragon speech.
My pronunciation will be scrutinized tonight; I must be on my best behavior. Mastery of Dragon language is especially important for us families of Tiger blood; my behavior here reflects on Father’s reputation. If I make even the slightest mistake, stumble over the smallest word, I’ll be sure to feel his wrath later.
I lower my head modestly.
“You are set to take the Exam next month, yes?” Director Kobayashi asks me.
I nod. “Indeed. Thank you for asking.”
“Well, I look forward to hearing about your perfect score,” the director says dryly. “I’d expect no less from the daughter of sharp-witted Director Yamamoto.”
He uses our adopted name—to all of Father’s important Dragon contacts, we are the Yamamotos, not the Chois.
As I’ve been taught, I drop my gaze to the floor and humbly shake my head, mixing in a perfectly timed, slightly embarrassed chuckle for good measure.
“I’ll do my best, sir.”
“Eunji,” Father says, his voice containing just a note of impatience. “Aren’t you going to greet your childhood friend?”
I swallow my pride and turn, even less happily, to the boy at Director Kobayashi’s side.
“Kenzo-san.” I bow, gritting my teeth.
“Hey,” Kenzo replies lazily, leering down at me with piercing eyes as hard and bitter as stones.
My stomach curdles at Kenzo’s arrogance. He’s deliberately flouting the social etiquette, and he does it because knows he can, thanks to his sharp jawline, his eerily symmetrical face, etched with a permanent smirk, and his preeminent social position.
“Great to see you again,” Kenzo drawls, the edge of his lip drawing up into a slack half smile. From where he’s standing, the eighteen-year-old towers over me.
When we were children, Kenzo was seldom alone, constantly flanked by a gaggle of schoolboys who eagerly carried out his every whim, grateful to bask in his very presence. People—adults and children alike—gravitated toward him like flies to oozing honey. They would do anything for Kenzo, including embarrassing themselves or hurting others. Whenever he held a grudge, Kenzo didn’t have to lift a finger. He’d just mention something offhand to his posse, and the schoolboys would busy themselves making that person’s life utter torment.
Kenzo may think he’s charming in front of a crowd, but it’s the kind of brash, entitled charm that makes me sick. The world was built to serve boys like Kenzo Kobayashi, and he knows it. And he knows that everyone else knows it too.
“Now, then,” Father says curtly, “everyone’s here.”
The four of us walk together into the center of the courtyard. Father clears his throat and takes an empty champagne glass from one of the side tables. He gently taps a metal spoon against it repeatedly, sending a ringing sound throughout the garden. Around us, guests turn to look, their conversations winding down to a murmur.
“If you would do me the honor,” Father announces. “Tonight’s program is ready to begin. Please join me in offering congratulations to my dear friend Kobayashi-san, who has just been promoted by Governor-General Isao to minister of development.”
Director Kobayashi’s eyes flash with pride. The guests oblige, showering him with applause.
“And this handsome young man beside me—his son, Kenzo Kobayashi. Kenzo so astounded the ki masters at Adachi Academy that he has been granted an early graduation—and a prestigious new position as lieutenant assistant to the head of intelligence in the Dragon Army, beginning this fall.”
The smiles and applause turn now to Kenzo, whose sly grin lifts farther at the corners, revealing pointed canines. There are a few gasps of delight. I stand fuming by the side, not bothering to clap.
Great. This is exactly what Kenzo needed. One more thing to go to his head.
“It’s not every day we have a prodigy in our midst,” someone booms. “Show us a move, Kenzo!”
“Show us your Dragon ki!”
“Please, I couldn’t possibly,” Kenzo insists half-heartedly, raising a hand.
“Show them, Kenzo,” Director Kobayashi implores, his voice cold and proud.
“No, no, that’s all right.” Kenzo laughs, shaking his head humbly. “Tonight isn’t about me. I believe that there’s something you’ve been wanting to share, yes, Father? Mr. Yamamoto?”
“Indeed. What a respectful young man you’ve raised,” Father says to Director Kobayashi. He turns to the crowd, his face radiant. “I must thank those of you who have come all the way down from Hannam City for tonight’s event. We are so grateful to have you with us.
“As you know, the Yamamoto family has always been a steadfast ally of the Dragon Empire. Let it be known that we are working tirelessly on behalf of General Isao to help him root out and destroy the treasonous, pro-independence rebel movement.
“Which means, in part, helping to educate our fellow countrymen about the extraordinary benefits of life under the Dragon regime. Director Kobayashi and I are here tonight to show you something that will change our country forever. The future of the Tiger Colonies depends, as we know, on the grace and beneficence of men like you.”
The crowd murmurs its assent. Father nods to Director Kobayashi, who steps forward, carrying a large box. He opens it up, revealing an oblong, round item made of glass.
With a single finger, he flips a switch on the side of the box. The glass bulb bursts—into light.
It’s almost too bright to watch. Cheers sweep through the crowd. I lean forward, my jaw dropping.
It almost looks like a piece of the sun.
Mr. Kobayashi flips the switch again, and the light bulb returns to normal. The audience breaks out once again into applause.
“Oh, this little machine is just the beginning,” Father continues. “You haven’t seen anything yet. The Dragon Empire has promised to bring the Tiger Colonies into the modern age. That means telecommunications. It means, yes, railroads. It means electricity. It means light.
“No more talk of treasonous independence—we must stamp that out together. Tonight, I am proud to announce that Yamamoto Holdings, Inc. will work jointly with the Ministry of Development to expand access to electricity across the Tiger Colonies. We could not do this without your help. We could not do it without the Dragon Empire. And most of all, we could not do it without Governor-General Isao.”
Father gestures to the portrait hanging over the courtyard.
“Thank you, General Isao!” he shouts suddenly. “Long live the governor-general! Long live the Dragon Emperor!”
Father salutes the portrait of the general as the journalists’ cameras flash once more. He surveys the gathering out of the side of his eyes, his face gleaming.
The courtyard bursts one last time into applause.



After two interminable hours of smiling and nodding, I finally make my escape.
By the time I arrive back in my room, Seung’s nose is buried deep in a book labeled From Nation-State to Superpower: An Abridged History of the Dragon Empire. A finished practice Exam sits neatly at his side.
“How’s it going?” I ask, sliding the door closed.
“Quick question,” says Seung, his eyes still glued to the page. “You know those portraits your dad had me hang up around the garden tonight?”
“Yeah?”
“Is this the same guy?”
He turns the open page to me.
Sure enough, there he is—a full-length photograph portrait of Governor-General Isao.
“That’s him.” I nod. “Father worships that guy. Also hates his guts.”
“Your dad knows Isao? The leader of the Tiger Colonies?”
“Unfortunately,” I reply, taking a seat across from him.
“Wow.” As I sit, Seung lowers the book slowly. “Eunji…I have to ask you something.”
For some reason, my heart quickens. I wait tensely as he wets his lips, searching for the right words to say. “Is it crazy…what we’ve been doing?”
What we’ve been doing? Does he mean the deal? The studying? The sneaking around? Or…
“What are you referring to?”
“Well, you’ve been watching me for a while now.”
“Watching you?” A nervous laugh escapes my mouth as I whip my head the other way, looking anywhere else. “What do you mean?”
A confused smile forms on Seung’s lips. “I mean, you’ve seen how far I’ve come…but do you think I actually have a shot at passing the Exam?”
Oh. Of course that’s what he meant.
In the previous few months, Seung has raced through the material on the history of the Dragon Empire and classical literature at an impressive rate, committing to memory nearly a thousand pages of stories, facts, and figures. He’s struggled a lot with mathematics but lately has almost scored high enough on one or two practice exams to earn a “pass.” And he’s wolfed down the sections on the philosophical foundations of ki as if his life depended on it.
“Seung,” I reply carefully, “if I’m being honest, you started really far behind. And there’s still a ton of material left to cover in our final month. But I’ve also never in my life seen anyone work as hard for this as you have. And at the pace you’ve been working…well, if there’s anyone who might have a shot, it has to be you.”
Seung falls quiet. There’s that distant look again. Then he breaks out into a grin. “Lucky for me, I’ve got a great teacher.”
“I could say the same.” I chuckle, thinking back to the night I stepped outside with him for the very first time last fall, wearing that ridiculous makeshift cloak.
The room falls quiet.
Seung is still beaming his lopsided grin at me. He has a dimple on his left cheek.
How have I never noticed that before?
“Y’know,” Seung says, “I’ve been saving something special for you in return.”
I wave him away. “You didn’t have to get me anything—”
“Oh, I didn’t,” he says, and I feel dumb. But he keeps on smiling, a twinkle in his eye. “It’s a place. Somewhere special that I haven’t shown you yet. I was thinking, why not save the best outing for after the Exam is over? To celebrate everything between us.”
Everything between us. For some reason, my mind lingers on that part.
“Don’t thank me yet,” I say. “Save it for after the Exam, okay?”
“Deal.”
Outside, I hear the distant sounds of the party. Someone clinks a glass. I stand up. “I should probably get out there. Before they start to wonder where I’ve gone.”
“Okay. I’ll be out of here before anyone sees.”
I close the door behind me, grinning, and make my way down the hall toward the front of the house. I can’t wait to get out of here and back into the real world. Seung has taken me to some amazing places—the marketplace, the riverside, into the mountain valleys surrounding the town—but whatever this last adventure is, it’s sure to top them all. My chest fills with anticipation; I can’t help but smile.
“What’s so funny?”
I freeze. I know that voice.
“Kenzo?”
The boy steps out from the shadows in the corner of the hallway.
“What, no honorific?” As Kenzo roams toward me, the light from the wall lamp catches his eyes. For a second, they gleam a bright amber. “Don’t forget your place, Tiger cub.”
I bow stiffly, hiding my grimace. “My apologies, Kenzo-senpai.”
“Oh please. You know I’m kidding, right?” Kenzo snickers.
I clench my jaw.
“Why have you been avoiding me, Eunji-ji? I thought my childhood playmate would be more…excited to see me.”
“I haven’t been avoiding you,” I lie. And I always hated that nickname.
Kenzo leans in closer, placing an ice-cold hand on my shoulder. He stoops down so that his face is nearly in line with mine—nearly, but slightly above.
I look away, too conscious of the gossip-mongering company that lurks just outside the door. If we’re seen standing so close together, my image could be ruined and our family dishonored. I’ve always thought such traditional rules were outdated and inane, but now I pray silently that Kenzo will come to his senses and heed them.
“Look at me,” Kenzo says coldly.
“What are you doing?” I snap, dropping the formalities. I steel myself and meet his gaze. His smile wavers for just a moment, then snaps into an even wider smirk.
“What do you mean? It’s been a whole year, Eunji-ji. I want to see how my old friend has grown.” He studies my face the way a fisherman might examine a freshly caught fish for impurities. “Your face hasn’t changed a bit. Actually, perhaps a bit rounder in the cheeks.”
As his gaze begins to shift lower, my ears burn, and I turn to the side.
“Excuse me,” I say promptly. “I should be out there, helping my mother entertain guests. It was nice to see you.”
Kenzo’s grip on my shoulder loosens. Then his hand slides swiftly down my arm, latching onto my wrist.
“Don’t you want to spend a moment together? It’s been so long.”
I’m surprised at the strange tenderness of his words. Coming out of his mouth, they somehow sound menacing.
I try to form an excuse to escape. “Kenzo, our families, the other guests, they’ll think…”
Kenzo chuckles. “In a few minutes, that won’t matter anymore.”
“What are you talking about?” I frown.
“You know,” he says, not answering my question. His face goes blank as he waits for my response.
I shake my head. “I have no idea what you’re referring to.”
“Oh. Oh.” A look of understanding passes over his face. “Did they not tell you?”
“Not tell me what?”
“Surely you must know that our fathers have agreed upon a marriage between us.”
My heart stops for a beat.
“They’re preparing the announcement as we speak. You know that we’re to be the very first official marriage between two elite families of the Dragon Empire and the Tiger Colonies? Governor-General Isao himself has sanctioned the arrangement. He says it fits nicely into his ‘cultural assimilation policy,’ I believe.”
What?!
“And I think we’d make a good pair. You’ve always been so…” Kenzo pauses, searching for the right word. “Compliant.”
He’s lying. This must be another one of Kenzo’s cruel jokes. It has to be.
Kenzo looks out the window, unbothered, releasing his grip from my arm. “They’re gathering for the announcement now.” He turns and walks out the door without so much as a goodbye.
My shell melts. I sink to the floor and press my knees into my chest. My ears are ringing.
Anyone but Kenzo, I think desperately. Anyone. I’ve only just turned seventeen—isn’t the courting period not supposed to begin for another few months? And not at least until after I’ve finished my year at Adachi. I shudder as a lump begins to rise up in my throat, higher and higher until—
I jump up as the door slides back open. Kenzo stands there, his hand extended toward me.
The lawn outside the compound has been filled with party guests, gathered with expectant smiles on their faces. The journalists beam eagerly, holding up their cameras.
“Ah! There she is!” Father proclaims. Mother clasps her hands together at his side. Her knuckles are white. “Come out, Eunji. We have an exciting announcement to make—everyone is waiting.”
As I said before, Father is always strategizing.
A union between his family and that of a powerful Dragon diplomat—the very first of its kind—there’s no better way to align himself with the Dragon Empire.
I take a breath, steadying myself.
An image of a bear flickers briefly through my mind. Beside it, a tiger, roaring, hungry. Then I take a step forward, out of the dark room, into the light.
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SEUNG
Throughout the past few months of winter, I’ve studied and worked, worked and studied. I took over Dad’s old job at the gold mine while he struggled against his illness. The mines occupied my days and evenings, except the ones I spent with Eunji, running through the village and the outskirts together as she quizzed me on the previous week’s lessons. I spent every spare moment at home, studying for the Exam.
My life lately has become one long blur. I can hardly tell one day from the next. I’ve learned to eat quickly, in just a few minutes, so I can squeeze in more time reading textbooks or pacing anxiously around the house, reciting answers in my head. Sleep has become a rare and precious gift, a luxury that I can’t afford to indulge in often enough. I never knew before just how much I had taken for granted a full night’s worth of sleep.
The job at the gold mine is utterly exhausting. My muscles are constantly aching and sore. Still, I power through and keep going on, no matter what. The date of the Exam continues to approach all the while, like a sign at the end of a long road.
I burn through the rest of our family’s oil studying into the late hours. When there is no oil left, and no money to buy more, I whisper facts and figures to myself in the dark.
All the while, Dad’s illness worsens.
In the time between snows, I chop and collect wood to burn to keep us warm. I lob my weight into the ax as I fell and split the dried-out tree trunks in the woods behind our home.
Live, I think, swinging the ax.
My breath fogs in the air, and my fingers sting with cold through my gloves.
Still I swing, again and again, breaking the thick wood pieces apart.
Live, damn you.



It’s late evening. Mom and Hoyoung have already gone to bed, but I can’t sleep. Dad’s rasping, pained breathing in and out hasn’t let up for hours. I toss and turn in the dark, nervous, frustrated. My arms and my whole body ache from splitting firewood all evening. I’m exhausted. But still I can’t sleep.
“Seung.” Dad’s voice comes quietly, so as not to wake the others.
I sit up finally, rubbing my eyes, and eventually make my way over to Dad’s sleeping mat. His frame is thin and pale; he’s lost a lot of weight.
Dad grabs weakly at my hand. His fingers are wispy and light, his grip barely strong enough to close around my skin.
“Do you need water?” I ask. “I’ll get it for you.”
I return with a cup. Dad lifts his head from the pillow, too weak to sit up. I help him drink, the water spilling a little down his chin.
“You couldn’t sleep,” Dad whispers, his voice hoarse. “I kept you awake—” I cringe as he doubles over, hacking a terrible cough.
“It’s okay, Dad. Don’t worry about it.”
“It’s going to be all right, Seung,” Dad mutters, his mind seemingly elsewhere.
He hacks another wretched cough. I feel a stab of pathos, seeing him in such a terrible condition.
“If I don’t make it—” Dad begins.
“Dad, don’t say that.” I squeeze his hand.
“Shh. I know you’ll take good care of your mother and Hoyoung. I’ve never worried about that. They’re in good hands with you. I’m so proud—proud of—”
Dad stops again, his lungs racked by the pneumonia.
“Dad, stop it. You’re going to be okay. All right? You’re going to be just fine—”
“No—” He tries to stifle the coughing. “This is important—”
He’s sweating; I wipe his brow clean with a cloth. When he speaks again, Dad is more measured.
“Seung—I know you’ve always struggled to accept the life we have.”
“Dad—”
“And I know, it’s true. Our life isn’t easy. Trust me, I know that. Thirty years working in the mines, I know.”
I flinch, swallowing my protests and falling quiet, seeing by the look in his face how determined he is to speak now.
“No one’s life is easy, Seung. Ours may be harder than many. Maybe because we’re Tiger people in someone else’s empire. Maybe because we don’t have much. That’s true.
“But Seung, our life is worth living too. I want you to know that. We have the blood of Tiger people in our veins. We stick together. We support each other. We love each other. That’s all we can do, at the end of the day. And I hope someday you’ll see that that’s enough.” He holds my gaze. “Promise me you’ll remember what I’m saying when I’m gone, okay?”
“Dad, I—”
“Promise—”
Dad lays his head down on the mat, exhausted now from the effort of speaking. He closes his eyes. I wipe the tears from my cheeks and look away.
“I—I—” I want to tell him he’s going to make it.
I don’t know why I can’t just say the words. It’s something so simple. He never asked for much.
Still I sit there, the words catching in my throat, unable to come out.
All I can see is the policeman, and the dent on the wall where he shoved my father—and the way I turned away from him in the woods. I imagine Dad coming down the path, taking off his coat, leading the officer home.
Is it my fault? Did I cause all this to happen?
I want to tell Dad I can promise to accept the life that we have. That he can rest easy, knowing I’ve come to peace with everything.
But what if I don’t have to?
What if I never have to take another beating from a Dragon officer again?
What if I could pass the Exam—rise above my station—become someone in life that we never dreamed could be possible? What if we didn’t have to accept life on the terms we were given but could rise above it, could make something more of ourselves?
When I finally look down at him, I see that Dad’s fallen asleep. His chest rises and falls slowly, thick with wheezing. I tuck the blankets in around him tighter, then make my way to bed.
The next morning, Dad doesn’t wake up.
His head has fallen to one side, a half smile frozen on his face. He looks so peaceful, the sunlight falling aslant onto his body. I stand there all morning and long into the afternoon, watching him, unable to look away.



Spring in the Tiger Colonies arrives suddenly. First the moon grows full, then fades to a slim crescent as the final weeks pass one by one.
Winter snows continue to fall thickly over the mountains, blanketing the landscape in a heavy white sheath that hardens and thickens under the morning sun. The snows gradually pile up, covering the whole valley in an even blankness that whites out the world.
Then, after some indiscernible shift in the air…the snows slowly shrink and pull back as the days begin to warm.
Trickles grow into small streams as the mask of snow shudders and finally melts over the mountainside, baring first one sheer face of rock, then another. The tree branches quiver and spring to life, freeing themselves from the casing of ice and snow that held them in place all winter. And buds of life begin to burst from the tips of those branches—first in sparse, eager handfuls, then in great waves coming fully to life over the mountains.
There are vibrant reds and carefree yellow bells with long, thin tongues. And of course, there is the ever-present mugunghwa, our onetime national flower, pride of the Tiger Colonies, whose milk-white petals blush pink in the center like pinched cheeks.
And there it is, suddenly: spring.



The date of the Exam approaches, inexorable, like a sign at the end of a long road. Three weeks. Two. One.
Finally, it’s the day of the test.
I sit perched on the hilltop just behind my house, watching the sunrise break over the horizon. An orange-yellow glow has spilled out over the eastern sky and is rolling up gradually over the hills. I rub the sleep from my eyes, still swollen and red from days of crying.
Last night, I came home early from the mines, forsaking the night shift in order to get a full night’s sleep before the biggest day of my life. It’s the first time I’ve slept straight through the night in—well, I can’t remember how long it’s been, but it’s been a while.
I can’t believe it’s here, the day I’ve been dreaming about and dreading. I have no idea whether or not I’m fully prepared, but I know one thing for sure. There is absolutely nothing more I could have done. I’ve thrown every last drop of sweat, everything I have, into preparing for this test. Whatever happens now is up to fate.
I stand atop the hill, watching the daylight breaking over the mountainside. The growing heat of the sun warms my hair. I take a deep breath and exhale.
Am I ready? I have to be.
Finally, I walk back down the hill to meet Mom by the door of the house. I almost cry again, seeing her; she looks so fragile, and brave, standing there. She must have been watching me while I stood over the hill; for how long, I don’t know.
Mom holds out a pack as I approach. Inside she has placed a bottle of water, two rice cakes she managed to save up somehow for nutrition during the long day, and a small towel.
“What’s the towel for?” I ask, not knowing what else to say.
“For sweat,” she says plainly. “In case you get nervous.”
I nod. Everything has an air of unreality to it. It seems impossible that this is really the day of the Exam. I step forward awkwardly and give her a hug. Mom holds me tightly before letting me go. I’m about to turn and walk down the path when she stops me.
“Wait, Seung,” she says. “One last thing for you.”
She presents me with something wrapped in a cloth.
I open it up. Inside lies a pair of two perfect, pristine pencils. They’re fine, high-quality ones, with firm, dark tips. I feel something drop in my chest.
I have no idea how long Mom must have saved up in order to afford these. How many nights have we boiled turnips and swallowed the watery broth so that I could take the Exam using these amazing—no, perfect—pencils?
I stifle the tears that are threatening to well up and nod one more time at her. I wish that the moment could last forever, that somehow I could stop time here, standing with the sun rising at our backs and Mom’s two perfect pencils in my hand. Then it’s over, and I’m already waving goodbye to her as I take my first steps down the path.
“Good luck, Seung,” Mom calls. She stands by the door, watching me until I’m out of sight.
I clamber down the path, barely feeling my feet as I go. I lose myself in my thoughts as I walk. I’m imagining Dad at my age, walking down this same path to take the Exam himself, years ago. How did he feel on that day? Just like I’m feeling now?
I swallow, gulping air. Dad. I can see his tired face, closed in sleep.
I shut my eyes, shake my head. Now isn’t the time. I will think about him later, when the Exam is over, and my fate in life has already been decided. For now I just raise my chin and square my shoulders. Today I’ll worry about just one thing: making him proud.



The dirt road is packed this morning with other students. Tense anxiety hangs in the air. I follow the trail, merging with the others, down the main path to the center of town. Eventually I pour out into the square with the rest of them.
As I enter the marketplace, my jaw slacks. I look up. Hundreds of floating paper lanterns have been strung over the streets, hanging from lines running between the tops of the buildings. Each colorful lantern bears a name on its surface. They are blessings, well wishes from families for their students’ good luck on the Exam.
I know my own family couldn’t afford to purchase one of these beautiful lanterns—but I clutch the cloth in my hand, knowing that their blessings lie in those two pencils.
Packed against other students, I’m guided along in a human river through the town square. The area is filled from end to end with long rows of low desks. Each desk has a plain placard sitting on top with a single name written on it.
The line of students fans out as it reaches the square, each person roaming through the maze until they come to their own name. I search for mine, guessing from the order where I’ll be situated. I finally find it and sit down at the desk. There’s a firm, wooden surface here with plenty of room to write. I will be here for the next several hours.
I look around, searching for Eunji, until I spot her sitting at her desk with an intense expression, biting her lip and staring forward into space. A lump forms in my throat. I haven’t seen her since my dad died; I heard the news of her engagement just a couple of days later. It started a strange, heated feeling in my chest—one that I had to brush away.
One that I don’t have time to think about right now.
As she catches my eye, I wave at her. Eunji flashes a tight smile at me, nodding.
Eunji. It’s because of her alone that I have this shot today.
Thank you, I mouth.
She shakes her head and points back at me. I’m not entirely sure what she means by it.
Unless something goes terribly wrong, she’s going to pass. But I feel for her, deep inside, knowing now just how constricting her apparently prosperous life really is from the inside.
Silently I send her wishes for good luck. Whatever happens today, I want her to be happy.
The town square suddenly hushes. A Dragon administrator steps out to the front. He holds up an enormous, ceremonial golden gong, which he hits in the center with a red mallet. The booming sound reverberates through the square. The last stragglers hurry to their desks and sit.
Finally, there is stillness. My tongue goes dry in my mouth.
I look at the students around me. Most of them have worn, threadbare clothes like me and hold maybe one or two good pencils their families saved up to buy for them. A few are from wealthier families, opening up expensive pens and setting up proper inkwells at the corners of their desks, looking well rested and confident. They’ve been preparing for this day for years and know exactly what to expect. The yangban yawn, bored.
I feel a stab of resentment. I’ve given everything I have for this shot today, my whole life hanging in the balance—while they’re bored enough to yawn? But I sweep it away.
They aren’t any better than I am. And today I’m going to show everyone just how true that is.
For a moment I see Dad’s paper-white face flicker before my mind. Then I shake my head vigorously, pushing the thought away.
A series of volunteers streams down the rows, handing out stacks of paper. When they get to my desk, I watch, wide-eyed, as the papers that will decide my fate are placed face down on my desk with a soft thump. My hand itches to touch them.
“Students,” the administrator at the front cries out. He has a thin, reedy voice that cracks as he speaks. “You have prepared well for this day. And what good fortune!
“Your poor, backward nation—think how you would be without us! No ki powers, no technology, no education, no culture. But by the generosity of the Dragon Emperor, you have been granted this opportunity to compete for a chance to raise yourselves up! The very best of you will learn our Dragon ki and bring civilization and prosperity to your country.
“Sing your praises to the Dragon Emperor for this great opportunity, and let the cries of gratitude never die from your lips!
“Now: On my word, turn your papers over and begin the Exam. Ready…begin!”
Adrenaline races through my veins. I grab at the heavy stack of papers and turn them over.
SECTION 1:
History of the Dragon Empire

1. In what year did Dragon Empire forces liberate the Tiger Colonies?
I grin. Easy. I pencil in the answer: 43 years ago. The 21st year of the 122nd Dragon Emperor.
Mom’s pencils feel new and light in my hand. I scratch away at the first few problems, having to read some of them several times over, I’m so jumpy with excitement. Then I settle into a better groove.
As the minutes pass, my confidence grows. Eunji prepared me well. I’m familiar with these problems and knock them back easily. I brush aside one page, then another.
I’m really doing it. Thank you, Eunji.
The minutes extend into an hour, the hour into two. I become glad for the towel Mom lent me; I use it to wipe my forehead clean as the sun rises high into the sky. The test is going well. All those hours memorizing a mountain of the most banal material one could imagine—they’re really paying off. I feel confident in most of the answers I’ve put down and have only been stumped by a few of the hardest ones.
I’m deep into the second section, Classical Literature, when something happens…
At first I don’t recognize what it is. I see something passing before my eyes quickly, and then it’s gone. I blink, confused, but there seems to be nothing there. All that’s in front of me is the paper.
I wrinkle my nose and blink a few more times, then forget about it, returning to the test.
Until it happens again.
A few problems later, there it is—that same trick of the light.
Is something wrong with my vision? I shut my lids and rub them a few times.
Then I look up—and gasp.
Around me, the other students are sitting at their desks, working away. But something has gone deeply wrong with my eyes. It looks almost like the other students are…glowing.
I scooch back in my chair, alarmed. I look up and around me—but no one else seems to notice anything wrong.
What’s going on?
Something that looks like a light red aura is surrounding the students around me—a soft glow emanating from each of them. The students keep working as before; I’m definitely the only one who has noticed anything. I blink several times and rub my eyes again, but when I open them, it’s still there.
What am I seeing?
It’s not just what I’m seeing either. I feel something bizarre in my chest…
The kid in front of me is growing increasingly anxious as he struggles with a problem. The girl next to me is feeling confident, writing furiously. Someone two rows behind me just had a major realization and is flipping a few pages back to correct their error.
How do I know this? I can’t explain it. But I’m certain that my intuition is correct.
I can almost feel how nervous they are, as if that nervousness were my own; the cumulative adrenaline in the square is overwhelming. A wave of excitement, worry, anxiety pours out from the others.
I can feel exactly what the other students are feeling.
I’ve completely stopped writing. Realizing suddenly that my time’s running out, I struggle to draw my attention back to the Exam. Whatever’s happening, I don’t have time to think about it. I must be imagining things, or perhaps I’ve caught some strange illness…either way, right now, I need to just power through and focus. I won’t get another chance.
I get back to work, struggling now to pay attention. My head feels crowded suddenly—I can’t help but shake the emotions pressing in on me from everywhere. Countless frames of mind, some contradicting one another. The courtyard, packed full with row upon row of students, is sloshing with pent-up emotions, passing back and forth in waves—
Someone shakes me awake. I look up blearily at the monitor.
“Are you all right?” he asks. “You passed out just now.”
Nodding, confused, I thank him and wave him off.
Shaking, I try desperately to return to the Exam. My pencil slides as I move it against the paper.
What’s wrong with me?
From here on, I do my best to tune out whatever it is that’s going on. The vision doesn’t let up for a minute, even as I work through the test as best I can; I must be really sick, because the effect doesn’t go away. I stifle a rising feeling of panic.
Not now, Seung. Focus. FOCUS.
The hours pass, one after the other. I lose track of time.
My writing hand screams from how tightly I’ve been gripping the pencil.
I move painfully through the rest of the papers. Mathematics was always my tough section on a good day; I just do the best I can and pray desperately that it will be enough. Finally, I come to my favorite section, Philosophical Foundations of Ki.
Slowly the stack of papers dwindles, until I approach and then finally come to the end. As I write down my best guess on the last problem, I can hardly believe it’s over. I turn the paper over, looking for more. Was that it?
I exhale. That’s the end of the Exam.
Well, I think blearily, I did my best.
I look up into the sky, where the sun has passed now through a full day’s arc and is lowering toward the afternoon. Then I collapse back in my seat.
What in the world was that?
One thing’s for sure. The Exam is over.
Whatever happens now is out of my control.



It only takes one week before the results are released.
Just as before, the students rush down the hills from their homes into the square. This time, the desks and chairs, the lanterns hanging from lines over the streets, have been removed. Left standing in the faded plot of dirt is a single, wide wooden board stretching to a man’s full height and several times as wide. Long white rolls of paper have been attached to it, inscribed with students’ names.
There’s a commotion going on when I arrive. A large crowd of teenagers has gathered in front, pushing and shoving their way to get to where they can read the names. As they make their way forward, students reach out with their fingers to touch the paper, scanning frantically with their eyes.
Some groan or drop their heads; others simply frown and lower their shoulders, dejected, as if unsurprised with the result. Occasionally someone leaps into the air with their fists raised, punching toward the sky with joy, and everyone turns to whisper with excitement and jealousy.
One of the guys, who has a particularly triumphant reaction—he jumps up and down, crying with relief—gets chased off by an angry group who clearly didn’t pass the Exam. The others catch up with him and begin raining blows down on his head and back. Then somebody trips him, and the circle of guys starts kicking, raising a cloud of dust.
A Dragon policeman standing off to one side blows his whistle shrilly and starts walking toward the scuffle with his arm raised. The aggressors scatter, leaving the one boy behind them bent over, holding his head. He moans and touches his nose, which is bleeding profusely. The policeman only grunts and returns to his post.
I stand watching helplessly at the edge of the crowd. I crane my neck to try to catch a glimpse of the board, but it’s no use. I’ll have to make my way to the front.
“Excuse me.” I gulp and clear my throat. No one pays any attention.
“Excuse me,” I say, louder and with more authority this time. Still no one budges.
I grimace and steel myself, then tromp forward, pushing through the crowd. Finally, I make it to the front.
The board stands over me, sending a long shadow over my head. I begin scanning the names frantically, searching for my own.
This is it. The moment of truth.
Right away, I find one I recognize at the very top of the list: Choi Eunji. She passed—with the top score in Kidoh! I pump my fist, about to leap into the air, then quickly think better of it. Inside, though, I feel a leap of joy for her. Then I keep on scanning the board, looking for my own name.
A minute passes, then two.
A sharp stab of dread suddenly pierces me. I feel the hair rise on my neck. Something isn’t right.
As a third terrible minute stretches on without seeing my name, I realize that I might not be looking at the right board.
I go over to the other side then, to look through the names of those who failed. A horrible wave is rising up from my stomach, threatening to spill over. I can feel the taste of acid in my throat.
There it is, on the long, wide board of the students who failed. Written in clear, precise script is my name: Lee Seung.
I’ve failed the Exam.





— 8 —
EUNJI
“Another round of soju—to my daughter Eunji, the top scoring student in Kidoh!”
Father cheers and passes the bottle to Eunsoo. Tonight, even Mother takes part, filling her little glass cup with the clear spirit.
Moonhee circles the table, refilling the banchan, making sure to give me a warm smile of congratulations as she passes me. She adds extra soybeans to my plate. I lower my head with appreciation.
Seung is nowhere to be seen tonight. He hasn’t shown up to work in several weeks.
On Tuesday, Moonhee gave me word that Seung’s father passed away last month. I know how much Seung looked up to his dad. How close they were. I can’t imagine what it must’ve been like having to take the Exam while dealing with that loss. I hadn’t even known what he was going through until after it was over.
My stomach twists at the memory of his name on that list of failed students.
For years, the one beacon of light shining over Adachi Academy was the prospect of escape: the possibility of being out of the house and away from my family for once. But I never truly looked forward to it until I thought Seung and I might go there together.
Now I’ll have to go without him.
“I spoke to Minister Kobayashi today—he sends his congratulations, Eunji,” Father says, reaching forward to grab a piece of pickled cabbage with his chopsticks. “And his family will be joining us for dinner tomorrow evening in order to finalize the terms of the engagement.”
I lower my spoon. The bitter feeling in my stomach turns black.
“I couldn’t be more thrilled,” Father continues, oblivious. “Initially, the union between our family and the Kobayashis’ was, I’ll admit, a reach even for us. But with that top Exam score, you’ll be the perfect bride for Kenzo. The dowry we’ll pay will most certainly be lower.”
Of course that’s what’s on Father’s mind right now—the dowry. Why should I be surprised?
“I have to admit,” Eunsoo echoes, “Eunji’s even outdone her sisters now. The first sanctioned marriage between an elite Dragon family and a yangban Tiger clan? This is historic. General Isao will be sure to smile upon us. This means a bright future for everyone, don’t you think?”
“No!” The word bursts out of my mouth before I can stop it.
The table falls silent. Eunsoo’s chopsticks are frozen halfway to his mouth. His radish plops back into his bowl with a small splash.
Father clears his throat. He sounds more surprised than angry. “What did you say, Eunji?”
Before anyone can say another word, I take off, running down the hall toward my room. I slide the door shut and crumple on my bed.



An hour passes before the door slides open. I hear the sound of footsteps as someone approaches and brace myself. But when I open my eyes, it isn’t Father who stands above me.
“Kenzo is a fine match,” Mother says softly, sitting down beside me. “As the empire strengthens their hold on the colonies, Eunji, it’s important that we do whatever we can to stay in their graces. Kenzo comes from a prominent family, as do you—the arrangement is a good one.”
“But,” I moan, “I’ll be the one who has to marry him. I’ll be the one who has to spend the rest of my life with him, and—and—” I nearly gag at the thought of bearing Kenzo’s children.
“Yes,” Mother says curtly, “but in time you’ll grow to appreciate your relationship. Once, I had the same fear and hesitation when it came to marrying your father. But look how well it has served us in the end.”
Has it? I want to snap at her. Are you happy? I see you sitting there silently nodding at every dumb thing Father says. How well has this marriage served you?
Hot liquid springs to my eyes. Through the tears, I can make out the distorted form of Mother’s body. It’s impossible to read her face.
“Eunji, there’s no way you’re going to be able to marry a servant. A cleaner no less.”
“What?”
“You think I don’t know?”
I can’t even attempt to disguise my shock.
“Eunji, do you really think that I wouldn’t notice my own daughter sneaking out every week?” Mother peers down at me, shaking her head.
“Does—”
“Father doesn’t know,” Mother adds before I can finish the question.
And then Mother says the last thing I would expect to come out of her mouth: “Eunji, I understand. I was young once too.”
“You…?” I ask, incredulous, shaking my head in disbelief.
She waves the question away. “Was there something between…you two? Is that why you don’t want to marry Kenzo?”
“No, Mother,” I insist. “He’s— We’re just friends—”
“You should know,” Mother says, her voice darkening, “even if you enjoy his company, that boy is not suitable for a daughter of our family line. I had Moonhee look into his background.”
“You did what?”
“His family is extremely poor, and, as the eldest son, he will one day be responsible for taking care of them. He’ll struggle greatly in life. I don’t want that for you.” Mother sighs. “It’s difficult for you to see this now, Eunji, but if you choose poorly, you will learn the hard way: Love doesn’t put food on the table.”
“I’m not in love with him, Mom,” I say. “Seung is just my friend—”
“Please, Eunji. Let it stay that way. I’m telling you this for your own good.”
Tap. Tap. Tap. A familiar sound at the window.
I can’t think of worse possible timing.
As I sneak a look at Mother, my heart pounds, aching to escape from my rib cage.
Her lips purse. Finally, she speaks:
“One last time, Eunji. Say goodbye.” Then she stands and walks out the door without another word.
I rush to the window and spring it open.
Sure enough, Seung is standing there, right outside. His shoulders are sagging, and his eyes are swollen and red. He looks like he’s had pretty much the worst week of his life. I heave a sigh at the sight of him, the corners of my own eyes stinging.
“Seung…”
Immediately I bound over the sill and drop onto the path, sweeping him into a tight hug.
Seung stiffens. I loosen my grip and step back.
“Seung, I’m so sor—”
“Don’t apologize.” He shakes his head. “You did the best you could. And you were an amazing tutor, Eunji. Really. I just”—Seung’s voice breaks, and he looks up into the starry sky, blinking rapidly—“had some bad luck, I guess.”
My chest tightens. “I heard about your dad…”
He sighs. Then a wavering smile appears on his face, but I know it’s forced. “Congratulations, by the way,” he whispers. “Top score, huh?”
I nod, lips tight.
“Well done. You know I wouldn’t expect anything less from Choi Eunji herself.”
“So what happens now?” I ask—regretting the question as soon as it leaves my lips. For some reason, I always assumed that he would pass. “Maybe there’s another way—maybe you could wait until next year, retake—”
“No, Eunji. What happens now is,” Seung interrupts me, his hands in the pockets of his tunic, “I keep my promise. You remember I told you I had one last surprise for you?”
“Seung.” I shake my head. “You don’t have to do that.”
“Hey,” he says, “we made a deal, didn’t we? I’m just upholding my end of the bargain.”
Seung spins around, beginning to walk down the path.
“Come on,” he says over his shoulder. “Let’s get outta here. One last time.”



“It’s so beautiful,” I murmur, looking at Seung with shining eyes. He grins back at me.
The old palace yard. It was quite a trek up and away from Kidoh, into the mountains, but it was worth every minute. Dozens of towering, majestic palace buildings in this abandoned compound from the ancient past of the Tiger Kingdom sit nestled within the outer walls, the dark hoods of their tiled roofs slumbering in the night. Here there are no lanterns, no candles, nothing to hold back the magic of the evening. The whole place is quiet and still, as if the palace itself were asleep, frozen in time.
“I didn’t know that this place still existed,” I say, marveling.
“Yeah, it’s one of the only ones the Dragon Empire didn’t burn to the ground,” Seung says. “Maybe it was too far out of the way to be worth the trouble, or maybe they just never found it this deep in the valley.”
We stroll through the ancient palace yard, seeing only by the pale light of the moon and stars overhead. Walking between the abandoned buildings, I spot an old, chipped statue of a ruler upon a throne that has been knocked over, dirt scattered over the surface. Empress Myeong, the faded inscription reads.
A queen.
It’s a relic from the old days, when women ruled alongside—and sometimes in place of—men.
Seung swings left and takes me to the side of one of the old residence halls. He hoists himself up onto the platform surrounding the building and extends a hand down to me.
“Up this way. Use the statues for handholds.”
Along the length of the tiled roof are little molds in the shapes of animals—a serpent, a dragon, a tiger. A dog, a rabbit, an ox. I tentatively reach out and touch a dragon with my fingertips. It holds. I grab tight and heave myself up. Seung helps me onto the roof.
“Careful. Stay low. You don’t want to fall from here.”
I catch my breath and sit, taking in the view.
Wow.
Up here, we’re so high on the mountain that we can see the whole town below. The lamplights of Kidoh’s town square, nestled at the base of the valley, spread out like a warm, red flower into the night. I tilt my neck back, looking at the dark, mysterious mountain rising purple and serene behind us.
Suddenly I realize how little of this world I’ve seen. If Kidoh looks so different from here, only an hour’s hike away, what else lies out there in the world? On the other side of this mountain? On the other side of the country?
“Thank you,” I say as we sit side by side, taking in the view.
“What for?” Seung extends his legs before flopping down onto his back, head resting on his palms. “For wasting all those hours of your life?”
“No,” I say gently, following his gaze up to the sky, stunning and dotted with twinkling stars. “For the view. For taking me here. And everywhere else we went.” The past tense hurts. “Also, none of those hours went to waste. You helped me study too. Plus, I had fun teaching you.”
Seung props himself up on an elbow. “You did?”
“Of course. It was fun to watch you progress. It sure beat sitting alone in my room doing nothing.”
“Surely you can’t have been doing nothing.”
“You’re right.” I chuckle wryly. “I have a lot of great memories watching dust collect and practicing my humble smile-and-blush combo.”
“I guess tutoring does sound fun in comparison to that.”
The humor doesn’t quite reach his eyes. I fall silent, not knowing what else to say.
For a moment, we say nothing at all as we sit on this palace rooftop, the cool spring air swirling around us.
“What are you thinking about?” I ask, breaking the silence at last.
“Nothing,” he replies, but I don’t believe him. “What are you thinking about?”
“Nothing,” I lie.
My mind whirls as I try, failing, to imagine a hopeful future. Could it really be that Mother, too, once ran around in the dark of the night, dreaming of a better life for herself—only to grow up into the silent, respectable housewife that I know now? It’s almost impossible for me to imagine. Mother lives like a shadow behind Father and even Eunsoo, hardly making her existence felt in any room. She never speaks her mind, in fact barely speaks at all. Will I, too, have to accept that fate one day?
The wind whistles through the stone corridors of the open palace beneath us. A cloud passes briefly overhead, obscuring the moon. Then it moves on, and the night sky fills with light again.
“I guess I’m thinking about my family,” Seung murmurs finally. “About what we’re going to do. My dad was the main breadwinner. So I guess that role falls to me now.”
I can hear Mother’s words from earlier echoing in my mind. Love doesn’t put food on the table.
“I’ll have to keep working in the mines, in his place. So much for Adachi Academy…”
Seung rests his head in his hands.
“It’s funny,” he continues. “For a short, blissful eight months, I thought that it just might be possible to change my circumstances. To overcome the fate I was handed at birth and grab myself a new one. And, spirits, this is the really stupid part—I started to think here for a second that maybe if I made something of myself, someday, I could be enough for…”
He trails off.
“For…?” I can’t make myself finish the question.
For what?
Or…who?
Seung shakes his head, resigned.
“There are things that just aren’t meant to be, I guess. No matter how much we might”—his voice softens—“want them.”
I turn to the boy—a young man, of a world so different from mine—sitting beside me on this rooftop. I can see the stars overhead reflecting in his eyes. And something more, as he gazes at me. A deeper message, perhaps.
There’s a petal from a mugunghwa flower entangled in his hair. It dances back and forth in the wind.
“Seung…,” I start.
“Yeah?”
“You have something on your head.” I reach forward and brush the pink flower away from his hair. It flutters downward, spiraling to the earth.
As I start to bring my arm back, Seung suddenly lifts his own, taking my hand in his. His fingers curl around mine, our two hands suspended in the space between us, our eyes locked. I glance down at his lips. They look so soft, parted just slightly.
And then I find myself leaning forward.
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SEUNG
As her lips press shyly, then firmly, against mine, it takes me a second to register what is happening. I can feel Eunji’s heightened pulse racing through our intertwined hands and up my arm, beating in sync with my own heart.
I almost lean into her.
I want to.
I want to more than anything.
But I can’t do this. We can’t do this.
I drop her hand…and gently pull away.
Eunji opens her eyes, still leaning forward, her lips parted. The sudden, wounded look that appears on her face sends a stab through my chest. She pulls back, ashamed.
“I’m sorry.” Her voice is quiet. Hurt.
“Eunji, I…” I struggle for words. I don’t know what to say. “You’re engaged…”
“To someone I despise,” she says bitterly, the words dropping from her mouth like stones.
It’s painful to see her like this. Even though it’s dark out, I can still see that her cheeks have turned deep red. The heat of abject embarrassment practically radiates off her.
I ache suddenly for her—for this brilliant, brave, headstrong girl sitting in front of me, a mix of defiance and yearning still glinting in her eyes. Wisps of her hair float gently around her shoulders in the wind, like an afterthought.
The only thing I really want to do is to stay here with Eunji forever, if I could, to hold her tightly under the stars until the sun rises over the palace in the morning and wipes away the night as if it never were.
But there are things in life that I simply can’t do. Life has taught me that the hard way.
“It’s getting late,” I say. “I think…we should go home.”
Eunji shrinks back, putting her head in her hands.
“Seung, I…I’m so sorry—”
“It’s not that I don’t want to.”
Why did I say that? The words escaped me before I could rein them back…
Eunji looks up from her hands, and I mentally curse myself. The hopeful look on her face suddenly breaks my heart.
For an instant, I wonder—what if we could somehow—
No. I crush the thought before it rises up.
Eight months ago, I made a choice. A stupid choice. I chose to believe in an impossible future. I deluded myself into thinking I could be someone I wasn’t.
I won’t be making that mistake again.
Eunji is betrothed to the charming, talented son of a Dragon diplomat. Someone who has everything I don’t, someone appropriate to her station. In a few years, after traversing Adachi Academy and back, she’ll barely even remember my name.
And that’s how it should be.
“This can’t work,” I manage, forcing through the bitter taste in my mouth. I rise to my feet. “Come on, Eunji—let’s go.”
And I climb to the edge of the roof, swing my legs over, and slide down one of the columns. I land on the sand—and wait.
After what feels like an eternity, Eunji follows me, descending to the ground with a soft thud. We move wordlessly to the back gate of the palace, our footsteps creating small divots in the gravel. I let her walk through the opening first; then I join her. We walk in miserable silence down the hill, back toward her home.
We make it most of the way without speaking. Then, when the Choi family compound is almost in sight, Eunji turns to me.
“I’m so sorry, Seung,” she repeats. I feel the regret weighing down her heart; she wishes nothing more than to turn back the clock, undo what she’s just done, if only she could.
My voice softens. “Eunji, you have nothing to be sorry about.”
“But I am.” She exhales sharply. “I am sorry, Seung, I’m sorry for wasting your year, I’m sorry for thinking I—for trying to—”
“Stop!” I didn’t mean to sound so aggressive, but it’s already out of my mouth, and I can’t take it back.
Eunji falls quiet.
“Eunji, you’re getting married. To someone who can give you everything you need. Whereas I am ‘poor.’ I am doomed, as the eldest son…to struggle greatly in life.’ ”
Her voice drops. “You heard that?”
“It wasn’t exactly news to me,” I say. “Anyway. It’s true.”
She takes a step toward me. “Seung, you were the one who first told me to envision the life that I want. You planted that desire, and now you’re telling me to forget it?”
I grit my teeth, forcing myself to nod.
“So this is the end.” Her voice shakes.
“Yes.”
“Of everything. Of—us.”
“Eunji,” I whisper, “there was never any us.”
“Okay,” she says softly, biting her lip. “I understand. You don’t feel the same way—”
“Of course I feel the same way!” I cry, throwing my hands into the air. “Eunji, I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t felt something for you from the moment you dragged me into that kimchi cellar. If I said that those feelings hadn’t grown over these months. But you—and me? Look at how different our circumstances are.”
Eunji stiffens.
“I’m no less trapped than you, Seung,” she says simply. “I thought you understood that.”
“I do. And that’s exactly what I’m saying.” All the anger, frustration, and hurt pour out of me now. “That’s the privilege the powerful have: to live life on their terms. Neither you nor I have anything close to that kind of power, and we never will.”
She falls silent.
“Eunji,” I say, my voice softening, “denying it won’t change anything. Denying it won’t alter the past. It won’t change my Exam score, or your future.”
It won’t bring my dad back.
“So please, just don’t,” I finish.
“Then what do you want me to do, Seung?” Eunji hardens. Her voice has gone cold, distant.
This is the voice of the Choi Eunji that I once knew: the good, polite yangban daughter.
The question stings.
What do I really want her to do?
I want her to pull me close and tell me that nothing will change after tonight. Tell me that this isn’t the last I’ll see of her. I want her to stay.
But I can’t ask Eunji to throw her life away for me. I have no future, now that I’ve failed the Exam, none to speak of. The last thing I want to do is bring her down with me.
So I steel myself, biting back tears, and say the words:
“Eunji, I want you to get out of this little town. Make it through Adachi; I know you’ll blow them away.
“And then I want you to have a good, comfortable life, a life that’s truly happy, if you can, one where you never have to worry about a thing. I want you to wake up tomorrow morning and to…”
I falter, nearly choking on the words:
“To forget about me.”
Eunji closes her eyes, silent tears falling down her cheeks. She wipes them away, unable to look at me.
And I show her home, my heart crumbling with each step.
This time, when Eunji climbs back through her window, she looks over her shoulder and casts one final glance at me. Her lips part, as if to speak. The moonlight falls down, illuminating her face with a pale, wan light.
The window slides shut.
I don’t let the tears spill until I’m well out of sight. It isn’t until after I’ve left the premises that they finally begin to stream down my cheeks.



I take the long route home.
The town is quiet and somber in the dead of the night; these hanok houses like mine, tonight, are places of mourning. We’ll always remember this as the night that we didn’t pass the Exam.
I walk aimlessly along the winding streets at the border of Kidoh, wiping away my tears. I find my way eventually to the creek where Eunji and I skipped rocks all those months ago. I can see my reflection on the surface.
I kneel down into the mud and pick up a handful of rocks, then let them fall into the water, one by one. Plunk. Plunk. The ripples move over the glassy surface of the stream, disrupting the reflection of the stars overhead.
“Nice dream,” I whisper to the creek. “It was always impossible.”
“Finally figured it out, huh?”
I leap to my feet, whipping around. I squint left and right along the bank, searching for whoever spoke.
That voice—where have I heard it before—
Then I see her, at the edge where the forest meets the riverside. She’s leaning against the white bark of a birch tree, arms crossed. Her deep violet hair, the color of magpie feathers, has been tied back into a ponytail this time. The girl with the pale face observes me casually, her lips curled into a knowing smile.
“It’s impossible because none of it is real,” she quips. “I told you before. It’s just an empty promise the empire feeds us…They dribble out these glimmers of hope to keep people obedient. But the Exam is a farce. It always was. Only the elite can pass it, and you and I don’t have a chance.”
“Have you been following me?” I demand, angrily brushing my tears away.
“Let me guess,” the rebel girl says, ignoring my question. “Your secret girlfriend passed the Exam and you didn’t. And now she’s going to Adachi Academy, while you’re stuck here, so she dumped you.”
I take a step to go.
“Wait. Don’t leave.”
My legs seem to turn to lead, rooting me in place.
What the—
“I want to help,” the pale-faced girl says cheerfully. “And I think that you can help us. You were close with her, weren’t you?”
“With who?” I try to feign ignorance, but it’s useless.
“You know exactly who I’m talking about, Lover Boy,” she says, taking another few steps forward. She points a finger at me. “The rich girl. Choi Eunji. The youngest daughter of one of the most powerful families in the Tiger Colonies. They’re real tight with the empire. You must’ve picked up some pretty serious intel.”
“What do you want?” I cross my arms.
“Come work with me and my friends.”
“I don’t know who you are.”
“Yes you do.” The girl’s eyes twinkle. “You’ve heard of the Resistance, haven’t you? The freedom fighters.”
I pause.
“Join us,” she says.
“Why should I?”
“Look at the state of this place.” She gestures around to the desiccated leaves, the yellowing, parched grass at our feet. “Our country is dying. The very land itself is crying out for release. This is the empire’s doing. They’ve ravaged the landscape just like they’ve exploited the people. It’s going to pieces.”
The girl stares me down intensely.
“That hopelessness,” she continues, “this loss that you’re feeling right now, I know what you feel. We’ve all felt it. And it’s only the beginning.
“It starts with the Exam. But the empire will continue to take and take from you if you let it. They’ll take everything you have, the labor from your body, the money in your coffers, the blood from your veins—until you’re nothing but a broken shell, and then they’ll toss that away too.”
I’ve lost my dad, my career prospects, my future. My best friend, the girl I cared about. What more could the empire take from me?
One thing is for certain, though: Getting involved with a wanted criminal is not the answer. It’ll only hurt everyone I care about.
I need to get out of here. Far away from this strange girl. I beg my feet to move, but they refuse for some reason to budge.
Why can’t I move?
“I can’t help you.”
“Hm. Guess you’re not ready.” The girl clicks her tongue. “Well, when you are in the mood to finally stand up for yourself, come find me. We can always use an extra pair of hands.”
She reaches down into her satchel and takes out a piece of paper with something drawn on it and a pen. She quickly scrawls a few words on the back, then extends it toward me. “Take it.”
As if my hand has a mind of its own, it reaches forward and takes the paper.
How does she keep doing that?
“When you’re ready, come to the abandoned factory at the base of the valley. Knock on the window exactly four times—no more, and no less—and show them this flyer,” the girl says. “Don’t knock on the door if you value your life. Oh, and don’t tell anyone else what I told you just now. Got it?”
I stare at her blankly as my lips seal themselves.
“Good.” She grins. “And when they let you in, ask for Jin.”
The girl turns to leave. She’s taken a few steps toward the woods when she remembers something and turns back, letting out a small, half-hearted sigh. “Oh, yeah. You can leave now.”
My legs finally seem to remember themselves. I stare down at them dumbly. As the girl disappears, I hear her laughter:
“I’ll see you soon…”
When she’s gone, I stare down at the piece of paper she handed me. On the back, she’s written:
For Lover Boy—Jin Xx
I turn the paper over. On the front is a picture, painted in broad, rough strokes. It’s an animal’s head, its jaws wide open, showing its fangs. I can see the rage in the tiger’s eyes.


















PART II
눈치 (NUNCHI)



One day, out of the blue, my mother and father summoned me into their room and asked me, “Are you dating Changkiu?” Apparently, an elder at our church told my father that we seemed to like each other. My parents warned me that though Changkiu was very smart, able and a nice man, his dad passed away, leaving him to struggle with seven mouths to feed, and that our simple “love” does not feed the needs. I was told to end our dating relationship posthaste.
—Grandma Hyunsoo “Kim” Riew



I felt the world fell on me…I made in my mind my epithet as “Dockbo” (독보)—literal translation is “독 = Walk 보 = Alone”—I’ll take responsibility for my family myself and no dependency for my family to anyone. Approached by senior members of the middle school—I joined an underground movement group for plotting independence of Korea. I felt my blood was drawn out and feared arrest of myself any moment.
—Grandpa Changkiu “Keith” Riew



It was Sunday…I attended church as usual but [Changkiu] was nowhere to be seen, and I lost all contact with him from then on.
—Grandma Hyunsoo “Kim” Riew
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EUNJI
ONE YEAR LATER
The Dragon Empire
They’ve got me surrounded.
A bead of sweat trickles down my forehead and loops around my chin. I raise my hands in preparation to fight, eyeing my opponents warily as they close in. The others step forward cautiously, fists up, their bare feet shuffling in the sand of the training box.
I count one, two, three, four of them remaining.
Should be easy enough.
A ring of torches surrounds the outdoor training dojo, casting the sandbox in a red light. It’s impossible to see beyond that ring; this arena might as well be the entire world for now. The air smells of dust and sweat and smoke. I grimace, tightening my fists.
My instructor, Drill Captain Nari, has limited me to a maximum of ten strikes to complete this evaluation. I’ve already used four strikes to knock the first three opponents out of the ring, which means I have six blows remaining. Six hits to clear out four students.
But I bet I can do it in less.
I close my eyes and inhale deeply—before springing into action.
The bravest of the bunch—Akiri—lurches toward me first. I feint, darting left to throw her off, then rush forward and grab her by the arms, swinging upward and outward. Dragon ki surges through my muscles, giving me the strength to send my opponent flying. Akiri grunts as she falls back through the air, feet clearing the sand—straight into one of my other opponents, who breaks her fall and tumbles out of the ring instead.
Not quite my intended target, but hey—that’s still one down, three to go.
Akiri dusts herself off and springs back to her feet.
In the meantime, I intercept a punch from Bomi, a shorter girl with her hair in a braid, stopping her fist in midair with an open palm; I grit my teeth from the force of absorbing her punch, then twist, flipping my classmate off her balance. Right as someone else—Taehyun, I suspect—rushes at me from behind. Just in time, I whip around, gathering strength in my legs—
And leap into the air.
The others try to back up in time, but they’re too slow. My roundhouse kick sends them both sprawling to the outer edges of the sandbox and over the ring.
I land on my feet, brushing myself clean. Then I smile. With three hits, I’ve brought this fight down to one last opponent. And I have three more left to knock her out of the ring. Should be plenty.
Akiri doesn’t hesitate. She rushes forward at me; I quickly block her first punch, then another, before taking the opportunity to push her back with a precise jab. She manages to block it just in time, but I have the momentum now. I continue pushing her back, landing a powerful kick, throwing her backward steadily toward the edge of the sandbox.
I’m about to finish her off with one final kick when I look up—
Just as a pale pink flower petal spins in the wind, passing between us—
In that second, I see someone else’s face in place of Akiri’s—
“Eunji…,” Seung says. “Forget about me.”
I stop in my tracks. My opponent takes advantage of the slip to lunge forward, landing a fist straight into my unprotected stomach.
Oof. That one hurt.
I stagger back, the air sucked clean out of me.
I shake my head. Now’s not the time for distractions. I leap forward, throwing myself back into the fight, but my game is off now. I can’t seem to land a solid blow. Finally, frustrated, I just grab her and shove. It’s unartful, maybe, but it gets the job done.
Akiri staggers back, flipping over the edge of the training sandbox and onto the floor of the dojo.
GONGGG!
The cymbal crash announces that the fight is over.
I wipe the sweat pouring down from my brow with the back of my hand. Just beyond the outer ring, my classmates applaud my victory, bowing. Then they sit and tend to their injuries.
Akiri closes her eyes as a long scrape along her leg fades and heals. I do the same, closing my eyes and channeling ki to the bruise forming in the area around my stomach. The pain eases gradually, then disappears.



It’s hard to believe how much I’ve changed in just a year.
When I first arrived at Adachi Academy last fall, I couldn’t even finish the daily exercise regimen.
But Adachi’s instructors are used to taking kids who haven’t worked a day in their life and turning them into real fighters. That’s what the premier military academy in the Dragon Empire is for, after all: turning pampered rich kids like us into capable warriors.
And I desperately needed it—the vigorous training, the brutal drills, and, more than anything, my instructor Nari’s guidance (and her fists) to knock some purpose back into me.
After my engagement to Kenzo was officially announced last year, it caused quite a stir in the press, leading to a new flow of attention that Father deemed “wonderful for business, but unhealthy for a young bride.” That’s when my family took away my outdoor privileges altogether. I lost everything—trapped inside for the summer, I couldn’t leave the compound at all, even with a chaperone. For months, I barely spoke to anyone but Moonhee, who, despite her gentle touch and pleasant smile, is a woman of few words.
I spent every evening that summer staring out the window into the star-dotted sky, mentally reviewing my last night with Seung at the ancient Tiger palace. After my bruised ego cooled, I stopped blaming him for pushing me away that night. I admitted that it was my mistake to confuse his tender voice and that yearning look as an invitation. Between the sudden shock of failing the Exam and the anguishing weight of his father’s death, a future between us must have been the last possible thing on his mind.
Still, through every broken bone and black eye that I’ve garnered over the last year, nothing has marked me quite as deeply as Seung’s words have…
That’s the privilege the powerful have: to live life on their terms.
He was right. We were trapped. I couldn’t escape my engagement. I was powerless to say no to my parents. Neither could he escape the forces that condemned him to the gold mines and a life of poverty. We couldn’t be together—not as we were then.
But Seung was wrong about one thing.
Neither you nor I have anything close to that kind of power, and we never will.
While that could be true for Seung, with the countless forces arrayed against him, it might not be true for us as a team. Now I’ve got ki, the admiration of my drill instructor, the grudging respect of my fellow students. If Seung lacked the power to change our fates alone—to continue to imagine a world where we could have what we want, possibly even a world where we could be together—that doesn’t mean that I can’t do it for the both of us.
Call me naive, gullible, foolhardy even, but I believe that power can be acquired—no—earned. More than a year ago, Seung encouraged me to explore that notion for the first time. And although he may have long since abandoned the idea, I’m still willing to give it a shot.
Because I have to. If I were to give up after tasting the world outside my home and the thrill of building up my own strength—to submit until I was nothing but a shell of a woman, shuffling silently around the house, obeying someone else’s orders…
No. I can’t go back to that. Not now. Not ever.
So I made a choice.
I decided to try to prove Seung wrong.
Adachi Academy began just in time. The day I received my ki from Adachi’s red dragon, something changed within me. With the power of the Dragon spirit coursing through my veins, I realized that this was my chance. Father may have betrothed me to Adachi’s golden boy, a famed Dragon Army recruit, in order to secure our family’s connection to the empire.
But if I myself could rise to the esteem that Kenzo had achieved—if I could earn an offer from the military with the same level of prestige—then maybe, just maybe, my parents would reconsider how useful I could be on my own terms. Maybe I could bring them the power and connections they needed, without having to marry into it.
And maybe then they would finally treat me just like they treat Eunsoo.
So, after arriving in the Dragon Empire and enrolling at Adachi Academy, I made a vow. Not just to learn Dragon ki.
I vowed to make it to the top of my class.
It certainly didn’t happen immediately.
During cardio sessions, I pushed myself till my very last breath. When weight training, I summoned every last drop of might as my muscles trembled, tore, and regrew. My yangban classmates simply carried out the exercises with reluctant discipline, hoping to secure a good enough grade to pass. But my life was on the line.
I’d taken to arriving at the training dojo five minutes early every morning to check the class rankings list. Every time my name rose up a ranking, I shivered with excitement. By December, I’d made it to seventeenth in our class of five hundred students. But then I plateaued.
So, in the late evenings and on the weekends, I took to the library.
There, I devoured every single piece of literature that I could find on Dragon ki. I read through historical accounts of the discovery of the Dragon spirits’ power, personal biographies on the greatest ki masters in the empire’s history, textbooks on the forms. I pored over historical accounts of battles between humans and monsters, learning about creatures that reside in the spirit world and sometimes pass through into our own. I practiced what I learned into the late hours.
Every night, when I finally returned to the barracks, I would lie in bed staring up at the ceiling, thinking about the life I’d lead once I acquired the power to do whatever I pleased. Live wherever I wanted. Marry whomever I chose.
The winter had been brutally cold. From mid-January to the end of March, I flew through the regimen of offensive and defensive moves with tenacity and ease, quickly acquiring abilities in strength, endurance, and healing. And over the course of ten weeks, I climbed from seventeenth place to seventh.
My classmates began to look upon me with a newfound respect with each new streak of successes. As I was growing up, the sons and daughters of yangban families had paid me polite compliments out of duty and lip service, and, likewise, I to them. But now their admiration started to feel genuine. People actually wanted to sit with me at lunch. To train together during study hours. I began to wonder, is this perhaps a fraction of what Kenzo Kobayashi has felt his entire life?
I’m not gonna lie. It felt good.
It made me want to work even harder.
When midterm evaluations came around, I earned a nearly perfect score in every category. The next time class rankings were updated, my name had replaced the number four guy.
Things then got serious. I sensed a sudden change in the air of the dojo.
The kids of Dragon elites, who had always dominated the top five slots in the class, began to stir. I was the first Tiger student in many years to make it to the top five.
Throughout April, I began to notice Dragon students staring whenever I took extra hikes up the mountain or additional shifts in the weight room. In prior months, whenever we happened to inhabit the same space, they’d acted aloof, as though my Tiger peers and I didn’t exist.
But that spring, during mealtime, when a Dragon classmate tripped into me and knocked my tray of food into my chest, I knew it was no accident. And at night, when I found a nest of roaches in my pillow, I knew exactly who it was from.
It wasn’t the first time my classmates and I had experienced mistreatment due to our background. But the abuse became more focused, more targeted. Of course, the ki masters running the school willfully turned a blind eye.
The empire refused to let us feel at home at Adachi.
That was all right, though. I knew better than to get comfortable.
Slowly, surely, as I worked myself into shape, I became something I had never been before. Maybe it’s always been true somewhere in my soul, unbeknownst to me, awaiting its opportunity to bloom into reality.
Somehow, I’ve become a soldier.



Clap. Clap. Clap. The sound of quiet, slow applause brings me out of my thoughts and back into the arena.
Behind me, beyond the row of flickering torches, I hear someone chuckling.
“Well done…”
Out of the shadows, Drill Captain Nari moves forward in her wheelchair, approaching the edge of the sandbox. I blush with pride. My instructor is cunning, fierce, self-assured—everything I wish I could be someday. What’s more, she’s one of the few ki masters at Adachi who doesn’t seem to grimace every time a student from the Tiger Colonies ends up in her section. Unlike the others, Captain Nari has never once treated me differently due to my background.
At eighteen, Nari was the first female graduate of Adachi to catch a tiger in the colonies—to earn the prestigious honor of becoming a Slayer. She blew the empire away with her prowess, despite her male classmates who were dead set on seeing her fail. According to Nari, that disadvantage turned out to be her greatest strength. It made sure she worked twice as hard, fought twice as tough, as any of the peers who underestimated her.
A decade later, in addition to teaching here at Adachi, she runs an elite squadron of impressive young soldiers in the Dragon Army known as the Tiger Slayers, named back when there were still enough of the animals to make hunting them a regular profession. Although a tiger hasn’t been seen for almost two years, and the empire has officially declared them extinct, Nari’s elite squadron is still called the Tiger Slayers for old times’ sake. Those Slayers now make up the most revered and coveted positions for entry-level soldiers in the entire Dragon military. They’re renowned throughout the empire.
I’ve been hoping all year to secure an invitation to Nari’s squadron. She’s been particularly hard on me since winter break, probably because we’re coming down to the line, I figure. She must be testing me. So I’ve doubled down too. Invitations to coveted military positions for fresh graduates go out at the end of Finals Period.
Which happens to be today.
And never has a job in the Dragon Army not been offered to the number one ranking student in Adachi’s graduating class.
Which, if my evaluations pan out as planned, should be me.
My wedding is scheduled for the end of this week—giving me only six days to return home with a new prestigious position in hand and convince my parents to change their minds.
“You know, Choi Eunji, it really pains me to watch you fight.”
That’s one more thing I appreciate about Nari—she uses my real name, my Tiger name, instead of the adopted name Yamamoto so preferred by Father and his associates. I immediately straighten up, at attention.
“That bad, huh?” I’m still catching my breath.
Captain Nari unsheathes her cane from the side of the wheelchair and rises. Her long, reddish-brown hair, tied together in a flowing tail behind her back, swings around as she stands. The metal foot of her prosthetic leg crunches in the gravel around the sandbox.
“Far from it.”
I look up to meet her gaze.
“Nearly ten years teaching here at Adachi Academy,” Nari says, “and I never knew that I could be so equally proud and disappointed at the same time. It’s a pity. You’re one of the most promising trainees that I’ve ever had, Eunji; I really wanted you on my team.”
Disappointed? Wanted? My stomach drops.
“Oh,” I say dumbly, trying to conceal how crushed I feel.
“Which is why I forwarded your name to the Dragon Army ten weeks ago for early enlistment to the Tiger Slayers,” Nari continues.
Early enlistment?
That’s the same offer that Kenzo was given. It’s rarer than rare. It’s a badge of incredible accomplishment, of extraordinary talent. I can’t conceal my excitement, nearly leaping into the air—
“Nari, you have no idea how much this means to me—”
“Clearly I don’t,” she interrupts me, raising a brow.
“I…I’m sorry? I don’t think I understand.”
“Why work so hard, Eunji, just to turn down my offer?” Captain Nari kneels beside me in the sandbox, her metal foot sinking deep into the sand. As the rest of my classmates chatter and disperse, Nari rolls up one leg of her military uniform, detaches her prosthetic, and applies oil to it carefully from a can in her jacket pocket.
“Turn it down?” I shake my head, still giddy. “No, I’d be thrilled to join the Tiger Slayers—how could I turn down your offer if I’m only now just finding out about it?”
“We sent the offer letter home during the new year, while you were on break. I just received word yesterday that you’ve declined.”
The smile melts off my face.
“You sent it…home?”
Nari nods.
“I didn’t go home last winter,” I whisper, mortified. “I stayed here to study.”
Nari frowns. “Well, someone declined for you.”
Father. There’s no way he—he couldn’t have.
“No, no, no, this was a mistake,” I blurt, blood rushing to my cheeks. “Can you please tell them it was a mistake? I—”
“I’m sorry, Eunji,” Nari cuts me off. “They’ve already filled the position that I recommended you for. And I’ve already submitted the rest of the available offers…I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until next year.”
Next year? But the wedding!
“I can’t,” I say, despairing. “Please, Captain Nari, there has to be something they can do…”
“Sorry, Eunji. Believe me, this is really a disappointment to us both.”
Captain Nari reattaches her leg and stands. Then she turns and bows toward me. Devastated, I mirror the action.
“Congratulations, kid. You’ve mastered the art of Dragon ki. You’re an Adachi graduate now.”
I guess that means that I’ve passed my final exam.
“How are you feeling, Eunji?” Bomi chirps as I make my way, dejected, back toward the barracks. She’s a cheerful, petite girl—but don’t let that fool you. Bomi knows how to pack a punch. The other girls in my drill group clamber around me, gathering with eager grins. “Your wedding’s next week, isn’t it?”
Kenzo’s sneering face flashes into my mind. Deep in my belly, dread sits like a heavy stone.
But Choi women must smile through pain.
I lift my lips, plastering a pleasant expression to my face.
“I’m looking forward to fulfilling my duty to the empire,” I lie with a smile, measured and collected, like the daughter I’m supposed to be.
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SEUNG
Clink! Clink! Clink!
A crack appears where I struck my pickax at the wall, fanning out in a spiderweb along the rocky surface. I bend down to examine it, but there’s nothing. No sign of the characteristic shine that would indicate the presence of gold.
If I’m aiming the ax as I swing, it’s just barely. My brain is totally empty, filled only with the sound of metal striking stone. I’ve been chipping away at this wall for hours today. In fact, I’ve been working in this one tunnel for weeks, in this one gold mine all year. It’s as if my life has come to a standstill, time itself ceasing to pass for me.
Clink!
The cracks gradually widen, spreading out from the point of impact.
Clink! Clink!
Finally, the stone crumbles, spilling to the floor in broken pieces. I swing again and again, working away gradually at the opening until the layer of rock fractures completely and falls away—
Revealing a glint of light.
I bend over, peering more closely. Could it be…?
I continue to chisel away at the stone surrounding the glimmering piece. It’s hard work; the rock doesn’t give easily. My breath fogs in the air as I go. Down here, deep in the gold mines, there is an elemental chill that never leaves this place. It sinks deep into my bones over the course of the workday. Sometimes, even in my dreams at night, I can feel the cold air of the mines surrounding me, kissing my skin, luring me deeper into sleep.
Finally, I carefully work away the last of the rock, removing a glittering, unformed lump that falls into my hand. It’s gold.
I half smile warily, holding the gleaming ore in my palm. It’s highly impure, so I’ll only get a minor bonus for it. Still, even that small bonus means food.
Tonight, I’ll be bringing home rice.
I stare down at the lump of gold in my hand.
This should make me happy. So why do I feel something else instead?
I force the tears down.
Since failing the Exam, I’ve gone straight to full-time work in the mines, like my dad before me. For a year now, I’ve been working three jobs. By day, I’ve taken Dad’s place in the gold mines. Mornings and evenings, I lug inventory for a merchant association in the marketplace, helping vendors set up shop and clear out when the day is done. And on weekends, I still go to the Choi household to clean under the stern gaze of Eunsoo, Eunji’s older brother.
It’s lonely work. Especially at the Choi house, which feels somehow…empty without her.
In my dreams, we still run through the village at night. She smiles at me and takes my hand, furrows her brow in determination as she hurls pebble after pebble into the river, and sticks her tongue out at the dinner table when her father’s not looking. We sit underneath the pine trees in the forest, caught in the rain, and she loosens her braid, her wet hair clinging to her shoulders. I return to that palace rooftop thousands of times and imagine what would’ve happened if I’d made a different choice.
The floorboard under my bed is full of letters addressed to her that I never sent, knowing they’d only exacerbate the pain I caused her that night. In the weeks after, I mused that we might become friends someday—but the months following revealed to me a hard truth: I don’t know if I’ll ever get over Choi Eunji.
The last year has passed in a blur, becoming one long wash in my memory.
For a while I saved my meager earnings—not much, just a few yen here, a few yen there—hoping that one day I might build up enough to get us out of here. I had this crazy idea that maybe I could move my whole family to the capital, Hannam City, and start a new life there.
Because, let’s face it, there was nothing left for us in Kidoh. The only future open to me here was more of the same: working grueling hours for little pay, six and a half days a week, for the rest of my life. And the cold air of the gold mines, sinking ever deeper into my skin all the while, making my teeth chatter.
So I saved up money, whatever spare coins were left here and there after buying rice and clothing for Mom and Hoyoung, even knowing deep down that I wasn’t being realistic. Because how many years would I have had to save up for my family to be able to afford an apartment in Hannam City? I might never have enough for even a cramped room in the outskirts of the capital. Like the Exam, the promise of moving away was just one more elusive dream. But I chased it anyway. I needed it. I needed to have something, anything, I was aiming toward…
But reality has a way of intruding on dreams. I’ve long since learned that the hard way. Over the winter, erratic snowstorms fell over the valley with unprecedented wrath. Tree limbs bowed under the weight of the snow, and the river froze solid overnight, trapping fish mid-swim so that children would stand over the glassy surface, gawking. I had stupidly been putting off fixing up our aging roof because I thought we couldn’t afford the supplies. But one day our roof finally collapsed under the heavy snow—nearly burying Mom, Hoyoung, and me alive.
Stupid…it was my own fault.
I just couldn’t bear to spend the savings I had accumulated, in the naive hope of moving someday from Kidoh to Hannam City. In the end, I had to spend the entire amount I’d so meticulously accumulated in order to buy straw for a new roof.
And so it was that I finally learned—finally vowed—never to waste one more breath chasing a senseless dream.
Hannam City. The Exam. Eunji…it was all hopeless.
But that wasn’t even the worst of it.
For the rest of that winter we stayed with a neighboring family down the valley while I repaired our roof into the late hours after midnight, once my final work shift was done. It was hard going. Then, one terrible, awful morning, we came back to visit the house…
And found the front door wrested off its hinges, the lock smashed on the ground. Thieves had broken in while we were away. Inside, our cupboards were hanging open emptily, the whole house ransacked. They had taken everything of value we’d still had left, even our dining table.
I sank to my knees in the snow that day, struck speechless.
I had never known until then how it feels to be so completely out of hope. I just knelt there in the snow, numb, until Hoyoung came and gave me a hug. I almost pushed him away, but I didn’t. I just let my brother hug me tight with his little arms.
After our things were stolen, the only stuff that my family really had left were the clothes we were wearing on our backs that day. For the next several months, Mom washed that one shirt I owned at night after I came home, then hung it up to dry before I went back to work the next morning. That shirt had a starchy, stiff feel in the mornings as I pulled it on. Over time, it began to lose its firmness, fading in color as I wore it out.
Which brings me to today…
I turn over the unrefined gold lump in my hands, shaking off the memory of the empty house. Then I walk over slowly to the satchel I left by the mouth of the tunnel and slip the piece under the flap. I return to the tunnel and raise my ax.
Back to work.
Clink!
In these moments, with my mind so perfectly clear and empty, I become somehow hyper-aware of the world around me. The rocks seem to gleam, blacker than black. The cold air makes my skin shiver. I can almost feel the presence of the insects crawling carefully along the walls and floor of the tunnel. Feel their single-minded purpose focused so intently on walking forward, one step after the other, going wherever it is that they’re going. Feel the warm, beating heart, pounding with nervousness, of the boy standing in the middle of the tunnel behind me—
Wait a minute. The who…?
I pause, holding the ax in midair, and turn around, suddenly spotting a boy squatting close to the ground.
Whoever he is, he wasn’t there just a few moments ago.
His arm is deep inside the bag where I just put my gold.
“Hey!” I shout.
Immediately he leaps to run, the lump of gold grasped tight in his hand.
I jolt forward, dropping the ax, and catch up to the thief, grabbing him by the back of his shirt. He yowls and writhes, trying to shake himself free. I hold firm, wrestling him into a lock. The boy sinks his teeth into my arm—I yelp as he worms free from my grip. He only gets a few steps forward before I tackle him from behind, bringing him hard to the ground.
The rock surface grits into my cheek and arms and knees as I wrestle with the gold thief. I distantly hear the clink, clink echoing through the tunnel of other miners somewhere far away from us, in other corners of the mines. I’ve almost got my fingers around the gold when I feel a rough hand pull me up by the collar.
“Hey—” says a gruff older man’s voice. “Break it up!”
It’s the supervisor. He has the two of us held up firmly by the neck, one in each hand. “What’s going on here?” he demands in a booming voice.
“He—he stole my gold.” I grimace, struggling to catch my breath. With ki, the supervisor’s grip is like iron.
“He’s lying,” the thief snarls back. “I found it. He tried to steal it from me!”
“I don’t care whose it is,” the supervisor grunts. “It’s property of the Dragon Empire, on whose behalf you’re working here. You two are wasting time. If you can’t work without making trouble, then neither of you deserves the finder’s fee. Got it?”
He throws both of us to the ground. I wince, hitting my pelvis hard on the rocky surface. The thief whines next to me, rubbing his neck. The supervisor picks up the lump of gold from the ground and pockets it.
“Please, sir.” I bow my head. “This isn’t fair—”
I grunt as a boot hits my chest, pushing me back. The force of the kick knocks the air out of me.
“Not fair?” the supervisor says threateningly. “Are you questioning my judgment?”
I should shut up now, I know, but I can’t help it. That gold means rice, and my brother and mom are hungry at home. And I earned it—
“My family needs that bonus—”
I see stars as the supervisor backhands me. The blow knocks me sideways, back to the floor.
“Know your place, boy,” the supervisor growls. “Tiger spawn.”
Tiger spawn.
I shake with anger. All I can see in my mind’s eye are the countless times I have been in this exact situation before, helpless to defend myself and the people I care about.
It isn’t just Officer Hiyoshi attacking my dad. The scar-faced officer in the woods. Now the supervisor in the gold mine. No, it isn’t just these men—it’s my entire life, a lifetime of Dragon officials throwing their weight around, throwing me around like a rag doll, just because they can. It’s every bruise I’ve ever sustained at their hands.
The flood of anger rushes through me—surging forth out of my heart like a frothing wave, picking up speed—
A red fog shrouds my vision—
I whip around, shaking, my hands held out in front of my face toward the supervisor. A flash of blood-red light passes in front of my eyes.
“Don’t—” I say through my teeth, “call me that—”
The cave darkens. The supervisor shrinks with fear as a muddy, rust-red aura of light grows suddenly from my outstretched hands. The pool of anger builds, fed by the frustration and, worse, despair pouring out of my heart, growing steadily into a murky red cloud that begins swirling in the air between us.
I extend my hands straight toward the supervisor—releasing the torrent of anger at once. It pours in an ugly stream out of my hands toward the man’s body.
The supervisor’s eyes roll into his head, and he falls back, unconscious, slumping to the ground. The gold clatters out of his hands onto the floor. His body twitches several times. I look down, shocked.
Even as I watch, the murky red puddle of light fades from the supervisor’s body, dissipating into the air, vanishing from sight.
What the—
Next to me, the thief’s face has gone ghostly pale.
What did I just do?
I take a look around the cave. I step back, shaken. Then I back away—and run out of the tunnel, leaving the gold piece glinting on the ground behind me.



I walk through the valley in a daze. My shadow lengthens on the path before me.
Thank the spirits that the supervisor doesn’t know who I am by name. I’m plenty sure of that—we’re indistinguishable to him, the Tiger laborers. And that thief, whoever he was, I didn’t recognize either. Neither of them should be able to trace what just happened back to me.
But what is it that just happened?
What is happening to me?
It began last year, with that inexplicable incident at the Exam…My mind races back. I see those lights passing in front of my eyes again, before shaking the memory away.
Over the past year, I’ve noticed that some bizarre, unexplainable change has occurred in my perception, to my senses—I’ve become, I don’t know how to explain it, bizarrely attuned to everyone—
Living things, animals, people, anything with a beating heart. Like I can feel their presence.
I jump as the new electric streetlamps the empire has been installing across the colonies switch on for the evening, emitting a strange, incandescent white light over the path. Down the valley, I see the unfamiliar shapes of the brand-new utility poles, standing like scarecrows, the wires stretching from one to the next across the mountains and off into the distance.
I stare down at my shadow again, newly flickering against the harsh electric light.
It looks like Dad.
That tired gait. The miner’s attire.
I close my eyes, seeing his face.
But when I open them, he’s gone. Instead, I see my house, sitting at the top of the valley. It’s the same sight my dad saw every day when he came home from work.
I make my way up the final steps of the path, my feet heavy, and stumble through the front door.
“Hey, guys. I’m home—”
I stop in my tracks. Hoyoung is sitting in the middle of the floor. Mom kneels beside him, wrapping a fresh bandage around his leg.
Bright red blood spots through the first layer of bandages.
“What happened?!” I rush over.
Mom looks up at me wearily. “Hoyoung was caught stealing.”
“What? Why?” I glance at Hoyoung, but the kid simply stares at the floor, his lips pursed.
Mom finishes bandaging up my brother’s leg, then fastens the wrap together. “He hasn’t said a word since the police brought him home.”
The Dragon Police? Hoyoung has no idea how lucky he is. If those guys were having a bad day…I can’t imagine what they would’ve done to him. I feel a wash of terrified relief that they’ve returned him in one piece.
I drop to the floor beside Hoyoung. His hand is balled into a fist, but something peeks through his fingers.
“Hey,” I murmur, “what have you got there, buddy?”
I reach down and carefully uncurl Hoyoung’s grip. In the center of his palm is a crumpled ball of parchment.
“Hoyoung? What is this?”
My little brother begins to sniffle as I unfold the crumpled paper ball and smooth it out. Then I start, feeling a jolt of recognition as I read the all-too-familiar words:
Introduction to Philosophical Foundations of Dragon Ki
It is essential for young aspiring professionals to understand the philosophical foundations of the Dragon Empire’s greatest source of pride. In this unit, students will learn the underlying principles that dictate not only the practice, but also the societal and political history of the art form.
CHAPTER 1—THE SPIRIT OF THE DRAGON
I recognize the passage immediately.
“Hoyoung,” I say slowly, “you tried to steal a textbook?”
Hoyoung looks up at me, his cheeks smeared with tears and mud, and nods.
“Why did you do this?” I demand, suddenly angry.
Hoyoung finally opens his mouth to speak, but it takes him several tries before he can get the words out.
“I—I thought…,” he mutters, shivering, “if I could get one of the books, if I could start to study right now, like the rich kids, I might have a chance…”
“Oh, Hoyoung…,” I begin, a knot forming in the back of my throat.
“When it’s my turn, if I can pass the Exam, then maybe I can get a good job. And you wouldn’t have to worry so much.”
My chest caves.
“Come on, kiddo,” I say, my voice cracking as I scoop him up and lift both of us to our feet. “Let’s get you to bed.”





I lie on my floor mat, staring up at the ceiling. I can’t stop thinking about Hoyoung with that paper ball in his hand.
The first rays of sunrise bleed in softly through the window to my left, illuminating Hoyoung’s soft cheeks, peaceful in sleep. Beside him, Mom snores lightly, a small frown etched into her face. Above us, the roof still looks patchy and misshapen, because, let’s face it, I’m no carpenter.
I’m due back at the marketplace in a matter of hours to start my morning shift. But despite the ache in my bones and the fatigue weighing me down, there’s no way I can fall asleep now.
If I could start to study right now, like the rich kids, I might have a chance…
A wave of revulsion rises in my stomach.
No.
Not Hoyoung.
The Exam is a trick, my friend. The memory of another voice stirs in my head.
I see it play out in my mind: Hoyoung studying for years, imagining that he could pass the Exam. As he grows older, the dream grows larger in his mind, filling him with hope. Hope that someday he might get out of here. Hope that we might somehow, some way, escape this life.
But now I know the truth.
That hope is a lie.
The Exam was always a lie. Who could afford the tutors? Only the yangban. It was a privilege saved for a select few, never meant for me and Hoyoung. For us, that “opportunity” was a mirage designed to keep us compliant.
But it isn’t just the Exam, I realize suddenly, my thoughts racing now in the dark. Everything about this colonial society the empire has built for us—it’s all intended to keep us hoping, striving for a better life, but never quite able to achieve it. Our wages are barely enough to subsist on. The best jobs, the most coveted diplomatic and business positions, are reserved for Dragon people. The entire social reality of the Tiger Colonies is that there is no way to succeed, no way to advance, no way to escape the system.
We’re second-class citizens in our own homeland. That’s how the system is designed. That’s how it was supposed to work. And it’s supposed to keep us there forever.
When you are in the mood to finally stand up for yourself, come find me.
I sit up straight in bed.
I remember her. The rebel girl in the moonlight. The girl with the pale face and hair the color of magpie feathers.
Take it.
She gave me something. A way to find her.
Where did I put that flyer?
As quietly as I can, I scramble to my feet. I slide my floor mat to the side, careful not to wake my family. Then I lift the wooden floorboard directly underneath it.
Resting there are my Exam notes, coated in cobwebs and dust—where I stored them a year ago. I sift through the papers, and my gaze lingers over Eunji’s small, neat handwriting. My heart pangs as I remember her penning these words, remember the edge of her lip curling upward mischievously as she graded my practice test…
I swallow the painful memory, shoving it down.
Eunji’s probably already married by now. She’s living far away in the Dragon Empire with her new family. She’s moved past me. She’s begun a life I’ll never be a part of.
I flip through the papers, continuing the hunt.
I know it’s here. I put it here somewhere…
Come find me. The memory of the rebel girl’s offer surfaces again. Now that I’ve remembered the words, I can’t seem to think of anything else.
And then—aha! There it is.
A single piece of paper with the head of an angry tiger painted in broad brushstrokes. I squint through the darkness, holding it up.
I pull the flyer free, then replace the rest of the study materials and lower the floorboard into place. I look down at the floor—for a moment, I wonder whether I should give these to Hoyoung. Then I shake my head.
No more with the Exam. No. There has to be another way.
For Lover Boy—Jin Xx
Whoever this Jin is—I have to find her.
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EUNJI
“You are to marry Kenzo Kobayashi, and that is the final word on the subject.”
“But why?” I cry out as I chase Father around the halls of our family’s summer manor in the Dragon Empire.
“You know exactly why,” he replies, annoyed. “Eunji, go to your room. I don’t have time for this.”
I bristle at the order; once upon a time, I wouldn’t have found his command so off-putting, but something in it really rankles me now.
“Father, I beg your pardon, but I don’t think you understand. That position you declined on my behalf—it was the same level as the one Kenzo—”
“You are the one who does not understand.” Father seethes, whirling on me, sending pieces of the stack of papers in his hand flying. He glances at them in irritation. “That position, Eunji, means nothing.”
“Well, it certainly seemed to mean something when Kenzo achieved it.” I bend over, sweep the papers off the floor, and hand them back to him. “Have I not proven to be more than worthy of taking care of myself? What income, what status could Kenzo bring to our family that I myself could not provide now?”
A servant who I’ve never seen before hustles through the hall and stops by Father, muttering something about a business meeting in thirty minutes. He waves the servant away and whips back around to face me, a storm brewing at his brow.
“This union between you and Kenzo is not about how well you can or cannot care for yourself, Eunji,” Father says, “nor about money. This is a matter of blood.”
Father pinches the bridge of his nose, exasperated.
“The war against the Serpent Queendom is not going well. Isao is aggravated. The empire is threatening to seize ownership of our company’s property—do you understand what that would mean for us? No position of yours, nor Eunsoo’s, nor even your father’s, can grant our Tiger family what we need. Because what we need, Eunji, is to become of Dragon blood. Isao cannot tolerate any hint of disloyalty now, and we must prove ourselves utterly beyond reproach. These things are beyond my control, daughter. And they are well beyond yours.”
I step back, looking at him squarely for the first time. Father’s eyes are swollen, dark circles sagging beneath. He’s lost some weight, and a line of sweat runs down his temple.
And that’s when I see it. The realization strikes me like a bolt of lightning.
I’ve been walking down the wrong tightrope here.
This whole time, this entire year, I’ve been working so hard, trying to prove to my parents that I’m capable, to convince them to extend me the freedom I crave. But I see now that they’re not the ones who I need to convince—like all Tiger people, they don’t have any true power either. As wealthy and well connected as my father is, he’s just as equally trapped within the empire’s fist.
I certainly can’t be free when even Father isn’t. And Father can’t be free, because he doesn’t have Dragon blood. He doesn’t truly belong to the Dragon Empire. And that puts him forever at risk, forever unable to achieve total security for his family’s fate.
What could I possibly do for my family that would earn them more grace in Isao’s eyes than to marry into Dragon lineage?
For the first time, I think I understand what it must be like inside Father’s head. Being so adjacent to power—having a taste of autonomy—but constantly having it at risk of being snatched away almost feels worse than growing up ignorant and trapped.



Days pass.
It’s my wedding day.
I step toward the mirror as my robe falls to the floor in a heap.
“Arms up,” Moonhee says. I lift my arms as she works around me busily, tsk-tsking, threading my hands through the pink-and-white silken sleeves of the wedding kimono. The elderly servant brushes away a tear. “My little Eunji,” she whispers. “You’re grown up.”
Mother sits silently—as usual—on a seat cushion behind us.
I haven’t seen Moonhee in a year. When she first met me outside the double doors of our summer Dragon manor, her face went blank for a moment, her eyebrows arching sharply upward in surprise and delight, as if she hardly recognized me.
Perhaps she didn’t.
Peering into the looking glass today, I hardly recognize myself. The Choi Eunji in the mirror is not the hopeful girl who ran through the streets of Kidoh clothed in a servant’s cloak a year ago. This young woman is sharper, her body fuller, her shoulders tense. She wears a full face of ivory makeup with a poised expression.
She looks like…a Dragon woman.
Moonhee finishes wrapping the kimono around my waist as my body disappears within it, swimming in cherry-blossom silk that glides smoothly against my skin. She clasps it together just above my right hip with a small red ribbon.
Then she takes a step back, admiring her work. She sniffs again, wiping her eyes.
Somewhere beneath this extravagant dress and this bright red lipstick is a girl begging to escape back to those Kidoh streets—to find the boy who took her there—to take his hand—
And run.
The rouge and mascara cannot hide the bitterness in her eyes.
I avert my gaze from the glass.
The door to the dressing room slides open. A Dragon servant from the Kobayashi household stands there, ready to escort us to the shrine. He bows deeply to me.
Mother appears at my side, her fingertips grazing my elbow. Our eyes meet as I scan her face for some semblance of sympathy.
“It’s time, Eunji,” she whispers, turning away from me toward the door.



The plucking sound of a sanshin rings as I step through the broad, bright red sweep of the rectangular archway and into the temple. My wooden shoes clack softly against the cold, white stone. Mother accompanies me. Ahead, I see Father observing our processional to the side of the open-air space. He stands to attention among more than a dozen prominent empire officials.
Normally, wedding ceremonies in the Dragon Empire are small, private events. But today is special. It’s historic. Several photographers poise by the edge of the path, ready to document the big moment, to immortalize this historic union.
I stare at my feet, then up at the shrine in the center of the temple, which beholds an ornate statue of a Dragon spirit.
The last time I was here at the Dragon shrine was nearly nine months ago. It was a very different occasion then—my first day at Adachi, the day that I received Dragon ki. I close my eyes, remembering.
The Dragon spirit emerges from the shrine, circling around me, whooshing past in a blinding, crimson blur. My hair flies back with the force of the wind. Its scales are thick and gleaming golden red; its eyes, when it opens them, are pure gold.
The dragon opens its jaws wide—and leaps forward—
I cry out as it rushes toward me, swallowing me whole—
I crash forward into the temple, which is suddenly empty and still. The spirit is gone. My arms have plunged deep into a cold pool of water at the center of the shrine. I look down, then withdraw my arms from the pool. In my right hand is a single, spherical stone.
On impulse, I squeeze my hand as hard as I can.
The rock cracks. Then it crumbles. Just like that, it breaks into pieces in my hand.
My hand balls into a fist, but there’s nothing to grasp at now. My nails dig into my empty palm, threatening to draw blood. I force myself to uncurl them before I ruin the polish and cut that Moonhee so carefully crafted this morning.
Mother rests her hand just above my shoulder blade and gives a slight push, urging me to get a move on. It’s her fifth and youngest daughter’s wedding day. Her expression is a blank slate; it’s impossible to tell what she’s thinking. Perhaps she isn’t thinking much. Perhaps, after all these years, there isn’t much left to call her own, apart from the mask she wears.
I steal a glance at Father. Surrounded by dignitaries, he, too, keeps his gaze trained forward. The blood vessels at his temples twitch with stress.
I’m doing this for them, and they won’t even meet my eyes.
As I move steadily toward the shrine, I’m fully aware of the countless Dragon aristocrats and generals staring at me. At the head of the temple, the officiant waits, bearing three small cups of ceremonial liquor that will indicate the start of the wedding.
And there, standing just beside the officiant—
There he is.
It’s the first time I’ve seen him since I left for Adachi.
He’s clothed in a traditional Dragon soldier’s uniform—red and black to match my pink-and-white kimono. Thick brass buttons run along his armored garb. A classical-style steel helmet conceals his face.
As if he feels my eyes on him, Kenzo Kobayashi looks up, raising the helmet’s visor to his forehead.
There is no proud smirk on his lips today. His hooded black eyes meet mine, widening, almost as if he’s surprised to see me. A shiver rushes down my spine.
I see a strange expression in his eyes. One I recognize.
Fear.
A cold wave of panic washes through me. My knees begin to buckle as my mind goes blank.
It’s a curious thing—the way that Choi women are crafted and packaged up into a boxful of paradoxes. We’re members of the most powerful family in the Tiger Colonies yet wield no power of our own. We are ordered to study hard but never to be too smart, lest we outshine the boys in our midst. We are endowed with unfathomable strength and supernatural powers, then made to never use them.
We smile through pain.
But no matter how hard I try now…I can’t seem to bring myself to smile.
No. I’m done with smiling.
Once again, an image rises unbidden in my mind. I see the obedient bear, the itinerant tiger, from Moonhee’s bedtime story so many years ago. I see the future. I know what will happen if I obey my parents’ wishes today. I’ll bear the divine king’s son. I’ll be lauded. I’ll be rewarded for my sacrifice.
I’ve known this day would come for a long time.
I find my hands brushing Mother’s off my back—
Before I know it, my legs are turning and running. As if they aren’t my own. But it’s happening. I’m fleeing the wedding, running to be anywhere but here, running headlong back toward the edge of the temple—toward the broad staircase—past the columns that uplift the immense stone archways—
“Stop her!” someone shouts behind me.
“Eunji, stop!”
I don’t. I can’t. I barely hear them. Footsteps clatter behind me as someone, multiple someones begin tripping over themselves to chase me.
I don’t look back. I don’t dare to.
My heavy kimono drags on the steps as I rush down, away from my pursuers. When I pass under the final archway at the end of the staircase, on instinct, I concentrate ki energy into my arms, then heave, pushing the column with all my might. It teeters under my strength, then topples down, one stone archway collapsing into the next in an avalanche of stone—
Blocking the way of the men behind me, who curse and cough within the thick cloud of dust—
Guilt rushes through me. Those stone things are probably thousands of years old.
But I don’t have time to worry about that now.
I shed the thick layers of ceremonial cloth weighing me down and leave them to flutter to the stone floor. Then I run. Away from Kenzo and Father and Mother. Away from the party of hundreds that awaits us at the Dragon Emperor’s palace, gathered expectantly to usher in the first official marriage between the elite of the empire and the colonies. I run until I can’t anymore. I don’t know where I’m going, exactly, but I do know one thing. It’s somewhere far, far away from here. I’m never going back to where I came from.
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SEUNG
I’ve been walking for nearly an hour down an underused path that meanders to the bottom of the valley. Yellow, parched grass and weeds encroach on the overgrown road; the drought has been back again this year with a vengeance. Dried-out twigs snap under my shoes as I make my way down.
Suddenly I hear a sound somewhere off the path—and freeze—
Squinting off into the woods, I swear I see something move…
Is it a soldier? Do they know somehow where I’m going—
A deer moves out of the woods and onto the path. It looks at me, ears raised, and stops—then continues on.
I let out a sigh of relief. My heart is crammed up into my throat.
What am I doing here?
When you’re ready, come to the abandoned factory at the base of the valley. Knock on the window exactly four times—no more, and no less—and show them this flyer.
There used to be a factory deep in the valley, I remember. Men from the village worked there, making weapons for the war against the Serpent Queendom. But it was abandoned years ago, when the government decided to relocate production capacity elsewhere, closer to the front lines. I’ve never been there before; the bottom of the valley is way off the usual paths.
Just as I’m beginning to wonder if I’ve gone the wrong way, the woods clear out around me on both sides, opening into a meadow. An unassuming, faded square building with peeling walls stands off to one side, where the forest peels away. The wooden doors at the abandoned factory’s entrance are plastered with posters and other notices about upcoming events at the town square. As I get closer, I bend to examine one of them. Looks like the date passed years ago.
I walk up to one of the windows beside the factory door. It’s opaque with dust. I try to peek in, but a black curtain hangs on the other side.
Suddenly my awareness heightens. I feel I’m on the edge of some threshold.
Once I step through those doors, I’ll be an outlaw with a secret. A rebel. An enemy of the empire.
Am I making a mistake? It still isn’t too late. I could leave, turn back now, walk until I get home. Return to my job at the mines. Resume my life as I knew it.
Once I take this step, that whole path will close to me. My life will never be the same again.
I raise my hand to the window.
Tap, tap, tap, tap.
I lean back, waiting, my heart slamming in my chest. For several seconds, nothing happens.
After a minute, I’m wondering if I should turn and run—when the black curtain behind the window shifts. I make out the top of someone’s face: a slim, aquiline nose. Their eyes narrow at me.
“I’m here to see Jin,” I shout through the glass.
The curtain falls back over the window.
I clear my throat, nervous.
“Hey!” I yell, pressing the flyer against the window. “Jin told me to come here—I need to see her—”
Behind the door, I hear the sound of a chain lock being undone. The wooden door slides open.
Standing in the archway is a teenager, maybe a couple of years younger than me. He looks me up and down, unimpressed. The guy wears an oversized combat jacket over a cotton shirt; his well-worn clothes seem to have been hastily assembled from other people’s closets.
I wave the flyer at him; the guy squints, looking it over. He reads the message on the back, inspecting the handwriting:
For Lover Boy—Jin Xx
He grunts.
“I’m gonna have to check on this.”
The teenager takes the flyer from me and closes the door behind him. Several minutes pass while I stand there, fighting the urge to pace back and forth. Finally, the door cracks back open, and he waves me in, handing me the paper.
“Make it quick. She’s not in a good mood today.”



The air inside the factory swims with dust.
It’s dark in here; the windows have all been covered from the inside with newspaper. A long conveyor belt flanked with benches runs horizontally down the middle of the wide, open room. The belt has a green tarp thrown over it that looks like it hasn’t been removed for a long time.
A series of walkways runs around the edges of the factory walls, suspended by steel posts from the ceiling. A staircase at one end leads down to the main floor. Hanging over the railing at the far end of the room is a white banner. On it, someone has painted an animal’s head with its jaws open in red paint. A tiger.
I look down at the paper in my hands. It matches.
A dozen or so teenagers are seated on stools on the far side of the conveyor belt, sharing a meal of rice and soup broth. They look up at me as we pass. The guy who let me in leads me past the main area, down a hallway with an office at one end. He knocks on the door.
“Uh-huh,” says a familiar voice.
We enter. Opposite the door lies a wooden desk in an extremely cramped, messy-looking office. Two dirty black boots rest on the desktop, one ankle crossed over the other. Behind the desk, a large, open newspaper obscures someone’s face.
The guy beside me looks at the floor.
“Jin,” he mutters, “someone’s here to see you. Says you asked for him—”
The newspaper lowers, and a pale face I recognize flanked by magpie-purple hair peeks out over the edge. Jin stares at us blankly.
She has a strange expression on her face. The shadows under her eyes have deepened, and her skin looks even paler than before. The cocky self-assurance she was so full of last year seems to have evaporated.
Something shifts in her eyes. She waves the teenager off.
“Thanks, Jiseop. You’re dismissed.”
The teenager nods curtly and turns, glancing at me one more time on his way out. The door closes behind him.
“Took you long enough.” Jin’s voice cuts through the cool air of the room.
She doesn’t seem surprised to see me—vaguely amused, if anything.
I glance around. Jin’s office, like the main factory floor, is swimming with dust; I have to tamp down the urge to sneeze. Marked-up newspaper clippings and photographs cover her desk haphazardly.
A map of the Tiger Colonies is spread over one wall, with miscellaneous scraps and notes pinned over it; there are torn corners where other notes seem to have been ripped down. I can just make out the handwriting on a few of the bigger scraps pinned to the margins:
SECOND SIGHTING see below—
Empire removes reward from Gangneung province
Slaying Ceremony missing??
Jin takes her feet off the desk and sits upright.
“I was actually just thinking about you.”
She flips the newspaper around to show me, and I cringe, seeing the headline—
GOVERNOR-GENERAL ISAO ENDORSES FIRST WEDDING REPRESENTING INTERMARRIAGE BETWEEN DRAGON AND TIGER ELITE
Wedding ceremony, scheduled for today, is between incoming Dragon Army lieutenant officer Kenzo Kobayashi and youngest daughter of distinguished Tiger family, Eunji Yamamoto.
There’s a photo below the caption. Eunji stands in a kimono beside Kenzo in the courtyard, surrounded by their families. She wears a blank, unreadable expression on her face.
I know exactly which day this photo was taken. I recognize her dress, the decorations I hung over the courtyard the night of the Dragon Spring Festival. Just before Eunji’s engagement was announced.
Jin whistles. “Your ex-girlfriend moved on. Sorry, Lover Boy.”
I grit my teeth. Jin winks, looking like she’s enjoying toying with me.
“It’s Jin, right? You said I should find you when I was ready to take a stand,” I tell her. “Well…I’m ready. To join you. I want in.”
I straighten my shoulders, trying to look—I don’t know, fierce? Determined? Jin scrutinizes me, flicking a glance over my body.
“You don’t even know what we do here,” she points out slowly.
“You fight against the empire,” I say. “For an independent Tiger Kingdom.”
She raises an eyebrow at me.
“An independent Tiger Republic,” Jin corrects me.
“Sure. Well…I’m here to help. You said you could always use an extra pair of hands, didn’t you?”
Jin sighs and looks away. “You’re too late, Lover Boy.”
“It’s Seung, thanks.”
“Okay, Seung. Like I said. You’re too late.”
Abruptly Jin stands and circles around the desk. And then I see it—a black cloud of despair hangs over the Resistance leader’s head—
Literally hangs over her. I blink several times, but it’s still there—a whirling, looming cloud of black smoke, shifting above her head. It’s transparent—I can see the wall and the rest of the room through it—but it’s hovering there as real as the desk by her side…
And just as I see that dark cloud, I feel in my heart what she’s feeling. I don’t know how, I just do. As clearly as if it were my own emotion. A hopelessness tugging down on her soul…
And something else, flickering, deep within that black cloud. Something hard and dark and red. Something seething inside—
“It’s over,” Jin says again, flatly.
She doesn’t seem to see anything strange. I shift my attention back to the Resistance leader, trying to ignore the odd vision. Jin’s gaze drifts over to the map pinned to the wall. I follow her line of sight, unsure what I’m supposed to be looking at.
“It’s been two years since anyone has last seen a tiger,” Jin continues. “They’ve declared them extinct. And if they’re right that the tigers are gone…then that’s it. Our search efforts are over. Time to go home.”
“You’re…looking for tigers?”
Jin’s chin juts out as she peers at me over the bridge of her nose. A consideration seems to pass through her mind, weighing her options, perhaps.
“Why do you think the empire has been so desperate to kill every last one of the tigers?” she asks. “And why do you think the Resistance gave everything we had to stop them? Do you think Governor-General Isao just has an animal obsession for no reason?”
She leans over her desk, pulls open a drawer, and slaps down a warped, decades-old book with its cover partially burnt in front of me. A History of the Serpent Queendom, the cover reads.
I reach for the book, but she snatches it back. “Nuh-uh-uh. No touching. I don’t know how many copies are left, and you wouldn’t believe what I went through to get it.” Carefully she flips it open to show the first chapter. An enormous serpent is coiled up there, facing the reader. A human stands in front of it, head bowed.
“What do you see there?” Jin asks me.
“I…” I’m not sure what I’m looking at.
“It’s a Serpent spirit. The source of Serpent ki.”
My hand tremors by my side as I pore over the pages.
Serpent…ki?
“You mean Dragon ki, don’t you?”
There’s no such thing as Serpent ki.
The part of me that wonders if coming here was a bad idea flares up again. This has been one of the most important facts the empire has drilled into our heads since birth—the source of their legitimacy, their claim to power—the reason I and others like me were always so jealous of them:
The Dragon Empire is the only people with ki powers. We’ve always known that.
Jin throws me a look of utter disdain. “Don’t tell me you really believe their propagandist bullshit.”
Maybe this is part of her test. Seeing how much nonsense I’ll take.
“I may not know much,” I say quietly, “but I’m not a fool. You can’t seriously expect me to believe every word that comes out of your mouth…”
Jin rests a hand on the desktop, leaning back. A glint passes over her eye as she reaches down and pulls a knife from her belt, which she unsheathes. I back away, raising my hands.
“Relax,” she says lazily, and holds it out to me, handle first. “For you.”
I look down, perplexed, then back up at her.
As we make eye contact, I gasp.
Jin’s pupils, a deep purple that matches the color of her hair…suddenly expand, covering most of the whites of her eyes. Her eyeballs have gone completely dark, like pieces of the night sky. They swallow me whole—
“Take the knife,” Jin commands. Her voice echoes in my brain.
Take the knife.
My hand moves on its own. It takes the knife out of Jin’s hand, holding it ready.
“Draw an X on the desk.”
My body lunges forward of its own accord, slamming the knife into the desk’s surface and carving a jagged X into the wood. My hand rattles from the effort. I’m shocked by the ferocity of the gesture, can hardly believe it came from myself—
“Okay. Cool. You can let go now.”
Her eyes return to normal. My grip opens, dropping the knife with a clattering sound. I grab my hand, which is suddenly shaking—
“What was that—”
“Still don’t believe me?” The tip of Jin’s tongue flicks out between her teeth, framed by a cheeky grin.
And I get it.
“You have Serpent ki.” My jaw drops.
“There you go. You’re a genius. I’m shocked you failed the Exam.” Jin puts the book away, then slides the drawer shut.
“How in the spirits do you have—” Jin doesn’t seem like she’s from the Serpent Queendom. As far as I can tell, she’s of Tiger descent.
“The Dragon Empire did a grand job of stamping out every other ki power from the narrative,” Jin says. “Vanished from the schoolbooks, totally erased from memory. But it’s lies. They aren’t the only nation with ki powers at all. The Serpent Queendom has them. And so do we.”
She points at the map as she goes on.
“Serpent spirits give Serpent ki to people,” Jin says. “Dragon spirits give Dragon ki. Do the math, Seung. Why do you think they’re hunting down tigers?”
No. It can’t be.
A certain, nagging thought begins to grow in me—
Becoming a strange, exhilarating, frightening feeling…
With intense clarity, I see yesterday’s accident with the supervisor in the gold mine.
I remember the strange incident at the Exam, when I saw odd visions in the air.
And I remember that night in the woods.
When the tiger approached me. When it touched its nose to my chest.
When a moonbeam fell straight through the woods onto me, and I heard the distant sound of a woman singing.
“It’s because of Tiger ki, Lover Boy. That’s right. The Dragon Empire isn’t content with just rewriting history. Oh, no. They’re aiming for something much darker: to destroy every other nation’s ki power entirely. To eradicate their powers from the earth. Starting with us.”
This can’t be true. It can’t. This goes against everything I ever—
“We…we have ki powers?” My vision swims.
“Not many people know the truth.” Her voice drops. “Tiger ki was a hidden art, even before the empire. The Tiger shamans were careful not to let anyone learn their secrets. And after the Dragon Empire invaded, those secrets were completely lost.
“But I knew we could rediscover it. I knew if the empire was hunting down tigers, there had to be a reason for it. We could find out what it was, what the lost ki powers were, and use them to fight back.”
She leans back, musing.
“Dragon ki gives strength, endurance, healing powers. Serpent ki gives the power to control other people with words alone—with some caveats, provided that your willpower is stronger than theirs. Tiger ki must be something extraordinary too. I’m sure it would help us fight the empire.
“But ultimately, it doesn’t really matter what the powers are. It only matters that—”
“They exist,” I finish for her.
Jin looks at me with a different expression. She seems to be reading something in my face that she likes as I work it out.
Ki powers are the very foundation of the Dragon Empire’s hold over us. Ki can end any conversation, settle any dispute by force. It always made it necessary, at the end of the day, to submit to whatever they said was true.
But if what they said isn’t true…
The hair stands on my neck.
“If Tiger ki exists,” I say slowly, “and if you can prove it, you’re breaking down the empire’s source of legitimacy. You’ll give the Tiger people hope.”
Jin sighs, spent. “Which is why our mission is lost. The tigers are extinct.” Her brief moment of excitement drains away.
“How do you know—”
“You’ve seen how bad the drought is, Seung. The tigers are supposed to be the guardians of the land. No more tigers, no more rain. No one has seen a tiger in two years now. And the land is dry and desiccated. It’s true, then. They’re gone. The empire really has won.”
The black cloud of despair flares up behind her again—
And I see it: She really believes that all hope is lost.
This is a different side of Jin from the one I saw in the woods. There, she was commanding, cool, utterly in charge. Here, for just a moment, she looks almost defenseless. Defeated.
Is this really the same Jin who subdued Officer Hiyoshi, tied him up in the woods, and left him for dead?
“Jin,” I say slowly. “What if I told you that there’s still a tiger out there?”
She raises an eyebrow at me, clearly unimpressed.
“And”—I pause, then clear my throat—“that I know just where to find it?”
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EUNJI
The sun is rising through a cloudy haze. I hug my knees closer to my chest as the morning breeze picks up, drifting through the canopy of trees where I’ve been hiding, perched uncomfortably on a branch throughout the night. A dull cramp has been plaguing one of my legs since I woke from a restless half sleep.
Somewhere, not too far in the distance, I hear the rumble of thunder.
Aish. What have I done?
By now, the emperor himself surely knows of my offense. It’s only a matter of time before the entire Dragon Empire has caught wind. Whatever damage I did yesterday, both metaphorical and literal (sorry, thousand-year-old shrine), I’m not sure that it’s reversible.
The sky darkens as something wet hits my cheek. Before I know it, it’s drizzling. The woods stir as the precipitation picks up. Thunder rumbles again, which means that the lightning can’t be too far off—up in a tree is probably the worst place to be when the storm hits full force.
Looks like I can’t stay here.
As the cold rain begins to stream down my face, white and red paint splash down onto my newly soiled wedding kimono. Great. That’s another thing I’ll have to atone for upon my return.
I swing off the branch and jump down to the ground.





By the time I arrive back at the base of our new Dragon Empire summer manor, I’m drenched. It’s as though the clouds have been holding it in, waiting to release their rain in one relentless downpour. There’s hardly a soul in the flooded streets this early in the morning.
At first I think that the rumbling sound coming from the top of the hill is thunder. But then I see the two bright, yellow lights, and I realize that the monstrous thing parked in front of the gates is a machine. It’s a car. A limousine.
I’ve never seen one of these in real life before. Only the very top officials have private cars, let alone a luxurious one like this. It likely belongs to someone of the stature of the Dragon Emperor’s top deputies…or the governor-general.
One thing’s pretty clear: I am in an unfathomable amount of trouble.
Better to assess the damage first. As Captain Nari says, Information is power. Always aim to get the first glance, the upper hand on your opponent. Instead of entering through the main gates, I sneak around, spotting a tall, ancient tree that hangs over the side of the house.
I nearly slip as I scale it. I’m much less familiar with the terrain at this new family manor. Still, as I climb, I’m briefly reminded of all the times I snuck in and out of our old home back in Kidoh.
From there, I leap onto the roof. Lucky for me, the water splattering against the tiles muffles the sound of my landing.
Smoke rises from the chimney before it gets snuffed out by the rain. The sound of voices comes through the opening, tense and heated.
“General, we profoundly apologize for our daughter’s misdemeanor…”
It’s Father.
“Misdemeanor?” booms an older male voice. It’s cold, cruel. Dangerous. “This is more than a little mistake, Yamamoto. The emperor himself has been waiting in anticipation for this wedding. It has become a symbol in the press of his rule over the Tiger Colonies. Your daughter has not only acted in deliberate opposition to my will, she has delivered a personal insult to the Dragon Emperor.”
Spirits below.
It’s…Governor-General Isao.
“You know the consequences of treason against the emperor,” Isao continues. Something in the tone of the general’s voice and the silence that follows tells me he isn’t referring to court-mandated community service.
“Yes, Governor-General, I understand,” Father finally says. “We will do everything in our power to find the girl as soon as we can.”
“That’s right. You will,” Isao says. “And when you do, she will be executed for her sins. I trust you will comply, Yamamoto.”
I nearly lose my grip on the edge of the chimney. When Father finally speaks, his voice is soft, resigned.
“Y-yes, sir…”
Okay. Hold it together.
Have some hope—Father must be hiding some alternative plan. Perhaps he’s buying time. There’s no way that he’d just give in, relinquish his youngest daughter to death so easily. Right?
“Please! She’s just a child!” a female voice suddenly cries out. For a moment, I stupidly think that it’s Mother.
The general drops to a deadly murmur. “Did your servant just speak to me, Yamamoto?”
Not Mother. Moonhee.
“Eunji is only a child—you must forgive her—”
“What audacity,” General Isao says, his voice ice. “Yamamoto, is it a colony custom to take orders from servants?”
“I b-beg your pardon, sir,” Father stutters. “Moonhee. Apologize immediately. Now.”
But Moonhee doesn’t relent. “You can’t kill her. It would be senseless and cruel. And the only thing it would prove is that your rotten Dragon Empire is as tyrannical and unjust as the people already know—”
My breath catches in my chest. The sound of a gasp hits the air, followed by a terrible snap interrupting Moonhee mid-sentence.
The paper window at the side of the main compound rips open as something flies through it and falls to the ground in a heap. I crouch down and scamper to the edge of the roof, careful not to slip on the wet tiles. Then I throw my hands over my mouth.
To stifle the scream.
The object on the ground is Moonhee’s body. The elderly woman lies motionless in the mud, her spine twisted into an unnatural shape. The rain splatters down on her open, glassy eyes from above.
She’s…she’s dead.
A spasm racks through me as I desperately fight the urge to scream, to flail, to cry out. I can’t be discovered now. Or I’ll be next.
Through the light of the torn paper window, I can see the enormous silhouette of General Isao. The governor-general is impossibly tall, with his hair buzzed close to the scalp. He brushes his bearlike hands clean, regal and relaxed.
“Does anyone else want to speak up?” Isao says.
The only sound to be heard is the smattering of rain against the roof. The raindrops themselves mix into the horrified tears streaming down my face.
I’ve never seen somebody die before. Back at Adachi, during our drills, we would fight to break, to sprain, to bleed, never to kill.
My hands shake. Not Moonhee. Poor Moonhee. This shy, kind woman who practically raised me.
She stood up to defend my life, and it cost her her own.
My stomach twists. I lurch forward, dry-heaving. My vision goes blurry as I begin to shiver uncontrollably, the rain battering down on my head.
Everything that’s happening in the room below—it’s because of me. My fault.
Perhaps I should turn myself in now. Let them take me.
But my execution wouldn’t bring Moonhee back.
It wouldn’t resurrect the demolished Dragon shrine from the rubble.
It wouldn’t make things right.
And nothing would change. Choi daughters would continue to be used as pawns, never to choose what to do or where to go—
“As I was saying, Yamamoto…” The governor-general starts to speak again when I hear the sudden sound of horses galloping, then rapid footsteps hitting the pavement. I duck down, tearing my terrified gaze away from Moonhee’s body and pressing myself against the rough surface of the slate rooftop.
Someone stands at the front door, urgently ringing the bell at the gates. Have I been spotted? Are they here to take me?
The door slides swiftly open, and Father appears below me.
“Who dares to intrude on my house at such an hour?” he bellows at the visitor. “I’ll have you know you’re interrupting a critically important meeting with the governor-general—”
“That’s precisely who I’ve come to see, sir,” says the visitor. “I bring an urgent message from the Tiger Colonies to deliver to General Isao immediately.”
Father softens. As the messenger enters, I return to my spot beside the chimney and lower my ear.
“Governor-General, sir,” says the messenger. “There’s been an incident reported that deserves your immediate attention.”
“Yes?” Isao demands.
“A young man is said to have caused a severe disturbance in a gold mine yesterday in one of the provinces. A village called Kidoh. Two eyewitnesses confirmed the use of what appeared to be unnatural…powers against his supervisor. It’s believed to be…the work of a tiger.”
“Nonsense. The tigers were eliminated two years ago.”
“Sir, the report is credible. It is believed to be Tiger ki.”
I have no idea what Tiger ki is, but judging by the immediate shift in the governor-general’s tone, it’s gotta be something pretty bad. Isao responds immediately.
“Who else knows of this? How many witnesses?”
“Only the two eyewitnesses and the local Dragon administrator. From there I was sent to deliver the message straight to you, sir, first and foremost.”
“Good,” Isao replies. “First, have the two eyewitnesses executed. Then, quietly deliver a notice to every Slayer in the empire: for capturing the boy, five million yen. For the tiger, fifteen million. And tell them this: Whoever captures the last tiger shall personally receive the governor-general’s unfathomable appreciation—my personal favor bestowed upon their name, and any reward they so desire. I give my word.”
The last tiger—
My mind flashes back to the night by the river…
“Kidoh is our hometown. We have connections there.” Father speaks up. “Let us assist you, General. We can locate the tiger and this boy for you.”
“Yamamoto,” Isao says coldly. “You are trying my patience.”
“We know the area, Your Excellency—”
“Then, since you insist on volunteering, I believe a deadline is in order.” Isao’s voice darkens. “Find the tiger for me. Collect your errant daughter. If you have brought neither to me by the end of…next week, I will have you killed, too, along with the rest of your family and all your descendants. The Yamamoto line will cease to exist. Understood?”
The silence in the room is heavy.
I may resent the man, but he is my father.
And now my whole family’s lives are at stake.
What have I done?
One thing is for sure. I absolutely don’t want anyone else’s blood on my hands.
I know where the tiger is, I want to shout. I could tell them, tell them now, the location of the tiger’s secret hideaway—that cave in the woods, where Seung and I ran past—
But then, suddenly, I have a better idea.



I rush into my bedroom, strip off my drenched, stained wedding ensemble, and climb into a more elastic tunic set. I stuff the ruined kimono unceremoniously into a cabinet above my bed mat. Then I begin the hunt.
If I’m going to make it to Kidoh without being caught—then I can’t just go around as the missing daughter of an illustrious yangban family. No, I’ll need a disguise. And I think I know just the one.
I rush to the edge of the room and kneel down beside the large, wooden chest containing all my old secondary school clothes that we’ve brought over from the colonies. I begin to riffle through the layers of silk and cotton, reaching my hand to the very bottom and digging around for the patchy material.
My arm and upper torso are halfway buried in the pile of clothing when I hear the sound of footsteps shuffling by the door. I barely have time to leap into the chest and pull the clothes over myself when the door slides open, filling the room with the pitter-patter of raindrops hitting the ground outside.
Someone rests in the entrance, unmoving. It sounds like they’re just standing there, staring at the interior of my bedroom. I pray that they don’t stay for long.
Then I hear a forlorn sigh. It’s Mother.
She speaks in a voice so soft that I almost don’t even register it.
“Aigoo, Eunji-ya,” Mother whispers, speaking in Tiger language. “Where have you gone?”
I bite my tongue, stomach churning with guilt and anger.
Just you wait, Mother. I’ll turn this around. Just give me a few days.
What could I possibly do for my family that would earn us more grace under the empire than to marry into a Dragon bloodline?
I may just have thought of the perfect key to my freedom, my family’s safety, and the forgiveness of my crime against the emperor.
So the tiger is what Isao wants, huh? That’s the key to his unfathomable appreciation? For once, luck might just be on my side.
Because I know exactly where the tiger is hiding.
I hear more shuffling, followed by the sound of the door sliding shut and feet crunching on gravel, disappearing into the distance.
Once I’m certain that Mother is long gone, I finally soften—and that’s when I find it.
I pull the old cloak out from the chest. That familiar musty scent. It fills my lungs and floods my mind with memories of a life long past.
Now you really look the part! Seung’s laughter rings in my ears.
I sit up, brushing a scarf off my lap. Then I throw the cloak over my head, sling an old schoolbag over my shoulder, and hustle to leave. I hoist myself back up onto the roof and scamper toward the old tree, then leap down outside.
If only Seung could see me now.





I hurry to the back entrance of the manor, stopping by the servants’ compound, which houses the kitchen. There, I find a basket of untouched kimbap, wrapped in plastic, certainly prepared by Moonhee. I swallow the bitter taste of acid that springs into my throat as I place the rolls at the bottom of my bag.
Then I turn, exiting through the back gate to the streets—
“Well, if it isn’t the bride-to-be.”
I whip around.
“Oh, Eunji-ji…” Kenzo stands stiffly beneath a thick burgundy cloak, under a large umbrella. “Just where do you think you’re going?”
I blanch.
“Hi,” I say dumbly, my mind racing for an excuse.
“Hi? Do you have any idea what you’ve done?” Kenzo speaks coolly, a tick of annoyance underneath. He reaches to pull me beneath his umbrella, but I leap away. “The governor-general’s got the secret police out hunting for you. Are you aware that they’re talking of—”
“Executing me. I’m aware,” I cut him off, masking my panic in irritation. “Isao’s condemned me.”
Kenzo takes another step forward, his voice darkening. “Not just you, Eunji. You’ve ruined me too.”
Impossible. The empire could never forsake its beloved, perfect Kenzo Kobayashi.
“I’ll have you know, they’ve revoked my position in the Dragon Army. My father won’t speak to me. And Isao says that if word of your treason gets out, it could be the downfall of my entire pedigree.”
Well, I suppose that there’s always a bright side to everything. I try not to smile.
“I’m sorry. That’s a shame,” I say without feeling. “However, I assure you not to worry. I’m going to fix things.”
“Indeed.” Kenzo nods. “You’re going to fix things right now. You are to march with me to the emperor’s palace, drop to the palace floor, and beg for his forgiveness so that the wedding can continue as planned.” He turns, gesturing for me to follow. “We’ll say you fainted during the ceremony, you felt ill, you went briefly mad—whatever we need to say to make them forgive me.”
I don’t move. Kenzo looks back, askance.
“Well? What are you waiting for?” he demands.
For you to get lost, so I can get out of here and on my way to Kidoh…
“Maybe you should go without me,” I say.
“Come on, Eunji-ji.” Kenzo’s voice turns smooth, urging. “Don’t make this any harder than you’ve already made it for yourself.”
Something in his tone makes my shoulders soften. If he’s right—if Kenzo really can convince the empire to pardon us and our families, it would certainly be the easier method of avoiding my execution. Far simpler. I wipe my eyes, rubbing away the last of the paint.
Kenzo transforms back into the beacon of poise that I’ve always known and resented, knowing he’s breaking through to me. He extends his hand again, waiting. I almost take it—
Wait. What am I doing?
“I can’t marry you, Kenzo.”
For a moment, we face off, staring each other down as the deluge lightens into a drizzle. The breeze rustles Kenzo’s jet-black hair as a gleam of annoyance passes through his eyes. But he looks almost equally…impressed.
“Why don’t you want to be with me, Eunji?” His voice is softer, questioning. As if he finds the very notion absurd. “I’m smart. Driven. Ambitious, and—yesterday’s blunder aside—I am slated for an auspicious career. I’m helping your family ascend socially and politically. And yet you still don’t want to marry me. Who could be a better partner to you than me?”
A better partner?
A crooked grin and a messy shock of dark brown hair flash across my mind. I shove them away.
“Do you,” I find myself asking, “actually want to be with me?”
“That’s not relevant,” Kenzo replies coolly. “I don’t have any more choice in the matter than you.”
“But what if you did?” I prod.
“There’s no point in playing with hypotheticals.” He waves me away. “Right now our priority is to get you un-executed and my promotion restored.”
“So you don’t want to be with me.”
“I—” He coughs diffidently. “I want whatever my father wants. And whatever’s best for the empire.”
A light flashes at the end of the pathway, reflecting off the wet pavement. Dragon soldiers or secret police approaching, no doubt. I whip around and begin walking quickly the other way.
“Where are you going?” Kenzo calls, trotting to catch up.
“If you really must know,” I hiss over my shoulder, “I’m going to save us.”
I turn the corner, tugging my hood low over my face. The flashlights continue patrolling behind us around the opposite bend.
“Cute notion. But the empire is—”
“Not from the empire,” I whisper. “I’m going to save us from each other.”
“What are you talking about?”
I whip around.
“Let’s get this straight, Kenzo: You don’t want to be with me. I don’t want to be with you. What if I told you that there was a way for us to please our fathers, convince the empire to forgive us, and call off the wedding?”
“I wouldn’t believe you.”
“Yeah? There’s still a tiger left alive. The empire wants nothing in the world more than to find it, and General Isao is willing to shower whoever does with wealth, glory, and his ‘unfathomable’ appreciation. That person—is going to be me. Once I find it, I’ll collect the reward, and Isao’s favor. And I’ll make things right.”
Kenzo scoffs. “A tiger hasn’t been seen since the last Slaying Ceremony in Kidoh.”
“You’re wrong. There’s still one left. I’ve seen it myself.”
“You’re out of your mind.” Kenzo stiffens, looking pale.
“I don’t need you to believe me. I know where it lives. I’m going to go there, find it—and when I turn it in, I’ll be welcomed back to the empire with open arms. Isao said it himself: Whoever finds the tiger will be a hero.”
“And then?” Kenzo’s face is incredulous.
“And then we’ll be off the hook. I’ll collect the reward. Not just the money, but Isao’s favor. The emperor will pardon us. And we can consider this arrangement…unarranged.”
And I’ll finally be free.
Kenzo pauses, glancing down to the soaked gravel beneath our feet, then up at my face.
“All right. But I’m coming with you.”
“No.” I blink.
“Yes, I am.”
“No,” I repeat, “you’re not. I’m doing this alone.”
“I’m afraid I can’t let you do that.”
“Why not?”
“Number one.” Kenzo holds up a finger. “You’ve disgraced me, and I’m not letting you out of my sight until you atone, apologize to the empire, and go through with this wedding as planned.” He sticks up a second digit. “Number two: I’m reasonably confident that, within a matter of days, I’ll convince you to do so. And number three”—he adds a third—“this is a stupid idea, and you could be hurt.”
“Why do you care if I’m hurt?” I squint at him.
Kenzo peers at me condescendingly over the arch of his nose. “When our fathers arranged for a marriage between us, I agreed to protect you, Eunji. As my future wife, you are now my responsibility. Unlike some people, I follow through on what I’ve committed to. Also,” he adds, flashing a flawless set of ivory teeth, “I’d rather not marry damaged goods.”
“You’re an ass, Kenzo.”
“Kidding.” He smiles. “But then again…if you really don’t want me to come, I’d be more than happy to give a shout to the Dragon soldiers down the street. I hear the governor-general’s got fun plans in store for you.”
He cups his hands around his mouth, as if to shout. I reach up and bat them away.
“Fine—fine.”
Kenzo quirks his head, feigning confusion. “ ‘Fine’ as in I should summon those guards, or ‘fine’ as in you’ve accepted the fact that I’m joining you on your futile mission?”
“The second one,” I snap. “And it’s not futile.”
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SEUNG
Jin runs her finger over the strange statue. Its pale white stone surface glistens under the hazy daylight.
“Weird,” she mutters.
Light trickles gently in through the canopy of oaks and maples surrounding the wooded clearing where I last saw the tiger more than a year ago. By daylight, it’s much easier to make out the area around here. I’m certain this is it—there’s the cave where I saw its tail disappear—
Only, this time, instead of an open mouth…the cave entrance appears to be sealed by a thick wall of rock.
On either side of where the entrance used to be stands an odd pair of statues. They depict some kind of mythic animal I’ve never seen before, with the face and body of lions but their skin covered with scales. They grin emptily out into space.
“Haechi.” Jin turns to me. “Ancient guardians, from the spirit world. There must be some kind of protective spell over this place.”
She looks at me with a curious mix of newfound respect and curiosity.
“I know this corner of the woods by heart,” she says. “But I’ve never once seen this cave before. I guess the Haechi are guarding it. Maybe we can only come here if they want us to?”
I nod, uncertain, remembering the first night that Eunji and I snuck out together. I remember passing this clearing under the moonlight in a frantic dash—helping her down under the tree roots—that feeling in my chest—
“But why would they let you find this place?” Jin frowns.
So much for newfound respect. Her tone says the unspoken: a nobody like you.
Something flickers in the air. I squint, waving my hand, but the trick of light doesn’t disappear. There’s some kind of yellow beam, as bright and beautiful as sunlight, emerging from Jin’s chest. I can feel the excitement beating in her heart as clearly as if it were my own.
The statues continue grinning emptily out at us with their eerie stone faces. I lean forward, drawn toward them by an intuition I can’t place. I stare down at the stone tongue of the lionlike Haechi. Slowly, as if answering a call, I lift my hand—
And place it into the statue’s mouth—
Immediately the Haechi’s eyes spring to life, transforming from blank gray to a brilliant crimson, red as rubies. A blinding, red flash suddenly showers the clearing before fading away.
Jin whips around with a start.
“Wha—”
The earth releases a low rumble. I clutch the statue for stability as the ground shakes; before us, the wall of rock covering the entrance to the cave gradually begins to open, slowly unveiling the cavern within. Jin turns to face the rising wall, grabbing the other statue to hold herself steady as the earth continues to quake.
Her face gleams with pure thrill. The yellow beams of sunlight shining out from her chest deepen to gold.
“Not bad, Lover Boy!” she shouts.
After a minute, the rumbling stops. Where the wall of rock once stood, an open cavern beckons. The pale sunlight filtering through the clearing falls in a slant beam just inside the entrance.
Beyond, inside the mouth of the cave, darkness swirls.
Jin and I trade a glance.
Somehow, irrationally, I’m not afraid. I take a step forward, Jin following beside me…
As we enter the cave, the pale light from the woods weakens behind us. It only takes a few steps before we’re submerged in darkness.
I hear a sound—
Rrr…
The hairs rise on my neck—
And as my eyes adjust to the darkness, I suddenly see it—
At the end of the tunnel, where the cave ends, the tiger is curled up, its head wrapped close to its hind legs, fast asleep. Its tail twitches in front of its nose, tapping the ground. Its rib cage gradually expands and contracts as it breathes in and out.
I stop dead in my tracks.
The tiger twitches in front of us, shifting with discomfort, as if troubled by a nightmare. Its lips pull back, just barely revealing long white fangs as it shifts and the sound escapes again…
Rrrrr…
Jin hasn’t seen it yet. She takes one more step forward—
The tiger’s eyes shoot open.
Suddenly the temperature in the cave shifts abruptly. The already cool air chills. A rumbling sound erupts behind us—
I turn around, just in time to see the mouth of the cave falling shut—
Utter darkness settles around us.
For a moment, we’re alone, blind. Then the walls of the cavern begin to glow a bright emerald color. The pale gray rock around us turns luminescent, glowing. The brilliant sheen illuminates the cave.
In front of us, the tiger is standing on its feet now, facing us, its tail twitching. I take a step back—
As the crystal walls GLOW—
There’s a FLASH of light—
When it recedes, the tiger is gone. Standing in its place is a woman of indeterminate age, wearing an exquisite robe. Her dress is white and black in stripes, and ripples despite the still air of the cave just like grass rustling on a mountainside.
She could be forty years old, or four thousand—it’s impossible to tell.
“Hello, Seung,” the woman—or whatever she is—says. “And Jin. I’m so glad to see you; I almost feared you wouldn’t make it.”
The woman’s voice, packed with urgency, is unlike any I’ve heard before: like several dozen people speaking all at once, male and female and neither and both.
She smiles, revealing a mouth full of pointed teeth.
Teeth as sharp as a tiger’s.
Somehow I realize instantly who she is.
Beside me, Jin drops to her knees; I follow suit.
“Great Tiger spirit,” Jin cries passionately, “I am the leader of a small but fierce resistance—”
“I know very well who you are, Jin.” The Tiger spirit curls her fingers, and a gust of air lifts the two of us to our feet. “And there’s no time to waste. Our country’s future is at stake. Seung—how has your progress been? You must have learned of our powers by now.”
Jin turns to stare at me, her jaw slacking.
“My…powers,” I echo.
A fierce, wild look shines in the Tiger spirit’s eyes.
“You gave me Tiger ki,” I say, the words nearly catching in my throat.
“Yes. Dragon ki manifests in the flesh. It is the power of strength. Serpent ki manifests in the brain and gives power to control. But Tiger ki manifests in the heart. It is the power…of emotion.”
“Those colors I’ve been seeing…they aren’t just a trick of the light,” I murmur. She nods.
I…can’t believe it.
As a child, I traced pictures in the sand of a future Seung with Dragon ki. As time passed, jealousy came to burn in me every day as I passed the soldiers in the street. Every year, I watched a new set of yangban students return from Adachi, high with confidence in their newfound abilities. And every night, I lay awake, staring up at the shadows on the ceiling, dreaming that that could be my life. Fearing that it never would.
How many candles did I burn through, how many hours did I toil on the brink of tears over a textbook, studying to pass the Exam…not knowing that Tiger ki was growing within me already?
I almost don’t trust the hope blooming in my chest now.
The power of emotion? What does that mean?
What might this mean for me and my family?
“Emotion.” I chew over the word, uncertain.
“Human emotion is one of the most powerful forces in the world, Seung.”
“But how can we fight back with emotion?” I pause. “How do I wield that against the Dragon soldiers?”
“Not directly,” she says. “Tiger ki may not be able to move boulders…but it can move people. Harnessed correctly, it can move a crowd. It can awaken a people out of slumber, awaken them to their own destiny, and through them, shake the world…”
It takes me a second to process that.
Not directly.
That’s a bitter pill to swallow. For someone who has been beaten to a pulp as many times as I have.
To learn that I finally have ki, but I’ll still never be able to defend myself or my loved ones—
“Seung, Jin, I know what you have been through. I’ve been watching over you,” the Tiger spirit continues. “You are searching for a way out, and you don’t know where to find it. You are struggling to understand to what end you are suffering.
“But you are not alone. I promise you that. The Tiger people themselves are crying out to be free. Our country has been colonized by Dragon forces for forty years.
“There is still a way to freedom,” the spirit says. “Not only for you two, but for our people. However, it is closing rapidly.”
The Tiger spirit waves her arm.
A mist appears in the air, illuminated from within—a vision of a far-off place. The mist swirls, forming the image of a heavily forested mountain peak. It rises straight from the center of a bustling metropolis.
“In the midst of Hannam City, there lies a sacred mountain: Mount Tangun. On the top of this mountain is a sacred spirit cave. You must bring me there as soon as possible.”
The mist swirls, changing.
I see a stone gate at the city’s edge, flanked by Haechi statues, guarding the entrance to Mount Tangun.
I see a forest meadow inside the gate, glinting with golden leaves.
I see the peak of Mount Tangun. There is a dark, ancient-looking cave there. Inside the cave sits a stone well with a faded wooden bucket.
“Atop Mount Tangun lies a spirit well from which a mortal with Tiger ki must drink. It can endow an ancient, dangerous power—one with the potential to destroy its possessor. But which, wielded by the right hands, can set our people free.”
Jin leans forward eagerly.
“We’re ready,” she says immediately. “We’ll do anything.”
Wait a minute—the potential to destroy its beholder?
“Hold on,” I say as Jin shoots me a look. “How exactly does this mountain drink work?”
The spirit pauses.
“The well contains a certain magic. Beyond that, I hesitate to explain the full scope to you yet,” she says finally. “I know you are still finding your way, Seung. Like all power, this one can be wielded in many ways. You may be tempted to use it for harm. Others have used it this way. I need to know that you will be ready to use it for good.”
I grimace, nodding. The spirit waves her arm again.
Behind her, a golden outline appears on the wall of the cave.
I peer closely at it—I see city buildings, forests, valleys, and mountains. It’s some kind of image of the Tiger Colonies, seen from above—
A map.
A glowing, golden line begins to appear from one end, snaking its way across the landscape, beginning in the woods around Kidoh and traversing the map, all the way to the capital, Hannam City, and the mountain at its center.
“From Kidoh to Mount Tangun is a three-day journey by foot.
“Seung has yet to master his abilities. Jin, it is your duty to ensure that we make it there alive. And there will be danger present at every step.”
The mist changes, showing a battalion of soldiers from the Dragon Army.
They’re marching…
Through the village of Kidoh.
“The Dragon Empire has learned that there is a young man who possesses the forbidden ki powers. You are being hunted down as we speak.
“Seung and Jin, you must be extraordinarily careful not to be seen.”
Smoke rises into the sky. I see households burning as soldiers march through the streets.
I see my house.
Mom holds a shaking Hoyoung tightly, crouched in the corner. Outside, troops march back and forth, looking in the door, moving down the path to the neighbors’ houses. Hoyoung whimpers as Mom shields my little brother’s eyes.
“No,” I whisper, trying to reach for them.
“No, Seung—you cannot return home now. If you do, the Dragon Empire will find you at once, and they will kill you and everyone you hold dear. The empire still does not know your identity. You cannot return, for your family’s safety, until your mission is complete.”
The mist fades, the village disappearing with it.
“Mom—Hoyoung—” I cry, but my words only ring out within the walls of the cave.
“And the Dragon Army is not the only danger.”
The vision shifts.
This time I see a bridge over a clear, flowing river, somewhere in the countryside.
Above the bridge, a portal opens in the sky.
Bizarre creatures begin falling out—strange, doglike monsters with nine tails and purple goblins with teeth like ragged daggers…They howl and shriek, dashing madly away from the portal and over the land…
“Without the guardianship of the tigers, the bridge between the spirit realm and your own has begun to collapse. You may encounter monsters on the path—driven to madness by the collapse of balance in the Tiger Kingdom. They, too, may be out to hurt you.”
The vision finally fades away, leaving us alone in the cave. Behind the Tiger spirit, the golden map glows on the wall.
“Seung, Jin,” the spirit woman says. “I am the last tiger. The Dragon Army has hunted down and slayed the rest of my kind.
“You still have a chance to free our people. But if the empire finds and kills me, too, all hope will be lost. Tiger ki as you know it will cease to exist. Seung, you will lose your powers. The land will fall irreparably into chaos.
“Once we leave this cave, I will lose the ability to communicate with you in human form. But I will remember who you are. And I will know the way from here to Mount Tangun.
“Above all, you must not be found by the Dragon Empire. You two must restore balance to the Tiger Kingdom. Seung, Jin, I am relying on you.”
The Tiger spirit places her hands gently on our shoulders.
Jin turns slowly, looking at me as if for the first time.
“Why him…?” she mutters. “Out of everyone you could have given Tiger ki.”
Actually, I’d like to know the answer to that too. I’ve been wondering.
“The truth is, I don’t truly know whether I made the right choice.” The Tiger spirit’s laughter rings out like wind chimes. “My options were slim. I could tell you that I saw Seung’s humility. His empathy and his bravery—a deep potential for goodness in him. And none of that would be wrong.
“But the truth is that I chose you, Seung…because you have suffered.”
The emerald light fades from the walls of the cave, plunging us once more into darkness.
There’s a rumbling sound as the wall covering the cave mouth opens once again, allowing a thin, wan light to enter.
Standing in front of Jin and me, its tail swishing back and forth, is nothing more, and nothing less, than a tiger.
It opens its mouth—and roars.
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EUNJI
The islands grow smaller in the distance as we ride away into the sea. I stare out the ferry window, watching the waves ripple beneath the wind as the rain slows. I can still see the storm in the distant Dragon islands, a sheet of precipitation falling beneath ominous clouds.
The boat rocks mercilessly as it cuts through the water. Few travelers have decided to take the trip on such a turbulent day; we’re the only two down here in coach.
Kenzo sighs for the thousandth time in the past hour.
“What is your problem?” I hiss.
“I can’t believe people actually travel this way,” he whines, wiggling in his seat and patting down the flimsy faded red cushion.
“Get over yourself,” I mutter.
Like Kenzo, this is also the first time I’ve ever ridden in economy, and, I’ll be honest, it’s not as cozy as I’m used to. But we didn’t have any other choice. Down here, we’re less likely to be recognized than up in first class, where the likelihood that we’ll be seated next to one of our fathers’ associates would increase tenfold.
I suddenly see myself through new eyes. I suppose I might have behaved this way, too, had I not spent a year sneaking out to the marketplace with Seung. It makes me wonder how Seung was initially able to withstand my ignorance for a single second without bursting into flames.
“How long until we’re there?”
“A couple of hours,” I reply tersely. “Get some sleep. We’ll need it.”
“Fine.”
Kenzo pulls his hood down and leans over, resting his head on my shoulder. I frown and yank myself away toward the window. He uses the opportunity to take up even more space, leaning the full weight of his lengthy torso on my side. Beneath his hood, the far edge of his mouth curves upward, satisfied.
“Have you never heard of the concept of ‘personal space’?” I hiss.
“Yes, as a matter of fact, I have,” Kenzo drawls. “Maybe someone should teach it to whoever built this boat.” He pulls away, sitting up. “Actually, Eunji-ji, come to think of it, you know where there’s a lot of personal space? In the new estate that’s waiting for us back in the Dragon Empire. Which I do think you’d love, by the way.”
Of course he thinks the prospect of a giant house could entice me. He doesn’t have a clue who I am—has no idea that I’ve spent my whole life longing to leave the entrapment of my home walls.
I’m beginning to seriously regret the fact that Kenzo is joining me on this journey. I put my face in my hands, trying not to think too hard about the person I used to sneak out with.
“Who is it?” Kenzo says, jolting me out of my reverie.
“What?”
“Who are you pining for?”
I stiffen. “Who—why—nobody. That’s ridiculous.”
He holds my gaze, unflinching. “Uh-huh. Don’t you know why the Dragon Army recruited me for intel? Because I’m good at reading people.”
Turning to the window, I cross my arms. “What makes you think that—why would I—”
“Is it an Adachi student, hm?” Kenzo presses on. “There must be someone. That would explain why you’re trying so hard not to fall for me.”
I bark out a laugh that’s a little too loud, then force my voice back down to a whisper. “Believe me. I don’t have to try.”
He pauses, his attention wandering toward the interior of the ferry.
“Kenzo,” I add, “if you’re only here because you think you can somehow convince me—”
Suddenly he claps a hand over my mouth and raises a finger to his lips. Shh. Fuming, I reach up to knock his arm away when I see where he’s looking:
A squadron of Dragon soldiers has just entered the lower deck of the ferry. They file in slowly and methodically through the aisles, scanning the seats, looking for something. I pull my hood down and turn away, feigning sleep.
I hear the soldiers stop and stand to attention as someone arrives, unevenly walking between them. As the leader moves, I hear a familiar clink with each step.
I glance at them out of the side of my eye as the captain removes her headgear, letting her long, reddish-brown hair loose. An all too familiar metal foot pokes out from beneath the cutoff of her uniform, a sturdy, silver cane resting lightly against the floor beside it.
Spirits. It’s Captain Nari.
I trade a glance with Kenzo, and we lower ourselves down into our seats even farther.
“Update?”
“Looks like no one but a few rogue travelers, Captain,” a soldier replies.
“That means we’re the first team to set out,” Nari says, satisfied. “Good.”
Nari’s Tiger Slayers murmur in agreement, and I balk as I recognize the owner of one of the voices as my classmate Bomi. A pang of jealousy hits me in the chest. In another life, that could’ve been me.
“All right, Slayers. Those of you on your first hunt, listen up.” Nari’s voice is filled with the same gusto that she brought to us each day at Adachi. “There’s only one tiger left. This is the biggest catch we’ve ever had. Within the next few hours, every retired Tiger Slayer in the empire will be slobbering over themselves to get to this village called Kidoh. If we want to make sure our team is the one that wins the prize, we’ll have to move fast.” She pauses, letting that sink in. “And if anyone gets in our way…they’d better be ready for a fight. Understood?”
“Understood!”
I lock eyes with Kenzo. It’s clear he’s thinking the same thing I am.
It appears that we have some competition.
And not just any competition—we’re facing some of the most distinguished, disciplined soldiers the empire has seen. Am I in over my head here? I spent the last nine months racing to join Nari’s Tiger Slayers—now I’m racing against them. These guys have more experience, more manpower, more training than we do.
But unlike them, I need this for far more than glory and a monetary prize.
My very life depends on it.
Kenzo nods subtly. As if to say, Understood.
Moonhee’s face flickers in my mind. A murkiness fills my stomach with nausea.
All I have to do is return to the cave. Capture the tiger. Bring it to Isao—thus earning the empire’s favor—and use that favor to save my family’s lives and finally buy myself freedom.
Shouldn’t be too complicated.
Right?



The ferry touches down on the shores of the Tiger Colonies just as the sun begins to peek through the clouds. We catch the next train out to Kidoh, and this time, we hop onto a crowded car—one that a certain group of Tiger Slayers would be less inclined to park themselves in.
Kenzo wolfs down the first roll of kimbap, then falls asleep, dozing off for the next two hours. Meanwhile, I sit, cringing as I think about the fact that I’m heading back to my hometown for the first time in nearly a year.
Seung is there, doing who knows what. I’d consider looking for him, but I doubt he’d want to see me.
Plus, there’s no time to waste. Nari and her team could get to the tiger at any minute.
The train slows. We’re almost at the stop for Kidoh.
“N…no…”
Kenzo shifts in his sleep, his face contorted in a grotesque expression of fear. It looks like he’s having a nightmare.
“I’m n…not sorry…I’m NOT SORRY—”
I shove Kenzo just as his voice begins to rise into a panic. The boy jerks awake, his eyes darting around like a wild, confused creature. For a moment, he seems completely lost. Whatever dream he’s just awakened from, it was an ugly one.
I stare back at him, eyebrows raised.
“What was that?”
“Huh?” Kenzo’s eyes are cloudy, lost.
“You were…talking in your sleep. It looked like you were having a nightmare.”
“Ah.” He blinks as the light gradually returns to his eyes. Then he looks away and sits up straight, aloof again. “Was I?”
“Yeah.”
“Huh. Weird,” he replies evenly, pulling a piece of lint from his cloak and letting it fall to his feet.
I’m about to respond when the train pulls into the station and screeches to a stop. We stand up quickly and make our way to the edge of the cabin. As the doors slide open, I step down and sigh, waiting for the familiar flower-scented smell of my hometown in spring.
But something’s wrong. There’s no trace now of the characteristic, sweet mugunghwa petals, nor even a whiff of barley.
Instead, the air is sharp—and foul. An acrid smell of smoke permeates.
The train rolls away with a loud honk. I glance up at Kenzo. He squints, a puzzled expression on his face.
And then I see it—off the end of the road, just beyond the trees—
Rising columns of smoke.
Our hometown is on fire.
Which can only mean one thing: Isao’s orders have already managed to reach Kidoh. The empire has arrived before us.
We don’t waste a second. I hold my hood in place as Kenzo and I cautiously approach the town, skirting the edge of the outer stone wall lining the rows of hanoks, then weaving into the main streets. Several shops and houses have been burned completely to the ground. Where merchants once hawked wares from the street stalls, I see only fire and ashes now.
I grab Kenzo by the sleeve and yank him into an alleyway just in time as the roof of the hanok next to us caves in, sending blocks of wood crumbling into the streets with a fiery spray of sparks. Ahead of us, far down the streets, columns of Dragon soldiers march heavily both ways.
There’s not a soul outside who isn’t dressed in a Dragon military uniform.
Enormous dirt tracks have marred the pale grass leading up to the town square. The roads here aren’t paved yet; no one in Kidoh owns a car, not even my family. But today, a dozen armored military vehicles sit parked in the mud outside the marketplace, swarming with Dragon soldiers.
Kenzo and I observe the scene from behind an abandoned fruit cart near the edge of the marketplace. I mentally chart out a route from here to the forest. Directly across from us, at the other end of the square, the trees begin. We just need to weave through the market, using the fire-scarred stands as cover, and we’ll be in the clear.
I nudge Kenzo with my elbow, indicating the path with my eyes. Let’s go.
He shakes his head, his gaze fixed on the Dragon soldiers.
“Sweep the neighborhoods again,” an officer barks. “We can’t have any stragglers. Not till we’ve found him.”
“Yes, sir!”
The Dragon soldiers salute and split off into the streets.
“Now’s our chance,” I hiss. “C’mon.”
“We should go around—take the back path to the forest,” Kenzo replies. “Safer.”
“That’ll take twice as long,” I reply. “We need to go now, before someone that’s not us finds the tiger.”
“You can’t seriously be thinking of marching straight through a town crawling with Dragon soldiers. Don’t be so rash.”
“I’m not rash,” I snap. “You’re rash.”
“Great comeback, Eunji-ji.”
“I have a plan,” I tell him. “Okay? We need to get to the tiger as fast as we can.”
With that, I spring to my feet and dash through the marketplace, weaving in and out of the broken carts.
Keep your eye on the prize. Focus all your attention on your destination. Nari’s teachings echo in my mind. Filter out any distractions. With the grace of a dragon, you can weave through any course of obstacles with extraordinary speed.
As I reach the far end, I glance back, expecting to see Kenzo directly behind me—
But he’s nowhere to be seen. I pause, looking for him.
Where did he go?
Suddenly something seizes my wrist and yanks upward.
“What do we have here?”
I curse. It’s a Dragon officer. The lieutenant squeezes his fist, causing the bones in my wrist to scream with pain. “Just where do you think you’re going, Tiger cub?”
I grit my teeth. My mind races to craft a lie.
“I—I was just—” I rack my brain for an excuse.
I give the officer a quick once-over, silently calculating how many moves it might take to overpower this guy. He may be bigger than I am, but I’ve been trained to fight against people who still have the upper hand on me in strength. I still myself and carefully, imperceptibly curl my fingers into a fist—
“There you are! I was so worried about you, wondering where you’d run off to.”
Kenzo suddenly appears behind me, smiling broadly. “Thank you so much for finding her, Officer—I really appreciate it.”
The man’s tiny eyes dart back and forth between us through narrowed lids. “And you are…?”
“Ah.” Kenzo chuckles. His laugh is so calm, it somehow manages to give even me a momentary sense of ease. “How rude of me, failing to introduce myself. My father would be ashamed to see it—I trust that you won’t tell him.” He bows deeply. “You may have heard of my father—Director Kobayashi, that is, minister of development? I’m his son, Kenzo Kobayashi. Pleasure to meet you.”
The soldier wavers, registering Kenzo’s words, then swallows, looking scared. He straightens his spine immediately. “You’re Minister Kobayashi’s son?”
“Indeed,” Kenzo drawls. “I was just looking for this one—and here she is, thanks to you! Always getting into trouble, she is. You know how Tiger cubs can be—like wild creatures, scurrying about.”
I bristle at the demeaning term as Kenzo throws his arm around my shoulder and yanks me free from the grip of the perplexed soldier.
“Residents of Kidoh must remain sheltered in their homes until further notice,” the officer states blankly, his resolve fading. “She’s breaking curfew.”
“Of course. However, Officer,” Kenzo replies with a dreamy look as he pats my arm, “my wife, Eunji, and I, we’re no longer residents here. We’re just passing through on the first stop of our honeymoon. I realize that word tends to trickle down quite slowly from the empire to our little Kidoh. Or perhaps you’ve heard the news…?”
The officer’s face lights up with understanding. “Of course—the wedding! Congratulations, sir.”
Kenzo nods piously.
“Thank you. We’re so happy to be together. Aren’t we, Eunji-ji?” Kenzo snakes his hand down to mine and squeezes it.
“Mm-hmm,” I croon back, faking a smile. I squeeze his hand back. REALLY tightly, stopping only when I register a very satisfying pop. Kenzo’s grin doesn’t wane in the slightest, though the vein near his temple seems to bulge slightly. Pleased, I turn and bow to the officer.
“Don’t worry, Officer. I’ll keep this one in check,” Kenzo says through his teeth, releasing my hand. “Now, you, sir, seem to be rather busy, so we’ll release you back to your duties.”
“Thank you, sir. I appreciate that, sir.”
“Oh, and one last thing—” Kenzo adds, leaning in as though he’s about to share some great secret. “I’d kindly oblige you to not inform anyone of our presence here in Kidoh today. As you know, our wedding has been quite a public affair, and the two of us would prefer a bit of privacy on our honeymoon travels. Rather not have the press on our backs, yes?”
The soldier nods. “Certainly. Congratulations again, Mr. Kobayashi—”
“Thank you. And thank you for your service.”
Kenzo winks at the officer, flashing his signature ivory teeth before taking me by the elbow and hustling me away.
The instant we’ve rounded the bend, I shove him off my arm. “You just blew our cover. Now the whole empire is going to know that we’re here.”
“Didn’t you hear? He said he wouldn’t tell anyone.”
“And you just believe him?” I scoff.
“Why shouldn’t I? I asked him nicely. People do things for you when you ask nicely.”
“Maybe that’s how it works for you.” I roll my eyes. “We were lucky he hadn’t heard the news of what really happened at the wedding. It’s only a matter of time before word gets out.”
“Sorry, not sure I heard you correctly. I believe the words you meant to say were thank you?”
I cross my arms, fuming, forging ahead of Kenzo toward the riverbank. Over the top of the valley in the distance, smoke rises into the sky. We hustle along until we reach a cluster of mottled trees—the edge of the forest.
The glassy river moves forward as always, indifferent to the chaos engulfing the town not so far away. Staring at it, for a second, I’m taken all the way back to that night when I first came here with Seung. I glance over the river’s edge, resisting the urge to pick up a particularly flat, skippable stone.
I wonder if he still comes here to the river, alone.
Perhaps he brings someone else.
I step around a tree trunk, entering the woods. Kenzo follows behind me as we make our way toward the tiger’s cave.



Kenzo and I walk through the woods without exchanging words.
“Why did you do that?” I ask, finally breaking the silence.
“Do what?” Kenzo picks at a nail, examining his hand.
“Lie to that soldier for me.”
“I wasn’t lying. Technically.”
I lower my head, stepping under a branch. “I meant, why didn’t you just let him get me? You could’ve swept in, let that guy ship us back to the empire, force us to return and apologize so you can get back your glory and your position and whatever. But instead you lied so we could keep going.”
Kenzo shrugs. “We’re already here. Might as well take a look around. Also, you looked like you needed help.”
“I had it under control.”
“Oh yeah. Seems that everything was going exactly according to plan.”
I stop, frustrated, trying to get my bearings. The woods look different by day than they did by night. I pick a direction and march, Kenzo following.
“I had the upper hand. He didn’t know I possessed Dragon ki. I was about to make a move.”
“Okay,” Kenzo says. “Let’s say that you managed to take him down. Then what? When the dozens of soldiers in the neighboring streets hear you fighting and they charge you, then what? Not everything can be solved with punching and kicking, Eunji. Sometimes, you have to use your words.”
“That’s not what they taught us at Adachi,” I mutter.
“Maybe that’s why I left early when I had the chance.” Kenzo chuckles softly to himself, then sighs. “Look, Eunji. Maybe you don’t need me to protect you. But that’s not going to stop me from trying. You’re my wife, and—”
“I’m not your wife, and I never will be. You act as though you’re doing me some favor.” I grit my teeth, frustrated. “But you don’t really care what happens to me. You’re just helping yourself. To please your family, to get your position in the army back, and to maintain your honor on some arbitrary vow.”
“Aren’t we both?” Kenzo stops walking and squints down at me disdainfully. “Isn’t that why you’re here, chasing this tiger? You accuse me of acting in my own self-interest as if it’s a crime, but Eunji-ji, that’s what we’re all doing. You included. That’s how the world works. Everyone does what they have to to survive. I happen to have come out on top. And I intend to stay there.”
I stare at the ground. I suppose he’s right in one way—I am doing this for my own sake, and that of my family.
But—for whatever reason—compared to Kenzo, it feels different.
There’s him—the perfect son, the prodigy.
And then there’s me—the trapped daughter, the runaway.
He, at least, has the privilege, and the power, to make his own decisions about what’s right and wrong. I don’t even have that luxury.
“Why don’t we just go home, Eunji,” Kenzo says, reaching after my wrist. “This isn’t the path for you. You don’t even know where the cave is.”
“Who are you to say where my path lies, Kenzo?” I knock his hand away, pissed. “I’m not the same powerless little girl that I was a year ago. Spirits below, I ranked at the top of my class! I’ve mastered Dragon ki. I’m stronger now. I learned how to fight. You can’t break me down that easily.”
Kenzo pauses, an indecipherable expression on his face.
“How does it feel—now that you’re strong?” he says quietly.
“It feels great,” I reply, “and it’ll feel even greater once I’ve captured the tiger and seen to it that our wedding is postponed—permanently.”
We continue to traipse through the forest, falling back into a tense silence as we step over fallen branches, climb over the occasional trunk. I scan our surroundings, searching for the familiar clearing, but the scenery looks exactly the same everywhere around us.
If I were a cave, where would I hide…?
Wait a second.
“How did you know?” I whip around.
“Hm?”
“You said I don’t even know where the cave is. But how did you know that the tiger was hiding in a cave?”
Kenzo raises an eyebrow and smiles lopsidedly at me. “Where else would a tiger hide?”
I frown. That doesn’t—
But then the question leaves my mind, because, almost as if on cue, it comes into view.
There’s the glen, surrounded by green grass and brightly colored flowers—the only patch of the forest that isn’t fire-scarred or drought-parched.
The tiger’s cave stands there, its mouth wide open.
Only there’s a problem. It’s completely empty.
The tiger’s gone.
I drop to my knees in disbelief. And that’s when I see it, right in front of my eyes: a trail of paw prints laid in the mud, still fresh and moist, leading away from the cave and into the brush. Beside them, a trail of human footprints.
Someone got here before us.
And they took the tiger with them.
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SEUNG
The tiger leads us forward through the woods, her tail taut with focus. The spirit stands taller than my waist, yet she pads through the forest almost without a sound.
True to the spirit’s word, she’s lost the ability to speak now that she’s out of the cave and back in animal form. Behind her, I march quickly to keep up, the Dragon Empire’s most wanted outlaw in Kidoh beside me.
All the time, my mind swirls with new information.
I have ki.
We have ki. The Tiger Colonies have their own ki powers.
“Watch it!” Jin says, yanking me down just before I smack my head into a branch. She looks at me, perplexed. “Keep your eyes up, man. If you can’t save yourself from a tree, we’ll never make it to the mountain alive.”
“Right. Sorry.” I dodge under the branch and keep going.
Jin was right, though. Having Tiger ki—merely knowing that it exists—changes everything.
For most of my life, I never thought I would be as powerful—as resourced, as well connected, as able—as a Dragon person or a yangban. No Tiger person from my background had ever held a position as their equal. Nor did I ever see anyone from my community rise above their station to the heights that Dragon people held. In time, I came to internalize those expectations for myself. My dreams began to die on the vine.
Then came the Exam. For a year, I chased a mirage. At the time, I thought I might have a chance to break out. That, through passing the Exam, I could join the ranks of the people who were actually respected by Dragon society. That I could be one in a million.
I realize now, it was the empire that put that dream in me.
They used the Exam to bait us. To weaponize our hope and our hunger to climb. To force us to read books that taught us we weren’t their equals, and never would be. The message was subtle. But it was there, nevertheless, on every page. They were the ones with ki powers. They were the masters. Our job was to fall in line with their vision of the world. If we did so, if we were good in their eyes, maybe we’d get a few crumbs of the pie.
Because they, and their way of doing things, were the only ones who mattered.
The Exam. What a joke that was. Advertising all the time You, too, have a shot! while the fine print read If you can convince us you’re good enough. And I believed every word of it.
The whole setup was constructed to destroy our own sense of agency. To keep us looking to them for approval. That laughable dream, which defined my entire existence from childhood—to have Dragon ki—that idea was planted deep in my head by a regime whose very intention was to destroy my people’s culture and sense of identity.
But having Tiger ki? That changes everything.
Tiger ki means that we matter. Of our own accord. Without anyone else’s approval.
“Why would they do this?” I still can’t get my head around it.
“Do what?” Jin casts a glance at me.
“Outlawing our language. Killing our tigers.” I can’t help but laugh bitterly, suddenly understanding for the first time what we’re up against. “They don’t just want to colonize us. They want to erase us. They’re actually trying to wipe us out.”
“Took you that long to figure it out, huh?” Jin raises an eyebrow.
“They always described what they’re doing in such noble terms…” I pause, still digesting it. “Somehow I always believed them.”
Jin seems content to let me think. We keep walking for a while.
“What could possibly lead someone to want to destroy an entire people?”
Jin shakes her head. “You should ask one of them.”
I heave a sigh, which feels cleansing, like I’m releasing every last bit of—to use Jin’s words—that propagandist bullshit. I send it away in the wind: everything the empire taught me, all their poisonous ideas. I want to let it all go. I want to be free.
Suddenly I’m ravenous to know everything that has been kept from me. What else has the empire lied about that I don’t know?
“How did you get Serpent ki, Jin?” I ask. “You never told me.”
The black cloud from before instantly returns around Jin’s shoulders. Something hard and dark coheres at its center. Immediately I sense that I’ve overstepped some boundary, asked the wrong question.
“It’s…a complicated story.” Jin falls silent.
Suddenly she sticks a hand out in front of me, stopping me in my tracks.
And I see them—
Moving out of the woods in front of us, blocking our path—a squadron of Dragon policemen.
There’s over a dozen of them—far more than we could possibly fight off. Several of them pull out broad nets, which they begin to whirl in their hands. In the center, they’re led by an officer of the secret police. My blood curdles as I recognize Officer Hiyoshi. By daylight, the small, wiry mustache on his upper lip looks particularly hideous.
The tiger stops in front of us. She releases a low growl. Her lips pull back from her teeth, revealing bone-white fangs.
With steel helmets and masks concealing their faces, the squadron moves like a single machine. I feel a unified sense of purpose emanating from them.
There’s so many of them.
They’re here to kill me.
They’re here to kill the tiger.
I seize up, panicking—I can’t help it. Even one man with Dragon ki could overpower me easily. But with this many of them…our journey’s about to end before it has even started.
How could we possibly fight so many men with Dragon ki?
“You.” Officer Hiyoshi’s eyes narrow. I jump, thinking he’s talking to me. But he’s looking squarely at Jin.
“Nice to see you again, Chief.” Jin stands defiantly.
We freeze, standing off.
Hiyoshi’s eyes flash as they land greedily on the tiger.
Then the spirit leaps into action—turning and dashing behind me and Jin.
“Get the beast!” the officer shouts.
“Go!” Jin spins me around and shoves me forward. “I’ll take care of them.”
I stumble, then break into a sprint. The tiger follows, leaping through the brush. I throw a hand in front of my face to block the branches.
Whipwhipwhipwhip!
A thwacking noise flies through the air as something whooshes past. I turn to look, but it’s too late—I’m tripping, then falling, hitting the ground hard. There’s a rope wrapped around my ankles, two heavy steel balls securing them together.
An officer bounds toward me. Beside me, the tiger roars as she wrestles with a net ensnaring her. Three policemen are struggling to pin her down. I try to scramble to my feet, but it’s hopeless—in seconds, two officers are towering over me—
My mind goes blank.
I know immediately what I should do. Use my ki. Summon my power and immobilize these men. But I can hardly think.
If I die now, everything is over.
I die, and my family dies. My country dies.
I raise my hands, desperately trying to re-create the moment from before, in the gold mine, but nothing comes out—
“HEY—OVER HERE!” I hear Jin’s shout from somewhere behind me.
The police turn in surprise.
“Freeze! Drop your weapons!” Jin shouts. She breaks through the trees behind us, her pupils expanding to fill the whites of her eyes. The officers go limp, their swords clattering to the ground.
“Eyes on me,” she commands. “Good. Now kneel.”
Eyes on me. That’s how Jin controls people, I realize—they have to make eye contact with her. The policemen kneel, suddenly compliant.
Jin rushes over to me.
“I meant go, as in get her out of here,” she hisses as she cuts through the rope binding my ankles with her jagged knife. “Not get her captured.”
“I tried—” I protest.
“Yeah, whatever. Okay, boys. Come here!”
Behind us, the remaining policemen file obediently between the trees. Their expressions are slack. Each of their eyes looks like Jin’s now, their pupils expanded.
“Let the tiger go. The rest of you, kneel down.”
Several officers work to free the tiger from the net ensnaring her; she growls, then slinks out. The rest of the squadron lines up, facing Jin, all on their knees. Officer Hiyoshi sits at the center, his expression blank.
My jaw slacks. Spirits, Jin is powerful.
She single-handedly…just disarmed an entire squadron.
A rush of elation suddenly flows through me. We didn’t just hold our own against them.
We have the upper hand.
“All right, children, listen up.” Jin addresses the kneeling men.
“Y-you—” Officer Hiyoshi struggles against Jin’s control, his cheeks turning beet red.
“What is it, Officer?” Jin says sweetly, putting a finger under his chin. “Got something to say?”
“You…” Hiyoshi glares up. An aura of green slime drips from his shoulders, coating his back, arms, and legs with fear.
I walk up beside Jin, cautious at first.
I can hardly believe it. Staring down at this man who so terrorized my family for years. Who lorded over us with absolute power, knowing he was immune from repercussions. This tyrannical figure who struck so much fear in my family’s and all of our neighbors’ hearts for as long as I can remember…is totally helpless before us now.
“Huh,” I mutter under my breath. Jin looks at me, amused.
I stare down at the secret policeman. The officer sniffles. I can see the desperation in him. He knows we’ve got him cornered.
It feels so good to stand in front of him…and know that he can’t hurt me.
To be the one in control for once.
And I realize something. He’s…just a man.
Why? I think as I stare down at him. What do you want from us?
You should ask one of them, Jin said.
“Why did you steal from us all those years?” I ask the officer suddenly. “We were helpless. We had nothing. And you knew it. You’re supposed to be an officer of the state.”
Officer Hiyoshi glares at us. He says nothing.
“I remember something,” I say. “That night she tied you up in the woods. I was there. When you called out for help that night, you spoke in Tiger language. Isn’t that true?”
“Answer him,” Jin orders.
Officer Hiyoshi speaks mechanically. Reluctantly.
“I am of Dragon blood,” he says, “but I was born and raised in the Tiger Colonies. My first language was yours, before the ban was instated. Growing up, I always appreciated your food, your ways of life. I like it here.”
“Then why?” I ask, shocked. “No one forced you to steal. Why make our lives so difficult?”
Hiyoshi shrugs.
“Answer.”
“It’s my job. I’m paid to do it,” he replies.
I balk in disbelief. “That’s it?”
“Yes,” he says flatly. “I have to eat, too, you know.”
I have to eat.
There’s…no grand purpose. No master plot.
He’s just a man.
“But why make us starve, just so you could eat?” I protest, unable to accept his answer. “You knew how little we had.”
“That’s not my fault,” Hiyoshi says simply. “I collect the same amount from every family. If you had so little, well, then your father probably should’ve worked harder to secure a higher-paying job.”
I suddenly see red. I can’t help it.
It isn’t something I tried to summon—but I don’t fight it either.
A rust-red cloud builds, shrouding my vision—
“You…”
Anger crackles across my fingers as the cloud around me grows thick and dark as blood—
I raise my arms, the darkness rushing forward, rage flowing through my fingertips. Anger, resentment, hate pour out of me, a lifetime’s worth, moving into the officer, consuming his consciousness. Officer Hiyoshi writhes, eyes rolling back in his head, his body locked in a sudden seizure. I feel the hatred passing over his heart like a cloud obscuring the sun.
Officer Hiyoshi’s muscles bulge as he howls, throwing his head back. His bellow sounds almost inhuman. When he looks back at us, his eyes are consumed with anger. They’re soulless.
Suddenly the policeman stands—
And begins to charge straight toward me—
I step back, shocked.
Jin reacts without hesitation. She picks up a fallen sword and steps between the officer and me—
As he runs straight into it, impaling himself—
A staggering pain erupts in my chest. I feel his heart shudder, pierced by the blade. I step back, gasping.
Jin frowns. Officer Hiyoshi falls to the side.
“Let’s get out of here.” Jin gestures urgently to me. “Seung.”
“No…,” I whisper.
“Seung,” Jin says. “We gotta move.”
She whips back to face the other officers.
“Tell no one you’ve seen us. Not a word. Got it?”
I can’t tear my gaze away from the policeman convulsing on the ground. The tiger watches the dying officer impassively, her tail whipping back and forth.
“Seung, let’s go.”
Jin swivels abruptly and walks through the trees, away from the soldiers. She looks back over her shoulder at me.
I shudder, touching my chest, where I can feel the dying officer’s heart struggling its last few beats.
Then I turn—and run after her.
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EUNJI
Okay, Eunji. Stay calm.
It’s fine.
The cave is empty, but it’s fine.
The tiger is gone, and you have no way of knowing who took it or where they’re headed, and, sure, you were banking on capturing the animal as your only hope of saving your and your family’s lives and securing any semblance of autonomy and peace in life, but it’s totally fine, this is just…
“No, no, no!”
I throw my fists to the dirt. Kenzo stares down at me.
The muddy feeling coating my stomach turns to something more solid, something icy and burning and sour and sharp. I can’t seem to find any air.
My plan was totally, completely contingent on the tiger being here in the cave.
In retrospect, with the entire empire clamoring to find it, I was a fool to believe it would be this easy. It’s probably long gone by now, in the back of some Dragon soldier’s van.
Which means I’ve come so far for nothing.
“This can’t be happening…”
My hands shake as I claw at my chest, gasping for air. Moonhee’s face flashes through my mind.
He killed her. Isao killed her. And if I don’t find the tiger, if I don’t find it right away, I’m next, along with the rest of my family.
Hot tears form at the edges of my eyes, threatening to spill over. My lungs constrict, unable to draw air. The fact that I’ve barely slept or eaten a thing probably isn’t helping.
Two hands grab my shoulders, and a pale face comes into view.
“Eunji—hey, Eunji, look at me.”
“I—I—”
Kenzo puts his face right in front of mine.
“Breathe. You have to breathe.”
“I can’t—”
“You can.” Kenzo’s hands squeeze my shoulders as he inhales deeply, then exhales, nodding for me to do the same.
I shake my head, shuddering, choking. “I don’t know what’s happening to me—”
“You’re just panicking. It’s okay.” He speaks softly, almost gently. Unperturbed, Kenzo continues moving slowly, repeating the respiration motion until I find the rhythm, mirroring him. “You’re calm. You’re okay.”
Relief gradually floods into my veins. My lungs fill with air. Kenzo begins to rise from his kneeling position, lifting his hands, but I reach up and hold them back down, despite myself. I’m afraid I’ll forget how to breathe again if I’m left alone.
Kenzo nods as though he understands, settling on the ground, coating the bottom of his cloak in dirt.
I’m not sure how long we remain there, sitting in the glen in front of the open cave, neither of us saying a word. Finally, my pulse slows, and the heat in my cheeks begins to cool.
I release Kenzo’s hands, and his arms fall.
“Thanks,” I mutter, clearing my throat and shifting my gaze away. Now that I’ve gathered my wits, a prickling feeling of embarrassment has begun to crawl up the back of my neck.
Kenzo goes quiet. He leans back, resting his hands on the grass behind him.
“Doesn’t feel good, does it?” he says. I look back at him. The corners of his lips are twitching. Like he finds this funny, somehow.
“I’m fine,” I reply, shaking away the last of my tremors. “I’ve just…never had that happen to me before.”
“Better get used to it.”
I stare up at him, affronted. Kenzo brushes the dirt off his hands and shrugs.
“Eunji, if you keep insisting on doing everything your way…well, this is how it’s going to feel every time your own choices backfire on you.”
Maybe he has a point, though I hate to admit it.
My whole life, I’ve been told just what to do and how to do it. To study, to stay inside, to dress up, to smile. Even at Adachi, where I lived outside the confines of my family home, Drill Captain Nari dictated exactly how many blows I was allowed to throw per fight, exactly which moves I was to learn and in what order.
In my craving for freedom, I snuck out at night. Met up with a forbidden boy. Ran from my wedding. Each time I broke the rules, I felt a rush of power, thrill—and shame.
But breaking the rules was easy—compared to making my own. Now that I’m out here, with no rules to break, every decision, every plan on this journey has to come from me. It’s an orientation that’s utterly alien to me. And right now it doesn’t feel quite so free as I might once have imagined.
It feels…terrifying.
“You want to do things your way,” Kenzo goes on. “Fine. But that means you face the consequences. You make your own mistakes? Lead yourself to failure? That’s on you.”
“Failing has never been an option,” I say, rising to my feet. “And it still isn’t.”
Kenzo laughs in disbelief as I walk over to the mouth of the cave, craning my neck to peek inside. “What are you planning on doing? The tiger’s been taken, in case you haven’t noticed.”
“Well,” I reply, “maybe we can find a way to take it back.”
“Eunji, wait—”
I take a step forward into the cave.
The air here is cool and still.
I run my hands over the stone wall as I circle along the edge, stepping deeper into the shadows, struggling to see.
“How’s it going in there?” Kenzo calls from outside.
I don’t bother to reply. I continue to search for something, anything—a forgotten item, a clue, anything that might indicate who took the tiger and where they might’ve gone. The stone lining the inner wall is jagged, unmarked—
Except at the very back of the cavern.
There, in the shadows, on the surface of the cave wall…
Is some sort of painting…
“Eunji…? You there?” Kenzo’s voice sounds a little higher than his usual baritone.
I chuckle to myself, stepping up onto a rock to examine the wall closer. “Jeez, Kenzo, have some patience. Give me a second; I think I found something.”
“I was just making sure—”
Suddenly I hear rustling and the sound of footsteps as Kenzo steps into the cave after me, ducking his head in order to avoid colliding with the jagged roof.
I smirk back at him. “Got spooked out in the big scary woods, huh?”
His face is whiter than usual as he shakes his head, pointing silently toward the entrance of the cave.
I turn—and freeze when I see where he’s pointing.
Less than twenty meters away, Captain Nari ambles slowly, methodically through the woods, flanked by her team of Tiger Slayers. She surveys her surroundings, a small frown etched on her lips.
“What happened to this forest?” she mutters. “Everything’s dying…”
I’m close enough now to see the whites of her eyes.
They float to the left, then over to the right—seeming to gloss directly over the spot where Kenzo and I are standing in full view.
Then she keeps on moving her gaze past us without registering a thing.
Somehow, she doesn’t see us. None of them do.
But how…?
Captain Nari comes to an abrupt stop right at the edge of the greenery surrounding the cave. She looks ahead, confused.
I freeze, staring right back at her. We’re making eye contact. At least that’s what it looks like to me.
But not an ounce of recognition darts over her face, not even for a second, nor any other sign to show that she sees me. It’s as though Nari’s not looking at me—but through me. Like she doesn’t even see that I’m there.
A strange chill passes down my spine.
“Everything all right, Captain?” A soldier catches up to her.
“Yep,” Nari replies evenly. “I just…thought I heard something.”
“Captain!” someone calls out fervently, running to meet the rest of the group. “There’s been an incident near the outskirts of town—a dead policeman in the forest. A sword’s been run through his chest. Tiger footprints were everywhere by the body.”
Nari turns and nods to the soldier in greeting. “Take us there.”
The group of Tiger Slayers marches off as quickly as they came. After a minute, they’re gone.
I shake my head, perplexed.
It doesn’t make sense. A dozen sharp-witted, highly trained Tiger Slayers pass directly by the beast’s very own habitat, and yet…somehow, every single one of them fails to observe it, and the people inside? Is it possible that they simply…couldn’t see it?
And if they couldn’t see the cave, how did Seung and I?
How can I see it now?
“Well, that’s good news.”
I jump. I nearly forgot Kenzo was standing behind me. I whip around. “What do you mean?”
He leans against the inner wall of the cave, readjusting the top button on his cloak. “If some rebels really escaped with the tiger, that means the empire hasn’t gotten ahold of it yet. So we still have a chance.”
“Whose side are you on?” I raise an eyebrow. “I thought you were dead set against this plan.”
“Yeah, well”—he shrugs—“that was when I thought it was impossible and stupid.”
“And now?”
“Now…maybe we actually have a chance.” He gestures toward the wall of the cave, where the faded painting sits, barely visible. “Since we’ve found this.”
“You mean,” I say, “since I’ve found this.”
I don’t know why I’m trying to take credit for discovering what seems to be a useless artifact. But I lift my chin in defiance regardless.
He ignores my correction anyway. “It’s gotta mean something, right?”
I squint at the mural. I see valleys, mountains, a few towns. It looks like your typical ancient cave art, probably left here centuries ago by some monk.
“It’s just an old painting.”
“Maybe…,” Kenzo says, slowly raising his finger to point up toward the drawing. “Or maybe not…”
I follow the line of his finger, where an enormous mountain has been drawn just outside a series of buildings in the shape of a town that I recognize from my textbooks as the unmistakable Hannam City. A clear pathway in golden ink has been traced from Kidoh to the peak of the mountain, through the woods.
“Is it just an old painting…,” Kenzo says, “or is it…”
I cross my arms, hesitant.
“A map?”
I frown at him. With the boulder I’m standing on, we’re nearly the same height, eye to eye. Kenzo flashes a smile at me, jolting me to tear my gaze back to the wall.
“You think that’s where they’re headed with the tiger? To that mountain by Hannam City?”
“Maybe.”
“But why?”
“No idea.”
I glance back at the map and trace the golden pathway with my finger. As I do so, it suddenly glows, lit by a bright illumination from within. I step back, gasping.
“It just—do you see that?”
Kenzo nods, fixated on the glowing painting. He wears a curious, strained expression; the blood has completely drained from his cheeks.
Sure enough, the golden line marks a clear trail through the woods. If someone were, for whatever reason, trying to sneak a tiger to the capital, this meandering path would certainly be more inconspicuous than hopping on the nearest train to Hannam City.
As the light begins to fade, I scan the drawing again, doing my best to commit it to memory; I recognize most of the landmarks, anyway. After a few moments, when I’m certain I have it in my head, I hop off the rock and stand at a distance, nodding resolutely at Kenzo, trying to push down the nagging feeling of guilt that’s suddenly begun to brew in my core.
An image flashes through my mind: the Slaying Ceremony. The creature, trembling. Its severed head, snapping madly in the air. I shudder. Can I really be responsible for that?
The tiger was once our national symbol. If I bring them the tiger, it’ll be like turning in one of my own kind—becoming what everyone says my family stands for. Something that I swore, in the deepest fiber of my being, I would never become.
A collaborator.
But it’s not like I have a choice.
Isao has my entire family right under his thumb. If I fail to bring him the tiger, he won’t hesitate to kill them all in an instant. I have no doubt about that. My stomach turns over as once again I think of Moonhee…
There’s nothing I can do about that. Not now. Not when I’m powerless.
But if I turn in the tiger and earn Isao’s favor—if I become a hero in the Dragon Empire—then I’ll truly have the power to make a difference.
For the first time, I think I finally understand how Father has felt all these years. The desperate need to protect oneself and one’s family. The helplessness before the utter power General Isao has over our lives. The frantic voice in my head telling me that if I can just give him what he needs, then maybe we’ll be spared.
Just like him, I’m facing a puzzle without an answer—how to juggle the impossible demands of working within a corrupt system.
If I don’t get my hands on this tiger, someone else will. In fact, someone else already has. If I walk away from this path, Isao will kill the rest of my family as easily as he killed Moonhee, so it’s no longer a question of whether the tiger will die, but rather, who the tiger can save as it goes down.
And so I promise myself this: If I succeed—if I capture the tiger—then once I’ve got the empire in my corner, once I have Isao’s favor and all the power that comes with it truly in my hands, I promise—I promise to use that power for the good of our people.
“Okay,” I say, firming my resolve. “Let’s do it, then. Let’s go steal ourselves a tiger.”
Time seems to slow as Kenzo opens his mouth to reply. For some reason, I can’t seem to hear him. His voice sounds muffled, as though he’s speaking to me from inside a dream.
And then, suddenly, my bones melt. My hand collides painfully against the inner wall of the cave, scraping against the rough stone as I stagger to my knees. A deep, inexplicable sense of dread floods into the base of my stomach. Then, without warning, it transforms into a wordless, aimless sorrow, escaping from my mouth in a strangled sob. My blood boils—then cools in an instant and turns to ice. My vision swims.
Something is wrong.
“It—doesn’t want us to be here,” Kenzo gasps through the haze.
“What do you mean, it?”
Kenzo grabs me by the hand and yanks.
We burst out of the mouth of the cave as if expelled by a gust of wind. The two of us sail into the grass and dirt, tumbling in a heap of arms and legs. Kenzo grunts beneath my weight. Immediately, the strange reeling from inside the cave dissipates, returning the blood to my legs and clarity to my mind. I leap off Kenzo and to my feet.
Empty, tigerless cavern.
Magic, glowing map.
Angry, sentient cave.
I have to say, it’s not exactly what I was expecting to find today.
But it’s certainly something. Something to show me that this isn’t the end of the line—in fact, we’ve only just completed step one.
The tiger might still be up for grabs.
I push my doubts firmly away. I don’t have the luxury to question myself now.
“Thanks for breaking my fall,” I say, dusting myself off.
“Ow…” Still lying in the dirt, Kenzo clutches his chest and exhales theatrically, as though he’s never been knocked on his back in his life.
“Oh please.” I roll my eyes. “That was nothing compared to some of the battles you must’ve had at Adachi.”
“There’s a rock digging into my back,” he whines, sitting up and readjusting his sleeves. “I think I’m bleeding.”
“Then heal yourself and stop whining.” I laugh, scraping off the mud from my knees. Leave it to the melodramatic golden boy to complain about something so ridiculous. “Isn’t your whole thing that you’re supposed to be in the military? Since when did a little blood bother you?”
“I was supposed to be in intelligence. Not out on the field. Hand-to-hand combat is for disposables.”
I almost laugh at the absurdity of his comment before I realize that he’s not joking.
Kenzo glares at the dirt, his mouth pressed into a thin line. He rearranges his long, shaggy hair before throwing his hood back up to conceal the top half of his face.
Sheesh. I have no idea what happened just now to offend the guy so much, but clearly, it struck a chord.
I avert my gaze, turning around to look back toward the cave. Perhaps I can take one last glance at the glowing mural—
But it’s gone.
In place of the circle of greenery, the weird-looking statues, and the rock cavern…now there’s nothing but endless trees. It’s as if the tiger’s cave had never even been there in the first place.
I peer over, noticing something in the dirt. Lying on the forest floor, partially crumpled, is an old, folded piece of paper. I walk over to pick it up. It’s been recently trampled, lying beside the trail of fresh paw prints.
I unfold the paper, smoothing it out. There’s a drawing of a tiger on the front, and on the back is a shoddily scrawled message:
For Lover Boy—Jin Xx
Lover Boy? I wonder who that is.
“I think we may have found our target,” I call back to Kenzo, holding up the flyer.
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SEUNG
We’ve stopped to camp for the night. Above us, the stars emerge, the milky spread of constellations rising up over the forest, glowing softly.
I sit, holding my knees to my chest, feeling numb. Beside me, the tiger is curled up, her head tucked close to her tail, already asleep. Her rib cage rises and falls peacefully.
Jin surveys the landscape, making sure we’re hidden. We’ve picked a spot in the woods tucked behind a huge, pale cliff that rises higher into the mountain. We’re out of sight here, but the woods also extend in each direction around us, giving us plenty of room to run if need be. She nods to herself, satisfied.
I stare at the ground, an empty feeling in my chest. I shiver a little as the cool evening air kisses my skin.
“First time, right?” Jin says. “Don’t worry. It gets easier.”
I think I know what she’s referring to.
“I didn’t kill him,” I mutter.
“Okay.”
It was the sword. The sword that Jin was holding. That Officer Hiyoshi ran into. Because…
Because…
I watch the tiger. Her white-and-black fur is bristly and thick, like a mat of soft needles. Her claws have retracted back into her paws, so that only the tips are showing.
“Mine was hard on me too,” Jin says softly. “First one always is.” She grimaces, squinting off into the distance.
My head throbs by the temples. I grit my teeth, but it only makes the pain worse.
“Hey,” she says suddenly, pointing. “You see that?”
I follow her finger. It takes me a moment before I see what she’s indicating. There it is—a thin column of smoke, rising up over the forest. It’s dark but stands out clearly as a gray smudge against the ink-black sky.
“Looks like a campfire,” I remark. “Someone’s out there.”
“Or a signal fire,” Jin says. “I’d better go check it out. Just in case.”
“I’ll go with you.”
Jin shakes her head.
“Someone should stay here with the tiger.”
I nod, uneasy. I don’t like the idea of splitting up.
“Until you’ve mastered your powers, Seung, you’re just deadweight,” she adds. “No offense.”
“Thanks.”
“The Tiger spirit told me to make sure we get to the mountain unharmed. That means it’s my job to protect us. And your job to—”
“Sit here like a rock.” I finish her sentence.
She grins. “Exactly, you got it.”
I have to admit, she’s right. And after what just happened, I’m not sure I ever want to use my powers again.
“You think it’s Dragon soldiers out there?” I ask.
“Could be. I’m sure they’ve got the whole army crawling the countryside. They’ve probably found the dead officer by now.”
I bite my lip, feeling low. I can still feel the man’s heart twitching as the sword pierced his chest. The life bleeding out of him, into the dirt on the forest floor.
Jin stands, brushing the dirt and leaves off.
“I’ll be right back.”
I watch her disappear into the woods, then look at the tiger, and up to the thin column of smoke rising over the trees. As the minutes tick by, I rest with my arms clasped around my knees, my head tilted back toward the stars.
These constellations haven’t changed in the last year. But everything else seems to have. For a moment, I’m swept back to the countless nights Eunji and I spent gazing up at the sky together, dreaming about a future that would never come. I see a flower held between her uncalloused fingers as she kneels to inspect it, curious; her delighted laughter rings in my ears.
Now I watch the stars twinkle overhead, alone.
I wonder where she is tonight. Probably a country away. Strange to consider that there are people from our past still walking through this world, carrying memories of us. Memories that may be repainted or rusted over by the passage of time.
My chest burns.
Mine was hard on me too, Jin said. First one always is.
I wonder who she killed, why she did it.
Whether it was an accident, or something she planned.
I didn’t mean to kill Officer Hiyoshi. I didn’t mean to do…whatever it is that I did with my ki. But it’s undeniable. I was the source of the rage that sent him to his death.
I dig my nails into my arms, my stomach churning.
Dad’s tired face appears again in my mind, for the thousandth time. And for the thousandth time I wonder why he gave his own life to save the policeman who stole from us. I wonder if I could have saved him. If only I’d stopped that night to help Officer Hiyoshi in the woods.
Well, now, thanks to me…it really is as if Dad died for nothing.
I shudder, remembering the rage that consumed me earlier. It rose out of the depths of me, an outraged reaction not just to the officer’s words, but to the echo of those words, that same message I’d heard, spoken over and over again, my entire life.
That anger…it’s the most powerful thing I’ve ever felt.
Hours before, I was filled with it. Now I’m drained, empty, lost. Even now, I still feel it—that unbearable, agonizing hate—burning low like coals inside me.
I’m afraid to look at it.
I’m afraid of what might happen if I let it out again.
But I can’t keep it down. It’s a part of me, and I can’t dampen the dread telling me it will come out again, when I least expect it.
Whoosh!
I sit up, hearing something in the woods.
Whoosh!
There it is again.
The hair stands up on my skin as I hear an unearthly cackling sound.
It’s a high-pitched, chattering noise, gleeful, sadistic, echoing through the woods, sounding absolutely inhuman…
I sit up straight, my senses suddenly on alert. I squint—there’s something moving through the trees—
Then they pour out, coming out of the shadows. There’s eight or nine of them…squat, bizarre-looking creatures with purple limbs…Their faces are a terrifying, maroon red, their eyes empty white balls without any pupils.
They smile slowly as they fan out, surrounding me and the tiger, revealing dozens of razor-sharp teeth. The blood rushes out of my face.
Dokkaebi. I’ve forgotten from where, but the name of these monsters instantly enters my mind—recalled from an old story, maybe, or a childhood tale. Demented, man-eating goblins.
Just what I need right now, when I’m left defenseless and alone with the tiger.
The goblins only come up to my waist, but their thick, stumpy limbs and knife-sharp teeth look more than strong enough to do some damage. Their empty eyeballs shine soullessly back at me, reflecting the moonlight. The dokkaebi open their jaws wide, showing bright red tongues, releasing a series of pealing, high-pitched giggles.
One of the dokkaebi takes a step forward, its snout held up, sniffing the air. It sucks in through its nose, drawing the scent of my fear deep into its nostrils. Then it licks its lips, clearly whetting its appetite. Its teeth shine like a necklace of blades as the smile spreads from ear to ear across its face.
Goose bumps spread over my skin. I stand up to my full height.
The goblins move forward, surrounding me and the tiger. One of them inches forward, clearly testing me. I brace myself. I have to do something to protect the tiger—
But all I can think about is the policeman, consumed with hatred.
Where’s Jin? I glance around at the woods, hoping against hope that she’ll come back.
Use your powers, Seung.
But I can’t. No, not again. Not after—
Then, blindingly fast, the eight or nine dokkaebi barrel toward me, their razor teeth parted, red tongues lolling from their lips—
I brace for the pain—
The tiger stands beside me, her fur bristling in the slight breeze. She rises to her full height, moving in front of me protectively, baring her teeth.
Rrrrrrrrrr…
The dokkaebi freeze, staring at the tiger as she guards me.
One of them nudges forward a few steps.
The tiger opens her jaws wide—
RWAAAAAAAR!
The goblins jump back. They cock their heads to the left, then to the right, their gleaming white eyeballs trained on the tiger. She leaps forward, jaws snapping, claws flashing through the night. With a chattering, yelping sound, the goblins turn and flee, their little feet shuffling at a blurring, unnatural speed. They scamper off, bleeding into the woods and disappearing from sight.
I release a shallow breath as the tiger turns toward me.
“Thank you,” I whisper.
She blinks back at me.



My legs grow stiff and tired as I wait for Jin to return. I’m just starting to worry that something has happened to her when I hear the sound of approaching footsteps.
She’s out of breath, carrying one backpack slung over her shoulder and another in her arms. Jin tosses them both to the ground.
“Are you okay?” she says quickly. “I heard the tiger roar. I came as fast as I could.”
“We’re fine,” I tell her. “Well, we were almost eaten alive. But apart from that, totally fine.”
“Eaten alive…?” She raises an eyebrow at me.
“Dokkaebi. The Tiger spirit wasn’t kidding about the monsters.”
Jin curses under her breath. “It’s dangerous out here. We should sleep a few hours and get moving again.”
She unzips the backpack.
“Dinner,” she says curtly, tossing me something wrapped in paper. I unwrap it—it’s a soft bean bun. I take a bite and have to stifle the urge to cry with gratitude at the taste of sweet red bean paste.
“Who was that out there?” I ask her. “Where did you get this?”
“Just a bunch of merchants on their way back from Hannam City. I got enough supplies for the two of us and left them the rest.”
“How much was it?” My stomach tightens. How do I explain that I can’t possibly afford to pay her back for this?
But Jin only laughs and waves me away. “What do you think, Seung?”
The sweet, hearty red bean taste turns to ash in my mouth. “You stole them.”
“We’re on the run,” Jin says, chewing. “We can’t afford to have lofty principles here. How do you think I kept the Resistance fed and clothed all these years? Don’t worry, I only steal from rich people.”
We sit side by side, holding the stolen bean buns. My conscience wars with the emptiness in my stomach until I finally take another bite.
A spring wind nips at my neck and my exposed ankles, sending a shiver through my body. My pants are several centimeters too short, thanks to my growth spurt last year.
For some reason, the Tiger spirit’s words come back to me.
I chose you, Seung, because you have suffered.
For the first time, I’m thinking that maybe it’s a blessing that I grew up the way I did. Because I’m accustomed to being cold and hungry. A three-day journey is nothing compared to a lifetime of bitter winters, nights in the gold mine, riceless nights. I imagine one of the yangban out here, complaining loudly and sniffling. Someone accustomed to a different lifestyle might not fare so well in the wild.
Not to mention, someone like them wouldn’t possess the desperation—the determination—that Jin and I have. The willingness we have to risk our lives trying to change the world for the better.
I watch Jin pick at her bread.
“Hunger can make us do terrible things,” I whisper, my thoughts falling back to the officer.
“Chill out. It was two bean buns—”
“I wasn’t talking about you.”
“Hey, Seung. Look at me.” Jin moves toward me, placing her hand on my head and swiveling so I’m facing her. “Don’t waste our time feeling sorry for yourself, or anyone else. You didn’t do anything wrong. Okay? Anger is the right response to injustice.”
I pause, unsure what to think.
“But the spirit said—”
“Forget what the spirit said. Of course she has to say that. She’s a guardian spirit. But we are humans. We have to fight. Whatever lies in that cave ahead is the key to unlocking your powers and freeing the Tiger people. For that, I’m willing to do anything. And you should be too.” She places a firm hand on my shoulder. “Don’t doubt your anger, Seung. It’s the most important fuel you’ll ever have.”
I have to admit. It feels good to have permission to feel angry.
She’s so sure of herself and her mission. Jin intuitively understands how I feel—that impossible feeling of being crushed beneath the unbearable weight of the empire. Is she like me? Has she watched her family suffer? Is she fueled, like I am, by broken dreams?
“How did you become the leader of the Resistance, Jin?” I ask her.
Jin stares at me. “Like I said before. It’s a complicated story.”
So it’s linked to however she got her ki powers.
“Tell me?”
Jin falls quiet. I see her weighing it in her thoughts.
“Before I had the Resistance,” she says finally, “I was no one. I had no family name, because I had no family. I lived in an orphanage till I was six, when it went bankrupt and we all got tossed out onto the street. I was homeless, an abandoned child, begging for scraps…I was invisible. No one looked at me twice.”
A dense, black cloud passes over her brow. It flashes with lightning as some memory comes to her.
“So obviously, I was never that trusting to begin with. But I was stupid. I was naive. I got duped, in the worst way,” she goes on. “I signed up for this job posting—the empire said they were looking for girls for manufacturing jobs in the factories near the border. I was rounded up along with the other girls who signed up, and we were shipped off to the front lines of the war, deep in the Serpent Queendom. This was long before I had ki powers.”
Her voice darkens. “Turns out, the Dragon Army didn’t have real jobs for us. What they had in mind was something they called being ‘comfort women.’ The reality was that we were raped every day. Some days by as many as thirty or forty different soldiers. Until we either died or became too shattered to ‘serve’ anymore.”
The night air turns colder. Jin speaks so matter-of-factly, her tone of voice hardly showing any sign of the grief inside her.
“I was fourteen years old,” Jin says.
She doesn’t cry. In fact, her expression hardly changes. Except for the way her gaze has gone empty and faraway. And for the stiffness in her shoulders, which almost look so brittle she could snap.
A black cloud reappears over her shoulders. It flashes with lightning.
“One day I couldn’t take it anymore,” Jin continues. “I stole a knife from the belt of a soldier and hid it in my dress. I was going to use it to kill myself, but then I had a flash of insight. Of anger. Why should I be the one to die when it was them who had done this to me?
“When the next soldier came in, I stuck the knife in his throat. Then I ran. I ran as far and long as I could.
“There was a Serpent spirit waiting for me in the woods.”
The black cloud enveloping Jin fades for a moment. A single, yellow-orange ray of hope peeks through the cloud, illuminating her face.
“That’s how…” She shakes her head as the ray of light fades away and disappears. “For a long time after that I didn’t want to live anymore. What’s the point, I thought. I couldn’t rest. But then I thought of the soldier I’d killed, and I realized that he was never going to hurt anyone else ever again. And that gave me purpose.”
Jin absentmindedly picks up a small twig off the ground and starts twirling it in one hand as she speaks, gaining speed and volume. “Before, I was a helpless street kid without a family. I was just someone else’s victim. But now, I had ki.” She flips the twig and goes on. “Before, I was directionless, listless, empty…now, I had a purpose and the power to realize it.
“Ki changed my life. For the first time, I was in control. For the first time, I was the one calling the commands. It changed my whole sense of the possible.
“At first, I just wanted to take revenge on individual soldiers. To make them pull their eyes out, or skin themselves, the way that I had longed to tear away my own skin after what they’d done to me. I did do that once or twice. But it didn’t fill the hole in me.
“I realized that I had to aim higher. That I could aim higher, with my powers. A dream was born inside me: to tear down the Dragon Empire itself. I started a local branch of the Resistance. It became my everything.
“The Dragon Empire is made of monsters,” she whispers. “Human monsters. We don’t use the same rules against them. It’s okay to use your anger when you’re fighting against evil.”
She opens her mouth as if to say more, then closes it again. The silence stretches out.
“I’m going to build a new world,” Jin whispers. “A perfect one. A world without suffering.”
I watch, nearly hypnotized, as she flips the stick again.
“That anger—that voice inside you—don’t shut it down, Seung. Don’t shut it out. That voice is telling you something. What to do. Who to fight. If necessary, who to kill.”
I jump as the twig snaps. Jin falls quiet, setting the two pieces down on the earth.
I wait for her to continue, but she’s done.
“Jin,” I say, my voice breaking, “I am so sorry. For what they did to you.”
“Don’t be sorry, Lover Boy,” Jin says, smiling. The expression doesn’t reach the top half of her face. “It wasn’t your fault.”
She remains sitting regally, her back straight as a plank.
“Jin—”
“There’s a word in Tiger language,” she interrupts me, “called han. You know it?”
I nod. “It’s like…grief, anguish…”
“Han is a grief we share. The collective anguish we feel, together, at the injustices of life,” she says. “The Dragon Empire has always called us weak—a people characterized by sadness and suffering. They say that sadness defines who we are. That we’re broken, and always have been, that we need them to fix us and make us whole.
“That’s not what han means to me,” Jin continues. She closes her eyes. “Han—that grief, that rage burning inside you—isn’t a weakness, Seung. It’s what you do with han—what you turn your grief into—that matters. How you take that anger, that resentment, that rage…and transform it into power.
“You asked me earlier why they’re doing this. Why they’re trying to erase our culture and deprive us of our history. Our sense of what makes us Tiger people. Here’s the reason: If we forget who we are, then we can be controlled.”
“Then let’s not forget,” I say. “Let’s make them remember.”
“What does it mean to be a Tiger person? What do we do, when the world tries to crush us?” Jin says, her voice breaking with emotion. “We survive.”
The storm cloud around Jin shudders, turning from black to a deep, dark blue. She turns away, to the trees. The dark blue churns over her shoulders, dropping slow raindrops.
I reach out—and rest the edge of my hand over her wrist. Jin gives the subtlest of nods back in acknowledgment.
I don’t know where it comes from. But somewhere inside, there is a reservoir of golden feeling.
I reach down into it, remembering my family, sitting around the dinner table. There’s a watery bowl of gruel in front of each of us. Despite the unattractive meal, we’re happy together, sharing laughter and conversation. And maybe because of it. There’s something warm and strong and beautiful about sharing our difficulty together.
I remember Eunji, the night we got back from the woods, opening the window, looking out at the moon overhead, and the joy in her face, the purest, greatest, most beautiful joy I’d ever seen.
I reach into that warm, buttery glow. Then I pull it up—it passes down through my arm, into my fingertips, moving into Jin. Jin’s shoulders relax, then slump, as the warm feeling spreads into her, easing the blue pain over her shoulders. The rain cloud shakes, then fades.
She turns away from me and lies down on her side. I wait for a while to see if she’ll say anything more, until I realize that she’s fallen asleep.
The tiger ambles over to us and opens its mouth softly, releasing a warm yawn. I see a gentle, golden glow beam around Jin’s body before it disappears.
Then I lie down, the tiger curling up behind us, resting my own head on my hands in the dirt. I settle onto my back, gazing up at the stars.
“I’m going to master Tiger ki,” I promise myself aloud. And I mean it.
For the first time in a long time, I find that I might just have something to look forward to.



We rise early the next day and continue on our journey.
As we go, I notice something new stirring within Jin today. The golden glow from the morning sun seems to follow her, a little halo around her. She seems…happier.
As we descend a steep pass, I’m the first to break the silence.
“Your powers are unlike anything I’ve seen, Jin,” I say quietly. “Yesterday, you took out a whole troop of policemen single-handed. Have you ever tried, I dunno, just storming the capital and taking Isao out by yourself?”
“You mean, assassination?” Jin shoots me a sly look. “One kill and Lover Boy’s already thirsty for more, huh?”
I stiffen. “I didn’t mean…”
She shrugs me off. “Of course I’ve tried. How do you think I got on those Wanted posters?”
I think back to the night that Eunji and I first visited the marketplace. 100,000 yen.
“Obviously I didn’t succeed.” Jin rolls her eyes. “Serpent ki is all about willpower. Mine is strong. But so is Isao’s. I wasn’t able to overpower him, or his Imperial Guard, who have been trained to withstand Serpent powers. My powers are plenty useful against ordinary soldiers. But against someone like Isao, they’re pretty much useless.” Jin looks askance at the tiger. “Even Serpent ki has its limits, you know.”
As the sun ascends high in the sky and morning becomes afternoon, we make our way down one valley to another, until we reach a river that winds through the landscape on its way to the sea. It’s deep and flows swiftly—I think I recognize it from the Tiger spirit’s vision in the cave. Above it, a broad stone bridge traverses the river, sweeping up and over the pass.
It’s such a strange feeling, seeing something in real life that you’ve only seen before through someone else’s eyes. It feels almost like a dream.
I bend down when we reach the riverbank and drop a cupped hand into the river. Then I drink deeply and gratefully, the ice-cold water quenching my thirst.
Jin kneels down beside me and does the same. We sit there for a minute or so, marveling at the simple beauty of the water rushing over the rocks. Jin soaks up the scene quietly; I can tell she’s enjoying it too. We watch together as the tiger laps up the water beside us and licks her paws.
When we’ve drunk our fill, the three of us pick ourselves up and make our way to the bridge. For a moment, as we stand there, I’m hit by a strange feeling. A kind of ripple in the air. An ethereal, iridescent sheen wavers over the bridge, shimmering.
The tiger walks up to the bridge ahead of us, lifting her nose. The iridescent ripple in the air seems to fade away as she walks through it. Sunlight pours down from overhead.
The tiger crosses over to the other side, and the strange feeling vanishes. Jin and I follow along after her.
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EUNJI
It’s been a full day and night since we set out from the cave, and we’re still no closer to finding the tiger.
We’ve been trudging forward, down into valleys, up rocky terrain. Despite Kenzo’s pleas for me to rest, I haven’t slept. He hasn’t, either, even though we planned to sleep in shifts for safety. Kenzo only made it an hour or two before he devolved into yet another fit of nightmarish groaning and thrashing, gasping awake with a panicked start. I haven’t asked him what the dreams are about.
As for me? I don’t trust Kenzo enough to leave him sitting there awake while I’m out, lest he find a way to somehow sabotage my plan while I’m unconscious.
As we trek, I’ve been picturing whoever it is that got to the tiger first and what exactly I’ll do when we find them. Lover Boy. Certainly a code name of some sort. He could be anyone: old, young, tall, short…Whoever he is, he’s certainly light on his feet. Considering how quickly we’ve been moving.
At least we haven’t encountered any Dragon Army. Traveling this barely charted path through the woods, we’re far from the gates of any city. No one’s looking for the tiger out here.
Maybe because it’s a fruitless endeavor.
What’s more, the temperature has suddenly dropped today. And as the sun sets over the horizon, it’s only going to get colder.
“Take it.”
I glance back at Kenzo. He’s removed his cloak and is extending it toward me.
“Why?”
“You look cold.”
I scoff, wrapping my own worn, brown cloak tighter around my arms.
“I’m fine.”
Kenzo reaches forward and grabs the edge of my cloak without asking, rubbing it between his forefinger and thumb disdainfully. “Come on, this is barely an extra layer. What is it, cotton? Mine is actually built for insulation.”
My body shivers, and I curse it, simply quickening my pace. Kenzo lets out an exasperated sigh behind me before hurrying to catch up. A blanket of warmth cascades over me as he wordlessly places the coat around my shoulders.
Aish. It does feel a lot better.
“See?” he says, smirking. “You’re welcome.”
Maybe I should thank him. Instead, I roll my eyes. Mother would be mortified to see my manners, or lack thereof.
“Why, Eunji…?” Kenzo says, perplexed, shaking his head. “Why are you choosing to make life so hard for yourself?”
I grit my teeth. “Life is hard.”
“Doesn’t have to be.”
“Maybe for you,” I reply, blowing the hair out of my face as I tighten his soft, downy cloak around my arms.
“Things haven’t always been as easy for me as you think, Eunji-ji.”
I flinch, remembering a certain conversation from a kimchi cabinet what feels like a lifetime ago.
“Anyway, you’re so obsessed with this capture-the-tiger idea that you’ve been willing to wear yourself down to the bone,” Kenzo continues. “It’s not healthy. You should rest a little.”
“I don’t have any choice in the matter,” I say. “And neither do you. Our families are ruined. The empire literally thinks I’m better off dead. And if I can’t capture the last tiger, I…I might as well be.”
Thankfully, just then, a glorious sound pushes through to my ears.
Rushing water.
Kenzo looks up thirstily. Suddenly nothing else matters but the prospect of fresh water. I sprint, smashing through the forest, snapping branches and crushing dead leaves in my wake. When I break through into the open valley, I’m hit with a thirst so palpable that it nearly knocks me over. A vast, blue river lies before us, deep and flowing fast. White water skims over sharp, jagged rocks downstream, as the river speeds down the incline of the valley. An enormous, white stone bridge leads from one side of the riverbank to the other.
I’m about to go down—
When I spot her.
Standing at the center of the bridge, peering despondently toward the river, is a woman dressed in an exquisite hanbok so colorful and ornate that it must be for a very special occasion. Odd. It’s almost evening, out in the countryside, a strange place for a yangban woman to be wandering so far from home. At the sound of my footsteps, her head swivels my way.
It’s…Mother.
My throat clutches.
What is she doing here?
When she meets my eyes, Mother’s lips edge up at the corners into a relieved smile, and unexpected warmth fills my chest. She opens her arms, beckoning me to come closer as I run to her.
Mother’s mouth moves, but I can’t make out what she’s saying; the roaring river must be drowning out her soft voice. I sprint forward, suddenly flooded with an intense urge to go to her, to wrap myself in her embrace, to listen as she promises me that everything’s going to be okay. Unable to think of anything else, I dash as fast as I can down the slope toward the bridge. I have to go to her. A rainbow sheen wavers in the air over the bridge.
But then—just as I’ve set foot atop the stone—
Her face begins to melt.
I nearly fall over as I grind to a halt, aghast.
Wait—she’s not melting. She’s…shifting. Growing.
Mother’s spine lengthens, and her shoulders begin to expand as, before my terrified eyes, she transforms—into a man.
Not just any man. Father.
Clad in his finest suit—the one I last remember seeing him wear, at the wedding—Father towers before me, his face contorted into an expression…of rage.
Is this some kind of terrible nightmare?
I pause dead in my tracks. Father—or whatever is taking his shape—takes a step forward. Then he opens his mouth—releasing a shriek so inhuman and grotesque that it turns my blood ice cold.
I should run away. I know I should.
But instead, that incessant, desperate urge to go to him—to kneel at his feet, to apologize, to beg his forgiveness—still beckons me forward—
I’m barely aware of Kenzo’s voice as he shouts somewhere behind me, panting.
“Eunji, wait up!”
I continue stepping forward, unable to look away, toward the image of Father. I’ve let him down. I have to go to him. If I do, maybe he will forgive me. I have to do it now, before it’s too late.
But then Kenzo steps out of the forest. Father’s head swivels away from me.
Seeing Kenzo, he begins to transform again. He contorts and stretches—becoming a striking replica of Minister Kobayashi.
The spell breaks. Suddenly I seem to regain the movement in my legs, the control over myself. Flushed with alarm, and the sense of immediate danger, I turn toward Kenzo and wave my hands wildly in the air for him to stay back.
But Kenzo isn’t looking at me. He’s staring straight ahead at the man on the bridge. His eyes are glassy, his jaw slacked. He rushes forward.
“Father…?” Kenzo gasps, his face even paler than usual.
Minister Kobayashi raises a disdainful chin toward Kenzo, dripping in disapproval.
“Kenzo,” I shout, “stop—you have to get out of here—”
He doesn’t seem to hear what I’m saying. I watch, mortified, as he strides steadily forward over the grass toward the bridge.
Grass. It’s lush, dark green; the only place we’ve seen since the tiger’s cave that isn’t blighted by drought. Unlike the parched, dying woods everywhere around us, the grass and trees surrounding the bridge are vibrant and alive. Almost eerily so.
This creature…is another spirit.
The vision of Minister Kobayashi beckons Kenzo forward, extending a hand toward him. Kenzo shrugs past me onto the bridge, stopping just before the image of his father. I try to tug Kenzo back, but he shakes me off.
“Sir…please…I didn’t mean to disobey you…”
“Kenzo, listen to me—” I plead, pulling at his arm. He fights me off.
Kenzo kneels before the image of Minister Kobayashi. Just as Kenzo raises his head, the replica of his father pounces, releasing another deafening screech. The minister’s open mouth is utterly inhuman, filled with way too many rows of jagged teeth and a blood-red, impossibly long tongue. Kenzo yelps in confusion as the monster slams him on his back, pinning his arms above his head.
The monster transforms yet again, growing even larger. Its human nose lengthens into a wolflike snout, its ears becoming pointed and flat. A flash of luscious white fur springs through the clothes as I count five, seven—no, nine tails.
A gumiho.
Moonhee used to tell me stories of these shapeshifting, deceptive nine-tailed foxes who could pull the deepest secrets from your soul and use them as bait to lure unsuspecting travelers to their deaths. Don’t worry, she assured me as I squealed in fright and ducked under the covers. They aren’t real. Just legends.
As the gumiho reveals its true shape, Kenzo shouts in fear, returning to his wits, and begins to thrash about, attempting in vain to escape.
“Kick it off! Fight back!” I shout to Kenzo. “Use your powers!”
Of course, a normal human would’ve been torn to shreds by now. But Kenzo is no normal human—he’s exceptional, so talented in the use of Dragon ki that he was granted an early graduation from Adachi Academy and sent straight to the military with a prestigious promotion.
So…why isn’t he fighting back against the demon fox?
Kenzo grunts, writhing, but his ki seems to have left him. His arms are flimsy, powerless against the overwhelming strength of the monster. Before I can even register what’s happening, the gumiho raises a paw with claws as jagged as scythes and brings it down in a white flash, sinking it deep into Kenzo’s shoulder. It tears through his clothes as easily as a knife cutting through parchment. Kenzo screams out in pain—
And I spring into action.
I might be running straight to my death here. If Kenzo’s ki powers don’t work against this monster, mine likely won’t either. But I can’t just do nothing—I can’t stand there and watch my only companion be eaten alive.
Strike first and strike hard. Nari’s voice rings through my mind. With focus and precision you can throw off a stronger opponent if you strike at the right place.
I leap into the air, slamming the heel of my foot into the creature’s side. Dragon ki courses through my veins, giving my kick the force of a truck bearing down. Somehow, it works—the gumiho belts another shrill screech as it hurtles back through the air, thrown by my strength into the stone wall of the bridge. It slumps to the ground.
The monster adjusts its shaking legs, leaping back to its feet as it refocuses its attention on me. A deep, unearthly growl releases from its chest. I raise my fists, preparing for battle.
And then, suddenly, the fox…is nowhere to be seen.
Instead, in its place, rises someone who I haven’t seen in a very long time.
Someone I thought I might never see again.
Seung gazes back at me, apologetic and tearful. He wears the same expression on his face that he had the day after he failed the Exam. Breathless. Kind. And so distant.
My hands fall to my sides.
Snap out of it, I tell myself desperately. This isn’t Seung. This isn’t real.
But I can’t break free. I’m helpless.
I drop my fists and watch, dazed, as Seung sighs forlornly, carefully holding my gaze. My pulse quickens as he beckons me forward. He holds his hands upward, palms out, as if to say, It’s me, Eunji.
It’s so utterly Seung, that lopsided grin…
I walk toward him, stopping only centimeters away from him. Seung reaches up with his hand, the back of his fingers brushing softly against my left cheek. When he pulls his hand away, it’s glistening with tears. Mine. I didn’t even realize I was crying.
Seung looks down at his fingertips, then back at me. His face is torn.
He opens his mouth to speak—
As Kenzo shoves me out of the way—
Just in time, as the boy I once knew morphs back into the monstrous fox, its jaws snapping over the air where my face was only seconds ago.
I lose my footing, latching onto Kenzo at the last second. We tumble down, careening over the edge of the bridge, and fall headlong into the rushing river. I gasp just before we crash through the surface. My backside smashes against a sharp rock jutting out from the bottom of the river, and I cry out in pain as I see a smattering of stars. Water rushes into my mouth.
Not exactly the refreshing drink that I was hoping for.
For a moment, I’m bathed in cold, dark silence.
Then I scramble, kicking my legs rapidly, propelling us back to the surface of the river. I break my head clear and look around, coughing and gasping, blinking away the water from my eyes.
I don’t have time to stop for long—the force of the rapids pushes us along, threatening to send us downriver. Kenzo shivers with cold as he clings to me with one arm, the other dangling lifelessly by his side. The gash looks brutal.
Crash! Meters away, the gumiho leaps into the water after us, snarling viciously as it paws toward us.
I turn to face the other side of the river and swim as fast as I possibly can, dragging a nearly unconscious Kenzo by my side. The gumiho shrieks as the rapids swipe it away, whining into the distance, trapped among the white waves.
We reach the other riverbank, and I pull Kenzo out of the water and onto the sand. He groans upon impact, then rolls over to his non-injured side, coughing up water. I glance behind us, wary, but the demon fox is gone.
As the sun continues to descend over the top of the barren trees, I can only pray that the monster—or one of its friends—doesn’t return to finish the job it started.
Kenzo looks half-asleep. A bead of cold sweat trickles along his jawline and down to his neck, disappearing beneath the collar of his damp shirt. He moans again in agony. The gruesome wound in his shoulder reminds me to attend to my own injuries. It takes nearly all the energy I have left to force my skin to reseal itself, the muscles in my back to reweave themselves, my bruises to heal and disappear. I sigh, exhausted.
Kenzo moans in pain. I shake him awake.
“Kenzo,” I croak, jostling him. “Wake up. Hey. You need to heal.”
“Cold…can’t feel…” His voice is barely a whisper.
“It’s your shoulder,” I say. “It’s probably going numb from the gash. Heal yourself before you fall unconscious, okay?”
Kenzo mumbles something unintelligible, then falls silent again, his breath ragged and effortful. I bring a hand to his clammy cheek, patting it a few times in an attempt to rouse him. “Hey. This is a terrible time for a nap. Wake up, please.”
An icy slap against his pale skin seems to do the trick. Finally, Kenzo’s eyes flutter. They meet mine, two ebony pools shining in the fading sunlight.
“Heal first—then sleep,” I insist.
A strange look in his eyes, Kenzo slowly pivots his head to the left, then to the right.
I don’t understand why he’s refusing to cooperate.
Now that I come to think of it, the most perplexing observation I’ve made about Kenzo over the last few days is how reluctant the guy is to use his ki powers. He declined to run with me through the marketplace or fight back against the Dragon officer. Those were understandable, maybe. But allowing himself to be totally overpowered by the gumiho…? Refusing to heal his shoulder from a near-mortal wound? That doesn’t make any sense.
I suddenly remember the spring party a year ago, just before our engagement. Even then, when implored by the guests and his own father to demonstrate his newfound powers, Kenzo graciously declined.
Please, I couldn’t possibly, he’d said.
Suddenly a very strange thought enters my head.
No. I wave it away. That’s impossible.
“Kenzo…” I shake his good arm once more. “Stop it. Whatever this is about—quit it. Heal yourself before you bleed to death and leave me alone out here, you idiot.”
Kenzo’s mouth forms a flat line as he stares up at me, still lying on his back. He mutters something.
“What?” I demand.
“I can’t.”
“You can’t what?”
He presses his lips together once more, closing his eyes.
“Just use your ki,” I tell him. There’s no way he doesn’t know how to heal; we learned this in the first month of school.
“Eunji, I can’t,” he repeats darkly.
For a few moments, I stare at him, dumbfounded.
It can’t be true.
“You don’t have ki powers.” The accusation flies out of my mouth.
His jaw twitches. “That’s…not…”
“Not true?” I ask. “Then heal yourself. Prove me wrong, if you can.”
Kenzo swallows. It looks painful.
A breeze wafts through the sky, sending a shiver through me as my dripping clothes flap in the wind. It’s beginning to get dark; the last of the sunlight has faded beneath the tree line.
Kenzo shivers, his back still pressed against the ground. He falls unnervingly still, as though he’s willing himself to turn to stone.
Suddenly I spring away from him as if he’s caught fire.
“Who else knows about this?” I can’t believe he’s been lying to me all this time. To everyone.
He takes his time before answering. “Just you.”
My head swims with questions.
Foremost: How? How in the spirits could Kenzo have managed to secure such a high position in the Dragon Army…without any ki powers?
This must be the real reason that he left Adachi—or did he ever even go there in the first place? And, spirits below, how was he able to hide a secret so immense from the Dragon Empire?
Kenzo lifts his head, tries to pull himself to a seated position, but he doesn’t have the strength.
He doesn’t have any strength, I realize, stunned. None.
It’s been a facade. Kenzo Kobayashi isn’t a prodigy, isn’t a prideful hero, nor a genius, destined for greatness. He’s nothing…but a fraud.
“Just leave me here,” he mutters, shutting his eyes, blocking out the world. He shudders again. “I’ll only slow you down.”
And for a moment, I really do consider it.
Someone so vulnerable and powerless won’t stand a chance against even the weakest of my foes. If I continue to drag him along with me, Kenzo is bound to be nothing but a deadweight, especially with his injury. He’ll just be another person to watch out for, another voice in my head telling me that I’m on the wrong path.
I heave a sigh. Bending over at the knee, I lean down—and scoop up the towering boy with my arms, cradling him like a damp pile of clothes, then rise. His shaggy hair swings back and forth, still dripping with water, as I begin to walk.
Minutes pass. Or perhaps hours. It’s hard to tell. I walk until I can’t feel my legs. Until my powers begin to give out from exhaustion, and my arms sag under the weight of Kenzo’s body. Until the sound of the rushing water fades into the distance. Until the evening sinks from a warm twilight into a deep, dark night. I walk in search of a light, a town, something, anything that might house a warm fire and a bite to eat.
But there’s nothing out here. Not this far in the countryside. My mind begins to wander, to lose itself in the endless forest. Each labored step blurs into the next. I’m barely awake, stuck halfway between a daydream and a nightmare. At one point, I think I hear someone shouting, crying in desperation for help. Maybe it’s Kenzo. Maybe it’s me.
Eventually, I stumble into a small glen surrounded by towering trees.
This’ll have to do, I think. I can’t bring myself to trek any farther.
I set Kenzo down on the ground and remove his cloak from my shoulders. Then I kneel over him and tear the thick, insulating cloth into thirds. Only at the sound of his beloved cloak being ripped to shreds does the boy finally stir.
“That’s vicuna wool,” he whines in protest.
“Oh hush,” I murmur. “I’m sure your father will buy you a shiny new one if you somehow manage to survive the night.”
Carefully I reach beneath Kenzo’s back and prop him up on a large boulder. I peel back each layer of his ripped tunic, wincing when I see the damage of the wound to his shoulder close-up. It’s really deep. Around it, Kenzo’s wet undershirt clings to his skin, outlining the musculature of his arms and abdomen, now covered in goose bumps.
I secure the ripped strips of cloak around his shoulder tightly and wind them several times. I learned this, too, at Adachi—ways to help our injured comrades in the field who may be unconscious or otherwise without access to their ki. As I work diligently, Kenzo watches me through half-open eyelids. He takes a sharp breath when the cloth comes into contact with his torn flesh, but he doesn’t say a word.
He’s going to need some serious medical attention, as soon as possible. But this’ll have to do for now. At least he won’t die of blood loss overnight.
Kenzo’s mouth moves as he makes another sound.
“What did you say?” I ask him.
He coughs quietly, the tiniest hint of a smile dancing upon his lips, despite the grimness of the situation. “I said…thanks.”
My shoulders soften. As Kenzo looks up at me, something quickens involuntarily in my chest. A sensation that I haven’t felt since S—
Wait, no. What am I thinking?
“You too,” I reply weakly.
“For what?”
“For…” I don’t know what, exactly. For not dying?
For hiding the truth from me and only revealing it when it’s nearly too late to save his life?
It doesn’t matter, anyway. When I glance back at Kenzo, he’s already asleep.



By the time I’ve finished constructing a shoddy fortress for us, I’m ready to collapse. I’ve never felt so exhausted in my life.
It’s a pitiful excuse for a shelter—just a series of many tree branches leaning against one another—but it’ll get the job done. It might just trap a little body heat for Kenzo through the night.
I nudge him awake. The color seems to have somewhat returned to his face, though it’s hard to tell in the dark.
Kenzo blinks a few times, getting his bearings. Wordlessly, I point toward the shelter.
Tonight will be the first that I’ve allowed us to rest, instead of trudging through the woods until daybreak comes. Now that I know that Kenzo doesn’t possess Dragon ki, I can only imagine the state of exhaustion he must be in by now. It must’ve taken everything he had to keep on walking through the steep terrain with so little rest.
Kenzo inhales deeply, then gathers his legs up. Like a three-legged dog, he limps over to the opening in the makeshift shelter and crawls inside, lying down on his non-injured side.
I follow him in, hesitating for a moment at the opening. There’s hardly enough room for one person in here, let alone two. Kenzo is already taking up three quarters of the space, and that’s lying on his side.
But if we want to make it through the night without succumbing to the cold, we’re going to have to get a little cozy. I’m way too tired to build a new fortress. I grimace and slide my way beneath the branches.
Then I roll over—
And find myself face-to-face with Kenzo, our heads so close to each other that I can feel the heat radiating off him. He stays perfectly still, holding my gaze, an unreadable expression passing over his eyes. I don’t know why my heart is suddenly beating so fast. I can only pray that he can’t feel it through the miniscule space between us.
It’s certainly warmer here than it was out there. Or maybe that’s the blood rushing to my cheeks.
Carefully I shimmy downward a few centimeters, so that my nose is level with his chest. That’s better. At least this way, I can’t see his face, and he can’t see mine.
A long time passes. At first, I think Kenzo has fallen back asleep. But then he speaks.
“So, who was that guy?”
For a second I wonder who he’s talking about. Then I realize he’s talking about the gumiho’s final transformation. Seung.
I stiffen. “Not important.”
“Seemed kinda important. To you.”
“He was just…” I consider telling him the truth. Then I clear my throat, pivoting. “Actually, I think you’re the one with some explaining to do, here.”
Kenzo sighs. “I never meant to deceive you, Eunji.”
I stare into the darkness, silent.
“I never meant to deceive anyone,” he goes on. “I did everything that I was supposed to do. I passed the Exam. Went through the ritual; met the dragon. But…” He trails off.
I’ve never heard of an instance in which the ritual didn’t result in the immediate endowment of Dragon ki. But then again, I suppose if it did somehow happen, Kenzo would be highly motivated to keep it a secret.
I tilt my head upward to glance at him. For a boy so towering—both in height and his usual presence—he seems so small now.
“How did you manage to hide this?” I ask, stunned.
When Kenzo finally replies, his voice is heavy, dejected. There’s not a shred of pride in it. “Fooled you, didn’t I?”
“But…your promotion, your accolades…”
He coughs out a short, bitter laugh. “The empire sees what it wants to see, Eunji. People always do. They believe what they want to believe—especially regarding someone so distinguished as the son of Minister Kobayashi. Besides, look at me.” A glimmer of humor appears in his voice. “Would you have any reason to believe that this guy”—he gestures to his own body in the darkness—“wouldn’t have superhuman strength? I don’t think so.”
I lie there, staring blankly toward his chest.
Then I burst out laughing. At first, he joins in, until he realizes that I’m laughing at him, not with him.
“Hey, quit it.” He nudges me. I picture his mouth somewhere in the space above my head, surely forming a defensive pout.
“You!” I chortle, doubling over in stitches. “Going on about ‘protecting me,’ saying that’s your duty. Really—how exactly were you planning on defending me if I got into any actual trouble? If anyone’s been protecting anyone else…it’s me protecting you.”
“Perhaps,” Kenzo grumbles, “as I said before, not everything can be solved with punching and kicking.”
“Okay, sure.”
“Stop laughing.”
“I’m done.” One more chuckle escapes. “Starting now.”
Kenzo falls back into silence. I wait for him to speak up again, but he doesn’t. The minutes pass by. Eventually, I realize he’s fallen asleep.
And I find myself yawning, too, as my bones sink into the earth. It’s long past time that I rested.
As I drift off, my mind dances back and forth between thoughts of Seung’s image, smiling and wiping my tears away at the bridge, and a dim awareness of Kenzo, pressed against me now, his chest rising and falling in a deep slumber. Then the night takes over, my unconscious calls to me, and I slip away, into sleep.
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SEUNG
We finally break out of the woods and arrive at the top of a long mountain valley. The starlight overhead washes the mountaintops in a soft, purple haze. Winding into the distance at the far end is a glowing maze of brilliant city lights. They gleam and twinkle, faintly orange under the midnight shadows.
Hannam City.
Beside me, the tiger’s tail swishes back and forth, and her whiskers twitch as she watches out over the scene, her face impassive.
Thanks to the remote path the Tiger spirit has charted out for us, the last day and a half of our travels passed by without another encounter with the empire. Avoiding soldiers has certainly been a relief. But it’s also meant hours with little rest, hiking up mountainous terrain, and descending steep downhills.
Judging from the distance, we’re less than a day’s journey away from the city now. And Mount Tangun with it.
But this is going to be the hardest stretch yet. Hannam City is the hub of the Dragon Empire’s operations in the Tiger Colonies, the administrative capital. We’re walking right into the mouth of the Dragon.
“Should we camp for the rest of the night?” I ask, my hands suddenly clammy at the thought of the journey ahead.
Jin shakes her head. “We’re too exposed here. Let’s go into the valley and find shelter.”
As we make our way along the mountain slope, I feel a low burning in my chest. The feeling crackles, sending anxious tongues of flame licking out into the air.
Stars wink down from overhead as we make it to the bottom of the mountain. I spot a trail leading through the pass; presumably it goes all the way to Hannam City.
The only problem?
It’s crawling with Dragon soldiers. From the immense city gates to the mountain peak: an endless stream of them, passing back and forth. Patrolling.
Searching for a tiger. Searching for us.
I scan the path, then turn to Jin. “There’s no way through—”
But Jin is nowhere to be seen.
Where did she go? Beside me, the tiger suddenly growls and yelps. I whip around, searching for my companion, when—
WHAM.
I’m down on the ground.
I look up dizzily as a dozen boots emerge around me.
“Mmmm!” Jin squirms on the grass beside me, a huge bag thrown over her body. A low rumble shakes the ground as the tiger wrestles with several soldiers who have encased her in a giant net.
They’ve appeared seemingly out of nowhere. These soldiers weren’t here a minute ago. One of them steps forward: a tall woman with a fierce expression wearing a brilliant crimson uniform. Her right leg ends in a hard metal foot, which clinks against the ground when she walks.
The woman with the metal foot whistles twice, then gestures to the soldiers behind her. She barks out orders to them in Dragon language.
“All right, Slayers! Round ’em up!”
I try to scramble to my feet as the soldiers pour over us, but I’m too weak. The Tiger Slayers advance impossibly fast, surrounding us quickly. I distantly hear the tiger roaring again, somewhere behind me.
Then someone pulls a heavy bag over my body, and everything goes dark.



Let’s just say this isn’t my finest hour.
For one, I can’t see a thing. The Tiger Slayers have stuffed me into some kind of sack and pulled the drawstrings tight. The black cloth shuts out most of the light, and I can hardly get enough oxygen in here. From the shift in what little light I can catch through the bag, it seems morning has come.
Not to mention that they’ve bound my wrists and ankles so that I can’t move.
Through the night, the Slayers have been dragging us on a sled…who knows where. Maybe they’re taking us right back to Kidoh to be executed. Which means this whole journey might have been for nothing.
We were so close. So close.
“Seung,” a voice calls to me from outside.
“I’m here.” I jolt, suddenly alert. “Are you okay?”
“Seung. We need to escape, now.”
“Jin…they can hear us.”
I hear her scoff even through the layers of our bags. “These Dragon worshippers don’t speak a word of Tiger language.”
Sure enough, the Slayer dragging our sled doesn’t seem to pause or acknowledge our conversation. But maybe they just figure there isn’t much we can do to get out at this point.
“Have you figured it out yet?” asks Jin.
“Figured out what?”
“Where we’re going.” She pauses. “We’re not heading back up the valley. We’re on a paved road. They must be dragging us toward the capital. These idiots are pulling us directly into Hannam City.”
She’s right. As we go, the sound of birds and the rustling of wind through the valley begins to fade away. Replacing it are the snorting of mules and the trundling noises of wheels bumping along the road. I even think I hear the honking of a car off in the distance.
“Seung,” Jin says. “It’s time. Do your thing.”
I don’t have to ask her to clarify what she means. The message is clear: Use your ki powers.
I groan to myself, feeling dread. The dying Officer Hiyoshi’s face flashes before me.
“Jin, I can’t.”
“You can,” she insists.
I grimace as the sled goes over a bump in the road, roughly banging my head against the wood. Around us, a wall of noise is picking up. We must be entering the city proper. Now I can hear the rattling of wheeled carts everywhere, the bustle of businessmen crying out to pedestrians. At first, the voices are scattered and few and far between. But as the minutes pass, soon they’re everywhere.
A pungent smell fills my nose: a mix of mule manure, sawdust, sweat from a thousand feet. I squint through the bag, but it’s hopeless—I can’t see a thing.
I can feel them around us, though: the crowds of people. A swirl of emotions in the air, richer and more complex than anything I’ve experienced in my life. Dozens of people, maybe hundreds, maybe thousands, worrying, busy along their way, feeling anxious, excited, upset, cheerful, alive.
What a way to be introduced to the capital city. Blind and kidnapped, bagged up and dragged through the streets like a parcel of vegetables.
“Seung,” Jin says.
My mind races as I assess the situation.
Fact #1: We are in serious trouble.
Fact #2: If we want to get out of here alive, we’re going to have to escape. And do it quickly. Because wherever they’re taking us…it can’t be far from here.
I’ve summoned my ki really only a few times now. I’m scared of these powers. I don’t know what will happen if I try to draw on them.
The bag jolts again as we’re dragged over a bump in the road, and I see stars as my head bangs roughly against the wood. Spirits.
I hear cries as people notice us passing by. I imagine them pointing fingers, collecting on the streets, gawking at the tiger.
The bag rattles again, and I feel the sharp pain in my lower back this time.
Aiya. That’s it.
I take a deep breath—and reach down into myself, into that place I’ve been before.
I reach down into my memories…
Don’t doubt your anger, Seung, I hear Jin’s voice say to me. It’s the most important fuel you’ll ever have.
A spark grows inside me, catching flame—
I close my eyes, bidding it to grow. I have a lot to draw on. A lifetime’s worth. I feel the flame growing, turning red, to a dark cloud, the emotion building, crackling now with resentment and unrest—
Red flashes before me as a whirlwind builds in my chest. Then I open my eyes and shout—sending that rust-red whirlwind flying out from my body, directly into the street around us—
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EUNJI
7 HOURS EARLIER
At first, I ignore the shouting. It’s something from a distant dream, and I’m far too comfortable here, nestled in my bed, the warm body beside me—
Wait. Warm body?
I awaken and fling myself away from Kenzo with a start. The back of my head collides unceremoniously with a tree branch.
Aish. I see stars.
The shouting grows louder in the distance.
What is that?
“Do you hear that?” I whisper.
“Mm…?” Kenzo grunts, still half-asleep.
“Sleepy time is over,” I announce, rolling onto my back. I tuck my legs inward, then kick them forcefully up, breaking the tree branches apart. Several of them clatter right on top of Kenzo, who flings his good arm up to cover his face.
“Mmmm!”
Thank the spirits—the sky above is still dark, studded with stars. We haven’t lost too much time. Toward one edge of the sky, a faded blue wash indicates the incoming sunrise.
“Oh good, you’re awake,” I say nonchalantly, sitting up. “We need to move. Now.”
“Five more minutes,” Kenzo mumbles, batting me away with his hand as he rolls over once more.
“Kenzo, stop being a baby. Let me take a look at your shoulder.”
He doesn’t fight me. I peel the strips of cloak back, breathing in sharply as I see how inflamed his wound has gotten. He needs this disinfected as soon as possible.
But where could we possibly find—
That’s when we hear it.
The roar.
It’s unmistakable.
Kenzo shoots up to a sitting position beside me, suddenly awake. Immediately, I rebind the wound, then spring to my feet and help Kenzo to his.
“Quick,” I say. “Hop on my back.”
He takes a step back, his lips turned downward. “Absolutely not.”
“Oh? So you think you can keep up with me, sporting that massive injury and no ki powers?” I crouch down. “Stop complaining and climb on board.”
Kenzo heaves a melodramatic sigh, submitting. As he loops his good arm over my shoulder, I rise from my squat with a satisfied smile. Those few hours of sleep did wonders for my strength. I feel amazing.
“All righty, Kenzo-zo,” I say, grinning, “hold on tight.”
“I will not be honoring that nickname with a response—ah!”
I’ve kicked into action, sprinting through the woods with newfound drive, just as another roar careens through the air.
It doesn’t take long for us to catch up to the source of the sound. I peer through the branches at the edge of the woods, careful not to reveal our hiding spot.
A troop of Tiger Slayers is dragging three sleds—including a huge one with a very real black-and-white striped tiger chained to its surface. The tiger struggles against its chains and releases another roar of frustration. Captain Nari takes up the rear as the team of Slayers advances through the woods.
“What are we waiting for? It’s right there,” Kenzo whispers, watching hungrily as Nari and her team drag the tiger away.
“What do you expect me to do? Fight them for it?” I hiss back. “There’s, like, twelve of them. And two—sorry, one of us.”
“What, I don’t count?”
I raise my eyebrows at him, and, to his credit, he shrugs. “Point taken.”



Cloaks up, we creep through Hannam City, twenty meters behind the Tiger Slayers, never letting them out of our sight. The sun has just started climbing up the morning sky, and already the city bustles with merchants, men in suits, Dragon soldiers.
Luckily, everyone here seems too preoccupied to pause and study the two hooded figures darting forward among the crowd. Plus, the added distraction of the regal team of Tiger Slayers and their enormous catch helps us go unnoticed. The crowd parts in the streets around Nari’s team, marveling and whispering. No one’s paying attention to the two of us following behind.
All morning, Kenzo and I trailed Nari’s Slayers up and down the mountain pass, waiting for an opportunity to strike. But it never came.
Now, in a city crawling with Dragon soldiers, our chances of nabbing this tiger have severely dwindled. The prize has been in front of us for hours, yet I’ve failed to act. Now I might never get a chance.
And then, just as I’m about to lose hope, that’s when it happens—
I don’t know exactly what it is.
But one second, Nari’s warriors are marching forward, dragging two large, lumpy-looking sacks along on a sled, the tiger chained on another. And then, by some mysterious force…I don’t know how else to describe it, other than to say that the soldiers begin to lose their absolute spit.
Simultaneously, Nari’s soldiers begin to scream with a wild abandon. They halt, dropping their weapons, howling to the sky, their arms and legs shaking with sudden rage. The crowd pulls back in the streets, frightened.
One of the sleds gets knocked over onto its side by a rabid soldier who’s lost their mind. The strangely shaped sacks tumble to the dirt, rolling a few times.
The bag wiggles from the inside—there’s something inside it, trying to escape.
But I don’t have long to stare or wonder what’s in there. My priority is the tiger—which, sensing an opportunity to free itself, begins to struggle mightily against its chains.
This is my chance. It’s now or never.
I hurtle toward the sled with the beast, leaving Kenzo behind and weaving through the sea of writhing bodies.
The crowd around me is too disoriented, too consumed with madness, to notice as I dart past and dash straight toward the sled with the tiger. A chill runs down my spine as I come so close I could reach out and touch it. A low rumble escapes the tiger’s chest as it eyes me warily, and I thank the spirits that its mouth, surely filled with lethally sharp teeth, has been muzzled. Bending down, I unfasten one of the chains from the sled, which is bound to the tiger’s collar. Then I summon my strength and snap free the chains tying the animal’s limbs to the sled.
The tiger stands slowly, stiff from the long night. It shakes itself, making the chain ends rattle. A thrill passes through me as I realize that I’ve done it. The tiger is finally in my hands. I grasp the chain tied to the collar around its neck and turn to run—
WHAM!
Something smashes into me, sending me flying back.
I’m rolling across the dirty cobblestoned street to soften the impact when I find that someone is rolling with me—it’s the soldier who crashed into me. She leaps away, springing to her feet. I do the same, scrambling for the metal chain. The tiger growls, pulling against its chain.
Behind the Slayer’s headgear, two eyes flash with recognition.
“Eunji? Is that you?”
It’s Bomi, my classmate from Adachi.
“Hey, kid!” another soldier growls over the noise. “Hands off our tiger!”
It appears that some of the other Slayers are awakening as well, shaking off whatever strange spell of madness just overtook them. They turn, encircling me and the tiger.
“You ever heard of the phrase ‘finders keepers’?” a Slayer barks.
“Perhaps,” I reply shakily, “but have you ever heard of the phrase ‘I really need this tiger and you should let me have it’?”
The Slayer only sneers in response.
Despite the tension of this situation, for the first time since I’ve embarked on this journey, I feel strangely at ease. It’s almost as if I’m back in that sandbox at Adachi, in the middle of a combat round.
Only this time, it’s no drill.
I circle the tiger’s chain around my palm several times, securing it in place.
Then I spring into action.
Fists fly from everywhere around me as I duck, block, and swing. I’ve only got one free arm and my two legs—but I’ve been trained to fight with even worse restraints. The tiger yelps as I yank the chain across the ground, tripping the opponents on my left. Then I focus back on my right side, releasing a powerful kick that sends a soldier flying into the door of the nearest building, splintering the wood with a resounding crack. Someone lunges at me, and I shove them aside into their own teammate before whipping around and delivering a powerful kick to the Slayer on my other side.
The seconds stretch into minutes as I fight for my life. Around me, people cry out, many still overcome by the strange affliction in the air.
And then—somehow—I’m the only one left standing. The other Slayers lie groaning in the street, nursing their wounds. I’ve knocked several of them unconscious. The tiger tugs again on its chain, trying to break free, but I hold it fast.
“Not bad,” says a familiar voice. I turn—just as a fist flies through the air, colliding with my cheek. My head snaps back and I stumble, my face screaming with pain. “Though I’m not surprised. You were my best student, after all.”
I whip around. Captain Nari grins back at me proudly, as if she didn’t just punch my brains out. “Choi Eunji! Just where have you been? And I thought you were supposed to be on honeymoon.”
“Let’s just say my wedding didn’t really go as planned,” I say warily, backing up and rubbing my cheek.
“Yeah, I heard,” she says, pursuing me as I turn to run, dragging the reluctant tiger along the street with me. “I thought they were just rumors. You’re really a fugitive now, huh?”
I cringe as Nari catches up to me with mere steps, grabbing me by the shoulders and twisting me around to face her. “There’s also a rumor Isao’s willing to pay a mighty price for your head on a stick.” Nari kicks me square in the chest with her metal leg. I hear something snap; I think it’s a rib. Stars dance in my vision as I slam back into the stone wall of the nearest building.
“You wouldn’t…do that to an old student, though, right?” A frantic chuckle escapes my lips.
“Maybe not.” Nari shrugs. “But I also wouldn’t let just anyone beat up my team of Slayers and try to steal our tiger…without a little payback.”
My body throbs; my legs give out. I slide down the wall, groaning. Nari bends downs and grabs me by the arm, lifting me up. “Come on, Eunji, I taught you better than that! Always take the higher ground—or you’ll leave yourself vulnerable to attack.”
She effortlessly flings me. I soar upward, flailing my arms as my feet leave the earth. Then the wind crushes out of my lungs as I crash back to the ground. Nari walks up to me and kneels down beside me. I’m dimly aware of the crowded street around us, the tiger roaring somewhere in protest. My head spins.
She’s got me cornered. But Nari doesn’t raise her fists to knock me out, doesn’t deliver the fatal blow. Instead, she lowers her voice to a curious, urgent whisper as she gently pulls the tiger’s chain from my hand and takes it into her own.
“What do you want with the tiger, Eunji? What’s it to you?”
“I—I want…” I cough out weakly.
She raises an eyebrow. “You’re gonna have to be a little more specific.”
I think about it. I could tell her about Isao’s threat to kill me and every last member of my family. I could tell her about the reward, the favor I’ll ask, to end the obligation I have to marry Kenzo.
I could tell her a lot of things. But instead, I open my mouth and say—
“I want what you have. I…want to be free.”
“You think the tiger’s gonna help you with that?”
I shrug and immediately regret it—ow. “Look what you got. You’re a respected Adachi instructor. Leader of an elite team of Tiger Slayers.”
“And look what I lost,” Nari says pointedly, releasing me from her grip and sitting up. I glance down at her prosthetic leg.
“Doesn’t seem to hold you back too much.”
“That’s not what I’m referring to. Capturing that tiger took a lot more from me than my leg, Eunji. Everything comes at a price,” Nari says.
“I…don’t understand.”
“It’s not just a thing. It’s alive. You capture that tiger, and that’s a life on your hands,” she says.
A life on my hands. Moonhee’s face appears in my mind.
My head pounds. I spit, turning to the left and coughing again.
“Isn’t that your job? Haven’t you killed so many tigers since then?”
“And that’s why I’m telling you, Eunji, to be careful. You don’t have any idea where this path takes you, once you start walking down it. You don’t have a clue.”
“I need Isao’s favor.” A few specks of blood hit the dirt as I spit again.
“When your ‘freedom’ is based on someone else’s favor, they own you. You do this for them now, fine. But next time, they’re going to ask something more from you. And the next. And then where do you stop?” She brushes a stray hair away from her forehead. “I’m gonna tell you something I wish I’d known when I was your age, Eunji. Something I learned the hard way. True power, true freedom, those things don’t come from pleasing someone else.”
“I just want the power to make my own choices,” I whisper.
Nari sighs, clicking her tongue. “You’ve got it mixed up, Eunji,” she says. “True power comes from making your own choices.”
“Uh, hello?” Kenzo’s voice suddenly rings out to the left. I turn to see two familiar dirt-coated shoes standing on the street beside us.
“Terribly sorry to break up this wonderful teaching moment, but…in case you haven’t noticed, the tiger’s gone.”
Nari and I both curse as she reels in the loose chain—it’s broken, the final link snapped clean in half. Over my shoulder, I just barely catch a glimpse of a tail disappearing into the crowd. I hear distant shrieks as citizens dive left and right to avoid the roaring beast.
Nari leaps off me and helps me to my feet.
“Go,” she says quickly, turning me around and shoving me forward.
“You’re not gonna…?”
“I’m not a Slayer first, Eunji; I’m a teacher first. Seems that you need this more than I do,” she says. “But promise me to think about what you’re doing. If this is really what you want.”
“I…” I don’t know what to say.
Tears rush to my eyes. Nari is the first person who has ever supported me unabashedly. It would be so easy for her to turn me in to the authorities for trying to steal her catch today. It would be easy for her to beat me, collect the last tiger and the lifetime reward that comes with it. But instead…
“I have to stay here and make sure my team is okay,” Nari adds cheerfully. “My fiancée will totally kill me if she hears that I left my team in the dust here.”
Fiancée? It suddenly strikes me that Captain Nari—so stoic and poised and accomplished—has a life beyond teaching at Adachi, beyond the renowned role as a leader in the Dragon Army she’s so famous for. A personal life. And her own opinions, her own beliefs. Ones that might be contrary to what people think.
But I don’t have time to stop and chat further. The tiger is quickly disappearing around the corner, and it’s only a matter of time before someone else nails it down.
“Gotta run.” Through the pain of my broken ribs, I exhale, setting the healing process in motion. The cracks in my bones seal themselves.
I steal a glance at Kenzo. He steps toward me, scanning my face as he reaches his hand up and curls the hair behind my ear.
“Go get ’em,” he says soberly. “Be careful.”
He leans forward—
Brushing his lips against mine.
It happens so quickly that I almost think I’ve imagined it. My mind goes blank.
Then Kenzo steps back.
“Well? What are you waiting for?”
I nod shakily at him. Then I turn—and run as fast as I can.
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Ametal point sticks through the surface of the bag, stopping centimeters from my face. Then it cuts a line down toward my waist, splitting the bag open. I squint as daylight showers in, blinding me.
Someone cuts the ropes binding my wrists and ankles. I look up to see Jin putting away her knife. Looks like she reclaimed it from the Slayer who confiscated it. She extends a hand to me.
“Come on. Let’s get out of here.”
I take in the chaos. We’re on what seems to be a busy intersection in the middle of the city, but the scene is blocked up. Merchants’ carts are overturned in the street. The tiger’s sled is knocked over on one side and empty, and a groaning cadre of fearsome-looking Dragon soldiers nurses their wounds around us.
Did I do this?
“Seung, we need to go. The tiger’s on the move.”
I grab Jin’s hand, and she helps me up to my feet.
“Which way?”
She points as a flash of white-and-black fur disappears down the street.
The soldiers behind us groan, struggling to get to their feet. But we’re off and running before they can stop us. One of them tries weakly to grab at me, and I blast her with a flash of adrenaline; she collapses into a seizure, her limbs shaking.
Oops. I didn’t mean to do that—
But there’s no time to stop and think. As we push our way through the crowd, I see a regiment of policemen running toward us. There’s far too many to fight off…
“Hey!” Jin shouts. “Look at me!”
The police stop in their tracks, spellbound.
“Let us through,” she commands. “Stop anyone who tries to follow us in their tracks.”
The policemen mutely assent, splitting down the middle to let us pass. Then they form a solid line behind us, taking out their batons, cordoning off the street. I sneak a glance at their backs as we run past.
Right. Hard to forget just how powerful Jin’s abilities can be.
It’s easy to see where the tiger has gone from the trail of chaos left behind her. There’s no time to take in the turned-over storefronts, the pedestrians crouching in fear. We’ve got one priority.
The tiger is waiting for us at the next street over. She’s panting, her body crouched and ready to spring. As Jin and I catch up, the tiger bounds ahead, turning a corner.
“I think she’s leading us toward Mount Tangun,” Jin shouts.
Everything passes into a blur of chaos as we race through Hannam City. The tiger leaps, dodging passersby, knocking into carts and wares, and leaving a trail of overturned goods spilling behind us. Jin and I sprint as hard as we can to keep up amid the screams of frightened people.
“Excuse me! Sorry! Coming through!” I shout.
As we spill out into the square, we turn and suddenly come face-to-face with a line of soldiers, pouring toward us from every direction—
Jin gasps in surprise—
Spirits! Seamlessly, I redirect the fear, lifting it out of my heart, through my hands, and blasting the soldiers with a healthy dose of total, unmitigated terror. They cower in the street, hands held over their heads as they shake, tears spilling from their cheeks.
We run past, not bothering to look back at the blubbering soldiers behind us.
Looming over what must be the northern edge of the city, a stunning granite mountain rises into the sky.
Mount Tangun.
As we move farther from the city center, the streets begin to recede. Finally, we turn a corner and come across a wide, abandoned dirt road that sweeps up toward an enormous rock ledge at the base of the mountain. A wall of trees rises behind the ledge, which itself must be more than five meters tall.
At the end of the road, the tiger waits for us, her tail twitching anxiously. Hurry.
Behind the tiger are a pair of stone Haechi statues.
We catch up to her, panting. Jin bends down, putting her hands on her knees and groans, gasping for air.
I look up at the tiger, then at the wall of rock and trees behind her, and finally, at the Haechi statues, grinning their mysterious frozen grins at us.
This is it.
I place my hand into one of the statues’ mouths. Immediately its eyes glint, turning a brilliant ruby color. The stone wall between the statues rumbles, opening up like a gate.
I hear shouting in the city streets. Someone’s following us, and, clearly, they’re causing some mayhem while they’re at it.
I glance through the open gate anxiously. On the other side, the dark air glitters under a canopy of forest trees.
The tiger bounds through the opening, her head held high. Jin and I follow suit.
The air cools. The city noise behind us shrinks into the distance. Here, in the dark under the trees, little stirs. There’s only…silence.
As I turn back to glance at the city, I hear a groaning sound. The stone gate starts to close, the doors rumbling as they move slowly back into position—
I squint. There’s something on the other side. In the narrowing light of the opening, I can make out—some kind of—
Someone running incredibly fast—
I brace myself. Just as the gate is about to close, a mysterious figure in Dragon garb with a hood pulled low over its face careens through, narrowly sliding through the opening right before the stone walls clang shut. Dust flies in the air as the mercenary slams into me; we both topple unceremoniously to the ground—
I scramble away as the intruder rises, preparing to fight. I raise my hands—
The hood slides back from their head, revealing—
I gasp.
That round face, those hooded eyes, those thin, determined lips.
This girl. I know her.
I would know her anywhere.
My voice catches in my throat as I speak, unable to believe my own eyes.
“Eunji?”


















PART III
한 (HAN)



But, right that moment I said myself and prayed quietly for Lord’s help. “Oh Lord I can’t sit and idle or crying for what coming to my life. I know I am facing formidable mountain blocking my path to life. Help me God. I need only your help.”
—Grandpa Changkiu “Keith” Riew



There is a saying that says, “When a tiger dies, he leaves his furry skin; when a man dies, he leaves the fame of his name.” I have neither to leave.
—Grandma Hyunsoo “Kim” Riew
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EUNJI
That tousled brown hair, those chestnut-brown eyes. It can’t be.
No, it really can’t. I know better than to fall for it this time.
This thing taking the form of Seung—it must be another gumiho.
The disguised monster gawks up at me, mouth agape, through Seung’s so-familiar face. I leap instantly to my feet, bracing myself for a fight—
And charge, unwilling to let the gumiho get the upper hand, summoning whatever force I can muster—
“Eunji—stop! What are you—” the gumiho gasps, in an eerily accurate reproduction of Seung’s voice. It really does sound just like the guy who I once knew. But I’m no fool. I shove the monster to the ground, hard.
“Pretty convincing,” I snarl back. “But you can’t trick me twice.”
“Trick you?” the fake Seung coughs out. “What are you talking ab—Eunji, what are you doing here?”
“I might ask you the same thing. You nearly killed us earlier. Decided to meet up for a rematch, did you?”
“What in spirits’ name are you talking about?”
Now that I have it pinned down, I pause, scrutinizing the gumiho’s features.
It’s honestly a much worse replica than the one at the bridge. This Seung looks completely different from the person I remember. His hair is longer, dark circles pool just below his eyes, and his shoulders are more muscular—significantly broader than the narrow, bony ones of the lanky guy in my memory.
“You don’t even look that much like him,” I mutter.
“Like who?” The gumiho coughs.
“Like Seung.”
“I am Seung.”
I blink down at him.
It is a little odd, I have to admit, that the giant fox demon seems to have suddenly gained the ability to speak, where before it could only screech demonically.
But it would be even odder for this to be the real Seung…
It doesn’t make any sense—what could Seung possibly be doing here? How could he be here, in Hannam City, so far from Kidoh—and what is he doing with the tiger? How could he have possibly made it unscathed through a countryside crawling with soldiers—with no armor, no weapons or protection, no Dragon ki?
The tiger stands right there, behind him, so close within this strange, dimly lit clearing. It blinks at me with what I almost swear is recognition. Above us, the foliage of the massive trees rising into the sky is tinged with gold, as if it’s from another world.
I’m so close. I’ve finally found it—the end of my mission is in sight.
I’d better finish this—before this weirdly inaccurate gumiho-Seung transforms back into a homicidal monster and finishes me. The monster yelps as I grip its shoulders hard, preparing to slam it down a second time, when—
“Hey.”
Honestly, between the tiger and the gumiho, I hadn’t even noticed the girl standing silently to one side.
She steps forward now, moving into a slanted beam of sunlight as glittering particles float in the air around her. She’s startlingly beautiful, with a smooth, stoic face, and long, dark hair that’s nearly violet. There’s also something strangely familiar about her.
The girl glares at me disdainfully. “Get off him.”
Suddenly her pupils widen, filling her irises—drinking me in. Instantly my muscles constrict against my will. I find myself standing up and backing away.
What the—
Seung—or the gumiho—which is it?—remains panting on the ground, his expression a mixture of confusion and incredulity, his back pressed against the unusually bright flower-spotted grass.
“Eunji…?”
“S-Seung? Is that…really you…?”
The pale girl chuckles. “Well, this is unexpected. Lover Boy and Lover Girl, reunited at last.”
“Lover Boy…” I echo her, stupefied. “You’re Lover Boy?!” I snatch the crumpled flyer from my pocket and unfold it, revealing the note scrawled on the back.
Seung stands up, dusting himself off. As he approaches, I lurch back involuntarily. His presence, the scent of him—like dry leaves, pine, and something unplaceable—it’s so strikingly familiar.
This is undeniably Seung.
He reaches out and takes the flyer out of my hand, shaking his head in disbelief. My hand tingles as our fingers barely brush.
“Where did you get this?” he asks in wonder.
“You must’ve dropped it.” I glance at the tiger. “While you were stealing that.”
“Stealing?” He frowns.
Beyond him, achingly close, the tiger pads in circles under the lush, gold-leaved trees. It glances upward, toward a winding, stone-laid path leading up the mountain, and sniffs loudly through its whiskers.
“That’s what you’ve done, right?” I ask, straightening my spine. “You heard about the reward too.”
Seung must’ve heard the governor-general’s proclamation. Of course. Maybe I should’ve guessed I was tracking him—he was the only other person who knew about the cave, as far as I know. And I should’ve figured Seung would be just as desperate to find it as I was, given how much of a difference that staggering amount of money would mean to his family.
In fact, maybe this is even better than I could’ve anticipated.
I had been bracing myself to fight whoever Lover Boy was for the prize. But if it’s really Seung, then he and I can do this together. We can split the prize money and the general’s favor—this could be the start of—
“That’s why you’re here, isn’t it?” I continue, growing excited. “You had the same idea as me. To capture the tiger and give it to General Isao?”
“No.” Seung’s voice has suddenly gone weak. “Is that really what you’re…”
The girl—Jin, presumably, judging from the note on that flyer—saunters closer, placing a delicate hand on Seung’s shoulder.
“Surprise, surprise,” she says, the corner of her lips arching upward, revealing just a hint of teeth.
As I said, she’s pretty. Really pretty.
I feel weirdly nauseated.
“Who are you?” I ask, attempting to sound casual.
“What does it matter to you?” Jin chuckles softly. “I’m no one in your world. I have no money or inheritance, no family name—much less one that an elite like you would deign to recognize, Eunji Yamamoto.”
“What—how do you know who I—”
“That’s all you yangban Dragon sympathizers care about, isn’t it—status?”
On the plus side, it seems that Seung has told his new companion about me.
On the not-so-plus side, his description obviously hasn’t been very kind. I feel as though I’ve been slapped.
“That’s what you think of me now, is it?” I turn to Seung.
“Eunji, what are you doing here?”
He’s still utterly confused. I guess Seung hasn’t quite processed yet that it’s really me. Just as I’m finding it so hard to believe it’s really him.
The bite, the confusion and disbelief in his voice, spark a wave of heat through me, a volatile mix of outrage, frustration, and…something else. I push it down, squashing the feeling.
“Was I not clear?” I reply curtly. “I’m here for the tiger.”
Something in Seung’s gaze shifts as he finally processes my words. His expression turns slowly from disbelief to bitterness. Soft particles of dust continue to swirl in the air around us; the twittering and chirping of strange birds peal down from the enormous golden trees, echoing through the clearing.
“So you’re a Tiger Slayer now.” Suddenly it seems he can look anywhere but straight at me.
“Not exactly.”
“But you’re here to capture her, to turn her in to Governor-General Isao. To the Dragon Empire. You’re looking for the tiger on their behalf. Aren’t you?”
“Is that not your plan?”
“No!” He shakes his head, an agonized grimace twisting his face. “No, Eunji, my plan is not to give the last tiger to the empire that colonized and broke us.”
Over the previous year, I’ve imagined reuniting with Seung for the first time a thousand different ways.
Not once did I picture our first meeting going this way.
“Why, Eunji?” Seung asks, his voice pained. “I just don’t understand.”
Why am I after the tiger?
Because of what you said, that night on the rooftop of the ancient palace. Because of the idea that you planted in my head. About how different our lives would be, if we only had a certain kind of power. Power that only capturing this tiger can give us now.
But I can’t say that. Not out loud. Not without embarrassing myself, without acknowledging what happened between us—or what didn’t happen. Which I’m definitely not yet ready to confront.
Standing here, admitting to myself even silently that I’ve gone to such impossible lengths because of some offhand words from a guy who rejected me—
I feel like a total fool.
So instead I say the other half of the truth.
“They’re—they’re going to kill me, Seung.”
Seung’s brow knits. “What?”
“Isao put a bounty on my head. I humiliated him by running away from my wedding. He’s furious. Bringing him the tiger is the only way to save my family now. If I don’t…he’ll kill them. He’ll kill me too. He already—” My voice breaks. Moonhee.
Seung’s brow furrows. “And you think he’s just going to forgive you if you bring him the tiger.”
“Whoever does so becomes a hero to the empire. He gave his word, to grant them any favor they ask.”
Seung goes quiet again, brooding.
“You ran away from the wedding,” he finally says.
I nod.
“You…didn’t marry Kenzo?”
“No, Seung. I didn’t.” I grit my teeth.
A cloudy look passes over Seung’s face. Then he shakes his head.
“I don’t believe this.”
“It’s true,” I insist. “You wouldn’t believe what Isao—”
“No,” Seung interrupts me. “I don’t believe that you would lead an innocent spirit to her death just to save yourself. That’s not the Eunji I know.”
My jaw drops.
Excuse me?
“Well, I’m not surprised,” Jin says, looking bored. “What do you expect from the yangban? Sacrificing others to save themselves is practically in their job description.”
“It’s just a tiger—an animal, Seung,” I burst out, suddenly upset. “If it were me or the beast—what would you choose?”
I regret asking as soon as the words leave my mouth. I’m starting to get a feeling that my ego would fare better without knowing the answer. It’s become abundantly clear how little this guy cares about me now.
“She’s not a beast,” Seung says, glaring. “The tiger—Eunji, she’s our only hope of freeing the colonies from the Dragon Empire.”
“Freeing the colonies?” I scoff bitterly. “Seung, the Tiger Colonies’ last hope of freedom died long ago. Long before either of us were born.”
I didn’t think it was possible for Seung’s face to sour further. Apparently, I was dead wrong.
What is he thinking? I’d like to exchange some harsh words with whatever—or whoever—has driven Seung to this level of utter delusion. One tiger is not going to miraculously free the colonies from the might of the Dragon Empire.
I’m so mad I can hardly see straight. This bizarre concoction of confusion, betrayal, and…not longing, but…ugh. It’s infuriating.
“Seung, I’m done trying to explain myself to you,” I tell him, gritting my teeth. “Step aside, and hand over the tiger. Now. I’m not going to ask twice.”
Seung doesn’t budge. He digs his feet in place.
“Seung, move.”
“No, Eunji…”
I raise my fists. “I don’t want to hurt you.”
“And I don’t want to hurt you,” Seung replies.
“You can’t possibly hurt me any more than you already have.”
“Sounds like a challenge,” Jin’s voice intones softly behind Seung.
I glance at the tiger. It’s peering at us with mild curiosity.
Then I spring into action.
I swing to the left and sprint around Seung, straight toward the tiger.
“No!” Seung shouts. But he’s no match for my speed—I dash past, leaving him in the dust—
Until a sudden, strange feeling slams into my chest—
I stumble, startled, losing my footing—
My heart is thundering with an inexplicable, absolute terror. A cloud passes over my eyes; I shrink to the ground, the sky darkening above me. I curl up into a ball, shaking with pure, unadulterated fear—
And the feeling is gone, as quickly as it came.
What the—
Seung turns around and extends a palm in my direction. This time, a wave of something that can only be described as total anxiety passes through me to my knees, making them wobble, causing my stomach to turn, queasy—
What…?
It feels eerily similar to what happened back in the tiger’s cave…
I struggle to stand. “What’s happening to me—”
“This, Eunji,” Seung replies, with the nerve to grin at me, “is Tiger ki!”
My legs give out. I lurch to the side, grabbing at a fallen tree branch for support.
“Tiger what?” I swing the branch toward Seung, trying to throw him off. He ducks just in time. It sails right above his head and into the grass.
“Tiger ki. You heard right.”
Tiger ki…
From somewhere in my memory, I recall Governor-General Isao’s conversation with the messenger in my house: A young man…caused a severe disturbance in a gold mine yesterday in one of the provinces. It is believed to be Tiger ki.
The “young man.”
The tiger thief.
Lover Boy.
Spirits below. That was all him. Seung. My Seung.
Well, not my Seung. Evidently.
“You’re the one the empire’s been hunting?” I gape at him.
“Guilty as charged.”
“Why are you smiling?”
“I don’t know.” Seung smirks. “Maybe this is a little fun.”
I fume. “I’ll show you fun.”
Seung raises his hands again, and I freeze, bracing myself for whatever’s to come—
“Okay, that’s enough chitchat.”
I turn to see Jin, standing beside him.
“Eyes here,” she commands. “Look at me whenever I talk to you.”
Her pupils expand to fill her eyes again. They lock my gaze in place. I freeze, not understanding what’s going on.
“Come here.” Jin beckons with one finger.
Some invisible force takes over my mind, compelling me to move to her.
“Ugh—” I grit my teeth, struggling against the pale girl’s power.
What is she doing to me? I have to resist—I can’t let her stop me from accomplishing my mission—I’m so close. My legs shake as I fight against the urge to obey.
I can’t lose now. I can’t fail. I can’t—
Jin’s eyes widen.
“That’s some serious willpower,” she says with a note of genuine surprise.
“You—can’t—stop me—” I grimace, jaw clenched tight.
Her lip curls in disgust.
“Do you have any idea what the empire is going to do with that tiger once you turn it in, Yamamoto?”
“I’m sure they’ll—hold another ceremony—”
“Oh, what a euphemism. Seung, I can’t speak to this traitor any longer. Do the honors, will you? Tell this girl what happens to our world if she succeeds.”
Seung turns toward me, the smile gone from his face. Beside him, I can just make out the tiger peering back at us, endlessly curious. I grit my teeth in frustration.
“Eunji,” Seung says soberly. “If the empire kills the last tiger, it means far more than just a dead animal. She’s a spirit, a guardian of the Tiger people.
“And if she dies, our country will fall out of balance. Monsters will roam over the land, the environment will swing wildly out of control. It’s already begun. But worse, we’ll lose Tiger ki forever. And without Tiger ki, the colonies will never be free.”
I remember the leafless trees, the droughts, the dust storms. Could it be? The cause of the destruction of our land…
No. No, no, no…
My knees buckle. As doubt swims in my mind, Jin’s spell takes over completely. My legs move of their own accord, leading me toward her.
“Good,” Jin says. She flicks her finger toward the earth. “Now, kneel.”
My knees bend, and I fall, quaking, into the grass. I suddenly want to cry but seem to have forgotten how.
Jin leans down, looking at me with absolute contempt.
“You people,” she growls. “You sit and feast on fine silver platters while your own kind suffer outside the walls. And you don’t just observe idly, oh no. You serve the Dragon Emperor willingly. You help them extract resources, punish the innocent and the poor. You worsen our suffering.”
Jin reaches down to her waist and unsheathes a small, blunt knife, advancing toward me. A jolt of true fear passes through me. Jin bends over, gently, softly running the flat edge of the blade along my cheek. I flinch under the icy metal, trying to move away, but she snatches a fistful of hair from the back of my head.
“Nuh-uh,” she says, wagging her finger back and forth. There’s a wild look in her eyes.
“Jin—” Seung’s voice rings out suddenly behind me. “That’s enough—”
“I’m not going to hurt her.” Jin’s voice takes on a singsongy air that totally belies the weapon she’s holding to my throat. “Just scaring her a little. Making sure she knows exactly what she and her family have done to people like us.”
I have to stand. To run. To do anything, anything at all to escape, but it’s useless. It’s like my entire body has been covered in cement.
Not everything can be solved with punching and kicking, Eunji.
“Hold on—let’s talk,” I say through gritted teeth. “Listen to me—”
“No! You listen to me.” Fire flashes in Jin’s gaze as she tightens her grip on my hair.
“You people have everything,” she seethes. “You can do anything with your lives—whatever it is that you might possibly dream. So when you say that your grand plan is to take the last tiger, our last hope, and turn it over to the Dragon Empire…”
“I—”
“You know…” Jin pulls back, now eerily calm. “It would’ve been so easy for you. To open the door, share a crumb or two of your wealth. Do something, leverage your position to help us fight back, take back our country. But no, instead—”
“I didn’t know—”
“You didn’t know?”
I cringe as a wild, enraged look takes over Jin’s face. It seems I’ve said exactly the wrong thing.
“You didn’t know that people were hungry outside? You didn’t know that your father was Isao’s lackey, tracking down the Resistance on his behalf? You didn’t know how they sent the secret police after us—had my friends rounded up, tortured, and shot? You didn’t know that it was yangban, Tiger elites, who told innocent girls that there were good jobs waiting for them on the war front, and then shipped them off to the Serpent Queendom to have their lives destroyed?”
Spit flies from the edges of Jin’s mouth as she twists the glinting knife in the air, seizing my wrist and turning it over to expose the underside of my forearm.
“Jin, rein it in—” Seung steps forward.
“Not now, Seung. Stay out of this.”
He falls eerily silent. Whether it’s due to this power she’s using to hold me down, or because he no longer cares what happens to me—I’m not sure.
My every instinct howls for me to attack her, to strike back, to defend myself—to no avail.
Jin’s gaze has gone cloudy and her face ashen. She’s somewhere else, somewhere far away, reliving some horror that I can only begin to imagine. She looks numb, like she hardly sees me. I watch, paralyzed, suddenly aware of an intense, immediate danger. A bead of sweat trickles down her temple and plummets to the earth.
“You have no idea,” she says in a voice that’s frighteningly quiet. “You have no idea what you’ve done to us. And you don’t even care.”
It’s our duty as yangban, as the empire’s representatives, to see to it that these youth rebels and any other troublemakers do not compromise the Dragon Empire’s authority. Father’s voice echoes back to me.
Could it be true? Could Father and his associates be responsible for whatever it is this girl has suffered through?
And, in my ignorance, am I too?
“I’m so sorry,” I mutter uselessly.
Jin leans forward. Suddenly and without warning, she digs the knife deep into my wrist, straight to the bone—and twists.
I scream.
I retch, coming up empty, blind with pain, but still, somehow, behind my eyelids, I see those two swirling, violet eyes, the pupils swallowing everything, swallowing my mind. Jin pulls the knife from my arm and moves it to my neck. The once-cold blade is now warmed and sticky with my blood.
I’m about to pass out. My wrist has exploded, a white-hot hole ripped in the universe. I’ve never felt so much pain in my life.
Behind me, I’m dimly aware of Seung struggling against Jin’s order. He seems far away now.
Jin pays him no mind. Her face has gone blank with hatred. She grips the dripping knife, raising it into the air, preparing to plunge it into my exposed neck.
“Time to pay up,” she whispers.
As she raises the knife to strike, finally, I break. I scream out, begging now, for mercy.
“SEUNG—” I cry. “Seung, please. HELP me—”
Jin lunges forward. I brace for the impact, another explosion of pain—
A second passes—
Then another—
I open my eyes.
The tip of the knife is frozen in the air in front of me, shaking. Around it, the knuckles of Jin’s hand have gone white. Her neck convulses with tension; her face is ghastly pale.
Jin’s hand opens, and the blade falls to the ground as she begins to shake violently, her chest heaving, as she’s seized by some invisible force.
Instantly my body seems to have freed itself. I collapse into the grass, taking a desperate breath. I need—I need to gather energy—the energy to heal my left arm—it hangs limply by my side—
“Eunji—”
Seung runs to me, freed as well. I shrink away, and his face twists, mirroring my pain.
“What are you doing to her?” I manage to ask, petrified, my sight glued to Jin as she convulses under his powers.
Seung shakes his head, confused.
“I—that’s not me—”
But he cuts off suddenly as something behind me seems to grab his attention. I whirl around, following his line of sight.
The massive gate is sliding open. I shield my eyes as the light of the city pours in. Striding straight through the opening, approaching us now, is a dark silhouette, outlined by the glow. The tall shadow moves toward us, its hand extended and pointed straight toward Jin as the gate begins to reverse its course, sliding back shut.
I squint. There’s some kind of red fog coming from the shadow’s hand—
My mouth falls open.
“Leave her alone,” Kenzo shouts, glowering. He drops his arm, shooting fresh convulsions through Jin’s body and sending her toppling to the ground.
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Jin writhes on the ground, a blood-red cloud glowing in the air around her, sinking deep into her skin. I can only watch with horror as she thrashes back and forth, unable to free herself.
This…is Tiger ki, for sure.
But it isn’t me—
Behind us, through the opening in the wall, a shadowy figure stands silhouetted against the gray light from the city street. He steps forward, revealing himself—Kenzo Kobayashi.
It takes me a few seconds to recognize the young Dragon scion. He strides into the clearing, just as the doors close behind him with a heavy thud—his hand extended, his fingers twitching, teeth locked in a grimace. The bright red cloud is emanating from his fingers, passing through the air to Jin’s body.
It’s unmistakable. Kenzo Kobayashi is using Tiger ki.
The young Dragon scion…has Tiger ki?!
How is that possible?
“I said get away from her!”
Kenzo flings his hand again, sending a fresh wave of convulsions rippling through Jin. I feel the panic intensify inside her, blotting out everything else. Her eyes roll back into her head, her teeth bared in a grotesque grimace.
Kenzo gives his hand one last wave before letting go. Jin slumps over, slipping unconscious. I feel her mind go dark.
“K-Kenzo?” Eunji wobbles as she rises from the bloodstained grass. A golden ray of hope shines out from her heart, cutting through the fog in the air. She blinks as Kenzo dashes toward her.
“You’re hurt,” he says urgently.
“It’s okay, I’m fine…”
As Kenzo drops beside Eunji, I stiffen—unwilling to move away, but unable to shake the feeling that I’m somehow intruding on something intimate. Kenzo’s pale face shifts to Eunji—the blood running down her wrist, smeared over her cheek. Eunji closes her eyes as her wrist begins to heal itself: The skin reseals, her wound gradually knitting itself back together from the inside out. I can’t bear to look away. It’s beyond strange to see Eunji wielding Dragon ki.
Kenzo turns back to me, his face livid with anger.
“Did you not hear me, or are you stupid? I said get…away…from…her.”
Kenzo leaps to his feet, and I mirror him.
The Dragon princeling has no idea that I feel just as much pain as he does, seeing Eunji hurt. Knowing I was powerless to stop my own friend from hurting her.
“Listen—” I say through my teeth, holding my ground.
Suddenly Kenzo raises his arm and sends a blast of rust-red anger hurtling through the air toward me. Just in time, I neutralize it with a flash of my own powers: a sunny beam of hope emerges from my hands, cutting through the cloud of rage. The stream of color splits around me, falling away to both sides, rendered harmless.
“What are you?” Eunji cries. “How are you doing that?”
Kenzo frowns, then sends another, stronger blast toward me. I deflect this one just like I did the last.
His brow rises in surprise. “You have Tiger ki?”
“You have Tiger ki?” I shoot back.
Eunji stares back and forth between us.
“No. Kenzo doesn’t have ki powers,” she says weakly.
“Actually, I never said that I didn’t have ki powers…,” Kenzo mutters. “Just that I didn’t have Dragon ki.”
This is news to me. Meanwhile, a rainbow of emotions passes over Eunji: confusion, relief, betrayal, care. I can practically feel the headache pounding away at her temples.
“Anyways. You’re dead, kid.” Kenzo raises his hands to strike again—
“Kenzo, don’t hurt him!” Eunji rushes forward, grabbing his arm. “Seung is…a friend.”
Kenzo pauses, looking incredulous, his hand still held up in warning.
“A friend?” He barks out a humorless laugh. “That’s rich. Judging by what we saw over the bridge, seems to me he may have been something more. An old flame, perhaps?”
He’s projecting confidence and apathy now, but I can see the slick slime-green jealousy churning in Kenzo’s stomach, oozing along his jaw.
“What exactly is your relationship with this guy, Eunji?”
Eunji reddens.
“Seung…,” she whispers, and a shiver runs down my neck. I glance down at her wrist, at the beads of blood still resting there on the surface of her skin, and I feel sick. “He used to work as a cleaner at my house. I tutored him for the Exam. After studying, he showed me how to sneak out, and we would go on adventures together around town. We had…a deal.”
Eunji looks straight at me when she says that last sentence. Her wounded face contains everything we’ve been through.
Kenzo—who evidently really does have Tiger ki—picks up on it right away. The look of shock and barely concealed disgust coloring his face is unmistakable.
“You…and the cleaner boy?!”
Cleaner boy. The words rub at me like salt in a wound.
That’s all I am to him. No cleaner boy has ever registered in Kenzo Kobayashi’s world as anything more than background noise.
Kenzo surveys me, seemingly for the first time, not bothering to disguise his revulsion as he takes in my dirt-smudged face, my worn clothes. The contrast with the extravagant Dragon garb he wears is instantly made obvious.
“Eunji, from what I can discern, this guy is no longer in your employment—”
Kenzo suddenly stops dead as the tiger treads back into the clearing. She takes silent, padded steps, her ears perked up as she stares directly at Kenzo, her head cocked with interest. She doesn’t seem afraid or apprehensive in the slightest. As she steps out of the shadows, looking at him, Kenzo freezes.
I see a sick, ugly gray haze appear in the air around him, sucking the color out of his skin. His hands begin to tremble.
“N-no,” he whispers, backing up. “Stay…you stay away from me…” The young Dragon scion shudders. In front of him, the tiger pads forward, her panting faintly audible in the quiet air.
Behind me, I feel Jin stir. She sits up, brushing herself off.
“My turn,” she says hoarsely.
Kenzo looks over at her, startled.
“That’s it,” she croons. “Look at me whenever I talk to you, okay?”
Kenzo’s pupils expand to fill his eyes as Jin’s spell takes hold of him. Next to him, Eunji’s jaw also goes slack as she, too, turns obediently to look directly at Jin.
“You took me by surprise.” Jin spits on the ground, then wipes her mouth. “Fair enough. Won’t happen again. Kneel down.”
The two of them obey automatically. Jin picks up the knife from where she dropped it, advancing toward them. A drop of Eunji’s blood falls from it into the grass.
No.
Not again.
“Jin—” I step forward.
“Not now, Seung—”
But this time I look away, throwing a hand over my eyes just in time.
“Jin, you’re not thinking straight. Listen to me—”
“They’re working for General Isao, Seung. If we let them live, they’re going to—”
“You can’t just kill them—”
“If we don’t, Seung, then what? She’s seen the tiger. He has Tiger ki. They can lead the Dragon Empire here. Now that they know, they’re dangerous.”
Jin’s voice shakes as she speaks. I’ve never seen her lose her cool like this before.
“You haven’t had someone betray your trust, Seung,” she says darkly. “You don’t know what you’re dealing with. You don’t have any idea. I’m protecting you and me and all of us. That’s what the Tiger spirit asked me to do.”
Suddenly I understand. She’s dead serious about killing Eunji and Kenzo—not because she needs to protect herself. But because she believes they are her enemies.
She’s so consumed with pain that she can no longer see the humanity of the people she thinks she needs to stop.
Maybe I see things differently because Eunji is my friend. Because I care about her more than I’ve ever cared about anyone.
I know that she’s yangban. I know that she’s working hand in hand with the Dragon Army’s Kenzo Kobayashi. That her family is aligned in total lockstep with the empire, working against everything Jin and I are trying to accomplish.
And I know what it feels like to look at her family mansion from the outside and wonder why some people in the world get to live that way, and why I never will.
But I also know a little bit of what it’s like to be her.
I know that she’s human.
Maybe Jin is too consumed with pain to see that now. Maybe there will be time later for us to somehow reconcile and to heal. But right now I don’t have time for that.
If I want to save Eunji, I’d better think fast.
I glance at her. Eunji is frozen in place, locked by Jin’s spell. Little, frantic sparks of panic fly out from her heart. I also see a pained halo of attraction pulling her to Kenzo—and the hazy blot of worry she feels knowing his life is in danger too.
I wince. It’s too much. Kenzo’s heart is shrouded with fear, also, and Jin’s is ink black with a combustive mixture of pain and purpose. Between the three of them, I barely have enough capacity to process what’s happening directly in front of me.
“Jin, we don’t need to kill them. They—could be useful,” I blurt, thinking aloud. “They both have ki powers. We…could make use of them.”
“For what?” Jin coughs, wiping her nose with a sleeve. “We’re practically at the spirit cave now. We don’t need their help.”
“Yeah,” I say, “but what about after—when we have to come back down and face the army of Slayers waiting for us back in the city? We could use someone with strength under our control. We stand more of a chance that way. They can help us fight back. Even Kenzo can, if we make the right use of him.”
A vein throbs in Eunji’s temple as her face turns red with indignation. I look the other way, away from her. I know it sounds like I’m cruelly suggesting using them as pawns. But if this is the only way to keep Eunji alive right now, I’m willing to let her hate me for it.
“Jin, look,” I plead. “We’re nearly there. Let’s finish our mission. Let’s free the colonies. We don’t need to kill anyone if we don’t have to. There will be plenty of time later to make things right.”
Jin pauses, panting heavily. That seems to break through to her. She looks at me, then back at the two prisoners.
Something in her seems to deflate. The wild look fades from her eyes. She drops the knife.
“Okay.” She coughs again. “Fine, we can use them. You—”
She points to Eunji.
“You tie his hands.”
Jin opens the backpack she stole from the merchants in the woods and pulls out a length of packaging rope. Eunji stands and obeys, tying Kenzo’s wrists together.
“Tighter.”
Jin glances over at Eunji.
“I guess you’re too strong for the rope to hold you. Well, the two of you are going to walk right in front of us. You will not try to fight back. You will not try to escape.”
They glare back at her.
“And you—” Jin points at Kenzo. “While we’re walking, you’re going to explain to us exactly how you acquired those powers of yours.”



“I was fifteen when I found the tiger’s cave.”
Kenzo speaks in a monotone as we march up the mountain.
The sun has turned a deep orange red as it nears the horizon; through the gold-colored foliage, it’s stunningly beautiful. Kenzo and Eunji walk in front of us with their hands clasped behind their backs, ensnared respectively by the rope and the invisible cuffs that Jin has placed in their minds.
Jin and I follow, Jin eyeing the two of them warily. The tiger takes up the rear, impassive; I wonder what she’s thinking. Her footsteps land silently on the rock path, unlike our heavy human steps, which send pebbles scattering under each foot.
“I was in a neighboring city not too far from Kidoh,” Kenzo continues emptily. “I had finally convinced my father to let me accompany him on a business trip. I was so happy at the time. Now I wish I’d never gone.
“I had always wanted to be a diplomat. But Father’s wish was for me to go into the military. We had a long fight about it one evening. Finally, he hit me, using a belt, then his fists. After he left the room, I ran out into the night.
“It was raining hard in the woods. My clothes were quickly soaked through; I thought I might pass out from the cold. But as I was starting to lose consciousness…a beam of moonlight shone down through the sky onto my body. That was when I saw it.”
Kenzo’s voice breaks. He glances behind him at the tiger.
“A tiger walked out from between the trees and touched its nose to my chest. I had no idea at the time what had happened. It wasn’t until…later that I realized my life had changed forever.
“After I returned home, I tried to put it out of my mind.” Kenzo wets his lips. “But the tiger did something terrible to me that night that I’ve never been able to undo. It wouldn’t leave me, wouldn’t let me go. I started noticing strange colors in the air. Over time I learned that I could influence others, affect their emotions. Somehow, I had been granted a strange kind of power. Ki.
“I tore through the family library, looking for answers. Eventually I found it—an obscure entry on Tiger ki. I couldn’t believe it at first. I was supposed to be the heir to my family’s business, the pride and continuation of our lineage. I was always going to have Dragon ki and serve the empire. That was my destiny.
“Suddenly that was taken from me. I had to see if it could be undone. I would have done anything. I snuck back to that town, looking for the tiger. When I found it in the woods, he led me back to his cave and appeared to me in spirit form. The Tiger spirit urged me to bring him to Mount Tangun, to help him restore balance to the Tiger Colonies.”
“And then what?” Jin looks sharply at him.
“I told him that I would help him.”
“And…did you?” I ask.
“No. I was frightened. And I hated him. I led the tiger out through the woods and straight back to Kidoh. Then I chained it to the police station before dawn and I walked away. They held the Slaying Ceremony soon after that, I guess.”
At that, I stop walking.
It’s not like I ever hated Kenzo Kobayashi personally, although I didn’t exactly love that Eunji was engaged to him.
But now, hearing his story, I feel a twist of disgust.
Eunji stops walking too. She turns to look back at me, shock written on her face.
The realization hits us both at once. The Tiger Slaying Ceremony where she and I first collided, the one that inspired our deal and tangled our lives together—
Kenzo turned that tiger in to the Dragon Empire.
And now, here we all stand, brought together again somehow by another tiger—
“I prayed that I would be free once the tiger was gone,” Kenzo says. “I knew that if the last tiger died, the ki powers would go away. The spirit told me so himself. I lay awake that night, praying that the strange powers would disappear.
“But they never did. They stuck with me. I was afraid then that I would never be free. Suddenly I hated myself. I hated this filthy, abominable Tiger ki coursing through my veins. I am of pure Dragon lineage. I am a Dragon scion. My family bloodline is impeccable. Why me? Why had this happened to me? How could I—Kenzo Kobayashi—be so tarnished? I couldn’t be like this. I couldn’t.
“I began to have nightmares. Nightmares that never stopped. The Tiger spirit would visit me in my dreams, vengeance in his eyes…sometimes he appeared to me as a severed head, or a headless corpse…”
Kenzo shudders, a glassy look passing over his eyes.
“The day of the Slaying Ceremony was the last day of peaceful sleep I ever had.”
“Is that why you came with me?” Eunji suddenly speaks up. “On this mission. All along, you wanted to capture the last tiger—so you could be rid of your ki.”
“What, you don’t believe that I wanted to protect you?” Kenzo flashes her a pained smirk.
“Protect me, my ass,” Eunji shoots back, before her brows knit in sudden confusion. “Hold on. How did you manage to survive Adachi? If you can’t even fight…”
“I can fight,” Kenzo replies swiftly, as if trying to convince himself. “Just…not the way you can…
“I realized right away that the dragon’s ritual would have no effect on me. So I thought hard about what I should do. If I was found out, I wouldn’t just be a laughingstock and a humiliation. They could have had me executed. I thought long and hard about how to protect myself. There had to be a way out.
“I ended up forging a letter in my father’s hand, ordering the academy to have me tutored in private. Then I used my ki powers to fill the drill captain with so much awe and admiration for me, I made him believe there was no need for me to learn from him. That I was the greatest student Adachi had ever seen.
“I tried to subdue the other students the same way. Sometimes it worked. But I was still learning how to use my powers. Once, a classmate threw a punch that broke several of my ribs. I feigned illness and hid in my room for two weeks, humiliated. I was depressed. I realized then that I had to get out of Adachi before one of my classmates accidentally killed me—or worse, revealed what I was to the world.”
Kenzo grimaces.
“The next time I visited home,” he continues, “I knew I had to find a way to escape for good. Finally, I compelled one of father’s colleagues to grant me a prestigious position in the Dragon military—a strategic, noncombat role where I could fight with my head, not my fists. They pulled me out of school immediately, and I never went back. My life was set from there. Until our wedding day.”
Warmth creeps into Eunji’s cheeks; I feel a blot of embarrassment curdle inside her.
“That moment at the altar, when we locked eyes, Eunji—I recognized the same fear I felt that day echoing inside you. I’m sorry—I think our emotions might have bounced off each other—compounded within you, perhaps—and then…”
“Then I ran,” Eunji mutters.
Kenzo nods. “And now we’re here.”
Jin applauds slowly.
“Riveting,” she drawls. “You’re both terrible people. I’m so glad you found one another.”
Kenzo falls quiet.
I’ve listened to all this in silence. I never knew much about Kenzo Kobayashi. Only that he was rich, well connected, and engaged to Eunji, and that she really wasn’t looking forward to it at the time.
But I didn’t know he was such a coward.
Knowing that he intentionally took the Tiger spirit to be murdered…
Part of me wants to tear Eunji aside and tell her that Kenzo is bad news. He can’t have been a good influence. And if I’m honest, I just don’t like him. He’s entitled, beyond arrogant, seeping with self-loathing.
But I can also see the conflicted feelings inside Eunji when she looks at him.
My stomach churns.
We continue marching up the mountain in silence. As the minutes stretch onward, the sunlight begins to melt away. A purple twilight descends around us rapidly as the sun sets.
Then, as the evening darkens, as we continue walking up the path, a strange, white fog begins to settle around us.
The mist lies down thinly at first, then thickly, becoming so dense in the air it’s impossible to see more than a meter ahead. We have to slow down our marching up the switchbacks as the fog grows so heavy that I can’t see a thing.
I pause. The tiger growls suddenly—
“Watch out!”
I pull Eunji back as she nearly steps off the edge of the mountain, slamming her into my chest. She gasps, looking down. Beneath her, where she almost placed her foot, the cliff descends into blackness.
She almost just fell to her death.
I exhale carefully, my warm breath suddenly so close to the back of her neck. Eunji blushes and inhales deeply a second time, twisting to look back at me.
A spray of invisible yellow sparks suddenly illuminates the distance between us—or lack thereof. I’m not entirely sure which one of us they’re coming from. I lift my hand off Eunji’s arm just as she lightly shoves me away, shooting me a scathing look, as if I didn’t just save her life. The sparks fade away.
“Maybe we should stop for a while,” I mutter. “We can’t see a thing. It’ll be easier to make it up the mountain when this fog fades.”
Jin glances at the tiger, who lowers her hind legs and bows her head, as if in agreement.
“No one else can enter through the gate, anyway. We’re safe here,” I add.
Eunji shivers, staring down at the black cliff face.
The four of us nestle into a nook at the edge of the mountain, fronted by a small patch of grass. Thankfully there’s enough of a ledge here for all of us to lie down comfortably.
I glance back at Eunji and Kenzo. The Dragon scion with the Tiger powers is impossible to read as he stares over at the tiger, emotionless, his face glowing ivory white under the eerie fog. The tiger herself curls up by the edge of the mountain, pressing her body as close as she can to the crag, as the haunting mist continues to swirl around us forebodingly.
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EUNJI
Everything comes clear now. The way that Kenzo so easily won over the police officer in Kidoh. The way he quelled my panic in the forest. How he knew about the tiger’s cave before I even mentioned it.
And that kiss—
“Did you use your powers on me?” I whisper suddenly to Kenzo. “Is that why I was…feeling…?”
“Feeling what?” Kenzo raises an eyebrow.
The two of us are lying side by side. Around us, the menacing white fog swirls on, shrouding the world beyond our little corner of the mountain ledge in darkness. The rough rock upon which I’m leaning juts into my back. I shift uncomfortably, trying to find a better position.
“You know,” I hiss, frustrated. “In the cave, and—the capital—did you…” I don’t dare finish the sentence.
“Oh.” Kenzo’s mouth widens into a long smirk, amused laughter returning to his eyes. He speaks at full volume as he says, “Are you saying that you’re attracted to me, Eunji-ji?”
I glance toward Seung. His head is tilted the other way, his chest rising and falling at an even pace. Please be asleep.
“No,” I say sharply.
“Really?” Kenzo replies liltingly. “Might I remind you, I can feel everything you feel…”
My cheeks burn.
“Honestly,” Kenzo continues, “I’m offended by your mere suggestion that I’d have to resort to using ki for that.” His chuckle only furthers the heat creeping down my neck.
“I’d tell you both to shut it, but I won’t lie: I’m entertained,” Jin mutters, lying on her back, her head resting on her palms with her elbows jutting out on either side.
I still feel a jolt of fear when Jin speaks; my wrist tingles of its own accord. But the rebel girl seems to have calmed down—for now. With Kenzo and me totally under her control, she’s more dispassionate and unafraid, speaking with a coolness that totally belies her earlier fit of rage.
“Thank you,” Kenzo tells Jin. “Maybe you could reward us for the entertainment by releasing us. Or untying me.”
“I’ll consider it,” Jin replies, flicking a pebble toward his face. Kenzo flinches as it bounces and rolls toward him, pursing his lips and attempting to blow it out of his vicinity.
Come on, Eunji, I scream silently. Sit up. Run. Fight. Kick. Do something. But Jin’s spell continues to hold an iron grip over my body.
“You can struggle as much as you want,” Jin says, “but you won’t break free. You’ve totally lost your resolve.”
“What are you talking about?” I snap. “I haven’t—”
“Isn’t it obvious?” She snickers, then shrugs. “You’re just a tool. The governor-general’s hired weapon. You don’t have any clue what you’re doing.”
“You don’t know me,” I huff, turning away—so she can’t see the red rising in my cheeks.
Seung—awake, evidently—shifts to face me. Our eyes meet for a brief second, and then he’s rolling the other way again.
He saved my life today. Twice in one day, actually.
But is it because he truly cares for me?
Or simply because I could be useful to him—yet again?
The distance between us feels so large. Although he’s lying right there, so close I could reach out and touch him, it feels like I hardly know the Seung in front of me, who he’s become. Is he still the boy who took me out to the marketplace?
I almost wish that Seung and I could somehow switch powers for a moment, if only so that I could get a glimpse inside the heart of the boy who once broke mine.



I awaken with a start.
I’m free of Jin’s control. I’m certain of it.
I glance over at the rebel leader. To my left, Jin’s head bobs downward as she sits cross-legged, her back leaning against the cliff face; the softest of snores escapes her. She’s fast asleep, her chest slowly rising and falling deeply. On the other side, Seung twitches briefly in his sleep.
Jin and Seung agreed earlier to sleep in shifts. Each was supposed to rest while the other kept us subdued under their powers. Evidently, one of them has fallen asleep during their waking shift.
The fog still hasn’t let up around us. Overhead, a soft glow emanates from a distant moon obscured by the thick, milky clouds. I can’t see the moon itself from here, only the halo emanating from somewhere far above us. Beside me, the gentle white light illuminates my three companions and the tiger, all fast asleep.
This is my chance. I won’t get another one.
I sit up silently, reaching over to awaken Kenzo—when I hesitate. My hand hovers just over his arm.
Why is Kenzo here?
To protect you, he’d once said.
Come to think of it, since when has Kenzo ever been the protective type? There’s still so much about him that I don’t know. What is really driving him?
Does he really care about me?
Who’s to say that he doesn’t intend to use me—just as everyone else in my life seems to have relished? Who’s to say that the second we capture the tiger, he doesn’t plan to push me aside for his own purposes?
You accuse me of acting in my own self-interest as if it’s a crime, but Eunji-ji, that’s what we’re all doing…That’s how the world works. Everyone does what they have to to survive.
Spirits below. He warned me himself. I should’ve known. As I stare down at Kenzo, it hits me smack in the face.
I’m on my own out here. And I always have been.
I pull back from Kenzo, formulating an escape plan. Jin is the one I really have to fear. Thankfully, she’s still asleep. If I can take her out first, I can probably manage Seung on my own—especially if I pit him and Kenzo against each other, should that be necessary. And then the tiger’s mine.
I glance around, searching for a weapon, a boulder or something—something that’ll get the job done in one single blow. I won’t have a second chance. My eyes fall to the knife strapped to Jin’s waist.
No. I refuse to be responsible for another life.
I’ll need something else, something much less lethal. Like…
A few small rocks sit just at the periphery of the circle of fog. Perfect.
Standing now, I slink on tiptoes toward the cliff’s edge, where the perfect stone—dull and smooth, just large enough to fit comfortably in the palm of my hand—awaits me. I sink slowly down and carefully scoop up the rock. Then I step silently back into the center of the clearing, raising it high as I approach Jin—
And nearly scream as a hand curls softly around my wrist—
I crane my neck to see Seung standing behind me, shaking his head slowly, his eyes red at the corners.
No, he mouths. Please.
The sight of him breaks something within me. The last time I saw that look, what feels like a lifetime ago, we sat together, side by side on the roof of an old abandoned palace. I’m swept back to that moment in an instant.
I remember the delicate, pink flower petals dancing in the wind above us that night. In my memory, one of the petals catches in his hair.
Seung’s fingers soften around my wrist.
Eunji, he mouths, seemingly heavy with disappointment.
That one look throws a shroud of shame over me. What am I doing? Attacking a sleeping girl with no way to defend herself? This isn’t how I want Seung to see me. This isn’t me—
Or is it?
You’re just a tool. The governor-general’s hired weapon.
I lower the rock, taking it in two hands, and press it forward against Seung’s chest, forcing him to grab it. Then, without saying a word, I whip around and disappear into the mist.
It’s not like I have a plan. But I certainly can’t stay here.
Lowering myself down, I slink across the rocky surface on my palms like an animal, feeling my way through the darkness, moving with extreme care to ensure that I’m not about to plummet to my death.
After I crawl aimlessly for several minutes, the ground gradually morphs from rocky path to grassy knoll. I surrender to the plush stretch of earth, tucking my knees in and curling myself into a ball, wishing everything would just go away. The fog is so thick around me, and the night so pitch-black here, that I can’t even see my own feet. There’s little to no difference in light when I shut my eyes.
I’m lost. Completely lost. In more ways than one.
“Eunji.” Seung’s voice comes from just a meter or so away.
“How did you find me?” I whisper into the darkness.
“I followed you.”
“I can’t see anything.”
“I can,” Seung says. “I can see you. Or feel you.”
Right. Tiger ki and whatever.
“Well, that’s not very fair,” I reply.
“You followed me first,” Seung says. “Halfway across the country. I guess now we’re even.”
I bite my lip. “I don’t know about that.”
We fall silent, listening to the twittering of spirit insects. Somewhere far away and overhead, a bird releases a strangled cry that I don’t recognize. I hear some shuffling. Then Seung’s voice appears again, closer than before.
“Eunji, let’s talk.”
“What is there to say?”
“I want to understand what you’ve been thinking,” Seung says evenly. “And I want you to hear me out too.”
I can feel the heat of his body now, from somewhere in front of me. I uncurl myself and sit up. It’s so dark and foggy that I still can’t see him.
“How do I know this isn’t some other mountain spirit tricking me in the dark, using your voice?” I reply, avoiding the conversation. “Show yourself.”
“It’s pitch-black. How am I supposed to show myself?”
“I couldn’t trust my eyes with the gumiho. I certainly don’t trust my ears now,” I reply stubbornly.
“The what?”
I sigh. “While Kenzo and I were tracking you. There was a spirit that appeared to me, pretending to look just like you. Then it tried to kill me.”
“Wha—Eunji. It’s me.”
“Prove it.”
A beat. Then finally: “Fine.”
The heat grows as Seung scoots closer in the blackness. I reach forward through the fog until my fingertips touch warmth, worn cloth, a strong arm beneath. Seung’s hand settles on top of mine; a thumb runs over my palm. His hand gently pulls mine in and up, running my fingertips over coarse, curly hair…eyelids…a nose…then lips, soft and slightly parted, chapped.
It certainly feels like Seung.
“You happy now?” His lips move, and I pull my fingers away.
“No. Tell me something only Seung would know.”
An exasperated sigh. “Seriously?”
“Seriously.”
“I have a little brother named Hoyoung.”
“A spirit could easily figure that out. Something else.”
“We met almost two years ago, on the night of the Tiger Slaying Ceremony. You were wearing a silk cloak out in public, and I made fun of you for it a few weeks later.”
“Better, but I’m not convinced.”
“Sure.” I can practically hear him rolling his eyes. “Okay. Fine. How about these? You have a freckle on the underside of your chin, but it only shows when you crane your head to look up at the stars. You find the sound of cicadas in the summer oddly satisfying. The inside of your room in Kidoh smells like cherry blossoms and green tea. That’s how you used to smell too. But you don’t smell like that anymore.”
I frown. “How do I smell now?”
Judging by that pause, the answer can’t be good. “I mean…assuming that you’ve been traveling without access to a bathhouse for the last few days—”
“Hey.” I slap his arm in the darkness.
“OW!”
“I barely hit you.”
“Eunji, did you forget that not everyone around you has super strength?”
Oops.
“Sorry.” I cough awkwardly. “Well, for what it’s worth, I believe you now.”
“Great.” His tone is full of irritation, but I hear the smile in his voice too. “So are you willing to talk?”
I guess now is as good a time as any. Better when I can’t see his face. Or he, mine.
And it’s not like I don’t have questions. A lot of them.
“Where have you been, Seung? What happened to you over the last year…?”
Seung pauses.
“A lot,” he says finally with a soft chuckle, and for some reason, I find my lips twitching too.
And then he tells me—
Everything.
He tells me about the mysterious powers he experienced after we found the tiger in the woods. His life in the gold mines after he failed the Exam. The moment he decided not to let Hoyoung grow up in the world he himself experienced. The anger he felt, knowing that the Dragon Empire had always intended to set him up for failure.
Meeting Jin. The Tiger spirit in the cave. Their journey across the colonies.
By the time he’s finally finished, I’m not sure what to think. Not for the first time, Seung has me equal parts skeptical and inspired.
“You’ve changed,” I remark.
“So have you.”
“Maybe it’s the ki powers,” I say. “And everything that came with them. And…the sense of direction. Purpose. Never had that before.”
“I get that. I really do, Eunji.”
For some reason, I feel bolder when I can’t see him. Everything in the dark seems a little less real. Actions. Consequences.
“What I don’t get,” Seung goes on, his voice darkening, “is why are you hunting down the tiger?”
I stiffen. I really don’t feel like justifying myself right now. “I told you. Governor-General Isao sentenced me to death. And if I don’t bring it to him, he’ll kill my family too.”
“So you just gave in.”
“No.” I push back. “Not at all. The opposite of that, really. I decided to find my own way to change their minds.”
“Your own way that happened to be exactly what they wanted you to do.”
I clamp my mouth shut. This is not what I want to be—
“Did you ever consider fighting back?” Seung says. “You could join us.”
“Fighting back? Against the Dragon Empire?”
“Yeah.”
“Are you crazy?” I scoff.
Perhaps it’s not very understandable if you’ve never been through it, but when the governor-general murders the woman who raised you and places a death sentence on your head, I have to say, the first instinct is not to fight back. The first instinct, in my experience, is run. Run, and try to rid yourself of the death sentence any way you can.
“There’s no such thing as fighting back against Isao, Seung. No one can resist him.”
“There is,” he replies. “That’s exactly what Jin and I are doing.”
“Well, you’re making a mistake.”
“I’m making a mistake?”
“Your plan is never going to work. It’s going to end in disaster.”
“And yours isn’t?”
“What awaits you at the top of this mountain, anyway?” I demand. “What do you think is gonna happen?”
“The Tiger spirit said…a great power,” Seung replies. “The only one that can defeat—”
“The Tiger spirit?” I interrupt. “You mean the spirit whose kind has been wiped out by the empire? You can’t fight strength with emotions, Seung. What are you going to do when it’s you versus a thousand Dragon soldiers? Anger the governor-general to death? Sadden him into defeat?”
“I dunno, maybe!” Seung cries, frustrated. “I’ll figure it out. But I have to try.”
“Even if it kills you?”
“Yes.” He pauses. “I have nothing to lose.”
“What about your brother?” I shoot back. “Your mom? And—” I don’t say me. “And if you lose, who’s going to take care of them? Who’s going to feed them?”
“What’s your grand plan, then?” Seung says. “After you get the tiger. The glory, the honor, Isao’s favor, and his blank-check reward. What then? What will you do?”
“I’ll do…” I pause, thinking it over. “Whatever I want.”
“Wow. That’s really selfless.”
It sounds so much worse when I say it out loud.
Especially now, knowing the true cost of the tiger’s life.
But is it so wrong to crave autonomy?
“This wasn’t just for me,” I whisper so softly that he might not even hear it. Which maybe wouldn’t be the worst thing.
“Huh?” He sounds puzzled.
“You were in such a dark place that night,” I blurt out. “After your dad died, and—the Exam—and then—when you told me how you felt. About me. About…us.”
“Us.” His voice comes out strained.
“I don’t know if you remember this, but that night you told me something. You said that only the powerful have the privilege to live life on their own terms. You said neither you nor I had anything close to that kind of power—and that we never would.”
I close my eyes. It’s barely any darker, but doing so still brings me some comfort.
Come on. Just say it. I might as well, while I have him here.
Who knows what’ll happen after tonight? This might be the last time I see Seung ever again.
“I thought maybe, if I could achieve that power you were talking about…” I force the words out. “Maybe…you’d believe in us. The way that I believed in us.”
I wish I could see his expression. Feel his emotions, the way Seung can feel mine. I could reach out with my hand and touch his face. But I don’t dare.
“Seung? Seung!” Jin’s voice rings out suddenly from way in the distance. “Where are you? She’s gone—”
“We’re here,” Seung calls back steadily. “Don’t worry.”
“Where is she?”
“She’s with me. She’s right here.”
Jin clears her throat, shifting in tone, instantly calmer. Her voice becomes eerily sweet as honey. “Well, tell her for me—Lover Girl, if you don’t get back here right this instant, you and your Dragon boy toy are as good as dead. You hear me?”
Sighing, I place my hand on Seung’s shoulder, letting him lead me back to the ledge. It takes my eyes a moment to adjust to the moonlight. Jin stands there beside Kenzo, who remains lying like a rag doll on the ground, Jin’s knife to his throat. With one tied hand, he waves half-heartedly, wiggling his fingers.
“Thought you abandoned me,” he says weakly.
“I couldn’t,” I reply flatly, my guard still up against him.
“Where were you?” Jin demands. “What were you doing?”
“Just having a chat,” Seung replies.
“A chat?” She wrinkles her nose. “Spirits below, what is that rancid smell?”
“Unfortunately,” Kenzo says groggily, “that would be me.”
Oh. Oh no. I bend down, unwrapping the cloth tied around Kenzo’s shoulder.
I immediately lurch back at the sight of the horrible infection. It looks…really bad. In the chaos of the past day, I nearly forgot about his injury.
Kenzo groans, looking pale. “I…feeling weird.”
The four of us pause, unsure of what to do.
The tiger rises and pads over to Kenzo. He struggles, through bleary eyes, to look away as it lowers its nose toward his shoulder—then there’s a bright white light and a strange sound, almost like a woman singing—



When the four of us awaken, it’s morning, and the fog has long past lifted. I can see clearly down the side of the mountain to the golden leaves of the trees in the clearing below. I can see the stone gate down there, closing off Mount Tangun from the rest of Hannam City.
Outside the gate, swarms of Dragon soldiers have set up camp. I recognize their crimson uniforms from all the way up here. It looks like they can’t enter, for now. But we’re going to have to deal with them somehow when we come back down.
Kenzo rolls awake, blinking. I bend down to inspect his shoulder. His gash has healed completely—his skin is pure, like a baby’s, as if he had never been hurt—by the magic of the tiger.
Seeing the creature up close again, I’m struck once more by its beauty. Its bright fur bristles with stripes; its vigilant ears twitch intelligently at the morning sounds of the forest around us.
Now that I’ve heard Seung’s side of the story—now that I know what will happen if the empire gets its hands on the tiger—I’d be lying if I said that I haven’t seriously started to doubt my own mission.
But his plan is worse than foolhardy. No, more than that: It’s impossible. As long as the tiger is in Seung’s hands, it’s a death sentence for him, his family, anyone connected in any way to the scene of the crime.
The sun rises on us; the wind passes through my hair. Whatever waits for us at the top of the mountain, it isn’t far now.
The truth is, I’m torn. I don’t want Seung to die. I don’t want Kenzo to die. And—though I suppose the feeling is not mutual—I’d rather Jin not die too.
I have to think carefully now. The Dragon Army is waiting for us outside those stone gates. There’s a world in which no one makes it off this mountain alive—whether by the Dragon Empire’s hand, or our own. I’m keenly aware that Kenzo and I are one wrong move away from feeling the steel end of Jin’s knife.
The air hangs heavy around us over the spirit forest, as if it, too, knows that every move we make now means the difference between life and death.
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SEUNG
It’s just an ordinary cave. Moss hangs over the drooping entrance, which opens mournfully like a bruised mouth over the top of the mountain. Apart from the ancient, worn quality of the faded black stone, there’s nothing in particular to show that this is a sacred place.
But from the whispering I hear echoing somewhere behind my ears, in the space behind my skull—I know that this is no normal cave.
The top of Mount Tangun: We’ve made it.
Behind me, Eunji, Kenzo, and Jin stand with the tiger, looking out over the mountain peak. The area juts up into a narrow plateau. The wind stirs our clothes, the sun pouring down on us; the horizon here stretches endless kilometers into the distance. We’re at the highest point as far as the eye can see in every direction.
Below us, at the foot of the mountain, lies the gray-brown urban sprawl of Hannam City. On the other side, the ocean sparkles. A deep river curls up from the seashore, winding its way over the land, wrapping around the mountainside beneath us. It gleams like iron under the sunlight.
Jin glows with a cool blue-green equanimity. Next to her, Kenzo’s shoulders are tense, darkened by fear, which hangs as a shadow over him. And Eunji—I feel her pulled between contradictory impulses, a heady mix of guilt, uncertainty, and awe.
The tiger pads toward the cave entrance. She enters and disappears from sight.
I follow after her.
Together, we file as a group into the cave, ducking our heads underneath the low lip of rock. It takes me a minute to adjust to the cool darkness inside.
The tiger stands at the back of the cave, next to a little stone well.
The low, round wall of carved stones comes up just barely over my waist. A worn bucket on a drawstring rope hangs on a pale metal hook fixed to the wall.
I step forward, looking at the tiger for confirmation. Her deep gold eyes seem to glimmer in the dark. She blinks at me, as if to say yes.
Atop Mount Tangun lies a spirit well from which a mortal with Tiger ki must drink. It can endow an ancient, dangerous power—one with the potential to destroy its possessor. But which, wielded by the right hands, can set our people free.
Here goes nothing.
I raise my hand and take the bucket off the hook. The wood feels damp and aged; if I were to pull hard, I might be able to tear it apart with my own hands. I look down into the well. A white mist swirls there, obscuring a still, gray pool below.
I lower the bucket into the dark. It falls, then lands with a splash.
The bucket sinks into the gray-white liquid, pooling. The white mist sighs. Despite there being no wind here in the cave, the fog in the well swirls on its own, picking up speed—rising up and out, beyond the wall of stones, as I pull the bucket to the surface—
Finally, it’s in my hands. A strangely silvery, metallic water quivers there, lapping at the sides of the bucket. It’s as thick and viscous as mercury.
As I hold the wooden bucket in my hands, an odd whispering in my ears grows louder—becoming voices in my head—I can almost, but not quite, make out the words—
Somehow I know—these voices in my head are the voices of real people. Actual men, women, and children, ones who are alive today, or perhaps, who were once alive in the past. They build into one another, overlapping, forming a soft murmur of noise that wreathes itself around me. I can’t quite distinguish what they are saying, but I do know one thing.
All of them speak the Tiger tongue.
I raise the bucket to my lips—and drink.
The water tastes of fresh snowmelt.
Suddenly my throat feels cracked and parched; I drink long and deep, thirstily, feeling the water cooling, soothing my tongue, pouring down my throat, pooling in my stomach. The whispering in my ears suddenly springs sharply into clarity, becoming real, present, as if the voices were here with me in this very cave—
“I love you, Hyejun—I’m yours forever.”
“Jiyeong, please don’t make me beg. My father needs your help—”
“Umma, look! Look how tall I am!”
Each of their voices is as clear and distinct as if spoken by someone standing right behind me. The voices grow—
My vision swims, distorts—
All at once, I’m swept away from the cave—
I’m sitting in a small cabin built of thatch and baked clay.
A flat pillow lies below me, over the ground.
I look down at my hands—to find that they aren’t my hands. These belong to someone else: a different man, a stranger. They’re large, muscular, the fingernails dirt-smudged, the pads calloused.
The clothes over my body aren’t mine either. I’m wearing a pair of loose-tied pants, an unfamiliar farmer’s tunic light over my torso. Sitting opposite me is a woman, also a stranger. I look up into her face. The woman wipes tears away and takes my hand in hers.
At once, a cascade of memories pours into my mind. Memories from a stranger. Memories from the man whose hands, when I look down, I see.
I see those calloused hands plowing the rice fields outside his home. I see the birth of his children, a young girl and a boy.
I see the girl running through the rice fields, her face pure joy.
And I see her dying from illness, her skin simmering and green. I see those large, warm hands burying her body over the hill behind the rice fields. I feel unfathomable grief pass through me.
I feel that grief mix with rage. I feel him curse the skies above for taking his daughter.
And I feel him waking up the next day, and then every day, for the rest of his life. Going over the hill beyond the fields to watch the sun rise over the mound where this man buried his daughter.
And I see the beauty of that sunrise. I see that pale, fiery sun hanging tall over the rice fields, illuminating everything in sight to a clear, crystal pane.
Beauty and grief mix together within him, somehow triumphant, in celebration of what it must mean to live.
This stranger, whoever he is: I feel his life.
The vision swims, dissolving, morphing into something new.
Again, I look down at my hands to see they have changed. This time I have an old woman’s hands, wrinkled and tiny, the nails carefully trimmed and painted a delicate pink.
Memories flow.
I see this old woman as a girl, the first time she tasted a plum. The juice drips down her chin, the bright sugary taste bursting in her mouth. The utter, perfect joy of discovering such a wonderful fruit could exist in the world.
I feel her utter loneliness when she left home for the first time, traveling far across the country as a young woman to marry a husband she had never met in person.
I see her bear children.
I see her children grow into adults, marry, and leave home, like their mother before them…
I see the Dragon marshal haul this woman, now old, before the court for refusing to speak Dragon language in the marketplace. I feel defiance glowing inside her; I see stars when the policeman slaps her across the face. I feel the bitterness inside her, the curse she can’t bark back that dies in her throat.
Again, my vision swims—and changes—over and over, I change hands, bodies, memories, lives—
I’m a businessman who, after a decade of struggle, caves and realigns himself as a collaborator with the Dragon government; he sits at home, drenched with guilt, counting in his hands a staggering amount of money, an amount he never thought he’d see in his life—
I’m a homeless woman, scrounging for clothes in the city trash, looking for something beautiful to wear; a colorful scarf catches my eye, and I wrap it around myself, checking my reflection in a puddle—
I’m a soldier in the Tiger armies, hopelessly outnumbered, facing down the enemy’s endless battalions, and I realize that we’re going to lose, that I will never see my home or family again—
I gasp, falling out of one person’s memory and into the next—again—and again—
I’m a young child. An old man. A woman in her middle age.
A rebellious daughter. A disillusioned man with a broken back. A petty thief.
I’m a terrified little girl—and I’m the kind stranger who wraps her in a blanket, who helps her home. I’m the desperate mother who welcomes her back in relief, and I’m the father who scolds her harshly.
I am born—I grow old—I die—
I live one life after another—the memories flashing through my mind, my face and body changing rapidly, whirling between lives—
Dozens, hundreds, thousands of them—
Memories flooding through me so quickly that I can no longer stop at any one—
I blink, unable to process it all at once.
The wheel of lives whirs to a blinding speed, so fast now I can hardly perceive the changing hands, changing faces. It’s spinning so quickly that I am no longer any one of these people at a time, no one particular set of memories, but something somehow greater, something infinitely larger—
From somewhere far away, as if peering through a deep, dark pool, I look down and see Lee Seung’s hands.
He sits at the foot of the spirit well with a faded wooden bucket in his arms.
This reality, the one containing his own body and mind, feels almost transparent. Like one card in an infinite deck, one star in an endless sky…
Is that me? he wonders. This one fragile life?
Seung blinks. I feel the air catch in his chest.
My chest. Me.
“Seung,” someone says, laying a hand on my wrist.
I look up and see the spirit of the tiger standing in front of Seung—in front of me. For a moment, I see double—is she the tiger, or the spirit? She flickers, and I see both of them together, overlapping…She’s both at the same time…
“Wh-what’s happening—” The words feel sluggish, distant on my tongue.
Behind me, I dimly hear murmuring, a concerned voice. The white mist is everywhere, filling the cave, swirling ever deeper around my body—
“Don’t be afraid, Seung,” says the Tiger spirit. Behind her, through her, the tiger waves its tail. “You are taking in the memories of the Tiger people. The ones who have lived before you and made your life possible. You have nothing to fear from them.
“Mount Tangun is the spiritual center of the Tiger Kingdom. Here your ki powers are amplified a thousandfold. This is your chance to restore balance to the colonies.
“You must do it now.
“Pull down into the depths of your emotion, and harness that source. Here it can multiply within you, drawing on the collective memories of the entire Tiger people. Reach for the memories of your ancestors—it is this force that will free the colonies—”
I feel the world in my hands, not knowing what I’m supposed to say, what I’m supposed to do. The Tiger spirit told me that this moment would reveal the answer to all our problems.
But I don’t see it. I don’t know what to do now any more than I did before—
From far away, I feel myself nod distantly. I see Seung reach down into himself, gathering up the now-familiar emotions—the indignity, the hunger, the burning desire to be free. The desperation. Frustration.
Anger.
A rust-red fog flickers in my heart, coming to life.
Anger burns inside, seething, a bed of coals, yearning to burn free. The feeling multiplies now, amplified through the lives of generations. I feel the slap of the Dragon marshal stinging on my cheeks; the weight of my daughter’s body in my arms; the cold steel of a Dragon blade running through my chest…
Not just a lifetime of anger. Lifetimes.
The spark inside me catches fire. It grows, crackling, taking on the intensity of a small sun—
It’s hot—no, hotter than hot. It burns—
A piercing, red light emerges from my chest. It begins rotating like the blades of a fan as the frustrations, the thwarted dreams of generations, multiply within me. A great rumbling shakes the mountain beneath my feet.
In the far distance, I hear someone’s panicked cries. I sense movement somewhere behind me, but I’m too far gone to stop now.
The cave shakes as an earthquake ripples out from my body, cracks forming in the rock face underneath me, spreading rapidly—
Whole chunks of rock fall from the roof of the cave as the stone rattles and buckles under my feet—I should feel afraid, I know, but I’m no longer quite myself—
The collective anger of the Tiger people surges through me, channeled into a single, surging river of emotion—
I part my lips, ready to release it with a savage cry—
Suddenly the Tiger spirit cries out.
Her face flickers, then disappears.
In front of me, instead of the Tiger spirit’s face, I see—
“I told you,” Eunji shouts.
The panic is thick in her voice as the cave comes crumbling down around us. Her arms are wrapped around the tiger’s body.
“You have no idea what you’re doing—I told you this was a bad idea—”
Eunji pulls—
Dragging the tiger out of the cave—
“No—n-no.” I stumble, reaching out my hand. “Eunji—”
The great wheel in my chest comes crashing all at once to a halt. The mist falls to a standstill, freezing straight in midair, falling away—
I struggle to catch my bearings. My head feels as though it was split with a hammer. I catch a hazy glimpse of Jin passed out on the floor. Around her head are collapsed sections of the cave roof; she must have been knocked out when they fell. Kenzo, gasping, struggles to stand as another powerful quake rocks the cave.
I stagger to my feet, reeling. A chunk of rock falls by my side.
“Eunji, stop—”
But it’s too late. Eunji’s already left the cave, dragging the tiger behind her.
I stumble out of the cave, into the harsh sunlight, my head screaming with pain as the earthquakes continue to rattle the mountainside.
My vision swims, turning double. I look down at my hands; they flicker, becoming the wrinkled hands of the old woman.
“EUNJI!” I shout.
Outside, Eunji wrestles the tiger for control on the plateau, a windstorm brewing above. Clouds have passed over the previously blue sky. The earth shakes under my feet—
“Eunji, you’re making a mistake—”
“No, Seung,” she cries back at me. “You are. Look around you! This mission is a death wish—”
“You have to trust me—”
“Trust you?” The howling wind across the plateau whips her hair over tear-stung cheeks.
“Don’t you?” I’m begging her. “Eunji, you know me—”
Eunji shakes her head, tears dropping from her face.
“I don’t,” she says, “and I don’t know if I ever did. You’re going to destroy yourself and all of us—”
“This is our only chance,” I cry. “This is all we have left—”
“No, you’re wrong—” Her voice catches. “This is exactly what you did before, Seung. You threw everything away because you thought you had nothing left, but you were wrong. You had me. We had each other. You knew that I—that I loved you—”
And that’s when I see it: the glint of the light reflecting off something in Eunji’s hand—
Jin’s knife.
She’s holding it to the tiger’s neck.
“Eunji, NO—” I shout.
From somewhere under my feet, I feel a rumbling deep in the rock beneath the mountain.
The tiger releases a guttural, pained roar as the mountain quakes openly now under our feet. A crack in the rocky surface opens, winding its way across the plateau, splitting it in two. Above us, the rabid wind shrieks. The sky boils over, gray clouds looming overhead.
I stumble, almost losing my footing. Behind me, Jin and Kenzo stagger out from the cave.
“Do it, Eunji,” Kenzo cries. “Do it now—”
Eunji stumbles, struggling to hold on to the tiger, her knuckles turning white around the haft of the knife—
“NO!” I shout.
Then another quake shakes the mountainside, and we lurch, nearly thrown over. The crack beneath our feet widens as the shaking of the mountain seems to tear at its very foundation.
The blade clatters to the ground as Eunji loses her grip on the tiger—
The mountain heaves one last time as a deafening CRACK! splits the air.
Trees drop over the edge.
An earthquake ripples through the rock; the mountain splits itself clean in half, the two halves widening, falling apart from each other—
The tiger howls, writhing—
She falls into the widening chasm, toward the river below—
I scream. But it’s too late.
The mountain reels again, thrown by another resounding quake, and I lose my footing too—
Eunji, Kenzo, Jin, and I—
One last earthquake rocks the mountain, throwing us all off our balance. I watch almost in slow motion as my feet slip over the edge, the others spilling beside me, over the cliff—
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EUNJI
I’m falling.
An eternity passes as I plummet through the whistling air. I don’t even scream.
For a moment, it’s only me and that infinite sky overhead.
Time slows. A memory comes to me. It’s the day Captain Nari brought our training cohort out to Mount Ito, the highest point in the area surrounding Adachi. We were told it would be a standard hiking drill—but once we arrived, we found ourselves at a cliff overlooking the sparkling vastness of the Eastern Seas.
One by one, Nari lined us up at the edge of the bluff…and had us jump off.
My classmates said it was the most thrilling, terrifying experience of their lives. They learned to conquer their fears that day. They saw their pasts flashing before their eyes. They thought again of family members, friends, or lovers, and of what it meant to be alive.
As for me?
All I saw that day was the brilliant sky. It was filled with seagulls soaring overhead and all around me. I remember spreading my arms, feeling that I was as careless and free as they were, as I tumbled through the air, hurtling toward the sea.
Here, there is no empire. No Mother or Father. No tiger. No Seung, no Kenzo.
No decisions to be made. No regrets to be had, no duties to fulfill.
There’s only me and the sky.
Then I crash—
At first, I think, This is it, right before the water, centuries-untouched, slams into my body as hard as a sheet of ice. And then I’m submerged, and everything goes quiet.
In the dreamlike darkness, I hear soft voices, alien, inhuman, inexplicably beautiful. The sound reverberates all around me.
Is this death? I wonder. Mount Tangun is nearly twice the height of Mount Ito; no one could possibly survive such a fall, not even someone with Dragon ki.
A sudden brightness pierces through the dark. I open my eyes to see the slack forms of Seung, Kenzo, and Jin floating in the sea. Around us, the water itself glows a numbingly incandescent blue. Little bubbles escape their slightly parted mouths. Not too far off, I can see the tiger thrashing its paws about in the water, a silent roar escaping its jaws.
It all seems so far away. It seems almost…peaceful.
I don’t move a muscle. I just absorb the silence of the water, the cold sinking into my skin, the suspension of weight and time.
Enormous brilliant, sparkling ribbons flow around us, twirling and spinning through the sea like—
Like Dragon spirits.
They’re sea dragons, native to our area, distant cousins of the red dragon that gave me my powers in the empire. These creatures are three times the size of the ones that I once encountered in training at the Eastern Seas, and their color is more subtle and subdued.
As they circle us, the light begins to shine brighter; their song, louder. One of them turns to me, its massive head swiveling through the water. I marvel at its luminous scales, my mouth falling open.
The sea rushes in, and I begin to choke.
Then the dragon rejoins its siblings, whipping its tail into a frenzy, and I find myself being propelled by some force toward the surface of the water.
I break through, spluttering and coughing up salt and bile. The scene comes into view—we’re in a massive ravine between the two sides of the split mountain, which has created two towering, jagged bluffs lining either side of the water. Sunlight pours through one side, where the river opens out into the sea.
Seconds later, Seung’s head emerges from below the surface, followed by Kenzo, the two of them gasping wildly for air as they tread.
Jin flails her body wildly as she comes up. I realize instantly: She can’t swim.
As she slips below the surface of the water, Moonhee’s face flashes before my eyes.
Before I can stop myself, I swim rapidly toward Jin, grabbing her by the torso and pulling her up to the surface.
She whips toward me, staring at me with blazing eyes—
As we hear the deafening roar of the ships.
The four of us turn just in time to see dozens of Dragon battleships speeding directly toward us upriver from the sea, through the opening in the ravine.
“Spirits,” Seung gasps.
I blanch. At the helm of the first boat, I can just barely make out a towering figure standing staunchly. Suddenly I’m shivering, and not just because of the icy water that I’m submerged in.
“Where’s the tiger?” Jin demands, her head whirling left and right, wet hair clinging to her neck and across her face.
BOOM.
An ear-splitting explosion rings out. I hear the net soaring through the air before I see it.
“NO!” Jin screams as the net immediately closes around her. “No—”
The ships shoot forward and surround us.
Two enormous hands reach into the sea and grab me by the shoulders, plucking me out of the water and tossing me onto the wooden deck of a boat.
I swing my head to see Seung, only a few meters from me, on the same ship, facing a legion of soldiers alone. His soaking hair and clothes spread water to the deck, creating a puddle around his feet. Directly behind him, the tiger roars, ensnared in another net, as the soldiers haul her on board.
Seung grits his teeth. The soldiers step forward, surrounding him…
He raises his arms…
I watch in awe and disbelief as the soldiers—dozens of them—stop in their tracks, a shadow passing over their faces. They lower their weapons; tears wring themselves from their cheeks…
Seung is controlling them.
Him alone against a full battalion.
He raises his hands into the air as the wailing Dragon soldiers sink to their knees—
And then I see them—
The spears, tearing through the air from another ship—
“Seung, look out!” I hear myself scream.
I don’t know why I’m warning him. Just minutes ago, he was the one holding me captive.
But he’s still Seung.
Springing upward, I dash across the vessel toward him, colliding directly into his side just as a spear stabs into the deck where Seung stood only seconds before. The battleship rocks wildly, sending my stomach lurching as we tumble to the deck.
Roughly we scramble to our feet—
As countless soldiers crowd around us, weapons raised.
I peer desperately behind us, but there’s nowhere else to go. Four more ships have circled around our boat. Soldiers bristle at us from all directions.
And Jin and Kenzo are nowhere to be seen.
For now, it’s just me, Seung, and the tiger.
A hand squeezes my wrist—it’s Seung’s. His soaked hair is covered in salt. His cheeks are pallid, his lips pressed together. As we lock eyes, he nods.
I recognize that look on his face.
He’s getting ready to fight.
I freeze. I make no moves, toward or away from him. I silently plead with him to give it up—Seung’s ki may be strong, but he’d be a fool to think that he can take down the governor-general’s troops…We’re dead if he tries…
The soldiers move forward cautiously. Seung looks away from me. I glance back at him one more time as the soldiers advance toward us.
Spirits below. You know what my problem is? I just can’t seem to heed my own words.
I can argue with Seung till the sun burns out that he’s an idiot to try fighting against the empire…but at the end of the day, when it’s his and my lives on the line…
I can’t just watch him die.
I raise my fists—
And turn to face the Dragon Army.
What am I doing? I’m making a terrible decision.
I’m giving up everything that I’ve worked for—
I’m—
I’m overthinking it.
It could be the sound of the wind, or perhaps more spears screaming through the air, but I almost think that I hear Seung cheer.
As the soldiers close in on us, our standoff quickly and abruptly descends into chaos. Suddenly weapons and fists pummel us from everywhere. I spring in front of Seung, letting instinct take over as I’ve been taught. Behind me, I feel Seung’s palm against my back, and suddenly I’m hit with a blast of confidence. A golden, hopeful feeling suffuses my body.
I can do this.
“Thanks,” I shout as I parry a soldier’s blow and push him back.
“That’s for saving me from being skewered,” Seung shouts back, over his shoulder.
“Just trying to keep your stupid face from being smashed in,” I yell. I deliver a sweeping kick to a soldier’s knees, tripping him.
“Got it,” Seung says, unconvinced. “Hey—behind you!”
Seung raises an arm, and a soldier beside me seizes up, holding his stomach, dropping his sword to the deck. Without another word, the two of us seamlessly swap sides. I pick up the fallen soldier’s sword and brandish it in front of me, forcing the other soldiers to step back.
I have to say, this might be the stupidest thing I’ve ever done, but we do make a pretty good team.
The soldiers pause in front of us, uncertain, as I continue to sweep the sword back and forth.
“Eunji,” Seung says beside me.
“Yes? Kinda busy here…”
“If we die right now—”
“We’re not gonna die right now,” I say. I hope it’s true.
Somewhere in the distance, a horn sounds. I don’t have the luxury to glance behind us, but I know that means more ships on the way.
The soldiers advance toward us cautiously.
BANG!
My chest pangs—just as a net descends directly upon us from above.
As the mesh begins to spark, I curse, gnashing my teeth. The net weaving has been laced with an electric current; my vision flashes, exploding with stars, every bone in my body rattling with the force of the shock. My screams mix in the air with Seung’s. I’m dimly aware of the tiger bellowing nearby, somewhere on the boat.
I lose sense of myself. I don’t know which is the deck and which is the sky.
I desperately try to tear at the material, but touching the wire only worsens the pain.
Finally, after an eternity, the net relents. I fall still, limp.
Seung is unmoving at my side.
It’s quiet on the deck.
My head pounds. I taste salt and metal as blood runs down the corners of my lips. There’s a singed smell in the air. Something small and cold hits my face. A drop of rain. My vision blurs as I stare loosely at the dozens of uniformed boots standing around me.
There are so many of them. Too many.
Then—in the corner of my vision, a hand appears on the edge of the boat.
Followed by a second one. I nearly cry out in relief as Kenzo hauls himself over the hull, his clothes dripping with salt water, his face pale with exhaustion.
Shakily he rises to his feet as the army closes in on us. In the midst of the chaos and their hunger for the tiger, they don’t see the boy standing behind them. Kenzo searches through the crowd, then stiffens when he sees me captive beside Seung and the tiger. We’re surrounded and hopeless. Our eyes lock just as the soldiers close in.
“Help,” I barely manage to croak.
Kenzo looks about in panic. A strange, conflicted look passes over his face. His jaw twitches.
I’m sorry, Kenzo mouths. And then something else. Is it I can’t?
THUMP. THUMP.
Two heavy feet plant themselves onto the soaking deck beside us. The soldiers’ boots shuffle quickly to rearrange themselves, making way for someone. An impossibly tall, fearsome figure strides forward, the soldiers parting around him.
“Show me their faces. I want to see who we’re dealing with.”
I wince in pain as a soldier’s thumb and finger seize my chin, twisting my face up toward the figure.
It’s Governor-General Isao. Spirits.
Isao leans down, appearing above us with a disapproving grimace on his face. More Dragon soldiers march after him down the plank from a neighboring boat, tossing a barely conscious Jin onto the deck beside us. She’s still entangled in her own net, her skin ashy, the tips of her hair singed. She groans, then falls quiet.
Isao moves his gaze down toward me, mild surprise flashing over his face as he recognizes me.
“Is that who I think it is?” he muses.
He pauses.
“The youngest Yamamoto daughter. It is you.”
The general looks dumbfounded.
A thought occurs to me.
I could still save myself. I could tell Isao how I traveled across the country to capture the tiger for him, for the empire. How I tracked down Seung and Jin and thwarted them at the moment of truth. I could still save my family. Save my honor. Become a Tiger Slayer.
I swallow, the saltwater taste burning my throat as it goes down.
The image of those soaring seagulls passes through my mind. That day, as I fell down from Mount Ito, I had nothing resting on my shoulders. I was as free as those birds.
True power comes from making your own choices, I hear Nari saying.
“How did you get here?” The governor-general prods the edge of my sleeve with his salt-crusted boot. He’s puzzled.
I press my lips together, defiant.
Just behind the crowd of soldiers, I manage to make out Kenzo’s form, unmoving. Watching.
General Isao looks around, takes in the tiger, me—the fugitive. I can see the twinkle in his eyes. How convenient.
Then the general turns, finally noticing Kenzo behind us.
At that, Kenzo’s shoes scrape across the battleship deck toward us. I can hear his teeth chattering.
My chest fills with an impossible hope. I beg him silently: Please, do something. Anything to get us out of here.
Kenzo turns. He raises his hand to his forehead in a salute.
Then he falls to one knee. I lose sight of his face.
But I can hear his words, clear as anything.
“Sir, you came just in time. I tracked these fugitives through the colonies. They have been trying to keep the tiger away from you. I followed them here and ambushed them. I made sure to stop them before they could accomplish their mission and do harm to the empire.”
Kenzo bows his head before General Isao.
“I found the tiger, sir,” Kenzo declares, his voice steady.
Isao raises an eyebrow.
“My name is Kenzo Kobayashi, sir. And I’m your loyal servant. I swear on my life.”
Isao’s eyes narrow. He turns back to look at me.
I groan, the injury to my body from the electric net beginning to take its full course. My eyes roll back in my head, and the light around me seems to fade as the ship glides on through the water.
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SEUNG
I’m being dragged by the arms down a dim, foul-smelling hallway.
I moan, blinking, trying to take in my surroundings. Dragon soldiers holding each of my arms hoist me roughly forward as they march; my nose wrinkles at the rude smell of their sharp body odor. Somewhere behind me, I’m distantly aware of Eunji’s presence. I can feel her heart beating. Her pulse feels distant and irregular, and she’s passed out, but she’s alive. She’s surrounded by soldiers, like me.
Jin, also unconscious, is somewhere behind them.
I groan and slump down, slipping back into a troubled unconsciousness. The next thing I know, I hear a metal clang reverberating around me—I stir, catching a glimpse of a pale flickering light in the hallway ceiling on the other side of a barred door. I’ve been left inside a jail cell, blocked off by an iron gate. The soldiers exit, slamming the door.
Beside me, Eunji is collapsed on the filthy, cold floor. In the next cell over, Jin has been blindfolded and bound.
I cast my gaze around hazily at the prison cell as the sound of the soldiers’ boots fades away. Thick metal bars run from floor to ceiling, forming three walls of the room. The fourth side is a hard concrete wall to which a cot with a filthy blanket is affixed. I wrinkle my nose; I can feel the gleeful humming of lice hopping around inside the blanket. Feeling weak, I lower my head back down to the floor and close my eyes.
The world distorts, swirls.
I can feel a fever breaking out over my brow. My head nearly bursts with a searing pain; blood pounds as it moves through my temples. Behind closed lids, slipping in and out of wakefulness, I still see, like shadows thrown from a flaming torch, the ever-changing scenes of other people’s memories, other people’s lives.
For how long I don’t know, I slip in and out of those dreams.
Reality seems to dim at the edges…the room shrinks away from me…
Gradually, the flashing memories settle down. A black darkness more complete than any I’ve ever seen before lowers over the world. I find myself standing somewhere in that darkness with sudden clarity. I look down, seeing nothing under my feet but a black void—I seem to be…floating in the air…above an endless sea…
Where am I?
When I look back up, directly in front of me, her paws standing on empty space, is the tiger. She exhales softly, the air slightly troubling her lips. Her ancient, mournful, yellow eyes blink slowly.
I can tell at once that she’s in pain. A rumbling noise curdles in her throat.
I’m sorry, I want to tell her. I failed you.
Before I can speak, the tiger turns away from me, as if hearing something behind her. She snarls and arches her back, fur bristling. In the black void behind the tiger, I see four or five Dragon officers appear, running toward her, drawing their swords. She snarls at them again before the vision falls away.
No. I raise my hand in vain, trying to stop them—but she’s gone—
I sink to my knees—
Isao has captured the tiger.
He’s going to kill her soon, if he hasn’t done so already.
We’ll never free the Tiger Colonies now.
How could you do this to us? I cry silently, to whoever will listen. You made us outcasts, strangers in our own home.
We were so close.
Tears well. The droplets fall away from my face, floating up and off into the darkness. They swim in the air, hovering in the empty space around me, floating free, drifting in some invisible wind. A strange light permeates through them. They look…beautiful.
I squint, seeing something in the distance.
Someone.
The figure steps forward, through the void, its footsteps echoing.
He takes one last step forward, his face coming into view—
I gasp. It can’t be—
“Hey, son,” says Dad, smiling.
He’s dressed in casual clothing—not the miner’s uniform he used to wear every day to work, but his everyday slacks and the white shirt he always had on around the house on his rare days off. I remember so often seeing him passed out on his cot in these clothes, his face blank in sleep.
But something’s different. I always remembered him with dark circles of exhaustion under his eyes. Here, now, all of that is gone. The weariness, the stress, the knotted brow, all vanished. In their place his face is radiant and clean. He looks years younger. His smile is peaceful now.
Something catches in my throat.
“What? Tiger got your tongue?” Dad winks. “Won’t you say hi to your old man?”
I shake my head, almost afraid to engage with the vision, the dream—if I reach out to him, will he disappear?
Dad walks forward nonetheless, his arms open. He looks so real. As if he really were right there. His arms close around me in an embrace, and I find that he smells just like our house in Kidoh. I’d almost forgotten that smell, somehow. It feels like something from a lifetime ago.
“Look at you, Seung.” Dad steps back, appraising me. “You’ve grown.”
It’s true. I must have grown more in the past year than I realized, because I now stand a few centimeters above him. I always remembered him being so much taller.
“It’s only been a year,” I murmur.
“A lot can happen in a year.” Dad wipes his eyes. “Hey, how about taking a walk? There’s something I want to show you.”
I look up.
Beside me, I hear the burbling of a creek. Afternoon sunlight casts a brilliant, silver-white tint over the surface of the water. We’re standing on the banks of the river that runs through the village of Kidoh.
I know this place so well. Dragonflies hover, glinting, above the stream, before turning and zipping away. By the water’s edge, reeds quiver in the gentle waves.
Dad and I walk side by side along the riverbank.
“Dad…is this real?” I have to ask him. “Where are we really?”
Dad shrugs, looking out over the river.
“Who can say? I’m not sure I know the answer, Seung.”
“Dad, I—am I dead too?”
Dad laughs. He puts a hand on my back, between the shoulder blades.
“No, Seung. You’re still very much alive. Your body is still back there, in the prison in Hannam City. This is just—you and I are just taking a stroll.”
At that, my spirit falls. Reality comes crashing back to me.
“Dad…I failed. I was so close. I had a mission, to free the Tiger Colonies, but…”
I squat beside the river, my shoes sinking into the soft wet clay, putting my face into my hands. Through my fingers I can see the stream rippling as it winds slowly past us.
“You never got free,” I continue. “You spent your whole life at the mercy of the Dragon Empire. Never climbed up, never escaped your fate. I was so scared that would be my fate too.”
I pause as the memory of someone else’s life passes before my eyes. It’s gone before I can grab hold of it.
“And you weren’t the only one,” I say. “There were so many people like that. People who tried everything to make sure that their lives would be different, but they failed.”
“I know.” Dad’s voice is sober.
“Dad, I…I just don’t get it. What’s the point?”
“Seung.” Dad stands behind me, whistling out through his teeth. “Let me show you something.”
Dad raises a finger. His hands used to shake from weakness sometimes, but now he’s perfectly calm as he lowers his voice to a whisper. “You see that crooked tree by the bend?”
I squint, following his gaze out over the silvery surface of the river.
Where the river bends out of sight, an old, gray, wiry tree clings to the edge. A few scraggly roots hold it in place; it’s nothing more than a twisted, worn strip of bark with a handful of leaves. A good shove would push it over.
But it’s also obvious from its worn trunk just how old it is. This tree has lived here, by the river’s edge, for decades. Maybe a century or more.
“Every little thing in this world has its place,” Dad says.
A dragonfly lands on one of the old tree’s branches. It vibrates its wings and takes off again.
“Seung, we all know that there are things in this life that you can control, and there are things you can’t. Life can do a lot to you, Seung. It can take away your chances at passing an Exam. It can take away what you hoped would be your future.
“But it can’t take away your dignity. Take a look at that old tree—see how proudly it stands by the side of the river? No one can take away your dignity, Seung—they can try all they like, but they can’t take it. It will be with you always. The only one who can make you give it up is you.”
I think back to Dad’s last words before he died.
He told me something similar that final night. At the time I wasn’t ready to accept my fate. I was desperate to fight it at any cost. To break out, to rise up against my circumstances and claw my way to a better fate.
I tried. I tried so hard. And I failed. The weight of everything stacked against us…in the end, it won out. Just like it always does.
Yet, even through that crushing realization, I feel a certain calmness. I don’t know where it comes from.
Maybe it’s the thousands upon thousands of lives that I’ve now lived. Every single one of them teaches me something.
Suddenly I see everyone’s struggle. I see the snares, the systems and circumstances, against which the Tiger people have fought so desperately as long as we’ve been around. Every generation has given their whole life in blood and sweat and tears for one thing: to survive. To climb above our station. To make a life that’s bearable for ourselves and for our children.
Some people gave their everything, and they made it through. They found a rare opportunity; they were lucky, or skillful, where others weren’t, and succeeded. Most people didn’t. Entire generations spent their lives suffering under the Dragon Empire’s heel, or under other, more ancient oppressors in other eras. Most of them never tasted freedom during their lives. They suffered unimaginably, suffered lives that make everything I’ve experienced look like a walk in the park.
Did their lives have meaning? Even the ones who never found freedom?
They still lived. They still found their own moments of joy and love amid desperation, amid pain and fear.
They came and went; they saw the light of the sun.
They lived. They were.
And the realization dawns on me—
No one can take away your dignity, Seung.
The river fades away. The two of us are standing now in the black void from before.
Dad’s frame is lit from behind by a source I can’t see. The tips of his hair shine bright against the darkness.
I stand there quietly, absorbing my thoughts.
I think I get it now. I finally do. What my dad was trying to tell me all those months ago.
And yet, there’s still one last question I have. Something that’s been bothering me for a long time.
“Dad,” I ask—I have to, while I have him here. “Why did you save Officer Hiyoshi that night in the woods?”
His mouth curls upward into a smile. I see the glint of wetness in his eyes.
“If I’ve taught you well, Seung”—Dad winks—“you ought to be able to answer that one for yourself.”
A flash of green light bursts silently through the dark, filling my field of vision. I throw my hands over my eyes—
CLANG!
CLANG!
What is that—
I open my eyes. A dark metal ceiling looms low overhead; the dim lamp flickers in the hallway on the other side of the bars. I sit up, blinking; next to me lies the lice-infested cot. I’m back in the prison cell.
I look down at my hands, turning them over. Suddenly my head feels totally clear. My hands, thank the spirits, are just mine.
CLANG!
I turn to see Eunji slamming herself again and again at the iron bars of our prison cell. She grunts, grimacing as her shoulder collides with the metal. She takes a step back and hurls herself once more at the barrier, to no avail.
“Well, look who’s awake.”
I turn to look for the voice. Sitting with her knees tucked in, leaning against the wall of the adjacent cell, is Jin. She’s blindfolded, her hands bound tight behind her back. Her hair is a total mess, her face smudged and bruised. But she’s alive.
CLANG!
“You know it’s no use,” Jin calls. “Those bars are designed to hold back people with Dragon ki.”
Eunji shakes her head, slamming herself into the bars once more with a clang before turning away, dejected.
I try to speak but end up coughing; my throat is totally dry, my tongue scratchy and parched. My stomach feels like it’s shriveled down to the size of a pebble.
“H-how long was I out?” I manage, coughing.
“I don’t know. A day or two,” Jin says.
A whole day? Two days?!
“Hard to say, since there’s no sunlight down here.”
Eunji brings me a small pail of water from the corner. I scramble at it, nearly overturning the pail as I bring it to my lips. Water pours out the side of my mouth, running down my chin and spilling over my shirt as I gulp down as much as I can. The water tastes foul, as if it’s been lying stagnant for weeks. Finally, I put the pail down. My stomach turns, and I bend over, trying hard not to retch. Eunji helps hold me up, rubbing my shoulder from behind with one hand.
“Easy there,” she says. “You’ve been out for a while…”
I wipe my mouth and frown, noticing something. There’s a rumbling sound coming from somewhere beyond the ceiling. Like the distant roar of a waterfall, or a building rattling in the wind…
Or…
Or a crowd of voices. Shouting. Chanting. Screaming.
“What’s…that sound?” I whisper, a chill running through me.
Jin lifts her chin, grimacing through the blindfold.
“That’s our final destination,” she says. Her head hangs limp again. I can see a black ooze spilling out into the air around her ears. Not a ray of hope shines out through that cloud.
“Our what? I don’t—”
“It’s the final Tiger Slaying Ceremony,” Jin says.
And then I get it.
That sound I’m hearing…
“That’s the audience,” I whisper.
The roaring from above seems to grow louder, as if in response to my realization. It’s a thunderous, rolling wave of sound. There must be thousands of people up there.
We’re being held underground. Somewhere under Hannam City. Beneath an enormous arena, a plaza, or a stage, perhaps—
A shudder passes through me.
“We’ve gotta get out of here,” I mutter, rising to my feet.
“You’re wasting your energy,” Jin says.
“If the Slaying Ceremony hasn’t started yet, that means the tiger is still—”
“Seung, it’s over,” Jin says. “All those people gathered overhead? That means the Slaying is about to start. And there’s no way for us to get out of here in time.”
Strangely, Jin’s attitude seems almost…peaceful. There was always a compressed energy to her, a relentlessness that never seemed to let up beneath the surface. Now it’s totally spent. She’s like a burned-up fuse.
“You know, I always sort of had a feeling that this is how I’d go,” she says. Her voice catches a little. “Maybe it’s for the best. Better to go down fighting than growing old and bitter and dying somewhere alone.”
Eunji and I trade a glance.
“Jin—” I begin.
“All this stuff that’s broken in me can finally be at peace now.” Jin cuts me off. “They broke it; fine, they can have it. At least now I can rest.”
“You’re not broken, Jin.”
“I am. You wanna know how I know I am?” Her chest rises and falls gradually, and I can feel her fighting tears back. I want to tell her it’s all right, that she can let them out, that we’re here for her. But sometimes with Jin, I’ve come to learn, you just have to let her be.
“Because,” she goes on, a strange smile floating on her lips, “I’ve never been afraid of losing. I’ve lost a million times before. Losing only fuels me further. The thing that really scared me is…what if we won?”
Eunji’s brow knits. “What are you saying?”
Jin’s teeth flash in the dark. “What if we beat the empire, but this hole inside me, the emptiness that can’t be filled—what if it didn’t go away? What if I was just broken forever, and nothing could ever make it stop?”
Something echoes down the corridor—the metal sound of heavy soldiers’ footsteps clanking on the floor. There’s several of them passing by on patrol, it sounds like. Immediately Jin freezes. Her entire body goes hard as a plank of wood, and the blood rushes out of her face, leaving her cheeks pallid and green. The black cloud over her shoulders evaporates in an instant. In its place, a pulsing, red alarm flashes out of her with each heartbeat.
“No, n—” Jin shudders, overcome by some memory. “No, this can’t be happening—”
She begins to flail, kicking her feet uselessly against the floor, straining against the bonds tying her wrists. I feel my own heart pounding now as a poisonous, blood-red storm cloud rises out, surrounding her—
Taking the form of some memory, some terrible memory, forming wispy, ghostlike hands that wrap around her neck and squeeze, twisting—
“Jin! What’s happening?” Eunji says as Jin seizes, her wrists going red from where they’re chafing against the cuffs—
“I can’t,” Jin whispers repeatedly. “I can’t do this again, I can’t—”
“Hey. It’s just the patrol,” Eunji says. “They’re just walking past—”
And I know where Jin is now. She’s back in the Serpent Queendom, reliving every horror she ever experienced at the hands of those soldiers.
I have to do something. I rush to the bars between us.
As quickly as I can, I reach down into my memory, feeling the warmth and camaraderie of the Resistance members in the factory, Jin’s teen collaborators. I summon that feeling, letting it grow into a golden beam of sunlight, which I wash through my hands over Jin. The light settles over her shoulders, sinking into her.
Jin shudders another time before her shoulders fall. She sinks to the floor, lying down in a fetal position.
I can hardly move a muscle as Eunji and I watch her disappear into sleep. This fearsome, incredible leader—I admire her so much. Sometimes I’m afraid of her. But now…
I think of Jin’s story: her life as an orphan—the hardness that she had no choice to build up all her life—the utter solitude of a childhood without anyone looking after her but herself. I think of the terrors she went through.
I think of her cruelty. I remember the knife glinting in her hand, the darkness in her eyes.
And it hits me: the reason Dad saved Officer Hiyoshi that night in the woods.
All at once, I know why I can’t abandon Jin now—or anyone else, for that matter. I know immediately why I can forgive her. And from that, why I can forgive myself.
Maybe, even after all that they’ve done, I can forgive the Dragon Empire too.
It’s such a simple reason. The simplest of all. But it’s something more powerful than I ever knew.
We are all human.
For some time, Eunji and I fall into a silence punctuated only by the drip, drip of a leak from the ceiling into a puddle on the cell floor, accompanied all the time by the distant roar of the crowd waiting above our heads for the Slaying Ceremony to begin.
I look over to Eunji. She looks crestfallen and disturbed.
“I wish you guys could have started on a better foot,” I mutter. I don’t want Eunji to think badly of Jin, despite everything. “You’ve only ever seen the part of her that’s most in pain.”
“I don’t know,” Eunji says quietly. “I don’t know what they put her through…but maybe I’d feel the same way if I were in her shoes.”
She falls silent for a bit.
“She’s tough,” Eunji says finally. “She’s a fighter.”
“Like someone else I know,” I say. Her lips twitch, a slight smile. “I never thanked you, by the way,” I add.
“Thanked me?”
“For saving my life, back on the boat.”
“Oh,” says Eunji. “You don’t have to thank me. Of course I’d do that.”
A little lock of her hair has fallen out of place. I want to brush it aside, but something holds me back. There’s some distance between Eunji and me, after all we’ve been through apart. A gap between us that I don’t know how to bridge.
What can I say to her? How can I reach through to her—how can we find each other again?
Despite how much we’ve grown, I do feel that, deep inside us, we’re still the same kids who bumped into each other at that first Slaying.
Eunji hangs her head. I turn to look at her. She opens her mouth to speak.
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EUNJI
“This might be it,” I mutter. “The end for us…”
Seung shakes his head. He lets out a kind of sad laughter. Despite the cold of the cell, I feel a warmth spread within me.
“There is no end for us, Eunji.”
Is he talking about making it out alive from here? Or…?
“Seung…”
What can I say to him?
“I missed you.” As the truth spills out from between my lips, I wipe my eyes. Suddenly I hate the tears. I hate feeling so fragile, after everything I’ve done, after how strong I’ve become. I hate the voice crying out inside me like a child, screaming, Where were you? How could you let me walk away? And how can I be sure that I’ll never lose you again?
“I’m here,” Seung says. As if he’s heard my inner thoughts. “I’m not going anywhere, Eunji. I promise.”
I scan his features, trying to understand what he’s saying. Here we are again, sitting side by side, and I’m looking at him and feeling this way, and I think he might feel the same, but I just don’t know. Has anything changed since the palace rooftop?
“You told me once,” I say, “that there were certain things we could never achieve, never be, never do, because we lacked power. I spent the last year so…mad at you. For not believing in yourself. For not believing in me. And, honestly, I have to—to thank you.”
A chuckle escapes me.
“I went to crazy lengths,” I say. “I became the person I am today because I wanted so badly to prove you wrong—I wanted you to realize just how wrong you were.”
Embarrassed, I cover my face with my hands.
I feel warm fingers close around my own as Seung gently peels them away to reveal his chestnut-brown eyes shining across from mine.
“I did,” he says. “I do.”
He squeezes my hand.
“And you should know, Eunji,” he goes on, “I’d never worked so hard for anything until you came into my life. I’d never allowed myself to dream. But for the first time, I wanted—I strived—to be better. I wanted to be good enough—for you.”
“Seung.” I shake my head. “You were good enough for me the day we met in the kimchi fridge.”
I laugh, again, at the memory of the two of us standing there in the dark as I demanded that we strike a deal. So long ago.
We’re sitting so close. If I wanted to, I could just reach up and touch his face now.
Suddenly a blinding light shines as the door on the other side of the iron bars swings open.
Seung and I spring apart to the harsh sound of boots against concrete. In the corner of her cell, Jin stirs in her sleep as the soldiers shuffle in.
“Just her,” barks an officer.
Seung leaps to his feet as a soldier reaches forward, pointing straight at me.



“Miss Yamamoto, let’s chat.”
Isao slides a glass of water across the small, metal table and toward my hands as he takes his seat. The electric light of the stale, white room is blinding after spending so many hours in the dark.
“The empire is thrilled to welcome you home. Well done.” Isao gives me a slight smile and nods as he leans forward, his elbows resting on the table, almost fatherly.
I remain with my back firmly against the chair, my shoulders rigid, waiting for the twist.
My blood turns to ice as the door swings open.
Someone steps inside—
“Eunji,” Mother whispers.
No.
I shoot to my feet. One of the soldiers stationed at the door immediately places a hand on Mother’s shoulder, and she flinches. I sink back down into the chair.
I stare from her to Isao in confusion. His smile looks cold now. “Kenzo Kobayashi explained to us the harrowing story of your courage—how you two tracked down the last tiger. That is, until the Resistance girl invaded your mind and forced you to fight against my men. Isn’t that right, Kenzo?”
The soldier across from me—the one who escorted me here—lifts his crimson helmet off, freeing his shaggy, jet-black hair. Kenzo bows to the governor-general in agreement.
My chest constricts.
“Miss Yamamoto,” the governor-general says, “it’s time to celebrate.”
That’s not my name, I think silently. Sullenly.
“Celebrate?” I keep my tone light. Has Isao really believed Kenzo’s lie? Or does he know the truth—that I acted of my own volition on that boat?
“Yes. It’s your wedding day. I think that’s an occasion for celebration, wouldn’t you agree?”
I open my mouth to protest, then shut it as Mother stiffens at the doorway. Her face is blank. I wonder where she stands. Is she here as Isao’s captive, or was this her suggestion?
“The empire has a vested interest, Miss Yamamoto, in seeing you and Mr. Kobayashi happily married. You should feel very, very lucky about that. There are few people on this earth who have crossed me and been permitted to live.”
Kenzo remains by the opposite wall, dressed in crimson armor, cradling the signature Dragon Army helmet in his hands. Preoccupied, he focuses on polishing the shiny surface with his thumb.
“This is a great day for you,” the governor-general goes on. “You’ll be married; you and your husband will be proclaimed the heroes who captured the last tiger. You’ll live happily ever after, and quietly. I trust that there will be no complications this time. I can trust you with that, can’t I?”
My mind races. Isao waves Kenzo over impatiently. Kenzo drifts toward me, his clean black shoes ringing out against the concrete.
“Eunji,” Kenzo says, his voice flat. “I’ve known for a long time that our lives were destined to be intertwined. But I had no idea just how great of a match we’d make.” He reaches out and takes my hand, pulling me up to stand and face him. His fingertips are cold. “And we have made a great match.” For a second, a gleam of actual emotion passes over his features. “Don’t you think?”
As he stares down at me, Kenzo’s eyes flash at me with something that I can only describe as a warning. Just go with it, he seems to say.
“I always believed that if I married, it would be to serve the empire, not for love,” Kenzo finishes. “I never imagined that it could be for both.”
I look up, searching Kenzo’s face. Love?
Are we playing Isao?
Or are you playing me?
Isao chuckles and pats Kenzo on his left shoulder—the recently injured one—hard. Kenzo pales, looking nervous.
“What’s your answer, Miss Yamamoto? I’d like to know. Now, please.”
And then I understand. It doesn’t even matter whether Isao believes Kenzo’s story. He probably doesn’t. But the truth isn’t even important.
What is important is that Isao wins. What is important is that no one can ever be seen to turn against his will in public.
What’s important is that Kenzo and I demonstrate our loyalty today.
This is the story that Isao has decided to go with. He wants to prove to the colonies that the empire does not make mistakes. Isao plans to use our so-called love to distract from the empire’s brutality on the same night that he slays the final tiger, to twist it into a fairy-tale ending. And he wants me to confirm that I’m on his side.
If I say no, what will become of me?
Of Kenzo? Of our families?
If I say yes, what will become of Seung, Jin, and the tiger?
I open my mouth.
“I…”
Everyone in the room watches me, tense with anticipation. I glance at Mother. She shivers. Now I can see from the fear in her eyes that she’s not here of her own accord. She’s under threat.
“I…”
Kenzo pales. Isao simply stares at me, unfeeling and unmoving.
I lower my head. “Yes, sir. I’ll do whatever you ask.”
“Good. You two can wait downstairs and freshen up. I want you to be calm and cheerful when you return. Everyone should see—feel—exactly how happy you are.” Isao gives Kenzo a meaningful look. “You can help with that, can’t you, Kobayashi?”
He knows.
He knows Kenzo has Tiger ki.
My gut twists. Something feels wrong.
If Isao knows the truth about Kenzo…and the truth about me…then why are we being permitted to live today?
What is he planning that I don’t know?
“Escort them down,” the governor-general says.



Down the stairs, Kenzo takes me by the elbow and turns us abruptly back toward the prison.
“Hey,” says the soldier next to him gruffly. “We’re supposed to head to the other wing.”
Kenzo faces the other soldier and places a hand on his arm. “You look tired, man. Are you feeling okay? Maybe you should go home.”
Immediately the man’s shoulders soften, and he nods absentmindedly, then turns and stumbles the other way. Kenzo pushes me through the hall and back into the dark cell corridor, slamming the door shut behind him.
“Eunji—” Seung, standing up against the bars, searches my face. Jin, awake now, waits in the shadows of her cell, her mouth pressed into a tight line. Her face is ashen and gray beneath the blindfold.
“I’m okay,” I say quickly, reaching forward, but Kenzo’s hand on my arm stops me. I shove it off, turning around to face him.
“That was quite the performance back there.” I scoff at him.
“Quickly,” Kenzo says, his voice suddenly free of swagger, “we don’t have much time.”
“Time for what?”
“I’m upholding my vow,” Kenzo says, “to protect you.”
“This is what you call ‘protecting’?” I guffaw in disbelief, gesturing to the cell behind me. “You don’t seriously think I’ll marry you now, do you? After you left me—us—for dead?”
Kenzo leans closer, reaching up and placing a hand on one of the iron bars above me.
“You don’t understand, Eunji—”
I push him back, knocking him off balance. “Don’t patronize me—”
“Ow—what was I to do? Join you in a fruitless fight against literally hundreds of Dragon soldiers? I held back then so that I could save you now. It was all part of my plan—”
“Are you sure?” I inquire. “Was that to save me? Or was it to save you?”
“Eunji, listen. I am trying to help you. Do you want to be free or not?”
I laugh in his face. “Your so-called plan—going along with whatever Isao tells you to do—that’s real brave, Kenzo. That isn’t freedom. That wouldn’t be freedom for either of us.”
Kenzo rubs his breastplate where I pushed him. He looks sheepish. “Who says that my plan was going along with Isao?”
I stare at him. “What?”
Kenzo stands unmoving for several seconds. Then he sets his helmet down on the floor and begins to unfasten the armor from his chest.
I back away, suspicious, as he tosses the breastplate to the floor, throws his silver undershirt over his head to expose his skin, then begins unbuckling his belt, which has a ring of keys latched to it. They follow the breastplate to the ground.
“What in the spirits below are you doing?” I demand, appalled.
Kenzo’s next words, directed at Seung, take us both by surprise.
“Take off your clothes.”
Seung balks. “Excuse me?”
“Now that’s a twist,” Jin quips from the corner.
I watch, bewildered, as Kenzo tosses the keys. They clatter at my feet.
“I said,” Kenzo whispers, bending over to unlace his boots, “give me your raggedy old clothes, man. Do you wanna get out of here or not?”
Seung and I exchange a glance. Neither of us move.
“Take my armor. We’ll trade places. The soldiers will accompany you and Eunji out the door and to the ceremony.”
“You’re breaking us out,” Seung realizes. He looks stunned.
“Way to catch on.” Kenzo rolls his eyes. “Isao is holding the Tiger Slaying Ceremony and the wedding together, so this is your chance. Your only chance. The tiger will be right there onstage. If you play this right—”
“Why are you doing this?” I ask. “How can we trust that it’s not a trick? I thought you wanted the tigers to go extinct. To free yourself from your so-called curse.”
“Please, Eunji,” Kenzo says urgently, his voice earnest, “if there’s any time to believe me, it’s now. I want to help. I’m telling you the truth.”
“What about that big speech back there?” I ask. “Was that true?”
Kenzo pauses, a trickle of sweat running down his neck. “It doesn’t matter.”
“I think it matters.” I take in the sight of him, the false prodigy, my childhood tormenter, now standing half-naked in the prison hall.
“Well,” Kenzo replies, lowering his head. “Considering the way that I see you feel about him”—he glances at Seung, then back to the floor—“my feelings are not…relevant.”
He runs his fingers through his hair. “But if they were relevant, then maybe I’d say…” His eyes rise for a moment, catching mine. “You’ve surprised me in many ways. You’ve taught me more than I ever wished to know. But now that I know, I’m…grateful. Let’s leave it at that.”
His words reverberate around the stone walls.
Part of me feels strangely let down by his answer. Not because I want him to tell me that he really loves me, necessarily, but because after everything we’ve been through, I think I just want some part of him to be fully honest, to be true. To not be wrapped in layers of politics and calculation.
But maybe this is the closest Kenzo will ever get to that.
“Please, Eunji, you don’t have much time.”
Kenzo lifts the keys up to me, pressing them into my hand. “It’s the gold one, three from the right end.”
I select the correct key, slide it into the opening, and turn. Click. The iron gate creaks open.
Seung and Kenzo regard each other. Then Seung reaches up and offers his hand.
“Thank you,” he says, looking Kenzo in the eye.
Kenzo stares at Seung’s hand. Then he takes it, tight-lipped, and they shake.
From there, they work quickly, swapping their clothes, before switching places.
It’s a strange sight to behold: the two boys with Tiger ki, each dressed as the other. Surprisingly enough, Seung somehow makes a convincing Dragon soldier beneath all that armor. Maybe, in another life with more resources and opportunities, he’d have passed the Exam and become one.
Maybe, in a life free of familial duty and expectations, Kenzo would’ve chosen differently too.
“We’re going to save her,” Seung says to Kenzo and Jin. “Then we’ll come right back for you. It won’t be long. I promise.”
Kenzo reaches forward and pulls the iron gate shut, locking himself in.
“Jin?” Seung says, worried.
Jin is quiet. She stirs a little. “Go.”
Seung swallows, looking pained. He nods. As I step back, I can’t help but linger at the sight of Kenzo standing behind the bars.
“Don’t look at me that way, Eunji,” Kenzo says. “Don’t pity me. I don’t deserve that. You want to know why I’m letting you two go?” His lips slide upward into a smirk. It doesn’t quite reach his eyes.
I play along. “Tell me.”
“Plausible deniability. If things go wrong out there…I’ll claim that you used your wicked Tiger powers to trick me. Father will think I’m weak. But at least he won’t think I’m a traitor,” Kenzo says, shrugging with false ease. “I’m not fit for a life on the run. Clearly. Which is just what you two will be resigning yourselves to, if you try to free the tiger and fail.”
Again, I shouldn’t be disappointed. I don’t know why I am.
But I don’t buy it—the face that he puts on, that line he always resorts to, that everything and everyone is ultimately selfish.
He joined me on this journey to make sure that I’d be okay. He held my hands outside the cave when I nearly shut down. He saved my life, twice—and now, here, he’s saving it again. Sure, all those moments can be boiled down and explained away as self-serving actions.
I guess I just want Kenzo to admit, for once, that he’s doing something good. To let all of that go.
Although maybe I’m wrong. Maybe he is just being selfish.
“That’s pretty clever,” I reply flatly.
“Isn’t it?”
Kenzo backs away into the shadows, pressing himself into the far wall. The darkness passes over his face as he tears a strip off Seung’s tattered sleeve and ties it around his eyes as a blindfold, concealing his features.
Seung squeezes my hand. It’s time for us to go.
I turn back to him, nodding.
Then I yank the metal crank down—and the door swings open.
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SEUNG
Ican feel them, just beyond the walls.
The crowd of people. Waiting for us to come out.
A low roar rumbles outside, shouts and murmurs building on each other. There’s a tense atmosphere hanging, ready to snap at any moment.
There must be thousands of people out there. I can feel their hearts beating.
We’re being held at the Imperial Palace at the center of Hannam City, below Mount Tangun. Where the royal Tiger lineage once lived, generations ago. Where today, the governor-general rules with an iron fist.
Eunji and I are waiting for the general’s cue to appear at the right moment in his tightly choreographed wedding ceremony. In, out; we’re to play our parts and then quickly leave. The general wants no hiccups this time.
Luckily for us, with the thick visor of the Dragon helmet obscuring my face, none of the guards have suspected that the boy in the wedding uniform isn’t Kenzo Kobayashi. They walked us obediently up from the prison cells to await our fate. Eunji was hustled into a ceremonial dress, her face painted with haste.
Now she and I stand alone, in a rare moment of quiet.
Eunji’s stunning in the cherry-blossom wedding kimono. Its hem flows around her feet. Despite her brightly decorated visage, Eunji’s face is dark, her fists tightly balled. Adrenaline lances through her veins; I see it sparking as blue electricity all over her.
“Hey.” I reach out a hand, touching her wrist gently. I pour a quiet confidence from my fingertips into her: a golden-red glow, the shape of a candle flame. Eunji sighs. The blue electric current steadies, settling down into a low hum.
“Thanks,” she murmurs. Her gaze is unfocused.
Kenzo’s uniform feels wrong on me: The proportions are off, the breastplate too heavy, the fine silk hanging loose at my wrists. The thick visor of his Dragon helmet casts the hallway in a dark light, making it difficult to see.
On the other end of the doors, the tinny sound of someone’s voice on a loudspeaker rises up, followed by the roar of the crowd. Eunji and I share a glance.
“You look nice,” I say.
“Mm,” she says absentmindedly. She looks back at the door. We can both hear the continued shouts of the crowd. A moment passes before she adds, “You too.”
“You can’t even see my face. I could be Kenzo, for all you know.”
A smile almost graces her lips.
“Feels a little strange on me.” I gesture at the Dragon uniform.
“Here. You need to fix the…” She adjusts my shoulder plates, tightening the brass buttons on my shirt. “There, that’s better.”
Her fingertips linger on my collarbones.
For a moment, we stand, still, as dust wavers in and out of the dim rays of light piercing the tinted hallway windows.
A muffled voice intones over the loudspeaker again. Next to me, Eunji pales.
“Be careful out there,” she whispers. “Seung. Promise me—no matter what happens—you’ll be safe.”
“We’ll be okay, Eunji. I promise.” I force a smile into my voice. “That’s why you’re here, right? To be my bodyguard? Make sure I don’t get speared in the face?”
She chuckles. “Right.”
“We can save her, Eunji. I know we can.”
“We need more time,” she mutters. We’ll be up any minute.
“Hey—think of it this way,” I say, trying to calm her nerves. “It’s just like the good old days.”
Eunji smiles, the memory coming to her. “Sneaking out again.”
“Together.”
“One of us in disguise.”
“And one of us is an incredibly brilliant, powerful individual with a good heart.”
“Make that two.” She flashes a wan smile.
I raise an eyebrow. “Oh, you thought I was talking about you? Awkward.”
The crease between Eunji’s brows eases for a moment, laughter hinting on her lips.
“Is it true, by the way?” I cast a side glance her way.
“Is what true?”
“What you said on the mountain.”
Eunji flinches. She looks at her feet. “What did I say?”
“You said…that you loved me.”
She holds my gaze. I can sense her pulse pounding through her chest. With each beat it grows louder.
“You tell me, Seung,” she says quietly. “That’s your specialty, isn’t it?”
I take her hand between my palms. It’s soft and warm, despite the strength held within it.
Eunji reaches up and runs a finger along the bottom edge of my mask. She pushes the visor of the helmet up ever so slightly, the ridge just above my nose, then barely brushes my chin with her fingertips.
I lean forward. I kiss her. Eunji pulls me in, our fingers interlocking. Golden light explodes out from my heart, the glow piercing even through our closed eyelids. Our heartbeats briefly sync as her hand slides up my arm to my shoulder, then rests gently behind my neck.
An eternity passes as we rest in each other’s warmth.
“I love you too,” I tell her. “I always have.”
Heavy footsteps ring out behind us as a group of Dragon soldiers marches into the hallway. I step back and yank my helmet down just in time as they fan out, ready to escort us onto the stage.
“You first.” One of them points at Eunji. “Kobayashi, wait here. You’ll enter on opposite sides.”
Eunji brushes back a strand of her hair as she follows the soldiers, glancing back at me. I give her a wave. Then a sea of white-blue light washes over her as a soldier heaves open the immense wooden door. Outside, a series of stadium lights have been set up in front of the palace.
The roar of the crowd multiplies tenfold as Eunji steps outside.



The audience of Tiger folk have not been deceived. It’s clear to see that nobody thinks this is a joyous occasion. Encircling the palace steps, Dragon soldiers stand at each entrance, monitoring the crowd.
The crowd’s hollers become a chaotic uproar as several Dragon soldiers with katanas march onstage. Their boots drum on the stage floor in unison; the oceanic echoing sound of a horagai conch horn blares through the sky.
And then the audience falls quiet. Until across the stadium, only one sound can be heard: the clinking of massive chains rattling across the stone floor as the tiger laboriously walks forward, between the rows of soldiers. She limps, her tail dragging. I have to resist the urge to call out to her from my perch at the edge of the steps.
Several more soldiers enter now, pouring out of the wings and onstage—dragging two prisoners with bags over their heads, their wrists bound behind their backs.
It’s Kenzo and Jin.
Eunji and I briefly lock eyes. She pales.
From the look of things, it’s pretty clear why they’ve been brought out here. Two of the soldiers in front are carrying ceremonial katanas, the swords held limp in their gloved hands.
And then—
The enormous grand doors at the back of the palace steps swing open—
Governor-General Isao walks through.
The Dragon soldiers in formation all fall to one knee. The general wears a grim, businesslike smile. Behind it, I can feel him crowing with triumph. It gleams like dark gold in his breast.
Isao approaches the microphone standing in the center of the stage. The brilliant white beams of the stadium lights shine down on him. He looks over the crowd, ebullient.
“Good evening.” Isao’s voice crackles, amplified, as it echoes around the stadium. It’s answered with thousands of stony glares. “Today is a celebration—of love. People of the Tiger Colonies. You are lucky today.
“Today, we celebrate a grand union. One that symbolizes the entrance of the Tiger Colonies into the Dragon Empire’s great and powerful family. You will be a part of us forevermore.
“Please join me in roundly welcoming the Dragon Empire’s Kenzo Kobayashi, and Eunji Yamamoto of the Tiger Colonies!”
Isao opens his arms wide as the soldiers bordering the arena burst into applause. Someone places a hand on my shoulder.
“That’s your cue,” the officer grunts.
As instructed, I make my way across the stage toward the governorgeneral. With each stride, I feel the crowd’s gaze on me.
I don’t bother looking out at them or meeting the general’s eyes. Instead, I keep mine directed firmly forward, across the stairs, to where Eunji emerges now. Her hands are clasped in front of her.
From the loudspeaker, a wedding song blares.
We close the distance between us, making our way toward Isao. In mere seconds, we arrive at center stage, taking our place behind him.
Up close, the force of the general’s presence is almost difficult for me to withstand. The light seems to bend around him; a glorious, awful joy sits in Isao’s heart, glittering and gleaming. Within him, I sense an unconquerable will to power. Nations have fallen, whole peoples have been cut down under the sword, at the orders of this one man.
A Dragon soldier shuffles over, bringing forth the two ceremonial wedding flasks on a flat, circular tray. He bows, handing it to Isao. Isao raises the tray with one hand toward the audience. The stadium beams ring its edges with light.
Isao extends the cups forward. One for me, one for Eunji. His expression is all velvet and grace.
I raise my hand to take the flask—
Eunji does the same—
And then, almost imperceptibly, she nods—
I redirect my hand toward Isao, sending a dark cloud of fear hurtling in his direction. At the same time, Eunji knocks the tray aside and grabs Isao by the throat. The two glass cups shatter against the stone ground beside us. I rip the helmet off my head and throw it aside as the crowd gasps.
Isao’s face turns red with indignation.
Seconds pass with no movement at all. Every Dragon soldier in the arena is paralyzed, hands at their swords—
“Nobody move! Or the governor-general gets it,” Eunji shouts into the microphone. Her voice resonates throughout the stadium.
The entire audience is silent.
The Dragon soldiers look at one another, uncertain. I turn up the pressure on Isao. Quaking, his teeth clenched, the general raises a trembling hand to the air as if to say, Stand down.
“I’ve got him,” I hiss.
Eunji nods and runs quickly over to the side of the stage, where Kenzo and Jin stand with their heads bowed. She rips the bags off their heads and unties their wrists. Kenzo stares at the ground, expressionless, as though he’s trying to block out the scene around him.
Jin’s pupils expand to fill her eyes. She looks straight at the soldiers holding the tiger down. “Drop your weapons. Do it now!”
The swords clatter to the ground.
Jin strides forward, picks up one of the swords, and lifts the tiger’s chains. She raises the blade to cut her free.
Everything happens in a matter of seconds. The audience has scarcely had time to react. With the general captive, the soldiers around us seem unable to move—
It’s almost too easy.
Beneath my hands, the general begins to shake. But something is wrong. I don’t feel the fear inside him. I don’t feel him paralyzed. He’s quaking, but—not from terror or confusion—
He’s…
He’s laughing…
Like I said. Too easy.
Isao guffaws. His laughter barks out, a harsh, grating sound. Then, to my horror—his arm reaches forward steadily, through the stream of Tiger ki I’m training on him, and grabs me by the collar.
Isao twists. I cough, choking.
Eunji whips around. She barely manages to make it a step in my direction before the Dragon soldiers around her grab her arms and clamp them behind her back.
Isao yanks, forcing my chin up. His expression is black steel.
“Miss Yamamoto,” Isao says, clicking his tongue. “I was hoping you’d make a more tactful decision today.”
Behind him, Eunji squirms against the soldiers holding her arms, defiant.
“My name,” she shouts, “is Choi Eunji.”
Isao narrows his eyes.
“You’re not going to kill the tiger—” Eunji calls.
Isao tilts his head to the side. With his free arm, he pushes the microphone away and leans toward us, away from the crowd. He looks from one of us to the other, lowering his voice with pleasure.
“That’s right. I’m not.”
We stare at him in confusion.
Isao goes on, his voice soft and dangerous. “Something occurred to me today.” He gestures to Kenzo. “This young man, despite his disloyalty and cowardice, sparked an interesting idea. It never occurred to me before to think that Tiger ki could be given to a Dragon person. To a Dragon loyalist.
“What better means to control a people than to manipulate their hearts? There’s only one tiger left in existence; with it firmly in our control, the empire would have a monopoly on a power of great use to us. Think of it: a special intelligence branch of the Dragon Army, dedicated toward emotional influence…”
Isao leans forward.
“I just thought you might like to know that,” he says, intimate.
The general turns and addresses his soldiers.
“Take the tiger and prepare it for shipment home. You can execute the prisoners now.”
I twist against Isao’s grip. The Dragon soldiers holding Eunji push her down to her knees. Behind us, others encircle Jin and Kenzo, closing in.
Jin steps next to the tiger as the soldiers surround her. She desperately barks out commands, but this time they’re disciplined about looking away, as if they’ve been trained to avoid her eyes. Jin waves the sword back and forth in front of her, panic growing. She looks from the tiger to me and Isao, to Eunji, and then back to the tiger. I see the desperation in her eyes.
And then I see the idea form in her mind.
A black cloud appears over her, blotting out the light. She knows the life that Isao has in mind for the tiger from here on: a fate worse than death.
Caged for life, the tiger will serve as the governor-general’s ultimate weapon. For the rest of her life, they’ll treat her like a machine. She will be forced to relinquish her magic, day after day, to the very captors that destroyed her kind. Forever.
An instant before Jin moves, I realize what she’s going to do.
With Isao’s fingers held fast around my throat, I scream at her, “JIN, NO!”
Soldiers closing in around her, Jin turns with the sword—
And drives it directly into the tiger’s side.
I scream wordlessly. The tiger crumples to the ground.
I feel the blade shatter through me. Through her.
No. No—
Isao joins his other hand to my neck. With his iron grip, he begins to squeeze.
“You should be grateful,” the governor-general says quietly. “For once in your life, you had proximity to power.”
No, I think, desperately, stupidly. I kick my legs, squirming against the general’s hold to no avail.
From very far away, I can feel the distant crowd. Someone cries out as the Dragon soldiers begin beating down upon them.
My mind slows as it loses air. I feel a strangled cry, stifled in my breast. Behind me, the tiger slumps over, blood streaming from the wound in her side. Memories dance before my eyes—my own, this time. I’m cold, studying by lamplight in the winter weeks before the Exam. The oil is running low. I turn and blow out the candle.
What was it for? My little life—the friendships I made, the pain and dignity.
And for what? For me to die here?
Is this where my story ends?
A molten glow runs through my veins, filling my blood with hot gold.
Suddenly my hands begin to shine. A golden aura, then a piercing shaft of light, erupts from my chest, through the armor.
The general gasps and drops me to the floor, shaking his hands as if burned. He steps back, shielding his eyes. The soldiers to either side back away as well, averting their faces.
I feel myself standing. Something is moving through me. My whole body radiates a brilliant, white-hot blue. A wind begins rising around us, swirling over the stage. I walk forward, toward Isao, who continues backing away with a hand over his eyes. When I open my mouth to speak, it isn’t just me. I speak with a thousand voices, male and female and neither and both.
“YOU CAME TO RULE THE TIGER COLONIES, GENERAL. YOU THOUGHT YOU WERE A SAVIOR TO A LESSER PEOPLE.
“BUT YOU FORGOT TO LISTEN TO THOSE YOU BELIEVED YOU WOULD RULE. AS THEY CRIED OUT FOR RELIEF, YOU COULD NOT HEAR THEIR VOICES. YOU HELD NO SYMPATHY FOR THEM IN YOUR HEART.
“IF YOU ONLY KNEW WHO THEY WERE. IF YOU KNEW WHAT THEY FELT. ONLY THEN WOULD YOU KNOW THE SUFFERING YOU HAVE RELEASED UPON THE WORLD.”
My hand lifts. A vast energy flows through my fingertips. The clothes flutter at my back.
I lean forward—
And touch my hand to the general’s chest—
Isao wails. It’s a piercing, ungodly sound.
The windstorm whips around us, wreathing the two of us in a rainbow of colors. Members of the audience shout, ducking down. I hold my hand fast to the general’s chest, not letting go. I feel the dark, glittering heart of the mighty Dragon leader pouring into me. I feel his greed, his will to conquer, nearly blot out my vision.
The veins bulge in Isao’s temples.
But in the midst of the storm, I feel something else.
I feel the ghosts of tens of thousands of men and women who have suffered under the Dragon Empire. They’ve come alive, passing through the spirit of the tiger to me.
I feel Eunji’s desperation, pent-up in a house she can never leave.
I feel Jin, placing a pin on the map in her office. I feel her scooping up a young Resistance kid in her arms as they run through the streets.
I feel Hoyoung’s little belly hurting, and the tears spilling down his cheeks. I feel Mom, with infinite care, holding him while he cries in the night. I feel my dad walking home from the gold mines, seeing the lantern lights of my home at the top of the hill.
Joy, fear, hope—all the things we feel—
With the ki of the Tiger spirit flowing through my veins, I gather up their lives and emotions, adding to them the tens of thousands of memories from the spirit well. I feel our pain, our suffering, our love, our joy. The beauty and tragedy and triumph of our lives—I take the memories of the Tiger people and weave them one by one into a mighty strand—
And pass them on, through my fingertips, into Isao.
All of them.
Their memories, their emotions—I give them all to Isao.
They are a part of him now. They will be part of him forever.
Isao screams, his neck bulging.
I feel the agony streaming off him in every direction. The general kneels in the midst of the maelstrom whipping around the arena at enormous speed; I feel twisted scarves of pain and fear and anger lashing out of him. At the center, the very eye of the storm, are the two of us. The Tiger rebel and the general.
All at once, the wind stills and the light vanishes. A loud bang rings out as Isao falls back, knocked to the ground. I feel myself returning to my own body.
Stillness. Nothing moves.
Soldiers rush to grab me—they draw their weapons—
But a gruff voice screams:
“STOP!”
It’s Isao.
His face is pale. He’s a shell of the man who stood proudly upon this stage moments ago.
“Let him go,” Isao whispers. “Don’t hurt them. Please—don’t hurt them.”
The soldiers, perplexed, freeze.
A flash of moonlight falls onto the stage. One ethereal voice pierces through the air: a ringing, melodious woman’s voice, stronger than I’ve ever heard her before, singing a song it seems I once knew:
ARI-RANG…
ARI-RANG…
A-RA-RI-RO—
The song rises, falls away. Silence. Then a lone voice emerges from the crowd.
“Ari-rang,” warbles a single baritone. “Ari-rang.” An elderly man stands in the middle of the packed arena, tears streaming down his face.
I don’t know quite how I know this, but I can feel deep down in me that this is an old Tiger song. One long forbidden by the empire. One that flows out now, when it’s needed most. It’s like a song from a forgotten dream, a melody that my bones recognize.
Somewhere in the crowd, a woman begins to cry.
And like a tub of water spilling over, the emotion spreads from her to those around and beyond. Tears begin to slide from faces. The dam bursts as all the pent-up frustration, anguish, grief, and longing of decades surge forth.
The beam of moonlight fades now as the crowd in the plaza suddenly explodes, charging toward the stage, full with a purpose larger than any one of them. They move as a wave over the stage, overwhelming the gathered Dragon forces. They’ve had enough. It’s now or never.
“Down with the empire!”
“Freedom for the colonies!”
Some of the soldiers begin to panic. They start to beat down on the crowd, slugging them brutally with enormous bats. I watch helplessly as a woman with blood streaming down her face hits the ground. The officer who shoved her slams the back of his sword into her head. My vision swims as I feel the pain explode in her skull.
Eunji grabs my arm. “Seung. We have to get the tiger out of here. Now.”
A sharp pop! pop! pop! breaks out from behind the line of Dragon soldiers. An acrid smell hits my nostrils, and more screams can be heard from the crowd as a nauseating, yellow smoke fills the air. The crowd disperses, breaking out as the tear gas spreads through the stadium. A sudden, mad burning strikes my nose, torturing my lungs. I try to cover my face with my sleeve, coughing. Tears stream down my face.
“Seung!” Eunji pulls at me again, and I flinch at the sharp staccato of smoke bombs going off. Eunji holds up a hand to her mouth and staggers as they explode around her. But she doesn’t stop. She dashes straight toward the tiger and lifts her up onto her shoulders. “Come on, Seung!”
With awesome strength, Eunji hauls the tiger off the stage. I finally come to my senses, following her.
We dodge as fast as we can through the crowd, moving out into the empty city streets. The two of us sprint headlong for minutes that feel like hours, winding through the deserted alleyways until we get to the gate of Mount Tangun. I swing my hand up to the Haechi statue, and the walls heave themselves open.
Beyond the gate, the clearing at the base of Mount Tangun is as we left it. Except for a giant boulder, and several smaller ones, plowed into the earth here, jutting out of the soft soil. The mountain above stands severed, its two halves stark against the skyline, the gap between them a jagged crack leading down to the ravine.
As the stone gate closes once more behind us, everything falls quiet.
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“The well—” Seung stammers. “Maybe it can heal her. We have to get her up there.”
He shakes his head, running a hand across the tiger’s side. Crimson blood is everywhere, matting her fur. I press on the wound, trying to stop the flow, to no avail.
“Okay. Get on my back,” I say.
Seung shakes his head. “I’ll be fine. I’ll climb beside you.”
“You won’t be able to match my pace. We’ll be too slow,” I say. “She doesn’t have much time.”
Just then, a rustle passes through the trees to our left. I turn, then spring back in fear as a familiar long, white face emerges from the brush.
It’s the gumiho.
“Stay back, Seung,” I warn. “That thing—”
But the nine-tailed fox doesn’t take another step forward, doesn’t attack. Instead, it simply lowers its nose to the dirt. Then rises up onto its hind legs and begins to transform…
Into the image of Captain Nari. She nods reassuringly at me, then gestures uphill, toward the top of the mountain. She points at me, then Seung, then the tiger, before bending down and morphing back into the nine-tailed fox.
I furrow my brow. What is it trying to say? Is it another trick?
My shoulders tense as the gumiho takes a careful step in our direction. It sniffs the tiger a few times, nuzzles it with its brow. It kneels down before Seung—
And then I understand.
“I think…it wants you to climb on.”



It takes us only forty minutes to get to the peak of the mountain. But forty minutes are an eternity when there’s a dying tiger in your arms. Especially if she’s the last one.
As we sprint up the mountain, the moonlight streams through the canopy, illuminating our path. We race uphill: me, with the Tiger spirit sprawled across my shoulders; Seung, riding upon the back of the gumiho, his fingers entrenched in its thick white fur. On the way, we’re joined by creatures from beyond my imagination—I spot a pack of goblin-like monsters squealing with laughter, racing through the woods to one side of us, as overhead, a trio of crows soar through the air—I can’t quite catch a glimpse, but it appears that each has one too many legs.
With every bounding step, I silently pray to these spirits.
Please, please, please let her live.
When we finally arrive, the monsters hold back, watching us through the woods below the mountain peak. The plateau is now cut in two; a stark, jagged cliff falls away where the mountain split apart days ago.
The gumiho bows deeply, letting Seung off its back, before stepping to the side and observing us through shining, black eyes. It joins the other spirits. I can feel their stares, even when I turn away.
“This way,” Seung says, urgently beckoning me over to the cave.
We enter.
The well is cracked; the water is gone. It’s just a dried-out ruin.
I lower the tiger down beside the empty well, then bend over so that my ear nearly touches its fur. I listen as the tiger’s breath grows more and more shallow—
“She’s going to die,” Seung says, dumbfounded.
The spirit’s blood soaks into the stone, spreading a dark, wet stain over the rock. She tries to lift her head, in pain. She shudders as an ashen shadow emerges from her form, flickering back and forth between the shape of a woman and the animal spirit below. I gasp as the woman opens her mouth to speak.
“It’s all right.” The Tiger spirit winces. Her voice weakens with each word, but even so, I can hear the music in it. “You’ve done it. Both of you. You’ve done everything you needed to do.”
“No—we haven’t saved you—” Seung cries.
“I am the spirit of the Tiger people. That spirit was dying until today. But did you see what happened back there? Did you hear the voices crying out? The people feel hope again. You have awakened something that can no longer be stopped.”
“Isao told his soldiers to stand down,” I tell her. “Does this mean it’s over?”
“This moment goes beyond the decisions of one man. The actions of one pair. Or the magic of one spirit,” she replies. “What matters now is that hope has returned where there was none. The spirit lives again in the Tiger people. That is what you did today.”
“But you’re the last of your kind,” Seung cries. “What does it matter if hope has returned to the Tiger people if we don’t have you? We’ll be powerless again. Without Tiger ki…”
“No, Seung.” The spirit smiles. “With hope living again in the Tiger Kingdom, so will Tiger ki.”
And then, in a blink, she’s gone. The tiger’s body disappears, leaving only the bloodstain on the ruins of the well.
I turn to Seung.
“What happens now?”
“I don’t know.” He shakes his head, tearfully pulling me into an embrace.
We hold each other as the cave goes dark.



The sun is rising, casting the horizon in red. I can see the city below, the bustling streets, the river, shining in the light.
I never knew how beautiful this country was.
So many years I spent cooped up inside my room, knowing nothing but those four walls and the one surrounding our little town, oblivious to just how much life existed out here in the world…
Kenzo is down there, somewhere. When the sun rises high and the dust clears, I wonder where his loyalty will fall.
Seung and I sit side by side, looking out over the landscape. I watch the seagulls soar through the air ahead of us, and for the first time, I find that I’m not jealous of them.
For the first time, I’m as free as they are.
For so long, I chased freedom, believing I would find it in power.
Instead, the closer I got to the top, the tighter the cage became around me. I was looking in the wrong place—to the wrong people—for the key.
I had to let go. I had to fall. To break, and put myself back together. I had to finally listen to myself, to take the terrifying risk to trust myself to do what I knew was right.
And I did. Finally, I did.
I think about my family—their desperation to maintain their social standing, something that seems so small to me now. Their fear, and the way it controlled them. And I understand. I understand why one would choose to remain within the four walls over the vast, endless expanse. I understand that there’s more than one type of cage. That the worst one of all is the one you place yourself in.
But now that I know it is possible, I choose to step out and beyond. Not to be led by fear, but by purpose. I know now that sometimes you have to be willing to step away from power to truly find your own.
No matter what happens after we come down from here, I’m going to use everything in my power to build up this place. To keep fighting back, no matter what the empire or anyone else may throw our way. And I have a lot at my disposal. I know how to deal with the very pinnacle of social elites. I personally know, through my family connections, some of the most powerful people in the colonies.
I know that not everything can be solved with punching and kicking.
This time, instead of falling slave to the powers that be, I’m free to stand for what I believe. Maybe some of the yangban will come along with me, even if not all of them do. And together, we’re going to help build a free world. A free Tiger Republic.
Seung breaks the silence.
“Eunji…”
I finally raise my head and turn to face him. “Yes?”
He smiles forlornly and reaches out his hand—and I take it.
As I face him, my heart grows full. With hope, and with pain. The pain of having lost him and found him again; the hope of the future that we might still, somehow, have together.
He’s come a long way from Kidoh. We both have.
I lean forward and let his warmth envelop me as I shut my eyes. Our lips touch, and as we sink deeper into each other, suddenly I’m back on that rooftop, gazing at the stars in Seung’s eyes—I’m back at the cliff side, falling faster and faster—I’m at the foot of the dragon, adrenaline pulsing throughout my body—I’m somewhere that I’ve never been, somewhere that I’ve always known—
As we part, I feel the hope bloom in my chest. And perhaps it’s a trick of the light, but Seung seems to almost shimmer, to glow. As he holds my hand, a brilliant luminescence shines around us. The light expands, covering the world…
With hope living again in the Tiger Kingdom, so will Tiger ki. I hear the spirit’s voice echo in my mind.
Behind us, I see something flickering, a small orange flame. It becomes an incandescent child—a spirit—and then I realize with a gasp what it is—
“Wh-wha—”
Out of the trees, something small appears: a tiny, transparent creature. It pads forward and shakes its head, pawing at its eyes…
Followed by several more.
The light fades as the creatures begin to take shape. One of them gives a little kitten call.
They’re tiger cubs.
Nearly a dozen of them.
Seung and I share a stunned glance, our cheeks glistening with tears.



The August 15, 1945, was the liberation of Korea from Japanese rule or the Korean Independence Day and finally we could have breath of freedom with no fear of oppressive forces.
—Grandpa Changkiu “Keith” Riew



When I recall how each of you grew up when [Changkiu] and I struggled, enduring difficulties of life, I am so very thankful that you all are raising your children well-provided for and allowing them each to develop to their fullest potential. [Changkiu] and I lived through some very difficult decades, but with every mountain to climb, every wide river to ford, and with every stifling difficulty, we see in hindsight with grateful hearts, how God brought us through!
—Grandma Hyunsoo “Kim” Riew








— EPILOGUE —
SEUNG
The warm, rich scent of daejangguk fills the small house. I inhale deeply, relishing the smell of home as I sit around the kitchen table with my family, enjoying the long and lazy afternoon.
Hoyoung squeals as he rides on the back of Fluffy, a member of the tiger litter that came to life at Mount Tangun—and the newest addition to the Lee family.
Knock, knock, knock.
“Seung, can you get that?” Mom calls back from the pot of stew.
“Got it!”
I go to the door and slide it open.
Eunji walks in, beaming. She kicks off her shoes.
Everything has happened so fast; the past several months have flown by in a blur.
As it turned out, Isao wasn’t the only one affected by whatever it was that happened the day of the Slaying Ceremony. Over the previous months, people throughout the colonies, Tiger and Dragon alike, have been visited by strange, vivid dreams—fragmentary visions, here and there, of the memories that I experienced that day at the well.
Like a fever breaking, everything began to shift. Civil unrest spread over the country. After Isao’s change of heart at the Imperial Palace, the governor-general issued a proclamation declaring that the Tiger Colonies would be released from rule by the Dragon Empire. We would once again be granted our own, independent status as a sovereign nation.
And suddenly it was over. The Tiger Republic was born.
Of course, the more cynical commentators have noted that the Dragon Empire is on the brink of losing its war with the Serpent Queendom; the timing was only convenient for a withdrawal, some argue. I don’t claim to know much about this. Regardless, I’m grateful for the astonishing, dizzying change of our fortunes.
Since that time, a flurry of activity has surrounded the capital and the countryside as the Dragon Empire prepares for its departure at the end of the summer. A new national holiday has been declared to celebrate the transfer of power into the Tiger Republic’s hands. And elections are set to be held for a new leader at the end of this year.
The Independence Day celebration is tonight. I can’t miss it for the world.
Eunji sits at the table, and I help her to some tea.
“Daejangguk, anyone?” Mom asks.
Mom ladles out the bowls of stew—made with care from ingredients brought by our neighbors from all over town. We join hands together and thank the Tiger spirits for their gifts. Then we dig in. The rich soy broth fills my tongue. I help myself to two and a half bowls before sitting back, my stomach full and satisfied.
When we’re finished, Eunji helps us clean up a little around the house. Then we leave together. The Independence Day celebration is set to begin at sundown.
“Wait for me!”
Of course, we’d never think of leaving little Hoyoung behind—although, I’m not sure how long we’ll be able to refer to him as “little.” The kid’s having an intense growth spurt this summer, already several centimeters taller than last year.
As we make our way down the path to the square, we see a parade of villagers laughing and shouting raucously. A paper dragon and tiger are marching down the streets, held on wooden sticks over the heads of a long line of people. They’re dancing and circling around each other. The joy in the air is so strong that I have to stop for a moment and wipe my eyes.
A few people shoot withering looks at Eunji as we walk along; she shrinks a little as I put an arm around her, glaring back at the others. They lower their heads at me with respect, giving us some distance. It feels strange, this reversal.
I feel a flicker of fear pass through Eunji. A few days ago, someone shouted and threw rocks at her, calling her a Dragon collaborator, a traitor to the Tiger people. Although rocks are relatively harmless for her, given her ki, the stranger’s hatred was powerful and disturbing. She shivered as she told me about it later that day. Her parents haven’t emerged from their family compound in weeks.
I keep my arm around Eunji, making sure people can see that she isn’t alone. Together we quietly move away from the main street onto the side roads, avoiding the crowded areas.
Still, despite having to deal with all of this, I can see how bright Eunji’s spirit is today to be out of the house, to be attending the independence ceremony. And I’m glad she’s with us.
“Don’t mind them,” I mutter.
“I don’t,” she says, leaning into me.
It’s true, though: The people are angry. There have been demands in the street for heads to roll, and we know just whose heads they mean. Some have called for forgiveness and for reconciliation in order to facilitate healing among the Tiger people, but others are calling equally loudly for the yangban to be executed, or at the very least put on trial for crimes against humanity.
Dragon residents across the Tiger Colonies are on edge; rumor has it they may be mandated to evacuate the country after power passes into Tiger hands. Even those Dragon people who have lived here all their lives and know nothing other than life in the Tiger Colonies. Debates are raging all over the newspapers about what their fate should be. We may have brought back hope to the country, but that hasn’t yet solved all our problems or removed our old grievances.
Whatever history has in store for the Tiger Republic, it’s sure to be a tumultuous period from here forward. We’re desperately in need of healing from a time of intense grief. I don’t know what Eunji’s and my role in all this will be. I don’t know what will happen to the Tiger people from here. And yet, I have a feeling that, no matter what, we’ll find a way through. We’re a resilient people. We’ve survived centuries of abuse, occupation, colonization, only to emerge from the ashes every time.
Somehow, I am sure of it, we will find a way to survive.
Not for the last time, I wonder where Jin has gone. No one has seen her or Kenzo since the night of the final Slaying Ceremony. No one knows what’s happened to them. It isn’t surprising Kenzo would want to lie low, I guess, given everything that’s going on. Maybe he made it back to the Dragon Empire somehow, to lick his wounds. Jin worries me more. Where she’s gone off to, I can only imagine. I hope that she’s finding a way for herself, wherever she is. Neither of them has contacted us or let us know how they’re doing.
Regardless, I’m positive that we’ll find Jin and Kenzo again someday. Eunji and I have decided that, after Independence Day, we’ll set out together to search for them. I firmly believe they are still alive and out there. I feel, intuitively, that our futures must be bound up together somehow.
The four of us—me, Eunji, Hoyoung, and Fluffy the tiger cub—file into the town square along with the parade, then lean back and watch as the ceremony begins. Fireworks shoot up, exploding into magnificent shapes. The villagers below ooh and ahh. Eunji wipes her cheeks and smiles, full of gratitude.
I sit there, next to two of the most important people to me in the world, watching the fireworks going up into the sky. After a while, Eunji quietly takes my hand. She doesn’t say a word, doesn’t even look at me, focused straight ahead in typical Eunji fashion on the celebratory show. But I can feel a thrill passing through me—and I honestly can’t tell whether it’s from her heart or mine. Maybe it’s both of ours.
What an amazing feeling it is, I suddenly realize, to be able to look at the faces around me, the music and laughter in the air…and to feel so proud to be one of the Tiger people. I never really allowed myself to feel that way before. I never knew it could feel so good.
A memory comes to me. That night in the woods when I sat with Jin and the tiger. Han, she said. Han is a grief we share.
In the midst of darkness, we found a light to carry us through. That light belongs to us now. And we will carry it with us, forward into history.
I’m not alone anymore. I know my people. Their very memories live in me.
I lean back, feeling full and happy. There’s no place in the world I’d rather be.
Another firework explodes in the sky. This one forms the face of a tiger, its open jaws yawning out into the night before it disappears. The villagers break into applause.
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