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			Reign of the Talon is an epic, pulse-pounding adventure romance. However, the story includes elements that may not be suitable for all readers. 

			Death of a loved one, violence, indentured servitude, physical and emotional abuse, smoking/addiction/withdrawal, orphanhood, drinking alcohol/hangovers, PTSD, and sexual situations all appear in the novel. Readers who may be sensitive to these elements, please take note.

		

	
		
			This one is for my father,

			who encouraged me to pitch Last of the Talons 
just one more time.

			Here we are now, years later, at the end of a series 
I once never thought would be possible.

			Thank you, Dad. I love you.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Dear Reader, 

			I trust that by now you know the drill quite well… But for old times’ sake, let’s do it once more, shall we? 

			Significant creative liberties have been taken regarding the Korean mythology incorporated within this book, which is in no way intended to be a flawless guide to the traditional tales of my heritage.

			There. I rather think that should cover it, don’t you?

			Welcome to the world, and the war, of the Three Kingdoms. 

			Happy reading,
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			Sophie Kim 

		

	
		
			PRELUDE

			The Prisoner

			She is a small thing, a broken thing, lying discarded on the icy ground. 

			She is a heart bleeding, a soul splintering, a light extinguished. 

			The Prisoner once thought she knew suffering. She believed herself well-acquainted with agony’s merciless blades.

			Oh, how foolish she was. That was never agony. It was only ever pain. 

			Pain is standing helpless in a palace, a river of red lapping at her boots, their bodies scattered and shattered. 

			Agony is a little girl falling.

			Agony is red ribbons streaming from her hair. 

			Agony is an older sister screaming. 

			Eight years old. Eight years old with gap teeth and sparkling eyes. 

			Eight years old and gone. 

			In the cell, the Prisoner sobs herself sick. She does not know that she cries. It is like breathing to her now. She does not exist without it. She cannot exist without it. 

			Today is Shin Lina’s nineteenth birthday, and trapped within her own mind, she waits desperately for the end.

		

	
		
			PART ONE

			AN EMPRESS RISEN

			With one last breath,

			an empress will rise.

			From dust and shadow

			to bring sunrise.

			Follow her and her path will lead true

			to power and vengeance if from war you withdrew.

			What you seek has now been found

			for she is the Yeouiju who will lift you from the ground.

			And the Child of Venom will rule all

			before making her home in Yeomra’s halls.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ONE

			The Prophecy

			They will all bow to me soon enough. 

			A fact that twists my lips into a smile as my forces march over the Yaepak Mountains, where it is perennially winter despite the crisp autumn that touches the lands of the Eastern Continent elsewhere. Biting winds whip my face where I ride atop Sonagi. My Imugi slither through the snow, silent and graceful and deadly. We ride toward Fulfillment, an age of dragons and destruction. 

			It has been three months since I claimed the first kingdom, Sunpo, as my own. I had expected to have claimed all three kingdoms by now. Yet the skirmishes with the Dokkaebi have been more time-consuming than I anticipated. Haneul Rui’s army tried, frantically, to prevent my own from crossing Habaek’s River and reaching these mountains. 

			Haneul. My smile becomes a scowl as a white-hot sear of hatred lances through me at the mention of the Dokkaebi that I am soul-stitched to. My greatest enemy. He is a deceiver. 

			A liar. 

			Because of him, my sister is dead. I could have used her. She would have carried on the great Shin name. But now she is in Jeoseung, and even when I visit that realm and impatiently call out her name, the girl does not show herself at the other end of the bridge between life and death. 

			Infuriating. A wrench in my plans. 

			I am tired of Haneul’s tactics. He brings upon my sister’s death and sinks my ships. 

			A geobuksun that Im Yejin, my shipsmith, crafted for me was ruined during one of the river sieges. Inconvenient. The Sunpo mercenaries and assassins that I have deigned to bring along with me, who are included in my plans for Wyusan, nearly drowned. They flailed around in the waters like helpless children. I was tempted to let them die. But I need their weakness, for it will come in use later. So I reluctantly allowed my Imugi, my water serpents, to buoy them to the other boat, which will take them around the mountain range.

			They don’t currently march with us. I have a plan for them, and to carry it out, I need them alive. The Dokkaebi are focused on targeting me. Already there have been four skirmishes on these mountains. They do not focus on the boat, winding the longer way around the mountains toward the Wyusan Wilderness, where we are heading. 

			The humans will do their job well once their voyage ends. They know how lucky they are. They could be back in Sunpo, at risk of my serpents’ maws. I keep only enough alive that I have worshippers, and the Imugi younglings who do not ride with me to war are hungry. They are growing, after all. 

			Song Iseul rides to my right on the sinuous Uloe, one of Sonagi’s firstborn, a male Imugi of immense strength and speed, and the same glistening teal coloring that all of his kind possess. The Gumiho’s eyes are narrowed against the snow. Like me, Iseul perches atop a black saddle on the serpent’s large neck. Her pale hair whips in the wind as we crest the rocky peaks underneath the white moon. The Gumiho’s large ax is strapped to her back, and underneath her cloak, she wears a black stealth suit like mine. I had it outfitted for her. She is my personal guard and, as such, must be treated as one treats a weapon. Polished and shined. Honed to perfection. 

			Bang Bomin rides on my left. Out of all the allies I collected in Sunpo three months ago, the prominent halji-dealer is the only one I have taken on this journey. The favors he accepts as payment are useful, and the inside intelligence he supplies concerning the other two kingdoms of the Eastern Continent has earned him the right to ride. Although if he does not stop wearing his ridiculous orange top hats, I may kill him after he has served his purpose and the Three Kingdoms are mine. I cannot stand those top hats. 

			Wyusan and Bonseyo know that we come. They do not, however, show their hands. Bomin’s source in Wyusan tells me that Empress Moon is waiting to see if the Dokkaebi triumph on these mountains. And Bonseyo concerns itself with its warring dynasty, fatally underestimating my power, assuming that Wyusan will stop me. Both kingdoms will fall. 

			And I will be the one to kill them. 

			Sonagi moves lithely beneath me, but my body abruptly tenses. There it is. That tug in my chest, one that I have grown all too familiar with. If I squint, I can will the red thread of fate into view. The foul thing extends out of my chest, swirling through the snow-flurried air, stretching to a point perhaps fifty feet in the distance where nothing stands—yet. 

			Lovely, I seethe. 

			I brush my mind against Sonagi’s consciousness, a wall of scale and serpent. He is coming. 

			Underneath me, she halts. Her head sways back and forth, tongue flicking out as she smells the air. “So he isss,” the Mother of Imugi grumbles in the Serpentine Language. 

			“Stop,” I hiss in the same tongue to the others, who do as I bid. The wind carries my order behind me, toward all one hundred serpents. 

			“Today’s ambush?” Iseul asks. The Gumiho does not sound too upset at the thought. In fact, Iseul sounds almost hopeful. She is, after all, a violent creature. It seems as if she still blames the Dokkaebi for failing to help stop the Fox Hunt fifty years ago. Honestly, I do not care about her motives, as long as she kills who I need her to kill. And so far, she has done just that. Exemplarily. 

			“Yes,” I reply, summoning my scales. Faster than the flit of a butterfly’s wings, they unfurl across my skin, crusting the edges of my face before rippling down my neck toward my heart, and then outward along my arms, a diamond-hard armor against whatever bloodshed the infernal Gyeulcheon army has planned. “Brace,” I hiss, just as the air explodes around us.

			Shadowed corridors burst into existence like splashes of dark ink on white paper. Dokkaebi leap forth from the portals, clad in battle gear that flashes under the sunlight. Their furious war cries echo over the peaks, harsh and grating on my ears. Scowling, I gesture for Bomin to take cover. The favor-collecting dealer is admittedly useful despite his propensity for eye-sores of fashion statements, and I can’t have him dying in a fight. His Imugi, Beongae, moves toward a rock outcrop, hiding him beneath the ice-glazed stone.

			There are hundreds of Dokkaebi warriors appearing from thin air, and I once again curse Haneul for administering the wongun enhancer to his forces, restoring the power to move through these portals to basic Dokkaebi. This…development…has been most inopportune, as we can hardly go a day without some bloody clash interrupting my march. 

			It’s annoying, to say the least. But my army knows well what to do. In one swift motion, Iseul launches herself out of Uloe’s saddle, swinging her formidable ax as her Imugi rears back and hisses. Venom sprays through the air, and although Uloe is careful not to shower Iseul in the deadly liquid, the green poison catches a pair of Dokkaebi in the face and they fall screaming to the ground. Just like Haneul’s friend, Hana, did three months ago when my Imugi bit her in Sunpo’s palace. She died not long after. Suffice to say, her lover wants desperately to kill me. I worry not. Kim Chan will die. This pair will, too. 

			The warriors had been rushing toward me. They always do that. It’s almost funny. They always try to make it to me first, although their emperor has decreed me his. Every battle, he directs his Dokkaebi fire toward me, as if trying to free that weak, sniveling girl from my mind before he is forced to deliver a fatal blow. But even he knows it’s useless. Although such strategy worked before, it will not work again. A fool’s hope, even with his heavenly fire. 

			For she will not emerge, even if given the chance. He knows that to stop me, he will have to kill me. Undoubtedly he wishes for it to be painless, in some act of foolish nostalgia for the girl who once inhabited this body. I won’t afford him that luxury when I kill him. It will be painful, and it will be ever so slow.

			Overhead, thunder booms. This is Sonagi’s doing—she is summoning a storm for me. One of frost and lightning. The heavy rains have put out the Dokkaebi fire for me before, and today, the produced sleet will bank it enough for me to avoid injury. For the flames—tapped directly from the heavenly realm of Okhwang itself—are one of the only weapons that can render me truly weak. And despite their inability to produce the metamorphosis that Haneul so clearly wishes for, they can still sear my skin and scales. 

			I scowl as the tugging in my chest intensifies. As the battle clashes around us, the sound of swords against scales ringing through the air, my eyes focus on an explosion of shadow not twelve paces away from me. Sonagi hisses in furious distaste, her long body tensing as the Emperor of the Dokkaebi bursts onto the snow-crusted battlefield atop his white mare, Duri. 

			As the red thread connecting me to him materializes into full view, a deep, glimmering scarlet bond of hatred. 

			My eyes narrow at the horse who, to my utmost chagrin, is winged. A chollima. The first time I saw her, I nearly choked on my rage. In Gyeulcheon, when I was weak, when I was not who I am now, I rode atop her back. She was wingless then, but I know now that the white-feathered appendages were only hidden. 

			So many secrets Haneul kept from me. 

			So many lies. 

			His eyes are burning with blue Dokkaebi fire as Duri’s hooves crunch against the icy ground, stepping over the bodies of the two fallen warriors with a muscle pulsing in his jaw. Underneath his black helmet, his short, wavy hair whips in the bitter winds. His armor is undoubtedly meant to intimidate—although what it only does is enrage. He wears dark-green plate armor laced together over simple black robes to cover his shoulders, torso, and waist. A sash holds the sword that he never uses, instead preferring to blast me with his foul fire. 

			Yet I do not look at his sword. I glare at his plates, so recently forged from the dead scales of one of my fallen Imugi. She is my only Imugi casualty so far. The Dokkaebi dogpiled her on these mountains three days ago and tore her scales from her body, knowing their value as defense. Now, Haneul wears them as he slowly makes his way toward me. The din of the battle seems to fade, and nothing exists except us and our steeds on this icy plain. I feel his emotions, pummeling me from the outside in: Grief. Rage. Guilt. I know that he feels mine: disgust and determination. 

			Thunder roars again and rain bursts from the gray clouds, freezing to sleet and snow as the Yaepak air meets it. “Hello, husband mine,” I croon as lightning splits the sky. Sonagi hisses menacingly at Duri, who huffs and flaps her wings, ascending so that she and her mount look down upon us. 

			“Prophecy,” Haneul says, voice almost as cold as the sleet pounding upon us. 

			I smile. He does not call me “Lina.” He never does. He does not understand, I suppose, that I am Shin Lina in many ways. To him I am simply the Prophecy, the one who will transform the Imugi into Yong and reclaim their land. Yet it goes deeper than that. I am not the cowardly girl with the foolish desire for redemption, the girl I have trapped in my head forevermore. “Really, Dokkaebi. Is that any way to speak to your wife?” I purr. 

			Through our bond, there is a bolt of sharply lanced pain. Pain and longing. I know that Haneul is thinking of our wedding, a wedding that was only ever a pretense. A foolish ploy to thwart my destiny. Laughing, I check that my scales, hard and glittering, cover my vitals as I summon the scaleblades from the back of my hands. The fatal blades extend from the back of my wrists, sharp and glittering. Sonagi hisses as I stand upon her saddle, looking up at the chollima and the Dokkaebi. 

			Haneul tenses, as if he knows what I am about to do. 

			I leap into the air with a grin as bloodlust overtakes me, soaring upward as cerulean Dokkaebi fire crackles between Haneul’s hands. He shouts in rage as I grab onto one of Duri’s hooves. The chollima panics, kicking wildly, wings flapping haphazardly as she thrashes. It is with great satisfaction that I watch Haneul tumble from the sky and onto the icy ground below. He rolls, flipping himself to his feet, snow crusting his armor as he curses violently.

			Leaving the chollima for now, I drop to the ground, descending the ten feet and ignoring the burst of pain in my left leg as I land. Haneul pants hard, eyes narrowed in fury. The red thread between us, still visible, tightens as I take a step forward. 

			“You should really give up,” I tell him, smiling in the way I can feel hurts him the most. It’s a cold smile, a cruel one, filled with mock-love. One that my lips had to grow used to. This face had never smiled like that before, not when she inhabited this body. “She’s not coming back. No matter how hard you try. And I am not her.” 

			“Silence,” snarls the emperor. As if he can command me. His voice turns raw. “You are a parasite, a leech under her skin.” 

			The sleet is coming down heavier now. A normal fire would have no hope of lighting in this storm, but Haneul’s fire is no ordinary fire. Even so, it is a weaker flame between his fingers than it might have been. I watch it warily, licking my lips as I take another step closer. The emperor flinches as my next words strike through the air like a whip. 

			“I do not love you, Dokkaebi. I love the storms that rage in the skies, and the blood that wets the ground. I love the kiss of a blade against a throat, not the kiss of your lips against mine. I love war and ruin. I love fear and fire and fury. I do not love you.”

			It is ever so pleasant, to feel the agony these words cause him. To see the way he blanches, as if he’s been run through by a sword. 

			“Silence,” he says again, and now his voice is broken and raw. 

			All around us, Dokkaebi are dying. Imugi are laughing. Sonagi is eliminating those who rush toward their emperor with thoughts of helping, currently facing down the white-haired Chan, who is roaring my name so loudly and in such hatred that I can’t help but snicker. On the wind, I hear Iseul cackling as her ax wetly meets flesh. 

			“Let me kill you,” I murmur as I pause, so close to him that the red thread between us is only the length of a jikdo. “Perhaps then I will show mercy to the others. Let me kill you, husband. I will enjoy it so very much. The color of your blood is so beautiful.”

			A wave of fury crests down our bond. “You,” seethes the Dokkaebi. “You are despicable.” 

			My smile disappears, and with a hiss of hatred, I launch toward him, my scaleblades aimed at his jugular. Haneul spins, a blur of speed, avoiding my attack, clumps of snow flying up from the ground as he moves. 

			We do this dance nearly every day, and always the result is the same. A retreat on his side before I can kill him. It is frustrating, but no matter. I am still winning. Haneul’s forces are fine fighters, yes, but what are they against me? Against a Prophecy? Prophecies are always, always fulfilled. He knows this, and yet he fights. I do not pretend to understand his foolish, inane ways. 

			But I do not need to understand his folly to kill him. 

			A column of blue fire rips across the snow toward me, but the sleet has banked its power. It is not so fast as it could be, nor so vibrant a blue. I whip away from it, and it disappears, returning to Haneul’s hands. He is panting, chest heaving. It hurts him to do this, to fight against the body that once housed the weaker me. How I hate her. She kept me trapped inside of her mind for so long, and even when I wrestled my way to the front, she still fought back. But now she is quiet. I hear not a peep from my weaker self. I do not expect to ever hear her again. 

			The red thread of fate gleams as Haneul summons another wave of Dokkaebi flame. It is wider, this one, and the Imugi closest to us hiss in pain as it encloses me in a circle and singes their scales. For a moment, I feel a flare of caution. This fire, it hurts. But the Imugi are summoners of storms, and the fire is pounded by sleet, opening a space between the flickering flames of blue for me to escape in a sharp dive. I grunt as I hit the icy ground, hooking a foot around Haneul’s ankle, sending him staggering. He is strong, but what is he against the Goddess of Wrath?

			Already, temples in Sunpo are being built. Worshippers invoke my name with mixtures of awe and fear. Shin Lina. Shin Lina. The goddess. Soon, there will be temples in every kingdom, and my Yong will soar in the skies. The world will be as it should have been centuries upon centuries ago. Reclaimed by its true denizens, dragons of old, regaining the lands they were so forcefully exiled from. 

			I leap to my feet. Between us, the red thread flexes, rippling. It is insubstantial, which is truly a pity, as I’ve tried to sever it many times with my scaleblades. I do not enjoy being tied to this Dokkaebi, even as mortal enemies. I do not like that he is able to find me anywhere, no matter what I do. My only consolation is that I can find him, too. Even in dreams. 

			I like to haunt his nightmares. In those, I have killed him many times over since this war began. 

			A bolt of white lightning lances through the sky, shattering the damp snowflakes as they fall. My lips thin. This skirmish. I grow tired of it. Reaching for the ancient Mother of Imugi across the battlefield, I summon Sonagi, running a hand against her cold, sleek consciousness. She has plunged her way further into the fray, ripping apart enemy soldiers with her venomous fangs. Golden blood sprays onto the white snow. But at my summons, she twists, slithering back toward me. There are other Imugi I can use, but none that I am bonded with in the way that I am Sonagi. We are linked, she and I, as lightning is to thunder. Where one strikes, the other follows. She is with me always. 

			“I am coming, my child,” she assures me, pausing only to spit venom onto a Dokkaebi warrior in her path. The winds of her storm carry her voice above the din to my ears. “Do not fear.” 

			Haneul is gritting his teeth, a ball of Dokkaebi fire burning between his palms. His silver eyes meet mine, and I feel the depths of his pain. Annoying. His grief is distracting as his arm pulls back, and as the orb of fire soars through the air, faster than mortal eyes would be able to see. Fortunately, I am not mortal. 

			Although I dodge it, the flames lick my stealth-suit, and I curse. The fabric is flameproof, but it will not hold up long against Haneul’s fire—even as faint as it currently is from the sleet. I’ve no choice but to roll in the snow to extinguish them, just as Sonagi arrives. Her enormous head bends down, offering me access to her flexuous neck—upon which my saddle sits. In one fluid motion, I grip the black leather straps dangling above and, with a grunt, propel myself upward from the ground, flipping myself around and mounting the Mother of Imugi. She extends herself to her full height, and together we tower over Haneul, who must be at least twenty feet below. 

			The Dokkaebi scowls and whistles sharply. His chollima rushes to his side, her mane soaking wet with snow. Breathing hard, the emperor mounts the winged beast. Her white-feathered wings begin to flap, bringing them upward. Haneul’s frustration pierces me from the outside as I bare my teeth down at him. He sends me a rude gesture, and I respond by reaching to the same straps underneath the saddle that I used to haul myself up. 

			They harbor a hidden bow and a quiver of iron arrows, the points of which are tipped in Imugi venom—lethal to even Dokkaebi. Kneeling on the saddle, I nock an arrow and aim. 

			Haneul shouts, pulling Duri to the side as the weapon whizzes past. 

			I narrow my eyes. 

			Sonagi twists as he swoops around. I let the next arrow fly. I expect it to hit true, but his silver eyes widen, and he unhooks himself from his own saddle, dropping through the air as the arrow slices through the place where, moments before, his throat was. He hangs from Duri by the stirrup. Below, my Imugi look up, maws stretching open eagerly. Duri, whickering anxiously, takes him higher, but I can see his fingers are slipping. Finally. Today, he will die. This thorn in my side will be plucked out. 

			I close one eye, aiming my next arrow carefully. Yet—through the bond, I feel Haneul’s panic. He is staring down at his troops, watching as Iseul in her snow-colored, nine-tailed fox form rips out the throats of his soldiers. He is watching his Supreme Commander, Chan, lose himself so completely in the battle-frenzy that the white-haired Dokkaebi does not realize he is bleeding profusely from his side, spilling gold ichor. 

			This is always the part where Haneul retreats, pulling back his forces only to reappear the following day with renewed vigor. His eyes meet mine as the air around him begins to move, the summoning of his shadowed corridor commencing. 

			“FALL BACK!” Haneul roars. “FALL BACK!”

			So painfully predictable. 

			I narrow my eyes and let the arrow rip through the air. It is aimed true, and I smile. Finally. After all these skirmishes, all these attacks, I have killed…

			But a moment before my arrow pierces the armor protecting his heart and buries deep within the skin, Haneul disappears through his portal, Duri vanishing with him. 

			I hiss a curse as the arrow tumbles through the air and cleaves in half on the rocky ground where his troops are following his lead—dark portals bursting back into existence, the wounded being dragged by their comrades. Only Chan is still roaring, facing down Iseul, who is the one responsible for the wound in his side. Her teeth are sharp, her claws even more so. I watch with grim satisfaction as the Imugi swarm the one remaining Dokkaebi, and as Chan—finally realizing he will get himself killed before he gets the chance to murder me—staggers back into the portal he has summoned. But not before his eyes meet mine through the sleet, a flashing emerald of hatred. They are filled with what he thinks is a promise: for Hana’s death, I will pay. 

			I have absolutely no intention of doing so, and I tell him so through a little smirk, delighting in the anguish I see burning him from the inside out. He staggers backward into his portal, the shadows closing around him. 

			A moment later, the battlefield is empty of Dokkaebi save for the dead. 

			I stroke Sonagi’s head as the storm begins to recede. Iseul shifts back into her human form and grins at me, strutting over to where Sonagi stands. Her light, almost white, hair is soaked golden with blood, and she licks her lips as the sea of Imugi parts to allow her through. They adore her, and although she cannot fully understand them aside from a few susurrations here and there, she has a special bond with Uloe, the serpent upon which she rides. 

			“Well,” Iseul declares, tapping the space between Uloe’s flaring, scaled nostrils with a dainty and bloody finger, “that was exquisitely fun, don’t you think? The snowstorm was a nice touch, as always.” 

			“Thank you,” hisses Sonagi, swaying in pride. Her hood, akin to one of the cobra’s, is unique to her as the Mother of Imugi. It flares with pleasure at the fox’s words. Iseul has caught onto enough of the Serpentine Language to send Sonagi a wink in return as she remounts Uloe. 

			Bomin emerges upon Beongae, looking rattled atop his Imugi. “No,” the halji dealer wheezes, fumbling in the pockets of his elaborate lavender robes for a roll to smoke. “No, that was not fun. Actually, I hated every single moment of that.” The thin, reedy man shakes like a leaf as he always does after one of these ambushes. 

			Beongae’s golden eyes are laughing. “My rider iss a coward,” he tells me. “He cried. It was most amusssing, Empresss.” 

			Bang Bomin might be a coward, and the sight of his hat may incline me toward violence, but he is smart. Some humans in Sunpo did not respect the idea of my rule after hearing the Prophecy. They were swiftly dealt with. Bomin knows that his alliance to me is the most useful thing he possesses. 

			As Bomin lights his roll of halji with shaking hands, my throat itches. An intense flare of annoyance rises inside of me at the weakness this body feels for something as trivial as the drug. “Bomin,” I snap, gesturing impatiently. I am too busy to try to fight this addiction. My weaker self was a fool, trying to outrun this. When he tosses me the lit roll, I put it between my lips and inhale deeply. 

			Iseul collects my fallen cloak from the snow and hands it to me with a mischievous smile. “Onward, then?” she asks, eyes glittering. It is a relief to see that the shine is not due to tears. For weeks after that healer-boy Ryu Seojin left her, forsaking his alliance with me, Iseul was prone to crying. It was irritating to no end. He is a worthless thing. I do not understand why she loves him so. Bomin has told me whispers that Seojin has been seen with the Dokkaebi, perhaps apprenticing under Jeong Kang as a healer, helping mend the wounded Dokkaebi on the opposing side. I don’t particularly care. If he’s with them, he will die, and we will be all the better for it. I have not told Iseul of his allegiance. She doesn’t need to know. Just as she does not need to know that I am not the Lina she once knew. I’ve no desire for unnecessary complications. 

			As Iseul waits expectantly, I smile precisely the way that Haneul hates. I love the feeling of it on my lips, the feeling of knowing it is something he despises. I hope, through our bond, he can feel my smug satisfaction at the battle won.

			A flicker of rage in response tells me he can. My grin grows. 

			“Onward,” I whisper, and my smoke-hoarse voice drifts over the mountain tops toward Wyusan. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			Rui

			The Dokkaebi emperor staggers to his knees in his throne room and chokes on his grief. 

			Every day, the torment gnaws upon his insides. After every battle, he cannot breathe, his lungs forgetting the simple act of drawing in oxygen as the world crashes and burns around him. Wheezing, he clutches his throat, shaking so violently that he is almost sick on the glossy black floor. Hot tears pressing against the backs of his eyes, Rui lowers his forehead to the cold stone, trying to focus on the frigid feeling against his skin. He needs help, he needs comfort, but he is alone to suffer this attack. As he must be. 

			For what would they say, if they could see him like this? What would they think? His soldiers, his subjects. An emperor cannot be weak in a time of war. And so, while his forces return to Gyeulcheon and cluster in the ballroom—which has been converted into a hospital for the wounded—Rui shakes and shudders before his damned throne of dark thorns. He fights to regain control over the pocket-realm’s weather, which fluctuates wildly from sunny to storming as adrenaline fills him so deeply that he gags upon it. 

			It begins to pass, and Rui takes a tremulous breath, yanking the helmet off his head and dragging an unsteady hand through his sweat-damp hair. Slowly, he pushes himself to his feet. Above him on the ceiling, ruby-scaled Yong swim through scatterings of glowing moons. Rui stares up at those Yong, the true Yong of old, eradicated by time—the creatures the Imugi wish to become a wicked mockery of. Rui’s hands flex at his sides. These original Yong were benevolent. But their dagger-sharp talons, their elongated fangs, their ability to weave through air and sky…

			Prophecies cannot be stopped, but by the gods, he has to try. 

			It would not be honorable, to die knowing that he did not do everything in his formidable power to save these Three Kingdoms from the Prophecy’s wrath. He knows that his army of Dokkaebi warriors feel the same. This, it is their culture. The unstaggering belief that it is better to die a honed blade than one dull and coated in rust. It is no secret that Rui used to scorn this particular Dokkaebi belief—taunting a dishonorable death in ways such as, say, hiring a mortal assassin to try to kill him within fourteen days—but now, Rui understands. He understands, although he wishes he did not.

			It’s more likely than not that death is coming for them all…and swiftly. 

			It is only a matter of how they choose to meet it. 

			Like cowards? 

			Or like the warriors they are? 

			Rui closes his eyes, attempting to collect himself. Trembling, he dons the mask he has become so used to wearing. 

			Cold. Indifferent. Confident. It is a mask made from terror, sculpted from necessity and weakness. For this is all it is—a mask. Underneath its cold edges, Rui is as broken as only a Dokkaebi can be: endlessly, eternally, through the depths of an immortal soul. 

			Breathing hard, he closes his eyes and does what he now always does after these attacks. As sweat trickles down his back, he summons the red thread of fate into his mind’s eye. In inky blackness it appears, swirling to someplace far in the distance. In this empty mindscape, Rui closes his fingers around the sparkling ribbon. Here, the string is corporeal, a true ribbon rather than one of the spiritual. With a clenched jaw, he begins to walk. His feet move across the plane of nothingness, following. Following, following. He walks, hope pounding futilely against his rib cage, but he only finds her at the other end of the red thread. 

			The Prophecy. 

			It’s like a watercolor splash in the darkness—the blue-tinged, frosty mountain on which the Prophecy stands, the whirling eddies of powdery snow, the long strands of her inky black hair escaping from her tight braid, having already grown back from Rui’s attack in the Sunpo palace with inhuman speed. There is no sign of the burned, bald woman from the Night of the Red Moon. Her eyes are golden above the teardrop scar and slit in the middle by an inky dagger of black—so different than the rich brown that they once were. 

			No humanity lives in those golden depths. No emotion. 

			The red thread of fate leads into this splash, and Rui knows that if he wished so, he could step into this scene—make his presence known, murmur words that the Prophecy would hear whispered down their bond. 

			She’s speaking to somebody, her red lips curled in that horrible grin, a rictus on Lina’s face. Fury washes over him as he turns away. It is not the Prophecy that he is trying to find, who he is attempting to follow the red thread toward. No. 

			It is his wife, his soul-stitched whom he looks for. Shin Lina, with her sparkling laugh and fierce disposition. Shin Lina, his little thief, his assassin whom he loves with every beat of his bleeding heart. Shin Lina, who died with Eunbi—

			Rui squeezes his eyes shut, gripping the red thread so hard that his nails dig into his palm, leaving angry red crescents as that terrible night forces its way into his memories. 

			It was never meant to happen like that. Kang, colorless with shock, had knelt before Rui later that night in Gyeulcheon, swearing upon his life that this—this had not been his clandestine plot. Eunbi’s presence, combined with his Dokkaebi fire, had only been meant to shock Lina out of the parasitic Prophecy’s grip. Rui swallows sickness as he remembers gripping the collar of Kang’s robes with pale-knuckled fists, shaking his advisor so hard that his eyes rolled into the back of his head. Rui had—Rui had been so close to killing him, his friend, his brother in all but blood. 

			All that time, Kang had not so much as lifted a hand to defend himself. As Rui’s blue flames crackled, cold as ice, Kang had closed his eyes and nodded. In acceptance. 

			He had once told Rui he was not the sort to run from his mistakes. He had not lied. 

			But Rui…Rui had not been able to do it. His fingers had fallen from Kang’s robes, and with a low sob, he’d shoved the other Dokkaebi away, his hands spasming at his sides. Instead, he’d spent the night screaming at the stars, so cruel and cold in the sky of his own creation. 

			The next morning, he’d staggered through the palace to Hana’s bedroom, falling to his knees beside her deathbed, his head hung in the worst sort of grief: the kind that swirls inside of you at the knowledge of an unavoidable, impending death. 

			Hana’s bedroom—so typically maddeningly unkept, with hundreds of fine dresses strewn across the marble floor as if she tried on dozens of hanboks before deciding on her favorite for the day—was eerily clean, smelling of harsh soap and lye underneath the more putrid stench of sickness and a seeping wound. The Dokkaebi laid beneath the covers of the bed, her skin pallid and sickly, sweat beading on her damp forehead. Her lips, usually painted in the most fashionable colors, were dry and cracked. Her eyes, when they fluttered open to rest upon him, were dull and glazed with pain. 

			“Rui?” she rasped. Her voice was no longer the smoky, sensuous thing it once was, now broken and weak. Next to her on the bed, Chan’s eyes snapped open from the shallow sleep he must have found himself in. His general’s emerald eyes reminded Rui of shattered glass: sharp and utterly destroyed. 

			If eyes truly were the window to the soul, then his were punched in, wrecked beyond repair. 

			It had happened so fast. Not seconds after that horrible moment in Sunpo’s palace when the Prophecy cleaved Manpasikjeok in two, Hana had screamed, felled by the venomous bite of an Imugi. The serpent had sunk its teeth into her side, so deep that even Kang’s most desperate measures did little to stop the bleeding. As for the poison, running through Park Hana’s veins…

			No medicine, no elixir, would take. 

			And Hana had vehemently resisted attempts to administer her the wongun enhancer. After all, Lina was once poisoned by Imugi venom. Her ingestion of the enhancer afterward had…changed her. Monstrously so. Although the same likely would not happen to Hana—not without an ages-old Prophecy waiting viciously in the wings for her—his friend would not sway. 

			She’d rather die than be like Lina.

			And somewhere, deep down, Rui knew that even the wongun enhancer would not cure Hana. She was already a Gaksi Dokkaebi of his inner court; the enhancer was only used for granting the Gaksi ability of teleportation to standard Dokkaebi. Nothing could help Hana. Not at this stage. 

			That, oh that, was the crux of it all. 

			“Rui?” his friend repeated, blinking slowly. “Is it you?”

			“Hana,” he said roughly, the name scraping against his throat. There was little else for him to say. They knew what was coming. “Forgive me.” 

			A glimmer of that old vindictiveness sparked in Hana’s eyes. “Apologies do nothing, Rui,” she snapped, and her voice would have been steely cold if not for the crack running down the middle. “I warned you, did I not? I told you, quite plainly, to kill her. And now this.” Her lips twisted. “There will be more deaths like mine. Many more. The mortal realm will soon run red with blood. I am the first, but I am not the last.”

			Rui pressed his trembling lips together. Yes, Hana had urged him to kill his beloved—with what he had thought was spite and malice. Now, he wondered if it was mercy. 

			If she was trying to save Lina from the cruel hands of fate.

			If she was trying to save Rui from watching the girl he loved be consumed by a parasite from the inside out. 

			Hana reached out and gripped one of his hands in her own. Her other clenched around her lover’s. “Avenge me,” hissed Hana, her curly black hair plastered to her freckled neck by her own sickly sweat. Her white nightdress was stained with it. “Swear it.” 

			And as Chan swore the oath, his low voice cracking like ice in frigid winter, Hana did not look at him once. She kept her glare, suddenly lucid and furious, on her emperor.

			“I swear it,” rasped Rui, again bowing his head. “I swear to do what I must to stop the Prophecy.” 

			And to avenge Lina, he added silently. For Shin Lina was as much a victim of that insidious parasite as Hana. 

			“Good,” snapped Hana, and for a moment Rui was a young crown prince again, allowing himself to be bossed around by a mere servant’s daughter in a game of pretend. There was a reason he had chosen her for his Inner Circle. Even now, as she took a shuddering breath, Rui saw it. That fire inside of her. Hungry and burning. 

			Until it guttered out. 

			Suddenly spent, Hana collapsed back onto the pillows. 

			She did not speak again. 

			Two nights later, Park Hana died, the Imugi venom overtaking her body. She screamed in her final moments before falling still, dark eyes wide and empty. 

			That same night, Rui and Kang had to hold Chan down as he roared, had to sedate him as he attempted to portal into Sunpo, to kill Lina where she stood. They had just lost one friend. They could not survive losing another so soon.

			Now, in the mindscape, Rui opens his eyes and swallows hard, trying his best to step around the vision of the Prophecy. It is a foolish yearning, he knows, to wish that his Lina is still in here somewhere. She is as good as dead, but he cannot—Rui cannot accept that. Still, he looks for her, begging the red thread to lead him to his love. But it only ever leads him to the Prophecy. For so long, he has hoped that Lina is somewhere, only hidden from him. 

			Yet as he returns to his body in the throne room, Rui admits with a flood of nausea that if Lina is there, she is…hidden. Shrouded forever, never to emerge. As much as he attempts to coax her out like this, or through the Dokkaebi fire on the battlefield, a part of him knows that his Lina is gone forever. 

			And he knows that he must be the one to kill her body.

			If not him, it will be Chan. Chan, mad with grief, consumed by his furious oath to avenge Hana. His supreme commander, who speaks of cutting up the Prophecy like a slab of raw meat. For his Lina, Rui will not allow that to happen. This body was once hers. It must be painless. It must be quick. For the girl he loved and loves still. 

			She, too, deserves an honorable death. 

			“Little thief,” Rui whispers, holding his head in his hands, “I am sorry. I am so sorry.” 

			… 

			As Rui strides into the ballroom, his eyes snap immediately to his mad Supreme Commander. Chan is gritting his teeth against Kang’s needle as it weaves in and out of the wound dripping from his side and glaring at Rui, who pretends not to see. Unfortunately, Chan’s war-crazed glower is rather hard to ignore. It cuts through him like the sharpest knife as he slowly walks through the cots of the injured, his heart heavy as the Dokkaebi servants now trained in basic medicinal skills rush back and forth with panicked expressions. 

			Dokkaebi healing is typically quick, but fighting Imugi venom is a slower process—and one that can be futile. Hana died from it. These soldiers, the ones with the deeper wounds, will also be dead in two nights. Maybe less. Suppressing a grimace, Rui passes Ryu Seojin. The human boy—brother to one of Lina’s old gang members—has quickly become one of the most skilled healers in the Dokkaebi army. They are fortunate to have him. Without him, their death count would be much higher. 

			As Rui nears Chan, he listens as the Supreme Commander’s breaths come sharper, quickening in time with Kang’s ministrations. The emperor hides a grimace as Chan grunts in pain, eyeing the gouge in his side. The sight of the gore is almost a relief. Chan’s wound is not as bad as Rui had feared—the Gumiho’s claws gouged into the warrior’s flesh, but not deep enough to scrape bone. 

			Small mercies mean everything these days. 

			With the combination of Kang’s treatment and his natural healing, Chan will be able to return to the field tomorrow. Rui lingers near the foot of his cot, watching Kang work with narrowed eyes. 

			“Stay still,” he warns his Supreme Commander. Quietly, almost gently, but it’s still an order from an emperor. It is to be obeyed. “I daresay that jerking around like a fish on a string will only make it hurt more.” 

			Chan snarls. 

			Rui sighs.

			These days, talking to Chan is like speaking to a wounded, rabid beast. The Supreme Commander of the Dokkaebi army is liable to be reticent one moment, and flying into a rage the next, raving about what he will do to Shin Lina when he is given the chance. It is exhausting yet understandable. They have lost their loves, the two of them. And they suffer. 

			“It’ll heal itself,” the warrior snaps, glaring at everyone and everything in sight. 

			“Not if you keep moving,” Kang retorts sharply before turning toward Rui. As it always does now, Rui’s stomach drops as their eyes meet. They do not have much of a friendship anymore.

			Attempting to murder a friend does that, apparently. Who would have thought?

			Rui flattens his lips before they can curl into a cold, sardonic smile. It’s an effort for him to incline his head into a chilly nod. It hurts to look at his advisor, at the dark circles underneath his wise eyes and the way his once-sleek, dark auburn hair is now matted and limp. Rui wills his mask not to crack as he turns his gaze to Chan, unable to meet Kang’s eyes for a moment longer.

			What do you say after you try to kill your friend?

			What do you say after he nearly lets you? 

			Rui’s notoriously silver tongue simply has no words for this situation. He glances back toward Chan. The white-haired general still sits on the cot, his dark chest bare. The wound in his side has been cleaned and is in the process of being stitched. Chan glowers up at Rui, blame simmering in his eyes, and the emperor is bitter at the truth of it: his inner circle is fractured and broken. Blame and loss has pulled them apart, drawing an irreversible line in the sand between the three remaining Gaksi Dokkaebi of Gyeulcheon’s inner court. 

			“We keep retreating,” Chan snarls up at Rui, clearly itching for a fight. “We need to stand our ground. We’ve fought this war before, and never once did we retreat.”

			“Circumstances are different,” Rui replies stiffly, measuring his breaths. “There is a Prophecy. These retreats have saved the lives of the army. It would be foolhardy to stay when our own carnage surrounds us.” 

			“Or,” Chan growls, gnashing his teeth together, “you don’t want to kill her just yet. You’re holding back. My soldiers and I know it.”

			Rui stiffens, narrowing his eyes. “Our soldiers,” he corrects icily, but inside, he is worried. Chan has taken up his wartime position as Supreme Commander. As thus, his power over Rui’s army is considerable. Should Rui die in battle, the troops will be solely reliant upon Kim Chan. And although that is not the case yet, Rui has not missed the way his soldiers look up to the Supreme Commander. Respect him, admire him both as a Dokkaebi and as a soldier. If Chan is spreading discontent amongst Gyeulcheon’s militia, Rui will need to deal with it. Deal with him. He pins Chan down with a stare. 

			His commander is grieving; Rui can understand that as he, too, feels the useless organ in his chest crack and rupture and fissure every moment of every damn day. But if Chan’s way of mourning his lover poses a risk to this war, if his grief leads to hurried decisions and actions fueled not by strategy but by foolhardy haste, Rui will not hesitate to slap sense into him. If he is forced to demote Chan, he will. 

			But not yet. Chan is his strongest fighter, trained by his father, Kim Joonghoo—a revered combatant, one that has made his way into Dokkaebi myths and legends. Rui pins Chan with a stare a moment longer. Know your place, he tells him through firm lips and hard eyes. 

			Chan inhales sharply. “Fine,” he eventually spits out, but Rui knows that what he really means is, All of this is your fault. Hana warned you from the very start that getting involved with that human girl was a stupid choice. 

			His hands curl at his sides. It takes a glorious amount of effort to remind himself that pummeling the wounded is most typically frowned upon. 

			“Fine,” Rui retorts sharply and turns back to Kang. “I meet with Empress Moon of Wyusan tonight.” The warrior-empress knows to expect him. Since Lina took Sunpo, they have been exchanging correspondences: urges to prepare for invasion from the Dokkaebi met with Moon Dahee’s curt replies that although she is readying her army, she’s hopeful the Dokkaebi will stop “this snake-girl” (as she put it) from reaching her kingdom. 

			Even when Rui sent Kang to warn her that Prophecies are always fulfilled—and quickly, if there is nobody honorable enough to at least try to oppose them—Empress Moon did not sway, confident that the Dokkaebi would find an early triumph, citing an ancient battle between Sunpo and Wyusan in which the Sunpo army quickly perished on Habaek’s River and the Yaepak Mountain Range. 

			“I will not join this war until it reaches my lands,” Empress Moon had apparently explained to Kang. 

			The emperor knows he cannot blame Moon for her folly—she does not yet understand the wrath and ruin the Prophecy will reap, even against the powerful Dokkaebi. Yet he has, on multiple occasions, wished that Manpasikjeok was not broken. That he could bend Wyusan and Bonseyo’s stubborn minds to his will. For Bonseyo is even worse than Wyusan, ignoring Gyeulcheon’s many missives entirely in favor of sorting out their own inner war between the members of the Jeon Dynasty who have a tendency to stab each other in the back. Their inanity is staggering. Their kingdom is poised to be taken in a war that they ignore in favor of their own family feuds. 

			Or perhaps they have already accepted their demise and turn to petty squabbles as a distraction. He has never fully understood the way of mortals. And, he thinks, he never will. 

			Rui should pay the Jeons a visit as well, but for now, Empress Moon is the priority. The Prophecy is closer to her kingdom, and her forces are larger in number, more organized. Rui, to be honest, doubts Bonseyo’s value as a lender of aid. They are unstable, both internally and externally. 

			Now that the Prophecy has almost reached the Wyusan Wilderness, Wyusan’s empress will recognize the necessity of joining power with Gyeulcheon to stand against the Prophecy. And Gyeulcheon, as much as it pains Rui to admit it, needs reinforcements, human or otherwise. A good number of warriors have been felled by Imugi venom. At the very least, the human soldiers will provide a distraction.

			Rui closes his eyes. He hates war. He hates that it forces him to think this way, equivalating human life to distractions. 

			Kang is watching him warily. He can feel it, the scrutinizing gaze tracing his face, his stooped shoulders. Yet Rui is suddenly too damn tired to hide how he is slightly unsteady on his feet, or to even attempt to smooth the fatigue etched upon his visage. The cause of his insomnia is not just this great and terrible war, the haunting bloodshed and broken battles. 

			It is the Prophecy. 

			It is what she has done to Lina’s body—a terrible, ghastly violation. 

			This war, it is futile. 

			Yet it is not the Dokkaebi way to stand idly by as Imugi ravage the mortal realm of Iseung. It is not his way. Amidst the wounded and dying, Rui reminds himself of that. 

			“Shall I come with you to meet with Empress Moon?” Kang asks carefully as Rui opens his eyes. His advisor turns back to Chan and finishes the final stitch. As soon as the needle leaves his flesh, Chan scowls and abruptly stands, grabbing his undershirt and shoving past Kang and Rui. Both Dokkaebi watch the Supreme Commander storm out of the ballroom toward his daily meetings with the generals and cavalries. Chan’s body quivers with suppressed energy, and Rui’s lips thin. 

			That energy, it is dark. It is dangerous. He recognizes it, for it is the same sort of energy that churns within the Prophecy. 

			This does not bode well, Rui thinks with a heavy heart.

			“Rui?” prompts Kang. “Shall I accompany you to Wyusan?”

			“No,” the emperor replies quietly as the ballroom doors slam shut once again. “You’re needed here.” He pretends not to see the hurt and shame that flickers across Kang’s face. Once, his advisor’s presence by his side would not even be in question. “Keep an eye on Chan. Ensure that he…stays in line.”

			Kang bows his head in promise, focusing on this small step forward. A hollow bitterness—regret—lingers in his eerily wise eyes. Rui looks away from the dark shadows beneath them. “I— Yes. I will.”

			Rui nods and hesitates. For a moment, he is tempted to clasp Kang by the shoulder, as he always did in farewell before…

			Before. 

			But a moment later, Rui departs in a swirl of shadows. 

			And something withers deep inside of him.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			The Prisoner

			“You killed her,” the Aglyeong whispers as it wraps bloated fingers around the bars of my cell, the sleeves of its white hanbok stained with old blood. If it had eyes, I know that they would glitter with sadistic cruelty. 

			Yet the demon before me is completely faceless, its long, lank black hair framing a white face as cracked and empty as the shell of a broken egg. There is no mouth for it to speak out of, but that does not stop the wet, rasping words from reaching my ears. It laughs softly under its breath and tilts its head as it watches me. “Your mistakes killed your sister. Not the bullet, not the pistol, not the man. You, Lina. You killed her.” 

			Curled on the cold stone floor of my cell, I hug my knees to my chest and shudder, squeezing my eyes shut as the Aglyeong clucks its nonexistent tongue. 

			“She would still be alive, if not for you,” it leers. “You murdered her by the murder of another. How does that feel, my sweet little morsel? Hmm? Why don’t you come out? Why don’t you come out and show me how terrible that makes you feel? Come out. Come out.”

			Here, I remember everything I once forgot. That the Voice in my head was the Prophecy, the whole time. That Rui and his court knew, the whole time. 

			The Aglyeong makes the hoarse, rattling sound I know now is its laugh. Sometimes it attempts to coax me out of this cage, although how I would escape it is an utter mystery to me. “Oh, please,” it’ll gurgle. “Just a nibble. Just a taste. I am ever so hungry. Come here, my delicious gobbet of flesh. Surely that cell grows boring.” 

			Those hungry goadings are the only time its mouth appears: stretching across its horrible face, a wide, gaping chasm of yellow saliva and chattering, rotting black teeth. Perhaps I would try to go to it, to end whatever meager existence this is, if not for the atrocity that is its breath. 

			The stench of its lichen-crawling tongue is so eye-wateringly foul that I just… I cannot bring myself to let it eat me. The little dignity I have left recoils at the thought. 

			The Prophecy, I think, has somehow sent this creature to ensure I remain imprisoned. Has somehow brought it into my mind, where I lie now. She does not need to have bothered. 

			The war, the destruction, the battles. The Imugi, the worshippers, the schemes. All it makes me is hollow, numb. I will not try to escape. Frankly, I am too weary. In my bones, and in my blood. 

			“Rui never loved you,” the Aglyeong continues. My hands do nothing to block its cold, slithering voice. It is like a winter wind howling through a forest, felling ice-coated trees with horrific ease. “Who ever could? You’re weak. Sniveling. Cowardly. You bring death to everybody you touch. Who could ever love a monster?” 

			Nobody can. Nobody should.

			Only pain befalls them in the end. 

			C R A C K.

			C R A C K.

			C R A C K.

			C R A C K.

			The sound of my world shattering apart echoes through my mind, piercing my rotten heart with shards of jagged glass. I am sick—violently, terribly sick—on the ground beneath me, hot bile scorching my throat and spilling through my lips as the Aglyeong stands outside the bars of my cell, hideous and horrible, delighting in my misery. 

			As it leans in close and whispers the words that are true, so inescapably true.

			“You killed her, Lina. You killed her.” 

			… 

			Curled in the cell, underneath the Aglyeong’s blank yet watchful stare, I dream of Eunbi. Not as I last saw her, still and silent, but as she once was: full of laughter and joy and that sweet, silly humor. 

			I consume these dreams like a sad child consumes candy. I inhale them, desperate for just a hint of sweetness. 

			In my dream, Eunbi is laughing, her small face crinkled in joy. My little sister is spinning, her small hands placed in larger, scarred ones, her curly hair whipping through a wind that carries small pink cherry blossoms through a lilac sky. “Faster, Sang,” she cries out in delight. “Faster!”

			The dream broadens, like watercolor seeping across parchment, expanding to reveal the tousle-haired spymaster. His hazel eyes are bright as he spins Eunbi underneath the cherry blossom tree, his mouth curved into the small, crooked smile he used to give me after a successful mission carried out in the dead of night. 

			It is as if I’m standing there, a few feet away from them, a silent and invisible specter. Once, I thought I might have slipped through my sleep into the realm of Jeoseung, as I used to—that I might truly be watching my sister in her place of rest—but she cannot see me, not as Sonagi did during my visits to the underworld realm. With a sinking heart, I’ve come to believe that my nighttime excursions to Jeoseung were only the insidious work of the Prophecy and Sonagi, dragging me to my doom. I cannot flit between worlds without those creatures jerking my strings like a puppet master does a marionette. 

			Right? 

			“Now!” Eunbi shouts, and with a soft laugh, Sang lets go of her hands. The momentum carries my sister through the long, swaying grass, where she twirls like a falling snowflake before plopping onto the ground, still giggling. Mountains of jade, of onyx and quartz, rise in the background. Sang laughs, staggering, clearly dizzy as well. 

			Eunbi’s head pops up from the long grass as she climbs back to her feet. “Again,” she demands, and Sang groans. 

			“We have been doing this for an hour…”

			She props a small hand on her hip. “You were the one who said he was bored!” 

			“Yes, but…” As Eunbi skips back toward him, her light pink hanbok glittering in the pale blue sunlight, I blink back hot tears. It is just so easy, sometimes, to believe that this is real. That this truly is Jeoseung, that my sister has found some beauty in death, that my old friend is grumbling his complaints about this “horrible game” Eunbi has so mischievously concocted. When Eunbi places her hands in his again, and as they begin to spin underneath the cherry blossom tree, I walk closer, wanting to drink in everything about this. The way Eunbi’s eyes are squeezed shut. The unruliness of her hair as it flies through the air. The little blossoms caught in it, matching the hue of her hanbok.

			I’ve never drawn this close to her before. Always I hold myself back, unwilling to be more selfish than I already am. Yet the Aglyeong’s torments drive me closer and closer every night.

			“Now!” cries Eunbi, and as Sang releases her, her eyes fly open…

			And lock with mine. 

			My heart freezes in my chest as Eunbi tumbles to the ground, her mouth open in a small “O” of shock. As Sang rushes to her aid, helping her up, Eunbi stares directly at the spot where I stand underneath the tree. My head is suddenly painfully light, as if all the blood has drained from it. Perhaps it has. 

			Can Eunbi…

			Can Eunbi see me? This has never before happened in any of these dreams.

			For a moment, hope swells in my chest, only to deflate as she blinks, looking away, and shaking her head to clear it. No. No, of course not… Anything that happens here, in this dream, is only a creation of my own mind. 

			“Are you all right?” Sang asks softly, gently dusting the petals from her hair.

			“I thought I saw…” Eunbi mumbles, rubbing her head and looking back toward where I sway in a mixture of confusion and disbelief—but this time, her eyes go right through me. “Nothing. It’s nothing. I think I’m— I think I’m too dizzy.”

			“I wonder why?” Sang asks wryly, and as he takes her hand, leading her away from the cherry blossom tree, Eunbi peeks over her shoulder once again. Her eyes skim over me, but her mouth opens, almost as if she’s going to whisper my name. 

			Yet she doesn’t, and in a swirl of color, the dream fades, leaving me to wake gasping in a cold sweat on the damp floor of my cell. The Aglyeong cocks its egg-like head at me as I pant, dragging a shaking hand down my face. 

			It was only a dream, I tell myself, but suddenly, I am not too sure. 

			I am not too sure at all.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOUR

			The Prophecy

			Night falls, and I savor the silence. 

			Although we are only a day’s ride away from the Wyusan Wilderness, where the tree leaves are still brittle and orange, the snow where we have made our camp for the night on the mountain is thick and glittering white. It dulls the sound of Bomin’s desperate attempts at wooing Iseul as they sit around a fire, eating the rabbit I shot down for them. 

			“Ssso close,” Sonagi hisses. “Can you tassste it, Child of Venom?” Her dark, forked tongue—the same as mine—flicks out to sample the night air. 

			“Haneul is planning something,” I reply darkly, toying idly with the red thread as I will it into existence, passing my fingers through the insubstantial scarlet material. “I feel it.” If I concentrate, his emotions—anticipation and determination—are mine to experience as well. 

			“Bessst find out,” Sonagi murmurs. “Undoubtedly he is gathering alliesss. What is it Bomin said?”

			“Empress Moon is in correspondence with the Dokkaebi. She is training her troops.” One of Bomin’s latest pieces of intelligence concerns Wyusan, from a general who owes Bomin many favors—and has been promised leniency when I arrive (a lie, really, but he doesn’t need to know the futility of his efforts). I sent missives of my own, of course, detailing in exquisite detail the benefits of Moon’s surrender. I only received one letter back. 

			Fuck off, Empress Moon had scrawled back. There was not even a signature, nor a royal seal. 

			And that was that in terms of the Wyusan negotiations. I have not yet heard a word from Bonseyo. I was not surprised. Empress Moon Dahee is known to be ruthless. She married Emperor Soo Hyunjin of Wyusan, briefly becoming a part of Wyusan’s ancient Soo Dynasty. And then, before the emperor could get an heir out of her and solidify the dying Soo line, she killed him and took the throne—as well as his army—for herself, founding the Moon Dynasty. 

			Rather impressive, honestly.

			In terms of the Jeon Dynasty further north, I have not yet heard a word from Bonseyo. Either they have something interesting planned, or nothing at all. Judging by what I know of small-minded mortals, it is likely the latter. 

			I sigh, stroking one of Sonagi’s diamond-hard scales. “I will pay Haneul a visit.” There is a trick to this soul-stitching of ours. If I so desire, I can spy on my enemy. “But Moon is a fool if she expects to find a solid stand against us.” 

			Snow quietly crunches under light feet as Iseul abandons Bomin in favor of joining my side. The Gumiho is smirking. She finds Bomin’s extravagance amusing. I don’t. “Mmm,” the Gumiho says, licking her fingers. “That wasn’t quite as good as human liver, but I suppose it’ll do in a pinch.” Without waiting for an invitation, she takes a seat next to me on my cloak, patting Sonagi with a grin. This far from the fire, Iseul is shivering a bit, but I am not. My scales run up my arms and legs, and frame my face, blocking out most of the cold. “Do I hear that you’re paying your dear husband a little visit? If he’s meeting with that horrid Empress Moon, I might give you an, ah, warning.”

			“Oh?” The Gumiho has been one of my most valuable allies thus far. Any advice she offers, I will listen to. 

			After the night I took Sunpo for my own, I recited my exact destiny for her, watching as her dark eyes grew with awe and glee. As her pink tongue darted out to lick her lips in hunger, and as the corner of her lips pulled up in an animalistic sort of anticipation. In that moment, with her head cocked and a cold determination frosting her visage, Song Iseul struck me as more than just a Gumiho, but a weapon—one fit for my arsenal for years to come. 

			“Very nice, Lina,” she’d said after a moment of awed contemplation. “I rather like the whole bit about ruling all. I expect that as your friend, there will be some added bonuses for me, no?” 

			There will be, indeed. Iseul is useful, and she will be even more useful if meticulously cared for. That is what one does with weapons, after all. She will be given power, what she has always longed for. A place above the mortals who killed her kind. 

			Now, Iseul pulls her cloak tighter around her shoulders. “From what I know of her—some of my Doves came from her court—she likes to toy with men. You may see something…” Iseul hesitates, her usual cheer dipping. For a moment, she almost looks concerned. “Uncomfortable.” 

			“She is welcome to him.” I wrinkle my nose. “Pleasures of the flesh mean nothing to me. He means nothing to me.” 

			Iseul arches a brow a little wryly, and I know she is thinking of the wedding day—how she helped this body into the traditional attire, how she cheered during the final kiss, how Haneul and his soul-stitched seemed, for a brief moment, so very much in love. 

			But that Lina was not me. That was the Prisoner, the girl I keep locked away. I am the Prophecy. 

			But Iseul does not understand that difference, for she does not need to. It is a concept that is confusing, unknowable by those of lesser intelligence. And while my Gumiho is cunning, and crafty, I do not expect her to comprehend my complexities in their totality.

			“Well,” Iseul says, “that’s true, I suppose. You’ve been trying to kill each other for a while now. But just don’t be surprised when the empress starts telling your husband how pretty he is, how tall he is, and my, what big biceps you have…”

			Her voice fades away as I close my eyes. In the darkness, the red thread appears before me. I follow it to a splash of color in the midst of the inky black, where Haneul is standing below a phoenix throne. The elevated, red structure is raised feet from the ground by a high dais harboring a small set of stairs leading to the seat. The actual chair pales in comparison to the glossy columns supporting the multiple eaves above, and the folding screen depicting in vibrant blues and rich golds the sun and moon and stars. 

			The woman sitting upon the throne, I note, cocking my head, looks quite different from what I expected. She’s younger, though, perhaps in her mid-twenties. Empress Moon Dahee of Wyusan wears not the traditional robes of an empress, but the attire of a soldier, not unlike the plate-armor Haneul and his forces wear. The Wyusan forces wear brown leather lamellar armor, the color of the trees in their stretch of wilderness. Moon’s dark hair is cut short and choppy save for two long, thin braids framing her face. And although her clothing and the length of her hair may lean toward traditionally masculine, her features are anything but. Plump lips. High cheekbones and golden-brown skin. Two dimples and a pert nose. 

			Yet there is something…off…with her eyes. They look like she is willing them to be warm, but a natural coldness still seeps through. Interesting. This is the woman who ended the Soo Dynasty and began her own. Grudgingly, I admit that I am not entirely disrespectful of that fact.

			“Emperor Haneul Rui,” Empress Moon says with a small, almost shy, smile. In the corners of the vision, soldiers stand guard, watching the Dokkaebi warily. I feel Haneul’s flinch as she utters his family name. It is the same as when I invoke it. 

			It is a reminder that he may no longer claim the family name of Shin, as he briefly did after the marriage. 

			“It’s nice to finally make your acquaintance after the missives and spokespeople you’ve sent,” the empress continues. “Although one does wonder why you haven’t bothered to come yourself until now.” To my surprise, her voice is quiet. She’s soft-spoken despite the ssang gum sheathed at her waist. The twin swords’ hilts match in both length and lotus flower design. 

			I watch as Haneul smiles, lips tight. “Apologies, Empress Moon,” he says and my own lips curl in disgust as I watch the red thread between us ripple as he inclines his head. “My army and I have been preoccupied as of late, attempting to stop the Prophecy’s army before they enter the Wyusan Wilderness. An endeavor that I seem to recall you placing particular emphasis on.” 

			Empress Moon titters. “Oh… A valid point, Emperor. I would, admittedly, appreciate the avoidance of a war. If you stop them before they take Wyusan, my preferred strategy will be successful.” Her lips twitch for a split-second. “So…tell me. How does that battle fare?” 

			Haneul’s expression has no warmth in it as he replies, “The Prophecy will enter your wilderness soon, Empress Moon. Your forces are needed.”

			Satisfaction blooms in my chest as Moon blinks, her smile falling. On the phoenix throne, she stiffens and leans forward. “Do you mean to tell me,” she asks incredulously, “that the Dokkaebi—creatures of legend, descendants of the gods, if your advisor is to be believed—have failed to stop some Sunpo snake-girl from crossing the Yaepak Mountains?”

			I feel Haneul’s sudden flare of anger. The intensity of it almost takes me aback. Usually, that ire is directed toward me. I narrow my eyes analytically as I watch Haneul struggle for control. “As I have told you,” he says in a low voice coated in ice, “she is a Prophecy. Stopping her is not something that is so easily done.”

			“Then what,” laments Moon, “is even the point of fighting? Why engage in this…charade? It is a losing game. And, to be honest, I’m not fond of games that I cannot win. A flaw of mine.” She sighs delicately.

			Something, I think, is…wrong about her tone. It rings false in my keen ears that can pick up every undertone beneath those words. 

			Haneul scoffs, tilting his head in a way that is most hawk-like. “A question I never believed I would hear from the girl who grew up power-hungry. Who lied her way into this very palace and seduced the last Soo emperor and manipulated him into marriage. Who slit his throat and took his throne and army for herself, who created her own dynasty.” Haneul takes a step closer to the throne. His jaw is so tight that I hope he will crack a tooth. “Well, Moon, here it is. Will you surrender your throne? I can assure you that the Prophecy won’t let you live, even if you do. Or will you stand against her? To grapple for some semblance of a chance to save your people?”

			An inspiring speech, I think derisively and tilt my head, continuing to watch the exchange with no small amount of annoyance. Moon is pulling Haneul along by the strings if her response to my missive—fuck off—is to be believed. The warrior-empress will join the battle. She will do no such thing as surrendering this lavish throne, this kingdom, her Wyusan Wilderness. That much is clear. Although Haneul may miss it, with his general lack of basic intelligence, I see the spark behind Moon’s doe eyes. She’s doing precisely what my Gumiho said she would do—toying with him. Her sweet, innocent demeanor does not match that harsh scrawl I received. 

			She wants something from Haneul. The only question, I suppose, is what. 

			Moon Dahee is silent. She lowers her eyes, and I watch with exasperation as her shoulders begin to shake. “Oh, Emperor,” she whispers helplessly. “How has it come to this?”

			Haneul, to his credit—which truly, I give him very little of—stares on impassively at this little show. “I have kept you well-informed of my battalion’s losses. You know precisely how it occurred.”

			The woman wipes her eyes. “You need my help.”

			“Yes,” grits out the Dokkaebi emperor. “Your forces, joined with ours, would reinforce the stand against Sunpo greatly.”

			“But, Rui,” breathes Empress Moon, and I watch as Haneul blinks warily at the casualty with which she suddenly addresses him, “we are only mortals. What worth are we to your army?”

			To my surprise and great interest, I feel a flash of guilt pierce me from the outside. Haneul stiffens almost imperceptibly. It’s his emotion I feel. “Do not underestimate your value,” he says quietly, and Empress Moon’s lips twitch. I catch a glimpse of the true Moon Dahee for a moment as this facade of meekness falters, replaced by…hunger? She looks, for a moment, at Haneul like he is a confectionary, and she is a child with teeth rotting from sugar. “We need Wyusan’s aid, Empress. I urge you to give it before it is too late.”

			“You must understand,” the empress explains softly, “that this undertaking is…perilous. My soldiers and I, we will require certain…comforts, both long term and short term.” Empress Moon rises and descends the phoenix throne until she stands close to Haneul, staring up at him beneath thick lashes. 

			“Such as?” Haneul demands, impatient. 

			With those words, the empress’s facade falls away, and the hunger reemerges on her face. “Such as an alliance that lasts long after the war is over,” Moon Dahee replies, soft voice now sultry. Haneul’s emotions—surprise and dread—crest through our thread. “Until then, I would be satisfied with your presence in my bed every night.” 

			“I am married,” Haneul replies scathingly, his throat working. Rage flickers in his cold glare.

			Empress Moon laughs and shakes her head. “Your wife is trying to kill you. I think that counts as an annulment.” 

			“I am married,” Haneul repeats firmly, and I want to snort at his foolishness. There is as much marriage between us as a predator and her prey. 

			The queen abruptly stops laughing and peers into the emperor’s face. “Do you mean to say that you love this monster?”

			“I love who she once was.” Haneul takes a step back from Moon, his distaste palpable. “It troubles me, Empress, that you would place a decision to protect your land and people on whether or not I will sleep with you.”

			Moon Dahee scowls. “I’m not a fool. My forces are clearly to take the brunt of Sunpo’s attacks. Pardon me if I want compensation.”

			“You will have compensation,” Haneul replies cuttingly, “but you will not have me. You will not manipulate me as you did Emperor Soo Hyunjin.”

			“Then let me revise my terms,” Moon says sweetly. “One night with you, Rui. Give it to me, and in return, you will have my army. Don’t pretend,” she croons, “that you do not want it. That you missed being…touched. I’ve often wondered what it would be like to bed a god. I suppose you’re close enough.” Her hand reaches forth, and a nail-bitten finger trails its way down Haneul’s hard face before slinking down his chest, heading toward his navel… 

			Somewhere, in the back of my mind, a girl grips the rungs of her cage. I feel her looking through my eyes. 

			No. I shove her away. Faintly, I sense her cringe of pain as she hits the floor of her cell. 

			Weak, spineless thing. 

			Haneul’s own hand shoots out and grabs Moon’s. He holds it, eyes blazing. I watch as the Dokkaebi leans in close and sneers. The guards bristle, but a quick look from Moon ensures that they stand down—for now. 

			“I will say this only once more,” Haneul growls. “I am married. But also, Moon, is the fact that I do not want you. I do not want your touch. I do not want anything from you but your army and your aid. If you refuse to give it to me because I will not sleep with you, then so be it. You may watch as your kingdom is taken and your wilderness burned. And then you can watch as the Prophecy’s blade nears your neck and know that you had every chance to fight back but didn’t.” With a snarl, he unhands the empress, who has frozen. “What will it be?” He smirks, but there is no hint of amusement in his expression. “And do not pretend that you have not decided. Your mind was made up the moment you heard the Prophecy was poised to enter your lands.”

			Moon’s face darkens as she rubs her wrist. “Fine,” she spits angrily. “I must admit that my desire for you has now banked considerably.”

			Haneul chuckles. It is a hollow and dangerous sound. 

			Her eyes narrow. “But I’ve heard that you use your pocket realm for your war camp. I demand that your forces and mine share the same encampment and have access to the same resources. It’s only fair, if you’re toting us off like hogs to the slaughterhouse.”

			Haneul’s lips thin. “There is no possible way for us to teleport your soldiers to and from each battle—” 

			“Then move your camp to Iseung,” snarls Moon. Her demeanor is markedly different, now that she has been rejected. “And should Bonseyo’s emperor finally take his head out of his saggy ass and realize that there is a war outside of his family’s bickering, he too will share the camp. That is my demand. See that it is fulfilled, Emperor Haneul.” She turns and stalks back up to her throne, where she sits with an almost child-like huff. “You’re dismissed.”

			Haneul sketches a mock-bow that somehow conveys more disdain and disrespect than a crude gesture ever could. “And I am sincerely delighted to be,” he sneers with withering contempt.

			Yet as I open my eyes, returning to my body on the Yaepak Mountains, there is none as delighted as I. For with the Dokkaebi hiding in Gyeulcheon, sieges on my side have been impossible to instigate. 

			But with Gyeulcheon’s forces moving camp to Iseung…

			My smile grows.

			A future ambush may be very easy, indeed.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIVE

			The Prisoner

			I…saw it happen.

			Through the bars, through the prison, through the eyes that were once mine but now belong to another. Her hand, touching him where he did not want to be touched. 

			His expression before I was shoved away from the scene and further into the cell that holds me. 

			I know his face well. Once, I studied it as if it were a wise man’s book and I a knowledge-hungry pupil. I know that when Rui is happy, his lips pull upward in a smirk that lacks its usual sharp edges. I know that when he is displeased, his visage becomes stone itself save for the blue fire that crackles in his eyes. I know that when he is anxious, his brows knit together and the muscles in his jaw pulse. 

			And I know that when Empress Moon touched him like that, when she laid out her terms, he was…scared. Scared that she would take it farther. Scared that he would have no choice but to agree. To be forced to agree. 

			I draw my knees to my chest and swallow hard. 

			I hate him, for what he did to Eunbi. Bringing my sister to a bloodbath—to her death—

			C R A C K.

			I hate him. More than I ever have. More than I ever thought I could. But when I saw that, I-I felt something. I was choking on it. On rage. Terror. And lo—

			And something else, something I cannot possibly admit to myself. A shameful emotion, one that I should no longer feel. 

			Did he agree? I wonder, burying my face in my hands, trying to shove down a blooming panic. I was shoved away before I could see, before I could know what happened. Was he—was he pressured into sleeping with that foul empress? 

			My lower lip trembles as I drag myself to my feet on shaking legs and make my way back toward the bars. The Aglyeong stands there, as it always does, tilting its egg-like head as I press my face against the cold, rusted metal, focusing on connecting to the Prophecy’s eyes. 

			Beyond this cell is the mind. I know that as firmly as I know that my sister, my little sister, is dead. Yet it does not look like a mind. It looks like a dungeon, cold and dark and made of unforgiving stone. I am in the deepest recesses of my own consciousness, lost. I have not tried to escape. I do not know if I could, even if I wanted to. Even if this creature was not constantly guarding my cell and whispering how it would so very like to eat me. 

			Yet if I press my forehead against the cold bars of the jail and stare through the rungs, letting my eyes un-focus, I can see through the Prophecy’s gaze. Until she senses me and flings me away like I am nothing but a speck of grime. 

			“What are you even doing?” snaps the Aglyeong, sounding both annoyed and hungry. “Are you trying to see him? The Dokkaebi who brought Eunbi one step closer to death? To you?” 

			I ignore it. It doesn’t like that. The thing takes a dangerous step closer. And another. “Your existence was like a bad-luck charm, you know. A curse. The Prophecy didn’t turn you into a monster. You were always wicked. You were always worthless.”

			My throat works. If what it said was false, perhaps I could let its words dissolve into the background. Yet everything it says is true. Horrifically and undeniably true. 

			The Aglyeong leans close to the bars and grins, its jagged mouth appearing across its face. I cannot see past it, cannot find Rui. 

			I cannot find Rui. I-I cannot… 

			“Am I upsetting you? Why don’t you come out and show me how angry you are?” As it laughs at me, obstructing my view, a familiar rage overtakes me. The same sort of rage that flooded my veins as I stormed Sunpo’s palace and brought Konrarnd Kalmin to his knees. Before I even know what I am doing, I am launching myself at it, scratching its bloated fingers where they curl around the cell’s bars with my own, a frenzy of fury, of tooth and nail. 

			For a moment, I think that the Aglyeong is frightened of me. It lurches away, hissing in agony. And as my vision begins to clear, I see why. Breathing hard, I stare down at the clumpy, dark blood crusting my fingernails. 

			I scratched it. It bled. 

			It can bleed. 

			I…can make it bleed. 

			My fingers shake, tremors wracking them as the Aglyeong hisses. Nausea swirls inside my stomach as I stare at my nails. 

			So much blood on my hands. So very much.

			“See how quickly you revert to violence?” it sneers, clearly attempting to recover its bravado, cradling its wounded hand. “You are an atrocity, a creature of destruction and disaster. You always have been.” 

			“I love who she once was.” Rui’s words echo back to me, husky with pain. How could he ever have loved me? How could he have believed I was worthy of that love? 

			C R A C K.

			As I sway, my legs collapse beneath me, for I am suddenly too spent to stand. Instead, I bury my face in my knees and bite my lip hard enough to taste blood that in here, still somehow runs red. Yet as the Aglyeong laughs, a traitorous part of me still longs to reach for the Dokkaebi I once loved. 

			And another part of me, a small part made of fury and fire, quietly tucks away the knowledge that I can make this demon bleed. 

			… 

			I try to see Eunbi again. 

			Of course I do. 

			If there is even the slightest chance that the visions in my dreams are true—if there’s even the slightest chance that she can see me—I have to know. I have…I have to confess to being the monster I am, to assure her that I am locked away, in a place where I will never hurt anybody I love again. 

			Yet every time I begin to drift off, the Aglyeong—still furiously cradling its injured hand—rattles the bars of my cage with its other, jerking me out of whatever fitful doze I have been able to find. Filling my ears with merciless taunts. 

			Emphasizing how delicious of a meal I would be. 

			On the cold floor of my cell, I close my eyes and see only darkness.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIX

			Rui

			Swords forged in flames of blue. 

			Kang, apparently, believes they could be the key to ending this war. For Rui’s fire is the one weapon lethal toward the Prophecy. His advisor proposes that should that fire create armaments, those blades will, concentrated, carry within them those deadly flames. And it will be not only Rui who stands a chance against the Prophecy, but any in possession of a Dokkaebi firesword. 

			Standing in the Gyeulcheon weaponry, Rui levels his advisor a long look, a formidable expression etched upon his face as he watches a bead of sweat trace its way down Kang’s pallid forehead. Rui lets his silver eyes flash with a hint of the very fire Kang needs him to channel to create the weapons. “Weapons forged in dokkaebibul,” the Dokkaebi emperor repeats slowly, running his eyes over the cold forges. He is only recently returned from Wyusan, and his mind is heavy with exhaustion. If he did not require her aid, he would not suffer Empress Moon Dahee to live. Disgust is still grimy on his tongue. “Made in the masses.” 

			Something in him falters. If his every soldier stands a greater chance of killing Lina, his goal—a quick, honorable death by his hands—will be harder to accomplish. He thinks warily of Chan, who still seethes, crazed by his deathbed promise to Hana. In the Supreme Commander’s hands, that weapon could bring forth torture and torment. 

			“If we leave soon for Iseung, we must be prepared,” Kang replies stiffly. Rui bristles. Once, listening to his advisor felt as natural as summer’s descent into autumn. Now, it feels as if Kang is crossing some invisible boundary. As if, despite his title—which Rui has not stripped him of—he holds no right to counsel Rui. Perhaps he does not. Perhaps he should have banished him long ago. But this is war, and Jeong Kang is valuable. “She will ambush us. Our soldiers have families waiting here. Why do you hesitate?”

			Rui does not deign to reply, slitting his eyes and fixing Kang with a look that would have sent others running for Gyeulcheon’s hill lands. 

			But Jeong Kang knows his emperor. Rui wishes he did not as his advisor murmurs, “What you had is not coming back, Rui. The girl you loved is gone. You and Lina are soul-stitched as mortal enemies—” 

			“Don’t call her that,” Rui breathes, his hands spasming at his sides. His throat works, and it feels as if he is about to be sick. The words that tumble forth are barely more than a hoarse thread of a voice. “That thing is not Lina.”

			“The Prophecy,” Kang corrects, eyes infuriatingly dubious. “How many times, these past months, did you attempt to again coax her out with your fire? You don’t need to lie to me. I know that even now, fighting to the death, you try to do it. Even knowing that it will not work, that our people depend on her defeat. That as you try, your people fall. You must let go of that hope, Rui. You must focus.”

			Rui sneers, twisting his lips and curling his hands into fists as anger thrums deep in his bones and blood. “It almost worked once,” he says, low and dangerous. “We nearly thwarted a Prophecy. Lina broke back into her body, but Eunbi—” The emperor cuts off with a choke. 

			He cannot say it. 

			He has never been able to say it. 

			It lingers between the two Dokkaebi, as thick and choking as the hot winds of a summer storm. Rui, pain cleaving his heart, yanks his head to the side and presses a shaking fist to his mouth. Kang swallows hard and shudders, and Rui is grimly satisfied to see the agony in his advisor’s downcast gaze. 

			Kang should hate himself for what happened. For what he failed to prevent. 

			For what he instigated. 

			“My fire should be sufficient,” Rui rasps after a long moment, collecting the fragmented pieces of himself and valiantly attempting to piece them back together. “I am well-armed against her. These fireswords, Kang, they seem an unnecessary expense.” 

			Kang shakes his head. “With the rains, with the storms summoned by the Imugi, it is not possible,” he whispers. “Your fire weakens, it banks. But with the swords, the fire’s very essence will be melded into the metal. Concentrated within it. It will pierce her heart; it will kill her. You can end this.” He touches his emperor’s shoulder. Rui fights the urge to violently shrug him off. “Heat the forge, Rui,” Kang whispers. “For your people, and for the mortal realm.” 

			And with that order, every muscle in Rui’s body wants to shove Kang to the cold stone ground. He pants, jerking away from Kang’s touch, fury tingeing his vision red. How dare he? How dare he command Rui to create the weapons that will increase the possibility—that damned possibility—that Lina’s body will die a dishonorable death that is grotesque in its pain? The same body he has held, has loved, has cherished. How dare Kang invent the weapons of her death when he is the one who led them to this point?

			Rui had thought—he had hoped that he would be the one to end her. As quick as it could be. And perhaps a foolish piece of his soul had also hoped that by now, perhaps…perhaps she would have returned to him by some miracle, by some blessing. 

			But he’d seen her face as Eunbi fell.

			He knows…she is never coming back. 

			Yet these swords, they change everything. He may not be the one to kill her. Somebody else may do so with one of these dokkaebibul swords. 

			Chan may do so. 

			Inside of Rui, that familiar panic—the feeling that his world is swaying out of orbit, knocking him to the side, leaving him weightless one moment and crashing down the next—begins to rear its ugly head. His breaths come now in short bursts, and he staggers, hitting the ground hard on one knee. Pain cracks up his kneecap, but he pays it no heed. 

			Kang reaches for his emperor in clear alarm—only for Rui to gasp out a guttural “no,” unable to stand the thought of Kang’s bloodstained hands on his skin. 

			He feels like he is dying. 

			Would that be so bad, to die? 

			The answer surprises him. Yes. Right now, yes. Yet he cannot shake the feeling that Yeomra’s shadowy fingers are reaching for him. 

			His people are dependent on Gyeulcheon’s victory. The people that his family, for thousands of years, have kept comfortable and safe. The people he has sacrificed his soul for, the people he has disgraced himself so utterly for. This battle, it must be won. For his Dokkaebi. 

			That damned bargain he made so long ago—exile and a bloody tithe—will mean nothing if he does not at least give his people every chance at survival that they have. 

			As he spat so viciously to Empress Moon, there is no time for greediness and folly in a time of warfare. He loves the girl that the Prophecy’s body used to belong to. He will always love Shin Lina. Loving her is the fickle emperor’s one constant emotion. 

			He loves her enough to kill her body. 

			For the girl who loved him in turn is gone. A part of him will never accept that, but he must. And he must remind himself that the Prophecy’s inhabitance of her flesh is a violation. So perhaps the greatest mercy Haneul Rui can give his wife’s body is a greater chance of death, no matter how painful. 

			Taking a shuddering breath, the emperor stands.

			And he lights the forge blue. 

			… 

			He doesn’t know why he does it.

			The swords have been molded by dozens of blacksmiths, smoke swirling from the dark blue metal in the armory as Rui’s soldiers prepare for the relocation to Iseung. Tomorrow, the weapons will be ready to wield, ready to use. He should not do it, for it only tortures him, but Rui has never harbored much self-control. That has always been his fatal flaw. 

			He sits in the stables, leaning against Duri’s flank. One of her wings rests over him, a white-feathered blanket as he breathes in the warm smell of hay, grass, sweat, and leather. As the emperor closes his eyes and looks for her. His little thief. His wife. 

			Lina.

			Once, he had been able to find her in dreams, even when the Prophecy controlled her every move. Desperately, he clings to the hope that he might be able to do so again—to find her in some hidden place, somehow. 

			Rui concentrates, brows furrowing, on the red thread stemming from his heart to the Prophecy’s. In the darkness of his mind, he follows it to that splash of color, where the Prophecy is sleeping next to Sonagi in an icy forest. Undoubtedly, she is waiting for him to fall asleep, so she can haunt his nightmares, as she so often does. 

			His Lina is nowhere to be seen. 

			Jaw tight, Rui turns around. He doesn’t know what he expected. He doesn’t…

			The emperor’s eyes flare wide as the red thread stemming from his chest and leading back through the gloom splits. Splits, like a fork in a path, or a stream flowing into a river. Never before has it done this—never. One end leads behind him, to the sleeping Prophecy. 

			And one end…

			One end twists and twines deeper into the darkness. Breathing shallow, Rui follows the thread on stumbling feet. He may walk for minutes, or perhaps an hour—he does not know. He cannot tell. Yet eventually, something comes into view. 

			It is not another splash of color as Rui expected. It is…a door, hovering in the shadows, heavy and at least twice Rui’s height. Upon its dark stone surface, a design stretches as if painted in a glistening gold ink that shines in the darkness. 

			The red thread of fate passes through that door, although it remains closed. And Rui wishes to do the same. 

			Rui’s fingers tremble violently as he touches the design, skin smudging the still-wet paint. There are words on this door, too—they are engraved in the stone. The emperor begins to read, his heart slamming against his chest, every fiber of his soul shivering in fear and hope and disbelief.

			Here lies the girl who loved the gods.

			Here lies the older sister, who protected and cherished and provided.

			Here lies the wife of Haneul Rui.

			Here lies Shin Lina, the Reaper of Sunpo. 

			The last of the Talons.

			“Lina,” Rui breathes and nearly falls to his knees. Only his desire to open this door, to take his wife in his arms, keeps him standing as he wraps his hand around the handle. Rui lets out a low cry. It is locked, and even as he strains and pants and pushes, it will not budge. He strides around the door, but what he meets is identical to the opposing side. The golden talon, the inscriptions. The emperor shoves until his muscles ache with pain and his skin is slick with sweat. Bitter disappointment swelling up within him, he leans his hot forehead against the cold stone and wonders if he somehow fell asleep in the stables, if this is only another of the nightmares sent to him by the Prophecy. If she is toying with him, as she does in the dreams where he holds Lina in his arms only for her to transform into a serpent and tear out his throat. 

			“Lina?” Rui whispers desperately, knocking softly. “Little thief?”

			There is no reply. 

			“Lina!” he bellows, hoarse with grief as he summons the last dregs of his strength. 

			Nothing. 

			Swallowing the taste of tears, the emperor steps away and returns to his body in the royal stables. 

			He does not know that in the dungeon where the door leads, the Prisoner is staring at one of the walls of her cell, wondering if she truly heard a…a voice on the opposite end, a voice that somehow did not sound like the wet rasp of the Aglyeong. He does not know that her traitorous wish to hold the Dokkaebi she once loved has changed something, something integral, something with the power to shake the stars.

			He does not yet know. Neither does she.

			But they will.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVEN

			The Prophecy

			I am very inclined to murder my two hundred human mercenaries and assassins. 

			Perhaps I can sate my desire by disemboweling one or two. Yet I do tend to get carried away, and I will need these mortals—these humans that are all weak muscle and sagging skin. To others, perhaps they look strong. Imposing, even. But to me, they look like pathetic little worms. Their raucous laughter and their stench disgust me to no end. 

			They are recently arrived from Im Yejin’s ship, meeting my forces and me on the expanse of near-barren, flat land—so aptly entitled the Stretch—between the Yaepak Mountain Range and the Wyusan Wilderness. They proved some semblance of their worth by finishing off the soldiers stationed on the Stretch before I arrived. It is not as impressive as it sounds. 

			Bomin’s inside intelligence, which arrives daily as a scroll in the beak of a clever black-winged bird, informs us that Empress Moon has chosen to concentrate her forces in the Wilderness itself. They and Gyeulcheon will make camp in Seocheonkkotbat, the flower god Hallakkungi’s garden. The garden is located only a few miles from where the Wilderness begins. Bonseyo has still not replied to Gyeulcheon and Wyusan’s summons. I am beginning to think that the taking of the northernmost kingdom will be the easiest by far. Do they know that we approach? Do they even care? 

			I ride atop Sonagi as we cross the Stretch. Here, winter has faded back into natural fall. The few scraggly trees that dot the land harbor some leaves of browning orange. Skinny birds swoop overhead, and the air smells of rich soil. Mist coils around the Imugi as they lead the long stretch of mortals forward toward the wide land of towering trees and brilliant foliage in the distance. 

			Next to me, on Uloe, Iseul makes a small noise that sounds almost like pain. Confused, I look at her and follow her gaze toward the forest in the distance. Sensing my puzzlement, Iseul clears her throat. “I used to live in these woods.” Her nose is red, and I hope it is only from the cold. I do not feel like dealing with emotions. They are useless, spineless, disgusting things. “When I was a young fox, before I gained my human form—” She tries for a smile, but it doesn’t quite work. “I lived in this wilderness with my eomma and appa. It’s where they—” Iseul falters, eyes growing bright. “It’s where they were shot down.”

			“Mm,” I say, bored. “I’m sorry to hear that.” 

			I’m not, though. 

			Iseul seems to have plenty of motivation for taking Wyusan, and that is quite useful. Yet must she wax poetic about her dead parents? It is tiring, to listen to these heavy words and figure out how I am supposed to respond. I’m sorry seems adequate. I nod, pleased with myself. 

			Iseul stiffens. “Is something preoccupying your mind, Lina?” She sounds…hurt. 

			I grimace. 

			“Not at all,” I bite out, annoyed by her insolent tone. “Only our imminent invasion of Wyusan.” My throat crawls, and I snap my fingers at Bomin, who rides near us. “Cigarette. Now.” Only when the halji curls down my throat do I relax and look again at Iseul. 

			Her mouth is a hard line. Her eyes are still glassy, but her shoulders are drawn tightly back.

			“Your emotional intelligence,” she says, “is truly impressive.” 

			“Thank you,” I reply, blowing a smoke ring into the frigid air. 

			Iseul’s jaw works. I’m not sure why she is upset. Did she not just compliment me? The Gumiho is silent as we finally reach the end of the Stretch. To my surprise, there are no patrolmen hereabouts. It is likely that they saw us approaching and ran to bring news back to the camp. Yet it’s a pity. I do so love terrifying mortals and Dokkaebi alike.

			The Wyusan Wilderness is thick with gnarled trees and crawling moss that my Imugi slither over with hisses of pleasure as it tickles their underbellies. The sky is hardly visible through the dense foliage of reds and oranges. My keen nose catches the scents of warm-blooded, furred creatures lurking about. 

			It also catches the foul stench of human and Dokkaebi.

			I raise a hand. My forces slow to a halt, some more gracefully than others. The mortals I keep crash through the underbrush and breathe so loudly that I want to tear out their lungs. 

			“The camp is close by,” I tell my Imugi, and smile as I will the red thread into existence. It twines deeper into the forest, leading me, no doubt, to the Gyeulcheon and Wyusan camp.

			None of the others can see it, but they believe me regardless as I run my tongue over my venom-coated fangs and point in the direction where our enemies lurk. 

			“A sssiege?” Sonagi inquires.

			“Why not?” I say in the human tongue, for my Imugi understand it well enough. “A siege upon the camp, this night.” I sniff the air, cocking my head. “There are sentries in this forest, concealed. The ones to kill them—quietly, with no evidence left behind—will earn my favor. Not you,” I snap to the assassins and mercenaries, who perked up at my words. “I am saving you for later. Imugi, go forth and feast. Then tonight, we descend upon their camp.”

			… 

			My brilliant idea of a siege is quickly ruined by Haneul, who—in an act of elementary, yet uncharacteristic, intelligence—appears to have tracked the red thread of fate as well, becoming aware of my presence within the woods. I discover this when Sonagi, who has just returned from scouting what she could of the camp while unseen, informs me that the troops are preparing for battle. And that they have new swords.

			“They are blue,” Sonagi explains as I hook the saddle upon her and check that the bow and arrow strapped underneath are secure. “Blue swordsss. I do not know what they are made of. They retract—” 

			“Retract?”

			“The blade can retract into the hilt. Disappear. It is new technology, I suppose. Both the humansss and the Dokkaebi have these swordsss.” 

			“No weapon is strong enough to stand against us.” Unconcerned, I mount the Mother of Imugi and caress her scales while summoning my own. She raises herself off the ground so that I tower before my forces, looking down upon them. Around us, the other Imugi are waiting, tense, for my decree that we set forth and attack. Iseul is atop Uloe, and Bomin is trying to climb up into a tree, where he is set on hiding for the night. His ridiculous top hat wobbles and falls off. Before he can snatch it back up from the ground, Beongae eats it with a malicious smile. Good serpent. It’s unfortunate that Bomin carries at least one more ugly hat somewhere in his pack.

			“They expect us, but it will aid them little in the end. Already, we are so close to taking this kingdom. The empress will die this night. Mercenaries and assassins,” I say, switching to the mortal tongue, “you are my strongest warriors.” Lie, lie, lie. “You will attack the camp first, in an organized wave as we have discussed. You remember your positions? Good,” I croon as the fools nod. “You are my First Wave. Some Imugi will accompany you as well. I will enter after you clear the way for me. Understood?”

			It isn’t what I am doing at all.

			I like to play with my food before I eat it. Wyusan has not encountered me before, and although I am certain that Gyeulcheon has detailed my tactics, they remain uncertain. These humans are a ploy to confuse. These assassins will be easily slaughtered. Wyusan will let down their guard. And then I will strike. The Imugi accompanying them is a little embellishment by me—a way of marking my territory, so to speak. And to make it more believable that I would send in these hopeless worms. 

			“Well, then,” I purr, excitement coursing through my veins. This is what I have been waiting for. “Let’s take a kingdom, shall we?” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHT

			The Prophecy

			Seocheonkkotbat rests a few miles away, an expansive garden of massive, vibrant flowers that stretches the length of a village. The sickly sweet smell assaults my nose as I sit atop Sonagi, listening to the cries and clashing of swords in the distance. Eventually, the floral scent begins to mix with the smell of blood. The humans are dying. 

			Good.

			The rest of my army and I remain alert as we lurk within the shadows of the forest. It is not time for us to make our entrance, not yet. First, our opponent must let down their guards. And Wyusan’s army is not inconsiderable. Although all of the kingdoms on the Eastern Continent are rather small, Wyusan’s forces number in the hundreds. It was foolish of Empress Moon to concentrate them all in one place, but I suppose she thought that a melded wall of defense was better than one scattered to the winds. I am thankful for her lapse in judgment. This will end, tonight. I shall take Wyusan easily. 

			Night has fallen, but my sharp eyes see perfectly fine. I can even spot the flush crawling up Iseul’s neck as she listens to the screams of men and Dokkaebi alike, licking her lips. She is anticipating the eradication of Empress Moon. It will take her one step closer to Bonseyo, and her revenge against the royal Jeon family. Yet whatever tension that lurked between us earlier still brews. She is not her usual cheerful self. She has not whispered jokes to me ever since we exited the Stretch. I wonder if I have cause to be concerned. If my perfect weapon is not so perfect, after all. 

			It is not a pleasant thought. 

			I stare deep into the forest, listening as Wyusan gains an easy victory over my assassins and mercenaries. The gnarled trees seem to shiver and shake, their leaves trembling. Small animals are scurrying through the underbrush, escaping Hallakkungi’s garden. Beongae keeps catching them in his maw—scooping them up and chewing wetly. Bomin, to my knowledge, is still cowering in the tree.

			An hour passes, and when my humans do not return, I am not surprised.

			Yet my Imugi do not return, either.

			I had instructed them to “flee” in the aftermath, reporting back to me as soon as the last of our Sunpo mortals fell. Yet no susurrations rustle through the forest save for the impatient shifting of the others. Sonagi stirs restlessly beneath me. 

			“Where are my children?” she worries in a quiet hiss.

			“They will return,” I reply, more confidently than I feel. 

			But they do not, even as the battle sounds cease. I do not like this. Tense in my saddle, I take in the luminous golden eyes of my snakes—and the narrowed brown ones of Iseul. Something has gone amiss. I feel it, deep within me. A mistake, a misstep. Unthinkable. I have spent months with only one casualty. Have I truly just lost three Imugi?

			To—what? The new swords? Surely not… How would that be even remotely possible? My creatures are the harbingers of terrible storms. Their venom can fell a group of soldiers in mere moments. They are wicked and wild and fearless. I gnash my teeth together, my breathing growing heavy and my rage growing palpable. Overhead, thunder booms. I am not as deft at storm-summoning as Sonagi and her brethren, but sometimes, when rage overtakes me, I can call upon the winds and rains. I do so now, tasting lightning. 

			“Do we ride?” Iseul asks, voice grim. Beneath her, Uloe sways expectantly.

			My jaw works back and forth. I expected to declare our assault with the sweet feeling of triumph, of a battle already won, of an enemy distracted and fatigued. Now, I only feel suspicion. It is dark and edged with thorns. 

			“Child of Venom?” Sonagi asks slowly. 

			“Empressss,” implores another, and its voice is joined by the hisses of its siblings, “we mussst look for our fallen. Otherwise, they will take our scalesss again, use them for armor…”

			“Sssacrilege!”

			“Savagesss!” 

			“We mussst avenge!”

			The entire forest is alive with the demands of the Imugi. They sway back and forth like cobras in a basket, listening to the song of a flute. Teeth snap and tongues lash into the air. They wait for my signal. 

			Grimly, I give it.

			And we move.

			The few miles between us and Seocheonkkotbat are nothing. Sonagi slices through the forest like a knife through flesh. I clutch my bow and arrows, wind whipping my hair back from my face as the night-darkened and blood-splattered garden looms into view.

			The camp is littered with broken tents and extinguished camp fires. Soldiers are helping up their wounded, clapping each other on the back, gathering around the limp bodies of my Imugi. Dakho is the larger one, coated in his own green blood. Param and Garam, twin serpents, are twined together and deathly still. They were Sonagi’s fiftieth-borns, younger than most. Rage overtakes me, and I let out a primal scream. 

			Bodies, some from my army and some from the Wyusan-Gyeulcheon alliance, scatter the thick ground of tall grass. With roars, we ride over them and crush the hundreds of vibrant flowers as we make our entrance, a cascade of scale and storm. Rain, seeping past the foliage, runs down the creeping vines that loom overhead, pummeling the flowers as large as trees with heavy drops of rain.

			The soldiers shout, yell, stumbling backward as my forces utilize our favorite formation. We spread, in the shape of a fan, taking up as much space as is physically possible. 

			My plan has worked well. Wyusan and Gyeulcheon are unorganized, believing the siege over and won. Chaos unfolds, my Imugi crunching necks and skulls. I laugh as Sonagi sprays venom, rain and poison sluicing down my face. I lick some off my lips. 

			Human and Dokkaebi alike are yelling coarse orders. I hear Haneul’s strong voice amongst them, and suddenly, with a stretch of shadow and a tugging of the red thread, he is before me atop his chollima. His Supreme Commander, Chan, appears next to him. As does Empress Moon. Haneul drops to the ground, and his winged horse soars off. 

			“Prophecy,” says Haneul, holding a hand up as his two companions begin to move forward. They stop, but only barely. Chan actually growls as he is forced to cease movement. 

			I smile. Sonagi extends herself, and I savor looking down upon them. Haneul is panting, blue sparking in his glare. Chan, as always, looks quite unhinged. His eyes, usually emerald green, have dilated to a pure black of hatred. Empress Moon, to her credit—which I am really loathe to give—looks somewhat calm, even as her forces begin dying around her. She holds two empty hilts in each hand. I warily observe them. These new swords, they do not look like much. Chan and Haneul also hold similar, empty hilts. 

			“I’ll give you one warning,” says Moon. “Turn back.”

			“Fine.” I sigh. “I am convinced.”

			Moon blinks.

			A cruel laugh escapes my lips. Then, quicker than her mortal vision can track, I nock and shoot one of the poison-tipped arrows at her heart. But Chan, faster, blocks it. In a split second, he has flicked his wrist, revealing a blade of dark blue. Lurching in front of Moon, he diverts the arrow with his sword. It flings to the side, and I hiss in frustration.

			Moon pants and draws her blade as well. Sonagi dodges her next attack—the aiming for her underbelly. Although it is covered in scales, the empress seems to believe in the capabilities of her blade as she slashes it violently though the air. 

			Sonagi is discomforted by Moon’s surety in her blade. I feel it through her consciousness brushing against mine. Gritting my teeth, I urge her to hold. Chan and the empress are spinning around Sonagi, weapons flashing as they flip and roll, seeking a weak point in my Imugi’s flesh. Sonagi whirls, twining her body in sharp, random movements to avoid the blade’s touch. Haneul’s gaze is fixed on mine, bright blue with—

			Dokkaebi fire.

			The swords are forged from Dokkaebi fire.

			Haneul’s eyes are unfathomably sad as he draws his own cerulean sword.

			Hatred strangles me, and I scream in wordless wrath, thunder roaring with me. But the rain doesn’t impact the swords at all. It does not render them useless, like it does a pure flame of the blue fire. Hardly able to breathe, I relay the message to Sonagi, mind-to-mind. Her reaction matches my own, and her attacks become even more violent. I unhook myself from the saddle and kneel upon it instead, keeping my balance as I aim arrow after arrow at Moon and Haneul. 

			So focused am I on the two rulers that I don’t see Chan, stepping into a shadowy portal and reappearing midair a moment later. He lands on Sonagi’s head, feet coming down hard, blade pointed at me.

			Somewhere down our bond, I feel Haneul’s sudden fear. 

			“You,” snarls Chan. “You killed my own.”

			“CHAN!” Haneul roars. 

			I sneer at the white-haired Dokkaebi. “Oh, please.” Below us, Sonagi is moving violently, spraying venom and trying to shake Chan off. He sways but does not topple, steadying footwork helping him regain his balance. I urge Sonagi to stop. I can finish this here. “Come closer,” I croon and—hooking my bow around my shoulder with the quiver—extend my scaleblades. 

			The Supreme Commander rushes down the length of Sonagi’s neck, sword slashing. I am no fool. I know this weapon poses a considerable threat to me. Dokkaebi fire has always been the ages-old enemy of the Imugi. It nearly thwarted me once. Now that it has been imbued into a weapon—a mass-produced one, too—I must be careful.

			How have they done this? They must have crammed their forge with dozens of blacksmiths to have these terrible weapons so quickly made, so readily distributed amongst their troops. Their hatred of me knows no bounds—but my hatred of them does not, either. 

			My feet dance across Sonagi’s scales. Chan’s movements are violent, unsophisticated. There is no method to his attacks. I find myself on defense, blocking his blows with my scaleblades, but—

			Each time my blades touch that cursed metal, pain shoots up my entire body, burning it with invisible flames. Panting hard, I resort to dodging and ducking, fingers leaping to the spare jikdo hanging from my waist. I am on the defensive for the first time since this war began. 

			Down below, Moon has been joined by other brown-armored soldiers—all targeting Sonagi. Haneul is watching Chan and me intently, as if searching for an opening in which to intervene. 

			For the first time ever, I feel my treasured Imugi’s fear. She thrashes, and I nearly lose my footing. Chan’s sword whistles through the air, and I hiss as it slices open my stealth suit, scratching skin. The cut does not heal as fast as it should.

			He, like Haneul, is wearing Imugi-scale plate armor. My attacks will not reach his heart unless I remove the scales—or disarm him and take that sword for my own. The world spins as Sonagi moves, and white strands of hair flutter around us as he narrowly dodges my blow. He stumbles, the sudden motion combined with Sonagi’s spin throwing him off balance. 

			I approach, teeth bared. 

			But Iseul, close by, snarls low in her throat and launches herself off Uloe. Midair, she shifts into a white, nine-tailed fox with claws as sharp as daggers. She tackles Chan, sending him crashing to the ground far below. 

			I do not want to admit it, but I am out of breath. As Iseul shifts back into her human form, I meet her eye. Hers are dark and resolute. “Moon,” I mouth, and she nods. As Uloe encircles Chan, a winding circle of scale and sinew, Iseul sprints for the warrior-empress. Moon has been pushed away from Sonagi, and she won’t make it back. I’ve no doubt that my Gumiho will take care of her. 

			Sonagi will be able to move more freely if she does not have to concern herself with me. I leap to the ground. My left leg feels a flare of pain, but I push it down. My eyes are on Haneul, who is fighting off one of my serpents. She is smaller than the others: Bisbangul. I scream myself hoarse as he kills her, driving his sword through a gap in her scales, underneath which her heart rests. She falls. I do not even know that I am running until Haneul is inches away, blocking my sword with his own. 

			Rain and sweat dribble down his face. I feel his surprise as I, mindless with rage, lash out and press him further and further into the bedlam. “The swords were a nice touch,” I growl as he struggles to keep up with the intensity of my blows. “I must admit—” I spin, crouching low and sweeping out a foot. Haneul stumbles. “It was almost creative.” 

			“I’m honored that you think so,” he retorts, regaining his balance.

			“Do you truly think you can do it?” I snap as our swords meet. Our faces are just inches from each other. “Kill this body? I don’t think you’re that strong.”

			“I would do anything for her,” he bites out, whirling away and sending a quick burst of flame toward me as he twists. I dodge it, snarling. “She wouldn’t want this. She didn’t want this.”

			“Well, she’s gone,” I pant maliciously. “Gone and gone and gone.”

			“You think I don’t know that? Despite your nightmares, I know—I know my wife is”—his grief slashes through me and I laugh, disemboweling a mortal soldier who has the audacity to try to surprise me—“is forever lost to me. Even your trick with the door in my dreams hasn’t convinced me otherwise—”

			My eyes narrow as the soldier’s body crumples to the ground. Door? I do not recall a trick with a door. Oh, I play many tricks—I like to give him dreams of his beloved dying in the most horrific ways—but one with a door? It does not sound familiar. 

			“What door?” I hiss, channeling my confusion into fury, and that fury into battle. 

			My sword is a blur of silver as I flip over another attack from another hopeless human and level it at Haneul’s throat. “Drop the sword,” I demand. “Now.” 

			He pants hard, face turning to granite. Seeing no choice, he does as I say. Around us, others are trying to come to his aid, but my Imugi—as wounded as some are—do not allow it. 

			“Now tell me,” I whisper, “what door it is that you speak about.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINE

			Iseul

			On the battlefield, Iseul the Gumiho shifts from human to fox and back again, spraying the air with blood both red and golden. She slices through the armies’ hasty, makeshift formations with her eyes latched determinedly upon the warrior empress. Her pale hair comes loose of its braid, and it whips through the air as she flips and ducks and whirls, cutting a path to Empress Moon Dahee. 

			The woman has mounted one of the strong war horses that stampede through the camp. Iseul decides not to kill it. She rather has a soft spot for animals. Except for birds. Oh, Iseul hates birds. They squawk too much.

			And Iseul has never much liked the empress, either. She’s heard whispers, here and there, that Moon Dahee’s flirtatious facade hides something slimy and predatory underneath. The rumors have never been confirmed, but it’s tragic, really, that such a strong woman has decided to abuse her power by being a smarmy little centipede. 

			Unbearably handsy. 

			Moon has two twin swords, both blue. But Iseul has very pointy claws and a very bad temper. Seojin always called her a “spitfire.” Shifting back into her fox form, Iseul weaves through Imugi and soldiers until she stands before Moon’s horse. Surprised, the stallion rears up, hooves rising into the air. Its rider shouts, the empress’s face contorting in surprise as Iseul returns to her human form, ax and all. 

			“Hello!” Iseul sings cheerfully as the stallion crashes back down. “I hope you’re not too attached to your head, Empress. You’re liable to lose it oh-so-very soon.”

			“Gumiho,” spits Moon as her stallion whickers anxiously, trotting back a few steps despite its rider’s thunderous expression. It takes talent, really, to make the name of a wonderful species sound like a slur. Talent, and hatred. Iseul licks her lips and feels nothing but slight annoyance. She’s used to it. 

			“Human,” she retorts sweetly, “I’m going to decapitate you now. Just so you know.” 

			Empress Moon sneers, readying herself for the attack that follows. 

			It is to Iseul’s great surprise that she finds Moon Dahee to be much harder to decapitate than she thought. The empress, even on top of a lumbering steed, is quick and graceful. Iseul’s skin becomes slick with sweat as they battle. Oh, this is taking far too long. Iseul is very impatient. She wants to reach Bonseyo and brutally end the Jeon Dynasty, avenging her family, and all those who died in the Fox Hunt.

			Iseul had expected Lina to understand her pain and how terribly deep it goes. When she opened up to her friend on the Stretch, she’d expected… Well. Anything but cold disinterest. Yet that was precisely what she had received. That had been simply lovely, really, just so nice. 

			The memory brings Iseul’s anger to a boil, and her attacks turn even more violent. None of them understand. Seojin didn’t. Lina doesn’t. For some reason, Iseul survived what killed all other Gumiho. She needs to prove her worth. She needs to kill the Jeons.

			Moon falls from her horse and hits the ground at an odd angle, twin swords scattering on the ground. Iseul is rather impressed with herself. She learned to fight early. It was the only way to survive. But my, has she gotten good at it these past few months. 

			She stalks over to where Moon wheezes, hefting her axe in her hands. “Any last words?” she purrs. “A heart-wrenching farewell to your kingdom? A dramatically mournful monologue, perhaps? A final order to your troops?” As Moon opens her mouth, Iseul laughs. “Oh, you poor, silly thing. I’m not at all serious.” Her muscles flexing with a familiar burn, she prepares to bring the axe down. “This might hurt a teensy bit.” 

			“ISEUL!”

			It’s an involuntary reaction that her head jerks toward the sound of that voice, piercing the noises of battle from across the camp. Involuntary, just like the beating of her heart. Like the blinking of her eyes. Like the blushing of her cheeks. 

			Seojin?

			Her eyes latch across the battlefield and onto the boy who healed her as a young nine-tailed fox. The boy who became her best friend and then abandoned her. Ryu Seojin is staggering from a corridor of shadow, Kang next to him. His dark eyes are wide with shock and fury. He is holding a basket of medical supplies.

			Shock is a bolt of lightning through her blood. Iseul’s grip on the axe falters. Why is Seojin here? In Wyusan? On the field? 

			Her half second of hesitation costs her. 

			Seojin’s brown eyes latch onto a point behind her. He opens his mouth…

			Something hard and blunt slams into Iseul’s skull. 

			The world goes blank. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TEN

			The Prophecy

			“Answer me,” I snarl over the din. My blade is the closest it has ever been to Haneul’s neck. It is not protected by Imugi scale. I can drive it through his flesh. I can cut off his head. Even he would not survive that. But first, this matter.

			What door has he seen?

			The Prisoner is little more than a laconic speck of dust in my mind. She doesn’t speak, or if she does, it never reaches my ears. She does not move. But if there is a door that means that there is an exit. And I cannot afford that weakness to live again in this body. 

			How did Haneul see this door? Did he stumble upon it while tracking me through the red thread of fate? My lips thin. I do not like this new development. 

			Haneul tilts his head. He does not look very concerned by his imminent death. A hint of a cold smile plays on his lips. Steely resolution shoots down the thread between us. “You mean to say you don’t know?”

			I narrow my eyes. “I will not ask again.”

			The emperor, with his usual insolence, tells me that in his dream, he opened a door to find a small rabbit. 

			Which then somehow shifted into me and killed him. 

			This sounds not at all familiar. I tilt my head, eyes narrowing. He could be lying. Yet I do not feel any deceit through the bond. Is he so skilled a liar that I cannot feel it? Or perhaps my nighttime terrorizing of the Dokkaebi emperor has conditioned his mind to expect nightmares, even when I am not present. The smile I know he hates twists my lips, but as my eyes snap to a point past Haneul’s shoulders, all my amusement dissipates. 

			I watch as my limp, unconscious Gumiho is dragged into a corridor of shadow by a Dokkaebi warrior. Iseul disappears.

			Blood rushes to my head, muting the war around me. For a moment, I am so stunned that I waver, and Haneul laughs softly. Mockingly. “Missing something?” he asks silkily, his own portal emerging behind him. Before I can react, he disappears, leaving only air where my sword was. 

			I choke on outrage, whirling around to find him reappearing in the midst of the battle, shouting to his and Wyusan’s forces. Is he ordering a retreat?

			No. No, of course not.

			He and his forces are doing better than they ever have previously—why throw that away? Becoming accustomed to the reality of the battle, his forces are organizing themselves into neater formations. 

			He has shouted something else.

			Something that sounds like, Take her alive. 

			Me? 

			Why? What foolishness has overcome him? 

			Soldiers pair off in fours, each one facing a different way. As my Imugi surround them, their blue swords gouge their scales in each direction. The screams of my serpents fill the air, and as I run through the trampled camp, rainwater blurring my vision, I scour the flower gardens for Sonagi. 

			There. She is fighting off a wave of Dokkaebi in the middle of the field. They fall from her venom but are quickly replaced by more nearby warriors, filling the gap in their ranks. Panting hard, I turn slowly in a circle. 

			I do not like what I see.

			There are Imugi bodies leaking green blood. I see at least five. In one day, my forces have decreased by eight powerful serpents and one priceless Gumiho. My fingers curl into fists. Gyeulcheon and Wyusan are winning. 

			The enemy’s wounded are being tended to, hauled off the battlelines by Kang and Seojin—who has cost me one of my most precious weapons. My wounded are suffering and dying. Daeyang, one of Sonagi’s eldests, serves as my healer for the Imugi. Where is he? 

			Soldiers rush me from different angles, each sensing an opening. One lands a blow to my bad leg, and I hiss in pain, stumbling back. Their blue swords smoke in the rain. Mud flies as they rush me again—

			Dodge. Cut. Flip. Duck. 

			Over and over. 

			This needs to end.

			I need to regain the advantage. I need to find Moon. 

			But the tides have turned. Earlier this night, I believed that all taking Wyusan would require was the empress’ death. Yet with these Dokkaebi fireswords, her troops are still a threat. They will still hold fast, attempting to block me from Fulfillment even when their empress dies. They will fight.

			And if they forge more swords, if they give these damned weapons to the common people—even a child could pose a threat with one of these in their hands. My strategy is crumbling before my eyes. For the first time since this war began, I wonder if my victory is not as assured as I believe. I am Shin Lina, a living Prophecy—and yet I am losing this battle. The siege that I instigated. 

			This should not be happening.

			One of the soldiers’ blades nicks my cheek as I whirl. Contrary to Haneul’s shout, they are not trying to “take me alive,” as they did Iseul. Although I have summoned the scales to frame my face, I still feel a sharp stab of pain. A trickle of green blood runs down my face. I fight harder, faster, pushing myself through the bedlam. Making my way toward Moon, who is facing one of mine, clutching her double-swords and dodging the sprays of venom.

			Killing her will not accomplish as much as I hoped, but perhaps it will disorient the armies enough for me to regain the offense. 

			Silently, I curse Iseul for failing in her mission and leaving me to clean up her damn mess. 

			No matter. I will take care of Moon myself. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER ELEVEN

			The Prisoner

			I watch through the bars as the empress dies. 

			It is an ugly death, one that comes after a long duel punctuated by grunts of pain on each side. As she falls, lifeless, I… 

			Somewhere, deep inside me, I feel…a faint burst of an emotion that is not grief, nor guilt, nor the self-hatred that has torn apart what was left of my soul. It is…a satisfaction that I do not want to look too closely at, for it is the sort of satisfaction that stems from a protectiveness and a burning anger that this woman would have dared to harm Rui. 

			“See?” The Aglyeong is standing close to me on the other side of the bars. “You like watching people die. You always have. Isn’t that right, my scrumptious?”

			Hurting its hand was a mistake. It has become crueler since then, if such a thing is even possible. 

			Now, the Prophecy is pulling back her forces. Enough damage has been done for the night. Becoming aware of my presence, she shoves me away from the bars. I’m thrown backward, hitting the ground hard. 

			Lying there, I know that I should not, but…

			I think of Rui. 

			The Rui that I thought I knew. Not the cruel Dokkaebi he became, bringing my sister to a bloodbath. But the kind boy who wove me a crown of flowers and called me his underneath the light of many moons. I have not thought about that boy in so long. 

			How long? I do not know. Time passes differently in here; I know that much. A minute in here may be an hour in the real world, or perhaps the opposite. 

			Before I can stop myself, I wish for him. 

			The boy I loved. Rui, my Rui. 

			The one from before everything went so godsdamned wrong. 

			I wish for it, so much, that my heart hurts. It feels as if it is being pulled in every direction, straining, stretching. My breath escapes me as I lurch to my feet, pulled by—pulled by—

			Pulled by the red string curling out of my chest. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWELVE

			Rui

			He is walking, slowly, through the abandoned battlefield of the dead and dying, when he feels it, as much a force of nature as gravity itself. 

			A beckoning.

			A call. 

			The Dokkaebi emperor drops to his knees amidst blood and bone. 

			Trembling, he closes his eyes. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTEEN

			The Prisoner

			My fingers spasm as they wrap around the scarlet ribbon protruding from the cloth of my simple, ratty tunic. I scrabble to pull the fabric down. The string emerges just where my heart beats. 

			If I still spoke, I would whisper a soft curse. I have not seen the red thread of fate like this since the night…since the night…

			C R A C K.

			It twists from my chest, leading to one of my cell’s stone walls. On trembling legs I walk forward, placing a hand against the cold, slick stone. What does this mean?

			I feel the Aglyeong watching me, but I do not cower from it. 

			Rui? I think, wondering if my soul-stitched, my husband, is on the opposite side of the wall. Surely I am imagining this. Surely…

			The wall shifts. It ripples, and for a moment, it looks like a door—a door embossed with golden paint and words I cannot make out. I stumble backward with a soundless cry as in that split second where the wall is a door, it swings open and…

			And…

			“Lina,” gasps Rui, staggering into my cell, covered in the dust and grime of battle. “Lina.”

			… 

			Rui. 

			Rui is…here. 

			In my cell. In this place that is not a place, only a tiny crevice of a mind. In this strange realm of the spiritual, of the intangible. He is here. 

			My husband is bracing himself against the wall that is once again the wall, his golden-beige skin pallid, his silver eyes glinting in the darkness as they pierce me, tracking the red thread extending from his chest to mine. 

			I am frozen, unable to move, unable to breathe. Unable to do anything but stare at him. His hair, once so beautifully long, scrapes against his cheekbones, and I remember the night I cut it with a pair of sharp shears. An uncomfortable feeling tightens my stomach as I look closer and realize that he is not wearing the ornate hanboks I am so used to, nor the glittering jewelries. This Rui is wearing the Imugi-scale plate armor over black combat robes—simple, easy to move in. Attached to his waist is an empty hilt, no blade in sight. All he wears on his fingers is one simple, silver ring. And I know it is a match to the one I crushed with the jade garakji. 

			Call to me, and I will come. 

			Even his face is different. War-hardened. No mischief sparkles in his eyes. Gone is his air of languid indulgence. 

			This is not my Rui. This is—this is the one I have seen through the Prophecy’s eyes. This is the one with a body heavily toned by the rigidity of a time of unrest. This is the one who is looking at me with shock and guilt and grief because he knows…

			C R A C K.

			He knows the part he played. 

			“Lina. Is it really you?” he whispers, a tear trickling down his face as he reaches for me with hands that are just as stained with Eunbi’s blood as mine are. I jerk away violently, the red thread of fate between us extending as I lurch backward. In my haste, I slam my head against the opposite wall, but the pain barely registers. 

			In my chest, agony is ripping open my heart. It is tearing the pulsing red mass open, exposing valves and shredding ligaments. 

			“Little thief—” He cuts off with a blanch as the Aglyeong laughs, drawing Rui’s attention to it. All the blood drains from Rui’s face as his eyes rest on the demon. He makes a sound of agony and shock low in his throat, eyes flaring wide. 

			I have never seen him so pale. 

			“No,” he whispers hoarsely, as the Aglyeong laughs again in a knowing way. “Not this. Not this. Oh, Lina, my love…”

			I do not know whether I have ever stopped crying in here, but I am more acutely aware of the salt and sorrow than ever before as I hug myself around my waist and stare at the ground, at the cracks in the cold stone floor, at everywhere and anywhere but Haneul Rui. Shin Rui. 

			“I’ve been trying to find you for so long,” my soul-stitched breathes, tearing his gaze away from the Aglyeong and holding the thread between us. I feel the slight ripple as he pinches it. “I never stopped looking for you. Perhaps…you had to reach out first. I felt you. I felt you, Lina.” He takes a hesitant step forward. “This is where you have been? All this time…”

			He trails off as I slowly raise my eyes to him, letting him see every broken, bitter part of me. I let him feel it, sending that emotion through the thread, knowing it feels like shattered glass underneath the skin. 

			Rui flinches as if he’s been slapped. 

			“Oh,” he whispers, his voice terrible in its grief. “Oh.”

			My lips tremble violently. Words want to escape—hoarse words of blame—but I cannot open my mouth. I will not speak. I cannot speak. Instead, I hold his gaze as tears flow down my cheeks. 

			He is shaking violently, and his hands are quivering, as if he does not know what to do with them. A long moment passes, during which I feel the tumultuous sea of his emotions crash through the red thread of fate. There is the bitterness of self-loathing and regret, the icy shock of horror. Fiery rage, fragile grief. And under it all, as delicate as a baby butterfly, yet as unwavering as an ancient oak…

			Love.

			Rui swallows hard. There are dark purple circles underneath his eyes, and I wonder, despite myself, when he last slept. “I am not leaving you here,” he finally chokes out. “Not with this—not with this thing. The door. Come with me through the door.”

			He strides to the wall from which he emerged, and at his touch, it shifts again into a door. Breathing hard, Rui extends his hand, eyes so silver and bright. I know that he wants me to take it, to slide my palm into his, intertwine my fingers with his. He wants it more than he has ever wanted anything—it is tearing him apart from the inside, the desire. Suspended in the air, his fingers shake. 

			“Lina,” he whispers. “Please.”

			I shake my head and turn away. I know, somehow, deep in my heart, that it will not work. Yet, quicker than a hummingbird’s flight, his hand closes around mine. Gently, as I stumble after him, he tugs me to the door… 

			…which disappears a moment later. 

			Rui makes a sound that is halfway between a growl and a cry. Releasing me, he touches the wall with his hand. As I step back, the door once more appears. Again, he brings me toward it. Again, it disappears.

			It will not work. Why does he not understand? Hot frustration overtakes me, and my hands flutter into the air like a flock of murderous birds. The Quiet Language, taught to the Talons by Yoonho for silent missions. Yoonho, never one to do anything by halves, taught us the entire language. 

			You are foolish to believe in such an escape, I say, with every ounce of bitterness in my soul, even though I do not expect him to understand me. Foolish and naive—

			Something in Rui’s face has frozen with realization. His silver eyes track the movements of my hands, and his throat bobs as he swallows hard. “Little thief,” he rasps. “Why do you not speak aloud?”

			He doesn’t understand. 

			He doesn’t understand that I cannot ever speak again, for the words that have rolled off my tongue so carelessly in the past have hurt and killed. The things I said, urged on by the Prophecy. The cruelty I cultivated like dying weeds in a garden of rot. 

			He does not understand, but the red thread does. It carries my grief and guilt down its scarlet length. I watch through narrowed eyes blurred with pain as he closes his own, bowing his head. 

			Rui needs to look at me as I sign, Leave me, over and over until my fingers cramp and falter. There is silence, but finally Rui’s eyes open and he flinches. His voice is little more than a fraying thread, hoarse and thick with pain. 

			“No, Lina. I am sorry, but I will not abandon you. Not when I’ve only just found you again.”

			My eyes widen. He reads the Quiet Language? 

			The language is not one that is well-known, nor is it one that is easy to understand. It is not rooted in the tongue of the Eastern Continent, nor is it rooted in the tongues of the other continents. The Quiet Language is its own, following different grammatical rules and structures. It relies on not just the movement of hands, but on facial expressions, body language, and other minute movements. To learn the Quiet Language means years of intense study, years that I spent with Yoonho and did not expect Rui to have spent as well. 

			The emperor leans against the wall and lowers himself to the floor. He does not meet my eyes. Instead, he stares through the bars, at the Aglyeong, with a horrible sort of defeat in his expression. A defeat that is somehow…bone deep. Something thorned, something sharp with terrible foreboding, pricks at my heart. 

			Is there something I do not know about this Aglyeong? 

			“Lina,” he finally rasps, “you must understand that I did not plan what happened to Eunbi.”

			A dull roaring fills my head with a horrible pressure. I shake my head furiously, retreating to the corner furthest from him. I do not want to listen to this, I do not want to speak of this. My hands fly to my ears. I press down on them hard, trying to blur Rui’s words into smudges of unintelligible murmurings. 

			Tears blur my eyes as I stare at him. As his hands, always so long and nimble, rise into the air. They swoop and soar, hesitantly at first, but as he remembers the Quiet Language in all its intricacies, the words become legible. 

			If I could, I would rip out my own heart. I would give it to Yeomra, so he might make a trade.

			I shake my head, but I cannot make myself look away. I cannot shut him out completely, no matter that I must. Some small, shriveled part of me wants to hear his excuse, and I hate myself even more for it. 

			Lina, my love. His eyes shine with tears. For the part that I played, I am sorry. It was not meant to happen, but it did, under my own watch. Despite my ignorance, I am not innocent. So I do not ask for your forgiveness. I am not so foolish to think that it would ever be given, nor should it be.

			Slowly, my hands fall from my ears. I can barely see as I reply, and my movements are sloppy, shaking. How could you bring her to me? How could you do this?

			“It was Kang,” he whispers brokenly. “The clandestine plot he kept hidden from my ears. He promised me, on his life, it would work. That nobody would be hurt.”

			My heart freezes in my chest. 

			Rui…

			Rui…didn’t know?

			The world shakes, then spins, around me. I would suspect his silver tongue to be lying once more, but there is… Gods, there is no hint of deceit through our bond. Only a soul-deep shame, a depthless mourning. A terrible, shattered honesty. My breath catches in my throat as my body begins to tremble in shock. 

			All this time, I’d thought… I’d thought Rui had machinated this. All this time, I’d cradled my broken heart in my hands, believing it was his sword that cleaved it in two. 

			All this time, I have…hated him. Yet here he stands, in my cell, every word ringing honestly in my heart. Even should I try, I would not be able to deny the deep, soul-bearing truth he places at my feet now. My eyes have been squeezed shut from the truth, yet with it here before me, there is no choice but to confront it. 

			His…innocence. 

			Does it change anything? I do not know. I cannot feel the bitter resentment as deeply as I once did. I feel only—confused. Adrift, in a sea of truth that I do not understand how to navigate.

			Rui did not know that it would happen, that—

			C R A C K.

			C R A C K.

			C R A C K. 

			Red ribbons falling through the air.

			My soul shattering in one blow.

			And then I am clutching my hands to my chest, unable to breathe as I relive it over and over and over again. Outside the cell, the Aglyeong chuckles. 

			“Do you want to know how it felt? The falling? The crumpling? The fear and the terror in her soul as she was struck down?” 

			“SILENCE!” Rui roars, whipping his head toward the Aglyeong, his eyes brimming with fire. His wrath seems to shake the cell as the Aglyeong is momentarily stunned into submission. 

			And then its maw appears, twisting into a terrible smile behind its grimy black hair. 

			“Brave words, Dokkaebi,” it rasps wetly, “for one who knows what I herald…”

			Its words blur into wisps of sound as Rui turns back to me, his face still so pale. 

			“Lina,” he whispers. He moves as if he will reach for me, but he knows me well enough to stay where he is. 

			I do not know how long it is before I can begin to breathe again. Before I can suck in any air, as cold and stale as it is. I only know that it might be hours, yet Rui remains the entire time, silently sitting on his side of the cell. I feel, through the red thread, that through all his pain he is hoping. 

			Hoping that if he sits quietly enough, for long enough, I will become used to his presence. That I will become accustomed to him, like some wild animal caught trapped in a thicket becomes accustomed to a human. 

			I raise tired, swollen eyes to him. He didn’t know.

			Rui didn’t know. 

			Was any of it real? I ask with hands wracked by tremors. The marriage, the kisses, the love. Did you ever mean any of it? For I did, although he told me, underneath the willow tree in my dreams, that our marriage was a strategy. I still meant…everything. Did he?

			“I,” Rui rasps and then swallows hard. “I—I meant it more than you could ever know,” he whispers. “I still do, little thief.” 

			My chest fills and fills with jagged grief. Rui hesitates in the long silence that follows before finally speaking again. 

			“I found a door,” he whispers. “In the Prophecy’s mind. I followed it here to you. Yet it was unbreachable, and I thought it only some cruel trick in my dreams, until the Prophecy seemed frightened that I’d found this door. It made me…begin thinking that perhaps you truly were within, that she feared you might…escape. That means there must be a way out. I have since ordered my soldiers to concentrate on taking her alive. We can buy ourselves some time to help you escape.”

			The Aglyeong snorts derisively from behind the bars.

			Rui shoots it a glare. “There must be some way out. Some way you haven’t found.” 

			I do not look at him, lest he see the truth of it: that I’ve not even tried to escape, and even if I did, it would surely be hopeless. Instead, I stare fixedly at a point past his shoulder. The cold stone wall. The Aglyeong waiting to eat me. Prophecies always come to fruition. There is no point. Why fight a losing battle?

			“Because, little thief,” he says, still softly but with an undercurrent of steel, “we must at least try to end this war. It is a question of honor.”

			When have you or I ever been honorable? I wipe an errant tear from my cheek. Think reasonably, Rui. The only way I can leave this place is through death. Even knowing what I know now…that Rui never intended for everything to go so horribly wrong…it changes nothing. There is no way out. That is a sure way to end this war. My body. Do not worry about taking it alive. You must kill it—

			He inhales sharply, and when I look at him next, his jaw is tight and a vein pulses in his forehead. His eyes dart to the Aglyeong before darting back to me. Agony burns in his gaze, and his fists open and close. 

			“No,” he growls, fire flashing in his glare. “Not now, not ever, not when I know you are still in here and that there is hope.” As my hands rise back into the air, he cuts me off—voice harsh. “I will not do it, Lina. This, it is the one thing I will never do for you. No matter how much you beg, no matter how much you plead. I will not kill you.”

			I clench my jaw, glaring furiously at him.

			He glowers back. And I know that there is no swaying him. 

			Haneul Rui has always been a stubborn bastard. 

			The red thread of fate between us ripples with a dark and churning mixture of emotions. He follows my gaze to the string connecting our souls. 

			“I wonder,” he rasps, “if we’re both.”

			Confused, I blink. What? I ask. 

			He smiles bitterly, curling a finger around the scarlet manifestation of fate. “Love and hate. The thread diverged. One leads to the Prophecy. One leads to you. What if I am soul-stitched to the Prophecy in hatred, but soul-stitched to you in love?” Rui raises his gaze to mine. “You are not going to stay in here forever, little thief. I know that you are hurting. But this war needs you. I need you.” He swallows hard. “I am not leaving you here. I am going to be back. I failed you once; I will not fail you again. Not at the end of all this. Because there will be an end, Lina.” He looks again at the Aglyeong. “And…I hope to the gods that it’s a happy one.”

			Behind him, the door once again appears. He lays his hand flat against it. 

			Wait. His eyes, still on mine, flicker as I rapidly sign the words. The empress. Did she…did she touch you?

			My stomach aches horrifically at the thought of it. But I have to know. I have to. My breathing turns shallow and my palms begin to sweat. The feelings I harbor toward Rui are as fickle and tumultuous as a heavy storm, but the thought of that—that woman touching him without his consent sends a wave of nausea rippling through me as I recall her possessive touch. 

			Rui hesitates as my feelings crest through the thread. “No,” he says quietly. “She didn’t.” 

			Relief washes through me, cold and calming. The knot in my stomach slowly disappears, and I suck in a small breath of air. She didn’t touch him. She didn’t hurt him. And now she’s dead. 

			But what if something does happen to him? To Rui? What if something awful—irreversible—happens to him while I rot in here like an old corpse? 

			I try to push the thought away, but I cannot. The Prophecy is trying to kill him. She won’t stop until she does. 

			And now that he is before me… 

			I imagine those silver eyes, dulled as old coins. I imagine him laying still and dead and cold, like so many of the others before him. And for a moment, the pain at the thought of Rui—Rui, who was once my best friend, Rui who was once my lover—dead is enough to have me hesitating, glancing at the bars of the cage. Wondering if there could be an escape route. 

			This demon can bleed, after all. 

			But the following thought of existing within that body, that body that has been broken and used like some warhorse, bruised and battered at the whims of another without my consent…

			My skin suddenly crawls at the thought of it, and my vision blurs once more. My heart pounds so hard against my chest that I choke, hands raising to my throat. 

			Rui is a warrior honed by centuries of training. He is an unbreakable column of power. He will survive.

			That is what I tell myself as he steps through the door and disappears. 

			Rui will survive. 

			Won’t he?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FOURTEEN

			Rui

			Wyusan’s capital of Sanyeongto has no time to mourn as the body of their empress, missing a head, is teleported into the city limits by war-weary Dokkaebi. The remaining Wyusan soldiers are brought through the shadowed portals as well, screaming all the while, their mortal minds unable to comprehend the impossibility of what they just saw. What they just experienced. 

			Sanyeongto’s land is enclosed by a wall of granite. The Beast Wall keeps the creatures of the wilderness from entering the crammed capital, but now it will be used for another purpose. For war.

			Children are evacuated, Dokkaebi shouting orders in the narrow streets between jumaks and shops. They will claim refuge in Gyeulcheon, carried through the shadowed corridors by the warriors. It is the one place that the self-proclaimed “Goddess of Wrath” cannot reach. They are not given time to pack anything more than clothing. 

			Adult men and women will stay. They must stay. Wyusan’s forces have been severely impacted. Their only comfort is that the Imugi have been reduced in number as well. Wyusan’s tradition of educating its citizens in combat from an early age means that the commonfolk can serve as a makeshift army until Bonseyo responds to the distress call. 

			When the Prophecy takes the capital, Wyusan will fall. The people will have no choice but to submit, and there will only be one more kingdom to take before Fulfillment of the Prophecy is reached.

			Chan has been sent to Bonseyo, to pry the Jeon Dynasty’s heads out of their asses, as Empress Moon suggested before her death. Rui, head pounding, organizes the evacuation of the children, and of the adults who are unable to fight. It brings him no pleasure, to separate families like this. But they need every fighter they can get.

			The evacuations take hours. Night bleeds into day, which bleeds into evening. Chan has not yet returned from Bonseyo. Rui, drained of all energy, finds a quick reprieve in Moon’s old palace. He sleeps on the floor before the phoenix throne, his head cushioned by a floor pillow he found a few halls away. And then he is awake again, meeting with Kang in Gyeulcheon’s infirmary. 

			They have returned to using the pocket-realm as a base for the wounded. Now that Moon is dead, so is her request. Yet it is still partway honored. The Dokkaebi who are not wounded remain on Iseung with the mortals who escaped unscathed. 

			“The Gumiho?” Rui asks wearily as he watches Kang stitch the flesh of a wounded human’s lower abdomen back together. It is rather unclear if the unconscious and bloody soldier will make it. The medics are giving the injured mortals priority, but it is a strategy Rui may soon be forced to order abandoned. The human survival rates are already low, and one Dokkaebi soldier is worth five human ones in terms of battle capability. They simply cannot afford to lose any more of Gyeulcheon’s warriors.

			“Caged,” Kang says, eyes on his work. Rui sees that the back of his hanbok is damp with sweat, and his chin-length, red-brown hair is lank with it. It is becoming clear that Kang cannot save the human, even with the vast array of medicinal techniques at his disposal, but Rui knows that he will try. Jeong Kang always tries. “She is secure. I will form a strategy later of how to maximize her capture to our benefit. Lina—the Prophecy, that is, will want her back.” 

			Rui nods and fights the urge to drag a hand down his face, to give into the demands of his exhausted body and sway on his feet. Even after the brief sleep he found in the palace, he knows that if he loosens his grip on his mask of control for even a moment, he will collapse at Kang’s feet. Tired. Haneul Rui is so very, very tired—and frightened.

			Frightened of the bloodshed of this war.

			Frightened of his—and Lina’s—fates.

			That Demon in her mind, that Aglyeong… He knows of its kind. 

			What it forebodes, should one look upon it. 

			And they have both seen it. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTEEN

			Iseul

			Song Iseul is trapped. 

			They have trapped her like some animal. 

			And they are staring at her. Laughing at her. Gawking at her. 

			She is in the Dokkaebi realm, which, really, falls exceedingly short of her expectations. First of all, it smells like horse. Why? Oh, well—perhaps it is because she is in the stable, manacled to the ground of a horse stall, assaulted by the stench of shit. It turns out that the Dokkaebi’s horses shit just as much as regular horses, especially that big white chollima in the stall next to her. It is the only winged horse in the stables and is apparently the horse of His Most Illustrious Majesty, also known as the Pied Piper, or the Worst-Dokkaebi-Ever, whom Iseul would very much like to shove into a very deep hole and then light on fire. 

			The image almost makes her smile, but her head is pounding far too much to do so. 

			“Gumiho,” leers some bruised human, leaning over the stall, supported on crutches. He’s clearly taken a beating, and Iseul would dearly like to give him another one. “I thought all of you were dead. My harabeoji used to hunt you. He hung up the pelts in our giwajip.”

			The Dokkaebi confiscated her weapons. Iseul desperately misses her giant ax. She also misses her stealth suit. She is wearing a tunic and pants that are incredibly scratchy, but she cannot scratch herself because her ankles are manacled to the floor, and her hands are cuffed together. Gritting her teeth against her headache, Iseul closes her eyes and imagines the things she could do to the onlookers if she wasn’t imprisoned in iron and steel. Iseul thinks that she’d start with their livers. Sprinkle them with a bit of salt and pepper, maybe a dollop of sesame oil, and then mmm. Delicious. 

			Iseul loves fine dining. 

			Then she’d steal their souls and send them into non-existence for eternity. 

			“Is it true you’re also a madame?” one of the males, this one a Dokkaebi, leers. 

			Iseul’s eyes snap open. This. This is why she hates the Dokkaebi. According to the Dokkaebi emperor, they tried, oh, they tried, to stop the Prophecy of the Fox Hunt. But they just couldn’t! There was nothing they could do! And they were so very, very sad about it. 

			Which is why a group of Dokkaebi are laughing at her now. 

			She will tear them down one by one. She will hurt them until they forget what it means to be free of agony. She will avenge her people. 

			She will have survived for a reason.

			“I wonder,” that same Dokkaebi says with a malicious glint in his eyes, “what it would be like to fool around with a Gumi—”

			He never finishes his sentence.

			Iseul watches, eyes wide, as a hand snakes forth and slams the soldier’s head into the wooden post with enough force that the whole thing shakes. The Dokkaebi drops like a stone, and the others—they knew what they were doing was wrong, and the way that they run only proves it—flee. 

			Revealing Ryu Seojin.

			Seojin? No—it can’t be. She blinks rapidly. She has never seen his healing hands turn to violence before in her life. Yet it is him. 

			And he just slammed a Dokkaebi unconscious for her. 

			His chest rises and falls rapidly beneath the light blue robes of the medics, and a lock of black hair falls into his brown eyes. When they meet hers, she gasps softly, her heart fluttering in her chest…

			And then screams at him so loudly that even her ears ring. 

			“YOU BASTARD!” Iseul howls. “YOU SET ME UP! YOU INSTIGATED MY CAPTURE! YOU GOOD FOR NOTHING, SMALL-BRAINED BIRD!” Coming from Iseul, this is a grave insult. Birds are the worst creatures to exist. “GO DUNK YOUR HEAD IN A TUB OF ALCOHOL AND THEN DROP A MATCH ON IT!”

			Seojin grimaces, but Iseul isn’t done. Far from it, actually. 

			“SHAME ON YOU!” she screeches. “SHAME ON YOUR MOTHER! SHAME ON YOUR FATHER! SHAME ON YOUR ENTIRE LINEAGE AND EVERY PIECE OF EARTH YOU’VE EVER WALKED ON!”

			“Iseul—” Seojin tries.

			“I WILL STEAL YOUR SOUL AND EAT YOUR LIVER!”

			“Right,” Seojin grinds out, obviously finally losing his patience, “you screaming that you’re going to do all of that really is not helping your case, spitfire.”

			Iseul cuts off, panting, jerking forward. The manacles only let her go so far, but she gathers as much dignity as she can and waddles a few steps forward. “Free me,” Iseul demands haughtily, “and I might let you live.”

			Seojin’s eyes soften. “I can’t,” he says quietly, and there is a funny hitch in his quiet voice. “Iseul, you are killing innocent people.”

			“They’re not innocent,” she spits. “You heard them. They killed them. They killed them all. You don’t know what it’s like to be at the center of the Fox Hunt. You’ll never know because you’re one of them.”

			“One of them,” Seojin repeats, trying to ignore how much hearing that hurts. He looks at Iseul, like he’s trying to find his friend within this creature of rage and ruin—this creature that she’s always been, deep inside. Like he’s trying to find the girl who once meant more to him than anything on this earth. 

			Perhaps he can’t see her anymore.

			The thought hurts more than Iseul cares to admit.

			“I’ve never been anything but your friend,” he says stiffly. His dark eyes shine, glassy as if a tear might roll down his face, but Iseul knows it won’t. “Iseul, I would never hurt you.”

			“My friend?” scoffs Iseul. Her lips curl into a snarl. “You abandoned me.”

			His inhale is sharp. His eyes narrow. “That isn’t fair,” he says quietly. “I didn’t want to. I never wanted that.”

			“But you did.” Iseul’s throat constricts, and she glares at the ground, at anywhere but Seojin. “Either get me out of here, or leave.”

			Seojin closes his eyes. Iseul thinks she might see a glimmer of a tear slip from underneath one eyelid, but a moment later she knows she must have imagined it. Ryu Seojin does not cry. 

			He does not allow himself to. Not even after his brother died did Seojin allow himself to shed a single tear. 

			Instead, he walks away, leaving her imprisoned. 

			And Iseul does not know it, but Ryu Seojin has never hated himself more. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

			The Prophecy

			I exhale a plume of halji, leaning against an old tree in the Wyusan Wilderness as Daeyang escorts my wounded to the realm of Jeoseung. There, they will recuperate where no Dokkaebi fireswords can reach them. There, they will heal.

			Imugi medicine, I have observed, involves using both the fast healing of the serpents and a variety of strange herbs that Daeyang has been collecting through our journey. The Imugi chews these herbs up in his mouth and then spits them onto the wound. It is disgusting, but if it works, I am not one to judge the healing practices of my serpents.

			The battle dwindled my forces. At least two more of my Imugi fell, and seven more will recuperate in Jeoseung. Their scales are sloughing off their bodies, courtesy of the Dokkaebi fire. 

			But we will still continue forth without them. My numbers are still high. Just three hours ago, a black bird swooped down before Bomin and gave him the latest correspondence regarding Wyusan. The Dokkaebi have drawn both their and the dead empress’ forces back to the capital of Sanyeongto, where they are frantically preparing for a siege and evacuating humans to Gyeulcheon. An emissary has been sent to Bonseyo to inquire after the reticent Jeon family. 

			And most importantly, perhaps, Iseul is still alive. She is imprisoned, but alive. No doubt she has become their bargaining piece.

			“Bomin,” I say, watching the halji smoke spiral upward into the dark canopy of leaves, “what exactly do you have on this Wyusan general?” How scared does a man have to be to sell out his kingdom? 

			Next to me, the halji dealer adjusts his ridiculous top hat. “He bought from me, which was his first mistake,” Bomin says. “I like to dig up my clients’ secrets. This one likes to do some, ah, unsavory things with younger women. I told him, look, I’ll keep your secret and sell you the halji, but your price is the money plus favors. If he doesn’t do as I ask, I tell his wife.” Bomin shrugs, tapping some of his roll’s halji flakes onto the damp earth below us. “Never underestimate a bad man’s fear of his wife.”

			“Hm,” I say, satisfied, but my mind is no longer on our inside intelligence. It is on the capital city of Sanyeongto. It is not directly before us. Once we emerge from the wilderness, we will face a smattering of villages—all small, of course, and generally easy to overlook. But Haneul’s army will not have left them unprotected. 

			Perhaps we will skip over them, lessen any more causalities from the fireswords that we might take. The capital is my main priority. If I take it, I take Wyusan. And the faster I reach Sanyeongto, the faster I can reclaim my favorite weapon. As much as I hate to admit it, Haneul’s forces have something they can very well use as leverage against me. 

			Scales susurrate in the fallen autumn leaves as Sonagi circles the tree against which Bomin and I lean. “You are thinking of ssstrategy, Child of Venom. I sssense it. Tell me, what is our next move?”

			“We take Sanyeongto.” I pause, taking another drag of the drug. It curls in the back of my throat, bitter yet sweet all at once. “I am sorry about the fallen, Sonagi.”

			“Don’t be,” she replies, golden eyes luminous in the dark. She sways slightly and dips her head so I can rest a hand against the cold snakeskin. “It is an honor to die for you, Daughter. We will reach Fulfillment soon enough and take to the skiesss. But the swordsss, they are a problem. These weapons were…unforeseen by us.”

			“We need another advantage,” I agree. Moon is dead, but her army is angry. With the fireswords, they feel confident enough to take another stand. “What if,” I murmur slowly, “we tried something…different?”

			“What do you mean?”

			My words have caught the attention of my other Imugi. They slither toward us. Bomin is sweating profusely, puffing nervously on his cigarette. Uloe, looking lost without his rider, pins hopeful golden eyes onto me. 

			I’ve reached the end of the halji roll. I crush it into the ground and impatiently motion to Bomin for another one. “Since crossing Habaek’s River, we’ve been travelling on land. It’s easy for Haneul’s forces to mobilize attacks when they can estimate from which direction we are coming. The route to Sanyeongto, from here, is simple to predict.” The new cigarette dangling from the corner of my mouth, I grab a stick and begin to draw the Eastern Continent in the dirt. At the very bottom is Sunpo, divided from the icy Yaepak Mountain Range by a stretch of Habaek’s River that winds all the way up through Wyusan and toward Bonseyo. The Wyusan Wilderness, where we are, is marked by a precise X as I continue to draw. I grab small stones and place them where the villages are—at least five small stones place haphazardly before I mark Sanyeongto with a circle, representing their Beast Wall. Bonseyo is at the tip of the Continent, just after another stretch of Habaek’s River, but I don’t bother marking it yet. The focus is on Sanyeongto.

			“They are expecting to see us before we see them. According to Bomin, they have a vantage point on the wall extending up to hundreds of feet. So they are sure that in order to enter Sanyeongto, we will need to breach their wall, coming up through around here”—I drag my finger on a route from where we are to the wall—“toward here. Judging from where we’re situated now, that would be the quickest road to take, and they know how eager we are. But what if we don’t travel by land? What if we travel by sea? The Yongwangguk Sea surrounds this entire continent. If we travel west, from where we are now, we could reach the ocean quickly enough. From there, we can ride the tides upward toward the Beast Wall, which has a western edge right on the sand of the shore. It would take longer, but it would be worth it. The fortification extends to where the ocean begins… We would be there before they ever saw us.” 

			“Interesssting,” muses Sonagi. “Yess, Daughter, I think this could work. But they will grow suspicious when there is neither hide nor hair of us, and their gaze will turn toward the sssea. Haneul remembers our waysss.”

			I cock my head. Exhale a ring of halji. It dissipates as it encounters Sonagi’s smiling maw. “What do you propose instead?”

			“I liked what you did with the first wave of human mercenaries,” Sonagi replies with a wicked glint in her eyes. “Your diversion was clever. I like that sort of deceit. Sssome of our forcess should take the route they expect us to take. The ressst of us will travel by ocean. While they are focused on the havoc the othersss reap in the villagesss, we will approach with them none the wiser.”

			“Sssmart,” Uloe hisses, nodding. “We will force them to give back Iseul. I miss her,” the young Imugi adds, looking to his mother for comfort. Sonagi blinks slowly at him, her sympathy apparent through that singular gesture. Beongae slithers closer to his brother and winds around him, the Imugi equivalent of an embrace. The others in the forest wait, with bated breaths, for my agreement. 

			I take a long, long drag of halji. The plan is good. Brilliant, even. The Mother of Imugi is in no uncertain terms a mastermind. But there is one thing that could foil this plan. One damned red thread that could easily alert Haneul to my schemes. If Haneul is to seek me out, he will find me. And he will know what this strategy of ours is.

			I suppose that I could go with the diversion before regrouping with those who traveled by sea. They could break the fortifications for me, allowing me entry. But it is not in my nature as the Child of Venom, as the Goddess of Wrath, to stray from where the true fight is. I want to travel by sea and be the one to tear down the Beast Wall. 

			This fucking thread. There is no way to block Haneul out. I know. I have tried. Gritting my teeth, I will it into view, the swirling red ribbon that connects me to the Dokkaebi currently in Sanyeongto. I want to yank it apart, but here in the physical world, it is incorporeal.

			Seething, I furiously suck in more halji smoke. 

			“Daughter?” Sonagi asks in concern. “Isss everything all right?”

			“He will be able to find me,” I mutter, loathe to admit it. “Our soul-stitching could expose the plot. I cannot travel by sea, as much as I might wish to. I must be with the diversion. With half of the forces, I will travel through the expected route, through the villages. Sonagi, I want you to take your strongest to travel by water. We will let Haneul’s army think that you, and the serpents with you, perished. They won’t suspect anything, until you take the Beast Wall.”

			The Mother of Imugi’s hood flares. “If you do not travel by sssea, I will not, either. I will come with you on land. My strongest children will take the ocean route. Meanwhile, Daughter…” Her tongue, forked and dark like my own, snakes into the air as if to taste the approaching carnage. “We have villages to burn.” 

			… 

			That night, as I seek to torment Haneul with nightmares, he is not there to suffer through the droves of horror I wish to haunt him with. 

			He is not anywhere that I can see.

			The red thread that I follow does not lead to his dreaming mind. But it does not lead to his waking self, either. Instead, the scarlet string extends deeper and deeper into the darkness. Yet even as I walk and walk and walk, Haneul never comes into view. 

			This is most unusual. 

			And I am not pleased by it in the slightest. 

			I open my eyes in the Wyusan Wilderness, curled against Sonagi’s flank. Cold suspicion hardens the edges of my thoughts as I sit up, glaring at the ruby-red bond between us. 

			Where, exactly, has the emperor of the Dokkaebi gone? 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

			The Prisoner

			He comes and sits with me in the cage.

			He does not say much, this time. He just…he enters through the door and sits quietly on the cold floor of the cell. Far away from me, yet at the same time, so close. 

			Rui’s eyes are bruised with purpled shadows of exhaustion. He is again dressed in war garments, and his hair looks so uncharacteristically mussed, as if he has not gotten a chance to comb it in a very long time.

			He looks so different from the Dokkaebi I once knew, the Dokkaebi who dressed in jewels and arranged his hair in painstaking perfection. The sight of him nearly breaks my heart.

			Nearly.

			The Aglyeong, as always, is standing outside of the cell, keeping up a steady stream of rasping malignance. Rui shoots it a glare as it chants “monster” and urges me to “come here” over and over and over. Yet he does not say anything, not until what could either be minutes or hours have passed, until I have reluctantly begun to relax in his impossible presence. 

			And his tone is so strangely conversational—casual, as if we’re speaking over cups of steaming gyepi-cha—that it takes me aback. “A lovely companion you have here, little thief,” Rui murmurs, tilting his head at the Aglyeong as it rasps about sucking the marrow from my bones and other such pleasantries. “It has been a while—centuries, really—since I heard of its kind. Tell me, Lina.” His eyes glitter almost desperately. “Do you know, exactly, what sort of being your chatty little friend is?”

			I blink at him wearily. My sleeps have been dreamless, fitful, with no more visions of Eunbi. I am beginning to think I imagined it, imagined that moment of connection. 

			When I don’t reply, Rui’s mask of amused indifference cracks right down the middle. Grimness tightens his lips, the skin around his eyes. A muscle in his jaw flexes. “Do you know, Lina?” he asks again, and this time his voice is a shadow: dark and quiet, slipping through the cracks in my defenses, making the hair on the back of my neck stand up. 

			It is an Aglyeong, I reply reluctantly. There is no word for it in the Quiet Language: I must spell it out with individual letters. Rui tracks my hands intently. Each movement suddenly feels ominous. A demon. The Prophecy sent it to guard me. 

			A contemplative tilt slants Rui’s mouth. “I do not think that the Prophecy summoned this creature to you,” he says slowly. “I do not know how she would. No, these beasts—these ancient bottom-feeders—are attracted to despair and misery like flies to spoiled fruit. Their hunger drives them. They listen to nothing but their appetite, filling their victims with even more hopelessness until they’re ripe for the taking. This creature came, I think, of its own accord. Drawn by your helplessness. But you are right that it is a type of Aglyeong. But do you know what sort?” 

			Slowly, I shake my head. 

			Rui’s throat bobs. “It is a Dalgyal Gwisin,” he tells me, each word soft. 

			An egg ghost. I blink, unsteadily looking at the Aglyeong where it stands half in shadow, keeping up its steady chant of “monster.” 

			I suppose the name makes sense: its cracked, faceless visage is like a ruined shell of an egg. Yet I do not understand the fear lacing Rui’s tone. And despite all my knowledge of my continent’s myths and stories, I have never heard of the Dalgyal Gwisin.

			And there is very, very little I’ve not heard of. Very little that my appa deigned too frightening for my ears. 

			“Brave words, Dokkaebi, for one who knows what I herald,” the Dalgyal Gwisin had hissed to Rui the last time he visited me. Foreboding slithers down my back like ice. 

			What does a Dalgyal Gwisin herald?

			Rui’s eyes shine in the darkness of the cell. “The sight of a Dalgyal Gwisin is a harbinger. To lay eyes upon it is a sure omen. You need to know this, little thief. For we have seen it. And it means only one thing for the both of us.” 

			It is almost as if we’re back in the library in Gyeulcheon, the fire crackling as Rui tells me tales of the gods of old. Yet this story is none too pleasant. 

			“When one sees a Dalgyal Gwisin,” Rui breathes, “it is a sign that the day of their death nears.”

			… 

			For a moment, I can only stare at Rui, my lip slightly parted. His fear of the Dalgyal Gwisin, the way he paled when he laid eyes upon it for the first time: the blood draining from his face, his body flinching back as though he could erase what he had just done—looking at the demon with his own eyes. 

			I have looked upon it more times than I can possibly count. 

			Suddenly, I feel hollow. There is not the relief I thought there would be: only an uncomfortable feeling of emptiness. Perhaps if it was only me who’d seen the Dalgyal Gwisin, I would feel more…at peace with the knowledge that death looms on my own horizon. It’s what I wanted, after all. But I am not the only one who has looked at it. Rui has, too. 

			Rui is…going to die. It is a certainty.

			He won’t—he won’t survive what’s coming. No. No. 

			The Dalgyal Gwisin laughs softly from the shadows. I feel its eyeless gaze tracing me through the bars. Rui is watching me carefully as well as I sign, When?

			“It could be hours from now. Days. Weeks. Months. Or even years.” The line of his mouth is very tight. “Omens like this are fickle, in regard to time. Yet there has been this…feeling, within me, Lina, for a while now. A suspicion. Like a mercenary, breathing down my neck. I can feel them approaching, at my back, reaching out a hand. Any moment now, it will touch my shoulder. I do not think that I will leave this war alive, little thief. I can feel it on the battlefield, can hear it in the clashing of sword against scale. My death rides swiftly toward me.” His voice is harsh, bitter, as he raises his chin, and I see him for the warrior that he is, even as alarm seeps through my blood at his words. “I would rather die, sharply honed in battle, than rust away as an unused blade,” he tells me quietly. “That is the Dokkaebi way.”

			The barb strikes true. Despite myself, I flinch.

			Rui holds my gaze. “Even if this war is futile, I must give my death—my life—meaning. Even if I die tomorrow, or years from now. I must meet death honorably. I want to travel to Jeoseung knowing I did all I could.” His hands twitch, as if he wants to reach for me. “What about you, Lina? Will you take your last breaths as yourself? Or forever imprisoned here? Will you die a honed blade or a puppet to the Prophecy?” 

			My heart slams painfully against my ribcage. 

			“Will you die with the blood of innocents on your hands?” Although his eyes are gentle, his voice is like steel. “Or will you wash them clean, and redeem yourself? Will the legends of you be ones of horror, or ones of redemption?” 

			Damn him. Damn him—he must know, he must know how an image of my appa flickers in my mind, his eyes kind as he told me the stories of the gods, his brows pinched together as he told me the stories of the monsters. I swallow hard, pressing my palms to my eyes, my head swimming so much that it aches. 

			They have been gone so long that sometimes I forget to wonder, what my eomma, what my appa would think of me. 

			But now I wonder. And I…I do not think they would be proud. 

			“The way I see it, there are two paths looming before us—each leading to the same inevitability. Yet one is covered in shadow, while the other is dappled in sunlight.” I can hear his desperation in the quickness of his words, as if he is frightened that at any moment, he will somehow be silenced. “You meet your foretold demise many years after the Prophecy reaches Fulfillment. Iseung is terrorized, decimated. Long has the Prophecy reigned. The Three Kingdoms fell years ago. Your body grows old; you die. Your death changes nothing. We have still lost. Perhaps it is the most likely scenario, or what the Prophecy itself predicts.” 

			Ice sluices through my veins. Sonagi had once assured me not to heed those last lines: that the death they referenced could be years in the future. 

			And the Child of Venom will rule all

			Before making her home in Yeomra’s halls. 

			Yet… 

			Your death changes nothing.

			“Or—or you fight your way back into your body, little thief. And we—we try, our hardest, to save these Three Kingdoms. Together. It might be futile. It might very well be foolish. A losing game, an uphill battle. We die trying and either fail or succeed. Death is coming for us both, Lina. It is only a question of how we choose to meet it.” 

			His words have struck me harder than any weapon ever could. Violently, I flinch, my pain flaring down our bond just as Rui’s own torment pierces me from the outside. 

			“Do you know,” he whispers raggedly, “the first time I realized I loved you? Truly loved you? Soul-crushingly so? When I saw a future with you, as if told by the stars themselves?”

			My hands flutter in my lap. I want to know, but I cannot. I do not deserve to know. I was never worthy of anybody’s love, least of all Rui’s. Just look what I have done with it. I have hidden away, in a cold cell, like the coward I am. Terrified by what I have done. Unable to do anything but weep. A weakling, a shell of myself. 

			The emperor smiles, just slightly. A small, broken thing, but there all the same. “It was in the gardens, when Wang Jiwoon attacked. You were beaten. Badly broken. Laying on the cold ground.”

			Images of that night flash before my eyes. Jiwoon’s mocking smile. His blows, falling down upon me, fracturing bones, shredding skin. Despair consuming me as he walked away, retrieving his ax, intent on beheading me. 

			No hope of survival had flickered inside of me. Nothing but bone-deep defeat.

			But then…

			“But then,” Rui breathes, “you planted one fist down on the ground. And then the other. You pushed yourself back to your feet. You rose, Lina, you rose like an ember to flame. You emerged from the ashes and you fought. I know you’re hurt. I know you’re grieving. But I’m here now, asking you to do it one last time. Rise to your feet, Shin Lina. One last time.”

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			Chan

			Rage is too small a word to describe the monster that prowls underneath Kim Chan’s skin. 

			It is more than mere rage or hatred. In all his centuries of experience in endless battles and unceasing political conflicts, Chan has never felt such a consuming vehemence, as thick and as dark as a rolling storm cloud. He cannot think past it. He exists within it, constantly, unable to see beyond its suffocating smog. 

			Gyeulcheon is crowded with refugees from Sanyeongto and a couple of villages his men were able to reach before their exhaustion rendered them useless. Having just left a debriefing meeting with Kang and his generals, the Supreme Commander stalks ferociously through the palace, shoving past frantic-eyed mortals and their children. He ignores their startled exclamations, or perhaps he is unable to hear them over the dull roaring in his head.

			Bonseyo will not send reinforcements to Wyusan. The royal Jeons cower in the capital city of Gohtan. Shin Lina reportedly approaches Sanyeongto, and she will soon take it, one kingdom closer to Fulfillment. 

			Chan won’t fucking let that happen. But Rui is holding back. The Supreme Commander has fought by Emperor Haneul’s side for years, and he can tell when his king is hesitating. He hesitated during the Battle of Seocheonkkotbat, when he shouted for the girl to be taken alive. Alive? What in the gods’ names? 

			Chan grits his teeth as he stalks down the stairs into the armory, where Rui’s blue Dokkaebi fire is kept alive in the forges, where servants create more fireswords. 

			The whole point of this war is to make sure that girl is not alive. That she is dead. Rui, for some unintelligible reason, is not fulfilling his duty to its completion. Chan grabs a finished firesword, sheathing it at his waist. As he stalks out of the armory, he pulls the hood of his cloak over his head, hiding his tell-tale white hair from view. 

			Hana used to braid it before they went into battle. 

			Now, it is scraped back every day with shaking, calloused hands.

			Nobody notices as Gyeulcheon’s Supreme Commander leaves Gyeulcheon, stepping back into his shadowy portal with one hand on the hilt of a firesword and the other tight around his tall, trident-like dangpa. 

			Kim Chan is going to end this war. 

			And he is going to do it soon. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

			The Prophecy

			Destroying villages is delightful. It rather soothes my ego after our narrower-than-usual victory at the Battle of Seocheonkkotbat. 

			We raze through the poorly-built chogajips with glee. The squadrons stationed at this particular village are fine fighters, it’s true, but they only have a few Dokkaebi among them. I let one female escape, to bring news of my whereabouts to the rest, but the others I dispose of after a few hours of battle. Once, it would have taken only an hour to destroy this meager village and small outpost of troops. But now, they have their fireswords.

			As the soldiers lay on the ground, death-still or in the throes of death, I address the frightened villagers. I stand next to Sonagi, my head held high and smattered with blood, both golden and red.

			“Bow,” I say with a smile, spreading my arms, “to your empress.”

			Weak-kneed and shaken, they do. All save for one man. He is old, perhaps approaching eighty. His eyes are cloudy with age, but they are cold as they meet my own. 

			“No,” he bites out. As the others lower themselves to the packed-dirt ground, he alone remains standing. 

			Why, oh why, is there always that one old man who refuses to bow?

			My lips thin. He reminds me of that insolent little rat, Gwan Doyun. He possesses the same impudence. The same inane belief that he can stop a Prophecy from coming to fruition despite his utter, and pathetic, weakness. I do not tolerate these sorts of people. 

			“No?” I croon, cocking my head. I shrug and examine my blood-crusted nails. “And why, pray tell, is that?”

			He tries to explain it to me. Oh, he tries so hard. Even though I smell his sharp fear, he goes on a rather grand and long speech about how I am a monstrous tyrant who will destroy the world. Spittle flies from his lips as he points a shaking finger at me and urges me to retreat, for evil never wins in the face of true goodness. This is all extremely boring, and no matter how many self-righteous words he spews, the result will be the same. As the old man prattles on and on, growing more and more red-faced by the second, I flick a finger toward Beongae, whose appetite is nearly impossible to be satiated. A few moments later, the man is gone, and his infernal racket has ceased.

			Beongae licks his bloody orifice with a satisfied expression. 

			“Right,” I say boredly as the villagers cower, “now that’s done, here is what you will do. You will build me a temple. You will worship me, your empress, the Goddess of Wrath, the Yeouiju. I am…nice to my worshippers.” I bare my teeth in my best approximation of a smile. “I am not as nice to dissenters. As you can see.”

			The mortals whimper. I roll my eyes.

			“Oh, come now. You can rebuild your homes. Why the fuss?” I mount Sonagi once more. “After I leave, burn these bodies.” I gesture to the corpses with disdain. “Let the smoke be seen for miles. It’s in your best interest to do it,” I add sharply, as Sonagi begins to turn away. “As I said, those who disobey me are liable to explore the inside of an Imugi’s stomach.”

			As my forces retreat, wails rise into the air. 

			But minutes later, so does smoke. 

			And I smile. 

			… 

			As we continue on our path toward the capital, I close my eyes and seek out Haneul. Whatever ploy he utilized to hide from me last night is not in effect now, a development that is both pleasing and confusing. I do not know where he was last night, but it was somewhere I could not follow.

			Now, though, he is deep in conversation with his advisor. Jeong Kang. I sneer. 

			They are in what I assume is a room in the Wyusan Palace, standing before a long wooden table groaning under the weight of dozens of books, scrolls, jars of ink, and herbs. Kang is grinding herbs with a pestle, his lips a thin line as that boy, Seojin, heats silver medical tools over the fire crackling in the corner. 

			“Chan is gone,” Kang is panting as Haneul drags a hand over his face. “I cannot find him anywhere.”

			“Gyeulcheon?” the emperor asks, but Kang shakes his head as he pours a dark liquid into the mortar and combines it with the herbs to create a thick paste.

			“He is not in Gyeulcheon, and he is not here. Seojin, take these”—he hands the concoction to the boy—“and make sure they’re applied straight to the festering wounds.” As Seojin nods and runs out, Kang turns back to Haneul. “There is a soldier we can’t relocate to Gyeulcheon yet. He’s too weak.” 

			“Do you,” Haneul grits out, “have any idea where the Supreme Commander has gone?” 

			“I have a very good idea,” Kang says quietly, “and I think that you do, too.”

			I have an inkling, as well. I narrow my eyes as Haneul mutters a curse and whirls around. 

			“Where are you going?” Kang asks. 

			“To stop him—”

			“Rui.” His advisor’s voice is firm. “You are needed here, and in Gyeulcheon. Let Chan go. He is capable.”

			Slowly, the emperor turns around. His eyes sear with that horrible Dokkaebi fire. “I have not forgotten what—or who—caused this war,” he breathes. “Do not try to stop me, Kang.”

			The advisor flinches but presses on. “Rui, she is gone. You know that we need her destroyed. The troops heard you call for her to be taken alive during the Battle of Seocheonkkotbat, and they are confused. We can’t have opposition in our ranks. Chan was pushed by your inaction.”

			“I just need tim—” Something crosses Haneul’s face, and he abruptly snaps his mouth shut.

			His eyes somehow stray to mine, where I stand before their scene in the darkness. Only for a moment, yet it is enough for me to wonder if the Dokkaebi somehow senses me. I watch, intently, as Haneul swallows hard. Something like…realization…shoots down the red thread of fate. 

			“You need time?” Kang asks quietly. “Time for what?”

			“Chan is going to get himself killed,” Haneul grits out. “He cannot go rogue like this.”

			“I am sure that the Supreme Commander understands the risk.”

			“Our troops need him.”

			“They need you more.”

			“He is my best warrior—”

			“Then let him do this,” Kang says, but he sounds uncertain, as if he is no longer sure he possesses the right to advise his emperor. “Let him go.”

			Haneul closes his eyes. “I understand that we cannot hold back from this war, but there are things you do not comprehend.”

			“Then tell me.”

			“I can’t,” the emperor whispers. “She could be watching, Kang. She’s always watching…”

			My eyes flare open. 

			What is this secret Haneul is keeping from me? What is so clandestine that he fears to utter it, for the possibility I am monitoring him? What strategy, what plot, is this Dokkaebi forming? My mood darkens as I stroke Sonagi’s scales, staring out at small specks of villages in the distance. 

			“Sonagi,” I say, “it seems as if we will soon be joined by an unexpected guest.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER NINETEEN

			The Prisoner

			“Rise to your feet, Shin Lina. One last time.” 

			The words ring in my ears, over and over and over again, as I fall into something almost resembling sleep—and as I sink into it, I find not the empty darkness I expect, but my sister. 

			She is underneath the cherry blossom tree, sitting in the tall grass, but this time she is alone. Sang is not with her—only two small dolls of straw, which she has hopping back and forth, acting out the story that spills from her lips. 

			It is a story I know well. A story I told her, just nights before her death, snuggling next to her in bed, attempting to comfort her after she’d discovered the death of the Talons. I’d whispered of a selfish man named Bak, who refused to share his wealth with his impoverished neighbors, only to be given a rather rough awakening by none other than Yeomra himself. Bak, having fallen fatally ill, slipped quietly into Jeoseung only to find that his place of rest within the realm of the dead was cold and barren, influenced by his wickedness in the world of the living. 

			“Bak was sad,” Eunbi murmurs, the doll that must be Bak drooping a bit in her hand while the doll that must be Yeomra shakes one of its small fists. “But Yeomra gave him another chance, because it wasn’t really his time to die yet… Bak had things to do, first…” 

			Death is coming for us both, Lina. It is only a question of how we choose to meet it.

			Throat tight, I draw closer to Eunbi. She’s frowning a little, as if in intense concentration, her lower lip jutting out just a bit. Has she forgotten the end of the story? I watch as she thinks, long and hard, for a moment. 

			Eunbi brightens. 

			“—and then,” she finally says, the Bak doll perking back up, “Bak returned to the world of the living, where he fought to redeem himself!” 

			It is as if an echo of the past has made its way here. The words are, verbatim, what I whispered into her ear all those months ago. And hearing them now, from Eunbi, strikes some chord deep inside me, harmonizing with the plea that Rui left me with. Slowly, I sink to my knees as Eunbi adds on her own variation to the story—in which Bak adopts a small army of woodland animals, marries a runaway princess who’s actually a goddess in disguise, and founds a restaurant catering toward hungry ghosts—and wonder.

			I used to believe so fully in the gods. Part of me wants to believe this vision of Eunbi, this story, is sent by them—that through these signs, they urge me to fight back, just as Rui does. 

			Yet they abandoned us long ago. And I was never worthy of their gaze. 

			But could I…do it? Reclaim the body that has been so violated by the Prophecy? 

			Exist in a world without my little sister? 

			The thought has a wave of sickness rolling through me like an unstoppable tide. Needing some small semblance of comfort, I reach for Eunbi. 

			My fingers graze the silken pink fabric of her hanbok.

			Her head jerks up with a small gasp. I freeze as her eyes suddenly dart upward. Not onto me, but close enough that my heart stops beating. 

			“Hello?” she whispers. Can she not see me, as I thought she once did? “Is that…really you?” She frowns, squinting, as if looking through a fogged window. “I feel you. In here.” She hesitantly taps her chest. 

			My hands flutter helplessly. I want to speak to her, but I can’t—as my voice rises in my throat, something pushes it back down. My fear. My shame. My guilt. And Eunbi does not know the Quiet Language, nor can she seem to see me.

			Eunbi clambers to her feet, still looking around. “If it is you…” She frowns, and my heart breaks as, all of a sudden, I see confused hurt and betrayal on her face. “If it is you, I-I’m so mad at you!” She stomps a foot, throwing her dolls down onto the ground. “Every day, so many more souls come down here, and they all say it’s because of you.” 

			She may as well have stabbed me in the heart.

			“What are you doing?” Eunbi cries, scrubbing at her face with an arm, glancing about like she might catch a glimpse of me—but never seeing me, not truly. “You need to—to stop. Please, it’s not too late to stop… You can be Good, if you just try. Please, just try!”

			The vision fades, and I wake with a gasp, my hands scrabbling at the cold floor of my cell, Eunbi’s pleas ringing in my ears. She thinks—that the Prophecy is me. Of course she does. To her, there is no distinction. To so many others. Nobody, save for Rui, has seen this cell.

			And if these visions of Jeoseung truly are as real as I’m beginning to think they are, if my death comes and I find myself in the underworld…with all those the Prophecy has killed…faced with the horrible truth that I never lifted a finger in their defense…faced with Eunbi’s disgust… 

			It’s not too late to stop. Please, just try.

			Try to find redemption, like Bak.

			Try to face death as anything but a puppet to this Prophecy.

			One last time. One last time. 

			For Eunbi. For Rui. For the victims of this senseless war. 

			And maybe for myself, too. 

			Breathing hard, I plant one fist on the cold ground of my cell. And the other. Gritting my teeth, I push myself up. 

			One last time. 

			… 

			I scrutinize my prison with something more than the eyes of a prisoner who has given up all hope. 

			I look at it with the eyes of an assassin who has infiltrated countless Sunpo prisons—and escaped, with the target either safely in hand or dead in their cell.

			It is a small cell, cold and damp and dank. The stone walls are bare when Rui’s door does not appear. The cracks between the stones are small, more fissures than anything.

			The bars are made of some cold sort of metal. At least, that is how they appear. This is no physical realm. It is a mental realm—but for all purposes, the bars seem like metal, so I will think of them as such…if only to preserve the few remnants of sanity I have left. The spaces in between each bar are barely enough for one of my arms to stick through. There is a lock, I believe, that has seven keyholes. But I have never seen the keys. 

			Perhaps I need to find them. 

			Past the bars is the Dalgyal Gwisin. 

			And I can make it bleed. 

			Behind it is a dungeon. I have not always paid attention to it, with its dark shadows and cracked, grimy ground. My goal, when I peer past the bars, has always been to un-focus my attention and therefore reach the eyes that used to be mine. But now, when I look through, I take stock of the narrow dungeon hallway…

			And the slight right turn at the very end of it, underneath an arch of cobwebbed obsidian. 

			It looks as if it is the very beginning of a staircase. I can make out the dark shadows that compose the first step. 

			A stairway. 

			A…way out?

			Narrowing my eyes, I wrap a hand around one of the cell’s bars. It is icy cold and bites into my warm palm. The Dalgyal Gwisin cocks its head at me, almost as if it knows what I’m thinking. How my mind is beginning to stitch together the dregs of a plan. 

			One that I cannot do alone. 

			… 

			My soul-stitched sits across from me, his hand outstretched toward mine. 

			For a long time, I do not take it. 

			But then, I…I do. Gods help me, I do. 

			For his fingers have begun shaking with the effort of remaining outstretched, and those minute tremors break the remaining fortifications around my heart. I take his hand in my own, and his palm is more calloused now, hardened by war and weaponry, but it is still the hand I remember. Long, elegant fingers and that ring, that silver ring that matches the one I once wore. I squeeze his hand, and he inhales sharply. 

			The pulsing mass of bitterness within me as I look at him is no more. I blamed him for what happened to Eunbi, but that blame… It was so terribly misplaced. I can see that now…can allow myself to see it. Fault falls on me. Me.

			Yet perhaps it is not too late to redeem myself to my little sister before we die. That is what I focus on, blocking out the Dalgyal Gwisin’s taunts. 

			Anticipation builds within me for what I must ask. My heartbeat quickens almost painfully; my stomach is a bundle of nerves. If this does not work, I do not know what will. 

			Steeling myself, I slip my hand from Rui’s. He reaches for it like a child reaches for an elusive butterfly. This moment is what I have been working up my courage for…this one request.

			Now, now is when I ask for—

			I hesitate a moment too long. 

			It happens at once. Pain, sharp enough that I gasp, slamming back into the wall. Rui shouts my name and lurches to his feet, but then he is groaning, too, staggering back. 

			Agony is searing through my right shoulder, burning deep, deep, deep. I choke on it, breathing hard, and when I take my hand away from where the wound burns…it comes away red. I realize with a start that in here, I somehow bleed mortal scarlet, not monstrous emerald. And Rui, Rui is bleeding from his shoulder, too. Bleeding gold. 

			“Lina?” Rui’s eyes are wide with panic, but I don’t understand…

			It hurts too much to lift my right hand into the air to sign the Quiet Language. I shake my head as blood seeps down my arm. How—how do we have the same wound?

			The answer comes to us both in the same moment. I see it in the way Rui’s eyes widen. It’s the Prophecy. She’s been—she’s been injured, and somehow in here, in this mind prison, I have been injured, too. This has never happened before, but I do not think that she has been wounded like this before, either. 

			But…why is Rui injured? 

			“This,” he pants, clutching his shoulder, “this is new.” Suddenly, he curses. “Chan,” he hisses. 

			I stare at him, confused, hardly able to think through the pain. 

			“Chan went rogue,” the emperor pants as he stumbles toward me. “I meant to warn you. He left to track down the Prophecy. I couldn’t leave Sanyeongto. He must have found your body.” Swearing again, Rui kneels down in front of me, and scans my face in fear. “He has fireswords. They’re forged in my fire, Lina. They have killed Imugi.”

			My eyes widen. Fighting back panic, I sign, Is this how we die?

			No. No, not yet. Please, not yet. It can’t be, can it? Prophecies are not so easily thwarted, yet the possibility seems so very real as my shoulder screams in agony. Have I decided too late to fight back? 

			Should I have acted when I had the chance? 

			The Dalgyal Gwisin makes that horrible, rattling sound deep in its throat. Laughing. It’s laughing at us. How is this happening—

			“Lina,” Rui pants, “we need to get you out of here—” But then the golden door is appearing on the wall, and I watch in shock as it seems to yank Rui through it before slamming shut. Something—perhaps the pain of the wound, our wound—must have broken his concentration. Something must have jerked him back into the physical world. 

			Blood drips down my shoulder. I need to know what has happened. I need to. Gritting my teeth, I stagger to my feet and collapse against the bars of the cage, peering into the Prophecy’s eyes. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY

			The Prophecy

			The blade gouges deep into my shoulder, and I scream in furious rage as the white-haired Dokkaebi yanks his firesword out of my flesh and spits in my face. 

			He waylaid us two miles from the next village, leaping from his shadowed corridor, a blade of blue extending from the sword hilt he carried along with his dangpa. I had been expecting him, and it was easy enough to grab my bow and arrow from underneath my saddle and begin shooting venom-tipped arrows toward him.

			I had not, however, expected him to—for once—actually think past his bloodlust and strategize. 

			When he hurled his dangpa, that giant trident, through the air, I had no choice but to launch myself off Sonagi to avoid it. He waited until my left leg buckled at the impact of hitting the ground, and then he rushed forward. Taking advantage of my momentary weakness, he had kicked my left knee hard, and when I fell, he brought the firesword down. I rolled just in time for it to hit my shoulder, and not my heart, but the pain still has me roaring as the blade leaves my skin. 

			I am the Prophecy. I am the Goddess of Wrath. I am the Yeouiju. 

			And yet I feel this pain? Green blood pours from the wound as I roll away from the Supreme Commander, and as my Imugi lunge for him, mouths snapping. He fends them off, but only barely. I stagger to my legs, clutching the green-seeping wound, and bare my teeth.

			This will not do.

			Scaleblades drawn, I leap into the mayhem of writhing Imugi and a furious Dokkaebi. It is different this time. When he appeared, I was almost amused at his optimism of undertaking such a foolish task.

			Now, I am angry.

			He whips the firesword through the air, and with each stroke, I arch my back, avoiding the blue blade even as I question—furiously—why my wound is not healing. I have healed from Dokkaebi fire before, but still my shoulder leaks and leaks. 

			Chan’s fighting style is sharp and precise. His kicks, when he leaps into the air, are straight and neat. He can spin in a blur, bringing his foot toward my face in a motion that is difficult for even me to track. I counter this by moving with serpentine grace, smooth and sinuous despite the new immobility of my injured arm. My Imugi sense that I want this victory to myself and hold themselves back, but only barely. Beongae is hissing something about how delicious Kim Chan’s bones will taste, ignoring how his rider—Bomin—is shrieking in terror. 

			As Chan’s sword approaches me in a wide arc, I drop to the ground, spinning and slicing my foot underneath his boots. It is enough to throw him off balance, allowing me to somersault away from the still-descending blade, leap to my feet behind him, and press a scaleblade to his throat. “Yield,” I say, and my voice is guttural with both pain and displeasure.

			“Go on,” Chan spits. “Kill me.” His sword drops to the ground. 

			I cock my head. “Well, that was certainly the plan,” I purr. “Until just now.” He wants to die. I can feel it. He failed in his mission, and he is overcome with humiliation and a desire to see his poor, dead lover. Oh, please.

			Trying to ignore the wound on my shoulder, I shove Chan to the ground with my unwounded arm and place a boot on his neck. I’ve never taken a prisoner of war before. I feel as if it will be amusing to torture this troublesome Supreme Commander. And perhaps he will come in useful. I plan to retrieve Iseul directly, but I have learned that war yields…unexpected surprises. Having a hostage may further guarantee the return of my Gumiho. 

			“Bomin,” I snap, “bring me the rope. Uloe, I hope you’re content with carrying a hostage.”

			“Daughter. Are you well?” Sonagi sounds concerned as she winds closer and eyes the blood dribbling down my arm. 

			“Fine,” I pant. Albeit slowly, the wound has begun knitting itself back together. But it will be hours, I suspect, before the pain recedes and the injury fully closes. Chan went deep enough to nick bone. 

			Sonagi says something else, but I do not hear. I feel something instead, somebody watching from behind my eyes. Grimacing, I shove the Prisoner away from the scene…

			And pause. 

			What is this?

			Such a strange feeling, as if there is not one, but two small splashes of consciousnesses lurking deep within the recesses of my mind. One of them has faded, like a whiff of fragrance lingering in the air long after its wearer has left. Plum blossom. Licorice. 

			Lips thinning, I blame it on the blood loss.

			But still, I wonder. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

			Rui

			Rui pants through his teeth as Kang slathers his wound in some foul-smelling paste that brings with it a stinging sensation worse than a dozen wasps. They are once again in Gyeulcheon, in Kang’s study. Seojin grabs fresh bandages from where they are stored in one of Kang’s many drawers. 

			“This complicates matters,” says Kang. The shadows under his eerily wise eyes are deeper than usual. 

			“What uncanny wisdom you possess, Kang,” snaps Rui, arching a brow in an expression that is half droll, half furious. “I hadn’t realized. Thank you so much for bringing this to my attention.”

			“The red thread of fate between the two of you has grown stronger.” Kang is focusing on the deep gouge in Rui’s shoulder. His advisor has tried to stitch the flesh closed, but each time, he fails. Rui has the terrible feeling that it will not heal until the original wound, on the Prophecy, heals. All Kang can do for now is staunch the bleeding. “Any injury she receives, you will receive. And I’m assuming it also goes the other way, as well.”

			Rui hisses through his teeth as Seojin gently begins to wrap the cloth around his shoulder. He left Lina reluctantly only a half hour ago when the pain of this wound jerked him out of his trance. 

			His advisor does not know that the true Lina still exists, imprisoned within the mind. Rui has not been able to tell him, for fear that the Prophecy is listening. It seems as if the Prophecy does not know he has found his Lina, and he shudders to think what would happen if the secret is revealed too soon. Some instinct, deep inside of him—perhaps born by the soul-stitching itself—warns him that the safest option is to keep quiet. 

			For he is certain that the imprisoned Lina is his soul-stitched in love, while he is soul-stitched to the Prophecy in hatred. And if he wants to reclaim his love, he must play this game very carefully indeed. 

			“I’m assuming,” Rui drawls as Seojin finishes his work, “that now, if one of us dies, we both die.” 

			“You would likely be correct in that assumption,” Kang replies quietly. 

			Interesting. 

			This, then, is what the Dalgyal Gwisin heralds. 

			Rui can use this to his advantage—for now. When the troops are alerted to this, they will be more hesitant to kill Lina’s body. And perhaps it will offer an excuse to his confused soldiers as to why he ordered the Prophecy to be taken alive, rather than killed, at the Battle of Seocheonkkotbat. If they play it right, this could very well work in his favor. Not to mention, he thinks wryly, that the Prophecy very much does not want to die. Once she learns of this, she will be less thirsty for Rui’s death. The Prophecy cannot kill him without killing itself. He doesn’t quite feel like dying just yet, either, so this is not an entirely unwelcome development. 

			Rui watches as Kang scans his face warily, but his advisor apparently chooses to hold his tongue. If he suspects the direction in which Rui’s mind has strayed, knows that Rui has always been loath to strike the killing blow toward the woman he loves, he does not give anything away. Kang clears his throat. 

			“I will consult the books tonight,” he says quietly. “Perhaps there is a way to undo this linking.” 

			Perhaps. Likely not. “Alert the troops,” Rui commands, standing from the chair and reaching for his tunic. “And bear this warning: some of them may wish to end this war by murdering me, and by extension, the Prophecy.” He attempts his old smile, that wicked, taunting grin, but it feels stiff on his face. “And let the soldiers know that if any of them are struck by that fine idea, that I will smite them down. There is—there is much to do before I die.” The words feel odd on his tongue, as if they’re not quite real. The image of the Dalgyal Gwisin flashes through his mind; he forces it away. 

			Kang hesitates. 

			“Is there something you’d like to say?” Rui drawls with the distinct feeling that he knows precisely what the advisor is suggesting.

			“One sacrifice,” the advisor replies carefully, sweat beading on his brow underneath the intensity of the emperor’s stare, “could…could save many.”

			Rui stares flatly at Kang and considers, in great detail, the ramifications of slamming the advisor’s self-righteous face down onto the surface of his herb-strewn table. One, Kang would be dazed, and the wounded need him. Two, his forehead would crush the herbs, and it would be a pitiful waste of resources. “No,” Rui snaps coldly. “And if you try to instigate my untimely demise, Kang, I assure you that yours will come much faster. We will do our best to stop this Prophecy and win this war before I resort to my death.” 

			He will stand under the moonlight with Lina again. He will fight by her side again. He will. 

			Kang swallows hard. “Of course,” he says hoarsely. “I understand it.” 

			“Understanding it is not enough.” The emperor holds his gaze for a moment longer. “See that you remember it.”

			Kang nods, and as the emperor leaves, he does not know that his advisor’s eyes stray thoughtfully to the herbs on his table.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

			Iseul

			Iseul has declared herself a genius and her captors utter fools. The manacles, in a wonderful lack of foresight by whomever made them, do not account for the size of her wrists and ankles when she is in animal form. 

			And now that her head no longer throbs painfully enough to prevent her from shapeshifting, she is indeed a fox. 

			Ha. Ha, ha. Hahahaha.

			She winks one eye at the white chollima next to her. Goodbye, Iseul the Gumiho thinks and, with a feeling of buoyant triumph, leaps out of her stall and tackles her guard. 

			What follows is the most fun she’s had in ages. 

			Oh, how Iseul adores causing chaos. 

			She runs through Gyeulcheon with wild abandon, wreaking as much havoc as she possibly can. Soldiers stumble away from her, heads in their hands, bright red scratches marring their faces. Men and women scream, yanking their children closer to them as she approaches, cackling in the way that only a fox can. 

			This really is very opportune, Iseul thinks as she streaks through the palace. She can destroy their medical supplies, perhaps even ruin their weapons, and generally decrease morale. She is so wonderfully good at decreasing morale. 

			How she’ll leave Gyeulcheon is another matter entirely, but as Iseul bursts into the sickbay and begins to knock over wounded soldiers’ cots, tear through the supplies of clean bandages, she is too ecstatic to care. Who could have predicted her capture would have been so beneficial to Lina’s army? If Iseul creates enough damage here, Wyusan will be easily taken, and they can move onto Bonseyo. Where Iseul will destroy the Jeon family so completely that nothing is left of them but ash and dust. 

			Her white, nine tails sweep through the air, knocking over jars of medicinal pastes and other concoctions situated on the stands near the overturned cots. Laughing, Iseul prances from the medical bay, nose pointed in the air, smiling as the agonized shouts of the wounded continue behind her. 

			Now for the weaponry. Once she finds it, she’ll figure out a way to ruin those tricky little swords…

			The Gumiho yelps as a pair of strong, calloused hands yank her into the air. She kicks her paws, furious at whoever has dared to lay hands… 

			“Iseul,” Seojin groans as he holds her thrashing body to his panting chest, “what have you done?”

			Iseul growls. Damn it. 

			An hour later, Iseul is grudgingly in her human form, having been presented to Gyeulcheon’s weary-looking emperor and forced to kneel before his throne. 

			“Just when I thought my day couldn’t get any worse,” drawls Rui, who really doesn’t seem very happy about this whole situation. They stand in his throne room, Seojin glaring at her disapprovingly. She is once again manacled, and the fact of the matter is that she was not manacled an hour ago and was having a great deal of fun.

			This? This is not fun. These manacles are far too small for her to slip out of, even in her fox form. 

			Iseul bares her teeth at the emperor. Oh, how she hates his stupid face. But she hates Seojin even more, Seojin who is standing next to her, Seojin who once again betrayed her.

			Rui rolls his eyes. “I don’t have time for this.” He points a finger at Iseul. “You and your leader are pains in my ass.”

			“Then why don’t you kill me?” she spits.

			His silver eyes are flat. “Because I have never been one to kill Gumiho, nor support a Hunt.”

			“You didn’t stop it, either.” She watches as the emperor flinches.

			“I am not going to explain our defeat at the hands of the Fox Hunt’s Prophecy,” he snaps, losing his already slipping rein over his temper. Between Kang suggesting he kill himself, and Iseul targeting his wounded, Rui has had a horrible time of it recently. “I already have, and you have already listened. If you choose not to believe me, there is nothing I can do to sway your stubborn mind. And clearly, whatever genius imprisoned you so clumsily deserves to be thrown out a window. You won’t be going back to your holding cell in the stables. You.” Rui’s finger moves to Seojin, who hesitates, unsure what the Dokkaebi emperor wants from him. “From what I remember, she has a soft spot for you. We’re going to use that to our advantage.”

			“A SOFT SPOT?” Iseul shrieks. She only barely refrains from stomping her foot like a child. “I HATE him—”

			Seojin winces, but Iseul does not fall for this phony display of regret, even as he swallows hard and says, “Iseul, I—”

			She ignores him. “I would gladly RIP OUT HIS LIVER and DESTROY HIS SOUL FOR ALL ETERNITY—” 

			“Both of you. Be quiet.” Rui’s voice is hard, and despite herself, Iseul falls silent. “From now on, you’ll be monitoring her constantly,” he informs Seojin, who hesitates. Oh, Iseul can feel his sudden dread. To abandon her, only to be forced to guard her every waking moment? It must seem like torture. “And I truly do mean constantly.” The emperor rises from his throne. “Song Iseul. Get up.”

			Simply to be contrary, she does not.

			The emperor summons a column of Dokkaebi fire. It burns and burns next to his black-thorned throne. “Get. Up.” 

			As the fire crackles, she has no choice but to obey. Rui, to her surprise, uncuffs one of her wrists…

			And re-cuffs the manacle to Seojin’s. 

			“There,” Rui says, stepping back as Iseul’s eyes widen in a mixture of horror and outrage. “I doubt you’ll be going anywhere anytime soon, Gumiho.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

			The Prophecy

			I am not accustomed to being injured, and it is not a pleasant experience. 

			My shoulder seeps green as Sonagi slithers through the night. If I had been struck by a mortal sword, this wound would have healed by now. Yet it was one of those fireswords that struck the blow. The weapon in question is strapped underneath the saddle with my bow and arrows. It was tempting to destroy it, but the Dokkaebi emperor wears armor of Imugi scale. If this blade can pierce my snakeskin, surely it can pierce his heart as well. 

			Chan, half unconscious, is carried atop Uloe. I have trussed him up like a pig for roasting, and he is slumped over himself, golden blood leaking from a thick gash on his forehead that heals slowly. Despite my pain, I smirk at the sight of the Supreme Commander of Gyeulcheon reduced to this. An ant I can easily crush with a single finger. 

			We encounter one more village, and it is all too easy for me to remain atop Sonagi as my Imugi do the work for me, dismembering the Dokkaebi soldiers stationed at this point. There are less of them here, perhaps because this village is smaller, or perhaps because Gyeulcheon expected the first village to hold up more of a fight. In any case, its defeat is easy enough even with the fireswords and without my engaging in combat.

			My forces camp for the night in a large thicket. I slide off Sonagi and replace the bandages around my shoulder with fresh ones from the satchel that Beongae carries—in which also lies more weighted ropes. Bomin, knowing the routine well by now, gives me a cigarette to smoke as I lean against a tree. 

			I’ve tied Chan to a tree, and it’s quite amusing to watch him wrestle with his bonds, only to fail. The weighted ropes were invented by Im Yejin, Sunpo’s shipsmith. Originally, they were meant to hold cargo down during the large storms my Imugi and I summon, but I’ve discovered another, more entertaining, use for them. Wounded and tied down, Kim Chan will not be able to teleport away any time soon. 

			I have only just closed my eyes to seek out the elusive Dokkaebi king when the thicket suddenly plummets in temperature. My eyes snap open as frost cracks across the ground, jagged veins of white slicing toward where I sit. I leap to my feet, drawing my scaleblades and ignoring the twinge of pain in my shoulder. The night’s darkness seems to thicken. Swirl. The glowing ember of my cigarette is the only pinprick of light, and despite my preternatural vision, even I can hardly make out the trees around us. 

			This is unnatural. Somebody—something—is here, lurking on the borders of the thicket. The hair on the back of my neck rises, and I unleash a low snarl of warning. Suddenly, there is a cool breath on my skin, and I whirl—but familiar, golden eyes tell me that it is one of my Imugi. Sonagi. 

			“Child,” Sonagi murmurs, “do not fear. This visitor we know. He has come to us before.” 

			“He?” I demand lowly, still tense. “Who is ‘he’?”

			A low laugh flickers out of the darkness. “‘He’ means me,” a voice, tinged with an unidentifiable accent, whispers. There is something familiar about that tenor, as if I am intimately familiar with it, as if I have heard it before—but in another language, an unfamiliar tongue. I narrow my eyes as the darkness recedes, and reveals—

			“Yeomra,” Sonagi hisses in pleasure as the God of Death inclines his head, stepping into view. 

			Yeomra.

			One of the absent deities. 

			Former ruler of the now-godless underworld. 

			The god who, alone, seemed to delight in the death and destruction brought by the Imugi and offered to them Jeoseung as a resting place after the end of the first war, veiling it underneath the guise of an exile. The god who brought them a Prophecy, a “guideline of how to truly reclaim Iseung,” according to Sonagi. 

			My, my. This is certainly interesting. 

			In my head, I feel the Prisoner—peering out from behind my eyes—gasp in shock and longing. One of her forgotten gods, standing in the flesh. Fine. I’ll let her look, as I do so cherish her suffering, her knowledge that it is not her meeting this deity, but me.

			I cock my head slowly, eyes devouring the god in the thicket. I have seen him once before, in Sonagi’s memory, as he gave to the Imugi the very premonition that birthed me as I am now. His skin is as pale as the frost glittering on the ground, and his hair a deep, dark blue that reminds me of the darkest crevices of the sea where dark creatures lurk and hunt. Slowly, I lick my lips. Yeomra’s face is all harsh, cruel angles, and it is beautiful, yet terrible, all at once. Yet it is not his beauty, nor his towering height of at least seven feet, that enraptures me. 

			No, it is the power that streams from him, palpable in the air, that captivates me so. I have never felt anything like it before, and I want it. I have called myself a goddess, the Goddess of Wrath, but until my Imugi take to the skies, I know I will not taste a power such as this. 

			It is death, digging fingernails into my skin, pushing and probing at my organs, measuring their health, calculating when they can reach in and tear them out. It is the feeling of plummeting through the air, although I am standing on firm ground, my stomach dropping with sickening speed. It is the struggle to pull air into my lungs, and the taste in my mouth—dry, stale, as if I am drawing my last breath even though I am not. 

			This is the power of a god. And it is visible, a dark aura surrounding his long frame. 

			“Yeomra!” my Imugi cry in glee, slithering closer, swaying in pleasure. “He who gave to us our Prophecy! He who gave to us our Empress! He who gave us ssshelter and our ssavior! Yeomra!”

			Angular lilac eyes shine in the darkness. “Hello, my little serpents,” Yeomra greets as some of the young ones flock to him, nudging his hands with the tops of their heads, hissing in pleasure as he obliges them with gentle strokes on their scales. “It has been far too long.” He tilts his eyes, looking straight at me. “And hello to you, my Prophecy,” he says with a smile that reveals sharp fangs and is like no smile I have ever seen before. Small. Barely a tilting of the lips. Yet within it is the hard assurance of power, of self-assurance that only a deity can possess. It is staggering to look upon, yet I hold my gaze and incline my head. 

			“Yeomrawang,” I reply, speaking his formal title in respect. This is a god, after all, and the god that gave to the Imugi hope and a rightful future. The very same god that the Prisoner, staring through my eyes, used to imagine as her patron. King Yeomra. “I would be a liar if I said I am not surprised to find you here, on Iseung. Your kind abandoned this plane long ago.”

			Yeomra’s smile flickers and fades. “What is that mortal saying?” he muses. “All good things must come to an end?” Leaving the Imugi who are practically purring underneath his hands, Yeomra steps closer, and I fight the urge to back away as he stoops down to peer into my eyes. 

			It is almost as if he can see the Prisoner there, for before he once again steps away, he chuckles and murmurs, “How very, very interesting.” 

			“What do you mean,” I whisper, “that all good things must end?” 

			He stares at me, silent. Waiting. Until slowly, so slowly, realization settles into my bones. “Do you mean to tell me,” I say slowly, having some terrible inkling where this is going, “that the pantheon of Okhwang is watching Iseung?” At the war I wage? Are the deities foolish enough to disagree? Once, they fought against the Imugi. 

			Now, will they turn against me? 

			Could the gods…stop a Prophecy?

			The thought is not pleasing. I lick my suddenly dry lips and wonder what it will take to kill a deity. 

			“I am not supposed to be here,” the god replies softly. “Hwanin is furious. So much faith had he in the Dokkaebi that the heavenly emperor felt secure enough to rest with us in the heavenly palace and leave Iseung to them. Yet their victory in the war wasn’t a victory at all.” Yeomra smiles again, revealing another bit of white fang. “And perhaps not all of the gods are as unfeeling toward this realm as they seem. Trouble approaches, and I am its canary. More enemies descend from the skies.” 

			I take a shallow breath, vaguely aware of Bomin hyperventilating somewhere in the dark thicket. I resist the urge to snatch a roll of halji from him. The gods. The damn gods who are supposed to be forever absent have decided to stick their noses into my war. Fury crests through me, enough for my vision to tinge red, red, red. “Yeomrawang,” I manage to say through gritted teeth as a migraine begins to pulse at my temples, “thank you for the warning. Tell me, will the entire pantheon descend? Will you fight by my side?”

			“I will not,” he replies coolly, and I clench my jaw. “Even Hwanin’s anger has its limits, and I have no desire to be banished to some forgotten corner of Iseung for my insolence. Others will come, but not to stand by you.”

			“Who?” I grit out, tone bordering on acidic. 

			Yeomra bristles, but still, he responds. “It is the deities who were once human that feel the most strongly toward the destruction you bring to this plane. Myself, I enjoy it. As furious as Hwanin is, he knows he cannot punish me for bringing this havoc to the world, nor for warning you now. Feeding the forces of death is my nature as their father. Now, listen. Dalnim the Moon Goddess and her brother, Haemosu the Sun God, are growing restless. They were once children in Sanyeongto, chased up to the heavens by a hungry tiger. They do not like seeing Wyusan’s peoples afraid. And I am sure you know that the Dokkaebi emperor is a descendant of Dalnim. So they will try to stop you, but they will not directly intervene until they deem it necessary. There will be obstacles in your route to the kingdoms. You will need to be ready.” 

			Obstacles… 

			Yeomra narrows his eyes. “My kind have never involved themselves in Iseung’s Prophecies before. It is unknown, the effect of divine intervention against a Prophecy. Do not get cocky. I cannot say, child, that your victory is assured anymore.”

			No. No. 

			They would dare try to stop me? 

			My nails dig into my palms, burying deep into the calloused folds of skin. “Tell them that this is not their war,” I hiss. “They cannot abandon worlds and return only when it suits them. The Eastern Continent has a new goddess now, and the Goddess of Wrath does not welcome those who invade her home.”

			Yeomra clicks his tongue. “Ah, ah, ah,” the death god replies, and suddenly, I’m stumbling back, head wracked with visions of my own death—all in such horrible ways. Beheaded like Empress Moon. Stabbed in the heart by a firesword. Tossed into a ravine, burning with blue Dokkaebi flames. I cannot tell if any of them are real, if any of them are premonitions. Green blood dribbles out of my nose, and I think I must be screaming as pain sears through my bloodstream. Yet none of my Imugi help me. Not even Sonagi, as I fall to my knees, blinking desperately, trying to see past the horrors Yeomra has summoned to me. The dirt is frost-bitten underneath me, and my fingers curl around clods of cold soil as I finally manage to make out Yeomra’s face. He is kneeling before me, and two long, pale fingers slip underneath my chin and lift it so his violet glare sears into mine. 

			“Do not give orders to a god,” he murmurs. “It is truly amazing that I even need to say this.” 

			Humiliated, on my knees before him, I choke on my own rage. I do not want my Imugi to see me like this. I do not want the Supreme Commander, tied to the tree and watching every single moment of this horrible exchange, to see this. 

			Yeomra stares down at me for a long, unimpressed moment before snatching away his touch and standing once more. I rise unsteadily and force out an apology that Yeomra seems to snatch midair before scrutinizing it and deeming it acceptable. 

			“Now,” he says casually, as if nothing has happened, as if there is not dirt and blood smeared on my face, “I expect you will try to demand the return of your dead sister. It has been a long while since I have interacted with any of Iseung’s denizens, but this is what you usually do. So go on, I suppose.”

			I spit onto the ground. Truthfully, it hadn’t even occurred to me, but I nod curtly. “I have travelled to your realm by spilling my blood and saying your name thrice,” I rasp, “but my sister refuses to come into sight on the other end of the bridge. But—are you saying you could bring her back to life?” Eunbi would carry on the Shin line, as would her future children, and theirs. 

			The god’s eyes are unnerving in their intensity as he replies, “I’m not, actually. For I cannot reverse the effects of death. I abandoned Jeoseung long ago, and as such, my connection to it has slipped. Jeoseung, direly as it needs one, has no ruler. The throne is there, empty, yet many of the dead no longer have a wish for power. And to rule, one must first die. Therein, I suppose, lies the underworld’s problem.” Yeomra laughs, cold and cruel. “I just wanted you to ask, so I could tell you ‘no.’”

			I feel a dull, emerald flush rise to my cheeks. Chastened. I am being chastened for having the gall to demand of Yeomra what I wish. Chan is laughing hoarsely against the tree, and my embarrassment is as hot and as painful as Dokkaebi fire. 

			“Goodbye, my little serpents,” he whispers, turning back to the Imugi, who hiss their goodbyes. “You are such wonderful creatures. I will be awaiting your triumph, my loves.” 

			The death god does not bother to say goodbye to me before he vanishes—there one moment, and gone the next. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

			The Prisoner

			Yeomra.

			When I saw him, pressing my face against the bars…

			When I saw him, I thought he was there to kill me. 

			There was—gods, for a moment, there was such a complete and unending terror that it was the most I could do to grip the rungs of my cell hard enough to stay upright and continue watching. 

			And perhaps distracted by the deity of death, the Prophecy let me. Let me watch as Yeomra, beautiful as the bite of a blade, deadly as a rolling thunderstorm, greeted the Imugi as if they were a litter of kittens. Let me watch as those violet eyes somehow met mine—not the Prophecy’s, mine—searing through the body I once inhabited and piercing where I stand imprisoned in this mindscape. 

			I have been seen by a god. 

			A god. 

			One of my cherished deities, the same divine being I envisioned as the hand guiding my own as I slipped through Sunpo, naming myself the Reaper after his Jeoseung Saja of legend. The knowledge is all-consuming, nearly unbearable. Never have I doubted their existence, but seeing him—in the flesh, not just in a long-ago memory—is overwhelming in the very worst and best of ways. The gods have seen what this body has done. And they… They are angry. 

			I try to breathe evenly. One breath in, then out. In, then out. I long for the bitter bite of halji, so much that it dries out my mouth and quickens my heart. The Prophecy smokes it, I know, tearing my hard-worked resilience to abstain into shreds. 

			What do they think of me, those treasured deities? Do they know it is not the true Shin Lina, destroying villages and demanding worship? Do they care? 

			I do not want them to see my body like this. I do not even know if I am even a person or if I am only a little figment of a fractured mind…

			It doesn’t matter. 

			The gods are coming. 

			The gods are coming. And they will make me pay.

			The realization breaks me completely, as if I am nothing but a glass figurine in the uncaring hands of a laughing child. 

			… 

			The Prophecy is nearing Sanyeongto. There have been no divine obstacles, not yet, but every moment now feels like a brewing storm. Rui has not come since he was ripped apart from me by the pain of our twin wounds. I have not gotten the chance to ask of him what I must and am calmed only by the possibility that, at any moment, he might appear. 

			As I wait, I run my hands along the sides of the walls, over the rungs, testing for a spot of hidden weakness. I am trained in this searching; Yoonho ensured it. Capture was always a possibility when working for the Talons, and my leader needed proof his Reaper would be able to return if stolen away by rivals. He locked me in Sunpo’s hidden crevices, and each time, I broke out. 

			First, it was a sewer. Then it was the underground tunnels below the kingdom. Dungeons. And in his final test, a gallowsroom before a hanging. I earned his pride all four times. 

			There came a time, though, where I could not escape. But by then, the Talons were dead.

			I focus on the rungs with difficulty, ignoring the taunts and leers of the Dalgyal Gwisin. I pull on them carefully, listening for any noises that may signify a shift, an unstable spot. It would sound like a soft groaning, or perhaps a creaking of metal. I work my way across the bars, brows furrowed in concentration, sweat trickling down my back. 

			And then I hear it. At the very end of the row, right near the edge of the wall…that soft groaning, that creaking of metal, so faint that I must have missed it the first time around underneath Eunbi’s jeers. These bars, near the end… Whatever the reason, they’re weaker than the others. I grit my teeth and pull, yet despite their diminished sturdiness, still they do not move. Panting, I step away, wiping my grimy hands on my tattered pants.

			I may not be able to create an opening. 

			But I know somebody who can. 

			Where is he?

			… 

			I pace back and forth in my cell, waiting for Rui as I have been for what seems like hours upon hours. 

			Yesterday before Yeomra, the Prophecy fell to her knees in pain. Rui must have felt that, through the bond, through that red thread that connects him to it, and him to me. Has it severely wounded him as well? This injury I’ve not felt from the Prophecy—it seems that only severe injuries can reach me in here. It is interesting, then, that I can feel Rui’s own minor scrapes and wounds regardless. 

			I will the thread into view now and, before I can lose my nerve, tug on it. Perhaps it will call him to me. Time is of haste. Until I was shoved away as I so often am, I peered through the Prophecy’s eyes and heard for the first time their plan to take the Beast Wall. Half the forces, the strongest forces, travelling by sea. The other half serving as a distraction, voyaging by land. And the Dokkaebi do not know.

			But I can—I can tell him. I can be a spy for Rui, in the very mind of his enemy. I tug on the thread again. And again. And againagainagainagainagain—

			“Lina?” 

			Finally. Finally. 

			Rui, haggard, is stepping forth from that strange door. He looks even worse than usual. The typically dark shadows of sleeplessness underneath his eyes have taken on a purple tinge, and deep lines of stress bracket the sides of his mouth. 

			I want to ask what happened, but a part of me is too frightened to do so. To further acknowledge I have caused this suffering. But Rui is not hurt, at least physically—I would feel it if he was. He is, I fear, anticipating the Sanyeongto attack. At least now he will know of the Prophecy’s strategies and can adequately prepare for the opposing army’s siege. 

			One of his fingers is curled around our thread. “I had…the strangest feeling. Did you call for me?” His tone is nearly unreadable, yet I know him well enough to understand that the faint tinge underneath his words is hope—I would know this even without the emotion cresting through the tie between us. I swallow hard and scramble to my feet. 

			I must speak to you of something.

			“What is it?” His silver eyes are wide, so wide, and I remember how they looked when he used to laugh, how they crinkled at the corners and sparkled like thousands of stars. His hope quickly turns to worry, anxious energy pricking me from the outside. 

			With quick movements, I explain to him the diversion the Prophecy has created with the goal of taking Sanyeongto. My fingers flash, fast and nimble, detailing every element of the plan I was able to overhear before I was shoved aside. Alarm flares through the thread, yet I do not stop there, detailing Yeomra’s visit. 

			The gods will ally with you, I tell him urgently, signing fast. Dalnim and Haemosu, perhaps others. Tell me—do gods have the power to stop a Prophecy from being fulfilled?

			Rui’s face goes strangely pale. “They very well might. They’ve been absent for centuries. We’ve never seen what their effect on a Prophecy could be. I would…I would venture to say yes. Yes, they just might.” His voice is hoarse. I wonder why he is not celebrating, but then he adds: “And they will kill you—us—without remorse.”

			Us. That one word, that one small, monosyllabic word, slices through my bones as I glance toward the Dalgyal Gwisin, lingering in the shadows outside my cell. My stomach twists. Knowing what is coming for us… Knowing that my body’s wounds, somehow, appear on Rui… Death, for the two of us, as inescapable as a storm rolling on the horizon. But how? How long until the storm showers down upon us? And how will we die?

			Not dishonorably. Our deaths can still mean something. 

			I will not have Rui meet death alone, while I cower here. I want to die as myself. I want to die fighting. To show the gods, idols of my childhood, that I am not the woman razing villages and capturing kingdoms, calling herself a goddess. 

			This prison… This cage… I cannot let it be my forever. Not while the gods above prepare for war, not while my sister below believes me to be a monster. 

			Gods, I am so fucking frightened. But when has that ever mattered? I have been scared all my life. Sick with it, shaking with it, pushed to do things I believed myself incapable of doing. This is no different. There exists something beyond fear. 

			And that is power. 

			I can’t do this, I sign, and I feel Rui’s disappointment like a dagger to my heart. 

			But I am not done. Far from it. I have been waiting to sign these next words for such a very long time. 

			I can’t do this without you.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

			The Prisoner

			Right here, I sign, and gesture to the weak spot on the bars as Rui silently peers over my shoulder. His heat radiates through my back, invoking memories that traitorously stain my cheeks. Energy thrums off him in waves—a pulsing, determined aura. 

			Somehow, here, the rungs are weaker. Listen. I pull and demonstrate that noise, that signification of a weak spot. The one I found while waiting for him. I thought that you might be able to create an opening. By…bending them. As much as it grates to admit, my strength alone is not enough. I need to borrow his. 

			A soft, strangled sound escapes from Rui’s throat. I feel his shock, his disbelief, and something bright and burning travel down our bond. Hope. “Little thief,” he rasps. “You—you…” 

			I turn to him, swallowing hard. I…should not have let myself be shepherded into here. You are right, Rui. This is my war. I must at least—try to fight. One last time. Just one last time.

			His silver eyes shine with the heat of a thousand stars. “Lina,” he says, and I think he might fall to his knees. “Lina.” The simple sound of my name from his lips holds more—more meaning, more emotion, more reverence—than any other word could. I blink rapidly, and I am searching for words of my own when the Dalgyal Gwisin speaks instead. My eyes narrow as I whip back around.

			“Ooo,” it rasps, somehow smacking its nonexistent lips. “Ooo… Are you escaping? Oh, I truly hope you are.” As it steps out from the darkness, its mouth appears in a twisted stretch, its teeth beginning to chatter in excitement. “I’m hungry, so hungry. My mouth…it’s watering.” Dark saliva drips from its maw. “Come here, scrumptious. I’m ever so hungry.”

			Rui was right. It was never guarding me on behalf of the Prophecy. It was guarding me for itself, waiting for this. 

			For me to leave the safety of the cell, as it’s been trying to goad me into doing this entire time.

			For it to…eat me.

			Truly, I am beginning to think that Gameunjang, Goddess of Luck and Fate, despises me. I suppress a groan as its teeth continue their relentless, unnerving chattering. 

			“Come out, come out,” croons the Dalgyal Gwisin. “My tasty little morsel of flesh, my scrumptious tidbit of misery…” It stretches out its arms, sleeves of the white hanbok falling away to reveal bloated flesh. “Come to me… Let me have you…” 

			Rui stiffens, something hitching in his throat. “It cannot catch you,” he breathes into my ear. “If it kills you in here—I do not think you will stand any chance of returning to your body. You could be destroyed.” I can tell what he means: my very essence, shredded into nothingness. 

			It can bleed, I tell him, but he shakes his head. I watch as he paces the cell. 

			“You are unarmed against an Aglyeong. And not just any Aglyeong, little thief, but a Dalgyal Gwisin. A Dalgyal…” His jaw clenches, and he looks so utterly lost…until his hand drifts down to the hilt sheathed at his hip. Eyes suddenly determined, he yanks the hilt out of its sheath and flicks his wrist. A blade of pure blue appears. “A firesword,” he tells me, striding back toward me with urgency and pressing it into my hand. “Forged in dokkaebibul. The blade is retractable. I do not know if it will remain here once I am pulled from this place, but it is worth a try.” 

			The sword is cold and heavy in my hands, the hilt dark and simply engraved. Out of instinct, my fingers tighten around it. For me, holding a sword is as natural as a mother holding a babe. Something inside of me stirs from slumber, blinking intently at the feeling of a weapon in my hand.

			Rui must see it or sense it. His eyes trace my face and shine with what I know is pride. 

			Pride is not what I feel. No, I feel a surge of bitterness. Is this the only thing I was made for? Holding a weapon? Slowly, I turn back to the Dalgyal Gwisin. Its teeth stop chattering as it beholds the sword. 

			“You’re spoiling the fun,” it hisses.

			Rui unbuckles the leather baldric around his waist and tosses that to me, too. A place to sheath the sword. With resignation, I fasten it around my own waist. 

			Glaring at the Dalgyal Gwisin, I tilt my head toward the bars, a gesture that Rui understands. 

			“I’ll try,” Rui murmurs, and I step aside as he wraps his hands around the rungs. He strains, pulling the bars in opposite directions. He grunts, strains, and then steps back and shakes his head. My hopes deflate. “If this area is weaker,” he mutters, “I don’t even want to try the other rungs.”

			Try again, I tell him, having sheathed the sword. This time, I’ll try, too.

			Rui’s lips curve, just slightly. “Are you sure the Prophecy can’t see us in here? Because I’m sure this shall look hilarious,” he adds as I place my hands around the cold metal and as he steps behind me to place his hands just above me. I’m sure, but with my hands occupied, I can’t tell him—so instead, I just nod. 

			Together we pull. My muscles strain, yet even as the bars groan and I think they might be giving way, they don’t budge. And I am exhausted—I stumble backward, hands lurching from the bars, and collide into Rui. My back meets his hard torso, and together we trip, landing on the cold, dank floor. 

			Cheeks burning, I scramble up. Before I can stop myself, I reach down a hand in an offer of help. Surprise flickering across his face, Rui takes it. 

			His hand is cool. Calloused. 

			I hold on for a second longer than I need to. Like holding the sword, holding his hand feels…natural. Despite everything. 

			“Lina,” he whispers hoarsely. 

			Rui, I mouth silently, hand in his grasp. 

			“Your voice,” he says uncertainly. “I have wondered… Have you lost it, little thief?”

			Yes. Yes, I have lost it. But not in the way he thinks. It is still there, curled within my throat, but the words I’ve spoken, the words fed onto it by the Prophecy during my crusade of terror in Sunpo… The thought of speaking still fills me with a sickening dread. 

			But I do not know if Rui would understand this, so I merely shake my head and pull my hand from his grip. I pretend I do not feel his pity nor his disappointment as my touch leaves his own. I pretend that my own hand does not seem to ache at the loss. 

			There has to be a way out, I sign, quickly changing the topic. You’ve tried the Dokkaebi fire on my body during the battles, haven’t you? Those flames nearly worked once, nearly tore the Prophecy out of me. But then—

			C R A C K. 

			“With the Prophecy’s power over rain, it’s proven rather difficult to keep my fire burning as potently as it must. There has been little effect.” Rui shakes his head. “But that was when you didn’t want to be found. Perhaps now, it will be different.” I jolt in surprise as a ball of blue fire hovers over his open palm. 

			I had thought… I had thought that here, within this mindscape, both of us were rendered powerless. My scales and fangs, after all, are gone. My blood runs red. Yet somehow, Rui’s fire is still part of him. So is his strength, I realize belatedly. It is just that those Imugi traits are not a part of me. 

			The knowledge is…comforting. Yet there is no time to dwell. Mind whirring, I sign so quickly that Rui shakes his head, looking baffled. 

			“I’m sorry, Lina, I—”

			The fire, I say again. The fire, Rui. It works in here. And if it works in here— I gesture to the bars. You can burn me out from the inside. Even though the idea terrifies me. 

			Slowly, realization crosses Rui’s face. “How—”

			I begin to pace, back and forth. I know so little of this world, this space within the mind. Rui unleashing the full extent of his fire from within here could be dangerous. It could have effects disastrous to the war. Finally, I settle on a decision. 

			Melt the bars, if you can, I tell him urgently. There is something beyond this cell. A staircase, at the end of this dungeon. I think I can find my way out. Back into my body. I don’t know how long it will take, but I-I believe I can do it. 

			Rui nods, the fire flaring brighter. Some light has come back into his exhausted eyes. “Lina,” he whispers, a rush of affection flaring down the red thread. It becomes visible, wavering between us in a blur of scarlet from Rui’s excitement. “Lina, you’re truly brilliant.” He takes a step closer to me, gazing down with soft eyes. His hand that does not burn with the Dokkaebi fire hovers, as if longing to cup my cheek in his palm…but he draws it away and turns to his task. “Stand back,” he says, and his voice is perhaps a bit guttural. “I don’t want to burn you.”

			It’s not me he should be concerned about. That…thing…is going to pounce, I warn him, narrowing my eyes at the Dalgyal Gwisin. Once the bars are melted, it’s going to rush us. 

			“I hope it does,” Rui replies, the Dokkaebi fire blazing brighter. A familiar sharp smile curves his mouth. “Oh, I truly hope it does.” 

			I flatten myself against the opposite stone wall and draw the sword. With a flick of the wrist, the blue blade shoots forth. My feet are rooted to the ground in a familiar stance, my heart thumping in my ears. 

			A fight is coming. I suppose we will see if I’m ready for it. 

			Rui, casting a glance over his shoulder to make sure I’m as far away as possible, summons a flame to his other hand as well. Turning back, his shoulders tense…and he begins to burn. The air grows cold, so cold that it is viciously hot as Rui guides the fire to the bars. The smell of melting metal fills my nose, and I watch as the bars begin to bubble and ripple, to soften, sweating underneath the fire. They begin to give, to seep downward, but Rui does not stop there, even when a gaping hole exists, enough for me to slip through.

			No, Haneul Rui melts the whole damn thing to the ground.

			Panting, he looks back at me. There is sadness in his eyes, but there is also triumph and hope in his gaze as I take a step forward, careful to avoid the puddles of melted iron. 

			The Dalgyal Gwisin’s maw gapes as it screams in hunger through chattering teeth. I had thought it would move with monstrous grace like the Imugi. I was wrong.

			The creature drops to all fours, its limbs disjointed, its fingers splayed crookedly against the ground. Its bloated bare feet scrabble on the ground and its head cocks, greasy black hair falling to the side. A strange chitter, one that I haven’t heard before, rips from its throat. 

			Before it can lunge at us, Rui blasts it with another wave of roaring blue fire. The flames envelop it, swallow it whole, and my grip on the sword begins to relax. Surely it cannot survive this. 

			Panting hard, Rui banks his fire—only for my heart to suddenly stand still in my chest. As the flames dwindle, the Dalgyal Gwisin laughs, for somehow it’s unburned, unscathed. “Tricksy, tricksy,” it croons, cocking its head again. “But your fire won’t harm a hair on my head.” 

			And then it lunges. 

			My instincts kick in, and as the Dalgyal Gwisin leaps for me, I dive to the ground, rolling underneath its leaping body and launching back to my feet in time to shoot out of the cell before the thing has had time to recover. As I leap past the puddle of molten metal, I grab Rui’s hand, hauling him with me. 

			Together. We do this together. 

			And just like that… Just like that, we’re out of the cell, trembling violently as my feet meet the cold dungeon floor. Yet I have no time to savor my escape, for the Dalgyal Gwisin’s teeth are chattering, and it’s hauling itself back onto its four limbs from where it hit the wall. Shit. Breathing hard, I try to make sense of it. When I clawed at its arms, I drew blood with only my nails. Yet somehow Rui’s fire did nothing? How is that possible? 

			There is only one answer. It’s come to me. To my mind. 

			So I must be the one to kill it.

			Panting hard, I back away. The Dalgyal Gwisin’s hair swings back and forth as it edges closer to the cell’s opening. 

			Its maw widens, revealing another row of teeth. 

			I have never grimaced so hard in my entire life. 

			“Wretched thing,” Rui snarls. He whirls to me. “Lina,” he pants. “Run.” 

			He’s right. The Dalgyal Gwisin has the advantage in this fight. It’s limber and ready, while I have been huddled up in a cell for…for so very long. Already my muscles are quaking. A fight is more exertion than I am ready for. 

			“I will hold it off for as long as I’m able,” Rui breathes to me. “I’ve an easy escape.” The golden door, ready to appear at any moment for him. “Go, little thief. I will find you again soon.” 

			Every instinct screams for me not to leave him, but as the Dalgyal Gwisin launches itself forward again, I know I have no choice. Behind me is the stairwell. I sprint toward it, fists curled, with sickness churning in my stomach. 

			Be brave, I tell myself. Be strong.

			Although I do not deserve to, I pray frantically to the gods as I round the corner. The staircase looms into view, leading to some level far above. Some innate sense tells me I am still far, far down in the mindscape and have some ways to go until I break free.

			Behind me, the Dalgyal Gwisin roars in frustration. I glance over my shoulder one last time to see Rui taunting it, disorienting it with his flashes of fire. I clench his sword in my hand as I finally reach the stairs and race up that first cold, stone step. 

			Terrified. I am utterly terrified of what comes next. 

			But still, I take the next step.

			And the next… 

			And the next. 

		

	
		
			PART TWO

			PRISONER OF THE PROPHECY

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			Kang

			Alone in his Gyeulcheon apothecary, the royal advisor carefully collects the first ingredient in the Calm Death. 

			His fingers tremble as he picks six unripe poppy pods from their jar and sets to them a multi-bladed knife. Kang’s mouth tastes of bile as he makes the first incisions, allowing the opium to seep from the pod in a trail of milky fluid. Shaking even more violently than before, he reaches for his curved, wooden spatula. This will collect the gum, allowing him to deposit it in an open wooden box, where it will harden. The next step will be to add the opium to the Calm Death. 

			He does not want to be doing this. Sweat rolls down his face as the fire in his humid workspace crackles and pops, each sound reminding him of the breaking of bones. His fingers tighten around the spatula as he harvests the fluid. 

			This is war, he reminds himself. Innocents dying. Commanders captured. Armies barely staying afloat in every battle. One sacrifice, to save many. To stop a Prophecy. 

			It is a decision that his teachers in the Wyusan Wilderness, from so long ago, would approve of. It is logical, designed to save as many lives as possible, stop a Prophecy, and end a war. 

			Three birds with one stone—one life of an emperor. 

			Kang deposits the gum into the wooden boxes and leans heavily on his gnarled staff, breathing hard. The next step, while it dries, is to—

			The door of his apothecary bursts open, and Kang jumps as his emperor lurches through the doorway, silver eyes bright, frenzied, and mouth curled into a smile that is raw with manic energy. 

			“Kang,” Rui breathes, striding over to the worktable and slapping his hands down on the rough wooden surface. The wooden boxes full of the drying opium rattle, and Kang feels sweat slide down his back as he hopes Rui does not know the ingredients to the Calm Death, the ingredients of which are spread haphazardly around the very surface against which Rui now places his weight. “Kang, it has been done. We just need some time…” 

			Kang stares at him in bewilderment, not understanding the words his emperor is saying. Evidently seeing this, Rui pushes off from the table, and begins to pace, hands clasped behind his back. He does not see Kang slowly taking the wooden boxes of drying opium and sliding them into a drawer underneath the worktable, out of sight. 

			“Somebody,” Rui says carefully, and there is a…cadence to his voice, as if he is trying to say something without saying it. Kang knows his emperor is wary of the Prophecy’s eavesdropping yet still frowns in puzzlement. “Somebody told me that the army en route to Sanyeongto, travelling by land, destroying the villages, is a diversion.”

			The still, cool waters of Kang’s mind ripple in surprise. A diversion…

			How can he possibly know this? Bewildered, he can do nothing but lean on the table, watching Rui closely. Suspiciously, if he is to be honest. They have no moles on the opposing side. How came by he to this information?

			“Imugi forces come by sea to breach the Beast Wall from the western edge. I have alerted our troops; as of now, forces are preparing to cover the western edge. If the Beast Wall falls, Sanyeongto will follow, and Wyusan will be captured. Chan—” Rui grits his teeth. 

			Kang, too, winces as he thinks of his friend and the foolish and infuriating idea of going rogue that ended in his capture.

			“—is travelling by land. I suspect he is being kept as an assurance that the army will regain Song Iseul, and as entertainment. We will prepare a troop to focus on his attainment. The Prophecy is a day’s ride away from Sanyeongto. When she reaches the city, retrieving Chan will be one of the top priorities.” Kang sees that as furious as Rui is at Kim Chan, the Dokkaebi has been one of his closest friends since they were nothing more but grubby-handed children with a tendency to steal sweets from underneath Asha’s nose. And with Hana gone, the fact remains that Rui cannot lose another member of his inner circle. 

			“Who told you this?” Kang asks slowly. “Who gave you this intelligence?” Does he have a spy, after all? How has Kang not known?

			Ah. 

			The way Rui stares at him, it is as if he is begging him to understand…something. Kang stares at him, at the hope shining so brightly across Rui’s face, the waters of his mind beginning to move, to ripple.

			There would be only one reason for that hope. Could it be? The spindly writing of scrolls long forgotten swim before his eyes. Where does a host go, when a Prophecy overtakes them? He cannot remember, not at first, not until he closes his eyes and concentrates. 

			They are rumored to disappear…into the…the…deep recesses of the mind.

			Is this something more than a rumor? Has Rui somehow…contacted Lina? Does the true Shin Lina still exist within her own head? 

			He grips his staff tightly, his head aching. “Rui,” Kang says quietly, a terrible weariness settling over him, along with the knowledge that despite all of this, he must finish the Calm Death brew. “I understand your hope, but this does not change as much as you think. There are so many variables that still—”

			Rui’s eyes narrow. “You flirt with insolence.”

			“Emperor!” a voice shouts, and Kang, stiffening, turns to the still-open doorway where Ryu Seojin (dragging along a scowling Gumiho) stands, panting. 

			“What is it?” Rui snaps, and Seojin meets their eyes.

			“You have visitors.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

			Rui

			The Dokkaebi emperor has not seen Dalnim, his ancestor, nor her brother Haemosu for such a very, very long time. Their last visit, before their retreat to Okhwang, fell upon his sixth birthday—the coldest Winter Solstice the continent had ever seen. Rui still remembers how Dalnim gave him a sweet rice cake in the shape of a crescent moon and studded with sesame seeds. With a mischievous smile, she had convinced him it truly was a sliver of her moon, and Rui had laughed in incredulous delight while his parents exchanged fond looks.

			A remnant of that same delight curls inside of him at the knowledge of his ancestors’ visit, but it is overshadowed by dark worry. Although the deities may possibly be the only powers in existence able to interfere with a Prophecy, they will kill Lina to do it. 

			Rui is no fool. He understands how to do so would be seen as—as the greater good. Yet it would destroy him, to see Lina murdered so brutally by the same gods she loves, her reputation forever stained as a monster. Churning emotions war inside of him. He knows that a swift end to this war would be preferable, yet… 

			And yet something tells him that this is not what fate intended. 

			That their deaths now would somehow be too…soon. 

			That there is more to their story than this abrupt end. 

			It is illogical yes, and perhaps driven by his own selfish desire to die a death of honor with Lina by his side. But he cannot shake the feeling that this is not right. 

			And, really, he thinks sardonically, he should have a say in his own death. It’s only fair.

			The moon goddess stands in his throne room next to her brother, and her silver eyes—the very same as Rui’s own, yet larger, and heavily lashed—widen slightly as he enters. Haemosu’s golden gaze narrows, and Rui tries not to feel so exceptionally small before these deities, and the power that streams from them…the cold bite of stars and moons, the blazing heat of the sun. Proof of their powers surround them. Dalnim is surrounded by an aura of glittering white, Haemosu by an aura of deep gold. Instead, he bows respectfully as Kang closes the doors behind him. The advisor will not enter. This is a private audience, for better or for worse. 

			“Rui,” Dalnim says, gliding closer to him. Her silver, delicate hanbok ripples as she moves, her long black hair in which hundreds of tiny stars are woven flowing behind her. When she peers at him, he sees that her face is as young as ever. If he did not know better, he would estimate her to be in her mid-twenties. She cups his face in her hands, turning it this way and that, examining it with affection and awe. Her hands are as freezing as the stars themselves. “My, my, have you grown.”

			Her brother scoffs, shaking his head of gold-streaked black hair underneath his crow-feather crown. “It’s been centuries,” Haemosu says, deep voice annoyed and amused at once. “Of course he’s grown.” He flicks an invisible speck of dust off his gold-plated lamellar armor and gives Rui a curt nod. “Hello, Rui.”

			Dalnim steps away from Rui and smiles a little wryly. The gesture is so human that it takes Rui aback for a moment—but the twins used to be mortals, he reminds himself. In the grand scheme of the pantheon, their godhood is a recent thing. They were forged into deities after climbing high into the sky to escape a hungry tiger. That is always how these forgings go: mortals, subjected to terror and death, which transform them as rough sand does to shining pearls. This is what it takes to become a god.

			“Dalnim,” he says, spreading his hands in welcome. “Haemosu. Your presence in my realm is an honor.”

			“The moons in your sky are beautiful,” the goddess tells him, eyes twinkling. “You have done a wonderful job.”

			Rui allows himself a crooked smile. “You humble me, Ancestor.”

			Dalnim laughs. “Oh, you are anything but humble, Rui. Even at six, your ego was so lofty that it stretched into the sky and scraped against the stars.”

			The Dokkaebi emperor can’t help but to smirk, but he chooses his next words carefully, although he is loath to steer the currents of the conversation into more dangerous waters. “I…have heard tell that you wish to fight with my armies.” 

			“We come to lend our aid,” Haemosu says gruffly, crossing his arms. “This war has gone too far. We do not know for sure, but if anything can stop a Prophecy, it is a god.”

			“And a goddess,” Dalnim adds pointedly, and Haemosu grimaces under her glare.

			“That is what I meant, sister.”

			“Hm.” Dalnim turns back to Rui. “Hwanin, our great emperor, has granted us leave to descend to Iseung and try to protect this mortal realm. Habaek the River God may also come, for he also loved this world, once—”

			“You mean he loved the human women,” Haemosu mutters contemptuously. “Went after them like a squirrel goes after nuts—” 

			Haemosu and Habaek, Rui knows, have a complicated history. Habaek has never quite gotten over Haemosu’s attempt at marrying one of his daughters without first consulting him. The ensuing feud included a battle of shapeshifting and Habaek’s defeat, which the river god did not take in stride. 

			“—and will fight for it,” Dalnim continues. “Habaek waits, though, to see this kingdom’s fate.” The goddess ignores her brother. “The last war against the Imugi left too many strings loose, and we pay for it now. Perhaps we should not have abandoned Iseung when we did. But we will make up for it now. We have brought with us our Bulgae.”

			Rui’s heart nearly stops in his chest. Bulgae. The vicious, mythical fire dogs responsible for lunar eclipses, swallowing the moon and sun as they race against the sky. Yet that is not the only place their talents lie. They are dangerous creatures, capable of hunting down targets using nothing but the smallest fragment of scent, of killing brutally and viciously. 

			“Where…are they?” he manages to ask. “I see none here, which is perhaps a relief.” He tries for a light, casual tone even as his stomach swims at the suspected answer. “If I remember correctly, they had a tendency to chew up the carpets.” 

			“Ah,” Haemosu says. “We’ve sent them ahead.” 

			The world goes quiet. So, so quiet. Rui’s whisper seems to him a scream as he says, “Ahead?”

			“The Bulgae may be able to take care of that girl,” Dalnim explains patiently. “The one who leads the Imugi. Shin Lia, is it?”

			“Lina,” he manages to get out. “But that’s not her—” 

			Dalnim doesn’t seem to be listening to him. “We hope our Bulgae can stop their route to Sanyeongto. If not, of course, then we will become directly involved in the battles. But let’s see how this goes, first.” She smiles at him, as if he’s a child she’s given some grand present. 

			“Wait,” Rui breathes shakily. “Wait.” At once, the beautiful hope he felt after visiting Lina begins to crumble and crumble into something darker, sharper. Despair. “This”—Rui summons the red thread, and the twins do not seem at all astonished to see it—“this thread, its power has strengthened. If she dies, I die. If I die, she dies.”

			Dalnim and Haemosu exchange looks. There is no surprise there, but there is in Dalnim’s eyes perhaps a glimmer of pity. 

			“You knew,” Rui rasps. “You knew that.”

			Sighing, the goddess nods. “We need a definite way to end this war, Rui. I know you love this girl, but the only sure way to prevent the Prophecy from being fulfilled, and this realm being terrorized by Yong, is to kill her.”

			“Why not just kill me?” snarls Rui. Not, of course, that he would like that. At all. Yet it makes no sense. “We are linked. Why not—” 

			“You are my descendant,” she replies quietly. “That means something, Rui. I will not raise my own hand to you. Know, though, that your sacrifice will be appreciated—”

			“Don’t. Don’t do this,” Rui begs. “Please.” 

			Dalnim’s eyes are so very silver and so very sad as she replies, “It’s already been done.” 

			… 

			It happens between one step and another. 

			As Rui staggers from the throne room, a hand pressed to his chest as if he can ease the ache lodged in his heart, he suddenly hits…air. 

			Rui does not even have time to shout in alarm before he is somehow falling through wisps of cloud and blue sky, unable to do anything but flail his arms in a rather un-emperorlike panic until some unseen force apparently takes pity on him. His descent slows, and he flutters like a cherry blossom to the ground…which is not a ground at all. 

			Or perhaps it is—it’s solid, at least—but it is not the soil and grass that one would expect. Instead it is a writhing mass of…of colorful threads, moving and twisting beneath each other like a living thing, roiling like a sea of rainbow. Rui can barely stand, his knees threatening to buckle as he looks frantically around him. What in the gods’ teeth is this? 

			His eyes land on a woman, sitting serenely on the churning, threaded earth. She looks familiar, somehow, with her dark red hair flowing down her back and seemingly melding with the thousands of threads below. Rui’s mind struggles to place her as he takes in the crimson of her hanbok and the slight furrow of her brows… 

			The woman’s eyes open, warm brown settling on him. “Dokkaebi,” she says kindly, so softly that he strains to hear her voice underneath the sound of the threads rasping against each other. “Won’t you come and sit down?” She pats the ground next to her, but Rui is far too confused to do anything but stare in utter bewilderment. 

			With a small sigh, the woman crooks her finger at him. The red thread of fate embedded in his chest materializes, leading somewhere far off in the distance to his Lina. When the woman gently hooks her finger around part of its length and gives him a gentle tug, the pieces of the puzzle finally fall into place. As Rui is jerked to her side and lowers himself cautiously to sit beside her on the shifting strings, he knows to whom he speaks.

			Gameunjang. Lady Luck. The Goddess of Fate.

			“That’s better,” sighs Gameunjang, releasing his thread. “The other gods, they say I am too quiet. Yet they never come close enough to hear me.” Her smile, while sweet, is sad. “They are frightened of me, I think. Of the power of fate. Even Emperor Hwanin shuns me.” 

			Rui blinks. The all-mighty Hwanin, afraid of Gameunjang? If one were to only look upon her, at her small face and her warm gaze, they might laugh. What could this soft-spoken goddess have over a divine emperor? Yet Rui has seen the devastation she has wreaked, and he is not fooled by her small, self-deprecating smiles.

			“Even now, Dalnim and Haemosu look at me with terror as they attempt to stop this Prophecy. I do not know if they can—they have never tried before. I am curious, I admit, to see if they can.”

			Rui’s hands tremble in his lap. Gameunjang sees.

			“You resent fate,” she murmurs, and he cannot tell if the guilt in her voice is real. “You resent me, for you are in agony. You mourn for your soul-stitched even as both of you live.” Gameunjang sighs. “For what it is worth, I am sorry.”

			“You are sorry?” Rui rasps. “Is it not you, Gameunjang, who creates Prophecies? Fate incarnate, who stitches souls together? In hatred, and in love? Tell me,” he begs, and tears gleam in his eyes, “tell me what I did—what she did—to deserve this.”

			“Oh,” Gameunjang whispers. “But I did not mean to do this… I did not mean to do this to you. I meant to do this for…someone else. Someone who…needed my help.” When he stares at her uncomprehendingly, she blinks quickly a few times. “There are many foolish things done for love. Prophecies and wars included. It is not only a mortal affliction, love.” 

			His sharp mind goes utterly blank. What in Jeoseung does the goddess speak of? Whom does she love? Rui opens his mouth to demand answers, but Gameunjang holds up a slender hand.

			“We do not have much time, Dokkaebi. I have not come here to fight with you. So do not try to fight me. The oceans of fate are mine alone to control.” A possessive fire burns suddenly across her face, and it is suddenly clearer than ever why the other deities may fear her. “Do not overstep. For I am here…to help you. This war, this bloodshed… It is my mistake. Do not look so surprised. Even deities make them. Listen closely, Dokkaebi. I am the only deity that is known to be able to stop a Prophecy. Oh, the others will try, but their victory is uncertain. I, though, I hold power over fate and may be able to change the tide. But you will have to do exactly as I say. Can you do that?”

			His throat tightens; he knows his eyes are glassy, that his face has leeched of all color, but he cannot find the strength to don his usual pretense of cool, unruffled calculation. The Dokkaebi emperor is glad that he is already kneeling, for if he wasn’t, he is certain that his legs would have given out beneath him. That he would have collapsed, this sudden arrow of hope to the heart simply too much for his exhausted body to bear.

			That Gameunjang, the Goddess of Fate, of Luck, has taken pity on him and Lina—it is impossible, surely, yet the proof is before him in the deity’s steady stare. He swallows hard, and when he speaks, his voice is like a shard of glass. Shattered and bright all at once. “Yes,” he whispers. “Y-yes. I can.”

			“Good.” Gameunjang seems to breathe a little sigh of relief. She dips a hand into the writhing threads below, like they are an absurd sort of stream. “I know that you have seen the Dalgyal Gwisin, as has your Lina. I can…lend my hand here, too. The Dalgyal Gwisin appeared in tandem with the Prophecy.”

			“But if we thwart the Prophecy,” Rui rasps, “we may not…die.”

			“You understand. Yes.”

			“What must I do?” For the emperor will do anything—anything—to save his lover. 

			“It is not only you. Shin Lina, too, must play a part in this. She must return to her body, avoiding the Dalgyal Gwisin. And you must purchase her time to do so. But that is not all.” Gameunjang’s gaze is suddenly sharp. 

			Rui’s throat is suddenly dryer than a desert. “How…?”

			Gameunjang sighs softly, as if in pity. “It will be difficult, Dokkaebi. For to thwart this Prophecy, there is no room for error. Everything must happen exactly as I say. Imagine it like this: the Prophecy is a deep and endless wood. There is only one path through. Should you take even the slightest misstep off this trail, you will be swallowed whole by this forest. And there will be nobody to find you. Including me.”

			“So show me,” he begs. “Show me the path.”

			Her voice is a whisper on the wind. “Your fate thus takes you…to the one place you would not expect. To the defense of an enemy.” Again, Gameunjang reaches out, plucks the thread emerging from his chest. It reverberates through him like the strumming of a gayageum. “Do this, and within this immeasurable darkness, you will find…light.”

			Light. Rui’s heart beats faster and faster. 

			Gameunjang looks at him knowingly. “Do not tell anyone but Lina of my involvement,” she says softly. “Some secrets of fate are best kept hidden, lest they wither in the open.” 

			And then he is ascending, ascending rapidly from the Goddess of Fate and her many threads, ascending until he is waking gasping on the floor of his corridor with the terrible knowledge of what he must do.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

			The Prophecy

			When they come, they come with fire.

			Hounds, blazing with orange flames, streaking across the night sky. Landing before us, singeing the ground, growling with muzzles pulled back to reveal fangs of fire. 

			There are six. No, eight? It is impossible to tell as they speed in a circle around us, becoming nothing but a ring of burning, flickering flame. I shout as Sonagi rears, the two of us encircled, the other Imugi unable to reach us as the hounds race in a ring. 

			This, I seethe, this is the work of the gods. 

			Yet I am glad that the dogs are here, instead of the deities themselves. Their mere canine lackeys cannot stop a Prophecy. 

			We are only some hours’ ride away from Sanyeongto. Trust the meddling deities to intervene when Wyusan is so close to falling into my grasp. My skin slick with sweat as the heat surrounds us, I lift my arms and call upon a storm. Thunder booms, low and heavy in the now cloud-swollen sky as my Imugi also summon the storm. Cold water bursts through the air, frigid and sharp. 

			Fire, I think, should not only be fought with water. It should also be fought with flame. Chan’s firesword is in the satchel underneath where I sit upon Sonagi. I fight back revulsion as I take the empty hilt in my hand and, unlatching myself from my steed, rise to my feet and flick my wrist. The blue blade emerges. 

			The hounds have not faltered with the rain. Still, they move in a circle, brightly burning. The ring of fire is growing higher, and I feel Sonagi’s panic. Mind-to-mind, I remind her that this fire is not Dokkaebi fire. It cannot hurt us in that same terrible way. 

			“It isss sstill heavenly fire,” she hisses back. “It is not as potent and does not have the same effectsss, but it is still dangerous to be burned by. These are Bulgae, Empressss, divine houndsss of Dalnim and Haemosu.”

			An unpleasant development. Smoke thickens the air and stings my eyes. Rain pounds down, falling in heavy sheets, plastering my hair to my scalp. The Bulgae howl, and the sound is chilling. 

			There. A slight flicker in the ring, where the rain subdues enough flame to create a small opening. I issue my command to Sonagi, and I feel her acquiescence, feel the muscles beneath me tighten in preparation. And then she is launching herself over the flame, with me fighting to keep my balance where I stand atop her. The fire licks at her underbelly, and she lands with a hiss of pain. I leap from her and face the dogs as they snarl, having stopped sprinting in a ring and slowly advancing toward me, fire rippling through the pounding rain.

			“Be gone,” I demand, slashing my sword viciously. “Lest you regret it.” 

			The Bulgae growl and lunge forward. We become a mass of fur and claws and scales and fangs. We fight viciously, violently on the field surrounded by forest, so close to Sanyeongto. It is true that their fire is not the same as Haneul’s—I burn and heal—but it hurts all the same. Flames eat flesh. Blades swipe through fire. Thunder booms. 

			They pile atop me, vicious, burning hounds, leaping as I stumble, fire piling onto me. Pain ravages my body as the scales I have summoned protect my flesh, yet blacken and curl all the same. Screaming for my Imugi, I slash and twist, attempting to escape the mass of flames. Yet even with the rain slamming down, there is no exit—

			A tugging in my chest, and then a roar. My eyes narrow underneath the pile of hounds. I cannot see anything save their fire, but my mouth curdles all the same. Haneul? 

			Surely not. It makes no sense.

			Underneath the storm, I hear my Imugi shriek in shock and feel Sonagi—who has been frantically seeking a way to aid me—as confusion rips through her. There is a wave of blue, burning blue, yet with the Bulgae atop me, the Dokkaebi fire only reaches them. The cerulean flames seem to burn past the Bulgae’s fire, licking their fur. The hounds whimper, and I choke as they scamper back, leaving me laying on the scorched ground, recovering from their attacks as my scales begin to heal. I make out two black, leather boots as they step near the side of my face and hear Haneul’s voice as he warns, “Go.”

			The Bulgae whimper and flee, taking to the skies, flying away in streaks of orange. 

			“What is this?” I rasp, climbing to my feet. Three of my Imugi lie still. Fury clouds my vision in red. 

			Haneul is panting and he, too, is covered in rapidly healing burns. The angry red welts are fading into his skin, yet I could have sworn that the Dokkaebi had not been touched by the Bulgae. And—I can swear, now, that each burn he holds is an exact duplicate of the ones dappling my body. 

			My nostrils flare. “What is this?” I demand again, fearing that I already know the answer.

			The Dokkaebi emperor, breathing hard, fixes me with a searing glare. “This?” he asks with a malicious leer, gesturing to his wounds. “Oh, forgive me. I forgot. You’re not yet aware of the red thread’s unfortunate development.” He points a finger at me and grins, but there is nothing at all amused in his feral teeth-baring. “You die, I die. I die, you die. Kill me, Prophecy, and you go with me.” He laughs under his breath. “Poetic, is it not?”

			Such a thing cannot be possible. “You lie,” I growl.

			The emperor tilts his head. “Really?” he purrs, and before I can put an end to this inane conversation, he is flipping the firesword in his hand and dragging the blade down his right cheek in a shallow cut. 

			And the skin on my right cheek stings and tears with each inch the blade passes, green blood dripping out of the wound. Outraged, a hand flies to my cheek, fingers coming away wet. 

			“No,” I breathe.

			“Yes,” Haneul replies, and I see red. My cut does not close until his own heals.

			So this is why he has intervened, despite the will of the gods. The coward does not want to die, even if it means his side wins the war. My Imugi hesitate, unsure of whether or not to strike. But any wound they inflict upon him will be reflected upon me, and I order them to stand down. 

			This has become…complicated. 

			“I’ll be taking back my Supreme Commander,” Haneul continues, eyes flitting to Kim Chan, strapped atop Uloe and unconscious. I follow his gaze. It’s always satisfying, seeing the once-great warrior so subdued and useless. 

			I lick my lips as an idea strikes me. Perhaps I am not able to kill Haneul anymore, but capturing him as I did Chan is an altogether different matter. Silently, I alert Sonagi to this new tactic. Bound, gagged, and stuffed away, Haneul will be as good as dead. Sonagi quietly hisses orders to the others. Capturing the emperor with minimum harm will be difficult, yet my creatures of storm and scale are capable. But first, I have a question for him. 

			A question that has planted a seed of suspicion in my stomach. 

			“Tell me, Dokkaebi,” I say quietly, adjusting my grip on my firesword, “where is it that you go at night that I cannot haunt you?” 

			My Imugi slowly slither around us, forming a cage around the Dokkaebi, tongues darting into the air as if tasting already his capture. Lightning cracks across the sky. Blue fire dances in the palm of his hand, weaker than it could be from the rain. 

			Haneul’s mouth is a flat line. He stares at me, my enemy, and his eyes are unreadable. Some uncanny emotion—harsh, yet soft—shoots down the bond. I cock my head as I feel Sonagi’s silent question—if she may attack. I shake my head imperceptibly. Not yet. 

			His gaze takes in the Imugi, closing in around him. I feel his hesitation and chance a step closer, smiling precisely how he hates it. “I did so enjoy giving you nightmares,” I whisper coldly. “Yet now I cannot reach you. Where is it you are hiding?” 

			Egged on by my icy fury, my Imugi hiss violently, swaying back and forth. Sonagi’s hood flares; she grows impatient. 

			“I would suggest that you answer,” I spit, holding up a hand to temporarily placate my Imugi long enough to extract this information. “Where do you go, in the dead of night? What is this place I cannot follow the thread to?”

			A sharp suspicion has formed, and I wait as Haneul’s eyes flick over my Imugi, lingering the longest over Chan. Yet he will never have him, not if he does not return to me my Gumiho. At his sides, his fingers twitch, clearly longing to free his friend. Yet reluctant defeat crests through that red thread, and the blue fire is extinguished. 

			As my Imugi hiss with promises of violence, he knows he is outnumbered.

			Haneul says nothing as he steps back into his shadowed corridor, empty-handed. 

			Says nothing as I lunge for him, for answers.

			He disappears, and the world is silent once more. 

			… 

			With gnarled fingers, I probe the corners of my mind carefully, searching for that hidden corner where the Prisoner is locked. I am weary from the Bulgae attack, and our Sanyeongto siege must wait another day. This, though, is urgent. 

			Suspicion swirls through me, whispering possibilities. There is only one place I can think of where Haneul may go that I cannot follow, and I wonder if this suspicion is more than just paranoia. 

			And it is not amusing to wonder. 

			I look carefully for that cell, the one I locked the Prisoner in long ago. I cannot see it, but I can feel it. 

			And something is…wrong.

			Rage rises up within me, molten hot. My search grows frantic, for I cannot feel her within the usual confines. She has—moved. 

			Moved. 

			Frantically, I search every crevice of the mind that I can think of. Panting, I search and search until…

			There. A pathetic speck of consciousness, where it should not be. In a space closer than the prison was. Higher up in the deep, dark mindscape. But where, exactly? I cannot see her, I cannot hear her, but I can feel that tiny mote of being scuttling around. My lips thin in displeasure, and a cold sweat begins to form on the nape of my neck. It is no coincidence that, after Haneul disappears to the one place I cannot follow, the Prisoner has somehow escaped her cell of containment. I do not know what he said to her, to make the foolish girl do something so rash. Yet grim certainty has me snarling a curse, for there are things I do know. 

			She escaped the prison. 

			Now she will try to reclaim this body.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

			Rui

			The Dokkaebi emperor considers himself to be extraordinarily lucky as Dalnim and Haemosu retreat to Okhwang. The Bulgae are, in many ways, extensions of the divine siblings, and the hounds’ defeat has wearied them, even more so than it should have due to the long centuries they have spent lounging in the heavens, unengaged in battle. He considers himself extraordinarily lucky, too, that his part in the Bulgae’s defeat has gone unnoticed by Dalnim and her brother. 

			It seems that Gameunjang truly does stand behind him. 

			Had Rui not involved himself, the twins’ defeat may very well have been a victory. The Bulgae took down three Imugi—three. It takes the entirety of Rui’s army to achieve that level of casualties. If he had not arrived when he did, there would have been more. 

			Yet as weakened as the gods are, they will be back. 

			If Rui fails to hold Sanyeongto, if Wyusan falls, the moon and the sun will descend with a fury. It is what they warned before they left, pale with fatigue. Rui bowed his head and attempted to calm his thundering heart, breathing only when the deities left. Now, he strides through the palace in Sanyeongto, making his rounds through the troops. They are still under orders to leave the Prophecy to him. Though for how long they will obey that, Rui does not know. His silver tongue will only hold for so long. 

			Gameunjang’s words echo through his mind. She must return to her body, avoiding the Dalgyal Gwisin. And you must purchase her time to do so.

			So—for as long as they listen to him—he will continue to urge his troops to leave the Prophecy to him, that their first goal is her capture. Time. Precious time. He will try to harvest it as a farmer does grain. 

			Rui wants, more than anything, to make Gameunjang’s decree known publicly. Yet she has urged him to remain silent. He does not understand why, but she seems to have allied herself with him—and Rui believes that disobeying her orders would not bode well.

			One way. One way to stop this damned Prophecy in a multitude of possibilities. And this is it. 

			A squadron has been prepared to initiate Chan’s retrieval, warriors handpicked by Rui himself. They are not to engage with the Prophecy if they can help it; Chan remains priority. He spends more than an hour with them, describing the Imugi he saw Chan bound upon. Not one of the largest serpents, yet not an insignificant beast. They will mobilize when the army is in sight of the Beast Wall, just as the forces on the western edge prepare for the impact of the sea forces. 

			Sea forces, which Rui has every intention of stopping. He is not so cocky as to think that he is able to prevent the serpents from reaching the Beast Wall—the skirmishes on Habaek’s River proved that in their natural element of water, the Imugi are near to unstoppable. The most he has been able to do is ensure that his soldiers have the fireswords and scale-plated armor when possible. 

			Exhausted, Rui ducks into the Sanyeongto tearoom, where he has agreed to meet Kang to briefly go over the same plot for Chan’s extraction that he has just spent an hour discussing with the squadron. Kang is sitting upon a fine silk cushion before a small, low table, and the advisor dips his head into a respectful bow as Rui takes the cushion on the opposite side. Kang looks worse for wear, he notes. The skin around his bloodshot eyes is pinched tight; his hair is greasy, unwashed. Rui’s lips thin. 

			The air smells of gyepi-cha, the cinnamon tea his advisor knows he is fond of. Rui inhales deeply, attempting to let the sweetly spiced fragrance wash over him and calm his nerves. 

			It does not. 

			Rui sighs, suddenly wearier than he ever has been as Kang pours the tea into a small earthen teacup for him. His advisor must be exhausted as well, for his hands are shaking around the ceramic teapot. He watches as the steaming liquid is poured into the cup, and inhales again. Just to be sure. The sweetness is almost cloying. Kang must have doused it with nectar from the Khana tree. 

			“The gods left,” Rui says quietly. “They’ll be back. But I’m sure you know that.” 

			Silently, Kang returns the teapot to its spot on the table and nods. Rui wonders what the cause is for his sudden reticence as he circles a finger around the rim of his teacup, allowing the steam to swirl around his face. “I’ve chosen Lee Joonghoo, Cho Minjun, and Kim Miyoung to extract Chan,” he adds, slowly picking up the teacup. 

			“All wise choices.” Kang is watching the emperor intently. 

			Rui knows that his own eyes flicker, but only infinitesimally. Kang does not notice. Rui continues speaking, softly, slowly. “Lee Joonghoo is skilled at reconnaissance. He was integral to the defeat of the Revolution. Cho Minjun is fast, and even more so now that he has taken the steroid. Kim Miyoung, she is a deft hand at distraction. We possess a good chance of obtaining our Supreme Commander.” 

			“And I am glad to hear it. Chan’s retrieval is important.” Kang stares as Rui draws the cup closer to his lips. “Extraction regiments must be subtle.”

			Rui laughs coldly, meeting his advisor’s eyes as he sets down the poisonous brew and leans closer, lips curled. “And so must a good poison.” 

			Kang blanches, color draining from his face. Rui’s laugh is as dark as a nighttime wind as it rips from him, cold and hollow. He had not killed Kang, that night after Eunbi’s death. And this…this is how he is repaid? It is a thorned barb lodged in his heart. Yet he will not betray this to his would-be assassin. 

			“Oh, Kang,” he purrs instead, shaking his head. “For all your years studying in the Wyusan Wilderness, I thought you much cleverer than this. A pity, then, that I am so sorely disappointed.” With an elegant finger, Rui pushes the teacup over to Kang’s side of the table. Some of the brown liquid sloshes over the brim. “Go on,” he dares. “Prove me wrong, old friend. Take a sip.” Rui cocks his head and watches as Kang’s mouth twitches, as those strange, wisdom-filled eyes flicker with…

			Regret one moment, and determination the next.

			Rui is on his feet before Kang is, dodging the hidden weapon the other Dokkaebi has drawn from the sleeve of his simple robes. It flies through the air, looping around the spot where Rui’s neck had been only moments ago—a rope, studded with gleaming blades, designed to behead. After a moment suspended in the air, it clatters to the floor, and Rui laughs, entirely unamused.

			“Delightful.” Five columns of Dokkaebi fire erupt from the tearoom floor. With a single thought, they split into ten. Dramatic, perhaps, but Rui is nothing if not a fan of theatrics. “Really, Kang,” he says, bathed in that flickering blue light, “I’m offended. I, at least, had the common decency to refrain from brutally murdering you, in respect for what our friendship once was. You, on the other hand…” He nudges the bladed rope with a boot. “Well. A little hasty, I might say. And poison, at that. I’ve always said it is a coward’s tool. I am once again proven correct.” 

			“This war will destroy all of us,” Kang fires back, clutching his staff tightly. “Every kingdom will fall. Yong will create a new age of death and horror. We have a way to end it. And yet you, Rui, are so selfish.”

			“Selfish?” Rui sneers. “You ask me to kill my soul-stitched.”

			“For the last time,” Kang replies, voice rising, “you are soul-stitched in hatred.”

			“Ah. But therein lies what you do not know.” Rui’s hand trembles as he raises it, sending a column of fire leaping into the air and swirling around the top of Kang’s head…not yet touching the dark auburn hairs, but coming close. “We are both, I think. I am soul-stitched to the Prophecy in hatred, and soul-stitched to Lina in love. They are two separate beings. Which is why, Jeong Kang, I will not kill her body.” He smiles, and he knows it is not pleasant. 

			“The gods will not be pleased to hear of this folly,” Kang hisses back. “Nor of your intervention with the Bulgae. What do you think they will do then, Rui? Do you think Dalnim will still refuse to raise a hand to her descendant?”

			Rui wills his expression to become very, very calm. And very, very cold. Even as he is filled with a terrible sense of loss and utter wretchedness. 

			It is true that this war has broken them.

			Yet it is also true that he will do everything in his power to save the girl he loves from a dishonorable death. His soul-stitched. His wife. And for whatever cosmic reason, Gameunjang herself stands beside him, supports him in this quest. He will not forget that. 

			It would be far easier had Gameunjang not warned him to remain silent regarding her allyship. Fate herself is on his side. And yet he can tell nobody, lest he is shoved from the path he must follow. 

			“Do this, and within this immeasurable darkness, you will find…light.”

			“Oh, Kang,” he says quietly, trying not to think of their years of friendship—of their meeting when they were young, how Rui stumbled upon the small Dokkaebi—recently returned from his first year studying in the Wyusan Wilderness—curled up in the old Iseung palace’s royal library with a towering stack of books and eyes wide with wonder. “You won’t tell the gods. And I think you know why.” 

			“You’re going to kill me.” He stands, defeated and weary, underneath the emperor’s hard stare for a long, long moment. 

			Finally, Rui shakes his head with a long sigh. “I should. But damn you.” In a sudden, violent motion, Rui wrenches the Dokkaebi fire away from Kang. The flames extinguish. Breathing hard, Rui drags a hand down his face. “Damn you,” he repeats, panting. “You’re far too useful to kill right now. I’ve known that for a long while. And unlike you…” He fights back a burst of pain. “Unlike you, I do not kill my friends. Not even when they so deeply deserve it.” 

			Kang must know better than to breathe a sigh of relief as Rui cocks his head and taps his chin in contemplation, a glitter in his eyes that does not betray the loss and betrayal stabbing him in his heart.

			“But there are other ways to silence a meddling advisor.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

			Iseul

			“Stop snoring,” Iseul grits out, utterly aware of Seojin’s warmth beside her. 

			They are in a small room near the sickbay, one that smells of medicinal herbs and sharp, clean soap. The tiny window streams moonlight onto Seojin’s face as he sleeps beside her on the tiny mattress, a small crease between his eyes. Iseul is struck by the extremely foolish desire to take her finger and rub that crease away, like she used to do when they slept together. 

			Well—not together, in the deliciously salacious sense of the word. But there were many nights where she and Seojin slept in the same bed, his tall frame curled around hers, his sleepy breath rising and falling in her ears. She would snuggle close to him, delighting in the scent of him: ginseng and wood, the former from the hours studying healing herbs at the academy (before Konrarnd Kalmin swooped in like a mangy, carnivorous bird, of course) and the latter from…well, from him, somehow. Seojin has always smelled rather delightful, most likely in possession of some very strong pheromones, but now the familiar scent is like a bullet to Iseul’s poor, depressed heart. It reminds her too much of the nights spent in companionship, rather than in handcuffed misery. 

			Huffing slightly, one of Seojin’s eyes crack open. 

			Iseul, finding herself to be in a very contrary mood, opts to half rise and shove her face into his. “Stop snoring,” she says, this time very sweetly, “or I will disembowel you.”

			“Iseul,” Seojin says, and his voice is like it always is after he wakes up—thick and scratchy, like a warm but irritating blanket (which is precisely how Iseul views him at this very moment). “Please get out of my face.” He tries to lift his right hand to push her away, but it also lifts Iseul’s left, and with a long-suffering sigh, Seojin closes his eyes again. Apparently, he does not seem to care that the Gumiho’s dark eyes are glaring down at him from mere inches away. 

			The knowledge that she is so close heats her blood in a mixture of resentment and something else that she knows she shouldn’t feel. He thinks her a monster. He thinks she has gone too far. 

			Oh, her former hobbies—kidnapping and ransom—were excusable, as long as she’d kept to her word and returned her victims. Seojin had explained that to her many times. Theft was also “fine.” Sunpo’s prices were terrible, and Iseul too often spent most of her paycheck on clothing and chocolate, forgetting the need to buy necessities like rice or meat. She knows Seojin could never bear the thought of Iseul going hungry. 

			And besides, Seojin’s brother had been a spymaster for a gang. Iseul could do anything unless it was worse than what his brother did, which had given her a very high bar. Somehow, she’d still found a way to launch herself gloriously past it. 

			Iseul is nothing if not talented.

			“What,” Iseul sighs, staring at the crease that has returned between Seojin’s dark brows, “are you moping about, Seojin? Most men would be extraordinarily pleased to share a bed with me.” When her hand unconsciously moves to smooth out that furrow, she pivots at the very last moment and instead smacks him very hard on the forehead with her unchained hand.

			There. That’s more like it.

			Seojin has never been easily provoked, but as Iseul’s smack hits his head, his eyes fly open, and before long he is suddenly growling in frustration. Growling, as if he’s one of those territorial Dokkaebi males. For the heavens’ sakes. Iseul gapes at him and he catches her hand as it falls with his left. 

			Panting hard, the healer stares at the Gumiho, who does not seem apologetic in the least. “Nothing you don’t deserve,” she says with a saccharine twist of a smile, batting her lashes. “Do you want me to kiss it better?”

			His eyes widen, darkening for a quick second in a way that has Iseul’s heart beating so very fast…but then they’re narrowing again, with clear disapproval. “We need to sleep,” he instead says, and his soft voice is gruffer than it was a few brief moments ago. His hand tightens around her own, as if spasming against his will. “At the break of dawn, we need to go to the sickbay…”

			“Maybe you do.” Iseul sniffs haughtily. She wonders why Seojin is still holding her hand. And then wonders why she doesn’t precisely hate it. Seojin’s hands have always been large, strong, and calloused from the hours spent grinding herbs with a pestle. Yet they have also been so achingly gentle. Remembering his violence in the Gyeulcheon stables, she wonders what it means. If it means anything. She flexes slightly under his grip with the vastly senseless urge to shift her position so their fingers can intertwine. “I, however, will be sleeping. I need my beauty rest, Seojin. You know this.”

			“Iseul,” says Seojin, “we are chained together. Wherever I go, you go.”

			And isn’t that true? Iseul’s nose wrinkles, and she snatches her hand away. And she tries to pretend very hard not to mind the loss of his calloused touch. “Well, in any case, stop snoring. It sparks murderous instincts within me, and I don’t think you would like to be on their receiving end.”

			That’s true. 

			But Iseul still watches as Seojin falls asleep, devouring the sight of his eyes fluttering shut, the stern lines of his face relaxing into something that is opposite from his now-usual scowl. It’s not quite a smile, but it is enough for Iseul, who falls asleep soon after, pretending that things are different.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY

			The Prisoner 

			I do not know how long I run up those winding, twisting stairs, with the terrible knowledge that the Dalgyal Gwisin is giving chase somewhere below, the chatter of its teeth echoing through the dark stone stairwell. It may be hours or days. I might bet on the latter, yet I only know that I ran long enough that I reach a point beyond pain—beyond the stitch in my side, beyond the ache threatening to buckle my left leg—and find strength. Stamina of an impossible potency, my muscles waking up from months of inactivity, becoming stronger with each jolting step. 

			Rui bought me some time to outrun the Dalgyal Gwisin, yet there is no time to slow, especially since I know it draws closer and closer, the chattering of its teeth remaining behind me. Head down, I keep sprinting until I reach the very top…

			And a soft gasp escapes my lips as my bare feet meet grass. Autumn stretches out before me. Hand flying to my mouth and breathing hard, I gaze at the familiar stretch of field of golden barley, where the bountiful harvest sways underneath a crisp, cool wind. In the middle of the field, there is a hut—a small chogajip with a thatched roof, a battered door, and tiny windows. 

			My home. Before the shipwreck that took my parents, before the Talons…this was my home. 

			Overhead, in a clear blue sky, crows dance on waves of wind, cawing loudly in delight. My long hair ripples in the breeze as I cautiously take a step forward into the field. This is not real, I know, only some hidden part of my mind…but gods, it feels real. It smells just like I remember it, too: damp earth, cold sky, and the salty tinge of the nearby Yongwangguk Sea. I move toward the chogajip in a daze, expecting to see my eomma moving through the small windows, and my appa cropping the barley, Eunbi laughing as her tiny feet patter against the hut’s earthen floor. Yet it is silent here. So very, very silent.

			Fingers trembling, I push open the door. Perhaps it can shelter me from the demon on my heels, if not for long. The door creaks as it swings backward, allowing me entry. I blink back tears as I take in the mats where we slept, the small firepit, the little trunk that held all of our worldly possessions. It was never much, and I always longed for more. Yet standing here, at nineteen, in the middle of a war… I would give anything to have this again. A family. A mother and father’s love. A sister. A clean slate before me.

			I am not sure why my mind brought me here. Nobody is home. My family is dead. Shakily, I sit down on the sleeping mat that was once mine, gulping down breaths of air. Now that I’ve stopped moving, my exhaustion threatens to crash down on me. Yet fatigue is something I can’t afford, not right now. 

			The bed is barely anything, just a scrap of fabric between myself and the floor. I remember how serpents used to slither into here in the dead of night and wrap around my ankles. I remember how they would bite me, and I would be sick for days, suffering through delirium and nightmares as I burned with fever.

			At the thought of those nightmares, the small hut seems to darken. I think I hear a cruel, cruel laugh, but it is not the Dalgyal Gwisin: it is only the wind. Still, though, I cannot help but think of those old dreams, at the monster within them. 

			It was a child’s fear: some great, big, shadowed monster that was a torment to behold. Red glowers and a hungry maw. I would wake screaming, and Eunbi would start to cry, hastening to wrap chubby arms around me. I’d fall back asleep like that, with my baby sister held tight against me. Vision blurred, I scrub at my eyes, and…

			…the monster emerges from the walls, just as it did during my nightmares. 

			I nearly scream as the giant, horned beast looms before me with a scarlet glare, spittle dripping. Yet no sound emerges as I scrabble backward and leap to my feet, ignoring the pain in my left leg at the sudden motion. 

			Is there no end to this? How many terrible beasts lurk within my mind? 

			The monster smiles and reaches for me with a clawed, hulking hand. Panicked, terror ricocheting in my mind, I dive past it, lurch through the door, and begin running through the field of barley. The sky is no longer blue. It is a deep gray, tinged with green. The golden barley sways in the wind, brushing against my face like a mother sweeping back my hair. My mouth tastes of salt, and I realize that I am crying in fear only when I raise a finger to my cheek and it comes away wet. 

			All of this, it is exactly like one of those long-ago nightmares.

			Drawing my retracted firesword, I feel rancid, hot breath at the nape of my neck, and I know it is getting closer. The Dalgyal Gwisin probably isn’t far behind, either, likely nearing the top of those stairs. The sound of four paws pounding on the ground is awful, horrible. Soon, I know, I will stumble and fall as I always do, and the beast will descend upon me. Yet there will be no Eunbi to wake me up before the teeth reach my flesh. I do not know if I can die in here, but I don’t wish to find out—

			Yet despite my wishes, I still fly to the ground as my ankle twists awkwardly. The monster snarls and leaps into the air, spittle flying as it descends…

			Face scrunched in terror, I fling a hand up in protest. My sword flies from my grip. And the moment my fingers touch the dark fur, something happens. Something that never happened in the dreams. 

			It is as if the world slows down. I see red eyes widen, and the body shift sideways, as if it is no longer aiming for me. When it lands, it lands several feet away on all fours. Shakily, I clamber to my feet, hands still outstretched as the beast pants, head cocked.

			Don’t, I plead frantically. Don’t hurt me.

			The beast snorts, red eyes following my movements. Can it understand the Quiet Language? My mouth drops in shock as it replies, in a voice altogether inhuman, ringing with both baritones and falsettos: “You were always so afraid of me. Why?”

			I swallow hard. You…wanted to eat me.

			It snickers. “I don’t really exist. Part of you knew that. Why were you afraid of me?” It’s as if it is posing a riddle. 

			Despite myself, I’m offended by its laugh. Can it truly blame me for being afraid? I was a child. And you’re a monster.

			“Hmmph,” says the monster. “That’s a shallow, nonspecific answer. Think again. Think deeper.”

			What does it matter? Frustrated, I fight the urge to kick the ground. I am unable to understand any part of this strange interaction. Grabbing my fallen sword, I sheathe it. Apparently this monster just wants to…talk. 

			Which, somehow, is scarier. 

			Sitting on its hind legs, the creature begins to lick one of its front paws. Like a cat. I stare at it. “It matters everything, Lina. I know what you want to do. But before you reclaim your body, you need to be…Well. Healed. That’s the way of it.” 

			I shake my head, a deep frustration suddenly replacing my fear. So you’re standing in my way? I don’t have time for this. I point to the edge of the field, where the stairs ended. There’s a—a thing on my heels. And if I’m not fast enough, it’s going to catch me. And make good on its threats of sucking the marrow from my bones. 

			To my surprise, the monster’s eyes soften. “I know. But I cannot let you leave here, not yet. Your mind is trying to heal you. And it’s starting by asking you this question: Why were you afraid of me?” 

			Because your teeth are ginormous, I sign impatiently. 

			“No.” 

			Because you smell like a corpse. I’m shifting from foot to foot. Any moment now, the Dalgyal Gwisin will appear at the edge of the field, its maw open and ready for me… 

			“No. Be honest with yourself, Lina. Why were you afraid of me?”

			I am utterly lost. Everything I told the beast was true. 

			I was a child, and it was a hungry monster with a gaping maw. I was small, and it was large. I was clumsy, slow, and it was so godsdamned fast. Yet I suspect it will find none of those answers acceptable. As it regards me with the red eyes that are somehow kind, I take a deep breath and try to do as it asks. No other stairwell is in sight. I suspect it will not appear until I uncover this truth. Why was I afraid of it?

			It was composed of shadows, and I feared the dark.

			It reminded me of the beasts prowling in the Wyusan Wilderness, beasts my young mind feared would somehow find their way into Sunpo.

			It was unnatural. 

			The monster shakes its head to all of these. With one paw, it reaches out, grazing my forehead. And then I know. 

			The answer is such a fragile, vulnerable thing. It trembles within me. The beast looks at me expectantly as I gaze into those deep, scarlet eyes, seeing—compassion. 

			That compassion gives me the strength to begin moving my hands. If you were in my dreams, it meant you were created by me, I answer with small, hesitant motions. And it frightened me that I could create something so awful. I never wanted to be wicked.

			Yet look what I became, in the end. The irony lances through me like a spear.

			The monster bows its head. Presses it against me. Tears spilling down my face, I hesitantly stroke my fingers over the nightmare’s fur as the sea of barley begins to part. It reveals another staircase in the center, dark stone steps waiting for me. Just as the terrible sound of chittering teeth is carried upon the wind…growing closer. 

			“Go,” says the beast. “And hurry. I am only one of seven keys. Six more await.”

			Keys? 

			“Goodbye, Lina,” whispers the monster, beginning to vanish into the air. “And good luck.” 

			And then it is gone.

			Wiping the tears from my face, I stagger to the stairs, aware of the susurrations of the barley behind me: aware of the Dalgyal Gwisin on my trail, crawling after me on all fours. Part of me wants to stay and fight it. Kill it. Yet deep down I know it’s a chance I can’t risk. Better to try and stay ahead of it, to get as far as I can before I am faced with such danger. 

			As I lurch up the first step, something materializes around my neck. A chain of cold metal, connected to a small, silver key with a charm that looks suspiciously like the nightmare’s beast. Understanding blooms within my mind as I remember the seven keyholes on the padlock of my cell. 

			Seven keys. 

			Six more to go.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE

			Iseul

			“Stop dragging me,” Iseul bites out as she stumbles after Seojin in the Gyeulcheon sickbay. The wounded glare at her, and she sneers back at them. Oh, they’re so sensitive. All she did was shove them over and trash this very infirmary a little bit—

			Seojin ignores her, focusing on administering the healing brew to the victims of Imugi venom. Iseul knows this brew. It’s a very potent painkiller, and this victim certainly needs it. His flesh is being eaten away little by little. Imugi venom adheres to the skin like a suckling leech. 

			“Ow!” Iseul snaps as Seojin moves his right hand, which forces Iseul’s left hand to move. The handcuff is so tight. 

			“Please stop complaining,” he whispers out of the corner of his mouth as he pours the brew onto a spoon and slips it into a soldier’s slack mouth. “We both know who landed us here.” 

			The Gumiho scowls. She will complain if she pleases, and she will make it a point to do it oh-so-very loudly. “I am a prisoner of war,” she huffs, “manacled to a cruel traitor—” 

			Seojin sighs and moves to the next cot, pulling Iseul along with him. She scoffs in outrage, the skin on her left wrist chafing. 

			It really is a horrible punishment, Iseul reflects, to be trapped next to Ryu Seojin all day long. An exquisite sort of torture. Their wrists are rubbed red and raw, but nothing hurts as much as the deep gash in Iseul’s heart. Oh, she loved Seojin. He was her best friend, the first boy she ever kissed in a clumsy bumping of noses and grinning lips. He healed her when she was nothing but a tiny, wounded fox, and he stood steadfastly by her side as she expertly swindled Sunpo into making her a notoriously rich madame.

			Seojin was the only boy her wicked, wicked heart ever stumbled for. Except for that childhood kiss, nothing ever happened between them. And now, nothing ever will, because Ryu Seojin is a cruel, uncaring, disloyal, conniving, pig-headed, obtuse bastard—

			The cruel, uncaring, disloyal, conniving, pig-headed, obtuse bastard yanks her over to another cot and so rudely interrupts her sad wallowing. Underneath the sheets lies a sallow-faced human woman. The venom has taken the left side of her face, and it is clearly too late to save that side of skin. The ravaged skin is red, oozing. Iseul wrinkles her nose. Ugh. 

			“Ijun,” Seojin greets quietly, dipping the spoon back into the glass vial. “How is the pain today?”

			Ijun licks dry lips. She smells of sickness and death. Iseul tries to hold her breath. “My boy,” Ijun rasps. “Where is my boy? Where is Jae?”

			“Eomma! Eomma!” A scampering of feet, and then Jae is rushing to the cot, eyes wide. “You’re awake!” He shoves past Iseul, and Seojin tenses, glancing to Iseul…

			But she keeps her face carefully blank. And she fights for it to remain so, watching as the child clambers onto the bed, the woman grimacing from the pain of his embrace yet attempting to smile anyway. The smell of death sours further in her nose. Ijun does not have much time left, and her son—Jae—knows it. As Ijun plants a kiss on the top of his black-haired head, Iseul is transported suddenly to a dense thicket, the smell of ferns and pine heavy. 

			She is a small thing, white-furred and slender, only a kit. She has not yet obtained her human form. Her eomma and appa, in their fox forms, are speaking to her urgently. 

			They are coming, they’re saying. Run, Iseul. Run. 

			Iseul can smell them—the sweat, the fire, the pitchforks, the rage and hatred. She wants to know if her parents will run with her. She whimpers nervously, and then in grief as the answer comes to her. Her parents kiss the top of her head, bumping their black noses atop her white fur. 

			Run, Iseul. Run. 

			With a firm nudge, her appa sends her off, racing through the forest, scared and small and utterly alone. The sound of heavy feet crashing into the thicket sound behind her.

			Keening wails—and then…nothing.

			She swallows hard as a familiar rage burns inside of her. It is so dreadfully unfair, for these humans to still know love and family while she is so completely alone. 

			Yet her fiery rage flickers as she watches this mother hold her son tight, fighting off death for a little while longer, just to be with him. 

			Ijun takes her medicine, Jae nestled in her arms. Iseul looks away.

			“Thank you,” Ijun murmurs. And then Iseul feels her gaze upon her. She forces herself to meet the woman’s eye, expecting to see blame there. Hatred. Disgust.

			Instead, she sees something sad and warm. “My mother was part of the 43rd Division,” she says, and Iseul frowns, confused. 

			“The 43rd?” Seojin asks, equally confused, and Ijun nods, eyes flickering.

			“A Bonseyo rebel troop,” she whispers, stroking her son’s hair. “They tried to stop the Fox Hunt. Many of them were killed for their insolence.”

			The ground drops out from beneath Iseul’s feet. 

			“My mother fled to Wyusan. But not before she tried to stop them.” There are tears in Ijun’s eyes. Lies, Iseul wants to hiss. Yet something…tells her that the woman is honest. “She passed last year. Her only regret was failing the Gumiho.”

			“I’ve never heard of this division,” Seojin says, and his eyes are worried as he glances over at Iseul. She sways on her feet. Her face is pale. Sweat beads on her forehead. 

			Iseul has never heard of the 43rd, either. Not once. Not ever. 

			“Just as the Gumiho were wiped from the history books, so was the 43rd.” Ijun coughs, and a trickle of blood leaks from her mouth. Jae stares at it and begins to cry. Underneath her son’s wails, Ijun whispers, “But they existed. And they fought.” 

			The rest goes unsaid, but Iseul hears it as plainly as the cry of a frightened kit in the wilderness. 

			And they were human. 

			… 

			“I’m not sick, Seojin,” she snaps as Seojin all but forcefully pulls her into the small room they share near the medical bay the moment he is released for a short break. She scowls as Seojin drags her over to the bed and gestures for her to sit down. Seething, Iseul complies, the chain between them rattling awkwardly as she seats herself before him. 

			“You look ill,” he replies, brows knitted together. Fine, so maybe that’s true. Her face is clammy and damp with a cold sweat. It’s that Ijun woman. She did this to her. 

			Seojin takes her free wrist in his, measuring her pulse. 

			Iseul’s mouth suddenly feels dry. Seojin has always done this, has always lost his mind when she displays even the smallest symptom of some illness. The paranoia only grew worse after his brother’s death. She scans his face, and the concern in his eyes—even after all of this—makes her heart stumble in her chest. 

			“Your pulse is too quick,” Seojin determines softly before placing a hesitant hand on Iseul’s forehead, where her skin warms under his touch. She wonders if he can feel it. “And your skin is too clammy. Do you have any stomach pain? Any nausea?”

			Oh, Iseul certainly has nausea as she thinks to Ijun’s words. She had never heard of the 43rd Division before, and for some reason, possessing the knowledge of their existence makes her feel rather ill. 

			It changes nothing, she tells herself determinedly. Nothing.

			But that doesn’t feel like the truth, not at all.

			They were human. And they fought. 

			She hadn’t known…

			“Iseul?” Seojin prompts, and his soft voice is almost worried. When she again fails to reply, he stretches out an arm to the small shelf of herbs he has next to the bed and grabs the glass vial of sticky elderberry syrup. This isn’t the first time he’s tried to make her take this specific medicine. “Here,” he murmurs, raising it to her lips. “Drink.”

			“I’m fine,” she says, pushing the medicine away. Seojin raises his brows, but he shouldn’t be surprised. Iseul has never quite liked medicine and would in all honesty prefer to chew off her own foot than drink any of the foul stuff. “I just…” She shakes her head. “It doesn’t matter.” It changes nothing. Nothing. “Besides, I’d think you would be grateful if I really were deathly ill. It might relieve you of a burden, wouldn’t it?” She lifts her manacled hand and shakes it pointedly. 

			Seojin lurches back as if she’s struck him. Color rises to his face, and his fingers spasm around the vial of elderberry syrup. For a moment, she thinks his eyes look glassy. But Ryu Seojin does not cry. Especially, she thinks, for someone like herself. Someone he so disdains. 

			She watches as he slowly recaps the syrup and places it back on the shelf. When he apparently trusts himself enough to speak, he turns back to Iseul. His eyes are dry. 

			“If you think that little of me,” he says, voice scratchy, “it doesn’t surprise me that you would think the worst of them. You want to see the worst in everybody, Iseul, even when there is good. Even when they’ve tried to help you.” 

			“I don’t need your help,” she spits out, suddenly vicious as she catches that glint of pity in his eyes. “I’ve been alone my whole life. I don’t need to let you help me. I don’t owe anyone anything, no matter how much they try to—to manipulate me into thinking otherwise.” Iseul pants in anger, for they’re no longer talking about Seojin or the medicine. “I know what I am,” she hisses, “and what I am meant to do so that they know that I—that I lived for a reason.”

			Seojin’s eyes soften, the bastard. “Iseul—”

			“What do you think they would say?” she demands. “If I turned my back on them now?” Tears sparkle in her eyes, trail down her cheeks. Iseul scrubs them away. 

			It’s an effort to speak. “I’m not sick,” Iseul forces out, only to herself. “I’m not. I’m fine. I’m fine.” 

			Yet still, she feels something growing inside of her.

			Something she needs to weed out. 

			So for the rest of the day, Iseul is as much of a menace as she possibly can be. 

			Yet it doesn’t bring the same satisfaction as it did before. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO

			The Prophecy 

			“There are archers on the wall’s western edge, watching the sea for Imugi,” Bomin reads, and I hiss through my teeth. Rage boils within me. This should not be happening. My finely laid plans should not be going to waste. 

			Bomin’s latest correspondence is held in his hands, the black bird already flapping away. The Beast Wall looms in the distance, a formidable barrier of old stone, scuffed from age yet strong and sturdy. 

			“The arrows are made of the same material as the swords. Forged in the emperor’s fire. Many of the soldiers are also equipped with Imugi scale armor. They were harvested during the Battle of Seocheonkkotbat.” 

			From the Imugi in the failed First Wave. Their brethren hiss, Sonagi shaking with fury at the thought of her dead children’s skin being fitted to the enemy, although it is nothing new.

			“How,” I say coldly to Bomin, “do they know of our plan?” We have paused in our voyage, but the Beast Wall still beckons us. The Imugi travelling via sea are drawing closer, yet no longer do we have the advantage of surprise. 

			But Bomin does not need to answer. 

			My suspicions have become more than just ideas construed of paranoia. I already know who must have spied from her prison, who must have somehow passed on information to Haneul. I remember the feeling of sensing not one, but two specks of consciousness in my head. So this is where he goes where I cannot follow. 

			Into my mind. To his wife. 

			I wish nothing more than to tear open my head and crush the Prisoner into nothingness. Yet I cannot pin her down: she is like an ant, scuttling through a maze, so small that my fingers cannot grasp her. Much like she could not reach into her own head to pluck me out, I cannot do the same. All I can do is reach Fulfillment and lay all her pitiful plans to waste. 

			“Continue,” I snap as Bomin fumbles. I raise the halji to my lips and suck furiously, inhaling the bitter smoke. 

			“Refugees from Sanyeongto hide in the Dokkaebi realm. An extraction team has been arranged to retrieve the Supreme Commander, set to depart when the serpents become visible crossing land from the Beast Wall. The Gumiho is chained to the healer boy. They will keep her in Gyeulcheon to prevent her removal.”

			My teeth clench. Retrieving Iseul was one of my priorities. Yet for now, it is impossible. Unless I use Kim Chan to my advantage. “Is that all?” I grind out. 

			“There’s more.” Bomin clears his throat and adjusts his ridiculous top hat. It is now battered and disgusting from battle, but he refuses to part with it. In order to rid him of it, I may need to part his head from his body, which I am all too inclined to do as he reads, “In an interesting turn of events, the royal advisor now wears a metal muzzle around the lower half of his face.”

			“Petty court gossip. Is there anything else of use?”

			Bomin flips the parchment. “Bonseyo remains silent despite the emperor’s missives. We do not expect their aid. Dalnim and Haemosu were weakened from their Bulgae’s defeat but will return in full force should the emperor lose the Battle of Sanyeongto.” He looks up. “Now that is all.”

			I scowl and exchange a long, mental conversation with Sonagi. The deities intervening in “full force” is the very last thing we need. My fingers itch to throttle something, someone. Preferably two someones. Twins. A moon. A sun. 

			“I cannot say, child, that your victory is assured anymore.” 

			Let me show them. Let me show to them the folly of standing in my way. 

			After much deliberation, it is decided that Kim Chan will be used as fodder for an exchange of hostages. At least one member of the extraction team will be spared to carry the message to the emperor. As for the Imugi set to breach the Beast Wall, there is not much I can do for them, save hope that they are clever enough to expect resistance—which they are. Sonagi, who can feel the presence of her children, tells me that they will reach the Wall by nightfall. 

			To draw out the extraction unit, we traverse some more miles. I am sure that Haneul can feel my presence drawing closer. The red thread connecting us, when I will it into view, shortens with each mile of heavily forested land we cross. When three corridors of shadow burst into existence, and two male Dokkaebi accompanied by one female appear, I am not surprised. 

			One male leaps toward Uloe, who carries the Supreme Commander. My Imugi engage the others while I, instead, launch toward the Dokkaebi battling Uloe. 

			He’s a tall Dokkaebi, with cropped hair and broad shoulders—which tighten as I tap one with a finger. The soldier whips around, and I greet him with a fanged smile. 

			He shouts in alarm, and I’m already moving in a flash of speed as he slashes his firesword toward me. I have become accustomed to these weapons now, at the necessity of avoiding their lethal touch. 

			And I, too, can wield one.

			Kim Chan’s firesword is at my waist. I take it in my hand and reveal the blade of blue with a wrist flick. This will pierce the scale-plate armor he wears easily enough, and with it, I can block his parries—unlike with my scaleblades. It becomes clear, however, he is not trying to kill me—only to incapacitate. Ah. Likely he is thinking of his emperor’s life, hanging in the balance, tied to my own. The order to “take me alive” must still stand for Haneul’s own army, despite the gods’ attempts to murder me. How interesting. I wonder what the troops think of this, or if they are obedient little dogs, slavering over their master’s commands despite the goal of the gods. It seems the latter. His reluctance to engage me to his full potential is his downfall. 

			By the end, only a female soldier is alive. At mid-afternoon, she is sent back to Haneul to carry my official offer: Kim Chan for Song Iseul. To the unit’s credit, some of my Imugi are injured, although not grievously so. Daeyang, the Imugi healer, having recently returned from Jeoseung where the wounded from the Battle of Seocheonkkotbat recover, chews up medicinal herbs and packs the gouges with the substances. 

			As we wait for the emperor’s reply, I again search my mind for the Prisoner. I can tell that she is still in motion, and an uncomfortable feeling curdles my stomach. 

			It is not fear. I do not feel fear. 

			She will not reclaim this body. I will fight her for it.

			And I will kill her for it, if such a thing is possible. 

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			The winged boy in the dungeons waits.

			Waits, for the telltale groaning of the iron doors as they open for the first time in a year, bringing with them a blinding glare of light. 

			Waits, for the echoing footsteps to traverse across the slick black stone, accompanied by low, wary voices. 

			Waits, for the heavy chain around his ankle to be removed.

			Alone in the expansive Bonseyo dungeons, Prince Jeon Eunwoo waits for freedom. 

			And when it approaches, he smiles. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE

			Rui

			The Dokkaebi emperor dismisses Miyoung with a curt wave of the hand and grimaces as a familiar panic rises up within him. The extraction failed. Shit. Shit. 

			But there is no time for this panic, and he shoves it down as much as he can manage before departing Gyeulcheon for Sanyeongto in a flurry of darkness. He knows it will consume him later in a vicious attack, but for now, he must move. 

			Rui steps onto the Beast Wall, that mammoth construction of towering granite. The soldiers stationed on the southern edge, where he’s appeared, tense in surprise but quickly bow respectfully. He ignores them, striding to the edge, bracing his hands on the cold stone, leaning forward and squinting into the distance. The surrounding area, although not the dangerous density of the Wyusan Wilderness—that feral stretch of land—is still forested, and he cannot yet see the Prophecy and her captive. But she has him, and he has Iseul, so there is an opportunity for an exchange. Yet do the benefits outweigh the costs? Rui forces himself to think as a strategist, as a practitioner of wartime logic. 

			Kim Chan. Supreme Commander of the Gyeulcheon Army. Unstable. Grieving. Rash. Went rogue. Disregarded Rui’s orders. Likely to do so again. 

			Song Iseul. The last Gumiho. Powerful. Dangerous. Clever. The Prophecy’s most cherished weapon. Responsible for the lives of hundreds of Dokkaebi and human soldiers.

			If things were different, he would consult Kang. But Kang, Rui thinks with a bitter sneer, can no longer be trusted. He has muzzled him rather than killed him, only if to utilize the benefits of his healing expertise. 

			Rui takes a look around him. The troops, now under his direct command, have not faltered as he feared with Chan’s capture. Rui is just as skilled at militaristic stratagems as Chan, and he has prepared these troops well for the battle that encroaches on their doorstep. Could he count on Chan to obey Rui’s orders regarding the Prophecy? He already failed to do so once.

			Heart pounding, Rui scrubs at his bloodshot eyes. Can he really refuse this trade? Chan, his friend, his brother in all but blood. Can he refuse him?

			The answer is not comforting. Yes. Rui can—and he will. Giving Iseul to the Prophecy could very well seal their fates. No matter his personal feelings, Rui cannot do so for one Dokkaebi who has a tendency to disregard orders and neglect his duties. 

			He is not so foolish as to think he can trick the Prophecy on this, grab Chan while retaining Iseul. Not when deceiving her is nearly impossible, thanks to this damned red thread. He has only managed to lie to her once: inventing the story about the golden door and the rabbit, rather than admitting the truth—that Lina laid behind. Yet he is not so certain she believed him. 

			Rui swallows hard, hating himself, knowing it is likely that he has sealed Chan’s fate.

			He sends a missive, a piece of parchment in the beak of a Sanyeongto general’s personal raven. General Lee is a nervous-looking man who smells of sweat and wartime terror. Rui ignores it as he dips a quill into ink. Only one word needs to be used, really. 

			With a swoop of fine calligraphy, Haneul Rui writes the word No. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR

			The Prisoner 

			The cold metal key bounces frantically against my chest as I scrabble up the stairs, breathing hard, breathing fast. Behind me, there is the terrible scuffling of hands and feet against stone and the chattering of hungry teeth.

			It’s caught up to me. 

			The Dalgyal Gwisin is close enough that I can smell its rancid breath, hear every click of its molars, every drop of saliva dripping onto the floor. I do not turn around, focused on climbing, gripping Rui’s firesword in one white-knuckled hand. There must only be a dozen stairs between us. 

			Damn it—godsdamn it. There’s no telling where this stretch of stairs ends. I’m trapped here, with this monster hungry for my flesh, and only two choices: run or fight.

			The former sounds the most practical at the moment. 

			“Mmm,” gurgles the thing behind me. “I can almost taste you…” 

			Yet even as every instinct inside of me screams to keep running, to increase the distance between us, another part of me—colder, one that has faced terror like this before—whispers to turn and stand my ground. If I can kill the Dalgyal Gwisin—or even manage to wound it—perhaps I can make it through the remaining six levels of this mindscape less hindered. Quicker. 

			“Sweat and skin and salt, oh yes, so very delightful…” 

			A gnarled, bloated hand wraps around my ankle. And tugs.

			Gritting my teeth, I twist onto my back as the Dalgyal Gwisin attempts to drag me toward its stretching maw, its rows of teeth rotating almost hypnotically…

			With a silent roar, I grip the hilt of my sword in both hands and shove downward, right toward that awful mouth. The Dalgyal Gwisin flinches back, its grip loosening, giving me just enough time to leap to my feet on the stairs. 

			Facing down the steps, I have the advantage of momentum to carry me. The Dalgyal Gwisin, on the other hand, has no choice but to scuttle backward as I grit my teeth, slashing furiously at it, attempting to draw blood. Yet, on all fours like this, it reminds me of a deformed crab, avoiding blows with deft ease, even as it is forced to retreat. 

			Breathing hard, I feel the familiar surge of battle wash over me. But it feels different, somehow, for this time I am fighting in defense—not spilling blood on Sunpo streets. The Dalgyal Gwisin’s lank hair flutters in the air as my sword slashes through the greasy strands, narrowly missing its scrawny neck: a neck that is far too skinny compared to the rest of its distended body. 

			It lashes out one bloated arm at me, and I see my chance. With a grim finality, my sword swings through the air and severs the limb clean in half. Dark blood sprays as the thing howls, staggering backward, losing its grip on the steps and tumbling down into the shadowed darkness of the stairwell. Breathing hard, I stare after it. Do I rush into those shadows? Finish the job? Yet my eyes cannot make out where it landed, the steps curving out of sight, and I doubt that severing its arm in two is enough to kill such a foul thing. I could be taken by surprise, or I could turn around and make use of the fact the Dalgyal Gwisin is missing a limb. It won’t be nearly as fast as it was.

			My hand aches around the sword, giving me my answer. Panting, I turn and resume my sprint up the staircase of my mind. Another level—it must be close. It has to be. I’ve been running for so long that the barley field seems like a long-gone dream. I might have forgotten about it entirely, if not for the key I won at the end of it. The slide of the cool chain around my sweat-slick neck is the only reason I do not despair, that I do not believe that these stairs will go on for an eternity. I cling to it, that key, as I run. I cling to it as my feet pound against the steps. I cling to it as I stumble into a garden. A different time. A different place. 

			A memory. 

			… 

			In this memory, I am happy. 

			Perhaps that is why my breathing steadies as I step into the scene, into the sunlit garden, where Chara and Chryse lounge underneath the willow tree, drinking Sallinna wine and teasing Sang who sits with his back to the trunk. 

			“Lina!” the blond twins chorus, green eyes flicking to me as I push aside the willow tree’s drooping green curtain just as I did the first time, when this scene was not yet a memory, but the present. I feel myself smile, just as I did the first time. I sheathe my sword and plop down next to Sang. 

			“I’m late,” I apologize breathlessly. No, I want to protest. No, I don’t want to speak, not now, not ever again—but these words are from the past, and they never hurt anyone. They have already been spoken. So I allow the memory to keep its course, let the words spill automatically from my lips, propelled by the past. “I was running around Sunpo for Yoonho—”

			“Ah, Yoonho.” Chara giggles, laying on her stomach. “He has a longer list of targets than Chryse has lists of clothing she wants.”

			Something twists inside of me as my friends laugh. The last time we were all together like this, in Sunpo, they were dead and I was standing amongst the sea of their bodies. I know what is coming—no, what has already happened—yet this feels so…real. Our teasing. Chara’s wicked little cackles, Sang’s fond exasperation. As the sunlight streams through the willow tree, I wonder…if I might just…stay here. 

			Here, in this moment, with them. Here, where there’s no war, no danger, nothing but the smiles of my friends and a sense of peace that I thought I’d lost when… 

			C R A C K.

			And with that echo of sound splitting through my head, the hope—no matter how foolish it already was—is lost forever. My sister is in the underworld, believing me a monster. The gods are descending in hateful fury. And Rui is fighting alone.

			I will savor this memory while I am here. But then I will let it pass, as I must.

			As it already has. 

			Chryse snorts and shoves her sister. “Excuse me! My list of clothing is useful!” she protests. “Besides, if I’m to be showered with gifts by our marks, they might as well be things I actually want—” 

			“And you want so many things,” cackles Chara. “Your list is longer than one of my legs, which—getting back to the point—means that Yoonho’s target list is the length of, well, two of my legs stacked on top of each other.” 

			“Don’t be disgusting,” I groan, crinkling my nose. 

			“I do as I please,” she replies cheerfully. 

			She was right, though. Yoonho’s list had been extremely long. It was a result of last week’s disaster of a dinner party, where our sponsors had gathered only to quickly disperse as some rival lord had attempted to detonate an explosive in the palace. His plan had failed, but I’d now been tasked with hunting down each and every one of his equally dangerous associates. The rival lord himself had long been taken care of. 

			“He wants revenge,” Sang says quietly, turning a long blade of grass over and over between his scarred fingers. “You know how Yoonho gets. He’s a good leader,” he adds quickly, “but he allows revenge to consume him all too quickly. Your targets are disgusting excuses of men, Lina, but they had no part in last week’s attack.”

			“It’s easy to get caught up in revenge,” I reply, quick to defend Yoonho. “We could have been killed.”

			“But we weren’t,” the spymaster retorts softly. “And now he runs you ragged all over the kingdom. That’s the thing about revenge, I suppose—it feels you will die if you do not chase it, but the chase is what kills you in the end. There are parts to life that are more important than endless vengeance.”

			“Like what?” Chryse asks curiously. Sang gives her a crooked smile and shrugs.

			“Well, like this, I suppose,” he says a little awkwardly, waving a hand at the three of us. “Spending time finding peace. Wanting retribution…it eats you up inside. But it’s only a distraction from a greater problem. Yoonho blames himself, I think. He feels that if he’d only been more cautious, none of us would have been put in danger. But self-blame is frightening and too difficult for some to face. So he hunts others instead.” 

			I listen to each word Sang says in that slightly raspy voice of his. There’s a bittersweet ache lodged somewhere in my heart. Nostalgia, I think, for…for Sang. For the sweet, hopeful adoration I felt for him, for how everything was simpler then, my idea of love included. I didn’t know that it could be so wonderful yet ruinous, could not even fathom the tidal emotions I would soon feel for a Dokkaebi emperor with silver eyes and a power to rattle the moons. 

			The fragile, delicate, innocent feelings I held for Sang cannot even be compared to the depth and complexity of being soul-stitched to Rui. Yet I…I remember what I thought I felt for Sang, and I fight back a sad smile. Looking at him, it’s like gazing fondly at such a fundamental part of my younger self, but this time as older…and perhaps a little wiser. 

			“Revenge is ugly,” Sang concludes. “And it’s ugly inside and out.” 

			He’s right. Every time I sought retaliation, I was seeking some way to lessen the blame on my shoulders. What happened in Sunpo, with the Blackbloods… They deserved it, yes—gods, they deserved it dozens of times over—but I lost myself in the hunt for retribution, lost myself so completely that I’m now trapped in my mind, body host to a parasite of a Prophecy. 

			And the need for revenge is an ugly feeling. Like claws scraping against your heart, over and over until you bleed. And when you finally obtain it, that vengeance… It feels nothing like you thought it would, and you still bleed. 

			You’re still haunted at night. You still hate yourself. You still look, futilely, for somebody else to blame, anybody else to blame, but yourself. 

			Here, the memory falters. I know that when this happened, I laughed Sang off, arguing that Yoonho was a crime lord, he had a kingdom to run, and besides, revenge was important. Now, though, when I fail to deliver my line, the silence stretches on, silence where Sang’s retorts to my defense would have been. Why this memory? I wonder. Why has my mind plucked this one from the depths of my consciousness to show me?

			Yet I think I already know.

			It is one thing, to feel remorse for violence wreaked. 

			It is another to look at that ugly, vengeful part of yourself and…acknowledge where it stemmed from. To try to find yourself again. 

			To pick yourself back up, one last time. To rise from the ashes of a destruction you created through your own hunger for revenge. 

			Only after a few moments of reflective silence does somebody else speak, picking up where the missing dialogue would have ended. 

			“Look at Sang,” Chara says affectionately, passing him the bottle of wine. “Quite the philosopher.”

			He ducks his head, hiding his smile. “I don’t know about that,” he murmurs, and then the Talons ripple and disappear as the memory ends. They leave me with a heavy heart in the middle of the garden as the willow tree shudders and cleaves in two, replaced by a staircase.

			The chain around my neck grows heavier, and I look down. Next to the beast’s key is another one, small and dark green, this one with a charm attached to it in the shape of a weeping willow.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE

			The Prophecy

			“No?” I read, the parchment crumpling in my fists, fresh black ink dribbling onto the ground. “No?” 

			Haneul will not make the trade, will not exchange Song Iseul for Kim Chan. I can hardly believe it. 

			Fury radiates off me, and in response, I feel a glimmer of smug satisfaction down the bond. Gritting my teeth, I stalk over to where the muscular Dokkaebi rests, bound and gagged, against a tree. With disdainful fingers, I peel the drugged gag from his mouth and brandish the crumpled slip of parchment in front of his bleary eyes. “Your emperor will not save you,” I hiss to him, finding only a semblance of satisfaction in the way hatred blooms in that hazy gaze. Hatred for me—or for Haneul? “He does not deem you worth it.” As the general glares defiantly up at me, I stuff the gag back into his mouth and grind the paper to a pulp underneath my heel. 

			“Fine,” I hiss. Let’s see how smug Haneul is when the Beast Wall is razed to the ground, and Sanyeongto is mine.

			… 

			Night falls, and the battle begins.

			Serpents rise from the sea, seaweed clinging to their scales, water sluicing off their giant bodies as they take the wall. Sonagi and I ride to that edge, waiting some miles away for the opening to be created as inhuman roars fill the night. The smell of blood carries on the wind, and with my sharp hearing, it is no small matter to make out the fireforged arrows—created, like the fireswords, in dokkaebibul—screaming through the air. I do not know how many hit their mark.

			The siege on the Beast Wall is a vicious, violent thing. I do so enjoy it. The Dokkaebi are nothing but frantic specks on the wall, fighting off the horde of Imugi as they destroy the wall. As, after what must be two hours, the granite crumbles. Cascades downward, in dust and stone. 

			“THE WALL HAS FALLEN!” I hear the soldiers shout. “THE WALL HAS FALLEN! REINFORCEMENTS TO THE WESTERN EDGE! REINFORCEMENTS TO THE WESTERN EDGE!”

			Poor, foolish things.

			After I discovered Haneul knew of my plan—fed it by the little spy in my head—a different strategy had to be put in place. And so far, it is working oh so perfectly. They now expect us to enter through the western edge of the Beast Wall, where the granite has crumbled and arrows are aimed downward, archers kneeling, fingers taut around their bows. 

			But I do so loathe being predictable. As the western edge is filled with reinforcements, Sonagi and I wait before the eastern edge, accompanied by Uloe and an unconscious Kim Chan. 

			On the western edge, atop Beongae, I have made a reluctant Bomin resemble me: hiding his features beneath a heavy cloak and shadow, placing him at the forefront of my Imugi phalanx. We have a similar build: slender, small, and the same skin tone. They will try to shoot him dead, I think, but it is of no matter to me. I suspect the intelligence will continue to come, even if the halji dealer is dead, as this useful Wyusan general will likely not learn of Bomin’s death in the chaos. And I filched his supply from his satchel and dropped it into mine. 

			Truthfully, Bang Bomin’s ridiculous top hat was the fuel behind this decision. I cannot bear the sight of it any longer. 

			I have kept Kim Chan alive for now, only out of convenience. Perhaps I can still torture intelligence concerning Bonseyo out of him, as well. But most importantly, I feel that there will be some future opportunity to torture Haneul with him.

			Uloe will keep him alive and contained as I take Sanyeongto. As I slip off Sonagi, she smiles at me, golden eyes glittering in the nighttime. This specific spot of the wall is lacking guards, most of them having relocated to the western edge. 

			“I will ssseee you on the other ssside, Daughter,” she murmurs. She will wait here until the western edge is safe to pass through. I cannot risk losing her.

			I nod in farewell and turn to the Beast Wall. Extending my scaleblades, I dig them into the crevices I can find in the granite and begin to haul myself up the length, climbing until my muscles begin to shake. This part will take me at least a few hours. The Beast Wall is hundreds of feet tall, and I must be careful not to lose my grip. Wind whips at my face as I climb higher, pressing myself as close to the granite as possible. 

			My Imugi are in Sanyeongto now. I can hear the screams, and I pause my climb to laugh. One step closer to Fulfillment. An age of dragons. They will occupy the Wyusan-Gyeulcheon armies until I arrive. 

			Higher and higher I go. It is a painstaking process, but one that is necessary. I wish to avoid those fireforged arrows as much as possible, and since we lack the element of surprise, many are now trained on that western edge. 

			When I finally reach the top of the Beast Wall, I am panting, muscles burning and my left leg threatening to buckle. Spikes are spaced three feet apart each on the top’s edge, and I must be careful to avoid them as I drop onto the wall’s passage. No soldiers are here. It worked—they mistook Bomin as myself; they think I am already inside the capital. 

			I only need to amble a little further down the wall to find a Dokkaebi soldier, far apart from the others. It doesn’t take long to disarm her, drag her to the edge, hold her by the waist, and jump off the edge, the ground hurtling toward us. 

			And it doesn’t take long for her to panic and open up that corridor of shadow. I grin as I enter it with her, and as it spits us back out onto the ground, in the middle of Sanyeongto. 

			Sanyeongto. Wyusan’s treasured capital. 

			The Dokkaebi attempts to rush me; I dispose of her quickly. 

			For all this fuss about Sanyeongto, the alleyway I have emerged in has little to note. The giwajips of the capital are made of thick wood, and the roads are paved with brown stones. Trees still grow heavily in this city, towering pines sprouting up through the pavements in the most random areas. I move through the sector quickly—little fighting is happening here. 

			It is the western part of Sanyeongto that demands my attention. There, my Imugi fight the Wyusan-Gyeulcheon alliance. The western sector is a pit of carnage, a pit of frenzied fighting. I am all too eager to join in, to hear the frightened shouts of—

			“IT’S HER! SHE’S HERE—” 

			Music to my ears, truly. 

			And the Battle of Sanyeongto thus begins in earnest. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

			Iseul

			Three days.

			The Battle of Sanyeongto has been unceasing for three whole days. 

			Iseul’s face hurts from how perpetually she has been wrinkling her nose. This terrible sickbay is close to overflowing with the wounded and dying. The smelly wounded and dying. 

			Seojin rushes from patient to patient, dragging Iseul along with him, and does the most unforgiveable deed. He demands that she help him. 

			At first, she refuses, out of basic principle, but eventually the boredom wears her down. It is clear that many of these soldiers will not be fighting again. She loses nothing by popping off vials’ corks for Seojin with her teeth or holding down screaming victims as he scrapes off the affected flesh and cauterizes the wounds. 

			Truly. Being chained to Seojin is dull. All he does is work and occasionally eat or sleep. Once, perhaps, Iseul wouldn’t have minded spending all her nights with Ryu Seojin. Especially in such close quarters. Who knows? Perhaps the handcuffs could have been a nice little touch, adding some passion, if you will. Now, though, Iseul drives her elbow into his stomach when he snores too loud, grinds her teeth when he rolls over in his sleep and drags her with him, and practically loses her mind when he steals the blankets. 

			Which is every. 

			Other. 

			Minute. 

			Since that horrible day where she learned of the 43rd Division, Iseul has steadfastly attempted escape all of five times. 

			Each time, Seojin grabbed her by one of her nine tails as she thrashed, holding her far out enough that she couldn’t reach him, and kept her like that until she got a headache and was forced to shift back to her human form.

			Now, she seethes as he yanks her to patient after patient, each with wounds worse than the ones before. Seethes as they spend hours breathing in the pungent smell of the sickbay, the stench of rot and blood. 

			At least the sickbay’s inhabitants give her clues as to what is happening on the Sanyeongto battlefield. The wounded moan their stories, cursing the “Snake-Witch,” as they’ve taken to calling her. Lina’s forces strive to cut their way from the western edge to the northern edge, where the palace lies. Having entered from the western edge, the army has now reached the northwestern sector of the capital. Yet not without much effort—more effort than Iseul expected this siege to take. 

			It’s likely due to that Dokkaebi emperor of hers. Word of their unfortunate joining has reached Iseul’s ears. Oh, it’s so inconvenient she could cry. Lina cannot kill the emperor without killing herself, and the pair seems to be stuck in some strange duet, where they dance around each other yet cannot harm. 

			Seojin has hauled her over to Ijun’s bed. The woman is not doing well, and Iseul can tell that her time is soon. Usually, this wouldn’t bother her in the slightest, but for some terribly foolish reason, Iseul has been unable to stop mulling over the 43rd Division, unable to stop feeling ill at the thought of it. 

			Part of her hates them. What is the use of trying if you fail? Yet another part of her is almost uncomfortable with this new knowledge. 

			Humans, fighting back against the Fox Hunt? 

			She had never heard of such a thing, had thought all humans were the same, all eager to hang Gumiho pelts on their walls, the nine tails hanging limp like dead caterpillars. 

			Jae is snuggled in his mother’s arms, asleep. Seojin administers the pain-relieving brew, and Ijun smiles tiredly in thanks. Her lips are chapped and almost colorless. 

			“Ijun,” Seojin says gently as he hands the vial back to Iseul to cap, “have you heard from your husband?” Iseul has heard that Ijun’s partner is fighting in the capital, and there is no telling if he is alive or dead. But it’s time for her to begin preparations. 

			Ijun seems to know Seojin’s reason for asking. “No word,” she rasps.

			Iseul looks at Jae, so small, and liable to become so very, very alone. And then she looks at Seojin, whose dark, depthless eyes are mournful as he looks at the little boy. Is he thinking of his older brother, whom he lost? The way that Iseul is thinking of her family? She watches as Seojin blinks rapidly and as he murmurs a few reassurances to Ijun, before moving on to the next patient. And the next. And the next.

			Each time after they visit Ijun, Iseul does not feel very well. Her skin, it becomes all clammy, and her stomach twists around in a way that is entirely unpleasant. She tries not to look back at the wounded woman and her son yet cannot stop her head from twisting. Ijun is stroking Jae’s hair, murmuring something that might be a lullaby. Swallowing hard, Iseul yanks her gaze away. 

			When Kang comes to relieve Seojin of his shift, Iseul cannot help but to stare at the metal muzzle rendering the advisor’s mouth useless. Like a dog. There are rumors, of course, of what the advisor did to warrant it. Attempted murder, of the best friend variety. Iseul finds this incredibly amusing as she and Seojin finally exit the festering stench-pot of the sickbay. She gulps in the fresh air of the opulent foyer, gulping down the sweet fragrance of the bubbling khana fountain… 

			Just as Seojin’s knees give out. 

			“Seojin!” Iseul snaps, tumbling down with him. She refuses to feel concern for him, but there’s a panicked sort of prickling in her heart as Seojin’s eyes flutter shut. Iseul slaps his cheeks, attempting to revive him. When that doesn’t work, she tugs insistently on one of his ears. Hard. “Get up!” she snarls, trying to disguise her fear with irritability. “Get up, get up. I don’t want to lug your dead weight around…” The tightness in her chest relaxes as Seojin stirs, his eyes fluttering open. 

			“Iseul?” He blinks, and she can see the exhaustion swimming in his dark eyes. For a moment, he looks fondly at her like he used to, when he was her…when he was hers. But then that fond, soft look is replaced by confusion, then by realization, and then, finally, by an emotion masked so quickly it leaves her with nothing. “We’re on the floor,” he mumbles. 

			“Astute observation.” Iseul bares her teeth. “Please get up. This floor is disgusting. It’s been trekked all over by bloodstained boots. And I’d really like to take a bath. The sickbay stench does tend to permeate everything.” 

			Seojin drags himself back to his feet with clear effort and groans under his breath. 

			Iseul can’t stop talking. She always has, when she is nervous. And seeing him fall like that… “A bath. I’m sure, Seojin, that you don’t want to see me naked. And gods know I’d rather gouge out my eyes than see you in the nude. How about you uncuff me? Just long enough for me to wash?” She smiles beatifically, batting her eyes up at him. “I’ll be on my very best behavior, I promise.”

			Seojin snaps his head toward her, suddenly looking very awake. Perhaps infuriated by her taunts, the nervous laughter underneath that he must perceive as authentic joy. “How,” he breathes, voice filled with disbelief and anger, “can you see all of this and feel nothing?” 

			“Easily,” Iseul purrs, but suddenly she’s not feeling very well again. “I remember what they did to my kind.”

			“And the 43rd Division?” he snaps. It used to be so rare that his gentle voice turns hard, but it does so now, and she is…used to it. “There were those who tried to stop it, Iseul. Like Ijun’s mother. Whose daughter is now dying from Imugi venom from the same monsters you allied yourself with!”

			“What’s the use in trying if you fail?” snarls Iseul. And suddenly, there is hurt in her heart, so sharp that she flinches. “It doesn’t matter what they tried to do, because it didn’t work, and my family is dead.” 

			“There was a Prophecy,” Seojin replies harshly. “Just as there is now. You heard them, Iseul. Prophecies always come to fruition.” 

			She glares up at him, at the sad brown eyes that look hazel in just the right lighting, the gentle, beautiful face as familiar to her as her own. Seojin has always been one of the only ones brave enough to go toe-to-toe with the Dove Coop’s notorious madame. It seems like that, at least, has not changed.

			“So why try?” Iseul whispers.

			He shakes his head. “Because the other choice is to lay down and take it. It’s just like the emperor says. It would be cowardly to not at least try to defend these kingdoms, these people.” 

			Somebody has been listening to the emperor’s inspirational speeches. For all his many, many, many flaws, Iseul cannot deny that Haneul Rui is as silver tongued as can be. 

			It is a convincing emperor, after all, who can convince his troops to fight a losing war.

			Yet there are whispers that this war isn’t as lost as once thought. With the rumored, forthcoming intervention of the gods, morale has—slightly—lifted, despite the ongoing Battle of Sanyeongto. 

			Just slightly. 

			And there wasn’t much to begin with. 

			“These families, Iseul—these children. Look at Jae!” With his unchained hand, he gestures behind them to the doors of the sickbay. “Do you know who he reminds me of?”

			Her throat is suddenly so, so dry. “Don’t say it,” she warns quietly. Furiously, she blinks back tears as Seojin says—

			“You. He reminds me of you. He’s so small, and so scared. Yet he puts on a brave face, even though we all can see he is breaking underneath it. Jae is going to lose his mother and likely his father. Because of Lina. Because of the side you took in this war. Don’t you see?” Seojin’s voice cracks. “This is why I fight back, why I joined Gyeulcheon. And I think that if you let yourself feel something other than rage and hate, you’d join us, too—”

			“Shut up,” she spits, curling her hands into fists.

			“No,” Seojin replies, shaking his head gently but firmly. “No, Iseul. I won’t give up on you. Even these past few days, you’ve changed. You’ve stopped taunting the patients. You’ve stopped telling them you want to eat their livers and suck out their souls. You even stopped pinching them when I’m not looking. Please, Iseul.” On impulse, he grabs her hand, the one chained to his own, interlocking his fingers with hers. “Let yourself feel.” 

			She stares down at their joined hands. “I can’t,” she whispers, so quietly that she is surprised when Seojin doesn’t miss it. 

			“Why can’t you?” he asks, so softly it breaks her heart. 

			“The only thing I have anymore is my rage,” she rasps before she can stop herself, forgetting for a moment that she is meant to hate him forevermore. “I’m nothing without it.”

			“You have more than just your rage. You always have, spitfire.” His throat bobs, and she watches it through tear-blurred vision. 

			“No,” she whispers, “I don’t.” 

			“You do,” he insists, raking a hand through his hair. His expression… It’s almost desperate. He’s staring at a point on her face. The bottom of her nose? No, she realizes, her…lips. “You have—me. You always have.” 

			“Liar,” Iseul spits, trying to jerk away but only bringing him closer, the chain between them rattling. “You walked away from me. You got me captured. You continue to snore when I need to sleep, and you insist on guilt-tripping me at every possible route. I know what you’re doing, Seojin, and it’s not going to wor—” 

			Yet before Iseul can finish her sentence, he closes the distance between them. Bewildered, Iseul gnashes her teeth, but then he’s lifting his chained hand to her chin. And his touch is so very…gentle. Her skin all of a sudden feels far too hot, and her heart is pounding as he presses his lips against hers, shy, hesitant, claiming. 

			Iseul’s mind eddies out completely. 

			What…

			This is…well, this is a turn of events that she had not at all foreseen. Iseul’s eyes are wide open. 

			She has never been more confused. 

			They’ve kissed before, during the days of bumbling lips and bumping noses—once, Iseul nearly stole his soul by accident (or at least she swore it was an accident; it’s true that she was feeling a bit hungry)—but those times were in their youth, innocent golden days. Never since have they… Has he… 

			Her lips have parted in utter shock. Iseul is slightly worried that her shock is making kissing her like kissing a dead fish. 

			What a stain on her reputation. She is a madame, after all. She will not… She will not allow herself to be a—a dead fish. 

			In the back of her mind, Iseul suspects that somehow Seojin has outplayed her, but she simply doesn’t care because his lips are soft and his hand is wrapping around her hair, tugging her closer, and the chain between them is rattling and she cannot get enough of him. Ryu Seojin is kissing her, the boy who, for so long, only seemed to think of her as a friend and then an enemy, is kissing her, and it’s surprisingly delectable. 

			She vaguely remembers that one of her Doves did give him kissing lessons, and she applauds Jiho for doing her job exceptionally well. 

			When she finally draws back, breathless, Seojin’s chest rises and falls unevenly. 

			“You have me,” he rasps, eyes so wide and hopeful, and she suddenly understands: he gave this to her, to show her…that she is not alone. “You have me, Iseul.” Seojin swallows hard, reaching a shaking hand toward her, tenderly brushing a strand of hair away from her face. “Is it enough?” he whispers, searching her eyes. “Is it?”

			It almost sounds as if he is begging.

			Pleading.

			Is it enough?

			It is…it is…

			She does not understand what it is. This buoyant feeling in her chest. This sweetness on her lips. 

			“I…” Iseul stares down at the chain connecting them. “I don’t know yet,” she whispers, but it’s not a no. 

			Damn him, it’s not a no. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

			The Prisoner

			It is not another memory, nor another confrontation, that awaits me on the next level. It is as if my mind knows I desperately need rest, need to make the most of the time I’ve bought by wounding the Dalgyal Gwisin. Severing its limb may have slowed it down, but it is still coming for me.

			And it will keep coming for me. 

			Until this ends—one way or another.

			The impossible strength and stamina I’ve carried within me for however long I’ve been running has finally begun to run out. I’m stumbling by the time I finally reach a silent clearing of snow and starlight. 

			This clearing is surrounded by frost-gleaming trees. As I stagger forward, breathing hard, a cozy chogajip appears. Puffs of smoke drift out from the chimney. Glancing behind me for any sign of the Dalgyal Gwisin, I hurry to the door and slip inside, where a crackling fire awaits…along with a blanket-heaped bed. 

			Thank the gods. I sway on my feet and slowly sheathe my sword after ensuring the door locks and that there is no hint of the Dalgyal Gwisin beyond the small windows. 

			Thankful for the warmth of the chogajip, I curl up on the bed and hug my knees close to my chest before un-focusing my gaze to look through the Prophecy’s eyes. It is the same as it has been—war and carnage. She is fighting to take Sanyeongto, working against a fair bit of resistance toward the kingdom’s northwestern sector. She has had some minor injuries but nothing dangerous. As for Rui, he has only suffered small cuts and bruises as well…and for that, I am grateful. It could be so very much worse.

			Pulling my gaze from my body, I burrow underneath the blankets. Rui has not been able to visit in so long, faced with the fight for Sanyeongto. I’ve not seen him since I escaped my cell. Have not had time to miss him, not between being chased by a Dalgyal Gwisin and facing my own fears disguised as levels to this prison. 

			Willing the red thread into view, I curl my fingers around it, knowing that my soul-stitched lives, and fights, on the other end of it. Although it may be a futile hope, I tug gently on the thread. Perhaps it will guide him to me, as it did that first time. 

			The fire crackles and pops. My eyes grow heavy as the minutes tick by, only opening when he arrives.

			The door from which Rui appears materializes on one of the chogajip’s walls, shining and golden. I am sliding shakily out of the bed a half moment later, staring at him, drinking him in. He still wears the Imugi scale-plated armor, the hilt of a firesword sheathed at his waist. Mud flecks his face, and his hair is held back from his face with a silver helmet that he removes with dirt-crusted hands.

			Rui, I find myself signing. You came. I’m glad.

			“Lina.” He smiles tiredly but fondly, looking around the chogajip. “Well…I have to say, this is certainly a step up from the cell. Where is our friend, the Dalgyal Gwisin?”

			Delayed, but not for long. 

			“Delayed how?”

			I chopped off one of its arms.

			Rui looks indescribably delighted. 

			Yet I swallow hard, unable to miss the way he is swaying haggardly on his feet. It is the same way I am swaying, unsteady and exhausted. You should sit down, I sign awkwardly, gesturing to the bed.

			Rui snorts. “I’m covered in grime and blood. I doubt you want that.”

			I don’t mind, I reply honestly. He smiles, a half-moon curve of the lips, and rakes a hand through his hair.

			“I can’t stay long. I only wanted to check on you. I felt you call.” Rui steps closer, hesitation flitting down the red thread. “Are you well, little thief?”

			No. Not at all. Yet… Yet I feel steadier than I did before. Calmer. As…well as I can be. And you? There is something he is not telling me, something that weighs upon his shoulders. I can feel it. A bitter mix of betrayal and fury pierces me from the outside, and Rui—after a beat of silence that holds more than I expected it to—clears his throat.

			“About that,” he says and shifts on his feet. 

			My fingers spasm in trepidation. What happened?

			“Well.” Rui’s eyes glitter. He cocks his head. “I’m afraid that Kang tried to poison me. And then when that failed spectacularly, he tried to, ah, behead me.”

			I gape, shock striking through me. What? Are you sick? Are you hurt? I cannot stop myself from rushing closer to him, taking his face in my hands and tilting it from side to side, scouring for any hint of injury or sickness. I have not felt anything but minor wounds from him, but what if the bond between us missed something? 

			Rui goes so very still under my touch, and I realize that this is the closest we have been in…so long. So very long. I stare up at his silver eyes, heart in my throat. My hands flutter nervously on the sides of his face before I make to move back…

			He raises his hands to mine, gently keeping them in place. “Please,” he whispers. “Please, don’t go.”

			My heart breaks in my chest. How can he still want me? After all the pain I have caused him, all of the selfish, terrible decisions I have made… How does he believe that I am worthy of him?

			His skin is so warm underneath mine. Rui leans into my touch, nuzzling my hands. The thought that Kang tried to poison him makes me sick to my stomach. Yet I know that Jeong Kang is no stranger to bloodshed. He brought my sister to hers. 

			I want to rip him apart. Slowly. I do. And perhaps at the end of this, I will. 

			Yet there is nothing I can do, not right now. Despite that, I feel myself sinking into a familiar bloodlust… 

			Sang’s words from underneath the willow tree echo softly in my ear. 

			“Revenge is ugly. And it’s ugly inside and out.” 

			Something aches painfully in my heart. What if…instead of losing myself in a violent craze, I care for the Dokkaebi in front of me? I think of Ryu Seojin, Sang’s younger brother, healing those who have suffered at the hands of another. Fighting back not with weapons sharp enough to kill, but with…compassion? 

			What if, instead of uncontrollably obsessing over how Jeong Kang must die and letting it consume my every waking moment until I lose myself again in the process, I reach out my hand to help Rui?

			I can do it. Or I can…try, at least. For now. I make no promises about leaving Kang alive when I am free from this place, but that is a thought for another time. 

			Slowly, I stroke the sharp edges of Rui’s cheekbones. He shivers slightly underneath my touch, eyes going half mast. I feel him begin to relax, and it is only then that I realize how terribly tense he has been. His breathing slows, evens. 

			And it feels strangely good. To do this. To help him, instead of hurting another. 

			Yet a few moments later, I again draw my hands away, and this time, he lets me: he must know I’ve a question to ask him. 

			Why did he do it? Why now?

			“To end the war. To kill your body by killing me. He was not…pleased…that I thwarted the Bulgae attack.” 

			The what? I demand and then listen in abject horror as he informs me of the twins’ ploy to stop the Prophecy. At how he intervened. Disgust curls up in my stomach. This, I did not see. I have missed much. 

			“Lina, I will not stop fighting for you until you are freed.” His eyes shine. “Gameunjang, little thief. Gameunjang is on our side.” 

			My eyes widen at the story of his meeting with the Goddess of Luck, absorbing his words with a holy reverence. To know that Gameunjang herself uttered this…encouraged him to stop the Bulgae…that Gameunjang knows that I am not the Prophecy…I press a shaking hand to my mouth. The cold spots cratering my heart begin to warm. 

			There is a way to stop our deaths. To stop the Prophecy. After years of praying to empty shrines in abandoned temples, a goddess has finally extended her hand to help me. I blink rapidly as tears blur my vision. There is hope, after all. 

			It has been so long that I forgot what it felt like, this buoyant feeling inside of me. Gameunjang herself believes I am worth saving from this tangled, knotted mess that is my fate. I sway on my feet, suddenly feeling so very light.

			Rui’s hands gently come up to steady me. “Lina,” he breathes. “Careful.”

			My heart stutters in my chest as his throat bobs. Gone is my hazy, confused resentment of him, snuffed out by the knowledge that Eunbi’s blood is not on his hands. That I was wrong. So wrong. 

			Instead, that resentment… It has been replaced by something else. Something I felt once before, some tender emotion that somehow has once again taken root within me now and begins to grow once more. I do not know how there is still space for it, yet…

			His throat bobs. “Little thief…” It is as if there is more that he wants to say, but then there is a faint scratching sound and he is stiffening, whipping to the window. “What was that?” he demands, and his voice is a soft snarl. Alarm jolts through me, and through the red thread of fate. Damn it. I thought I’d have more time, time to rest, to recuperate, before the Dalgyal Gwisin caught up… 

			The noise comes again. My eyes quickly find the source of it: two jagged, icy branches scraping against each other. I sag suddenly in relief, going as limp as a puppet cut loose of its strings. I am in no shape to fight. Not yet. I need sleep… 

			When Rui turns back to me, his face is grim. It is as if a clock hangs over both of our heads when he says, “You cannot let it catch you. And I cannot allow the Prophecy to take Sanyeongto. I must return. We are trying to contain her to the northwestern sector, but she’s nearly breached the north, where the palace lies. If she takes it, Wyusan is lost.” 

			He covers my hands with his and presses his forehead against mine. A tumult of emotions surges through my blood, more potent than a puff of halji could ever dream of being. 

			“Rest, little thief. Rest, and then run. Run back to us. Run back to me.”

			Our breaths mingle as I nod, as I close my eyes and wonder what we might have been without this war. 

			Would we be wed as we are now? Truly wed, not just out of our desperate ploy to thwart a Prophecy, but out of love? Would we be laughing? Hurling snowballs at each other on Gyeulcheon’s icy mountains? Or bickering, as we always used to, over anything and everything all at once? 

			So many possibilities. My throat aches as I step away. I wish to cling to him, but I…I am not worthy of his love. So I move back, even as he again reaches for me. 

			Be careful, I find myself telling him, and there’s so much more meaning beyond those two little words. Even with Lady Luck standing behind him, this war is ruthless. And it is bloody.

			He smiles, hesitant and hopeful. “Always.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

			The Prophecy 

			The fourth day is the bloodiest.

			We push closer to the northern sector from the northwest, where the Gyeulcheon-Wyusan forces are concentrated. There is a new style of fighting that has been implemented by the opposing army. Soldiers take on the Imugi in quartets. Two of these soldiers will be archers, the other two trained in the sword. This tactic has been more effective than I would like. The archers aim for the Imugi eyes, uncovered by protective scales. The swordsmen aim to strike the killing blows.

			Yet I have implemented new strategies, as well. Lightning to create fire, destroying infrastructure. Fighting the Dokkaebi with Chan’s firesword, piercing their armor. Collecting the firearrows, shooting back with striking aim. To retaliate against the quartets, I order my Imugi to fight in pairs of two, the better to guard one another. And there is, of course, the matter of the venom. It’s quite useful, how quickly it incapacitates the opposing side. My Imugi are relentless with it, and as rain pounds from our summoned storms, it is hard to avoid the poison through the sheets of water. 

			Haneul and I battle, although it is different than before. I do not wish to wound myself, and he doesn’t wish to kill the body belonging to his weakling of a wife. Thus Haneul and I are evenly matched, and the columns of Dokkaebi fire he utilizes are his only advantage against me. Inflicting the flames upon me does not seem to impact him at all. Even with the red thread of fate tying our wounds together, the emperor is still immune to his own fire. He remains the only being who can walk through those flames and not feel a lick of pain. 

			I evade the fire as I have, dulling it with unnatural winds and rains. My goal is to subdue him, to capture him, to neutralize him as best I can—without killing him. His goal is the same. Yet every time I manage to strike him, I must feel the same pain for as long as he does. It is a fool’s battle between us, and I am enraged. 

			So strong is my army’s storm that it is a weapon as well—a weapon that unsteadies fighting soldiers, shoving them off-balance and obscuring their vision with sheets upon sheets of icy rain. Thunder booms as my forces, and I finally break into the northern sector, the palace within reach. I laugh as the bedlam reaches a frenzied, desperate pacing. Around us, all other buildings burn and burn and burn as lightning strikes wood before being quickly drenched by the rain. 

			As the capital’s scout towers collapse, soldiers are trapped underneath scorched tinder. Wood whips into the air, slicing open skin. 

			I laugh. 

			The hours pass, punctuated by the cries of the fallen. But there is no stopping me now, not when the palace is so very, very close. When I take Moon’s palace, I officially take the throne and claim the second kingdom out of the three. All that will be left is Bonseyo—poor, fractured Bonseyo, whose royals are too focused on their in-fighting to concentrate on the impending war.

			As if they can already taste the victory, my Imugi become even more vicious, striking and striking hard in their pairings. Uloe and Beongae, both without their riders since Iseul’s capture and Bomin’s death, take the lead, cutting a path toward the palace for Sonagi and me to follow. The battle reaches its crescendo, a glorious, glorious crescendo, and Haneul—atop his chollima—attempts one last desperate attack on my army, pelting Dokkaebi fire down from the sky, aiming for the rearing serpents, aiming for me. 

			The blue orbs crash into the blood-soaked earth, sending clods of dirt and stone flying up at its impact. It singes Uloe, who hisses in pain, and chars some of Beongae’s scales. Yet their wounds are soothed by the storm, and I—with a vicious leer—aim for his steed with one of my venom-tipped arrows. The Dokkaebi himself will be fine, will teleport away, but this horse has been a constant thorn in my side. 

			Haneul’s eyes widen in alarm and he veers away, mouth moving urgently as he speaks to the chollima. My arrow is loosed, but the chollima plummets feet below where it strikes, tucking in her white wings before extending them once more. Haneul, face grim, leaps from his steed and she zips off, anxious for safety. 

			He hits the ground hard in front of Sonagi and me just as we approach the hundreds of stone steps before the gleaming red palace. With his soldiers nearest us cut down, and the rest engaged behind me with my serpents, the emperor is the last obstacle before the kingdom of Wyusan is entirely mine and its capital city of Sanyeongto falls. 

			Sonagi rears, hissing, but she is unsure of how to attack him without attacking me. This new combat is…difficult. How does one abduct an emperor by using minimal harm?

			“You won’t pass,” Haneul says, drawing his firesword, extending the blade.

			I roll my eyes. “Please, husband dearest,” I croon, sickly sweet as he flinches, “let’s not pretend that you’ll do anything but refuse to harm a hair on my head. I can feel her, you know, running around in here”—I gesture vaguely to my head—“doing who knows what. Whatever it is, Haneul, it will not work. Wyusan will be mine, as soon as you step out of my way. And Bonseyo will follow immediately after. My destiny will be Fulfilled, and there will be nothing that you, or she, can do to stop it. Now, move.”

			Haneul scowls, twirling the blade. I watch as his eyes flick up—toward the heavens, the raging storm, in which something seems to…stir.

			The gods. 

			They’d best not descend. The sun and moon deities, according to Bomin’s intelligence, are not to be expected until after they have recovered, which was projected to be sometime after the potential taking of Sanyeongto. The twins hoped to give Rui a chance to prove his competence. 

			I note that Haneul does not look pleased at the thought of divine intervention, either. 

			I wrench my gaze down from the storm. If there is a divinity lurking up there, it is prudent that I end this quickly—

			Something dives down from the dark sky, a blur of black feathers and a sharp, sharp laugh that cuts through the battle. My eyes widen as Haneul, head whipping upward, curses violently—and as the creature swoops into him, sending the Dokkaebi flying through the air, and landing in the bedlam behind us. I feel the pounding pain at his impact—the way that his breath is knocked out of him, ensuring he cannot yet utilize his teleportation magic to return—but I pay it no heed as I take in this new arrival who now stands on the first step of the palace stairway.

			Stands, because the creature is not a creature after all but a young man, with deep, angular brown eyes and short, spiky hair. 

			A young man with large raven’s wings jutting out from his back.

			His eyes lock with mine. I am half ready to attack, but he only smiles and steps aside.

			Sanyeongto’s stairs loom before me. At the top, the capital’s palace awaits.

			With a wary look at Haneul’s attacker, I begin to ascend the stairs with Sonagi following behind me. And as Dokkaebi desperately teleport themselves in front of me, as arrows soar through the sky, as bloodshed stains those thick stone stairs, the strange boy laughs and laughs and laughs.

			He is still laughing as I take the throne. 

			He is still laughing as Wyusan becomes mine. 

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			They all feel it as the second kingdom falls, its legs cut out from beneath it. 

			It is a great rumble throughout the Eastern Continent, as the earth itself is groaning in terror. The towering pines of the Wyusan Wilderness tremble and shake, the icy mountains of the Yaepak Range crumble, avalanches of white roaring their fear. In the Yongwangguk Sea, a weary lobster falters as the sea’s sandy floor trembles, small cracks splitting and growing and stretching. 

			A small boy in Sunpo wails as the grimy kingdom shakes, as the unstable huts just outside of Fishtown cave in on themselves, as the Boneburrow’s jumaks and pleasure houses shudder. He clings to his appa, who holds him tight with hands sore and calloused from the building of the Goddess of Wrath’s temple.

			On the Sanyeongto Battlefield, a terror-stricken Dokkaebi emperor lurches away from Imugi venom as the serpents hiss in celebration, golden eyes shining with triumph. No, he thinks. No, no, no—

			A girl trapped within the intricate planes of the mindscape falters on the stairs she climbs, hands flying to her mouth as she feels it, too, that horrible assertion of victory. Trembling, she begins to run faster, taking the stairs three—then four—at a time, but the staircase seems to stretch on forever and ever and ever… 

			In the hidden pocket-realm of Gyeulcheon, a muzzled advisor staggers in his apothecary, clutching his staff tightly, knowing what has occurred and wishing desperately his poison had worked, his weapon had hit true, and that his emperor was more selfless than he is, than he has potential to be. 

			Not far away, in the sickbay, a Gumiho chained to a healer gasps in surprise as battle-weary Dokkaebi soldiers appear from Iseung, heads bowed, a victory lost. The healer takes in the injuries, the burned flesh and weeping eyes, yet can barely move as he listens to those horrible words of defeat…

			Bonseyo’s emperor chokes in surprise as the ground quakes, the floor roiling. Once he has gotten ahold of himself, he shouts for his guards, a cold sweat breaking out on his neck. 

			And far above, in the realm of the gods, the moon goddess and her brother exchange glances of discontent. 

			“The Dokkaebi has failed,” she says, stroking the flaming fur of her Bulgae. 

			“You know what we must do now,” replies her twin. “We gave him the luxury of another chance. Now he has none.” 

			Dalnim sighs. “Of course,” she murmurs. “But I will not take any pleasure in his death.”

			Haemosu unsheathes his golden sword. “I will,” the sun god whispers, and a shadow darkens his face as he glances down to the burning realm below.

		

	
		
			PART THREE

			THE FURY OF THE GODS

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

			The Prophecy

			THREE DAYS LATER

			“They kept me in the dungeons,” Jeon Eunwoo of Bonseyo says, leaning back in his chair and smiling. The bastard prince is always smiling, but it is not one of cheer. There is something distinctly unhinged about Eunwoo’s smile, and his dark eyes are hungry for something—perhaps even ravenous.

			For what, I cannot fathom. Revenge, most likely. Yet sometimes it seems like he longs for something more, something that runs deeper. And it feels like he smiles because he has heard, somewhere, that a smile brings forth whatever he is seeking. An end to his eternal loneliness, perhaps. He is starved for even a sliver of affection, and I will gladly give it to him, if it means his loyalty. A winged prince is a useful tool to keep in one’s pocket. 

			And this winged prince is Jeon Eunwoo. Bastard son of Emperor Jeon and—if this strange bird boy is to be believed—a winged Seonnyeo, one of the pantheon’s Heavenly Maidens, renowned for their beauty. The emperor was frightened of this son, with the feathered extensions of a raven and sharp, purple eyes—who the maiden left on the palace doorstep before returning to Okhwang. In the Jeon Dynasty, the royal family is known to kill each other for power, and it was clear that even as an infant, Eunwoo was powerful. The emperor would have killed him, yet he feared the Seonnyeo would punish him for his transgression. 

			I watch Eunwoo warily as he walks his pale fingers across the wooden surface of the long table in the Sanyeongto war room, on which a map of Bonseyo is spread. “They chained me to the ground so I couldn’t fly. I spent most of my twenty years down in that dungeon. I made friends with the rats. Knew all of them by name. Yet above ground, nobody knew of me.”

			Eunwoo was allowed to step foot above only for sunlight and for when the emperor knew the maiden would look down for her son, which she did on every eve of his birth, perhaps only out of some distant nostalgia. It did not seem as though she was particularly interested in seeking him out any other time of the year. 

			They kept him well-fed in there, in preparation for his mother’s annual glimpse. Allowed him outside every week to feel the sunlight on his face. Yet they never let him fly, keeping a heavy chain with an iron ball attached to his ankle. He showed me the pale band of flesh where it used to be. 

			Used to be, because Jeon Eunwoo apparently escaped from Bonseyo four months ago on the eve of his twentieth birthday. It had been a plan years in the making, and he had just barely pulled it off. In the dungeon, he had trained, using the heavy chain around his ankle to his advantage. He learned how to move with the weight, working his muscles until he was strong enough to learn to fly beneath the towering ceiling, even with the iron ball. No guards reported this to his father; no guards were there. Everybody thought Eunwoo complacent. 

			They were wrong. 

			The moment he was unchained and released on his twentieth birthday, Eunwoo killed the three men accompanying him in the royal garden and flew out of Bonseyo as quickly as he could manage. Without the chain, he was faster than he’d ever expected, and even his father’s archers could not shoot him down. Eunwoo flew and flew until he reached a rural Bonseyo village far away from the palace, where he heard of me. Of my war. Of my plan for Bonseyo, which the royal family has still disregarded. 

			Thirsting for vengeance against the family who imprisoned and abused him, he set off to Sanyeongto. And now he sits before me, tapping the Bonseyo map.

			“And because I was in the dungeons for near to twenty years,” Eunwoo says, “I know their secrets. Secrets that could be useful for you.” He eagerly walks his fingers over the sketch of Bonseyo’s palace, which is surrounded by a dense grove of persimmons and apples. Bonseyo is renowned for their fresh produce—fruits and vegetables so sweet and so fresh they’re sold for an impossibly high sum of yeokun in the Sunpo Fingertrap. “Such as how to enter the palace without anyone—even my father’s army—knowing.”

			Taking a moment to eye Eunwoo carefully, I lean forward and lace my hands together. Sonagi is beside me, gleaming eyes watching the prince in more than a little interest. Ever since he helped secure Wyusan for my own, Eunwoo has been with my forces, acting as if he is one of my own. Yet that does not mean I have given the entirety of my trust to this strange bird of a boy. Never had I heard of a bastard son in Bonseyo. 

			What if he is a gift horse that I have looked in the mouth? 

			That is to say, what if he is a spy, sent by the gods?

			Or by the Jeons themselves?

			But then why would he have attacked the Dokkaebi emperor, why would he have given me this second kingdom? The armies had no choice but to retreat after Wyusan’s claiming had sent tremors through the earth, and as my Imugi—crazed with both triumph and bloodlust, such a beautifully dangerous combination—had surged forth with renewed vigor. The Wyusan-Gyeulcheon alliance regroups in Gyeulcheon, suffering heavy losses.

			No, it is likely that I can trust Jeon Eunwoo. His motives are selfish, which secure my belief in him. I know all too well the craving for revenge, how sweet it is once tasted. 

			“I will gladly take this intelligence. But first, the army you’ve mentioned,” I say. “Tell me, Eunwoo, are they entirely unaware of the approaching threat? Do you know?”

			“All sounds travel down to that dungeon,” Eunwoo replies, the legs of his chair abruptly hitting the ground. His smile wavers but then sharpens, as if he is afraid that a glimpse of weakness will not impress me.

			The prince is right. It won’t. 

			“I’ve heard every single whisper in the palace these past twenty years. Of course I know,” he says. “Emperor Jeon’s army is not worthy of any accolades.” Eunwoo waves a pale hand at the map. “Oh, they have weapons, and they have a line of command, but what use is any of that when there’s barely any semblance of military training? My father”—a strange expression crosses his face, half longing and half hatred—“spends the royal budget on himself. Gold, baubles, secondary palaces, luxury ships, etcetera, etcetera. And the only trained soldiers are the ones who guard him from my backstabbing aunts and uncles and cousins. They don’t have leave to share their knowledge with the base troops.” 

			Interesting. Until now, I have taken Bonseyo’s silence to mean ignorance. But perhaps it is a pre-emptive surrender. Perhaps they know how woefully underprepared they are. If so, they are cleverer than Wyusan by far. If only dealing with Empress Moon had been half as easy. 

			“In other words,” Eunwoo continues, searching my eyes eagerly, “you have no reason to worry. As for whether my father knows you approach, the answer is yes. It would have been impossible for him to ignore all the Dokkaebi who came to barter with him. He plans to hand over the keys to the kingdom when you arrive. He wanted to flee, but he wants power more. He stays only to make sure that none of his relatives seize the throne when he’s gone. And he thinks he can strike some sort of deal with you, get a title as a lord, maybe a slice of land for his trouble.” 

			“And the people?” I ask slowly.

			Eunwoo shrugs in a jerky, unsure motion. “How many people do you think live in a kingdom run by a dynasty who have more fun killing each other than tending to the kingdom’s infrastructure?”

			That’s true. Most of the Eastern Continent’s population is concentrated in Wyusan and Sunpo. 

			“The few villages there probably won’t even care about your invasion,” Eunwoo explains, and it’s clear he’s waiting for my satisfaction and thanks, as a dog salivates over a bone. I make my lips curve upward ever so slightly. Eunwoo’s relentless desire for connection is growing tiring, yet it is a sacrifice I must make. “In fact, they’d probably like being ruled by you more than they like the Jeon Dynasty. What’s your opinion on basic necessities like rations of rice and clean wells?” 

			“I am not entirely opposed to them.” A goddess needs healthy and hale worshippers, after all. 

			“Well, there.” Eunwoo’s strange smile takes on an excited edge. His words come faster and faster in clear hopefulness that he has proven his worth by providing this intelligence. Pathetic. “You’re better already. Now, back to the route I think you should take.” His finger returns to the map, tracing a line through the persimmon grove. “Not even my father knows of the underground tunnels leading into the palace dungeon. The Bonseyo Shadowshafts. I’ve seen them; I’ve explored them while imprisoned. I could never use them to escape, though: they’re blocked off. But something tells me you’ll be able to get through.” He flicks a hesitant glance at Sonagi. “The Shadowshafts start here, where the old mines were.” His finger moves to the very beginning of the vast orchards, just after Habaek’s Bridge. Habaek’s River winds all along the continent, with a good portion dividing Wyusan from Bonseyo. “Take them, and you will enter the capital’s palace with the Jeons none the wiser.”

			I tilt my head, tracking the path from here in the Wyusan capital to that first stretch of orchard. We would journey north for a few days before reaching Habaek’s River. The bridge is a large, stone arch and could easily hold the weight of my Imugi.

			My forces, despite the losses at the Battle of Sanyeongto, are recently replenished. The Imugi injured in the Battle of Seocheonkkotbat are recently returned from Jeoseung and fully healed thanks to Daeyang’s excellence. With them, we could make quick work of Bonseyo, even with the possibility of the gods becoming involved for this final battle.

			“Clever,” I murmur. Clever, indeed. 

			Eunwoo practically preens, feathers ruffling. 

			With the Prisoner running amok in my mind and no doubt intending escape, and with the gods discontent in Okhwang, this strategy could make quick work out of reaching Fulfillment. Once Bonseyo is taken—once the tunnels take me to the palace located in its capital of Gohtan—my Imugi, my beautiful, beautiful Imugi, will transform into Yong. Dragons, taking to the skies, delighting in the power that they have waited so long for—waited through hunts for their scales, wars against gods, and time spent in Jeoseung. 

			“What do you think, Chan?” I croon, turning to look at the general tied to a chair in the corner. He is just barely conscious now, with bloodshot eyes, matted hair, and pallid skin. He cannot reply, of course. There is a sedative-soaked gag stuffed in his mouth. 

			Killing him would have been such fun, but I think I prefer drawing it out this way. Letting Haneul rot in the knowledge he could have saved him with a simple switch. I’ve told Chan, of course, of Haneul’s refusal. I’d like to let that stew. Simmer. Perhaps, when I finally capture the Dokkaebi emperor, I can torture him with his friend’s hatred. 

			“No opinions? Pity. You had such strong ones in the past,” I purr before turning back to Eunwoo. “This was most useful,” I say. “I assume you will want a part in ending the Jeon line?” 

			“You assume correctly,” the prince replies, smile finally dropping, eyes darting toward his feet. 

			“Then you shall have it.” I incline my head. “But still, there is one more thing I need from you.”

			Eunwoo’s wings ruffle in excitement. “Consider it done,” the princeling breathes. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY

			The Prisoner

			I am not sure if the faint chattering is the sound of the Dalgyal Gwisin’s teeth as it hunts me, or the sound of my own quaking bones as I crouch within the shadows of the Temple of Ruin, clenching my firesword so hard that it hurts. Outside, I hear its faint, hungry murmurings as it searches for me. I rested for too long in the chogajip, lulled into a false sense of security by the soft bed and crackling fire. And now, the monstrosity chasing me has caught up once more. Breathing hard from my sprint up the mindscape’s stairs to this level, I do not turn around…until there’s a soft, almost wry, clearing of a throat from behind me.

			Sword up, I whirl on my feet, adrenaline spiking in my blood. The dust coating the dark bamboo floor of the temple swirls into the air like snow. It falls softly down onto the dark-red hair of the woman kneeling in the abandoned room’s center, moonlight streaming in from the one window high above. She wears a crimson hanbok, and her eyes—although warm and brown—are ancient. So very, very ancient. 

			When my gaze strays to the red thread she holds in her hands, I know exactly who she is.

			My stomach bottoms out as Lady Luck smiles at me. 

			“Hello, Lina,” says Gameunjang softly. 

			Shock jolting through me like a bolt of lightning, I stagger back toward the door, inhaling sharply at the sight of this goddess. I do not notice how shallowly my breaths are coming until the Temple of Ruin begins to swim before my eyes. Apparently realizing that I can barely even stand, much less walk toward her, Gameunjang rises and pads on slippered feet over to me. When she takes one of my elbows, her grip is gentle. When she lightly tugs me to where she was sitting and presses me down, she sighs. 

			The red thread of fate connected to my chest appears. Slowly, she runs a finger along it, and I somehow know she is feeling each of my tumultuous emotions. They war inside of me, like two snarling tigers. Joy and awe as I look upon her, a deep gratitude that she has extended a hand to help…yet hurt fury that it was she who pushed me into this terrible destiny in the first place. 

			“I understand,” says Gameunjang. “Your soul-stitched feels much the same.”

			I know I should bow, but the only thing I can manage is a half-hearted slump. Outside, the chattering of teeth grows louder. Gameunjang frowns slightly over my shoulder. “Ah,” she murmurs. “That would be Yego.” 

			Yego…? I think in bewilderment. Does she mean…

			Gameunjang sighs fondly, like one might do to a misbehaving dog. “Yego is one of my children.” At my obvious shock, she raises her brows. “Dalgyal Gwisin are heralds of fate. Do not tell me that you never saw the connection. Although…Yego is admittedly a bit too zealous. How many times do I need to tell him, ‘Do not eat people before it’s their time. Only let them see you so they may know what is coming’? I am sorry he’s hunting you. I would have a stern talk with him if I believed it would change anything. But despite my urgings that you must be allowed to return to your body, he is stubborn and rebellious, so the most you can do is make sure he doesn’t eat you. Yego is one of the very few that can…defy my wishes. As I understand Rui told you, you must return to your body. If Yego catches you in here, you will not succeed. And you must succeed. You must thwart the Prophecy. It is the wish of fate.” 

			“Yego” can defy Gameunjang herself? Bile creeps up my throat, and the terror of the Dalgyal Gwisin grows inside of me. This does not bode well. I lick my dry lips and begin to sign questions—how this war ends, why she has sided with us—but Gameunjang holds up a hand of her own.

			“I am not here for that,” she tells me, softly yet sternly. “I followed the thread between you and your soul-stitched. I’ve come to give you a gift. Do you know what a dongsimgyeol knot is?” 

			A dongsimgyeol knot? Yes. It is an elaborate, romantic thing, signifying “one mind” or “the binding of two hearts.” It is so far from what I need from Lady Luck that I briefly consider storming away in frustration. Yet Yego’s chattering has stopped, almost as if he’s reluctant to burst into the temple while his mother is present. And perhaps I could use a few more moments of rest. Swallowing hard, I jerk my head in a nod.

			“Good,” says Gameunjang softly, passing me the length of red thread she is holding. “Let me show you how to make one.” 

			… 

			My hands ache around the thread as Gameunjang watches me try to replicate her deft movements with no avail. The knot—it is too complex. My fingers are not made for fine art. They were honed for brutal, ugly killing. 

			“You do not believe in yourself,” says the goddess, unhelpfully. I curse the day I prayed to her. “You do not believe that one such as yourself can create something as beautiful and delicate as a lover’s knot.” 

			It is unnerving, how easily she can read me. I blame my red thread of fate.

			And I have hundreds of scathing retorts at the ready, but unfortunately, my hands are quite literally tied up, so tangled they are in the string. Beads of sweat drip down my face. My eyes sting from the strain. At this point, I would rather face Yego than this tangled snarl of string. 

			“And you do not believe you’re worthy of his love,” Gameunjang continues, and I jerk back as if she’s physically struck me. Her eyes are almost pitying. 

			Is that what this horrible level is trying to show me? To convince me that Rui is right to love me, even after I caused this terrible war? After I failed him? After I failed everyone? I fling down my snarl of knots and climb to my feet, shaking my head. The goddess rises with me. 

			“You are soul-stitched,” says Gameunjang. “You are. Yes, he is soul-stitched to the Prophecy in hatred. But he is right that he is bound to you in love. I myself shall confirm that.” 

			As my hands tremble, Gameunjang suddenly looks worried. “You will never create the dongsimgyeol at this rate,” she murmurs, and then her hands are on my face, and I am falling…

			Falling through threads.

			Threads of every color, stretching in every direction, with only darkness beneath them, in between them. Blue and purple and orange. Pink and green and white. As I fall past a string of yellow, I feel the soul-deep bond that is sisterhood—as I tumble by a black thread, I feel murky hatred and despair. Yet there is only one red string. 

			I gasp as I plummet down toward that one red thread in particular…

			And sink into it. Into the bond between Rui and I. 

			And I see…myself. Laughing, on a snowy mountain, fat white flakes shining bright on my dark hair. I remember this day, but this isn’t my memory. I’m staring through someone else’s eyes. 

			Rui’s eyes. 

			My cheeks are red with laughter and exertion as I hurl snowballs at him, shielding Eunbi—gods, Eunbi—from his snowy attacks. I stare. Is this…how Rui sees me? It does not match how I see myself—my eyes are bright and shining with mirth and kindness, not glowing with hatred and violence. My hands, as I tug off my mittens mouthing, Now it’s serious, aren’t stained with blood. They’re just…hands. Normal hands.

			I look like an ordinary girl, giggling so hard that I clutch my stomach. Stepping into a snowball hurling directly for Eunbi’s path, picking her up as she squeals and swinging her around in the snow until we both fall down. Rui’s gaze softens somehow, the moonlight above glowing brighter as he looks at me, trapped underneath Eunbi. His eyes focus on the snow crusting my lashes and the way I’m sticking my tongue out at him. 

			The snow shifts underneath my feet, and I feel like I’m almost being dragged back, back in time. The world blurs, and suddenly I’m watching myself from the dark ground of the palace gardens in Gyeulcheon. Rolling out of my safe hiding place in the shrubbery and charging an enemy I am far outmatched against. For him. 

			Rui’s eyes are unfocused, blurry from the pain of Jiwoon’s attack, yet I can still make myself out as I face down the rebel—trying futilely to protect him, despite my mortal body. Through Rui’s eyes I see my bravery, armed with nothing but a whip in front of a powerful immortal. Determined to save the Dokkaebi I was growing to love, even if it kills me. Rui’s emotions crest through me like a tidal wave. 

			Awe, relief, and joy…as if he’s looking upon a—a savior. 

			This is what Gameunjang shows me. These…these moments I’d forgotten about, in my despair. Moments where I am not the utter monster I’ve believed myself to be for so long now. Through Rui’s eyes, I watch myself laugh, and cry, and roll my eyes. I see my fury over the innocent humans stolen away by Manpasikjeok, my heartfelt apology and offering of protection to Im Yejin, the shipsmith I’d once hunted, blamed for the deaths of my parents. I see myself fight so hard against the Prophecy in the pouring rain outside of the vegetable shop in the Coin Yard, bearing the agonizing pain of Rui’s fire if only to speak to him as myself for what he feared was the last time. 

			Before all of this, I had been trying to be Good.

			Perhaps if I’d had more time, I would have gotten there. And perhaps…it’s not too late. 

			I know I’m no hero. Yet as I resurface from the thread, spiraling up back toward my body, I begin to think I am not the hateful, wretched beast I’ve believed myself to be. 

			Am I somewhere…in between? What was it I’d told Eunbi, so long ago? 

			“Nobody’s truly Good. And nobody’s truly bad. We’re just…us. Shades of gray in a dark world.” 

			Gameunjang’s smile is knowing. 

			“You can be worthy of Rui’s love,” the goddess says quietly, “if you allow yourself to be. Now, try the knot again.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

			Rui

			In the Gyeulcheon gardens, the Dokkaebi emperor stares at the scroll crumpled in his hands. The ink, still fresh, drips down his fingers like blood onto the withered plants below. Amidst the war, there has been nobody to tend to the once-vibrant grounds. The tall hedges are nothing but skeletons, the flowers slumped over in defeat, all color leached from their petals. Even the jade fountain in the center is ruined; it spills dirt and dust instead of the sparkling azure water it should. Rui sits on the edge of that fountain as a litany of curses runs through his mind.

			The missive was delivered to him in the mouth of a panting Bulgae, sent by the divine twins. They will be making their way here, tonight. The purpose of their visit is clear. Their Bulgae failed to stop the Prophecy, and Rui lost Wyusan. So tonight, he is to be their sacrificial lamb. Dalnim has apparently put aside her unwillingness to directly raise a hand to her own descendant. How thoughtful of them, to give him this time to primp and preen himself for his own death. How vain they think him. 

			Fingertips lighting blue with blue fire, Rui burns the scroll to ashes. This will yield…complications. 

			Significant complications. 

			For it is not yet time. 

			Rui tilts back his head, staring at his moons. They glow softly in the night sky, their crescents almost resembling mocking smiles. Everything is falling apart. He can feel his soldiers’ schemes: more than half of them, they too want to kill him, if only to kill the Prophecy. They have begun to chafe underneath their orders, and no amount of silvertongued speeches can soothe their ire. Sitting here, he would be a prime target for one of their assassination attempts, if not for their fear of his fire. Rui’s lips twist bitterly. 

			And then he gasps. 

			The red thread stitched to his heart has suddenly appeared, giving him a frantic yank. Eyes widening, Rui leaps to his feet, half expecting the Prophecy to impossibly appear in Gyeulcheon, but when the gardens remain empty and quiet, he knows it is someone else calling to him.

			His Lina.

			And as pain begins to wash over his body, he knows that she is in trouble.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-TWO

			The Prisoner

			The key from Gameunjang is small and red, with a charm replica of the dongsimgyeol knot attached to its top. It clinks against the other two as I slam the Dalgyal Gwisin—Yego—into the icy ground in the forest glade before the familiar chogajip. I taste blood in my mouth as I grit my teeth, straining to hold the beast down for enough time to behead it. 

			Damn you, Gameunjang, I think viciously. Control your pests—

			Yego heaves upward, and I tumble back into the snow, scrabbling to my feet as quickly as I can. The moment Gameunjang disappeared, Yego burst into the Temple of Ruin. This fight, this endless, damnable fight, has not ceased since. The entire way up the winding staircase was a battle; I am only relieved that the journey here, to this respite between levels, was rather short. It is exhausting, kicking and stabbing and ducking all while attempting to climb up steps. 

			This demon. I need to kill it. Now. 

			Breathing hard, I flip my sword in my hand as we circle each other. Having lost its arm, it walks hunched on its two legs, which are hidden by the stained hem of its bloody hanbok. Its teeth click, chatter, and gnash at me. “Pretty morsel,” it croons beneath wet gulps. “Pretty morsel…”

			I rush it. I go fast, and I go hard. I’m fueled by fury, and I know, as the blade of my sword nears its skinny little neck, that this is Yego’s end…

			It must know it, too, because the foul thing’s mouth slackens in terror. 

			And then it screams. 

			It screams, so loudly that icicles burst and shatter from the trees like glass, that I fall to my knees, unable to see, unable to think. Blood might be trickling from my ears; I am not sure. My firesword falls from my hand, and I can feel the hot stench of its mouth as it looms over me, teeth clicking, rotating… 

			In the corner of my vision, there is a glint of gold. 

			“LINA!” That enraged voice, filled with alarm and fury, is one I know well. Snow flies upward from the ground as a heavy body collides with the Dalgyal Gwisin, tackling it with impossible strength. Holding it down so I can make the killing blow. I leap to my feet as Yego throws Rui off him, and with a faint, enraged chittering, flees into the forest. Panting, I make to go after it, but Rui—rising with a growl— gently catches my wrist. 

			“You’re bleeding,” he warns quietly, brushing a knuckle against my forehead. It comes away red, and I grimace at the flash of dizzying pain, remembering a nasty fall on the stairs. I freeze as my eyes land on his forehead, where a similar gash drips gold. 

			I blink, swaying unsteadily. No. I thought…I thought he only shared wounds with the Prophecy, with my physical body. If I’d known, I would have been more careful. 

			If Yego catches me, devours me…for me, it means my meager existence in here is snuffed out, that the Prophecy is rid of me and may continue on unhindered. But what would it mean for Rui? Could it kill him? My head has begun to ache, and it is not only from the cut. 

			“Into the chogajip, little thief,” Rui murmurs, tilting his head. “You are in no fit state to fight.” 

			The hut is the same as last time—the crackling fire, the soft pillows and warm blankets, the swirling snow outside. Yet on the bed, there is a wooden box of fresh bandages and a damp washcloth. I reach for them, but Rui shakes his head.

			“Let me,” he whispers. “Please.”

			“You can be worthy of Rui’s love if you allow yourself to be.”

			Hesitantly, I give him a tiny nod, sitting on the edge of the bed. Rui stands between my legs, tilting my head this way and that, dabbing the cut delicately with the washcloth. 

			Thank you, I tell him. For—saving me.

			“It is an undignified sort of death, to be eaten by a creature that ugly.” Delicately, he begins to bandage the wound. 

			My thoughts exactly, I agree, and Rui smirks. The war, I say a moment later. I haven’t had time to…look. How goes it?

			Rui stands very still for a moment, smirk falling, and I know something is terribly wrong. “Ah. The Prophecy has taken Wyusan.”

			I’m leaping to my feet before he can stop me, sending him staggering back a few paces at the terrible reminder. I need to go. I need to go now. No matter that my legs are trembling with exhaustion from the fight up the stairwells. I need to… I need to…

			“Lina.” Rui’s eyes are grim. “You are of absolutely no use to anybody if you make yourself the Dalgyal Gwisin’s dinner.” 

			I give him a scathing look, mostly because I know that he is right. With pointed deliberateness, I sit back down, allowing him to finish tending to the cut. 

			What will you do now?

			“That remains to be decided,” Rui murmurs, stepping back. “Some, ah, complications have recently arisen.”

			What complications?

			“Well…” Rui raises a brow and then winces when the motion makes ichor drip down his face. 

			Oh, for the gods’ sakes. 

			It’s my turn to grab the washcloth and gesture impatiently for him to sit down. He has the same cut, after all, and although it may not heal until mine does, I cannot abide the sight of it, knowing it was my doing. “You must promise me not to…overreact,” he murmurs. “This is, after all, only a minor setback. Very minor. Nothing to trouble yourself over, little thief.”

			Oh, no. 

			Haneul Rui’s definitions of “minor setbacks” typically refer to conflicts of the earth-shattering variety. Suspicion flares up inside of me as I throw down my washcloth, tilt his head up until his eyes are fully open, and sign with cutting sharpness. Rui. What has happened? 

			Peering into his face, I note that those lines of stress have deepened. That his silver eyes have lost all of their sly, mischievous glitter. And gods, how my heart breaks. 

			Something is very wrong. 

			His throat bobs as he swallows hard. Through the bond, I feel apprehension, cresting on a wave of intense fear and guilt and hurt that soon crashes. His mask of indifference is crashing, and crashing hard. When his shoulders begin to shake, I do not think—I simply act. 

			The red thread flickers, appearing in all its scarlet glory as I wrap my arms around him, and draw him close to me. He grabs me, holds me so godsdamn tightly against him, face nestled against my stomach as he trembles. Rui’s breaths are coming fast, too fast, and I stroke his back, pressing him closer. 

			How long has it been since I have held him like this? 

			Rui’s breath hitches as he hyperventilates, and I almost speak, then. Almost murmur comforting words. They bloom on my tongue, tasting bitter and sweet all at once. Yet when I part my lips, debilitating fear and horrible shame slashes through me, and I find myself sealing my lips once more, settling for holding my—my husband as he is overcome with a terrible panic that I feel through the red thread of fate. We stay like this for a long, long moment, until he begins to coax his sudden terror back down. 

			I watch him pull away and desperately try to don the mask he wore for so long—that casual, cool mien signifying wry amusement. But the cracks in it have become so deep that I wonder if he will ever wear it again. 

			Tell me, Rui, I sign. Let me help. Whatever it is.

			“Well,” he says, and I watch as he tries to smile in that old, sharp way, “I think that the gods have decided to kill me. Tonight, in fact.”

			Blood roars in my ears. My hands shake. 

			No. This is…bad. This is very bad indeed. My stomach plummets, and bile threatens to creep up my throat, but I attempt to remain calm for Rui. I have seen his despair; I will not add to it. Yet through the red thread, my fear hits him so strongly that he winces, glancing down at the red thread. 

			“I do not find this plot of theirs much to my liking. It goes against Fate herself.” 

			Will they not listen to reason? I ask desperately, and his eyes darken.

			“Gameunjang warned me not to speak of the ‘secrets of fate,’” he replies quietly. “I do not know if doing so would be ruinous. If somehow it would…warp the outcome.” 

			Perhaps if Gameunjang herself was not on our side, I would grapple with this. I would wonder if we should allow this, this sacrifice, for the greater good. Yet the Goddess of Fate herself is attempting to help us stop this Prophecy. We must heed her urgings. 

			What will you do? I ask Rui instead, with the terrible feeling that we are balancing ever so carefully upon a deadly precipice. 

			Rui grimaces. And I know that look of his so well that it is all I can do not to slap my hands against my forehead. 

			Rui. I give him a scathing glare. Please tell me that you are not going to try and fight deities on your own. 

			The fallout…it would be disastrous… Surely that’s not what Gameunjang wishes.

			After a long pause, he says, “I am not going to try and fight deities on my own.” 

			I am glad to hear it.

			His mouth twitches. “I’m going to do something even worse.”

			What could possibly be worse—

			“Oh, dear. Look at the time,” Rui suddenly says, eyes flicking to his bare wrist. He stands from the bed, turning half his face into shadow, hiding from the merry fire crackling in the hearth. “I fear I have to leave now—”

			Rui—

			“—but I’ll return soon, my love—” 

			Don’t call me that and then run away from my question, you insufferable Dokkaebi—

			“—farewell—”

			The door appears, but before he can step through it, I launch myself out of bed and tackle him. Without my immortal strength, I don’t expect to make much of an impact…but I take him by surprise and he stumbles. We fall to the wooden floorboards with a crash loud enough to shake the trees outside. 

			Rui’s breath leaves him in a rush of disbelief while I glower down at him. 

			Explain yourself, I demand, worry making my head ache. Rui is one to make rash decisions, and if he is preparing to rush headlong into something he is not ready for…

			Is it a trick of the firelight, or is that a hint of his old mirth dancing across his face, there and then gone? His expression does look softer, the stress lines barely visible as he gazes up at me. My hair falls like a waterfall around us. 

			Rui, I prompt.

			“It’s an entirely benign idea,” he murmurs.

			You said—

			“Completely harmless,” Rui rasps as he brushes a strand of hair out of my face, and suddenly I’m acutely aware that I am lying atop him, on his chest. That I can feel his heartbeat, slamming wildly against his ribs, that I can feel the warmth radiating off him, through his armor. His arms slowly, hesitantly, come up to hold me against him—as if cradling a bird with broken wings. 

			I don’t roll away. Not this time. 

			I…can’t.

			Because in this moment, with the snow drifting outside the window, and the fire popping, crackling in its hearth… In this moment, nestled against him, he feels like home. 

			In this moment, I know that what he, and what Gameunjang, said is true. That we, the two of us, are soul-stitched in love. He may be soul-stitched to the Prophecy in hatred, but between us, it is something so different. 

			“Lina,” he rasps, and I know that he felt it, my sudden hesitancy. “Please,” he begs. Begs. “Please, don’t leave me again. Not when I’ve only just found you.” The desperation in his voice is raw, bleeding with fear and hope. Rui’s grip around me tightens, as if he is frightened I will be ripped away from him once more, hidden in another secret corner of an unfathomable realm, nothing but a ghost of myself.

			Yet on my skin, Gameunjang’s key is warm. The small dongsimgyeol charm is a reminder, given by Fate herself. That perhaps I am worthy of him after all. 

			“You don’t need to feel guilty,” he whispers hoarsely, knowing precisely what I am feeling. “Not with me. Never with me. This…” Rui shakes his head. “What we have, little thief…it’s ordained by destiny itself. This is right. Tell me that you don’t feel it, too. Tell me and I will leave. But if you feel it…” He scans my face, eyes bright with emotion. “If you feel it, Lina… Stay.” 

			The truth is a cherry blossom, riding the swirls and gusts of wind, tumbling and turning. The truth is a bright, shimmering ember burning a hole in my heart. The truth is light in the darkness, a comfort to the pain, a salve to my bleeding wounds.

			The truth is that I feel it, too. 

			Of course I feel it. Despite everything I have done, everything he has done… Yes, I feel it. Like it is as much a part of me as my blood or my bones. 

			And with that admission, it is like magnetism, what happens next—some great and terrible force of attraction that lowers my head and brings my lips gently to his, pressing against him like the brush of a feather, light and sweet and soft. 

			I kiss him, and it is like I am breathing for the very first time since I lost myself to the darkness. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-THREE

			The Prisoner 

			Our lips are more hesitant than they ever have been, shy and vulnerable as they brush against each other, as if we half expect this to be a dream. Something that we’ll remember only foggily come morning.

			The bond between us seems to sing, and I can feel Rui’s joy and love mingling with my own, bright and sparkling and so eternal, so unending, as if flowing from an immortal ocean rather than a well.

			It is as if we are only taking small, delicate sips from each other—like butterflies tasting sweet nectar, savoring the sugary dew. I kiss him gently, marveling that even after all of this, he still feels the same. The shape of his lips, the taste of him, the way he smiles softly as I move an unruly strand of wavy hair from his face… All of it is as it was before the Prophecy, before this terrible war. 

			In this vast, forever-changing world, Rui is my anchor. My one constant, despite the forces that threaten to tear us apart. Even as I spiral and spiral, he is my gravity, always bringing me back to the ground. 

			Rui’s smile grows against my lips, yet he is… He is crying. Hastily, I move back, eyes wide as I stare at the sparkling tear tracing its way down the elegant planes of his face. 

			Rui? I swallow hard, shakily raising a finger to my lips. I scour him for any hint of distress, perhaps regret, but I only find his joy. 

			“Come back, little thief,” he murmurs, reaching for me. “I never want to be without you again.” With a gentle yet insistent tug, Rui guides me back down to him. 

			… 

			“I have to go,” he whispers onto the top of my head. It is a hoarse whisper, heavy with regret. Laying on him near the fire, I stir, opening my eyes and looking down at him in concern.

			The time we have spent reacquainting ourselves with each other was only a fleeting moment of light before the cold, dark reality of our situation seeped in. Rui’s body is not here, not truly. He is in Gyeulcheon, and the gods are coming for him, just as Dalgyal Gwisin is coming for me—lurking in the woods beyond. As my concern hurtles down the red thread, Rui smiles, and it’s a crooked—yet sincere—thing. 

			How is it, I marvel, that he came here with eyes like abandoned, haunted tombs? How is it that in such short a time, they have regained some of their light?

			Rui, please tell me what it is you plan to do.

			Rui sighs. “You won’t like it, little thief. In fact”—another crooked smirk—“you’re going to hate it. I’m half expecting you to hit me on the head and call me insufferable and altogether unhinged. But if you must know…” He hesitates, continuing only when I glower. “I’m going to allow myself to be kidnapped.”

			Kidnapped? I reel back, eyes widening. You don’t mean by—

			“Unfortunately, I do.”

			Rui. No. Absolutely not.

			“Rui, yes,” he replies sardonically. “It’s a clever idea, actually, Lina. And—ignoring the fact that it is supported by Gameunjang herself—I’ll explain why,” he says quickly as I roll off him, glancing around for some blunt object I can use to beat some sense into him. 

			“The Prophecy needs me alive,” he presses, voice now entirely serious. “She doesn’t want to die, but because our lives are linked, I am a threat to her. I could kill myself at any moment and bring her down with me. Somebody—like Kang, for example—could assassinate me and, by extension, assassinate her as well. So the tactic has shifted. She wants to capture me—keep me alive and unable to foil her plan. She’ll protect me from the gods, if only to protect herself. And it’s not as if she can so much as scratch me without feeling it herself.”

			Your troops—

			“Will be overtaken by Dalnim and Haemosu. They will fight willingly for them. I’ve already begun to lose their faith—I suspect that even without the twins’ intervention, I would have had to flee regardless.” His mouth tightens. “The road ahead is dark, but this path here—it could lead to light.”

			If you do this, I start, hardly believing that this war has deteriorated so rapidly that Rui has no choice but to seek asylum with the Prophecy inhabiting my body, believing itself to be some warped version of me, if you are held hostage, what then?

			“What else but sabotage?” Rui asks with a sharp, dangerous smirk. “If the Imugi were to mysteriously fall ill en route to Bonseyo… Well, that would be quite unfortunate, wouldn’t it? If everyone else insists on playing with poisons, I might as well try my hand—regardless of how cowardly it may be. It is only fair.” 

			I swallow hard. I do not want to accept this, but it…it makes sense, in a twisted and disorienting sort of logic, the very sort of logic Rui operates by. My eyes flick to the window, to the blizzard beyond. I have no other suggestions. As much as it worries me to admit it, this strategy of Rui’s may very well work, for no other option appears to me. 

			And if Rui does not take this path before him, he will die—tonight. 

			Fine, I sign, although I know he was not asking for permission. Rui, the stubborn Dokkaebi, does exactly as he pleases. Just…be careful. 

			“Always,” he replies, but his smile is a little less certain.

			… 

			I sleep fitfully the rest of the night, allowing myself only a few hours of rest, lest Yego burst through the door of the chogajip and devour me whole. My dream is…a memory, one that I wish I could leave far behind. 

			In it, I am standing in the Sunpo sewers, the stench of blood and shit thick in my nose as I stare into Sonagi’s luminous, golden eyes. She is coiled around me, black forked tongue flicking in the air, eager hunger rolling off her in waves. I know this scene—I know it like I know to avoid swimming in the strong currents of the Yongwangguk Sea, know that it is a dangerous, dangerous moment. 

			One that changed everything. 

			In this memory, I have just killed Asina and the other Blackbloods—the ones that so often tormented Sang’s brother, Seojin. Sonagi has just devoured Asina, leaving only a bloody finger behind, which will later be put in the sight of Konrarnd Kalmin as a calling card. And the Prophecy has just infiltrated my mind, for Sonagi has captured me in her gaze, has shown me the history of the Imugi-Dokkaebi war, has spoken those damning words to me. 

			“With one last breath,

			an empress will rise.

			From dust and shadow

			to bring sunrise.

			Follow her and her path will lead true

			to power and vengeance if from war you withdrew.

			What you seek has now been found

			for she is the Yeouiju who will lift you from the ground.

			And the Child of Venom will rule all

			Before making her home in Yeomra’s halls.” 

			Sick to my stomach, I try to lurch away. Yet I am held fast by some invisible power, forced to exist only within the confines of the memory, exactly how I was in this moment. Panicking, I attempt to awaken, but this dream is not a mere dream—something tells me that it is another trick of my mind, forcing me to confront another truth. 

			Words spill from my mouth, unprompted, tasting of bloody memory. 

			“The last stanza,” I say slowly. Before making her home in Yeomra’s halls. “Does it mean—” 

			“All living thingsss die eventually, Shin Lina. Even the so-called immortals. It is inevitable.” Sonagi makes a fluid gesture that I suspect is the Imugi version of a shrug. “Do not concern yourself with that part. It sssimply means that one day, you will passs. And we will come with you, for we are linked. Wherever you go, we will not be far behind. We will follow you to Jeoseung and back if needed, my child.”

			My eyes fly open as I wake gasping in a cold sweat, Sonagi’s last words to me ringing in my ears.

			We will follow you to Jeoseung and back if needed, my child. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR

			The Prophecy 

			“I’m willing to wager that you’re incredibly happy to see me,” Haneul says with a nasty grin as blood from a gash in his forehead trickles into his eyes. That same cut leaks green onto my skin, but I make no motion to brush it away as I stare him down, the Dokkaebi emperor Eunwoo apprehended in the dead of night, infiltrating this Sanyeongto palace from the northeastern side, armed only with his firesword and utterly alone. 

			A foolish plot. I felt his arrival, and he was most quickly dealt with. 

			Jeon Eunwoo stands behind the emperor in the throne room before the phoenix throne, a dagger held to his throat—more of a formality than anything. My newest soldier knows not to harm Haneul more than we must, knows that I suffer from the curious and altogether revolting affliction of being soul-stitched to this Dokkaebi. Yet the prince still looks at me in hopeful anticipation. I’ve already given Eunwoo my thanks, but it’s clear he wants more—more verbal praise, more chances to prove himself, more of a bond between us. 

			Exhausting. 

			Silently, I cock my head, unsure what to make of Haneul’s presence. At surface level, this seems to be some sort of pathetic assassination attempt. Yet Haneul has avoided attempts like these for precisely the same reason this one failed: I sense him. And he has gone to such lengths to keep this body alive and breathing, has certainly had some part in freeing the Prisoner from her cage… I do not believe that Haneul came here to kill me.

			So why is he here?

			Standing from the throne, and descending the dais, I eye him warily. I circle him, watching as his jaw works. Curious, I think. Very curious indeed.

			“Why have you come, Dokkaebi?” 

			Sonagi, lingering in the shadows, hisses her discontent as she waits for his answers. Haneul’s eyes dart to the Mother of Imugi, and his hatred is carried toward me on the red thread of fate. 

			“Dokkaebi,” I snap. “I am speaking to you.”

			“Yes, I know,” he retorts. “You’re very loud.” Haneul smirks. “Are you going to torture it out of me?” 

			I inhale thinly through my nose. He knows very well that I won’t, not when his wounds are mine as well.

			“Well?” demands Haneul. 

			Torture him I may not, but I will not allow him to feel so comfortable in my presence. I slap him hard enough that both of us see stars. It’s to prove a point. As my cheek burns, I refuse to acknowledge it, instead lifting a finger and signaling to Sonagi, who slithers from the shadows. 

			Haneul barely reacted when I slapped him, save for a blink of surprise—and hurt. I sneer. Has he forgotten I am not the one he longs for? I wait, and after a long moment, I am rewarded.

			“I came here,” Haneul says through ferally gritted teeth, “because the gods want to kill me.”

			This is enough to take me aback—but only for a tenth of a millisecond. “I see,” I say icily as Sonagi sways back and forth, hood flared, eyeing Haneul with no insubstantial amount of hatred. “Your quest for self-preservation continues. As does your laughable mission to help her.” I feel the Prisoner now, moving through the mind, scuttling like a roach. I clench my jaw, but the mindscape is far too delicate for my gnarled, mental fingers to catch her. 

			It matters not.

			She will face me before the end of this…and she will lose. My attention turns back to the Dokkaebi in front of me. 

			What is this, if not a trap? I cannot hand Haneul back to the gods if it means my death. I cannot kill him, with our fates tangled together. He has given me precisely what I wanted: his capture, his containment. Yet he does it selfishly. Haneul knows I will have no choice but to protect him. And no doubt the Dokkaebi has some plan for disruption and damage, some way to help the sniveling girl locked up in the mind. 

			I eye him for a moment longer. He’s not even trying to escape. Haneul is practically lounging against Eunwoo, not at all concerned with the knife at his throat. In fact, he looks entertained by it. Cursing under my breath, I wave Eunwoo away, and looking bewildered, the prince steps warily back. 

			Haneul turns to look at Eunwoo. “I have a question,” declares the emperor, taking in Eunwoo’s raven features. “Do you lay eggs and then feed worms to your young?”

			Eunwoo flinches, appearing more hurt than I would expect of any of my soldiers. My lips flatten in displeasure, and I give him a look of warning. Encouraged by the threat of falling into disfavor, the prince hastily replies, “Watch your tongue.” 

			“If you insist.” Haneul smiles mockingly. And a moment later—“Do you migrate with the change of seasons?”

			The prince glares at the ground, shoulders curving in. 

			“Can you throw your voice like a raven?”

			Eunwoo’s head snaps up, and his shoulders straighten. “I can,” he says, proudly, but the sound doesn’t seem to come from his lips—it seems to come from somewhere to his left.

			Haneul snickers. “How avian of you,” he drawls. 

			“Eunwoo,” I say sharply before the bastard prince can embarrass me further. Are those tears in his eyes? Ridiculous. “As we discussed.”

			With a harsh swallow, Eunwoo nods before loping off with one last venomous, glassy glower toward Haneul, who raises his brows.

			“And what general unpleasantness have you sent him off to do?”

			I eye him in disgust. What am I meant to do with him? 

			“Perhapsss you can sssedate him,” Sonagi offers. The emperor, although he does not understand the Serpentine Language, bristles and then sneers.

			“Hello, Sonagi,” he says nastily. “You’re looking well-fed. I remember, every Night of the Reaping, you’d gorge yourself on innocents. I do hope you know your palate is incredibly disturbing.” 

			“It’s a good idea,” I say to Sonagi, not taking my eyes off him. “But I don’t wish to test whether sedating him will also sedate me. The gods are restless. Perhaps they will come looking for him tonight.” 

			Haneul seems to be enjoying himself substantially more, now that we cannot kill each other and he is relatively safe from the gods. “And you, Prophecy,” he continues. “Isn’t it sad, knowing that you’re not really a person? You’re only a parasite. A pretender. But you do a terrible job of pretending to be Shin Lina.”

			My jaw clenches. “I am Shin Lina,” I retort, unable to stop myself. How dare he suggest otherwise? I am Shin Lina. I am. 

			“Oh?” Haneul’s eyes gleam. “Interesting. You’ve actually convinced yourself that you are her.” 

			“Stop,” I hiss. “You know very well that I am Shin Lina, Goddess of Wrath—”

			“Child of Venom, the Yeouiju, Empress of Sunpo, Empress of Sanyeongto, etcetera, etcetera,” Haneul drawls. “Spare me the titles. They only expose you for what you really are—a fraud.”

			And with that, I know precisely what I will do with Haneul.

			“Sonagi,” I say, breathing heavily, “fetch me a gag.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE

			Iseul

			When Ijun dies, she dies with a weary sigh. Her eyes flutter closed, and for the first time since she was attacked with Imugi venom, her face relaxes from pain, slack and still.

			“No,” Seojin breathes, and Iseul watches numbly as he tries everything, every trick in the book, but it’s no use. 

			Ijun is dead.

			Iseul stares at the woman’s still face with an uncomfortable feeling in her chest. Jae, she finds herself thinking. Where is the boy?

			A howl of grief answers her question. Spotting his mother, Jae comes running down the row of cots, tears spilling from his eyes. “Eomma!” he shouts. “Eomma! Eomma, no!”

			“Jae,” Seojin rasps, turning to the boy, face ashen. “I’m so sorry—”

			Jae sobs and launches himself toward Iseul. Expecting his tiny fists to beat her, Iseul stiffens, but instead, the boy does something worse. 

			So much worse. 

			Crying, Jae wraps his arms around her, burying his face in her stomach, barely able to breathe through his pain as he seeks comfort. 

			For a moment, Iseul stands as stiffly as a stone statue, motionless save for her heart, which is ramming against her chest like the birds used to slam into the glass windows of the Dove Coop. Her skin prickles, and she does not know what to do with her hands as Jae sobs, holding her close. 

			Swallowing hard, she meets Seojin’s eyes. They soften, as if he knows exactly what she is feeling. Hold him, he mouths. Hold him, Iseul.

			Hold him, like she wished to be held after the hunters killed her parents. Hold him, and give him the only comfort she can offer: the warmth of her arms, the knowledge that he isn’t alone. Iseul’s throat feels strangely swollen as she kneels down, wrapping her free arm around the boy’s small frame and holding him close. The child shudders, burrowing his face into the crook of her neck. His tears are hot against her skin.

			“Shh,” Iseul says, blinking rapidly as she scoops Jae up with one arm, propping him on her hip. He is so very, very small for a five-year-old. The short chain between her and Seojin rattles as he steps closer, and from behind her, cups Jae’s cheek. The child begins hiccupping violently.

			“He needs a calming tonic, or he’ll pass out,” Seojin says, low in Iseul’s ears. “Come this way.” Iseul allows herself to be gently guided over to one of the medical cabinets, where Seojin pours a bit of Soothing Sleep into a cup. But when he offers it to Jae, the boy turns his face away, crying into Iseul’s shoulder. 

			“Jae,” Iseul murmurs. “Just a little sip, darling. Please,” she half begs, concerned by the shallowness of the child’s breathing. If he continues crying like this, he might faint. It happened to her, when she was young. 

			Seojin tries again, and this time, Jae lets the liquid trickle past his lips. Slowly, his breathing steadies, and his eyes close shut. Iseul holds him tightly, and she only becomes aware that she, too, is crying when she tastes salt on her lips.

			She glances back to where a few Dokkaebi are covering Ijun’s body with sheets. Some horrible emotion blooms in her chest, and she knows it’s guilt. 

			Drat, Iseul thinks tiredly. 

			“Iseul,” Seojin says quietly. “We should find a bed for Jae. I received word this morning that…” He shakes his head, and Iseul knows in that moment precisely what has become of Jae’s father. One of the many casualties at the Battle of Sanyeongto. 

			Suddenly, with this tiny child held close to her, with Ijun’s body being wheeled out of the sickbay, Iseul hates this war. Oh, she despises the guilt she feels, the regret—but it is inescapable now. She has seen the ruin of this conflict, of Shin Lina. There is an orphaned boy in her arms and she cannot ignore that. She just…cannot. 

			Something rises up inside of her, something that has been growing and growing ever since Ijun spoke of the 43rd Division. Since Seojin kissed her like he knew who she was, beneath the anger, the rage. It is something that twists her insides. Something that has her glancing down to the handcuff attaching her to Seojin and feeling absurdly grateful that it is there. Otherwise, she never would have seen. And perhaps she would have been better off for it, but here, now… Iseul swallows hard. 

			Children, orphaned. Just as she was. Babies, understanding the violence of war more than they ever should. Running when their parents tell them to, hating themselves for the rest of their lives because they obeyed. What is this, if not another massacre?

			The Jeon Dynasty. Oh, Iseul still wants to rip their hearts out, wants to behead them with her giant ax, which she misses very much. But is it worth it, if the other two kingdoms burn? If the world falls apart, just for her? If children like Jae lose their entire worlds, are sent adrift into the unknown? Just as she was? 

			That suffering… She would not wish it upon anyone. 

			“Iseul?” Seojin asks gently. 

			She shakes her head and valiantly tries to collect herself. She fails. 

			Her world as she knows it—as she’s shaped it to be, carved with hatred and fury—crumbles around her. These people didn’t kill the Gumiho. Ijun was in the 43rd Division, a rebel force she’d never even known about. But what if she had? Would she still have joined Lina’s war? She has never let herself consider it before, but she does now, as Jae sleepily exhales into the crook of her neck. 

			No. She wouldn’t have. She would have taken this fury directly to Bonseyo’s Jeons, leaving the other two kingdoms well alone. Leaving the rest of humanity well alone. 

			And that is the horrible truth she must face.

			“Seojin,” Iseul whispers. “I’m lost.” 

			It’s a testament to their years and years of friendship that Seojin seems to know precisely what Iseul is saying. He blinks once, twice, and his voice is so heartbreakingly gentle as he replies. 

			“No, Iseul. I think you’ve just been found.” 

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			Kang

			Rui is gone, disappearing like a feather on the wind. That is what Kang attempts to explain to Dalnim and Haemosu, but it is somewhat difficult to explain when he is muzzled like a dog. 

			Scowling, the sun god strides over to Kang from across the throne room and reaches behind Kang’s head to break the muzzle. The metal pieces fall to the floor, and Kang slowly rubs his jaw, meeting Haemosu’s furious gaze.

			“Where is your emperor?” he demands. “Where has he gone?”

			“I cannot find him,” Kang explains as calmly as he is capable of, clutching his staff tightly. “Wherever he is, he isn’t in this palace.” Has his emperor run? Kang would not put it past Rui. “Your missive was too clear in its purpose,” Kang adds quietly, looking to Dalnim, who is rubbing her temples in frustration. “He knew what you planned to do. With all due respect, it’s as he has told you before: Rui refuses to kill Shin Lina. He will not put her in danger. I could have told you he would not willingly sacrifice himself.”

			“Damnation,” curses Haemosu, beginning to pace. “Any idea of where he’s gone?”

			“No,” Kang admits, a bitter taste on his tongue. “Only that he will likely have positioned himself where you cannot reach him.” 

			The sun god bares his teeth… 

			It is at that moment that a corridor of shadow emerges in the throne room, and a panicked foot soldier tumbles out, eyes wide with fear. Kang recognizes her as one of the remaining Dokkaebi stationed in Sanyeongto to retrieve victims. 

			He does not recognize the creature that tumbles out with her. A…winged boy, who looks exceptionally pleased with himself as he shoots past the gods and Dokkaebi toward the doors in a burst of speed and disappears, leaving the doors swinging.

			“Right,” Haemosu says after a long silence. “What the fuck?” 

			Dalnim is staring at the soldier. “Explain yourself,” she demands, silver eyes blazing. 

			“I had no choice,” pants the female Dokkaebi. “He grabbed me, took me up into the sky, and then h-he dropped me…I opened my portal, and h-he followed me here, grabbed me…”

			Kang’s eyes widen, and he exchanges alarmed glances with the gods.

			But by then, it is too late.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

			Iseul

			Iseul tears herself from Seojin’s embrace, eyes wide as something heavy lands behind her. “Oh, shit,” she breathes. A pale boy with dark hair and even darker wings meets her gaze, and her stomach plummets as he takes a step closer. Seojin’s sharp inhale cuts through the panicked cries of fleeing healers, and Iseul knows that somehow, this has something to do with Shin Lina. 

			The boy’s eyes have purple shadows beneath them, as if he hasn’t slept for a very long while. “It is time to leave,” he says, and there is a firmness in his tone that is almost menacing. 

			Outside of the sickbay doors, there sounds the sudden, hurried flurry of footsteps. A rescue, Iseul realizes as the boy impatiently reaches out a hand toward her. This is a “rescue,” orchestrated by Lina’s forces, although how the boy got in—and intends to get out—of Gyeulcheon is a mystery to her. 

			Jae, clinging to her, whimpers.

			“I am getting impatient,” the boy whispers, and it is more of a panicked hiss than anything. Iseul swallows hard. She must make her decision fast. To go, or to stay? To return to Shin Lina and help her raze down villages, orphan children, and generally spread terror? Or to stay here, with Seojin’s soft smiles and healing hands?

			What a dilemma. 

			Impatiently, the winged boy takes a step toward her, eyes on the chain binding her to the human boy. He unsheathes his dagger, clearly preparing to sever the chain—

			Iseul, holding Jae close to her, brings up her knee and kicks the boy in the face.

			“Unggh!” he howls, rearing back, hand on his nose which is at a funny angle and bleeding profusely. His eyes squeezed shut, he drops the knife, a glint of sharp metal falling through the air before clattering on the sickbay’s cold floor. With a smug little smile, Iseul admires her handiwork. 

			It’s never too late to turn over a new leaf. And here, with Seojin, she’d rather like to try. 

			“I really hate birds,” she says, almost conversationally. “I’ve never quite seen a bird like you, though. What is it? Are you an overgrown crow?”

			“Iseul,” warns Seojin at her back. The boy is wiping blood from his face.

			She turns to roll her eyes at him. This, here, is her victory. “Oh, he’s not going to—” 

			Seojin’s eyes snap to a point past her shoulder. “ISEUL!” he warns in a very different tone as she whirls on her heels just in time for the boy to launch himself at her with a growl of desperation. It rattles her for a moment, just how very deep that desperation seems to go. 

			“You have to come with me! I need to earn her trust…” 

			What ensues is a frantic scuffling, which proves rather difficult for Iseul, as she is holding a five-year-old child and chained to Seojin, who barely knows how to fight. 

			She has scarcely had time to set Jae down and shout for him to run for safety when the boy flips his fallen dagger into the air with a kick and snatches it with two fingers. Iseul’s wrist chafes against the manacle as she tries, oh she tries, to fend the winged boy off. But Seojin, the poor thing, has worked himself all up into a tizzy. He’s jerking her in entirely the wrong directions, utterly ruining all of her defensive positionings.

			“SEOJIN!” barks Iseul as he somehow manages to trip her with his foot. 

			“Sorry,” he pants. “I’m, oh gods, Iseul, I’m sorry…” 

			A moment later, Seojin is staggering back and dragging her with him. They both crash into the medicine cabinet, which sways…topples…and then falls sideways…

			Iseul shrieks in outrage as they both fall with it, hitting the sea of bandages and vials with ungainly thumps. Oh, this damned chain! She tries to flounder to her feet, but the winged boy is standing above them, casting a long shadow over the healer and the Gumiho. 

			With deadly precision, he brings down his dagger on the metal tie between Iseul and Seojin’s cuffs. The chain breaks. Iseul shrieks as he grabs her by the hair, hauling her thrashing body out of the sickbay and whizzing past the approaching soldiers. “LET GO OF ME THIS INSTANT!” she commands, and the order does not apparently carry much weight when it is high-pitched and panicked. 

			The boy ignores her, pressing a dagger to a Dokkaebi soldier’s throat, snapping his demand—to open a portal and allow them a way out of Gyeulcheon. When the soldier refuses, he slits his throat. And the next’s. And the next’s.

			Until one—a terrified Dokkaebi smelling of panic—opens a shadowed corridor behind him. Around the corner of the palace’s corridor, Iseul sees Seojin, running desperately after her, his hands outstretched… 

			But he’s too late. 

			Iseul is gone.

			More accurately, she is screaming her lungs out as the portal spews her and this bird-boy out into thin air, thousands of feet above Wyusan. He holds her tightly around the waist as he spreads his wings, the howling, autumn winds battering them to and fro. 

			“LET! GO!” Iseul howls. 

			“Do you want to drop to your death?” the boy shouts in her ear and loosens his hold on her, just enough for her screams to rise tenfold in volume.

			Furious, Iseul gnashes her teeth, imagining killing this bird boy with exquisite detail. Yet she has no choice but to cease her wild movements, lest she does indeed fall to her death.

			“By the way,” the boy continues as their fall steadies, and they begin to bank over the looming pines of the Wyusan Wilderness, on course to the capital, “I’m a little bit offended.” 

			“Really?” Iseul scoffs, her mind on more important things. 

			Seojin. She has to get back to him, somehow. Trust the universe to guarantee that the very moment she decides to be a nice, semi-good person, she’s captured and dragged back to the very army she’d just decided to officially desert. “Why’s that?”

			“I rescued you, and you broke my nose,” he replies, and Iseul frowns, wondering if that’s a thread of plaintive hurt in his voice. 

			“I fail to see the issue.” 

			“I rescued you and you broke my nose!” 

			The boy is whining. 

			“Hm,” Iseul says, wondering at what point she can escape from his hold without falling to a gruesome death. “I don’t see why I should care about that. I don’t even know who you are.”

			“I see that you hit first, and don’t ask questions until later,” he snaps—complains, really—although he is apparently attempting to conceal his disconcertion. “You break my nose before you even know my name—” 

			“What’s your name, then?” Iseul demands, mostly to shut him up about the broken nose. Really. It’s hardly anything compared to what she could have done… 

			“Jeon Eunwoo,” the boy replies. “Of Bonseyo.” 

			Jeon. Of Bonseyo. 

			Iseul stiffens, every muscle in her body seizing. “You wouldn’t happen to be related to the Royal Dynasty, would you?” she manages. 

			“Emperor Jeon is my father,” says the boy, a small, broken tilt to his words that Iseul ignores. “I am a part of his dynasty.” 

			And that, that is her breaking point. 

			The shriek Iseul releases has the animals of the Wyusan Wilderness cowering in their dens and wondering what sort of foul creature flies above. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

			The Prophecy

			Sitting on the phoenix throne of Sanyeongto, I stare at the two bloody creatures before me.

			Eunwoo is covered with a variety of thin, red scratches and mottled bruises. There are pine needles in his hair, along with a stray pinecone. His nose is clearly broken, his face covered in blood, and he is staring down at his feet in shame. His eyes are glassy.

			Iseul, on the other hand, is smiling beatifically at me. She is notably less injured, although she is sporting a black eye and a split lip. “Lina,” she greets, waggling her fingers. “It’s been a long time, hasn’t it?” She wears a manacle around her wrist like a fine bracelet and does not seem at all inclined to take it off. My Gumiho looks relatively the same, minus her beloved ax and the stealth suit I last saw her in. She has been fed, and her attitude is as much as it ever was—but there is something different, I think, in her glittering black eyes. 

			No doubt it is a product of her captivity. Iseul must be angry, now. Furious. I can use that.

			“Why,” I say, “does it look like Eunwoo fell from the sky into a pine tree?”

			“Because he did,” Iseul replies sweetly. “As his family is responsible for the Hunt, I took it upon myself to rectify the situation and teach a Jeon what it is to feel fear and suffering.”

			Ah. “Eunwoo,” I say delicately, crossing one leg over the other, “I take it you haven’t told Iseul the exact intricacies of your situation.”

			“What is there to explain?” Iseul’s eyes blaze. “He’s a Jeon.” 

			“You broke my nose before you even knew my family name!” Eunwoo exclaims, voice tight with emotion. He avoids my gaze. The prince is clearly frightened of losing my approval, and I watch as he fights to retain a rageful expression, rather than a wounded one. A weakling—but a useful one. 

			“You scared me,” she fires back. “I hate birds, and you are exceptionally birdlike.” 

			“I—” 

			Enough. I snap my fingers, and their bickering abruptly ceases. Eunwoo looks at me miserably in acute apology, and I wearily nod to him in forgiveness. To Iseul, I say, “I think you’ll find that Eunwoo hates the Jeons as much as you do, Iseul. The two of you should speak. I need collaboration, not strife. Tomorrow, we set out for Bonseyo.” In a smooth movement, I rise from the throne and descend toward the Gumiho. “But first, walk with me.”

			I take her through the gleaming halls of the Sanyeongto palace and carefully fill her in on all she has missed while in captivity. The taking of Wyusan, and Yeomra’s visit. The way my wounds are tied with Haneul’s… 

			“Which leads us here,” I say smugly as we enter the royal gardens. Many of my Imugi, resting while they can, lay in the autumn sun, crushing flowers underneath their large bodies. Some crack open sleepy, golden eyes that widen as they recognize Iseul. Uloe, having been dozing next to Beongae, practically squeals—if such a sound is even possible for an Imugi to produce—and slithers over to Iseul, ignoring his siblings’ protests as he glides over them.

			“Issseul,” he hisses excitedly, and she jumps before stroking his head, nerves still clearly frayed from Jeon Eunwoo.

			“Hello, Uloe,” she greets. 

			But this reunion is not why I have brought Iseul to the garden. “This way,” I say, leading her to the abandoned, wooden stables located just past the garden and guarded by Daeyang. Daeyang bows as I approach and slithers out of the way, revealing musty stalls and two prisoners. 

			Kim Chan is tied to one post of a stall, while Haneul is tied to another not far away. Haneul’s ropes are again a formality, as it does not seem to me that the insufferable emperor would even try to leave, but Chan’s are a necessity. He is awake as we enter, our boots clipping on the cold, hay-dusted ground, and he growls something undoubtedly vulgar from behind his gag. 

			“Our hostages,” I say smugly to Iseul, who gapes. 

			“Rui?” she says in shock. “How did you— When did you—” 

			The emperor narrows his eyes at Iseul but behind his gag makes no move to talk. A small mercy. Through gritted teeth, I explain Haneul’s particular situation. Iseul seems to be thinking hard as her eyes move from Haneul to Chan.

			“How do you keep him from teleporting?” she asks, pointing to Chan.

			“It’s simple enough,” I reply with a smirk. “He’s injured. When he heals, we wound him again. And those ropes are Yejin’s creations—”

			“For the ships?”

			“Yes. Also,” I add with a cruel smile toward the glaring general, “the gag was soaked in a sedative brew created by Daeyang.” My Imugi healer created the brew by chewing up various herbs and spitting them out, but Iseul does not need to know that. “It keeps him…disoriented.” Indeed, if one looks closely, they’ll see that Chan’s eyes are slightly unfocused. He is not able to concentrate enough to create a portal. 

			“Clever,” Iseul muses. “And when we ride to Bonseyo? What will you do then?”

			“They’ll come with us.” It is tempting to store the two of them in Jeoseung, but I feel that it is what the gods expect from me. They will be looking for him, and so I must keep Haneul close—and as such must keep Chan close as well. Besides, it’s been delightful, seeing Haneul worry over his friend. I may not be able to murder the emperor, but I can kill his soul easily enough. So Haneul watches as Chan suffers, and I delight in the torture of it all. I’ll drag it out, I think, before I murder Chan. It will be the most entertaining that way.

			Haneul’s eyes narrow further, as if he knows exactly what I am thinking. 

			I smile unpleasantly.

			Iseul and I leave the stables, making our way back to the palace through the gardens. “Tell me,” I say, “what information have you brought back? What strategies does the opposing army employ?”

			There’s a beat of silence before Iseul shakes her head. “Not much, I’m afraid. What about your informant? That one of Bomin’s?” She snaps her fingers, thinking. “Did we ever obtain his name?” 

			“General Lee Yongmin,” I supply. When Bomin was alive, he guarded the general’s identity closely, even from me. I did not mind, as long as the information was steady and reliable. Since Bang Bomin’s death, I have corresponded with the general, demanding his name. Too frightened to refuse, he gave it. Now he is held to his bargain with Bomin, despite the halji-dealer’s death. “His information is valuable, but he only knows so much. I do not know what the gods plan. Tell me, Iseul, have you heard anything?”

			She shakes her head. “Truthfully, Lina, I didn’t even know the emperor was here. Intelligence was rather expertly contained.”

			Displeased, I clench my jaw. “It was foolish of you to be captured in the first place,” I say icily, watching the Gumiho out of the corner of my eye. “I saw what happened. Distracted by that worthless, human boy on the battlefield of Seocheonkkotbat. I warn you, Song Iseul, the next time you display such foolishness, I will not be so lenient. Nor will I come for you again.”

			Iseul seems to be gritting her own teeth. “I understand,” she says.

			“Rid your heart of these worthless feelings for this worthless boy. They have inconvenienced me greatly.” 

			“I will keep that in mind,” Iseul easily replies, like the good soldier she is. “Now, may I be excused, Your Most Excellent Majesty? I’d rather like to hunt down a nice hanbok for myself, and perhaps even a nice bath.”

			With an indolent gesture, I wave her off. She does smell in need of a wash. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT

			The Prisoner

			The Dalgyal Gwisin has not shown itself since it scuttled into the icy woods. I know better than to be relieved. Yego is planning…something, and I must tread carefully. As I climb the final stairs to the next level, keys warm against my chest, I keep my grip on Rui’s firesword tight and sure, tossing a wary look over my shoulders into the shadows coating the stone in darkness. Yet there is nothing—no chattering of teeth, no glint of a wet, dripping maw—that meets my eyes. A feeling of unsettlement curls up in my stomach like a sleeping snake that will strike at a moment’s notice. 

			Is it possible that Yego went ahead of me? That now it lurks in one of the higher levels, lying in wait, ready to take me by surprise? I try to ignore the faint, and ominous, throbbing of my bandaged head wound as the staircase ends, and I step into a bedroom from times long past. The décor, the soft cream blankets of the bed, the lace curtains and other furniture imported from the Northern Continent, the smell of honey scented oils… I know who this room belongs to.

			Chara and Chryse wait for me, perched on a light pink love seat. Their eyes widen as their green eyes land upon me, and they stand in lithe, graceful movements.

			“Lina,” they chorus.

			Chara. Chryse… Are you real? Is it really them? This is not a memory like the scene in the gardens… It is something else, but I know not what. 

			Chara smiles mischievously. “That’s the question, isn’t it? I mean, for all you know, we might just be your ideas of us.” 

			“Oh, Chara, don’t torment her,” Chryse chimes in before giving me an apologetic wink. “We’re here, aren’t we?”

			I swallow hard, blinking back tears, and Chara rolls her eyes, but she looks sad. “Oh, Lina, none of that. We never blamed you. You should know that by now.”

			“Yet she doesn’t,” Chryse whispers. “Even now, after all this time, she doesn’t believe it. Not deep down, not really.”

			“I suppose there’s one way to take care of that.” Chara stands, expression determined. “Lina, we never blamed you. It wasn’t your fault. There,” she says, hands on hips. “Now, if that doesn’t satisfy you, I don’t know what will. Fight back those tears, Lina. We have work to do.” 

			Chryse rises from her seat as well, striding to the corner of their lavish room, where a large gilded mirror stands on a wheeled platform. 

			I don’t understand, I sign nervously as the mirror approaches me, and I avert my gaze from my reflection. What is this for?

			“It’s for you, honey,” Chara says gently. Her fingers nudge the underneath of my chin and tilt my gaze up so I stare at her, at her long-lashed green eyes and perfect, pert nose. The nose I always wished I had. “All of us, I think, had complicated relationships with our bodies.” 

			I can’t stop my lips from parting in surprise, and Chryse sighs. “Our entire function in the Talons was to be desirable,” she says, joining her sister’s side. “To be the epitome of lust. It’s what kept us alive and useful to Yoonho. Without our looks, we would have had nothing.”

			“But we would have had everything,” Chara whispers. 

			A slow trickle of dread pools in my stomach. 

			“We kept it from you,” Chryse explains, remorse flitting across her face. “Things…happened during our assignments that we never shared with anybody but Yoonho, who made sure that they paid in blood and pain. We understand the pain of existing in a skin that feels like it doesn’t belong to you anymore. Like it’s…tainted.”

			My heart slams against my ribs in horror. I never knew. I never… 

			“It hurts,” Chara says, smoothing back my hair. “You feel sick. You want to escape your own body.”

			“It’s a type of pain that no one should ever experience. But the three of us have.” Chryse’s eyes become hard, flinty. But not toward me. “They should not be able to take it from us. Our bodies are our homes. We should never feel threatened inside of them.”

			“We want to help you reclaim yours,” her sister murmurs. “Which is why we’re here. To help you get ready. So when your body is your own again, you feel safe.” 

			I don’t know if that’s possible. My hands shake violently as I form the words. Revulsion lances through me. What the Prophecy has done to me… I’m terrified.

			“I know,” Chryse replies, voice ragged.

			But I want to—to try. I do. That body was mine, once. I lived in it, breathed in it. It was as Chryse said. It was my home. 

			Yet the Prophecy has used my body to do such horrible things. Once, it fed words onto my tongue and shoved them out with gnarled fingers despite my protests. It made me dance for it like a puppet on a string, dance to a song of death and destruction.

			“You’re not alone,” Chryse whispers. “We’re here with you.”

			What do I do? I ask, trembling.

			“You start by looking in the mirror.”

			My mouth dries. Terror tightens my chest. I wonder if I will see the Prophecy, a parasite in my skin, jerking my limbs around like a puppet master playing with strings. I’ve not looked in a mirror for…so long. To be quite honest, I’m not sure if I’ll ever want to again. It is one thing, to see myself through Rui’s memories. It is another to face myself through my own eyes. 

			Exchanging looks, Chara and Chryse each take one of my hands and squeeze them gently. “You’re not alone,” promises Chara.

			“We’re here with you,” Chryse agrees. And those words, oh, those words… They give me a sudden flood of resolve. Taking a deep breath, I force myself to look at the mirror. 

			To my surprise, there is no reflection. 

			As I peer into it, images swirl into its depths, flashing through sparkling mist. I cannot help but to lean forward until my nose nearly touches the glass, holding my breath in a mixture of fear and anticipation. There is something so comforting about the mist, something soothing.

			With a final swirl, the mist clears and reveals a scene. My eomma—young and rosy-cheeked—lying sweaty in a small bed, a bundle wrapped in her arms. The baby is a tiny, chubby thing, with wet black hair and wrinkled skin like a prune, but my eomma stares down at her with an expression of warm, intense love. 

			“Lina,” she murmurs, kissing the tiny forehead reverently before smoothing down the baby’s dark hair. “Lina, Lina. You’re perfect.”

			The scene ripples, changes. I am four years old, in the barley field surrounding our chogajip, laughing as my appa swings me around and around in the air. My small arms are outstretched to better feel the sky. “I’m flying!” I squeal, and my appa laughs, bringing me back down and hugging my small frame close to him.

			“Like a bird.” He laughs, but then he is gone, and I am eight, crying as I run back to the chogajip from where I was playing outside. My knee is bleeding, and it hurts.

			“Lina!” Eomma gasps and ushers me inside, where she gently tends to the tiny wound—first cleaning it with cold, cold water from the well and then wrapping it with a strip of cloth. Her fingers are gentle on my skin, and when she is done, she pulls me into a hug. “Be careful, please…”

			Then I am ten, and holding a tiny Eunbi, marveling at how warm, how sleepy, one little girl can be. She smells like something sweet and almost floral, and when she stretches, one of her tiny hands bumps against my face. Content, she gurgles up at me, blinking with wide, bleary eyes. I smile down at her and kiss one of her cheeks with a big, loud smack that makes her giggle.

			Thirteen. One year before the shipwreck. I’m gangly and awkward, with a pimple on my forehead that won’t go away. “Eomma,” I complain, hovering near my mother as she sweeps the floor of the tiny chogajip, “why won’t it leave? It looks ugly. I look ugly.” 

			She pauses from her work and peers at the ugly mark. After washing hands that have grown more callouses over the years from raising two daughters, and working on the barley farm, she dips a finger into a tiny jar of precious salve that we can only afford once a year. “Here,” she murmurs, carefully dabbing it on my skin. “But you don’t look ugly, Lina,” she says as she cups her hands around my face. “You’re beautiful. My beautiful girl.”

			Fourteen. My first year with the Talons. I’m crying hard in the gardens, missing my eomma and appa. It is one of the only times I will allow myself to grieve like this, to get distracted from my work. “Lina?” a voice asks, and then Sang—the young spymaster—is hesitantly wrapping his arms around me. “It’s okay,” he murmurs. “It’s okay.”

			Fifteen. I’m in Chara and Chryse’s room, and they’re running their fingers through my hair as they weave ribbons around the dark locks for the fun of it. “Your hair’s so silky,” Chryse sighs enviously. “Like silk.”

			“I think that was implied,” her sister snorts, and then I’m seventeen, kissing Sang for the first and last time in his room, my skin touching his, his fingers running over mine in gentle worship as we discover each other, all the hidden places we harbor. At the end of it, he kisses my forehead, and we smile at each other…

			Eighteen. Rui and I are dancing, sweeping through his ballroom, one of his hands on the small of my back, the other holding one of mine. We are on the beach, kissing each other hungrily, black sand cradling our bodies. We are in Gyeulcheon, those last few days before my return to Sunpo, and he is making any excuse to touch me. Flicking my nose. Playfully tugging on the end of my braid. Taking my hand in his, comparing their sizes against each other. Little touches, just here and there, touches that I welcome and cherish. 

			My lips, parting, panting and puffing, as I worked so damn hard to wean my body off halji. A triumph that tasted so sparklingly sweet until the Prophecy ruined all of it, inhaling the curling smoke through the mouth it stole from me. 

			Rui’s and my wedding night, when I was my own self for the first time in so long. The way Rui held me, touched me, marveling over the slopes and curves of my body. His delicate fingers skating along my skin, his lips slanting across my own as we find a rhythm, a song that only the two of us can hear. 

			That moment, when he nearly drove the Prophecy out of my head, when I was so badly burned… When he held me close, uncaring that I smelled of death, of fire…

			It ends then. The scenes within the mirror vanish, and for a moment, there is only the three of us. Chara. Me. Chryse. Each of us staring into the mirror, tears rolling down our cheeks. I make myself meet my own eyes, although every inch of me fights to recoil away. The girl in the glass gazes back.

			A moment later, again the scenes start, and holding the twins’ hands, I watch each and every memory over and over and over. Watching my body be cherished. The home that it once was. I watch myself make decisions that are solely my own. Watch myself be happy. Loved. Valued. Watch myself triumph against my own addiction. 

			I don’t know how long I gaze into the mirror for. It might be hours, or days. Yet when I finally step away, I feel…lighter.

			Because that body was mine, long before the Prophecy took it for its own. 

			My forehead was kissed by my eomma. My appa lifted me up by the belly to show me what it would be like to fly. Eomma bandaged my knees, placed Eunbi in my arms, swept her calloused fingers over one of my awkward, teenage zits. Sang squeezed my shoulders and later held me close. Chara and Chryse played with my hair, trailed their fingers over my head, whispered secrets into my ears. And I gave my all to Rui, body and soul. 

			As I hold tight onto Chara and Chryse’s hands, something stirs deep within me. That body was mine. 

			My home. My sanctuary. Mine. 

			And it could be again.

			Breathing heavily, I let the tears roll down my face. Chara and Chryse shift to embrace me, and I am so certain that somehow, they truly are here. 

			For the first time in so, so long…I miss my body. Being within it, present in the world that raised me, more than just a girl trapped in a mind—but a girl of flesh, of blood, of bone. In a body that did so much more than act as a puppet. A body that still belongs to me. 

			I will not allow myself to hate the same body my parents loved. My sister loved. My friends loved.

			My soul-stitched loved. 

			“It’s still yours, Lina,” Chryse murmurs. “It always has been.”

			“It’s not dirty or tainted,” Chara says through her tears. “It has felt more love than it has felt hate.”

			“Don’t be afraid to go home,” Chryse whispers. “Don’t be afraid to reclaim what is yours.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FORTY-NINE

			Iseul

			Iseul is not very happy about this whole not being evil thing, yet that night when she closes her eyes to sleep, all she can see is Jae’s face as he sees his eomma still and pale, and all she can hear are his wails as he clings to her for comfort—not striking her as she expected he would. She tosses and turns, but it’s no use denying the obvious—Song Iseul has reached a decision that is woefully annoying and will undoubtedly get her killed if Lina finds out.

			Lina. Once, Iseul believed the two of them could be friends. Yet something changed in her, transforming her. She did not tell her that Seojin was in Gyeulcheon, even as she watched Iseul mourn the shattering of a lifelong friendship. She treats Iseul like a tool. How is it that her time as a prisoner in Gyeulcheon was preferable to her time as a soldier in Lina’s army? Even in his worst moments, Seojin still spoke to her like she was a living, breathing, sentient creature—not just a weapon to wield at opportune moments, to keep shiny and polished. And when Iseul opened up to her on the Stretch, detailing the deaths of her parents… Iseul expected anything but the disinterested side-eye she received.

			Oh, Iseul does want to kill the Jeon Dynasty—starting with Jeon Eunwoo, whom she simply cannot abide—but call it a change of heart, call it a need to be reunited with Seojin, call it the Gumiho’s natural capriciousness and overall unpredictability… Iseul finds she has larger, more pressing matters to attend to. 

			Such as sneaking into the stables in the dead of night, careful not to disturb the sleeping Imugi in the garden. The Imugi guarding the entrance cracks open an eye, and Iseul smiles, waggling a hand. “Torture time,” she half sings, stroking her beloved giant ax she once more carries. The Imugi releases what sounds like a hissing laugh. “Get some rest,” Iseul tells it. “Tomorrow, we embark to Bonseyo.”

			The large serpent’s nostrils flare, and with a hiss of what seems like thanks, it slithers off to find a spot in the garden. Iseul’s notoriety is infamous in the ranks; the Imugi trust her completely. She slips into the shadowed stables, ignoring the Supreme Commander—who needs him, really, when he’s drugged to oblivion and also probably very concussed?—and stalking straight toward Rui. 

			His eyes are closed, but he doesn’t seem to be sleeping. His body is alert, tense…yet he doesn’t seem to sense Iseul until she snaps her fingers in front of his face, and the emperor’s eyes flare open in a flash of silver.

			The Gumiho and the Dokkaebi regard each other for a long moment. She yanks out his gag, and he smirks. 

			“Well,” says Rui, pleasantly, “I take it you’re here to kill me.”

			“Whyever would you think that?” she demands, although yes, it’s somewhat true. Killing him would end the war, and she hasn’t beheaded somebody in so long. She should make sure she still has what it takes. Practice a bit on somebody. 

			Besides, the sooner that he dies, the sooner she can return to Seojin. Ensure he’s safe… 

			Rui sighs. “Everybody is trying to kill me,” he says. “It comes as no surprise that you would, too. You smell like guilt. A crisis of loyalty is occurring, is it?” He tilts his head, as much as he is able to, as he’s tied to the stable, after all. “You don’t want to kill me, Iseul. Because then you’ll be killing the tiny little Lina who lives inside of this ‘Lina’s’ head. And that would be disastrous for everybody, including yourself, and that healer boy I handcuffed you to. You know, the one you love.”

			“I don’t—” I don’t love Seojin. That is what she means to say, but the words get stuck in her throat. 

			Oh, phooey. 

			She’s always loved him. She loves him now. She loved him even when she believed he betrayed her. His kiss lingers on her lips, warm and comforting like home. And now, with Jae’s little face fresh in her mind, Iseul understands what Seojin has been fighting for—and she loves him all the more for it. She has never felt this aching in her bones before, her longing to be reunited with him is a physical want, a physical pain.

			Wait. What? 

			Iseul’s mind screeches to a halt. What did Rui just say? 

			“The… The tiny little Lina who lives inside of this Lina’s head?” 

			The emperor notes the realization crossing the Gumiho’s face and smiles smugly. Iseul feels a terrible migraine coming on. 

			“Nothing you just said makes sense,” she spits, careful to keep her voice down, lest the Imugi hear it and come to investigate. She’s in enough danger already. Should Lina look for Rui through the thread, and see Iseul… Well. That would be positively calamitous. “What do you mean, the ‘tiny little Lina who lives inside’…” She can’t even finish the sentence. It is too ridiculous, too impossible, too preposterous, and altogether unbelievable. 

			The emperor does not look concerned about this. He only arches a brow and says, “Oh, dear. Has nobody deigned to tell you? No; I don’t believe she would. Easier to control you if you believe that Shin Lina is still your friend…not a parasite suckling the free will from your friend’s body. So listen, Song Iseul. And I’ll tell you a very long, and very convoluted, story.”

			… 

			“It would be so very much easier to simply kill you,” Iseul says sometime later, her head now positively swimming at the thought of Lina running about in her own mind, desperately trying to make her way back into her own body. Rui sighs.

			“But…you’re right, I suppose.” The words scrape against Iseul’s throat. “Lina deserves a chance to reclaim her body.” 

			Something like shame blooms in Iseul’s heart. How had she not realized that Lina’s body had been overtaken by a parasite? Perhaps it was her own willful ignorance, not wanting to believe that she was working for an utter monster. 

			Oh, she’d noticed…something…after Lina’s little sister had died. A certain change in Lina’s voice, a certain hatred that could not be contained. Yet Iseul had assumed that all of these changes were the effect of Eunbi’s death. Such a thing, well, it would be enough to consume anybody with anger and violence. She’d only known Lina for a couple of weeks—perhaps less—before the Night of the Red Moon. And most of those days, if Rui is to be believed, the Prophecy was already beginning to take control. 

			In the end, and despite their blossoming friendship, Iseul hadn’t known Lina well enough to realize she’d been swallowed whole by the Prophecy. 

			And the thing inhabiting Lina’s body had never told her. 

			Gnawing on her bottom lip, Iseul eyes the ropes knotted around Rui. Perhaps the way that the Prophecy treats him should have been her first clue. She’d seen, firsthand, the love that Shin Lina had for him. The heartbreak in her eyes when Iseul had told her of his “Pied Piper-ing.” Even furious, that Lina would never have tried to kill Rui, as the Prophecy so often does. 

			The emperor follows her sullen stare. Absurdly, a corner of his lips twitches. “These ropes are a formality on both our ends, and I can burn through them easily enough. In fact—” 

			Iseul watches as the emperor summons the blue fire, as the flames eat away at the heavy cords binding him to the stall. “There,” Rui groans, rising to his feet. He rolls his shoulders. 

			She is quiet, thinking back to that day she and Lina first met, in her Dove Coop—the girl with the teardrop scar and eyes so sad that Iseul had taken it upon herself to somehow make her laugh. Iseul still remembers that girl, the one she had been forming a friendship with. And friends, for Iseul, are so terribly hard to make. She is always simply too much for them. But the Lina back then never made her feel like that. 

			For that girl, and for Seojin, Iseul will continue on in this rather exhausting quest of not being a terrible person. 

			Iseul knows what it is like to be the victim of a Prophecy. Her own rings in her mind, a terrible fate brought to fruition with the extermination of her people.

			“The woods shall fill with swords that gleam, that wipe the population of Gumiho clean.”

			Her eyes rise wearily to Rui’s.

			“General Lee Yongmin,” she says, sighing. “He’s a mole from the Wyusan army. He’s feeding Lina—the Prophecy—information. It’s how she knows things she really shouldn’t.”

			Rui blinks—it’s the only sign she’s taken him by surprise. “I borrowed a raven from him to send a missive,” he murmurs. “He stank of…fear. Do you have a brush and ink? Some paper?”

			“No,” she scoffs. What does he think she is, a scholar? The only person in this army who possesses parchment and ink is the Prophecy, who’s claimed Bang Bomin’s stash. And as confident as Iseul is in her abilities to lie, cheat, and steal, she’s not one to go toe-to-toe with whatever is inside of Lina’s body…especially now that she knows the truth. Smuggling some to Rui is simply out of the question. 

			The emperor curses under his breath before striding toward Chan. The warrior is slumped, asleep, and barely stirs as Rui yanks the drugged gag out of his mouth. Iseul stares as he wraps his fingers around one of the rope cords.

			Yet he hesitates.

			“He tried to kill Lina,” Rui mutters out of the corner of his mouth to her. With a bitter grimace, the emperor leaves the ropes intact. 

			Iseul watches as he does, however, slip a hand into the pocket of Chan’s robes, fishing around until he pulls out a crumpled slip of paper. By the looks of it, it’s a torn bit of a map detailing the land of the Wyusan Wilderness, where he attempted to surprise Lina—the Prophecy. 

			Catching on, Iseul scours the stables for something that can double as a quill. In a stroke of luck, she spots a small gray feather, perhaps from an owl living in the rafters. Rui takes it from her with a nod of thanks, and Iseul watches as he crouches down near a clump of wet mud. 

			It’s almost hilarious, seeing the wealthy emperor reduced to such desperation, using mud as makeshift ink to write thick letters.

			Almost hilarious, but not quite. Not quite. An uncomfortable feeling tightens in Iseul’s chest as Rui frowns in concentration. She remembers meeting him for the first time: that formidable aura of power around him as he’d stood behind Lina in the doorway of her Sunpo hanok, every inch of him cold royalty. To see him scrabbling around in the dirt is…honestly, it’s not a sight that Iseul delights in.

			General Lee Yongmin is a traitor, the parchment painstakingly reads in smudged mud as Rui finishes his missive.

			“How are you going to send that?” Iseul asks skeptically. 

			“Like this,” the emperor replies before a small corridor of shadow appears behind him—just the size of the paper. He pushes the paper through, and with a whoosh, it disappears. 

			“Who did you send it to?”

			“Seojin,” Rui says simply. Iseul’s brows raise, but she knows Seojin will ensure it gets into the right hands. “General Lee must not be allowed to continue these correspondences. The goal is to slow down the Prophecy’s path to Fulfillment, not hasten it. Ending the missives will buy us more time. As will what I have planned for the route to Bonseyo.” 

			“She will not allow that,” Iseul manages to say after Rui explains his plot, involving a series of impediments along the route to Bonseyo. 

			He smirks. “What will she do? Kill me?”

			“No, but she’ll kill him.” Iseul points to Chan, who is slowly blinking awake, green eyes bleary and confused from pain and drugs. 

			“Rui?” he rasps, voice thick with disuse. “What are you doing here?” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY

			Rui

			The emperor’s heart clenches in his chest as Chan wakes. He exchanges a quick, grim glance with Iseul, who suddenly becomes extraordinarily interested in the stable ground. 

			“Would you untie me?” Chan asks, words becoming more coherent as he narrows his eyes, blinking past the blur to focus on his emperor. “Rui,” he repeats hoarsely when his emperor does not respond. “Rui, untie me.” The Supreme Commander is still too weak to force these ropes off on his own. 

			Rui meets his friend’s eyes, forcing himself not to look away from the hurt, panic, and need for revenge burning within them. 

			“Chan,” he replies coolly, “you disobeyed direct orders and abandoned our army. You went rogue. Do you understand the consequences your foolish actions could have reaped?” 

			Chan spits on the ground, face straining with rage. “You were pulling your punches,” he growls. His muscles strain against the ropes, but it’s no use. His body is clearly weakened from whatever has been done to it. Rui blinks, slowly, to disguise a flinch. 

			“You still won’t do it, will you?” Chan gasps, continuing to struggle against his bonds. “You’ll damn all Three Kingdoms for her.”

			Rui wills his face to remain icy. Impassive. Betraying no hint of the agony he feels. 

			If circumstances were different, he would open a shadowed corridor behind Chan, would push him back to Gyeulcheon and his troops—for Chan is too weakened by the sedative in his gag to do it himself. But this Dokkaebi is a warrior, one more sharply honed than any of his other soldiers—and is determined to kill Lina’s body. Not for the first time, Rui wishes that Gameunjang’s will was not a furtive, fated secret. Unlike Iseul, who seems to care enough about Lina that his inability to mention Gameunjang’s involvement did not deter her from understanding Rui’s plight, Chan is merciless when it comes to the Prophecy. 

			So for now, it is better that Chan remains in this weakened state…even if that means subjecting him to the cruelty of the Prophecy. Otherwise, Rui knows that Chan will hunt them back down the moment he is released and strike a killing blow. 

			Rui will not allow him to lay a hand on Lina’s body. 

			The extraction was their chance to reclaim Chan under controlled circumstances. He would have been returned to where Rui could keep a scrutinizing eye on him. Now that the both of them are trapped here, if Rui sends Chan back alone, the Supreme Commander will assume complete control of his forces. 

			“We made a promise,” Chan snarls, voice breaking halfway. “To Hana. On her deathbed. Does it mean nothing to you?”

			He closes his eyes, an image of Hana—drenched in sweat, covered in a sickly pallor—flashing across his mind’s eye. Yes. Yes, he’d promised her…to stop the Prophecy. And this…this is the way decreed by Gameunjang herself. A way to find light at the end of all of this. 

			And so help him, Rui will damn every oath he has ever sworn for that light. For Lina. 

			His Lina. 

			Chan takes his silence as denial. “Fuck you, Haneul. I mean it. You godsdamned, selfish—” He cuts off with a growl of frustration. 

			Rui waits. Patiently. Oh, he knows there is more to come. 

			“She told me,” Chan rasps. “She told me you wouldn’t make the trade for me. You’re an incompetent bastard. You’re going to get our people killed.” Hatred simmers along the dark planes of his face as Rui opens his eyes and forces himself to smile thinly. 

			He knows he should not, but this—hiding wounds beneath dark smirks and broken laughter—is second nature to him. Haneul Rui is a charade, a mask to hide a creature of darkness and despair. 

			“If you are so desperate to name me a villain,” he whispers, “best to say it outright.” 

			And when the word leaves his friend’s mouth, crackling with resentment and broken brotherhood, Rui does not even so much as flinch.

			Instead, he laughs under his breath and turns away.

			Even as something crumbles to dust inside of him. 

			… 

			He does not sleep that night, although perhaps that should come as no surprise with Chan hissing threats at him through the darkness of the stables and the hard-packed dirt beneath him. Yet although Rui does not sleep, somehow, he dreams, and he dreams of Gameunjang.

			The goddess is kneeling on that writhing landmass of threads once more, and this time, Rui does not need to be told to come closer. 

			“Dokkaebi,” says Gameunjang. “I see you have heeded my advice.”

			“Tell me that what I am doing is right,” begs Rui, hanging his head, closing his eyes in exhaustion. Chan’s words ring in his ears. “Tell me that we will stop this Prophecy from coming to fruition.” 

			“You are doing as fate decrees,” the goddess replies softly. “You remain on the right path, cutting through the forest.” 

			Rui shakes his head, opening his eyes, staring blearily at her. Gameunjang’s gaze is steady and knowing. 

			“Time is running out,” he says desperately. For although Lina is trying, there is no possible way for him to deny how close the Prophecy draws toward Fulfillment. “If Lina does not reclaim her body before the Prophecy reaches Bonseyo…” 

			Gameunjang looks at him for a long, long moment. When she finally speaks, her words are little but a reassuring sigh. “If that should happen, then I will descend, Dokkaebi,” she murmurs. “If Lina has not reclaimed that which belongs to her before the Prophecy enters the Jeons’ domain, I will do as my brethren have done and descend. I shall do as I’ve urged you: I will purchase her some more time. Believe that I will aid you in thwarting the Prophecy. I ask only that you trust in me. Trust in the tides of fate.”

			He can do that, he supposes, yet surely there must be a faster way to prevent Fulfillment…

			“You are plotting something,” Gameunjang guesses wryly.

			Of course he is. It is a known fact of the universe that Haneul Rui, infamous Dokkaebi that he is, is always scheming. It will be a day like no other when his mind is not twisting itself around one plot or another, sharpening its edges on mischief and malice. This particular plan may be well possible if he can somehow manage to avoid the detection of the Imugi and apprehend the Prophecy in time. 

			“Tell me,” commands the goddess. The threads beneath them begin to writhe more and more rapidly. This brings him pause. Why does it seem as though Gameunjang is distressed by the possibility of his plotting? Does she have no faith in him? 

			When Rui remains reticent, the red thread of fate appears from his chest, and Gameunjang curls a finger around it, giving it a demanding yank. It is like she pulls the words from his mind to his lips.

			“I could remove the Prophecy from her forces,” Rui grits out. “If I manage to reach her, I can open a portal and drag us to some remote land. I can thus prevent her from taking Bonseyo. I could stop Fulfillment.” 

			Something flashes in Gameunjang’s brown eyes. “It will not work,” the goddess warns. “She will not allow herself to be taken. You have tried this on the battlefield, no?”

			Rui narrows his icy silver eyes. He has, yes. Every time, it has completely failed. “This is different. I am behind the lines with her. I could…”

			“You must not,” says the goddess firmly. “It will…tangle everything. Remove you from the path. You must not do it, Dokkaebi. This is an order.” 

			“It is hard to follow these orders,” he replies in a voice as cold as a winter wind, “when you do not explain the meaning behind them.”

			Gameunjang’s mouth twists. “Even if you were to isolate the Prophecy, her Imugi would easily continue on without her.” Damnation. Rui curses heavily in his mind. She is right. “Thus, I suggest you remain here, where you might prove yourself useful. There is only one path toward victory. Do not stray from it, Dokkaebi. Trust in me. Trust in fate.” 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE

			The Prisoner

			This time, I do not stop to rest at the cabin. Instead, I hurry onward, fresh determination singing through my veins, the memory of Chara and Chryse’s hands in mine lessening the acute loneliness and desperation I so often feel in this mindscape. Their key, with a small charm shaped like an ornate mirror, gives me strength as it clicks against the other three. I’ve collected four out of the seven. Only three more levels await me. 

			There is still no sign of Yego, yet I try not to let it bother me. Perhaps he is sleeping? Surely Dalgyal Gwisin also need their rest. 

			Unhindered by any brawling with Yego, it does not take as long as I’d expected for me to emerge on the next level. And, somehow, I am not surprised when I see Sang and Yoonho waiting for me before the crackling fire in the palace’s sitting room. This place…it is where Yoonho told me of his wish for me to lead the Talons. 

			“L,” Sang greets softly, standing from one of the worn settees, smiling slightly. Yoonho rises with him, and he is just as I remembered him—stern-faced, with streaks of gray in his hair but a gentleness in his expression that he reserved only for the Talons.

			Yoonho. I sob and lurch in his direction. Yoonho embraces me, hugging me tightly before stepping away. Just as Chara and Chryse were, I know—deep within me—that somehow, the spirits of the Talons are here. In my mind. 

			“Lina,” Yoonho says gruffly. “Sit down.” 

			I take a seat next to Sang on the settee. Sang wraps his arm around me for a moment, and I try to smile with wobbling lips. Yet I fail. 

			I failed you, I tell Yoonho, trembling with shame and guilt as I recall one of his last requests to me. To lead, should he die. Yet even if the others had survived Konrarnd Kalmin’s attack, I would have been a poor choice. Look at me. I’m so sorry. I was never fit to lead the Talons, not when I couldn’t differentiate a trap from a true target—

			“That’s why we’re here, isn’t it?” Yoonho smiles, and as I flinch, he holds up a finger. “Not like that. I only meant that we’re here because, as you just said, you believe that this one mistake defines you and your capability to lead.”

			I stare at him. I am no leader. I am—I’m trying to prevent the Three Kingdoms from being ruled by me. Why in the gods’ names is this level necessary? Why does my mind think I must confront this subject? 

			“But that’s not you, is it?” Leaning forward, Yoonho looks intently at me. “When I look at you, Lina, I see a great ruler. Ever since you came to me as a child, I saw that potential. Somehow, in some way, it is in your future. Your future, Lina. And something tells me that it’s not in the way we expected.” 

			No, I protest, shaking my head. What he says…it can’t be possible. But Yoonho raises a finger again. He always did hate to be interrupted.

			“What makes a good ruler, Lina?”

			I don’t understand…

			“There are three truths you must search for within yourself and find. We’ve hidden these truths within this palace. Find them, and decipher their meaning. Only then will you be ready to move on once more.”

			Three truths? I repeat nervously. The way he’s talking about them…they sound like physical objects. Symbols, perhaps?

			Sang nudges me with his shoulder. “You can do this, L,” he whispers. “But you have to start soon. The Prophecy is nearing Habaek’s River.”

			No. No. His words send a jolt of horror through me. If the Prophecy takes Bonseyo before I can reclaim my body and put a stop to this, the Three Kingdoms will be subject to a reign of horror, of wicked Imugi taking to the skies as dragons. 

			Quickly, I rise to my feet and begin the hunt. I’m not sure what a “truth” looks like—only that I’ll know one when I see it. 

			The palace on the edge of Fishtown is as it was before it fell into Kalmin’s hands. It is exactly how I remember it, which I suppose makes sense—I’ve chosen to recall this palace as it was when it was our home—suspending it in a moment in time, like a dragonfly in amber. Glossy floors and walls hanging with watercolor illustrations, windows spilling sunlight below ornate ceilings painted with intricate dancheong designs. The patterns of deep red, rich green, warm yellow, night black, and deep blues are a sea of vibrancy above me as I move swiftly beneath their waves. 

			Through the palace I go, darting down the corridors lined with scarlet columns, ducking into rooms along the way. In the dining room, I lift the silken cushions up from the floor, checking beneath them for…for truth? I am unsure what these truths will look like, but I get the sense that I will know one when I see it. The underneath of the silken cushions yields nothing, and I huff in frustration, checking the teapot on the low table before them. It’s a delicate, porcelain thing—it was Yoonho’s mother’s teapot, and he was always adamant that nobody touched it but him, lest they break it. When tea was served in this pot, Yoonho always poured it for us.

			I touch it now, though, lifting the top off hesitantly and peering inside, expecting to see tea, or nothing at all. Yet something is in there, a small, black box. Heart pounding, I scoop it out of the pot and turn it around in my fingers. It is nothing extraordinary, just small and square. I pry it open with my fingers—and nearly drop it.

			The moment I open it, sound emerges from the box. Murmurs. Fighting back a yelp, I slam it shut, and the sound abruptly stops. Are there…are there people in this box? Steadying myself, I open it once more. The sounds once again rise into the air, men and women speaking, talking in low, hushed tones. Yet the box is empty. It holds nothing but voices.

			This is one of the truths. I know it is, yet I am utterly bewildered by what it might mean. Shutting it once more, I slip the box into the pocket of my tattered pants and resume my hunt. 

			It is in my old bedroom, underneath the large bed piled with all my old, favorite quilts, that I find another truth. A small threadbare pouch filled with barley, where it should not be. Frowning, I weigh it in my hand, staring down at the pale grain, pinching some in my fingers and letting it run back into the small bag. 

			A box of voices, and a pouch filled with barley. 

			What sort of riddle is this? I’ve no idea what either truth symbolizes, and I puzzle over it for so long as I continue my hunt that my head begins to swim. 

			There is only one more truth left, and it takes the longest to find. It is not in the twins’ bedroom, nor in the kitchen, even as I open every cupboard and rummage through every jar, box, and bottle scattered within. Frustrated, I sweep through Yoonho’s room, which is bare save for the continental maps he used to collect, and practically rampage through the abandoned weapons forge. The truth is not in the washing rooms, nor the throne room which was rarely used, save for when we hosted our extravagant parties. My throat tightens as I pass by the spot where Gwan Doyun…

			C R A C K.

			Shaking and ill, I lean against the wall until I am ready to continue my search for the final truth. I have not yet checked Sang’s room, and I slip inside with little hope. I pull books and scrolls down from the spymaster’s shelf, checking each page for something hidden within, shaking them out in hopes that another strange object will drop to the floor. Yet none of the dozens of papers harbor any truth, and I seethe in growing annoyance, flopping onto the bed of silken sheets where Sang once held me as his own. 

			It is then that I hear it. A steady thump, thump, thump emerging from…from beneath the floorboards? Frowning in alarm, I slip off the bed, tiptoeing around the room until I am certain I stand over whatever is slamming against the wood. 

			What in the gods’ names?

			I kneel down and hesitantly dig my fingers into the wood. The board is loose, no doubt from whatever is thumping on it beneath. Before I can lose my nerve, I shove the floorboard aside… 

			And lurch backward as my eyes meet a beating, bloody heart.

			… 

			A box of voices. A pouch of barley. A red, glistening heart.

			I stare down at all three of the truths, arranged on the table before the fireplace, as Yoonho and Sang patiently wait for my answer. 

			What makes a good leader? Thinking hard, I lift the edges of the box up, listening to the murmurs within. I close my eyes, listening to unintelligible conversations, the rising and falling of tenors. A box of voices. A voice box. A voice box. 

			My face twists into a frown, and my eyes snap open to glare at Yoonho. An ugly emotion twists in my chest. Is this his not-so-subtle way of telling me to use my voice? The thought still frightens me, and I—I do not yet feel capable of it. Anger boils in me, anger that he would expect so much of me, so soon. Yet Yoonho stares back at me steadily, calmly, before gesturing to my hands. As if to say that there is not only one way to speak. Of course. He was, after all, the one who taught me the Quiet Language. 

			Ah. So the voices are…metaphorical, somehow? I stare at the box for a moment longer before the answer comes to me. 

			A leader must speak up for their people, I sign slowly. Advocate for them.

			There’s a hint of a smile on Yoonho’s face as I move to the barley pouch, dipping my finger in the grain, remembering the barley farm on which I was raised. The way I would help my eomma and appa crop the grain come Harvest Day, careful not to cut myself as I used a scythe, just like them. This truth is clear. A leader must remember where they come from.

			“Good,” Yoonho praises. “And the final truth?”

			I stare at the pulsating heart, feeling slightly nauseated. It was slick and warm in my hands when I carried it back here from Sang’s bedroom. It is pulsing frantically, as if experiencing some high emotion. As if it is frightened or angry.

			Passionate.

			A leader must care for their people. Deeply.

			There is a moment of silence before Yoonho’s eyes crinkle at the corners, in the way they so often did when he was proud of me. He stands from his armchair and crosses toward me, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “Well done,” he says, and it is only because of how well I know him that I can see the glimmer of intense emotion behind his eyes and the lined planes of his face.

			Sang stands, too, and smiles at me. “Remember these,” he whispers as the wall with the fireplace shifts, disappearing before being replaced by another flight of stairs. “Don’t forget them.” The three truths, on the table, begin to shift. To melt and mold, until they are miniature versions of themselves, cast in solid gold. Little charms, connected to a gilded key. It joins the others on the chain around my neck, glittering. 

			I won’t. I won’t forget. 

			Yoonho nods at me, just once—but that nod contains more words than a speech ever could. When he speaks again, his voice is thick. “With these three truths, you have all you need and more. There’s so much awaiting you.”

			I swallow hard. Still, this makes little sense to me. I’ve no desire to rule—it’s what sets me apart from the Prophecy. 

			“Take the stairs,” Yoonho says, stepping aside. “You’re not so far away now.”

			“Go,” Sang urges gently. “Go, and show the world what you can be.”

			I’ve no idea what he means, what they see in my future, but I let them guide me to the stairs, let them smile as I take the first step. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO

			The Prophecy

			We set out for Bonseyo at the break of dawn.

			My blood thrums in excitement. Fulfillment, only a hairsbreadth away. It only raises my mood that the gods, those foul things, are nowhere in sight as we venture toward Habaek’s Bridge, and the orchards beyond, where we will enter the hidden, underground Bonseyo Shadowshafts toward the capital city of Gohtan. 

			Haneul, to my ire, escaped his bonds last night. There is no point denying that they were only decorum, altogether unnecessary. The fact he had tolerated them pleased me: it was little more than my own glorious show of power against him. Yet his smug smile as he strolled into the Sanyeongto palace just before dawn infuriated me so much that I was half-tempted to wound him grievously, despite the injury I, too, would feel. I barely managed to contain myself. 

			It is Kim Chan that I now use to keep Haneul in check. Misbehave, and the Supreme Commander shall suffer. He is gagged once more and bound atop Uloe. Sometime in the night, it seems that Haneul ungagged the Dokkaebi warrior, as proven by the expletives shouted from the stall and awaking my Imugi. No matter. It has been taken care of, and Haneul well knows the possible consequences of his actions. 

			So Haneul has no choice but to remain blindfolded as we traverse through our route. The roaring rapids of Habaek’s River become increasingly audible with every mile crossed through the sparse remnants of Wyusan’s heavy forestry, which becomes thinner and thinner as we near the river-border between Wyusan and Bonseyo. 

			Eunwoo flies above us, keeping watch for any hint of the opposing army or of the gods. When he swoops down with wide eyes as the sun begins to set, I know before he begins to speak that someone—or, rather, something—awaits us at Habaek’s Bridge.

			“What is it?” I snap.

			The prince lands, grimacing. “A god.”

			… 

			“Shin Lina!” Habaek the River God roars from where he stands on his stone bridge, feet planted in the middle of it, teal eyes flashing ire. “Imugi-Born! You will not cross this night!”

			The river churns rapidly, white froth foaming at the surface as it rises and crashes, splattering cold water into the air. I tilt my head, taking in the river god. He is hardly intimidating compared to Yeomra. His aura is one of a brilliant blue, and he seems much younger than the death god. If I did not know better, I would place him—by his slender frame and messy indigo hair—at perhaps eighteen or nineteen. There is the faint, almost pearlescent, sheen of scales along his torso, reminding me of freshwater rainbow fish. 

			Habaek raises his hands, and the river rises as well, towers of water stretching far above the bridge, angling to crash down upon my forces. 

			I smirk. My Imugi are water creatures—this will hardly be of any consequence. Sonagi will ensure my survival, lifting me to the surface. The others, however, seem concerned. Iseul shifts restlessly atop Uloe, and I can feel Haneul’s wariness as the walls of water stretch higher and higher. My lips flatten in discontent. If Haneul drowns, so shall I. 

			“Be gone!” Habaek roars, and with a sweep of his hands, he sends the walls of water crashing toward us. Eunwoo, cursing loudly, grabs Iseul and shoots into the sky. I barely register Iseul’s shout of surprise as the water comes down upon us in a magnificent smash.

			The world turns blue, and I am flattened to the ground by the wave, unable to move for a few horrible moments from the pressure. Beneath me, Sonagi begins to swim. The god has turned this stretch of land before the river into a small sea, and as Sonagi swims past fallen trees and thick clouds of dirt, my lungs start to burn. Not just mine—Haneul’s. My head breaks the surface, and yet still I struggle to breathe—until Uloe drags the emperor and the captive up from the depths. I wish I could tell Uloe not to waste precious time with Chan—he’s only torture fodder, after all—but I am rather preoccupied. 

			Habaek walks atop the water toward me, eyes flashing. “Your crusade ends now.” Habaek flicks his wrist, and a dark blue harpoon appears in his hand. 

			What an unwelcome development. Sonagi hisses, and my Imugi swim toward us, forming a phalanx. They are elegant in the water, my serpents, so incredibly graceful. I summon my scaleblades, rising to my knees atop Sonagi. It is difficult to keep my balance here: the water is tumultuous, carrying with it broken tree trunks and out-wrenched shrubbery in its muddy depths. Yet I manage, gritting my teeth as I stretch out a hand, summoning a storm.

			Thunder booms above, clouds coalescing as Habaek lunges toward me, harpoon outstretched. Sonagi swivels, and he misses—yet he is a god, and he is fast. In a blink of an eye, he is rushing me once more, and this time I have no choice but to leap off Sonagi. Midair, I flip over the flying harpoon and land on the back of Daeyang, who has swum closer to me. 

			Habaek’s weapon is returned to him by the water, which forms a shape of a hand and flings it back. His eyes narrowed, he turns to Haneul. The damned Dokkaebi has burned through his ropes. Yet I suppose I am reluctantly thankful that the Dokkaebi’s blindfold is nowhere to be seen, either—likely lost in the flood—as he catches Habaek’s attention. Quickly, Haneul opens a portal and disappears just as the harpoon slices through where his neck had been moments before.

			Rain begins to fall, growing increasingly heavy. My Imugi contribute to the summoning, and I am glad, as I need the storm to be fully formed soon. I have an idea of how to take care of the river god. 

			With thunder comes lightning, after all.

			Habaek hurls his weapon for me once more, and I grit my teeth and catch it. His eyes widen in surprise, and as Daeyang brings me closer, I swipe at him viciously. When his form turns into water to avoid injury, the harpoon plunging harmlessly into its depths, I know my plan will work perfectly. 

			Sonagi, I tell the Mother of Imugi, mind-to-mind, keep Habaek in his water form. I am taking a risk, hoping that the effects of the lightning will be contained to Habaek’s strange water form, with its arms and legs and head. If it travels through all of the water, my forces will suffer. Yet from what I observe of this form, it does not seem to obey the typical laws of water. Although the harpoon had no effect in terms of wounding the god, Habaek can still hold it in one of his hands, indicating some sort of solidity. That solidity should contain the lightning only to him, but—hopefully—injure him grievously. Water, whether godly or not, does not react well to lightning. The ions within it are excellent conductors. 

			When it splits down from the sky, the world goes brilliant and white. It is difficult to control lightning for the Imugi, yet Sonagi has relayed my idea, and all of my forces concentrate on directing the lightning toward the god. The combined effort ensures my plan comes to fruition. The fiery bolt cleaves through Habaek’s body—and does not extend toward the water in which we fight. Instead, it is contained only to his water form, and I watch with grim satisfaction as white veins of fire fracture through the god. He finally returns to his original form, mouth opened in a silent scream.

			I watch dispassionately as the god flickers, once, twice.

			“Return to Okhwang,” I say in disdain. I’m not so foolish as to think I’ve killed this god, but it is clear that I have at least won this battle. “Do not insert yourself into my affairs again.” 

			Habaek glares at me through now-red-rimmed eyes. His mouth moves, but no sound comes out. His expression is twisted, pained. The god struggles to rise from where he kneels atop the water but fails—and with a final glower disappears.

			The world is silent. 

			Haneul has reappeared through another portal and landed atop Sonagi’s head. Sonagi hisses in contempt, attempting to throw him off, but he remains on her. “You triumphed over a river god,” he says, rather faintly as Eunwoo descends with a scowling Iseul in his arms. 

			“I don’t know why you’re surprised,” I reply curtly. 

			“You struck down a god,” Haneul repeats, face pale. “With lightning.” 

			A muscle jumps in my jaw. I wish to kill him, and it is extremely agitating that I cannot. It is almost as agitating as the girl running about within my head. She is getting…closer, somehow. I can feel her gaining strength. Her footsteps no longer sound like the scuttling of a bug. Instead, they are louder and give me a constant headache. 

			I have tried to sink into the mindscape, to find her, to stop her. It is impossible, frustratingly so, endlessly so. The mindscape is still not something I can enter. It is as if this body keeps me tethered to this world, preventing any trips into the mental realm in which the girl lives. 

			My only comfort is how close Fulfillment is. I focus on that as my forces cut across Habaek’s River. The flooding is extensive, and the entire bridge is submerged. As we arrive on the other side of the bank, careful to keep close to where the bridge is—as it marks the starting point of Eunwoo’s route—the land is swamped despite Habaek having directed the waves of water in the opposite direction. Trees are half submerged, and it is only after we travel a couple miles more that the water recedes to waist-height, and a few miles after that, that it is nothing more but mud. 

			Mud…and two more divinities. 

			Fury cascades through my veins in a tumble of ice as two glares—one silver, and one gold—meet my own. And I see their plot. Their ploy.

			I see that Habaek was only ever a distraction.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE

			Rui

			There are a great many thoughts running through the Dokkaebi emperor’s head as Dalnim and Haemosu—resplendent in silver and golden lamellar armor—stand unflinchingly upon the muddy plain, eyes flashing with the fury of a thousand moons and suns. 

			Ultimately, none of Rui’s thoughts are anything but unhelpful cacophonies of curses as the Prophecy holds up a hand, drawing her forces to a halt some paces away from the divine twins. 

			Dalnim’s star-speckled black hair has been tied back in an unforgiving topknot, and in her hands, she holds a silver-plated gakgung—a bow carved from the horn of a water buffalo. Haemosu holds a jikdo of pure gold, his grip deceptively loose around the hilt. Anybody can see that the sun god is primed and itching for a fight. From an Imugi’s back, Rui stiffens as he sees that telltale, murderous spark in Haemosu’s brilliant eyes. Flanking the twins are at least eight Bulgae, their flaming muzzles pulled back, their muscles taut with restraint. One word from the gods and they will leap. 

			“Shin Lina,” Dalnim says softly. There is an arrow nocked in her gakgung, and somehow Rui knows that her aim will be steady. “You will answer to your crimes against the Three Kingdoms. You are nothing but a false god.” Her eyes, cold and hard, slide to Rui. Dalnim’s betrayal and anger embed themselves in his chest like one of her arrows. “We wondered where you fled, Rui. It seems there is one place we did not look. Whatever you are trying to accomplish, it is in vain. Surrender, both of you. This need not be harder than it must.”

			The Prophecy licks her lips and smiles, her viper-like fangs poking her bottom lip. “I am not afraid of you, goddess. What is the moon in comparison to wrath?” 

			Rui closes his eyes and mutters a curse. 

			Overhead, thunder rumbles. Although the Prophecy and her forces must be exhausted, still they rally in the face of this threat. It was neatly done, similar to what the Prophecy did before the Battle of Seocheonkkotbat: weary the troops with one threat, only to present the true adversary not long later. Sweat trickles down the side of his neck as Dalnim’s fingers begin to loosen around the gakgung’s nocked arrow.

			A moment later, it flies through the air. 

			Chaos erupts with the flight of that arrow. The Prophecy jerks to the side, the arrow bouncing off her cheekbone that has since been covered with diamond-hard Imugi scale. With roars, the Bulgae attack the Imugi forces, serpentine screams and furious barking rising into the sky. Falling through the air, Rui hits the mud and grits his teeth. Gameunjang said herself that the gods may indeed have the power to kill the Prophecy—to kill him and Lina, before giving them the clandestine chance to set things to rights. 

			It does not escape him, the irony of all this fighting to only die another day. 

			The Prophecy, damn her, is foolish. Clearly the best option here is retreat, but the parasite controlling Lina’s body operates on simplistic, violent urges. Rui is focused on reaching her—on somehow pulling her back into a portal that will spew them out elsewhere, despite Gameunjang’s wishes—when Haemosu steps into his path. The sun god flips his sword in his hand and lowers his head. Preparing, the emperor sees, to charge. 

			Blue fire begins to burn in Rui’s palms. He is breathing hard, breathing fast. If he could only tell the sun god of Gameunjang’s urgings, perhaps all of this could be avoided. Yet he is bound, bound by his promise to Lady Luck to remain silent, lest things somehow go awry. If the path he walks puts a god in his path, he will fight that god rather than stray from the trail toward redemption. 

			Unfortunate, he thinks as they begin circling one another. 

			He promised Lina not to try to fight a deity. She will be livid. 

			I’m sorry, little thief, Rui thinks resignedly. I’ve no choice.

			… 

			He spits dirt and blood out of his mouth as the world burns around him and chokes on the acrid stench of burning scale from fallen Imugi. Haemosu, damn him, stands above where Rui has fallen, the blade of that golden jikdo pressed into the delicate hollow of his throat. In the periphery of Rui’s blurring vision, the Prophecy—atop Sonagi—still fights viciously against Dalnim’s arrows, yet one movement from Haemosu will bring her downfall. 

			So is this how it is to be? Rui wonders, leaning on his elbows and staring up at the unflinching glare of the sun god. Is this moment of a golden glare burning into his skull the moment that the Dalgyal Gwisin predicted, after all? Death is notched mercilessly against his throat. 

			Not yet, is all he can think. Not yet.

			“You are distracted and in love,” Haemosu tells him, his voice a harsh grumble. Ah, well at least Rui managed to land a few scarce blows. The god’s helmet is dented, and his bottom lip is split. Rui, however, has fared much worse. As has the Prophecy. Their wounds mix together, blending into a symphony of pain, covering their bodies in mottled bruises and dripping cuts. “There is no other way this was going to end. Goodbye, Haneul Rui. You may bring your folly to Jeoseung—”

			In that moment, something shifts in the air. Rui knows not what, only that it is like the sharp energy that prickles through the air before a sudden storm. Haemosu’s eyes widen a split second before a pale hand lands on his shoulder. The god freezes, although whether it is from fear, or from some other strange, divine magic, Rui cannot determine.

			“Well, isn’t this a sight,” purrs a dark voice. A man, tall and slender, steps to stand beside Haemosu, smiling unpleasantly down at Rui. His eyes are like coals, dark and glittering, with unnerving glimpses of a fire deep within. “I followed the sound of screaming. I was ever so bored, you see. Wars: say what you must about them, but they are terribly good for curing tedium.” When he tilts his head, his silver-streaked black hair falls into that cunning gaze. His aura glows a dark, roiling red. And thus Rui knows precisely who this deadly newcomer is.

			“Seokga,” rasps the Dokkaebi emperor. 

			The god of deceit winks before reaching out a finger to gently nudge Haemosu’s sword away from Rui’s neck. The sun deity’s neck is straining, veins popping out underneath his armor. Whatever Seokga has done to him will not last long. “Our Lady Luck has called in a…favor. Worry not,” he adds with a disdainful glance toward Haemosu. “He cannot hear us.” 

			Gameunjang summoned Seokga here? Something about this strikes Rui as odd, but he is in no position to deny the trickster’s help. As Rui climbs to his feet, breathing hard, a cry of alarm erupts from Dalnim’s throat. Seokga smiles, waggling his fingers at the shocked moon goddess as she catches sight of him. “Tell me, Haneul Rui. What do the sun and moon fear above all else?”

			He blinks, swaying on his feet, holding his side where either he or the Prophecy has been stabbed. A story floats back to him, one he told Lina in the library of Gyeulcheon. Dalnim and Haemosu, racing up into the sky to escape…

			“A tiger,” Rui rasps, and Seokga’s lips stretch into a wide, hungry grin. 

			“Exactly,” he purrs, and then the god’s form is rippling, shifting, limbs disappearing underneath thick, orange-and-black fur, sly smile transforming into a grizzled muzzle bared to reveal yellowed fangs. Where Seokga once stood, there now exists a giant tiger with coal-black eyes and a dripping maw of a smile.

			Seokga the Tiger cocks his head toward the muddy plains beyond. “Run,” the creature growls to Rui just as the sun god breaks free of whatever hold the trickster had on him. As Seokga roars, rushing Haemosu, Dalnim’s terrified screams fill the air. Rui’s bewildered eyes can barely take in what he’s seeing before the Imugi are herding him toward the land beyond, shoving him roughly forward with scaled snouts. 

			Grimly, Rui looks back to the battlefield, where the tiger has knocked Haemosu over and stands with one terrible paw planted on his chest as the Bulgae bark in a panic. 

			What does it mean, the emperor wonders, that such a wicked god has allied himself with Gameunjang?

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

			The Prophecy

			Although my wounds—and Haneul’s—have since healed from the battle against the gods, my body still aches as I ride atop Sonagi. Her grief fills the air, yet there is no comfort save for revenge that I can offer her. The Bulgae killed Uloe, and I can still smell his burning body, even miles from the site of his death. Iseul, who had been riding atop him, only narrowly avoided the same fate. Eunwoo snatched her off Uloe’s burning back, and the two of them had futilely attempted to fight off the Bulgae while I met the wrath of the gods.

			If not for the trickster deity’s intervention, I may well have been killed. The knowledge tinges the edges of my vision red with bloodlust. Dalnim and Haemosu came close to stopping me from reaching Fulfillment. Gritting my teeth, I can only feel vindicated that Seokga acknowledges the Goddess of Wrath’s rightful place. 

			“It is a terrible loss, Sonagi,” I say, stroking her scaly head. Uloe was strong, useful. 

			“It iss not your fault,” she replies, yet her anguish cuts me deep. 

			“They will pay—” 

			A small noise behind us has me whipping my head around in irritation. It is that white-haired Dokkaebi, shivering upon Beongae. The cold shock of water and near-drowning has not helped his already drugged and injured state, and Beongae looks annoyed at the way the Dokkaebi is shaking. I watch through narrowed eyes as, behind him, Haneul notes his friend’s suffering with an ashen face. 

			I’ve not bothered to retie Haneul. We both know that the ropes were a pretense, nothing but my symbolic show of power over him. His Dokkaebi fire seared through them in moments after he was pulled from the water during Habaek’s attack. 

			Besides, if we are ambushed again, it is better that he is immediately ready to take up arms. Haneul’s duel against Haemosu proved that I can, at least, trust his self-preservation. He does not want to die. He will not strike against me. He will even fight the gods.

			What a simple, selfish creature Haneul Rui is. It is almost depressing. 

			Irate, I urge Sonagi to halt before leaping down onto the muddy ground and stalking toward the two Dokkaebi. Eunwoo and Iseul flank me. “What do I care if he suffers?” I snap. “We keep riding to Bonseyo.” We are nearing the tunnels, and I wish to make haste before another god appears and throws a wrench in my plans. 

			Sneering, Haneul slides off Beongae’s back, dragging Chan with him. “Fine, then,” he says. “Go. I shall stay here, with Chan. And if the gods come to kill me, your life will end, too.” As Beongae attempts to weave around the two, shepherding them back to the group, two columns of Dokkaebi fire flare up from the ground. With a hiss, Beongae shrinks back. Haneul fixes his eyes upon me. The threat is clear. 

			I grind my teeth together. It is nearing evening, and we are not in an ideal spot for a rest. We are on a mud-slick, craggy hill with only protruding rocks to shelter us from whatever deity may be watching. There are trees in the distance, undoubtedly Bonseyo’s orchards. “Fine,” I hiss. “We stop for a few hours, nothing more.”

			Haneul ignores me, setting Chan down before a crackling blue fire and tearing the water-soaked gag from the Supreme Commander’s mouth. I scowl, seething, and reach into the pocket of my stealth suit for a waterlogged cigarette. There’s no use in trying to light it, and with a growl of frustration, I grind it into a pulp underneath my heel.

			“Lina,” Iseul says, “the route we’re taking. You haven’t told me much about it, but it sounds…unusually fast.” She cocks her head. “You expect to be in Bonseyo’s capital much sooner than I would have assumed.”

			“There are tunnels,” I mutter absentmindedly, itching for a smoke and unable to find its relief. “Underneath the orchards. We were meant to reach them by nightfall.” Haneul is crouched next to Chan, looking concerned. “From there, it would be an efficient route to Gohtan.” Especially since the opposing army, and its gods, do not seem to know about the Bonseyo Shadowshafts.

			“Clever,” says the Gumiho in appreciation.

			“I found them,” Eunwoo points out, no doubt attempting to garner another morsel of praise, and Iseul’s smile drops.

			“Oh, you did? Then I take it back. How horribly elementary.” Iseul scowls, and Eunwoo’s feathers ruffle. I watch in boredom as Iseul’s scowl turns to a smirk. “How’s your nose?”

			The prince’s nose is crooked despite its setting—a task I attended to myself. “It’s fine,” he replies, but his lower lip juts out petulantly. I tilt my head. 

			It is strange for a captive to kick her rescuer in the face. I’ve thought it so for a while, but was quick to dismiss the strangeness of it out of respect to my most honed weapon. Now, though, I look more closely at Song Iseul. When Eunwoo first explained the spat in Gyeulcheon, I did not think much of it. Iseul is prone to arbitrary violence, and I must agree—Eunwoo’s appearance took even myself aback at first. Yet as my gaze latches on the metal cuff Iseul wears around her wrist, the cuff she has not deigned to remove, I wonder if my Gumiho is as reliable as she seems. 

			She held back today in the fight against the gods. With everything that has happened, I have not yet dwelled on it, but now it is called to my attention. Iseul danced around the Bulgae rather than targeting Dalnim or Haemosu as I’d expected her to. And now I am wondering where my perfectly honed weapon has gone. That weapon would not have hesitated to sink her teeth into Dalnim’s pale skin. That weapon would have been a streak of fanged rage after Uloe died. Yet I have not seen her shed even a tear for the Imugi that has been her supposed friend for so long now. 

			Eunwoo did not give me the specifics of what she was chained to. I am wondering, now, if it was a person. A certain healer boy with a tendency to render my best weapon weak. If there is weakness within her now, best to root it out. 

			The two of them are still arguing like children. Or, rather, Iseul is poking and prodding at Jeon Eunwoo, who is growing increasingly upset. Only when Eunwoo stares fixedly at the ground does Iseul deem her fun over and storm away. Eunwoo watches her go, then looks at me almost beseechingly. 

			I stare back at him in a way that informs him he is perfectly capable of fighting his own battles. Then, watching the Gumiho retreat, I murmur, “I’d like for you to keep a close eye on Song Iseul. Ensure she’s ours.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE

			Iseul

			In the dead of night, the message appears through a small, shadowy portal—along with a small bottle of ink and a quill. The troops are still on the craggy hill, with Rui having refused to move Kim Chan, who really does look quite deathly ill. The Prophecy is seething up a storm, pacing impatiently many feet away, when it arrives, sliding out from the portal onto the grass. Iseul is leaning against an Imugi’s sinuous body, and she is grateful that the creature is asleep as she grabs the parchment and unfolds it with careful fingers.

			For a moment, the symbols scratched out onto the parchment do not make any sort of sense, and Iseul is rather worried that she’s suddenly become illiterate—until she blinks, and the baffling letters click into place. Oh. Oh. 

			In the stables, Rui sent his letter to Seojin. And now it is Seojin who somehow sends this back, writing in a code that only Iseul will understand. Her eyes prick. It is a code they created out of boredom one hot summer, scratching out various ridiculous shapes for various phonetic sounds. She hadn’t thought Seojin still remembered it—each specific squiggle and its translation. But he had. He has. Her heart warms in her chest. Her clever, clever boy. 

			Iseul, Seojin has written, General Lee is apprehended. Thank you. There’s a small smudge, as if Seojin had wanted to write more but hadn’t the time. The gods—Dalnim and Haemosu—have returned to Gyeulcheon, carrying news of today’s battle. They are furious. It is all anybody can talk about: the emperor, switching his allegiance. I cannot fathom it. Morale is low here. 

			My only comfort is knowing you are safe and alive. The twins have been informed of your help. They will not hurt you in battle. They ask you for this: if you write to us of your destined location, the forces may be able to move quickly and make an interception. Where are you, Iseul? Where did Lina’s army head after the battle against the twins? 

			I have to go. Kang has said he will send this to you. 

			I miss you, Iseul. Please be careful.

			Please come back.

			—Seojin.

			She can almost hear his soft, gentle voice in her ears. Iseul traces the still-damp ink reverently—

			—and hastily stuffs it in the pocket of her pants as Jeon Eunwoo swoops down from the sky, where he’s been flying in circles, keeping out an eye for any enemies. Well, enemies for them. Iseul rather feels like a mouse in a den of vipers. 

			Eunwoo touches down in front of her, careful not to wake the Imugi, and levels a look at her. For a horrible second, Iseul is convinced he has seen the letter from Gyeulcheon, but Eunwoo only smiles. His smiles are strange, as if he’s not used to smiling but very much wants to learn how. This one seems to signify that he wants to put the past behind them (broken noses and all) and start anew.

			Unfortunately for him, Iseul is not so willing. 

			“What, exactly, do you want?” Iseul huffs. 

			His eyes go to the chain around her wrist. “I can take that off for you,” he offers and apparently mistakes her silence as surprise, rather than reluctance. Eunwoo crouches down and takes her left hand in his. His skin is cold to the touch, and Iseul fights back a shiver as he frowns down at the manacle. “I know what it’s like to be chained,” he says with a jerky, hesitant shrug. His eyes are glassy, and Iseul wonders if the only time the princeling is not on the brink of tears is when he is in the midst of battle. “It’s never pleasant.” 

			If he were not a Jeon, his eagerness to help would be endearing. But he is a Jeon, and therefore Iseul hates him, tortured past or no. 

			It is a matter of principle. 

			“It’s perfectly fine, thank you.” Iseul yanks her wrist away from Eunwoo’s touch, inexplicably possessive of this one link to Seojin, the time they shared. “Shouldn’t you be keeping watch?”

			The prince nods. “I am,” he replies, and Iseul stiffens. Has the Prophecy asked him to watch her? Does she suspect? Oh, lovely. Perhaps Iseul should have been more…well…violent during today’s battle. She’d thought that the Prophecy was too occupied to notice, but apparently, she has eyes on the back of her head. 

			“Is that so?” Iseul murmurs, wondering if Rui will open up an escape portal for her. Yet although every part of her longs to return to Seojin, there is still yet information to gather here. 

			“Iseul,” Eunwoo says, settling down next to her and leaning against a snoring Imugi—getting far too comfortable for Iseul’s taste. Her ax is in her lap, and she fingers it in warning, only to receive a look of appreciation from the princeling. How utterly baffling. “Something tells me that you would have wanted to stay in Gyeulcheon.”

			Iseul’s heart falters in her chest, but Eunwoo is speaking quietly enough that even she must strain to hear it. “However could you tell?” she retorts sweetly. “Was it when I broke your nose? Or when I scratched you half to death?”

			Eunwoo shakes his head. “Neither. It was the way you looked at that boy when I took you away. Like half of your soul was being torn from you. And you still wear this. Like it’s some sort of…bracelet.” Something flickers in his eyes. It’s almost longing as he traces the cuff around her wrist. And hungry envy. As if Iseul has, somehow, a thing that he desperately wants. A small part of Iseul wonders about Eunwoo’s story. Has the boy before her ever been loved by anyone? Or is he utterly alone, still chained to the Jeon dungeon in spirit if not in flesh? 

			Ah, well. He’s a Jeon. Iseul shan’t waste any tears on him. 

			“Lina will notice if you’re not careful,” Eunwoo finishes quietly. “Maybe she already has…”

			Maybe. Possibly. Probably. 

			Iseul must not show her hand. Yet something tells her that Eunwoo has already seen it, and he is not reacting with the ferocity she expected from him, Lina’s little lap dog. Or, more accurately, her lap bird. Sighing, she arches a brow. “Are you going to tell her?”

			He shakes his head and then smiles. The prince still doesn’t quite seem to know how to smile right, and combined with his flat stare, the result is rather unnerving. “No,” he says and then waits, like Iseul is going to praise him magnificently for showing a single semblance of basic human decency. 

			Iseul blinks. No? 

			This desperate desire to please everybody, to garner some semblance of friendship from each person here despite their own agendas, will only hurt Jeon Eunwoo. Yet it will help her, and that’s what really matters, isn’t it? If Eunwoo is caught in the aftermath, that is not one of Iseul’s problems at all, really. She couldn’t care less about this boy with wings and hard eyes. 

			Oh, she’s turned a new leaf, so to speak, but her grudge against the Jeons is one that will continue to permeate every aspect of her lovely personality. She might not be able to kill this strange, bastard princeling—it seems he harbors as much of a vendetta against the Jeons as she does, and any enemy of the Jeons is not precisely an enemy of hers (in the loosest sense, of course. Iseul would not be opposed to sending Eunwoo tumbling down from the sky yet again)—but she doesn’t need to help him, either. 

			And she will have her fun eventually.

			Because, she consoles herself, once this is all over and done with—once the real Lina reclaims her body and this war ends—who’s to say that Iseul can’t, well, destabilize the Jeon reign? With the threat of dragons and destruction receded, Iseul will be free to do as she pleases to those pig-headed, selfish, horrible bastards. 

			Eunwoo is still waiting, like a dog returning a stick to its master. 

			Iseul sighs and grits out, “Thank you, Eunwoo.” She settles back pointedly. “I’m going to sleep now. Privacy would be appreciated.” 

			“Of course.” The princeling grins in that strange way of his, looking altogether pleased with himself as he takes back to the skies. She watches him go in a mixture of amusement and disdain before turning back to Seojin’s letter—and his request. 

			If you write to us of your destined location, the forces may be able to move quickly and make an interception.

			If she tells the gods of the Bonseyo Shadowshafts, they will come, and they will kill Lina’s body. Rui has expressed that in order for Lina to reclaim her body, the body has to be kept alive. She glances over to where Rui is bent over a clump of herbs growing from the ground, looking suspiciously delighted. Chewing on her lip, she turns back to the letter and reads it once more, a cold sweat breaking out on her neck. 

			This is rather troubling, Iseul decides with a grimace. She seems to be residing in the gray area of this war, with the emperor. Drumming her fingers on the paper, Iseul whispers something exceptionally unsavory under her breath. She does not particularly like this impasse at which she finds herself.

			If she doesn’t tell Seojin of the Shadowshafts, then the Prophecy may very well come to fruition, and then the Eastern Continent will become an utterly depressing cesspool of dragons and dragon shit, and there will be nothing that any of them can do. Seojin will also be furious with her, and Iseul finds that she does not quite like the idea of Seojin once again viewing her as a horrible, bloodthirsty monster. 

			If she does tell Seojin, then Rui will hate her— Well. Iseul eyes the emperor as he creeps over to the pile of animal carcasses the Imugi hunted for their supper and sprinkles what looks like crushed herbs over the bloody meat before gleefully melting back into his strange shadows. Iseul truthfully does not quite care if the Dokkaebi does not like her, but she does care about the real Lina, who deserves every chance to reclaim what is rightfully hers.

			But…

			Does she care enough to deny Seojin this crucial piece of information? This is the sort of knowledge that can change the course of a war, after all, and a war against a Prophecy already has such a small chance of succeeding. 

			Sighing, Iseul traces the letters of her and Seojin’s summer language. The still-damp ink marks the tips of her fingers. 

			How long would Seojin survive in the Prophecy’s world? 

			How would she survive without him? 

			Not long. Not long at all. 

			The choice rests between saving Lina or saving Seojin. It is a dreadful choice, a damning choice. And although she attempts to mull it over, Iseul knows who she will always—always—choose to save. 

			Slowly and quietly, Iseul makes a decision. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX 

			The Prisoner 

			Outside of the cabin, the snow is beginning to melt, revealing small hints of hesitant earth hiding underneath. I stare out the window, one hand pressed flat to the glass, ignoring the throbs of pain that lance through my body from whatever the Prophecy has today endured. 

			What does it mean, I wonder, that winter is receding in this small corner of rest between the stairs and the levels? That the flurries of snow and storms of hail have stopped, replaced by a clear, velvet sky dappled with stars? 

			What does it mean, that Yego still hasn’t shown himself? A part of me wonders—no, hopes—that it’s a sign we’ve somehow thwarted our deaths…that Gameunjang has steered us away from an untimely demise. But that just doesn’t sound right. 

			Does it? 

			“Lina,” Rui says huskily as he appears in the chogajip. I turn, hand falling away from the window, to look at him. He looks entirely exhausted, and instead of his usual armor, he wears simple robes. Rui is unarmed, and I know it is the Prophecy’s doing—that he is her captive now, as he planned. 

			“I don’t know how much time I have,” he says, striding toward me. “She knows you’re moving through the mind and that I meet with you. I’ve tried to come here twice already, but both times she kicked me out of the trance. Quite literally, in fact. My ribs still hurt.” His silver eyes are so desperate, as if he expects to vanish at any moment, as he takes my face in his hands. The kiss is long, and sweet, yet edged with a hint of a familiar hunger. 

			It’s the sort of hunger that once consumed the pair of us, before we were so thoroughly broken. When we could hardly keep our hands off the other’s bare skin. The sort of hunger that was an unbridled kind of lust, a roaring, wild thing. 

			I pull him down further, running my hands through his wavy hair. He groans, hoarsely, before pulling away to scan my face.

			“You’re different tonight,” he murmurs. “I can’t place it, but you feel…different.”

			My lips tug upward. I do feel different. Exhausted from scouring through the palace and staring into the mirror, but… I also feel lighter, somehow. More myself. Rui swallows hard, and I realize he’s staring at my lips, at my smile. 

			I wonder how long it has been since I smiled like this. 

			“Months,” he whispers gutturally, sensing my unspoken question through the bond. “Months upon months.” Rui shakes his head in wonder, eyes suddenly sparkling with a hint of their old light-hearted mischief. “Gods, little thief. I never thought I would see you like this again.” He brushes a finger against my mouth. “It looks beautiful on you.”

			I find myself opening my mouth, words tumbling onto my tongue, but I swallow them back. I’m not…I’m not ready for that, yet, but I am ready for this. Leading Rui to my bed, kissing him as if I am starving—because I am. Something has bloomed inside of me, something alive and beautiful and…and perhaps hopeful. 

			Something so different from the sharp, jagged emotions I have grown used to. 

			I fumble with Rui’s robes. I need this, need to feel him with me. Need to hold him close, need to feel his skin on mine… But what’s more is that I want to. 

			We’ve been apart for so long. And this, this joining…to me, it’s my promise to him. That I will return. That I will fight alongside him, just as he’s dreamed.

			The three truths are warm against my skin. Perhaps they are healing me, somehow, lending me a strength I never thought I would find. Siphoning away the shadows, the grief, the despair. Giving in return this heady feeling of lust, of determination, a sense of self I thought I had forever lost.

			I used to adore this—making love with Rui. Here, in this moment, with Rui’s harsh breathing and my excited heartbeat… I feel more myself than I have in so, so, so godsdamned long. 

			“Are you certain?” Rui gasps as I slide off his robes, revealing his toned chest, the sharp v-line, and… I feel a rush of heat in my core. 

			We have lain together before, the two of us, exploring each other with our mouths and hands after the night of our wedding, yet there still remains uncharted territory across the slopes and plains of our bodies. I want to reach those hidden places tonight, to feel what his body feels like joined with mine, like two halves of a locket clicking together after so long apart, finding where they’re meant to be. I feel that this is the time for it: it’s in the way I feel like myself again, in the way there has been some respite given to us in this chogajip, where Yego does not lurk. As the snow melts outside, so do I, a warm desire burning low in my stomach. 

			I’m certain, I reply with a wry look, and Rui—after a moment of delighted surprise—laughs. Laughs not his bitter, despondent laugh…but his one of excitement. Of delight. Of love.

			He leans me down atop the mattress and kisses me, long and slow. Tormentingly slow. I moan against his lips, and he smiles, his pure joy sparkling down the red thread as he slips my tunic over my head. I sigh softly as he kisses a breast. 

			“Little thief,” he murmurs as he toys with the waistband of my pants. “I do love you.”

			I love you, too.

			Rui grins, a vibrant delight flashing across his face…

			…and slips a hand underneath my pants. My breath leaves me in a soft exhale as his fingers glide exactly where I want them, as he strokes, still smiling against my mouth.

			“I missed you,” he whispers. “I missed this.”

			I close my eyes as he kisses me again, as his fingers—his godsdamn fingers—circle me, slowly, so slowly. My breathing hitches, yet is exhaled in frustration as his touch recedes. Rui smirks as he tugs off my pants completely, baring me to him. He positions himself between my legs and kisses me again, kisses me where I am warm and aching. Every touch of his tongue is deliciously torturous, edging me closer and closer to the fall, only inches away from where I balance on the precipice. He hums happily as I squirm, placing a hand on my navel, and I feel his smug, male satisfaction shoot through our bond. 

			I fracture and break, bliss wracking my body in waves, and only then does Rui rise. He’s flushed and glowing, feeling what I feel through the red thread of fate joining us. It is visible, the red thread, curling from my chest and into his. 

			“Lina,” he whispers as his forehead meets mine, as we become one. Despite all we have shared, we have not done this part before—this final joining, this slow and tender coupling. I gasp silently at the feel of him, and he is so utterly careful as he eases into me, trembling and flushed. 

			“Can I?” he whispers, so hopeful, so completely in awe that I smile as I nod. 

			Rui is gentle as his hips roll against mine, as he tenderly kisses the side of my neck, making me shiver. I twine my fingers through his hair and wrap my legs around him, savoring the steady rhythm of him, the heat of his body against mine. The tantalizing sensation of his movements, the warming of my blood, the growing tension within my arching body. 

			Closer and closer we dance, and we fall together, tension shattering into shards. I arch into him, biting down on a breathy moan as he gasps into my neck, movements slowing. His pleasure is mine, and mine is his, interwoven, tangled together by the red thread of fate. It is heat and flame and the feeling of a drop—it is tumbling from a precipice, falling through the air. 

			My legs are shaking as we slowly disentangle, and my entire body is still shivering as Rui holds me close to him. His eyes are fluttering closed, and his breathing has become slow, steady. I smile, turning so I can brush his sweaty hair from his face, so I can kiss his forehead. 

			A silver, bleary eye cracks open. “You destroy me,” he whispers. “You know that, don’t you?” He traces my collarbone with an indolent finger. “You destroy me so utterly.”

			I know, I reply before taking his hand in mine and interlacing our fingers. 

			Rui grins sleepily. “You’re getting closer, aren’t you?” he murmurs. “Closer to reclaiming yourself.”

			The thought of existing within my body no longer fills me with an acute terror. Instead, I feel only a slight hesitancy that is overpowered by the flare of determination. I nod, toying with my necklace. Rui’s eyes travel to the five little keys, as if noticing them for the first time. With an elegant finger, he traces the charms: the beast, the willow tree, the dongsimgyeol, the little mirror, and the three truths. “My, Lina,” he murmurs. “What excellent taste in jewelry you have. I have finally rubbed off on you.” 

			I roll my eyes fondly. Two more keys await, I tell him. 

			“Only two?” he whispers, and there is no disguising the hope in his voice. 

			Only two, I confirm, and his smile is a thing of beauty: not the wolfish, feral grin he gives to others, but the soft, gentle one that is reserved only for me. My heart flutters like the delicate wings of a butterfly as he presses a kiss to my temple. I do not want to break this moment, yet I must still ask. How do you fare in the real world? I’ve not had time to stop and look, pouring all of my focus into crossing the levels and collecting the keys. I know only that time is of the essence. I would feel guilty, laying here so indolently with Rui while war wages outside, but if he has time to visit me in this mindscape, it means the Prophecy has stopped for the night. 

			Rui? I prompt. I felt pain, earlier, from the Prophecy. What has happened?

			A suspiciously long pause follows.

			I narrow my eyes.

			Rui clears his throat. “There may have been a minor…ah, incident today,” he says innocently, with a virtuous smile that is not fooling me. “A minor incident in which I did not fight a god. I would certainly never do that, little thief, as my beloved wife warned me not to—”

			Rui!

			“—and far be it from me to ignore the wishes of my soul-stitched,” he finishes sweetly. 

			Oh, he is insufferable. I drag my hands down my face. 

			Of course he fought a god. 

			Of course he did. 

			“In my defense,” Rui hastens to say, spreading his hands in a humble, supplicating gesture, “I had little choice.” 

			I listen with growing alarm as he details the fight on Habaek’s Bridge, and the following ambush by Dalnim, Haemosu, and their Bulgae. When he reaches the moment of Seokga’s involvement, I blink, not bothering to hide my disbelief. 

			In the stories, at least, the lines between the deities are clear. In those fables, there is a cleanly cut divide been the Good and the Evil. Gameunjang would fall into the Good, alongside Haemosu and Dalnim, as well as most of the other deities, including Habaek. Seokga, however… Well, the trickster god would be firmly grouped within the Evil, alongside Yeomra—whose power over death is widely feared—and illness deities such as Manurasin. For Gameunjang to have called upon Seokga… It confuses me, makes my head ache with bewilderment. It did not occur to me that Gameunjang would be allied with one such as Seokga. 

			Perhaps the stories are oversimplifications of the lines between Good and Evil. Gods know, I myself have found them increasingly blurred. Yet…I wonder at Gameunjang’s apparent alliance with Seokga. 

			Rui seemingly attempts to shake off the rest of his exhaustion. “I’ve slowed the Prophecy’s route to the capital of Bonseyo for as long as I can manage, but she’s taking the tunnels underneath the orchards. Apparently, they’re quite fast.” He scrubs at his face. “And Iseul has been reclaimed. She’s working with me,” he adds with a crooked smile. “The Prophecy isn’t too popular anymore, as it turns out.” 

			Iseul has changed sides. I blink in pleased surprise, pushing aside my reservations about Gameunjang and Seokga. 

			The Prophecy doesn’t know Iseul has swapped her allegiances? I ask quickly. My heart lurches in my chest at what the Prophecy inside of my body might do to Iseul should she find out of her disloyalty. The Gumiho only ever showed me kindness when I knew her. I still remember the day she found me on the street, unable to stand, unable to breathe as I was flooded with panic. The Gumiho took me in her arms, carried me to safety. It warms me to know she has decided to abandon the Prophecy, to be better than bloodlust and rage. We are so similar, she and I.

			We could have been great friends, I think, if things were different. 

			“She suspects. She has Jeon Eunwoo watching her—Emperor Jeon’s bastard son. He joined her ranks recently. And he has wings,” Rui adds, watching as I blink in surprise. Whenever I hope that this cesspool of a war cannot grow any more chaotic, I am proven utterly wrong. “His mother was apparently a Heavenly Maiden. But from what I’ve observed, Iseul is taking care of it. She knows she’s being watched.” 

			Shaking my head, I roll out of the bed and hastily begin dressing. I’ve taken the time to rest, to lie with Rui. Now, though… Now, that familiar sense of urgency has settled back over me. I jerk my shirt over my head and hitch my pants up to my waist. I close my fingers around the three truths.

			I’m still unsure why I had to learn them. It is the Prophecy who is destined to “rule all,” not me—I spoke the truth. I’ve no desire to lead, to be an empress… Although I suppose in all technicalities, as Rui’s wife, I’m Empress of Gyeulcheon. Perhaps that is what Yoonho and Sang meant, but still, something about it does not sound entirely accurate. It has always been the Prophecy’s dream to be an empress. Not mine. 

			And even if I make it out of here…if we manage to thwart the Prophecy and our deaths…I would not wish to rule the Three Kingdoms. 

			“Where are you going, little thief?” Rui asks quietly as I tug on my shoes.

			Nowhere yet, I respond with slight trepidation as I wait for the stairs to appear. Rui slips out of bed and redons his robes, joining my side just as the wall is replaced by the long staircase.

			“Let me come with you,” he says. “I want to savor the time we have. The Prophecy will rip me away soon.”

			I hesitate. This staircase is a passageway through the mind, after all, a path to my most private thoughts. My darkest memories. Yet Rui is my soul-stitched. My husband. He has seen me at my worst, and still, he loves me. I have seen, through our thread, his love for me firsthand. And I will strive every day to be worthy of it. 

			Swallowing nervously, I nod. 

			And somehow, this permission—for him to wander around my mind, to see every single broken part of me—is more intimate than our lovemaking. More intimate than anything else could ever be. 

			Silver eyes soft, Rui takes my hand, and together we ascend the staircase. He supports me as my limp appears, the pain in my left leg summoned by the long climb as it always is. And I am grateful to have him here, with me. It is as if the stairs, somehow, are pleased as well. We do not climb for as long as I had expected before we emerge on the next level. If Yego follows, I do not hear it. 

			As we emerge from the stairwell, I stumble backward, hitting Rui’s chest, legs nearly giving out beneath me.

			“Lina,” Eunbi says slowly, hesitantly, from where she’s sitting at the edge of the lazuline Gyeulcheon pond, where morning light from the dozens of moons above reflects off the water and dapples the surrounding hill lands in a warm, glittering glow. She stands, dusting off her pale yellow hanbok and regarding me with wide brown eyes. There are cherry blossoms woven into her hair. 

			She makes no move to embrace me.

			Eunbi. Eunbi. My baby sister. Gods, my knees threaten to give way. I press a fist to my mouth, press back the sobs as Rui hesitates at my back. Eunbi looks at him and waves hesitantly. “Hello, Rui,” she adds softly. 

			“Eunbi.” Rui’s voice is thick. “Is this…” No doubt he is wondering what I puzzled over with Chara and Chryse. Is this real? 

			Yet I know, just as I knew then, that somehow…it is. My mind has brought her here, stretching into Jeoseung, extending a desperate invitation. Just as somehow my mind brought me to the underworld, where I watched her spin underneath the flowers of the cherry blossom tree. 

			And for whatever reason, Eunbi has accepted that invitation to come here. Has entered my mindscape, where she now stands in my memory of Gyeulcheon, looking at me with an inscrutable expression. 

			I do not realize that I have begun to hyperventilate until Rui gently squeezes my shoulder. “Lina,” he murmurs, “breathe, little thief, bre—”

			But then he is torn apart from me, and I whirl around to see the dark, golden-etched door hovering in midair slamming closed before vanishing altogether…leaving me alone with Eunbi. The Prophecy has awoken him, and he is… 

			He is gone, leaving me alone with my little sister, whom I am more frightened of than any Dalgyal Gwisin, or any beast in a barley field. One richly deserved word from her could rip me into two. It could slice me straight down the middle, could shut me back into that cold, dark place where all I wanted was to remain in that cell. Does she know? How terribly she can wound me, if only she wishes to? 

			Face still turned away from my sister, I press my lips together hard, willing myself not to cry. 

			I am not the one who died at eight years old. 

			I am not the one who suffered in that palace underneath the scarlet moon. 

			This is not my tragedy. This is not about me.

			When I have finally composed myself enough, I turn around. Eunbi is still regarding me quietly. 

			My hands flutter uselessly at my sides. Eunbi does not speak the Quiet Language. 

			I open my mouth to say her name. I try to speak. I do. 

			But I can’t. 

			“Lina,” she says, and I note she’s not calling me Lili, she’s calling me Lina, and the last time I heard her call me Lili…

			C R A C K.

			Eunbi settles down again on the shore of the pond. She doesn’t extend an invitation, but I hesitantly take a seat some feet away from her anyway, sitting down on the rich green grass. I need to speak. I need to use my voice. I try to drag it up into my throat, try to form words on my tongue, in my mouth. Eunbi watches, face shuttered, but a small hint of sadness slipping out.

			“The others told me,” she says quietly. “I know you can’t talk. I don’t really understand why, but Sang said it’s because you’re traum…trauma…traumatized.” Eunbi sounds the word out carefully. “They say you might talk again one day, but that I shouldn’t push you too far.” 

			I’m still trying. Opening and closing my mouth like a fish. There’s so much I need to say to her. But I can’t… Each time I attempt to summon my voice, a feeling of acute terror overcomes me, and my stomach churns as if I am about to be sick. 

			Frustrated, I dig my nails into the palms of my hands and hate myself so utterly that the afterglow of my time with Rui, the courage and determination from the past two levels, slips away and leaves only a crushing sense of disgust. 

			My sister is here, she’s here, and yet I can’t even talk to her.

			What kind of a coward am I?

			“Lina,” Eunbi says, alarmed, staring at my hands. Too late, I realized I’ve drawn blood. “Don’t do that, Lina, please!” She rushes over, grabs my hands in hers, and I marvel at their childish smoothness, the soft palms and uncalloused fingers. “It’s all right that you can’t talk,” she says, holding my hands tightly. “But it’s not all right if you hurt yourself because of it!” Her lower lip trembles, and I inhale shakily.

			I do not know if she will shrink away as I slip my hands out from underneath hers and attempt to pull her into a hug. Yet I try anyway, with a pounding heart. Eunbi stiffens and draws away.

			My arms fall to my sides. Oh. Oh. 

			“I died,” Eunbi says simply, pulling her knees to her chest.

			I know, I mouth, because the words won’t come out, won’t take form on my tongue. I’m so—I’m so sorry…

			Eunbi frowns, shuttered face opening just a crack to reveal confusion. “You didn’t kill me,” she says. “But you didn’t save me, either. And when I saw you…” Her lips wobble. “You didn’t look like my sister. And then Rui started…burning you. I don’t understand. They tried to explain it. Hana told us—she’s in Jeoseung now, too. She said there’s something evil inside of you. I’ve seen all these people, coming down to Jeoseung, saying you did it.” She blinks rapidly. “Were you really there? Underneath the cherry blossom tree? I felt you…in here.” Eunbi taps her heart with a small hand. “And if you were, then I meant what I said. I-I’m so mad at you.” 

			Words stir restlessly in my chest. I need to be able to communicate with my sister. Again, I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. Tears of frustration beginning to blur my vision, I slam my fist against the earth. How is this helping to heal me? I want to scream to the mindscape. How?

			And almost as if it has listened to me, almost as if it has heard my pleas… Eunbi’s eyes snap to the smoky letters hovering before me as they rearrange themselves and shift to mirror the words I want to say to her.

			I’m sorry, Eunbi, the letters read. I kept so much from you.

			I do not know how this is possible, but it suddenly occurs to me that nothing is impossible in this strange realm, this land of the mind where imagination reigns. I take a deep breath, focusing on the letters. Morphing them into the words I’d like to say next. 

			Hana is right. Something was in my head, controlling me. A Prophecy. Do you know what a parasite is, Eunbi? 

			She shakes her head, frowning. 

			The ticks in the barley field, I try to explain. How Eomma would pat you down to make sure you hadn’t got any, because they latch on to your skin and don’t let go. It’s like that. The Dokkaebi thought they had found a way to get it out. Kang hoped that if he brought you that night, I’d be shocked, giving Rui enough time to get rid of the Prophecy. I didn’t know you would be there. Neither did Rui. 

			Although for so long, I thought he had. 

			“Oh,” Eunbi whispers in a small voice.

			And it almost worked. I’m sorry—I’m so sorry you had to see that, little sister, but it almost worked. But then a man I’d—I’d hurt in the past… He wanted revenge. He used you to get it.

			My little sister trembles. “What did you do to him?”

			I do not want to admit this. A cold sweat breaks out on my neck, icy with dread. 

			“What did you do to him, Lina?” whispers Eunbi again. 

			Trembling, I make the letters appear, even as I know the disgust and shock my baby sister will feel. I killed his wife. Eunbi flinches, but I make myself go on. The bad man who murdered the Talons said I had to, or he’d hurt you. But I could have found another way. I was just too scared to search for one.

			As I’d suspected, Eunbi blanches, face leeching of color. “You never told me what you did for the Talons,” she whispers. “You only ever said you took care of Yoonho’s business and went on…on hunts. I didn’t really think about what that might mean. Lina, what did you do? Are you…” Her mouth works. “Are you a killer?”

			I bow my head, fighting back a sob. Yes.

			There is a long, long silence. When I look up, Eunbi is crying—crying angrily, glaring at me through teary eyes. “I hate you,” she gasps out. “I hate you, I hate you, I hate you!” 

			I know. That’s… I understand. 

			My sister, whom I’ve raised since she was four. Whom I sent to safety, in the Yaepak Mountains. Whom I fought for, whom I killed for, whom I bled for. Whom I love. 

			Whom hates me.

			“You were supposed to protect me!” she screams. “You were always supposed to protect me! You said you would, and you didn’t!” 

			Eunbi… If I can tell you why…

			“I want to leave,” Eunbi sobs. “This was a mistake. I want to go back, I want to leave—”

			And she does.

			She disappears, as if she was never here at all—leaving me alone, trembling like a leaf, pressing a hand to my mouth. 

			No stairs appear to carry me away from this torture, to flee from my mistakes and misdeeds. I sit by the lake until the sky turns to a deep, mournful darkness. 

			My little sister does not return.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN

			The Prophecy 

			When the leather pouches of water mysteriously disappear, I know that it is the work of Haneul. Just as I know it is when a handful of my Imugi fall ill after their supper of deer and moose, and when Eunwoo wakes up to the smell of smoke and realizes that his wings are on fire. 

			Blue fire, to be precise. 

			Although the prince was able to snuff out the Dokkaebi fire before it caused true harm other than a few singed feathers, Haneul’s tricks have created a delay in our route toward the Bonseyo Shadowshafts. 

			Which is undoubtedly what he wanted.

			I seethe as I drink from a Bonseyo river that is thankfully clear, bringing my cupped hands to my lips and guzzling in a manner that is entirely undignified. This river was two miles off-course, sheltered within not an orchard but a small forest of autumn foliage, and with this mortal body depending on water, we had no choice but to stop. Iseul drinks to my right, with Eunwoo to my left. Chan’s gag has been soaked with water, and it amuses me greatly that to drink, the weakened Supreme Commander must suckle at the fabric. 

			Haneul, appearing supremely smug, arches a brow as I return, stomping toward Sonagi. Although I can outlast the typical mortal, my Imugi can go much longer without water than I. The hiding of the water pouches was a personal attack, and I would be lying if I said I was not coldly furious at the inconvenience.

			And I am well able to suspect how Haneul passed on such illness to my Imugi after their supper. The crag on which we were camped hosted clumps of a suspicious-seeming brown herb that I only noticed after Daeyang took the sickly back to Jeoseung to heal. It would have been easy enough for Haneul to sprinkle the bloody carcasses with whatever it was, inducing this effect. 

			These petty attacks. I could see them coming, from the minute Haneul arrived here. My Imugi were meant to keep a close eye on him, but the Dokkaebi is as much of a trickster as Seokga, and my forces have been rattled after the ambush from the gods. Yet although Haneul has succeeded in this minor sabotage, my serpents now keep him under unblinking, watchful eyes. Stomach cramps and disappearing water are the worst he will be able to do. 

			Thanks to Haneul’s antics, we are not en route and instead must travel the two miles back before we can truly start out in earnest. All the while, Haneul whistles under his breath, and it is only after I have Iseul bind and gag him once more that he stops. Yet I can still feel his amusement, his utter entertainment at his successful diversion. He can burn through the ropes, the gag, at any time. He is only humoring me, yet the reprieve from his endless prattling is soothing. By the time we near the Shadowshafts entrances, my ire has begun to fade. 

			The terrain of Bonseyo is rich with hills, and there is hardly a village to be seen as fruit-bearing trees begin to sprout up around us. Branches groaning with the weight of fat persimmons, glossy red apples, and sweet figs fill the evening air with saccharine aroma. Wasps buzz in the expansive orchard, humming contentedly as they crawl across the fruits that have fallen to the richly soiled earth below, stomachs full and bulging. These orchards are nearly as dense as the Wyusan Wilderness, but thoroughly more enjoyable for my forces. Iseul crunches happily on an apple while my Imugi snap their heads up toward the trees and tear off entire branches of persimmons. Sonagi sighs in exasperation as her children crunch contentedly away on them, wood and all. 

			Eunwoo’s singed feathers ruffle as we traverse deeper into the orchards. The sun is setting, and the air has become colder. He seems nervous, and I catch him throwing anticipatory glances my way. “We’re nearly to one of the Shadowshaft entrances,” the prince says.

			“Good,” I reply curtly. It is only luck that the gods and the Wyusan-Gyeulcheon alliance have not yet intervened. Atop Sonagi, I have grown tense, waiting for a deity to lunge out of the shadows. 

			Something small and hard hits me in the back of the head, and my eyes flare wide as I swivel around, scaleblades extending…

			Only to see Haneul lobbing another apple toward me, apparently having tired of tolerating the ropes binding him. I catch it swiftly and hurl it back toward him as hard as I can. It slams into his forehead. The pain of impact bursts through me, too, but it’s worth it to see the damned emperor nearly tumble off his reluctant Imugi mount. How I wish I could imprison him elsewhere. But it is a risk I am unwilling to take: I must keep my eyes on him at all times. 

			A hill in the midst of the orchard looms into view. Although its top is grassy, and home to a large apple tree, the underside is blocked of rocks, piled atop one another. A blockage, preventing entrance into the tunnels. 

			The Imugi make quick work of it, clearing the stones with a speed that sends a burst of pride through me. The entrance is a gaping mouth, like that of a cave—the hill is hollowed out, leading to darkness. 

			“Ooo,” says Iseul. “How terrifically horrible. Who will go first, Lina?”

			I cut a look toward my Gumiho. Eunwoo has reported nothing strange, yet I still cannot help but wonder if Iseul is truly as loyal to me as she seems. If she has mourned for Uloe at all, I have not seen it. Grimly, I am about to suggest that Iseul goes first when Eunwoo intervenes.

			“I’ll go,” the prince offers, always eager to please and already making for the entrance. He casts a trepidatious look over his shoulder and disappears into the darkness. I wait for a few moments—ensuring there is no shriek of pain or otherwise foreboding noise—before following him atop Sonagi. Her stomach glides across the rough stone that slopes downward without any difficulties, the hard scales preventing cuts or scrapes. The air becomes disgustingly thick with the smell of soil, and cold. As we venture further into the Bonseyo Shadowshafts, where tunnels split every which way, it grows increasingly colder. 

			Eunwoo leads us into a tunnel to the right, where the packed soil far, far above soon transitions into some sort of ore. It is very quiet in the Shadowshafts, the only sound the slithering of the Imugi. 

			The path the prince takes us on twists and twines. Tunnels split into two, and then three, the underground labyrinth growing more and more complex as an hour and then two slowly creep by. I amuse myself by scouring the mind for the Prisoner and feel a smug bite of satisfaction as I realize she is not moving, wherever she is. Perhaps she is trapped again. 

			Good. 

			“How much longer?” Iseul asks Eunwoo, yawning. He casts a look over his shoulder.

			“The tunnel to the palace isn’t far away now,” the prince replies. 

			“Excellent.” I smile, heart beginning to pound. Bonseyo will fall tonight, and the gods will have been too oblivious to stop it. We will have snuck in through the Shadowshafts, right underneath their noses. Fulfillment is so close within reach, only a millimeter away. Soon, so soon, my Imugi will take the form of Yong. I can barely breathe through the thrill of it, heady excitement flowing in my veins.

			The world will be as it should—Three Kingdoms, ruled by a magnificent goddess and her creatures. Creatures who have long waited their turn for this taking. I close my eyes and smile. It will be glorious, I think. 

			And the victory will taste so very, very sweet. Haneul’s defeat will only add another coating of sugar to this already delicious triumph. I imagine it, how his face will contort in agonized realization as my Imugi take to the skies, how he will undoubtedly cry—the poor, sensitive thing, realizing that he has failed in whatever he hoped to accomplish by fleeing here from Gyeulcheon. And the Prisoner within my head will give up on her quest, crushed by her defeat. It will be my happy ending and my purpose fulfilled. 

			Empress of All. Goddess of Wrath.

			The Yeouiju.

			I open my eyes, and my smile falls from my lips as I realize Eunwoo is nowhere in sight. Sonagi is hesitating beneath me. We are at a crossroads, two paths branching before us. “Eunwoo?” I demand. 

			His voice comes from the right tunnel, where the shadows grow even darker as we pass through it. Eunwoo’s voice comes from further up ahead. “The entrance to the palace is at the end of the tunnel,” he calls. “Over here.”

			My lips stretch once more. “Wonderful.”

			This particular tunnel is extraordinarily long. I cannot see the end through the shadows, even with my vision. I cannot see Eunwoo, either. 

			As we move, a peculiar sound comes from above us. It is almost the sound of shifting earth, low and gravelly. It grows within moments to a roar, and I raise my hand, bringing my forces to an abrupt halt as pebbles begin to rain down from overhead, soon followed by larger rocks that crash to the ground. Waves of dust and grime explode upward, and Iseul and I choke on it. My Imugi hiss in panic as they twist to avoid the rocks. 

			“GO BACK!” I shout in the Serpentine Tongue as I summon scales around my body for protection. The tunnels are caving in, and if we do not move quickly enough, we will be trapped—

			I narrowly avoid the impact of a large chunk of stone and bite my tongue in outrage as Sonagi desperately dodges the plummeting debris. How? How is this happening? 

			We will regroup. Rethink—

			“GO!” I shout hoarsely, and my Imugi turn around and slither faster, faster. The very walls of the tunnel are trembling, and I can barely see through the thick clouds of dust. The rumbling is all-encompassing, and my ears ring as it reaches its crescendo…as mere feet behind Sonagi and me, hundreds of hard, jagged stones crash onto the ground, stacking upon each other with booming, thunderous cracks. Shards of stone spray outward, one slicing a thin line across Iseul’s face. She’s pale with shock as the rockfall continues for what feels like centuries, but in reality can only be a few seconds.

			I stare at the obstruction blocking our path toward the palace, chest heaving. It is silent now, yet my ears still ring, head pounding in pain. Small rocks skitter down from the towering wall of rock from which tendrils of smog swirl. Blinking dust out of my eyes, I slide from Sonagi to face my troops. I am covered in the thick, grimy powder from head to toe, and the others have not fared much better, only their eyes visible. Haneul’s are wide as I storm toward him and rip him off his mount. 

			“Did you plan this?” I growl, holding him around the throat, uncaring if I suffer the same pain as I sneer up at him and rip the gag from his mouth.

			Haneul smirks, a razor-sharp tilt of his lips. “As much as I’m flattered that you think I would be able to singlehandedly orchestrate a cave-in such as this, no. I didn’t.”

			Breathing hard, I release him and shove him away. The gods. It has to be. 

			“Clear the rocks.” Struggling to breathe past the dust and fury, I gesture impatiently to my Imugi, then to the obstruction, turning around to do so. “And do it quickly—”

			“Shin Lina,” a voice says from behind me. It is a delicate, feminine voice. “We meet again.” 

			Slowly, I turn back around.

			And there, past my Imugi, past the unconscious Chan and thin-lipped Haneul, past Iseul’s wide black eyes… 

			The moon goddess and her brother. 

			Dalnim, as pale as her moon, holds that silver gakgung, an arrow aimed straight at my heart. Haemosu, dressed in armor as golden and bright as his sun, radiates divinity and holds a gleaming sword in one hand. 

			And an army is at their backs, filling the extensive tunnel, men and women and Dokkaebi all aiming their weapons toward mine. 

			My Imugi hiss in surprise and fury. I join them, my scales unfolding along my skin, glittering in the low light. My finger trembles with rage as I lift it into the air, preparing to signal for war… 

			Haemosu tilts his head, following the gesture. “Oh, this isn’t even all of us,” the sun god says with a nasty grin, just as Jeon Eunwoo flies around the bend, where that second tunnel was… 

			…and just as he lands next to the gods, bringing with him a wave of soldiers who join ranks with the others. The color of their lamellar armor is unfamiliar to me. Not the brown of the Wyusan soldiers, or the dark green, scaled armor of the Gyeulcheon soldiers. The leather of their plates have been painted white. Realization strikes me like a violent wave. 

			These are Bonseyo soldiers. 

			A snippet from a long-forgotten conversation comes to me. 

			“Can you throw your voice like a raven?”

			“I can.” 

			Tricked. I have been tricked. Lured into a trap by Jeon Eunwoo. 

			I am beginning to understand Iseul’s hatred of birds. 

			The prince smiles. It looks stiff on him, but hopeful. “My father finally found a use for me,” he says as I clench my jaw hard enough that a molar cracks, sending a burst of pain through my mouth. “He did not release me on my birthday as I told you. He released me just before you claimed Wyusan, with a bargain. Lure you here, and trigger the rockfall. There is a lever, you see…one hidden just around the bend. A defense, he said, for Bonseyo in times of war. If I completed this mission for him, he’d acknowledge me as his son.” Eunwoo’s eyes glisten, something springing to life in their dead depths. “I can live in the palace. With him.”

			“You fool,” I spit, digging my nails into my palms—but it is not the prince who is the fool. It is me. All this time, I assumed Bonseyo cared not for the strategizing of war, too busy with their feuding dynasty and other such trivialities. I became complacent, and I—Shin Lina, the Prophecy, the Goddess of Wrath—was manipulated. Believing myself so ahead, I gave my trust to a bastard prince with a desire to be loved. 

			And my fatal mistake was deeming that desire wearisome, rather than dangerous. I saw this desire as a weakness, yet it has been weaponized against me. Eunwoo wove a story, and I believed it. 

			“Do you think he’ll ever love you?” I spit. “You could have had everything. Victory. A title. And yet.” My laugh is bitter and cold as I search for more words, for more time to buy myself and my army. “You sacrifice it all for a father’s lie. You tell the gods of my route. You bring death upon your own head.”

			Eunwoo balks but quickly recovers. “I wasn’t the one who alerted the gods,” the bastard prince says. And this time, when he smiles, I know it is a smile he has learned from me. It is a cruel smile. Sharp and jagged. “Although I won’t complain that they’re here.”

			My breathing is little more than a furious, shallow panting. “If not you—”

			“Me.”

			The world goes still as Song Iseul dismounts the Imugi she rides on. She stares me down, reaching behind her to grip her ax as her words ring in my ears. “It was me,” she says, tilting her head. “You’re not Lina,” she spits, slowly walking backward to join the gods. Iseul’s lip curls. “You’re not my friend. All you are is a tyrannical bitch.”

			I knew it. I laugh again, this time hard enough that my shoulders shake. “And you think that this will bring her back?” I manage to gasp out. Dalnim’s arrow is still trained on me, and I eye it as subtly as I can, gauging the speed at which it will fly, how quickly I can shift out of the way. “Oh, no, Song Iseul. You’ve made a grave miscalculation. They want to kill me. And if I die, she dies. Surely Haneul explained that to you while you conspired.” 

			The Gumiho does not even attempt to deny it. 

			“He did,” Iseul replies. Her eyes move to Haneul. “I’m sorry,” she says. “But I was right the first time. This way is quicker, for everybody. And…the gods have ordained it. You have nobody, nothing, but your own hope on your side.”

			“But Ga—” Haneul’s throat works, and he clamps his mouth shut. His terror pierces me in crashing, frothing waves. 

			I do not have time for this. Refusing to give these traitors the shock they so clearly long for, I look Dalnim directly in the eye. “Hurry up,” I snap and gesture impatiently. “I grow bored.” 

			Her brother makes a sound like he might laugh but instead composes himself and looks to Dalnim, who cocks a brow. 

			It happens quickly after that.

			The arrow slices through the air, hurtling toward me like a falling star. Her last ambush prepared me well for this. I whip to the side, launching myself away from the weapon, just as the opposing army releases a mighty roar and rushes forward. Although the tunnel is wide—at least the size of a small field—the soldiers are packed in so tightly together that, as they approach, they are a monstrous wave of fury and fireswords. 

			“Fuck,” growls Haneul, and lunges for me.

			We fall into darkness and shadow. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT

			The Prisoner

			The cottage appears as the stars emerge, sparkling wistfully as I shiver in the night’s coldness, so hollow that I cannot even cry. Yet the longer I sit by the pond, waiting for my sister to return, the sharper that hollowness feels until I am not hollow at all. No, I am filled with a jagged darkness that rips me apart from the inside out until tears are finally sliding down my face and dripping off my nose. “I hate you,” Eunbi had said. She meant it, and I cannot blame her. A sob wracks my body, and as I hunch over in such visceral pain, that is when Yego appears.

			I do not notice it at first, the chattering behind me, seeping from the deep shadows of the chogajip. Yet closer and closer it comes, and only when it is joined by the shuffling of bloated feet in the grass do I hear it. Closer and closer. My hand strays to the hilt of the firesword sheathed at my waist, yet my fingers falter, then freeze, just as they graze the cold metal. 

			“I hate you. I hate you.” 

			I do not…I do not draw my sword. 

			Hot, rancid breath steams against my neck, and I see Yego’s game with all such horrible clarity. Rui said that Dalgyal Gwisin are drawn to misery, like flies to sweet fruit. Yego…was waiting for this moment, waiting for me to overripen like a peach, the anguish immersing me so completely that I am weakened, softened. All it will take is one small bite to pierce my flesh.

			Will I let it? 

			Drool drips from its maw, landing on the back of my neck. I close my eyes. 

			Foolish, foolish demon.

			Does it not know that the sweetest fruit is rotten?

			In one fast, swift motion, I unsheathe Rui’s firesword, summoning the blade of blue with a flick of the wrist. I rise to a crouch, the sword sweeping in a low arc as I spin, catching Yego by surprise. The Dalgyal Gwisin’s teeth chatter, panicked, and it lurches backward to avoid the graceful path of my weapon as it cuts through the air like a minnow might through a stream. I rise fully to my feet, my long hair rippling in a midnight wind as I narrow my eyes, surveying Yego in distaste. It stands unevenly, thrown off balance by its missing arm, the stub covered in dried, dark blood. Its rows of teeth are rotating hungrily, angrily, and when it cocks its head, its lank hair sticks to the sides of its sweaty, blank face. 

			I smile viciously and crook a finger at it. Come here.

			It does.

			Under the stars, we meet, Yego launching itself forward and I pushing forth to meet it. The blue blade of Rui’s firesword glimmers as I duck and dodge and stab. All those days, listening to Yego’s wetly rasped words, and believing every single one of them. Believing that I was worthless, that there was no chance at redemption for a creature as hideous and broken as me. I accepted Yego’s words as the unfailing truth; it made me believe that redemption was impossible. 

			I let those words gnaw me down into nothing but brittle bone. 

			But now? Now, I dart behind Yego so that our positions are reversed. The Dalgyal Gwisin’s back is to the pond, where the dark water awaits. 

			The harsh, bitter truth of it is that I will never reclaim those days I spent in the cell, with only Yego’s hateful hisses for company. But there could be more days ahead—more days to wash my hands of the blood they’re stained with. If I kill Yego. If we thwart the Prophecy. 

			Yego has never seen me fight like this, with the burning rage of a thousand suns. It knows—it knows that this battle is different than our scuffles on the stairs or in the snow. Perhaps it’s a glint in my eyes. Or maybe the way my teeth are bared as if I, too, am some feral beast. It staggers backward into the water. 

			I follow, barely feeling the chill of the pond.

			“Just a taste,” rasps Yego. We circle each other now, like two sharks hungry for blood. The reflection of my sword glows blue in the water, which ripples with our movements. “My sweet morsel, my delicious mound of flesh…” Its throat is working, as if it is readying itself to release that debilitating scream. My eyes narrow and my sword arm draws back…

			The first screech of that awful scream tears through the air, but so does my blade. 

			Released from my hand, it spears the Dalgyal Gwisin straight through the chest.

			For a moment, neither of us moves. Breathing hard, I watch as the Demon looks almost comically to the hilt of the sword protruding from its body to me, as if it is in disbelief that its “sweet morsel” could have struck the killing blow. I wade toward it, wrapping my fingers back around the hilt. Blood seeps from its maw. 

			As I wrench out my blade, Yego falls into the dark pond, mouth slack. Its pale limbs shine as it floats atop the water before slowly dissolving into ash. 

			It is dead.

			Washing the sword in the water of the pond, I run a finger delicately along the flat section of the blade. It’s inescapable, isn’t it? Yes. It is as Eunbi said: I am a killer. I have killed those who have deserved it and those who have not. I have run from this; I have hated myself for it. 

			Yet it follows. Always, it follows.

			I stay in the pond for a long, long while. 

			… 

			Only when the tips of my fingers begin to grow blue do I trudge to the merrily crackling hearth and quilt-piled bed. I curl up atop it and stare at nothing, one hand wrapped around the three truths in my pocket. 

			Rui doesn’t come. Neither does my sister or the stairs. I do not know when I will be offered a way out from this level. Only that it must be tied…to Eunbi. 

			I have already realized that time passes differently in here, in this mindscape. What may seem an hour to me may be a day in the real world; what may seem like a day to me may only be an hour. I can only hope that time is moving slower on the outside than it is in here: with no staircase in sight, I am trapped, and I do not know for how long. 

			When I finally close my eyes and lose myself in the silent darkness, I float along the sea of unconsciousness, trailing a foot in its waters yet never sinking into it completely. On my eyelids, images of a smiling, curly-haired girl flicker and pulse like strobes of light. She spins and laughs and chases a butterfly. 

			Then she is running away, little more than a blur as she weaves through a kingdom of white mist and swirling cherry blossoms. Her feet pound on the uneven cobblestones. There are mountains in the distance, peaks of jade and onyx and quartz. 

			A small sigh escapes my lips as I let the vision tug me further down into the sea’s depths. Eunbi’s bare feet smack on the stones as she pumps her arms faster before skidding to a halt before a simple white hanok, yanking open the door and half tumbling inside.

			“Sang,” Eunbi wails, barreling for the tearoom where the Talons sit around a low table on cushions, steaming cups of tea placed before them. The spymaster’s eyes widen as she sobs, launching herself into his arms. Chara and Chryse exchange concerned looks; Yoonho massages his chin grimly. 

			“Eunbi? What happened?”

			“I don’t want to go back! Or talk to her ever again! She’s mean and—and evil!” Eunbi releases another desolate wail. 

			Alarm flickers in Sang’s hazel eyes. “Lina isn’t evil,” he says, voice almost hard. “She loved you more than anything in the world. Everything your big sister did, she did for you.”

			“She killed people!” Eunbi fists the fabric of Sang’s tunic and glares at him. 

			“She thought she was protecting you,” Yoonho says sternly, and the tension bracketing his mouth is so real that it dawns on me that this is not a dream, not a dream at all. Somehow, I see Jeoseung, the underworld. Somehow, it calls to me, revealing this scene. 

			Why? 

			“Eunbi, honey,” Chryse says gently, “all Lina ever thought about was her little sister. Give her another chance. A lot of very, very bad things have happened to her.”

			“She’s not the one who’s dead,” Eunbi weeps, clinging to Sang. 

			“No,” Sang agrees, “but some fates are even worse. Jeoseung…” He smiles a bit. “It is certainly no hell here. And Lina is hurting.”

			“Do you remember your fifth birthday?” Chara asks. “The present Lina gave you?” 

			Eunbi’s fifth birthday was her first one after the death of our parents. I’d wanted to make it special, somehow. To make her happy or laugh for the first time in nearly a year. The twins had taken me to the Fingertrap, where I’d scoured the marketplace for the perfect gift. I’d almost settled on a storybook that was only slightly weathered, when I saw them. 

			A set of beautiful, porcelain dolls. Their hair seemed to be made from the finest, thinnest thread, and it flowed in waterfalls of inky black down their light hanboks. One of the dolls was small, nestled against the larger one, who stared down at her adoringly with meticulously painted eyes. 

			It was perfect. I’d rushed over to the merchant, eagerly fumbling for my pouch, but the woman took one look at me and laughed. The dolls, she said, were more yeokun than I could afford. Fifty yeokun for the small one, one hundred thirty for the larger one. 

			At that point, I hadn’t earned much with the Talons. The gang had money, of course, but I had very little for personal use, especially with the fees to keep Eunbi safely ensconced in the mountain school. Chara and Chryse offered to pool in their money, too, but I wanted this gift to my sister to be from me. Yet the merchant refused to haggle, and I’d left with a burning determination. Upon arriving back at the palace, I’d marched right up to Yoonho and asked how I could make one hundred twenty yeokun—the exact amount I’d needed to buy the dolls.

			The answer was an assignment. My first one out of training. I’d never killed before, but I did that night, fueled by my own terror and childish, desperate need to buy Eunbi those godsdamned dolls. To make her happy. The man was a trafficker, but I didn’t enjoy it as much as I would grow to enjoy the others. I cried afterward in the twins’ room, but the next morning, I paid for the dolls in the Fingertrap, and Eunbi’s face when she’d opened the box had been… Gods, it had been the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

			I watch as Chara tells Eunbi the story, watch as my little sister swallows hard and listens raptly. 

			“She loved you so much,” Chara finishes hoarsely. “All she could talk about for weeks afterward was your face when you saw your present. From then on, she rarely bought herself anything. It was all for you, honey—for your school, for your clothes, for anything else you might have wanted. Your safety. She refused to buy herself new shoes for months, even when hers began to fall apart.”

			My sister blinks glassily and mumbles something. 

			“What was that?” Yoonho asks gently. 

			“She shouldn’t have killed anybody for me. I never asked for that.”

			“You didn’t,” agrees Yoonho, the lines on his face suddenly appearing deeper, “but I did.” 

			My heart falls as Eunbi glares at him, a stark reprimand in her shining eyes. Even Yoonho seems to wither underneath my sister’s unflinching judgment. It’s almost shocking, how the gang leader’s shoulders seem to hunch as Eunbi shakes her head in a depthless disappointment that goes far behind her years. Sang and the twins shift uncomfortably, staring down shamefacedly at their tea. Despite the pain in my heart, I fight back a small smile at Eunbi’s power over a gang of dangerous assassins, thieves, and spies. 

			The air in the room grows very thick, and only then does Eunbi glance away from the Talons. “Is she hurting badly?” Eunbi asks, staring down at her feet.

			Sang swallows. “Very badly,” the spymaster whispers. 

			“And I can make it better?”

			“If anyone can, it’s you,” Chara murmurs. 

			Eunbi draws a shuddering breath, leaving Sang and standing up straighter. “Then maybe,” she says, scrubbing at her puffy face, “maybe I should go. Again. She asked me to listen, but I didn’t.” 

			In a movement that reminds me very much of myself, Eunbi smooths down her hanbok and marches toward the delicate screen door…

			On the bed, my eyes open. I stare at the cabin’s ceiling, breathing hard. My mouth tastes like cherry blossoms, and I can almost feel the white mist of the underworld coiling around my body. It calls me to it. 

			Not for the first time, I wonder what it means that these visions come to me. That Jeoseung seems to be…talking to me?

			There is a hesitant knocking on the cottage door, and I freeze. Eunbi. It must be. Slowly, as the knocking continues, I inch out of bed. One hand hovering above the doorknob, I hesitate. Am I strong enough to face her? To look my mistakes in the eye and know there is nothing, nothing I can do to take them back?

			What I would sacrifice to give Eunbi the gift of life once more. A bitter taste replaces the cherry blossoms in my mouth as Eunbi calls my name. Slowly, steeling myself, I open the door.

			Eunbi stands there, avoiding my eye. “Chara told me about the dolls,” she whispers. “From my fifth birthday. I didn’t know about them.” 

			The lump in my throat is painful. Do you want to come in? the words ask, forming in smoke before me. Eunbi reads them before jerking her head in a tiny nod. My heart rams in my chest as she wanders in, looking around with a glimmer of her old curiosity.

			“I don’t really understand where this is,” she says, more to herself than me as she stands in front of the fire, small hands outstretched. “It’s not…Jeoseung.”

			It’s part of my mind, I think. The letters waver hesitantly in the air.

			“Oh.” Eunbi glances at me only to read the words before averting her gaze again. “Your mind? Or the…the Prophecy’s?”

			I’ve given some thought to this. Mine. The Prophecy breached it, somehow, but it’s mine. Just like my body is. This time, I float the words to her so she does not need to look at me. I shift awkwardly on my feet, unsure of what to do. The cottage is so small…

			A slight thump to my right, and I turn to see a tiny wooden table, with two chairs across from each other, appear from nowhere. In the middle is a heaping plate of mandu, the very same sort Eunbi and I stole from her academy’s kitchen and ate in the closet. The smell of pork and scallions is mouthwatering, and it captures my little sister’s attention. Her eyes widen.

			“You have food here?” she asks warily, but she doesn’t wait for my answer before walking to the table and stuffing one of the dumplings into her mouth. I want to tell her not to, that it’s impossible that the dumplings are really food and not some sort of mental idea of food, but what’s the point? Eunbi is dead. Nothing can harm her anymore.

			The thought is so hideously relieving and yet so nauseatingly disgusting that I stumble back. Eunbi frowns at me as she settles into her chair, picking up the chopsticks that also appeared and beginning to eat. Cautiously, as if approaching a wounded animal, I slide into the seat across from her. Eunbi stiffens but continues to eat.

			Are they good? I ask hesitantly. Eunbi pauses mid-chew for a long moment before slowly plucking one of the mandu between her chopsticks and stretching it across the table toward me. 

			My heart breaks in my chest. 

			“Here,” Eunbi said through a big mouthful of kimchi, scallions, and pork. “You can have my last one, Lili.” She pressed the mandu into my hand, ignoring my gentle protests—it was Eunbi’s favorite food. But my little sister shook her head stubbornly, dark curls bouncing. “It’s a present,” she insisted. “Take it! Take it, take it, take it!” 

			It was a silly thing, just a dumpling, but her generosity filled me with a love and happiness so potent, I pulled her into my arms and smothered her with hugs as she squirmed and giggled in delight. 

			“Take it,” Eunbi says impatiently, and I quickly oblige, letting her plop the dumpling into my palm. “You should eat something,” she adds after a moment passes, and I do not raise the mandu to my lips. “You look…” She shifts uncomfortably in her seat and lapses into silence.

			Although my throat is painfully tight, I take a small bite just to please her.

			Eunbi nods in satisfaction as I chew. The mandu tastes real enough, with the chewy dumpling dough and salty pork. Under Eunbi’s watchful stare, I eat the whole thing before picking up my chopsticks and reaching for another one myself.

			We eat in silence for a long while. 

			How do you come here? I finally ask, and Eunbi shrugs, reaching for the last mandu. As soon as it disappears from the plate, two bowls of steaming seaweed soup appear before us. Eunbi blinks in surprise before answering my question around a large mouthful.

			“Yeomra isn’t in Jeoseung,” she says. “So the underworld has no ruler.”

			It is similar to what Sang said to me, all those months ago, after he visited me as a Gwisin in the Gyeulcheon Forest.

			“I can’t visit Iseung. That’s harder to do,” my sister continues, and I remember that Sang mentioned that, too—being unable to stay for long in the mortal realm. “But I feel… I don’t know… I feel drawn to this place. Your mind,” she corrects, staring down at her bowl of soup. “Like a rope tied around my waist yanked me back and—and dragged me here. Not in a bad way, but in a…strong way. The Talons, too. Eomma and Appa didn’t feel it, but maybe that’s good. I think they’d be sad to see you like this.”

			Do Eomma and Appa… I clench my chopsticks hard, knuckles turning white with fear. Do they hate me?

			For a moment, Eunbi looks very sad. “No,” she says, finally meeting my eye. “I didn’t… I didn’t really tell them about what happened.”

			My lips tremble, and I raise my bowl of soup to my lips in order to hide my face. 

			“I just…” Eunbi sighs. “I don’t know why I didn’t tell them, but it seemed like the right thing to do. I’m still angry,” she adds, voice hard. “At you and what you did. But I didn’t tell them.”

			Thank you, I say to her. It means more to me than she could ever possibly know. My eomma and appa don’t know me like this. Who I became after they drowned. And I never want them to.

			Eunbi scowls, but then her face crumples. “I didn’t need those dolls,” she whispers, voice breaking. “You shouldn’t have killed someone to give me a present. That’s so—that’s so awful.”

			I know. I regret it. My fingers tremble around my chopsticks. I set them down and fold my hands into my lap. I do, Eunbi. I know it doesn’t change anything, but I…I was only trying to make you happy. I was—misguided. And despite my infinite love for Yoonho and the Talons, I can realize that now. Yoonho took a vulnerable, desperate orphan and turned her into a honed weapon. 

			And I let him. 

			Eagerly. 

			I…I was trying to give you everything you deserved, in the only way I knew how. That doesn’t make it right. It’s not an excuse. My lungs pull in a shallow, shaky breath. When Eomma and Appa died, I felt like I was drowning with them. I didn’t know how to care for you like I should have. I got desperate, and I was so frightened that I would lose you: to hunger, or illness, all because I couldn’t provide. So I—I took the easy way out. The quickest way out. But the most willing money is illegal, and when the yeokun started coming in, it was because I was…I was an assassin, yes. For Yoonho and the Talons. I…I killed, Eunbi. I spilled blood. 

			The confession hangs in the air between us, an ax waiting to fall. Will she scream at me? Will she leave? I watch, heart pounding, as she wipes her eyes angrily. 

			“I think I knew,” she croaks. “I just didn’t want to admit it.” Eunbi pushes her soup around in her bowl. “There were always knives everywhere. You never let me touch them, though. I remember running around with one. You were angry at me.”

			Your life was supposed to be different. I swallow hard. You weren’t supposed to be like me. I tried everything to keep you away from this life. The mountain academy, the lies… I thought I was protecting you. 

			“Well, I wouldn’t have been like you,” she snaps. “Ever!” 

			Good. Trying to ignore the stinging hurt in my chest, I look down to my lap, where I open and close my fists nervously. The room is spinning around me. That was what I—I wanted. I’m sorry, Eunbi. I…I am more sorry than you will ever know. Yet it does not change anything. So you don’t…you don’t need to forgive me. I just want you to know…that I love you. I’ve loved you from the moment you were born, and I’m sorry…I’m sorry that I wasn’t the sister you deserved. 

			My stomach churns as she looks at me, dozens of emotions flitting across her small face. Anger. Fear. Hurt. Confusion. “Well—” Her bottom lip trembles. “Well, I still hate you!” 

			I know. It is as if some sharp tool has reached inside of me and scooped out every single emotion. I am empty. I am hollow. 

			Eunbi huffs in frustration, scrubbing her face with her hands. Outside of the cottage, rain begins to fall, smattering gently across the window. We watch it fall together, neither of us speaking. Soon she will leave, I think, but she never does. 

			“I don’t like it,” she mumbles after a few tense moments of silence. “I don’t like being dead. I don’t want to be dead.” Eunbi slides out of her chair and walks to the window, staring out at the rain and dark clouds rolling over the hill lands. “Even though Yeomra isn’t there, there’s still the law where if you’re dead, you can’t go back to life. I tried it lots of times. I thought if I ran over the bridge between life and death, I’d make it, but I never did. Even when I went as fast as I could, something always pulled me back. I wish Yeomra would return so I could ask him to give me life again.”

			He can do that? I ask incredulously. Eunbi frowns at me, turning slightly away from the window. 

			“I thought you were obsessed with the gods,” she retorts sourly. “Yeomra was the ruler of Jeoseung. He could control who lived in it and who didn’t. But now he’s not its king any longer, and so there’s no way for me to come back. Jeoseung has no leader. His throne rejects everyone who tries to take it. Which isn’t a lot of people, because apparently most of the dead just want to rest, but some would want to rule, anyway.” 

			With a jolt, I remember peering out from the Prophecy’s eyes as Yeomra stood before her in the Wyusan Wilderness with a sharp, predatory smile.

			“I expect you will try to demand the return of your dead sister. It has been a long while since I have interacted with any of Iseung’s denizens, but this is what you usually do. So go on, I suppose.”

			“I have travelled to your realm by spilling my blood and saying your name thrice, but my sister refuses to come into sight on the other end of the bridge. But—are you saying you could bring her back to life?” 

			“I’m not, actually. For I cannot reverse the effects of death. I abandoned Jeoseung long ago, and as such, my connection to it has slipped. Jeoseung, direly as it needs one, has no ruler. The throne is there, empty, yet many of the dead no longer have a wish for power. And to rule, one must first die. Therein, I suppose, lies the underworld’s problem.” 

			“Yoonho tried to take the throne, just to see,” Eunbi says with a hint of a bitter smile. “It kicked him off. He went flying.”

			The words hover hesitantly in the air. My fingers play with the three truths around my neck. The three golden values. I frown, but… Surely not. Of course not. It doesn’t…fit. 

			Right? 

			Perhaps the throne wants something specific, I offer. 

			“Maybe,” Eunbi mutters. “I don’t care.” Yet her voice breaks as she says it, and then she is sobbing, as hard and fast as the storm outside.

			And when I rush to her, when I gather her in my arms…

			She does not pull away. 

			She does not pull away.

			I hold her close as the storm brews outside, as the fire crackles and pops. She buries her face in the crook of my neck as I kneel down, hands on her shaking back. Eunbi’s tears flow earnestly, heavily, and she’s trying to speak in between the sobs.

			“I…don’t really…h-hate you,” she cries. “I d-didn’t m-mean it… I just… I needed to say it…”

			A tear slips down my own cheek as Eunbi pulls away to stare into my eyes. 

			“I d-don’t think it was your fault,” my little sister cries. “I’m just so angry, Lili, I’m angry all the time… And nothing makes it better, nothing! It hurts, and it won’t stop!” 

			I know, I try to tell her. I have felt the same anger. It destroyed me. 

			Yet she is crying too hard to read the floating words. Again, I try to summon my voice, and there is…there is something. Not the obliterating terror I am so used to feeling when I fumble for speech, but something else, something softer, something that is not so jagged and painful. A swell of it, of voice, rises in my throat, and it nearly makes it to my tongue before it falters and fades. 

			But still, it is—it is change. It is progress. 

			The hollowness within me is slowly filled by something brighter, something hopeful, as Eunbi’s sobs quiet. As she still clings to me. 

			Like I used to when she was a baby, I lift her up. She is heavier now, but I am still able to tuck her into the bed. To pull the worn blankets up to her chin. 

			She wipes her running nose with the backs of her hands and blinks tiredly at me. “I’m sorry,” she mumbles. “I’m sorry, Lili.”

			Don’t be sorry. You did nothing wrong.

			“Sang says you’re hurting.” Eunbi takes my hand in hers. “Is it better now?”

			It is, I reply honestly. 

			She smiles, just a little bit. “Good,” she whispers, and then her eyes shift to something behind me. “Stairs,” Eunbi says in awe, and as I turn, I see that the stairs have appeared, come to take me to the next level. Around my neck, another key appears: this one smaller than the others, with a charm shaped like a tiny cherry blossom. 

			I swallow hard, a nervous sweat prickling on my palms. 

			Something, some intimately innate feeling perhaps sent by Gameunjang herself, tells me that I am getting closer. 

			Closer to reclaiming my body.

			To defeating the Prophecy. 

			“Are you going to go?” Eunbi asks quietly. 

			I have to, I reply, smoothing away her curls. So I can get my body back. So I can leave this place and fix…everything. 

			She considers this, looking at the staircase, the stone steps leading upward into shadow. And then she looks at me, scouring my face intently, a little furrow between her brows. “You’re scared,” Eunbi whispers. “I’ve only ever seen you scared once before,” she adds, and I know she is thinking of—of—

			C R A C K.

			I flinch, and Eunbi nods, as if coming to a conclusion. “I’m coming with you,” she says firmly and scrambles out of the bed to stand by my side. “You don’t have to do it alone.”

			Eunbi, I— My throat abruptly closes, and I shake my head, although I so desperately want to say yes. I cannot—I will not—put you in danger ever again. 

			She smiles, a little ironically. “I don’t think that matters anymore, Lili,” she whispers and grabs my hand. Looking up at me, Eunbi shakes her head. “Don’t cry,” she pleads. “I’m here now. And—and I don’t want to go back to Jeoseung just yet. So I’m not going to leave you until I know you’re okay. Please, let me help save you,” she says, and with a start, I remember the way she threw herself in front of me so long ago—the way she’d launched herself before me on the Gyeulcheon Mountains, taking the snowball Rui had meant for me with her small body, tumbling to the ground with a shriek. 

			“Don’t ever do that again,” I’d said then, heart pounding in alarm as I’d held her shoulders, scanning her for any injuries. Rui, competitive as only a Dokkaebi emperor can be, had a penchant for throwing snowballs at me with more force than even necessary. 

			Face caked in snow, Eunbi had stubbornly frowned. “Why not? Why can’t I save you?” 

			As if the memory also shines within her mind, Eunbi leads me to the staircase with a gentle tug. “Come on, Lili,” she whispers. 

			And we begin to climb. 

			Together. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

			The Prophecy

			I tumble onto jagged stone and unleash a shout of fury as the Yongwangguk Sea sprays my face. 

			“You,” I seethe, turning onto Haneul, who stands on the rocky shore, breathing hard. “Why,” I hiss, “did you do that?” My troops. Sonagi. I must be with them. And yet I am here, miles away from the Bonseyo Shadowshafts, miles away from the battle, the war. 

			As Haneul glares at me, I stalk across the rocks, scaleblades extending. “Take me back,” I snarl. “Take me back right now.” 

			“Take you back to die?” drawls Haneul, somehow looking extremely bored as I hold the blade to his throat. His confidence that I will not do it is enraging, and I wish—not for the first time—that I could shred the red thread of fate joining us into nothingness. “I’ll have to politely decline.”

			Breathing hard, I step back. My hair whips in the salty, sea-tinged wind. 

			“We were about to perish in a multitude of terrible ways,” the Dokkaebi emperor continues over the violent crashing of the waves. The beach on which we stand is abandoned and bare, a long stretch of algae-slick stone underneath a gray, misty sky where gulls cackle and soar, dipping down to capture flapping fish in their beaks. “The least you can do is thank me.”

			I ignore him, thinking hard, brushing my mind against Sonagi’s. She is alive and fighting. But I can tell—damn it, I can tell that this victory will also be a loss. The gods are strong, recovered from their eternal idleness, fueled by battle. 

			And I can also tell that the Prisoner is moving again. I feel her, that pathetic creature, worming around like a parasite. Growing closer. I feel her movements more clearly than before, feel that her being is intruding on my own. It is a horrific feeling, to feel this parasitic being climbing out of its deep burrow, and I shudder.

			This needs to end soon. 

			This needs to end now. 

			“Take me into the palace,” I demand over the roaring of the waves. I did not demand so before, unwilling to be separated from my Imugi, but now… “Take me,” I snarl as Haneul ignores me, “to the Bonseyo palace.”

			“So you can slaughter all the Jeons and take the kingdom for your own? So your Imugi can take to the skies as dragons?” Haneul smiles nastily. “Again, Prophecy, I think that I will politely decline.”

			“You don’t have a choice,” I spit. The firesword hilt is at my waist, and in one deft movement, I take it in my hand and summon the blue blade.

			The Dokkaebi’s eyebrows flick upward, unimpressed. “Ooh,” he says. “I’m utterly terrified.” He laughs, cold and brittle, but he is not laughing as I hold the firesword to my own throat. The edge digs into my skin, and I make no movement to stop it. An identical cut appears on Haneul’s neck, and his terror suddenly turns true, assaulting me in waves.

			“Do it,” I breathe, “or I cut my throat here.”

			I do not jest. Without my Imugi, without Fulfillment, I’ve no reason to live. I will gladly slit my own throat if it means dragging Haneul down with me. I will welcome the rush of green blood. My lips pull away from my teeth in the smile Haneul hates, and his horrified recognition is delicious as he realizes that I’ll do it.

			“The palace, Dokkaebi,” I prompt coldly. 

			He swallows hard, unwilling to be complicit in this taking, unwilling to see this body die. Too unwilling. My teeth gnash together. 

			“The palace,” I growl, digging the blade in a little deeper. The pain is welcomed, that sharp bite against my flesh. Haneul’s hand flashes to his own neck, fingers coming away wet and gold. The emperor’s eyes shutter in defeat, and with stiff, jerking movements, he strides toward me. 

			Victory is sweet as I laugh under my breath. I will make quick work of the Jeons. With the dynasty dead, surely there is room for a new dynasty to begin. A pity that I did not kill Jeon Eunwoo the moment he landed before me on those insufferable wings of his—but I am not overly concerned about a bastard prince who has never possessed the right to rule. 

			Only when Haneul stiffly hooks an arm around my waist and summons the shadow portal do I take the firesword away from my own throat.

			I laugh as we tumble into that eternal, moving night. 

			So the war will end. Here. Soon. 

			Now. 

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			In the Bonseyo Shadowshafts, serpents fall in sprays of emerald blood. 

			Two twin deities fight back-to-back, silver arrows splitting through the air, a golden sword flashing with alarming speed, spraying scales and severing serpentine tendons. 

			A wise advisor’s hands, gripping his gnarled staff, rise to prevent a hungry Imugi’s maw from closing around him. Wood splinters but holds steady, harvested from the strongest pines in the Wyusan Wilderness. 

			The last Gumiho shifts into her fox form, white and sleek, and fights with sharp claws and knife-point teeth. The Imugi, betrayed, hiss in grief as they battle, circling each other—a fox and snakes.

			Bonseyo’s bastard prince swoops down from the Shadowshaft’s dirt ceiling, eyes narrowed in determination. After this, he tells himself, his father will see him. After this, he will have a place by his father’s side—a family, a home. 

			It is all he has ever wanted. 

			The soldiers fight, some slamming against the Shadowshaft walls, thrown by the serpents. Others shout in victory as they wield their fireswords in quartets. And although the Bonseyo soldiers are barely trained, they are bolstered in bravery by the presence of the gods. 

			Sonagi, Mother of Imugi, wails as her children begin to fall.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY

			The Prisoner 

			The Prophecy stands in the Jeon’s palace, poised to take Bonseyo with the death of a dynasty. I can feel it, feel the approaching doom as Eunbi and I burst onto the next level, panting hard, trying not to focus on the fiery pain in my left leg. 

			Quick. We need to be so godsdamn quick. I need to reach my body before the Prophecy reaches Fulfillment. The urgency is terrifying, utterly horrific, and I struggle to rein in my panic as it crawls up my throat and threatens to spill out. Gameunjang, I think desperately, I hope you are right. One way to stop the Prophecy. To thwart our deaths. Please let this be the way… 

			“What is this?” Eunbi breathes, interrupting my frantic prayers. I blink, sucking in a deep breath as my eyes widen, taking in… 

			A hall of mirrors. 

			And…something about them seems far more ominous than the gilded looking glass I faced with Chara and Chryse beside me. It is wholly dark here, save for some strange, silver-tinged light streaming from an unknown source above. There are dozens of us, of Linas, of Eunbis, all panting and soaked in a sheen of sweat. I tug my sister closer to me, curling my fists, muscles tensing. This is not a memory. And there are no figures from my past here, either. At least, not yet. 

			There are only reflections—reflections upon reflections upon reflections. The mirror charm on my neck warms as I meet my own eyes with less difficulty than before. Mouth dry, I analyze the mirrors themselves. They are positioned to allow a small path through the sea of reflections, and further along, the path seems to branch off into two. A maze. It’s a maze, and we must go through. The stairs will be waiting on the other side. Yet surely it cannot be so easy. I can feel, somehow, that we are nearly at the very top of my consciousness, that I am only a hairsbreadth away from reclaiming what’s mine. So for this to be only a simple maze of mirrors cannot be true. There is something lurking. 

			Someone. 

			And with Yego dead, there is only one monster it can be. 

			Stay close to me, I tell Eunbi, tightening my hand around hers. She nods as we step into the labyrinth. Our reflections move with us, a small curly-haired girl and a young woman with haunted brown eyes. With my other hand, I clench the three truths hard, the small charms of gold growing slick with my sweat. 

			When a sudden motion lurches out of the corner of my eye, I jump, but it is only Eunbi’s many reflections—Eunbi, scouring our surroundings with abrupt movements. I try to calm my rapidly beating heart.

			A large mirror, a burnished-black framed sheet of reflective glass, stands before us as the path winds to the left. Yet something about it has my steps stilling. Something is strange about it. But what? Perhaps it is the small plaque above the frame, reading THE SISTER. And then it strikes me—Eunbi is not in the reflection. It is only the young woman with the sad eyes… 

			“Lina,” my other self says in the mirror, voice echoing through the hall, and I can only watch as she steps out from the glass. She is thin, with bruises underneath her eyes and cheeks sunken in from hunger. Yet there is a kind smile on her face as she looks to Eunbi, as if seeing Eunbi happy and whole is the only sustenance she needs, craves. “You found her,” she says softly. “Good.”

			Who are you? I sign warily, and the young woman only shrugs, gesturing to the plaque. THE SISTER. 

			“Part of you,” she replies gently. “Only one of a whole.” 

			I inhale sharply as Eunbi’s hand tightens in mine. “Why…why do you look so…hungry?” she asks in a small voice. The Sister smiles beatifically. 

			“All I have, I give to you,” she murmurs. “My life, my love. All that I am. I live for you. I am nothing without you.”

			Eunbi edges closer to me. “I…I see your ribs. You’re…sickly, aren’t you?”

			Something flickers in her eyes, and her smile fades. “I died when you died. I deserve suffering, pain, and anguish. I am nothing without you,” she repeats. “I am nothing.” 

			“That’s not true,” breathes Eunbi, and she stares up at me. “Tell her—tell yourself, Lili. You’re not nothing!” 

			My words of smoke waver in the air as I try to reply to Eunbi. I… 

			“Go on, Lili,” begs Eunbi.

			It feels as if I am swallowing glass as I turn back to The Sister. I do not summon my words to the air, instead speaking with my hands. This—this is only for us, these words. 

			Part of me still feels that anything I say now would be a lie. But Eunbi’s small hand is still in mine, and there is a dongsimgyeol charm above my heart, reminding me of my worth.

			You are not the monster you think you are, I tell The Sister, watching her teary eyes track my hands. You’re not…nothing. You have made mistakes, yes—terrible mistakes. But there is still time to wash your bloodied hands. And… I look to Eunbi, the reason I have lived, breathed, and fought these past few years. And perhaps you need to learn to love yourself as much as you love her. 

			“Love?” scoffs The Sister bitterly. “Love is for the innocent. Love is not for me.” 

			How many times have I told myself the same thing? My fingers drift to the dongsimgyeol charm as Gameunjang’s words drift back to me before fluttering into the air. 

			You can be worthy of love, if you allow yourself to be. 

			The Sister’s throat works, a tear spilling down her cheek. I knew how Gameunjang’s words would affect her: they affected me the same way. And we are one, she and I. 

			The Sister hugs herself around the middle with skinny arms. Slowly, I let go of Eunbi’s hand and take a small step toward her. Gently, I embrace her. I embrace all that she is and all that she is not, this part of me that has been broken for so long. 

			I do not know how long it is before we slowly untangle. The Sister’s eyes shine with the light of dozens of stars as she cups my cheeks in her hands. “Thank you,” she whispers before shakily retreating. I blink unsteadily as The Sister steps backward toward the mirror. Its surface ripples, like mercury. “Be careful,” she whispers. “Your other selves are not as kind.”

			A truth I know damningly well. My heart squeezes in my chest at the thought of the other parts of myself that surely lurk in this maze, waiting to be confronted. The Sister gives Eunbi one more tender smile before the glass closes around her face and she disappears.

			“What did you say to her?” Eunbi asks quietly.

			My smile trembles. Only the truth, I reply, my words drifting delicately in the air. 

			Eunbi looks as if she has more to ask but, apparently deciding that now is not the time, tugs insistently on my arm. “Come on, Lili. We have to go fast, remember?”

			Right. Right. Forcing myself to keep up with Eunbi’s quick pace, I keep my eyes wide for other Linas, other plaques. When the next one comes, I shove Eunbi behind me as THE ASSASSIN steps out of the mirror to our left, a droll smile on her face as she leaps through the air, a vicious glint in her eyes as she tackles me.

			My breath leaves me at the impact, but old training is taking over, and I am flipping myself upward and over, pinning The Assassin to the ground. Her long, dark braid—the same way I used to wear it—flicks into the air as she shoves upward, as I stumble back and hit the opposite mirror hard. The Assassin smirks, cocking her head, ignoring Eunbi as my little sister gapes and gapes.

			“So eager to fight what you are,” The Assassin says as she approaches. “It’s pathetic, really.”

			So eager to hurt and maim, I retort, hand movements sharp. To hold tight to false deniability, saying you only follow orders. Rui’s words from so long ago float back to me. Demands do not always hold dominance over what is right.

			The Assassin flinches, face paling. “Stop it,” she snarls. “You know nothing.”

			Your actions brought consequences. Panting, I roll my shoulders and eye her small frame, the frame I know so well. The weak spot of her left leg that I know must be throbbing. You could have found other ways to survive. You chose the easiest way, each time. And it damned you. It damned your sister. 

			“Stop,” The Assassin snarls, eyes sparking. 

			I know the combat route she is planning to take, know what angle she will come in at, know the speed at which she attacks. So when it comes—that launching at the throat—I am able to shift out of the way, and with a sharp movement, I grab her shoulders and slam her back onto the mirror from which she came. She struggles, the surface not yet turning to liquid, and I grit my teeth, pushing harder. 

			Only as she finally sinks back into those mercury depths do I finally breathe a sigh of relief, turning to Eunbi as I push a strand of sweaty hair away from my face. 

			Eunbi’s eyes are very wide, and she stares at the mirror from which The Assassin came. I wince, knowing that this self was—was ugly, was violent—but Eunbi only swallows hard and whispers, “She didn’t hurt me.” 

			She never would, I tell her, still breathing hard. It’s true. Even at my worst, I would never—ever—do anything to harm Eunbi. I need her to believe it—need it so badly that the ground seems to lurch beneath me. Eunbi nods slowly, still looking half in shock from the sudden attack. Her hand slipping into mine again, we launch back into our desperate run through the maze of mirrors. 

			THE ADDICT is next, an emaciated shell of a self. As she stands before me around the next turn, a cigarette held between her fingertips, I swallow back the sudden craving for a smoke. My throat itches violently, and my fingers twitch in longing. 

			“I can’t stop,” The Addict says quietly, shamefaced. “I can’t… I need it.”

			Part of me wants to recoil from her, humiliation heating my blood as Eunbi stares at her. This is yet another secret I kept from Eunbi, hiding my dependence on halji from her, never wanting her to see her older sister so completely lost to the pull of the drug. 

			Yet I do not shrink away. Not now. I will not recoil from these broken pieces that compose me. Instead, I step forward and slowly pluck the cigarette from The Addict’s fingers. She watches, waiting for me to take a drag. And gods, it’s tempting—so tempting that I nearly do it.

			But instead, I let it rest between my fingers for a long, long moment, watching as The Addict waits breathlessly for me to give in. When I don’t, she begins to smile. 

			“How?” she whispers as she takes the cigarette back.

			Not easily, I reply with slightly trembling fingers. The effort of resisting was exhausting. My mouth burns with longing. Fury beats in my heart, fury that the Prophecy has held a cigarette to my body’s lips, has surrendered the battle I worked so damn hard to win. It hurts. And it’s hard. It will feel like it’s impossible. But in time… In time, it will become easier. And you don’t—you shouldn’t feel ashamed. I am so conscious of Eunbi’s gaze as she watches The Addict, taking in her flushed skin and hollow eyes. Never feel ashamed for the battles you have fought, Lina. 

			“Thank you,” she whispers and, with a look of hope, steps back into her mirror. 

			Eunbi slips her hand into mine and squeezes. She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t need to. Her shining eyes and tiny smile say it all.

			And I smile back—just a bit.

			We hurry through the labyrinth for a long time without encountering another reflection. Eunbi is the one who chooses which paths to take in the maze, squeezing her eyes shut and then pointing hopefully in either direction. It is as reliable a method as anything, and it amuses her. She’s turned it into a game, and her hand is still in mine as a small skip returns to her step. It makes my heart swell so dangerously large to see her with even just a tiny semblance of that natural buoyancy again.

			The world is silent save for our echoing footsteps as we traverse through the cold twists and turns. There is no telling where the exit may be, yet it comforts me that with every turn, there is something we have not seen before: whether it be a differently shaped mirror, a scuff on the glossy obsidian floor, or a scratch on the glass. I feel that we are, somehow, on the right path. 

			It is when a soft sigh reaches my ears that I freeze, glancing down at Eunbi, who is also frowning.

			“It wasn’t me,” she says, nose wrinkling in concern as she glances over her shoulder. Nothing is there, yet I feel another presence, as surely as I feel Eunbi’s hand in mine. “I think it’s another one of, well, of you.” 

			Swallowing hard, I wonder which aspect of myself we will soon be forced to face. How many are left? The Sister, The Assassin, The Addict… What if the next one is The Monster? That serpentine beast of a girl? 

			Eunbi inches closer to me. “You’re shaking, Lili,” she says.

			I’m scared, I reply honestly. 

			“Don’t be,” a voice—my voice—says. A Lina steps out from one of the mirrors, this one crafted of polished, rose-gold metal. She smiles, gesturing to her plaque. THE LOVER. 

			The Lover wears a white nightdress, her hair long and unbound. Her cheeks are full and pink, her dark eyes sparkling as she walks toward us. Her every movement is lithe, almost weightless, as if she is walking atop the clouds. “Lina,” she greets, raising a hand. Her voice is different than The Assassin, than The Addict, than The Sister—it is sleepy, content, as if she has everything she could ever possibly want. 

			My heart stops as I spy the jewelry on her fingers. The jade garakji, the silver ring with the inscription on the underneath—the inscription that reads, Call to me, and I will come. 

			These rings, they were destroyed by the Prophecy, crushed into dust, into nothingness. And yet here they are, on The Lover’s fingers, glittering underneath the silver light, sparkling in the dozens of reflections around us.

			A small breath escapes my lips, and The Lover raises her brows knowingly.

			“You want them back, don’t you?” she asks. When I nod, she sighs. “I can’t just give them to you,” The Lover scolds, as if this should be common sense, and perhaps it is. 

			“Why not?” Eunbi demands and points to the garakji. To the two jade rings, meant for the fourth finger of a bride. If her husband passes before her, the woman parts with one of the rings, sending her lover to Jeoseung with one of the rings on his finger while she continues to wear the remaining one above—a symbol of perennial love and loyalty. “Those are from her husband. Those are from Rui!” 

			The Lover looks at me with soft brown eyes. I wonder when I looked this beautiful—hair mussed, lips slightly swollen, life blooming like a gorgeous radiance atop my face. I wonder if I will ever look this beautiful again. “I want to give them to you,” she assures me, “but if you take them, you’re making a promise again. Are you ready to keep that oath?”

			A promise. 

			A promise to Rui, to be his once more—to stay by his side. To love him, forevermore. My vision blurs, and I blink away the hot tears. I do not know if we will ever have the happy endings I so coveted in the stories, the mythologies. But perhaps, if this works… Perhaps we will find a piece of happiness, and even that would be enough for me. 

			I’m ready. 

			The Lover smiles then, a brilliant beam, and slides the rings onto my fingers. They are warm, comfortingly so—and in a way, it feels as if I was never separated from them at all. 

			“Love him,” my other self whispers as the glass of her mirror begins to ripple. “Desperately so, passionately so, steadily so. He is your anchor in a treacherous sea. You are his light in the impenetrable dark. Where you go, he will follow.” She smiles. “One more self awaits you, Lina. Good luck.” 

			One more self. One more broken piece of me I must try to glue back together. 

			Oh, gods. I know which one this is. 

			As The Lover disappears, I turn to Eunbi, crouching down to hold her face in my hands. I know what self it is that awaits me—there is one that has, until now, been notably absent. One of scales and serpentine grace, one with golden eyes and fangs, one with a forked tongue and a murderous appetite. Eunbi, I say, summoning the words to float in the air, little sister, this last one…I must do it alone.

			Eunbi frowns, her small hands covering mine. “I’m not scared,” she insists. “And I won’t hate you, if you show me.” 

			I know, I tell her with a smile that is bittersweet on my lips. But I’m asking you for me. I don’t want you to see this one. 

			She holds my gaze for a long moment before sighing, accepting my wish with a tiny nod. “Will I see you again?” she asks in a small voice. 

			My eyes fill with tears. I do not know, I answer, the smoky words trembling slightly, I… This is not over, not yet. If Gameunjang has guided us true, it may be…some years before I see Eunbi again. But if we have failed… Yego’s face flashes in my mind’s eye, a herald of what may come. 

			Eunbi swallows hard as she scans my eyes. “Lili,” she whispers, “I love you. And I…I forgive you.”

			It is an effort to remain standing as my knees buckle beneath me. Blinking hard, I drag her into one last embrace. I love you too, little sister. I kiss her cheek. I’ll see you again, one day. 

			“Don’t…” Eunbi shakes her head, like she’s searching for words. “Don’t see me again too quickly,” she finally manages. “I don’t want you to be—to be hurt.”

			My smile wavers. I will try. 

			It is not a promise, not really, yet she nods contentedly and returns my embrace so tightly that I can barely breathe. “Remember that I forgave you,” she says, muffled, face pressed into my stomach. “Please…please don’t hate yourself any longer.” Stepping back, Eunbi wipes at her eyes and sniffles. “Goodbye, Lili,” she says. “Remember how strong you are. You have more power than you know.”

			I fight to keep my face from crumpling. Since when did you become so wise? I tease, fighting back a sob.

			Eunbi smiles a little shyly as she begins to fade. “I learned from my older sister,” she replies, just before she disappears altogether. 

			The mirror maze is so very silent without her. For a few long moments, I stare at the place where she once was, picking up my broken pieces and fitting them back together. As a tear traces a path down my cheek, I feel—for the very first time—entirely whole.

			Ready to confront this last self. 

			So with a deep breath, I begin to run. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

			The Prophecy 

			She’s moving. 

			Getting closer and closer to breaking free from the mindscape. I can feel it.

			Yet I, too, am moving.

			My scaleblades puncture flesh, draw sprays of red. With a grim determination, I stalk across the jade floors of Bonseyo’s palace, hunting Emperor Jeon as if he is a mouse and I a hungry cat. They’ve not expected me, yet still the palace seems empty save for the guards who leap at me from behind the many red pillars lining the winding corridors of this palace. These guards are well-trained, expertly so. 

			Another one of Eunwoo’s lies—the soldiers in the tunnels were just as skilled as these lackeys. I grunt as one—a lithe, nimble figure cloaked in black—takes me by surprise and slams me into the wall. Gritting my teeth, I slash their wrists and kick them away, whirling as another one of Emperor Jeon’s guards launches themselves out from behind a dark door, revealing a glimpse of a young woman with a pale face and thin mouth. One of the Jeons, I realize, from her fine hanbok and elaborate updo of hair. As her guard shoots toward me, I dive down, skidding into the room—a small writing room with a shelf of scrolls, a low table with a jar of ink next to some scattered brushes, and silken floor cushions—before the door can lock. The princess screams, and I smile. 

			Haneul, seething, is left to deal with the guard in the hallway. He is not enjoying this attack—when we arrived at the palace gate, where its stone arches were decorated with small earthen japsang figurines meant to protect inhabitants from evil, Haneul laughed so hard that I suspected he lost his mind entirely. That laughter had soon turned to a broken sort of breathing, one fractured by the absurd guilt he feels at his hand in this war. 

			Pathetic. 

			“Get back!” the princess snarls, and from her updo, she withdraws a small throwing knife. I catch it easily, centimeters away from my forehead. With a thin smile, I slip it into the pocket of my stealth suit. The Jeons are constantly attempting to murder one another—of course this woman would not be unarmed. The other Jeons I have so far encountered—two princes bickering in the throne room, which was the first place I checked—were also armed, although their weapons had certainly been more auspicious, seeing as their swords were pointed at each other when I arrived. 

			“Where is the emperor?” I demand. 

			“As if I’ll tell you,” she spits, unfortunately choosing this particular moment to indulge in familial loyalty, a concept that was most certainly unbeknownst to her until now. 

			“You will,” I reply coldly, and a few moments later, gasping in pain, she does. Emperor Jeon is preparing to be evacuated and is currently sequestered in his sleeping quarters, across the main pavilion. What comes next is quick and efficient. The princess slumps over, eyes closed. 

			Satisfied, I exit the writing room to see Haneul glaring at me, the guard’s unconscious body prone on the ground. 

			“This way,” I snap, not checking to see if he follows as I push open a door that leads to the outdoor, gray-stone pavilion, which the palace wraps around. The royal sleeping quarters will be at the deepest part of the inner court, and it unfortunately takes me some time to arrive there, as guards leap out from behind the palace’s red-painted corners and strike. Only after all four have been dispatched do I stand before the grand, temple-like building built upon an elevated stone terrace, sloping rooftop again hosting those ridiculous talismans to ward off evil. 

			And to my surprise, before the green latticed doors, stands Emperor Jeon, clad in a sisabok, the everyday scarlet robes worn by mortal kings. 

			I slowly come to a halt, tilting my head before the steps on which he stands. This is not a sequestered emperor. This is an emperor ready for war. This is not the greedy, lazy man Eunwoo described to me. Another deceit. 

			Emperor Jeon is tall, perhaps in his mid-forties, with streaks of gray in his otherwise midnight hair. He has a sharp chin and dark eyes, and in his face, I see a hint of Eunwoo’s. But his visage is far colder than his son’s has ever been. A scar runs down his left brow to his chin, the skin shining as white as bone. There is a certain violence in that deep scar, in the way it sharply tapers off to the side of his face, as if the murderous weapon-bearer had been shoved furiously away only in the nick of time. That side of the face droops; whoever cut that scar must have ruined the nerves. 

			“Shin Lina,” Emperor Jeon greets. Only the right side of his lips moves; his jaw remains hinged on the left. His voice is not the deep boom I expected, but rather a bitter, angry rasp. I watch as the veins on his neck strain with the effort of speaking. Perhaps one of his power-hungry relations also once poured poison down his throat. He holds a jikdo, the straight blade glinting in the moonlight above. His knuckles are white around the hilt. “So it seems the bastard boy failed in his mission.” 

			“So it does,” I reply coolly.

			Emperor Jeon’s lips stretch into a thin smile. There is something wrong about him. His eyes. They are the same as his son’s—cold, flat, hard. Yet there is none of that wretched hunger within them. There’s only a deep, deep hate. It burns like Haneul’s damnable fire. I wonder how such ruinous loathing can be contained to only one weak, mortal body…and I am almost impressed. Almost.

			“Were those all your guards?” I ask softly, tilting my head.

			Emperor Jeon takes one step down the terrace. “They were,” he hisses. 

			“And all your children?”

			“They were,” he replies with a jerky shrug, clearly not concerned with his bastard son fighting in the Bonseyo Shadowshafts. It seems he is more grieved by the deaths of his guards. Although “grieved” does not seem to be the right word for a man like this one. Annoyed, perhaps. Offended. 

			“And your empress?” I ask icily, knowing perfectly well that his wife died of “consumption” some time ago. Pity.

			If I am hoping to hurt him, I fail. Emperor Jeon laughs. He sounds like a bullfrog: hoarse and croaking. “Dead. Thank the gods. I did it myself.”

			“And your siblings?” Another question I already know the answer to. 

			His strained smile grows as he descends the rest of the steps, twirling the jikdo in his hand. “Heh. I killed my older brother when I was eight years old,” Emperor Jeon croaks. “My sister when I was, hm, twelve. My younger brother, he eluded death for so long. But he, too, died. Painfully. And so will you—yet another pretender to the throne. I admit,” he chuckles as his feet touch the ground of the pavilion, “I did not expect you to make it this far. Mm. No. I was not overly concerned with the stories of the power-hungry teenage girl or with the messengers sent to beg for aid.” His hateful eyes flick to Haneul, who stands behind me. “Why waste an army when others can do the work for you? But then you took Wyusan, and I was forced to change my strategy.” He sighs. “You were supposed to die in the Shadowshafts.”

			“Disappointed?” I purr.

			Emperor Jeon laughs under his breath. “Heh.”

			Then, quickly enough that I miss it with a blink, his smile drops and is replaced by a look of pure fury. He rushes toward me, sword swinging down in an arc. I lurch away, dropping and rolling underneath his blade, leaping back onto my feet on the pavilion’s ground. Haneul, face pale, does not engage in the fighting—guilt wracking through the red thread in sharp waves—but rather stands stiffly with fear-bright eyes as Jeon’s sword flashes through the air, forcing me up the steps. It is like he is…waiting for something, but I know not what.

			The emperor’s blows I block with my scaleblades and grit my teeth as I seize an opening for the offensive, ducking his next attack and sending a harsh kick to his unprotected right side. Jeon huffs and stumbles down a step, closer to me. 

			Turning him around with strategic attacks, I force him toward the center of the pavilion, breathing hard with anticipation. Emperor Jeon is the one remaining force between myself and my rightful claiming of the Three Kingdoms. When I take Bonseyo, my Imugi will transform into Yong—and the battle in the Bonseyo Shadowshafts will end quickly. Excitement thrums through my blood as I send a harsh point kick upward, my boot connecting with the side of his face with a satisfying crack. Jeon stumbles back and spits out blood, blinking unsteadily. Disarming him swiftly, I send him to his knees and level my scaleblade at his throat.

			Finally. This will end now. 

			But—

			Too slowly, my eyes move toward Haneul—toward that damned blue fire burning in his palms, toward the Dokkaebi who slowly meets my eye. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-TWO

			Rui

			The Dokkaebi emperor forces down his complete and unending terror as his blue fire burns steadily in his palms, their deadly flames licking upward toward the sky. Does Gameunjang look down upon him? 

			What has come of her promise that she will descend in Bonseyo, that she will stop the Prophecy herself? As the Prophecy battled against Emperor Jeon, Rui awaited her descent: waited for a flash of dark-red hair and a crimson hanbok, the unmistakable sense of fate. Yet there was nothing, no whisper of the divine, even as the mortal emperor began to falter in his fight—and it is now that Rui understands, with a terrible clarity, that something is very wrong. 

			For it is in this moment that the Prophecy has her scaleblade pressed against the Jeon emperor’s throat. She is only one drop of blood away from reaching Fulfillment, from releasing her Imugi into the skies as terrible, winged beasts. 

			Trembling, Rui forces his roaring thoughts back down and focuses only on the thrumming of power through his blood and the burning of his dokkaebibul. 

			There is still time to win. He can no longer wait in vain for Gameunjang to lend her powerful hand. Lina needs him.

			She needs him, and if the gods won’t answer her, he will. 

			The Prophecy hisses, faltering where she stands above Emperor Jeon. “You wouldn’t,” she hisses. 

			Rui makes himself smile sharply. “Do not underestimate what I would do for her,” he breathes and hurls one of those fiery orbs straight toward the Prophecy. 

			Caught off guard, the Prophecy takes the full force of the Dokkaebi fire. It hits her chest, and she lurches backward, flame erupting on her skin. Rui grits his teeth, fighting the urge to look away as Lina’s body catches fire, flesh and scales burning. It is not enough to kill her body, he has made sure of it, but it is enough to keep her down. 

			The Prophecy’s wounds do not bloom upon his own skin. This dokkaebibul has never been able to hurt him. This is the one weapon he has. The one weapon that can buy Lina—wherever she is—some time. 

			He can only apologize that Lina may feel the same pain that wracks the Prophecy’s body—and can only hope that she is close enough to the surface that she does not lose valuable time from the agony of it. 

			The Prophecy screams in rage as she stretches out a hand toward the sky, attempting to summon rain. Rui, eyes flashing, takes a stance before the weakened Bonseyo emperor. 

			The fire has eaten a hole through the Prophecy’s stealthsuit. Rui watches as, panting hard, she manages to climb to her feet even as the fire continues to ravage her flesh. “What are you doing?” she spits. 

			A muscle jumps in his jaw. “Time,” he replies coldly. “It’s something that we unfortunately need.” 

			“Ah,” the Prophecy replies, cocking her head. “Still too weak to kill me, I see. Still waiting for your treasured wife to break free.” She stalks forth, gritting her teeth. “Your longings are foolish. Move aside, Dokkaebi.”

			“No.” Rui searches her gaze, searches intently for Lina. She is not there. Not yet. “No,” he repeats quietly. 

			“You—” 

			A pillar of Dokkaebi fire erupts before him. 

			It splits into five, then into ten. 

			The flames encircle the Prophecy. There is no way out, not unless she’d like to be burned alive. And without her Imugi, the storm does not come as quickly as it did on the battlefields, where Rui tried this same trick. Overhead, thunder rumbles, but it is still in the distance. 

			“Let me out!” she roars. When Rui does not react, does not even so much as flinch, the Prophecy holds a scaleblade to her own throat and digs the blade in just enough to spill a droplet of blood. Through the flames, her face is twisted, contorted with hatred and pain. 

			Rui freezes as a drop of golden blood spills down his own neck, but no sooner than a moment later, his eyes narrow. Oh, he knows a bluff well. Her threats on the rocky beach rang true, but now… Now, when Fulfillment is so terrifyingly close, he cannot imagine the Prophecy sliding that blade across her throat. 

			“Come now,” he sneers. “You really are a terrible liar.”

			The Prophecy snarls at him, spitting through the flames, her scaleblade falling away from her throat. 

			“That’s what I thought,” murmurs Rui smugly as, behind him, Emperor Jeon slowly drags himself to his feet. Blood trickles from his face, and one of his eyes is beginning to swell shut. 

			Rui does not see as the Prophecy’s hand drifts to the pocket of her stealthsuit, where the Jeon daughter’s throwing knife rests, all too thirsty for blood. 

			“Lina,” he whispers, staring into the Prophecy’s eyes, “wherever you are…I beg you, hurry.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-THREE

			The Prisoner 

			She is not who I thought she would be, this piece of myself, this girl. Pain washes over me as I stare at her, and I know that outside this mindscape, the Prophecy is in terrible agony. Yet it fades to nothing as I stare at this little shard of my soul, wondering who she is. 

			She stands just before the staircase, blocking its path. The hall of mirrors is at my back—somehow, I have found the end. Somehow, I have found her. 

			Golden eyes. Long, dark hair. 

			Yet she is not…the Prophecy. There is no bloodlust on her serene expression, no murderous intent. Her golden-beige skin is covered by a beautiful hanbok of lavender silk, embroidered with small cherry blossoms. No, she is…something else. Someone else. I did not see the mirror from which she came, cannot find the plaque explaining which part of my soul this woman is, from what part of me she was carved. 

			“Lina,” she says coolly, voice clipped as she eyes me. Her voice is…regal, somehow, and my eyes trace the—the crown atop her head. It seems to be crafted from a wood unfamiliar to me, a deep, dark purple. Jagged thorns rise from the circlet, and they look like outstretched hands, reaching up in desperation with gnarled wooden fingers. 

			A power seems to thrum from her—something deep and dark, yet…almost peaceful. Like a depthless slumber. I think that perhaps I can see the power around her, flickers of a rich purple, the same color of her crown. 

			I…I don’t know you, I manage to sign, heart thundering at the sight of her.

			“No,” she murmurs. “You wouldn’t, not yet.”

			You’re not the Prophecy.

			“The Prophecy is not a part of you,” my strange, other self replies, eyes softening. “That is not you, Shin Lina. It’s only a parasite that has wormed its way into your skin, a disease from the outside that has found its way in. Would you say that a fever, or a plague, was a fundamental, intrinsic part of you? A slice of yourself? No,” she says, before I can summon a response, “you wouldn’t. And I know that until now, you haven’t truly understood that.” 

			I swallow hard. No, I wouldn’t say that a fever or a plague were one of my other selves. And I hadn’t—I hadn’t thought about it in this way until now. A rush of relief overcomes me, the extent of my terror lessening, just a bit.

			It is not a part of me.

			It is not a part of me. 

			But… 

			If you’re not the Prophecy, I say, who are you?

			The other Lina’s lips tilt upward. “I’m what you can be,” she answers gently. “What you will be. I’m your hope, and I’m your future.” She takes a step toward me, so that we are nearly nose to nose. When I blink, she blinks. When I shift uncomfortably, so does she. It is like looking into a mirror. “Much awaits you,” she murmurs. “For I am you, at the end of this.”

			My lips part in shock—shock and hope and relief. We…win? I ask tentatively. The Prophecy, it’s defeated? It’s never fulfilled? 

			A long, long moment of silence follows. One that is thick with hope and words unsaid. One where my other self hesitates, meeting my eye, as if gauging whether I am able to hear the truth. Palms sweating, I meet her stare and watch as her lips slowly part to speak… 

			Her smile is bittersweet. “What have we ever been but a puppet? A puppet of the Prophecy, a puppet of the gods? Our strings were ever jerked by powers higher than ourselves.”

			Ice, thick and cracking, creeps over my heart. My bones. I shake my head, where a dull buzzing has filled it. 

			The other Lina’s eyes gentle, just slightly. “You do not understand yet, do you?” I make no move to stop her as she gently cups my cheek in her hand. “Oh, Lina. You have been fooled by Fate herself.” 

			… 

			The world seems to fall away at my feet. I sway, unsteadily, and only the other Lina’s firm grip around my shoulders keeps me from falling. No. What she says cannot be true. Gameunjang is—she is on our side, mine and Rui’s. Guiding us toward a way to stop Fulfillment, a way to avoid our…our deaths. She has to be, because if she is not, that means all of this…has been for nothing. 

			You’re lying, I sign with trembling hands. Stop it.

			The gentleness in her eyes fades, replaced by a hard, unforgiving truth. “Why would the Goddess of Fate create a Prophecy only to attempt to destroy it? Tell me you see how that goes against every rule of nature. No. Gameunjang has been doing everything she possibly can to ensure the Prophecy is fulfilled, that the other gods cannot thwart it. See it, Lina. See that this is the truth.”

			No. I back away, shaking my head. No. Stop it. I wish desperately for her to be lying, but I—I do not think she is. I know my tells when I lie. I know that my mouth twists, tasting burned sugar. I know that I cannot hold eye contact for much longer than a few moments. But her mouth is flat, and her gaze is steady. 

			Seokga’s alliance with Gameunjang. Trickery and fate. The answer was right before me, yet I was too frightened to face it. I should have…I should have seen this, should have known better than to trust her so completely. To be betrayed, by one of the deities I so loved… There is no greater pain. 

			My panic returns, and my breathing becomes rapid. I jerk away from her, staggering back, but the other Lina rushes forth, grasps my hands in hers, and forces me to still. 

			To look into her eyes, which have become flinty with determination. 

			A searing pain ignites in my chest, and I choke on air, hands flying to where a blue flame burns. Rui, I think desperately as my skin blisters and burns. He’s fighting, and he would only fight—would only do this—if the Prophecy was too close to succeeding. Panic bubbles up in my throat, and I unleash a silent sob.

			The other version of myself slaps me across the face. The sharp, unexpected pain is enough to distract me from my terror and the burns rising on my skin. 

			Gaping, I still, and she glowers at me. 

			“Listen to me,” she says coldly. “Listen to me and stop your weeping. This Prophecy was never about the Imugi or the Three Kingdoms. It was about you. Listen,” the girl hisses again, and with a breaking heart, I do. 

			Her words are quiet. Soft. Yet they are still steely, edged with an unrelenting resolve. Her eyes do not break from mine as she tells me what I must do, what I will lose, and what I will gain. 

			It is horrible in its brilliance, terrible in its truth. Gasping softly, I finally lurch away, holding one hand to my pounding heart. 

			“It is fated,” the other Lina says, not unkindly. “It always has been.” 

			And, gods, in an ironic way, it is everything I have ever wanted, everything I have ever longed for after that horrible night when the Talons were taken, after Eunbi’s blood spilled before the scarlet moon. 

			Reunion. Rest.

			And…something else. Something else that I did not know, all this time. 

			Something that I still do not want—but something that even Yoonho saw was in my destiny. Something that I will become yet do not trust myself to be. Something that I suspect this odyssey through the mind has been preparing me for, level by level, truth by truth. 

			It is staggering, yet here this future self somehow stands, a crown atop her head, power thrumming from her body, flowing from her very veins outward… 

			“This is in the Prophecy itself,” this other Lina continues and smiles dryly. “This brings the Prophecy to its conclusion.” She steps closer, and I realize that she smells like cherry blossoms, that the petals on her hanbok seem to be fluttering in a phantom wind. “Your necklace,” she whispers and reaches out to graze the three golden truths with a slender finger. “You will need those, Lina.” 

			As I tremble, she touches my face briefly in farewell before stepping to the side to allow passage toward the staircase that beckons beyond. With a small clink, the final key appears on my chain—its small charm of a familiar crown cool against my warm skin. 

			Wait, I sign desperately. Wait. Who are you, now? Who have you become?

			My other self raises a hand to the dark purple crown atop her head. Her smile is a sharp knife, a sword in the dark. “Our name is Shin Lina,” she whispers, “and we will triumph. Fear not that this is your end—trust that this is your beginning.”

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-FOUR

			The Prophecy

			The Prisoner is coming. Running and running. The pounding of her feet echoes in my ears. The rasping of her breaths. I smell her sour sweat and terror as she comes closer. Closer.

			Closer. 

			She would stop this, if she could.

			But one cannot stop the howling of the winds or the violent tides of the ocean. 

			One cannot stop an irrefutable force of nature.

			So she cannot stop the dagger as it flies from my hand, a comet against the night sky. She cannot stop it from slicing through a small gap in the fires, nor can she halt its route as it splits through the air toward Bonseyo’s emperor—and strikes his throat in a spray of red. 

			Haneul is shouting something, words hoarse and broken, face contorted in sheer terror. 

			And the mortal emperor is falling, limp and lolling. He does not die right away, of course. Haneul tries to save him, to staunch the blood as it pours from his neck. He coats his fingers in it, tears off pieces of his robes, tries to bind the ripped flesh back together.

			It’s no use.

			I tilt my face up toward the sky and smile as the earth moves beneath my feet. As roars from somewhere belowground rip through the air, muffled but growing stronger. As I am lifted upward by the powerful, powerful force of Fulfillment, wind whipping through my hair, head tilting back, body arching toward the cloud-hidden stars, the Dokkaebi fire extinguishing on my chest as the storm erupts in full. 

			The emperor is dead.

			The Prophecy has been fulfilled.

			Long live the Goddess of Wrath.

		

	
		
			PART FOUR

			A HOME IN A HALL

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			Power. 

			Beneath the earth, it surges through them, a white-hot energy that scathes their blood in its extremity. The serpents scream as they battle, as their sparkling teal scales shift and ripple, turning from that ocean blue to a molten gold, the color seeping over their bodies as if they are being painted by some phantom hand. Burning, glittering, bright, the gold shines in the darkness of the Bonseyo Shadowshafts. Sinuous bodies bulge and lengthen, growing larger, larger—four black-clawed feet tear through the flesh at their sides, bursting outward with wet, sickening noises. Flat heads begin to ripple and shift, hair—silken, flaxen hair—bursting from their scalps, beards erupting underneath gaping maws, jagged horns sprouting from atop their skulls. 

			Shin Lina’s Imugi unleash earth-rattling roars as they transform into Yong, into the extinct dragons of old, the power of Fulfillment reaching within them and changing all that they are, all that they should have remained.

			The gods stumble back, eyes wide as they watch, defeat heavy in their bones as Sonagi bellows out a victorious war cry, stretching toward the earth above, rocks tumbling onto the army below. “The tunnels!” Haemosu roars. “It won’t hold them!” 

			There is barely room for the soldiers to breathe, to move, as the Imugi transform, widening, lengthening. Iseul the Gumiho shifts back to her human form, breathing hard, backing away from the serpents—as their teal scales are slowly gilded with gold, as they thrash in triumph, magnificent and towering. 

			“FALL BACK!” Kang shouts, tightening his grip around Kim Chan, whom he has rescued—but his voice is lost beneath the roars and the thundering of the earth as rocks fall, splitting into twos, as the Yong lurch upward—breaking through the earth above, bringing avalanches of dirt and rocks down upon the opposing army. Kang does not see Chan jerking to consciousness and snatching a fallen firesword from the ground. The advisor’s mouth tastes too much like terror and tears to notice, and he grabs the nearest soldier he can find—Iseul—and steps back into a portal of his making just as the earth begins to cave in around them, as the Yong plow upward through the tunnels, intent on reaching the night sky far above.

			Jeon Eunwoo screams as his sight is enveloped by darkness and earth. He forces himself to keep flying through the sea of soil, unable to breathe, unable to see where the underearth ends and the surface world begins. Dragons shoot upward all around him, and he flaps his wings faster, desperately hoping to make it out alive. To not be buried like the troops below him. He chokes on soil, yet desperately he flies, relying on instinct more than sight to dodge the tumbling rocks that fall upon him. His father must be dead if the Prophecy has been Fulfilled. Dead, before he could learn to love his bastard son. As Jeon Eunwoo finally breaks into the world above, he unleashes a primal scream of hatred and grief. 

			The twin gods, the moon and sun, grab each other’s hands as the broken earth crashes down, a monstrous wave against humanity. They cannot save them, these humans, and it is with heavy hearts that Dalnim and Haemosu vanish, leaving hundreds of soldiers to die in the Bonseyo Shadowshafts. Wretched and winded, they collapse before Hwanin—Sang-je, the Heavenly Emperor, King of the Gods, who sits upon the star-dotted throne amongst the clouds. 

			Hwanin’s eyes widen as he glances below, where terror and chaos reign. 

			And somewhere, fingers lazily strumming a red thread of fate, Gameunjang smiles. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-FIVE

			The Prisoner 

			It is a dark, pulsing mass, with tendrils hooked into the winding grooves of my mind, as ancient as the stars itself. An accumulation of abused power, crooked fate, and wrongful destiny. 

			I see it now as I sprint desperately up the staircase, my widened eyes transfixed upon the grayish-pink, glistening brain hanging overhead, suspended in a sea of stars. I see the Prophecy for what it is—that unnatural, deadly puppeteer of my body. That affliction. That parasite, latched onto my brain as surely as a leech on skin, sucking and sucking the life and will out of me, drinking down my agony like the finest wine. 

			You, I seethe, and I hear its smug voice in response. The mass shifts, like a giant black spider stiffening atop its prey, and I can almost swear that it looks at me. 

			You. 

			My feet leave the ground, and in an overpowering flash of light, I am gone, plunging down into an ocean of life. The staircase has led me to a place where the physical does not exist, and neither do I—I am blood and I am bones. I am millions of small, small cells and tiny compositions. I am the beating of my heart and the inhaling of my lungs. I am a golden light, stretching further and further through the body…coiling around the fibula, nestling underneath the sternum, battling away the dark splotches that leak from that mass atop my brain, shredding them into nothingness one by one. 

			You’re too late, the Prophecy sneers as I shoot upward, back toward the brain, where the parasite digs in its hold, refusing to let go. It shivers and shakes, crouched on the intricate, pink folds of tissue, stretched out to cover all four lobes. I have been Fulfilled.

			Not all of you. Not yet. For there is one more line that has not yet come to fruition. One more destiny that I’ve yet to meet. 

			And it will be me who meets it. Me. Shin Lina.

			Even in here, it is as if I can somehow feel Gameunjang watching, smiling as all she has hoped for begins to play out. She has played me as finely as a musician plays her strings, yet there is nothing I can do about it without damning the world to Jeoseung. I must allow fate, no matter how deceitful, to take its course.

			“The Prophecy was never about the Imugi or the Three Kingdoms. It was about you.” 

			Desperately, I launch myself forward and the Prophecy hisses, scrabbling atop my brain. I land, an insubstantial ball of light that barrels forth across the lobes, across the bumps and grooves. 

			The Prophecy laughs, hideously. 

			So naive, it jeers, but I am not listening. I am done listening to this parasite, this monster, this disease. Burning brightly with anger, I force the Prophecy back, back. It scuttles off like a frightened insect, shrinking away from my light and warmth. As I cross this land, with its many sections, many ridges and folds, an outside sensation starts to return to me. 

			The world is screaming. 

			Blood and ash, in my mouth. 

			A brief glimpse of a storm-cloud sky, of cold rain pelting down. There, and then gone. 

			The Prophecy growls and, in a lurching movement, launches for me. Its impact is sharp and jagged, like falling onto the rough rocks at the beach. Yet I hold fast, and we become a blur of light and dark, tumbling across the brain, tearing and shredding into each other like feral wolves.

			My body. Mine. No one else’s. 

			The pain is astounding—it is like nothing I have ever felt, a pain that is exquisite in its agony, a pain that banks as I push determinedly forth, forcing the Prophecy to scuttle toward the end of the brain where nothing but a steep drop into nothingness awaits. Its inky form is dissolving, dark globules tearing off into the air, eaten away by me—by my light, my anger, my godsdamn determination. 

			You’ve...lost… the Prophecy gasps as it teeters over the edge, clinging onto a deep groove with spidery, shadow fingers, refusing to fall into the abyss of nothingness that waits for it. I loom over it and look into this creature that has masqueraded as me, that has convinced the world that Shin Lina is a monster, a madwoman. 

			I look at it, and I see only a figment of a dark dream, a hopeful wish that will be destroyed, a parasite of the lowest order, a pathetic puddle of shit and shadow. I glow brighter and brighter, because I have broken free.

			Despite all, I have godsdamned triumphed. 

			No. I’ve won, I tell it. 

			No longer will I be the Prophecy’s host. No longer will my mind be shared by some inhuman creature. 

			For the first time, I am free.

			Free.

			With a triumphant burst of energy, golden and blinding and bright, I rip the Prophecy into nothingness, its scream of pain rattling in my ears like a battle song, like my own war cry. I make it painful, dragging it apart, shadowy ligament by ligament, burning it, scorching it with my own power. The Prophecy thrashes and howls as it is torn into shreds, as it dissolves into nothingness, as it withers and rots. I do not stop until the darkness is entirely gone, do not stop until the Prophecy is truly dead, until it is nothing, nothing at all.

			And in the world above, in the world that I have been kept from, in the body that is my own… 

			My eyes fly open.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-SIX

			Shin Lina

			My heart. A pulsing, muscular organ in my chest. Pumping blood through my body, blood that runs green but used to run red. 

			My eyes. Capturing the storm-cloud sky, the smudged grays and smoky blues. Blinking blearily. Unsteadily.

			My ears. The unnatural roars tunnel through them as creatures take to the skies, their monstrous bodies visible through the clouds only when a flash of brilliant lightning illuminates the long, sinuous shadows in the distance, swimming through the sky with predatory grace. 

			My arms. Trembling as I stand in the storm, cold rain kissing my skin. My fingers. Gleaming with another flash of lightning, rings impossibly shining upon flexing fingers. Jade garakji. A thin, silver band. Both once broken into dust, now somehow whole once more. 

			My feet. Flat upon the cobblestone pavilion of the Bonseyo palace, not six feet away from the dead emperor, whose neck gleams with scarlet blood. The same blood that coats Rui’s hands, flecking his neck, splattering atop his face. 

			“No,” Rui is gasping, bent over the corpse, a terrible desolation written across his face. “No—No—” I flinch as a terrible sound is ripped from his throat—a snarl and a hoarse scream all at once. With words as sharp as the deadliest blades, Rui curses Gameunjang’s name, looking up to the sky in such agony that it cuts me to the core. Slowly, I take a small step toward him…

			…only for Rui to lurch backward, away from me, his beautiful face pale with anguish. He does not know, I realize, blinking through the heavy sheets of icy rain. He does not know it is me. His chest rises and falls unevenly, and he is—he is skittish, this powerful emperor, as skittish as a frightened colt, as wary as a wolf cub. 

			Rui’s hands…oh, how his hands tremble as he takes the dead emperor’s sword in one hand and summons a few flickering flames of Dokkaebi fire that sputter beneath the storm with the other. Above us, golden bodies move through the air like koi swimming in a pond, moving languorously through the churning storm clouds and streaks of lightning, twisting and twining with the smug satisfaction of untouchable predators. 

			Rui’s breaths come jaggedly, as if his chest is ripped apart with every exhale. His terror, sharp and honed, pierces me through our bond, joined by a bitter, twisted betrayal. I swallow hard, holding his frightened gaze, willing him to feel me through the thread. But he is too panicked, I see—for he has just lost the war and has been betrayed by the very goddess he thought to trust. When I try to move closer to him yet again, he flinches backward so violently that I wince. I have never seen him like this. I hoped I would never have to. 

			I remember, with a twist of my heart, how carefully Rui approached me in the darkness of my cell: slowly, gently, carefully…as if I were a wounded animal caught in the thicket, mindful of my claws and fangs, mindful of my terror. 

			Holding his gaze, and willing him to see me, I take a few more slow steps toward him, my hands raising into the air. Rui, nae sarang, I sign, and his silver gaze sharpens, latching onto the jade garakji, the wedding band, the rings that should not exist yet somehow do. It’s me.

			His throat bobs, his blue fire guttering. “Is this some cruel trick?” he breathes, going so very still that he resembles almost a marble statue. I shake my head, and this time, he allows me to draw closer. 

			“Lina,” he whispers hoarsely as the red thread of fate flickers between us, curling and coiling, connecting us under the dragon-filled sky, where the monsters draw closer and closer, every passing second. “Lina,” he rasps again, stumbling toward me, closing that final distance between us and pulling me into a tight embrace, a small sob escaping from his shaking body as he presses his lips onto my head. “Oh, gods,” he chokes out. “It’s you, little thief. It’s really you.”

			Rui, my Rui. Tears brimming in my eyes, I carefully return the embrace. He is so solid against me, so warm, thrumming with a battle heat, with life and love. 

			Yet my own body feels…difficult to move, somehow. Stiff. Disjointed. Rusty. As if I have been away for so long that everything feels unnatural. Yet my soul-stitched, pressed against me, his familiar slopes and curves—he could never feel so. My other half, my true destiny. Shuddering with a love so potent it turns me cold, I kiss the corner of his mouth, brush blood-soaked hair from his eyes. 

			My lips. Opening. My throat, struggling to speak. A small sound emerges, lost beneath the bellows of the Yong and the roaring thunder. Rain pounds down, sheets of icy water, a roaring wind bellowing through the pavilion, shaking an old maple tree, ridding it of its heavy auburn leaves. They swirl around us, one plastering itself to my cheek as I raise my head to peer up at the sky, where the Yong draw closer, closer, dark shapes against a dark sky. 

			I nearly forgot what it was like, to feel sharp canines where smooth teeth should be…to feel this body’s connection with Sonagi, a magnet in a compass pointing north. If I hoped these ties, these scales and fangs would disappear with the Prophecy, I was wrong. Still they exist within and upon me, yet I do not writhe in my skin as I once would have.

			Despite everything, this body is mine. 

			We do not have much time, I sign, stepping away from Rui. His joy, his pain, his defeat all pierce me from the outside, flowing down the red thread, streaming into my own heart. I watch as his eyes catch on the garakji, on the ring, disbelief flickering in his expression. As they catch on the chain’s glimmer beneath my stealth suit, where seven keys and their charms rest against my skin. The line between impossible and possible, it seems, has blurred itself into oblivion. 

			Gently, I reach out and turn his face toward me. Shivering, the emperor leans into my touch, and a flicker of mourning passes through as my hand leaves so I can tell him, This isn’t over. There is something we must still do.

			Rui swallows hard, searching my eyes. “Lina,” he rasps, a broken, wobbling smile touching his lips, “this is the end, little thief. We…we lost. The war is over. Gameunjang…she did not come. I… Forgive me,” he begs, suddenly desperate, his face skewing in a pain so great he sways. “We have been—” 

			Betrayed, I finish. I swallow the bitter lump in my throat. Yes. We have been…we have been manipulated, Rui. Gameunjang betrayed us. But…there is a future ahead. It is not the sort of victory we imagined, but that path stretches before us now, and…and…we must meet it. There is a bridge for us to cross. Together. 

			A slow, sad understanding flickers on Rui’s face. “Together,” he murmurs. 

			My fingers shake. Where we must go now…Rui, there will be no return. 

			Rui cups my cheek in a gentle hand. “Do what you must, little thief,” he breathes. “Wherever you go, I will follow. I am your shadow, trailing after you even in the coldest of days.” 

			That unnatural roaring shakes the earth from the sky in triumph, horrible triumph.

			It will mean something, I tell him, a tear slipping from my eye, following the path of the scarred mockery of a teardrop left by Wang Jiwoon so long ago. I promise.

			“Fear not that this is your end—trust that this is your beginning.” 

			One last time, I step closer to him, brush my lips against his. Twine my fingers through his hair and send my love, my deep and eternal love, through the bond. 

			“Do it,” whispers Rui, baring his neck to me. The most vulnerable part of him, offered to me. Only to me. “I want it by your hands. Always yours.”

			He closes his eyes as my fingers trail up his neck. Three words bloom unexpectedly on my tongue, words that taste sweet, words that hover on my lips, poised to flutter through the air…

			The pain comes first. 

			A ravaging pain, hard and fast and brutal. Fire, cold fire, icy hot, ripping my flesh and breaking my bones. Brutalizing my body. Sharp shards of agony, gouging my back, bursting through my chest. 

			It is a pain so final, so…certain. Like the ending chords of a song. The last snow of winter. A cry of a beast before it is felled. 

			The final cherry blossom fluttering to the ground from a bare tree. 

			Rui gasps, staggering back, one hand pressed to his chest, face ashen. I open my mouth to cry out, but green blood leaks instead as my eyes flicker down to the firesword embedded in my chest. It flickers a brilliant blue in the darkness as the blade protrudes from my chest, coated in emerald, dripping with it. 

			“For Hana,” a familiar voice hisses in my ear, and then the blade is withdrawing and I am choking, choking on my blood as I fall to the ground, twisting at the last moment, staring up at a vengeful Kim Chan—bruised and bloodied and swaying on his feet, the firesword in his hands. Heavy cables wrap around the length of his large torso, but the ones around his arms and legs look as if they have been brutally, hastily severed. His eyes spark through a heavy, drugged haze, and his mouth flattens into a thin line as my hands fly to the wound, the hole in my body, the torn flesh and ripped muscle and seeping emerald… 

			Rui. Oh gods, Rui. 

			He is roaring my name, having fallen perhaps five feet away, ichor spilling from his body rapidly. He is not healing. I am not healing. 

			I am not healing. 

			Somewhere far above, the Yong roar in thunderous horror. A flash of lightning illuminates the twisting bodies as they soar forth, attempting to reach us… 

			Chan stares triumphantly down at me as I choke on my own blood. Behind him, my failing eyesight glimpses Kang—clenching his gnarled staff, robes blowing in the icy winds, face somber. Beside him stands Iseul, one hand pressed to her mouth, horror-filled realization carving itself over her fine features. 

			“Lina,” Rui gasps wetly, ichor running from his mouth. His hand stretches futilely toward mine, scrabbling on the stones. He groans, eyes beginning to cloud over. 

			No. No. It wasn’t supposed to happen like this. It would have been my hands, guiding us gently toward our death. 

			Yet there is no escaping fate, is there? Every thread of fate has led…to this. It was always, always going to end here. A low, hoarse sob escapes my lips. It is the first sound I have made in so long, and it is—it is horrible, a blade against my throat, cutting into my lips, shredding my tongue. I reach for him, screaming through my teeth as the wound rips further, as my fingers finally touch Rui’s. 

			They twitch, growing cold. So very cold, and so very stiff.

			The red thread connects our bodies, stretching across the distance, joining our hearts as they begin to fail. 

			“Chan,” I hear Iseul whisper, her words muted, as if we are underwater. “That’s not— I do not think that is the Prophecy…”

			The white-haired Dokkaebi doesn’t move, still standing over me with a snarl. He wants to watch every moment of this, savor every second. But behind him, I hear Kang’s sharp intake of breath. 

			“No,” he whispers, and then the advisor is crouched down over me, face drained of color. “Can it be?”

			Iseul, in a burst of strength, shoves Chan away from me. Already unsteady, the Dokkaebi falls, but his eyes still gleam with satisfaction. She falls to her knees, hands desperately going to the wound in my chest. “Lina,” she cries frantically as Kang rushes to his emperor, whose eyes have already closed. “Lina. Nonono. You’ve only just gotten back, don’t go—” 

			There is nothing she can do to stop the bleeding. It is flowing from me, my life, like water from a stream. It takes with it the pain, and as my vision darkens, I focus on the feeling of Rui’s fingers beneath mine. His have gone still. 

			I feel it, the moment his heart stops beating.

			It is the same moment my own fails. 

			Darkness comes as a swift wave, cold and biting.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			Yeomra the Death God is no stranger to long, winding games. 

			Rather, he delights in them. It was Seokga the Trickster who introduced him to the concept of the game steeped in tricks, and death is nothing if not the end of one of these games. 

			Yeomrawang has been playing such a game for a very, very long time. 

			It started with discontent. 

			One could argue that in life lies the true suffering, and death is only the cool rush of relief of ending. And, subsequently, that death is rather boring. 

			If, hypothetically, Yeomrawang were to have heard this argument, he might have replied with something along the lines of, “But humans still cling to life when I take them, Seokga. The loss of life to death is the greatest agony mortals can suffer.” 

			And Seokga the Trickster, who is rather notorious, historically, for starting grand-scale wars simply for the fun of it, as well as being generally deceitful, spiteful, and a menace to society at large, would have replied with a long-winded and altogether convincing argument that the true purpose of Yeomra the Death God is to be nothing but a balance to existence—a boring tool to weigh out the suffering the other gods inflict, and if Yeomra did not inflict suffering but rather relieve it, was he really even a god? 

			The gods, after all, took much pride in inflicting suffering. Habaek the River God, despite his love of humanity (or human women), frequently drowned nearby plains simply for the fun of it; Yongwang often capsized boats in his ships. Haemosu brought droughts and hot, scorched summers with no relief and sickness. Hwanung, the God of Laws, punished wrongdoers according to a list of laws that he frequently modified and updated, as to ensure that nobody really knew how to behave and could therefore be punished in gruesome ways. Even Samshin-Halmoni killed women in childbirth, sending them to Yeomra’s realm. And what did Yeomra do? Grant them a relief from pain. Where was the suffering in that? Where was the godliness in that? 

			While all the gods tormented and healed the world above in equal measure, Yeomra was confined to Jeoseung, shut away from the rest of the pantheon. While they travelled the worlds and laughed under the stars, Yeomra remained utterly alone in Jeoseung, save for Seokga the Trickster’s occasional visits (because Seokga found Yeomra’s loneliness amusing). “Is a god a god,” Seokga mused once, “if he exists underneath the others?”

			“I would think so,” said Yeomra.

			“But is a tree part of a forest if it stands alone?” replied the other with a thin, sly smile, steeping his slender fingers underneath his chin. 

			The personification of death is not meant to have an existential crisis, but of course Seokga the Trickster ensured that he did. 

			Slowly, slowly, Yeomra grew discontent in Jeoseung, discontent being the “balance” to the true suffering. His throne was no longer comfortable. His dark purple crown no longer seemed to fit perfectly atop his dark head. Yeomra grew to resent Jeoseung and longed to escape, although it was impossible. The realm clung to him relentlessly. 

			When the gods decided on their retreat into the heavenly kingdom of Okhwang, Yeomra too wished to join them, his heavenly kin to whom he wished to belong. Yet he was father to the dead realm, to Jeoseung, and Jeoseung would not let him go without a promise. Such a realm would not be content without a ruler, without an emperor—or an empress. 

			And so, after many years, Yeomra called for Gameunjang, the Goddess of Luck, and Fate, and Fortune. Curious, she came to his realm to hear his pleas.

			“Please,” said the death god, “bring me fortune in the form of a successor. Somebody to rule in my stead so that I might leave and find myself a god in true.”

			Gameunjang tilted her head. She pitied Yeomra, cast aside in the underworld. Yet she did not acquiesce, as it was not in her heart to let others guide fate. “I will not,” she said, and so it was that Seokga saw that a different approach was needed for Yeomra to earn a boon from the beautiful Lady Luck. 

			Heeding Seokga’s advice, once more did Yeomra call upon Gameunjang. Yet he did not broach his question, instead appealing to her heart, as tender and lonely as it was. The two deities were not unalike, as feared and ignored by the others in equal measures as they were. Indeed, fate and death are not dissimilar, and this Gameunjang began to realize it with each soft smile from the lonely God of Death, and each brush of his cold hands against hers. Again and again did she visit Yeomra in Jeoseung, blushing under his purple gaze and leaning into his embrace as a flower tilts toward the sun. 

			Yet even as the years passed, Yeomra did not dare to again present his plea…

			Until Seokga, with a smile that bespoke mischief and cunning, whispered that it was time. For Yeomra held Gameunjang’s heart firmly in his hands, each beat belonging to him. 

			“What is love, if not a tool for power?” asked the trickster god with a dangerous gleam in his eyes. 

			Before Lady Luck, Yeomra once again presented his plea. “Gameunjang,” whispered the death god, “I grow lonely here without you. It is torment, cast aside to this underworld, with you so far above in Okhwang. Please, find a successor to take my place. Somebody to rule in my stead so that I might be forever beside you in the heavens.”

			And this time, Lady Luck did acquiesce. So lonely was she in Okhwang, and so warm was she by Yeomra’s side. How could she refuse? 

			The creation of a Prophecy was no easy thing, even for the Goddess of Fate. And perhaps “creation” was not the right word for what it was Gameunjang did—reaching slender fingers into the stream of many possible futures, sifting around for the one of her choosing. Catching it like a fish in a net, breathing life into this one possibility until it stretched and yawned, a Prophecy born. 

			Lady Luck brought this Prophecy to Yeomra in the dead of the night, escaping the notice of the others, who watched the Dokkaebi wage war against the Imugi from their seats in the stars. “Give this to the Imugi,” Gameunjang told Yeomra. “Yet do not reveal the true purpose of this Prophecy. Speak only of a chance of future victory should they now retreat from their battlefield. Do this, and Jeoseung will relinquish its hold on you as it prepares for the arrival of another. With the Prophecy will come a new ruler.” 

			In all the futures Gameunjang had sifted through, only one future—one, in millions—held the possibility for the forging of a new divinity. 

			One soul, in millions, that held enough of a connection to the gods to…become one. A girl, not yet born, who would fall in love with a silver-eyed Dokkaebi. 

			Who fell in love with him, again and again, in every possible future. 

			Yet there was a price to pay for this Prophecy: with the girl’s forging came another great and terrible war, the continuation of the battle raging between the Dokkaebi and Imugi—the battle the gods had grown weary of. 

			But despite all, this was the future that she caught and gifted to Yeomra, who then gifted it to the Imugi. For impossibly, this Prophecy also heralded a victory against them.

			The fate goddess told Yeomra what to do next. “Offer the Imugi shelter in your realm,” she urged him. “They will stay there, until the girl is found.”

			“And I will be able to leave?” he replied skeptically. 

			“The Prophecy has been born, jagi,” Gameunjang replied. “An empress is coming. Through wrath and war, she will be forged. Now, Jeoseung will release you, and you can join me in the heavens.”

			And so it did, as Yeomra acted in the way Gameunjang directed. Delivering the Prophecy to the Imugi. Offering his realm as sanctuary. It was well worth it, earning a place in Okhwang with the rest of the gods, away from the realm he’d grown to loathe. And many years went by with peace. 

			Yet then, as things so often do, everything took a turn for the worse. Or so it seemed, as the gods gazed down at a realm devoured by serpents and a golden-eyed girl with a teardrop scar. As they…descended.

			The death god and his lover became frightened. “If they thwart the Prophecy, we will be forever separated,” mourned Yeomra, who was not at all interested in returning to Jeoseung. 

			“Do not fear,” whispered Lady Luck to him. “For I will do all in my power to ensure this Prophecy comes to fruition.” 

			And so she did. 

			And now, now as Yeomra looks down upon the two bodies in the rain—one a young woman with a teardrop scar, the other a Dokkaebi emperor as still and cold as ice—he smiles, finally feeling the last remnants of Jeoseung’s hold on him disappear. He can almost see it…their souls descending to the underworld, hand in hand, tied to one another by a scarlet thread. 

			Good, he thinks. At long last, a new goddess has been forged. 

			With a soft sigh, Jeoseung opens its eager maw for her. It has been waiting for her for so very long.

			Satisfied, Yeomrawang does not notice Seokga the Trickster chuckling under his breath as he, too, looks down upon Iseung, all too pleased with himself for singlehandedly inciting a bloody war, a riveting love, and such delicious amounts of pain and suffering—all through the discontent of one, lonely death deity and an infatuated Lady of Luck. 

			For what, Seokga thinks smugly, is the role of a mortal, but to be the plaything of an ever-absent god? 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-SEVEN

			Lina

			Standing on the jade Hwangcheon Bridge above the rushing Seocheongang River, a soft wind carrying stray cherry blossoms curls through my hair. 

			Silently, I hold Rui’s hand tightly in mine. We stand together here, past the middle of this bridge between life and death above rose-colored waters. 

			The lilac sky above glows with periwinkle stars, and a white mist curls around our ankles. Rui gazes silently at the colorful mountaintops in the distance, and the red thread swirls between us, carrying his heavy melancholy. 

			He is whole here, uninjured—and so am I. I wear not the bloodied stealthsuit I donned in the Bonseyo pavilion, but a white nightdress—one identical to the garb I wore when I first visited this strange realm. My necklace of keys is heavy around my neck. I clutch them in my palm, yet it is Rui I focus on; Rui, clad in plain white robes with his inky hair shifting in the wind, his skin whole and healthy and supple… 

			So unlike the ashen hue it was when we… When he…

			I close my eyes. Swallow hard. 

			It is a slight disturbance in the air, similar to the ripple of a flat stone skipping across a still pond, that warns me of another presence atop Hwangcheon Bridge. My eyes flutter open in the grim presence of Fate. Before us stands Gameunjang, her head bowed, red locks fluttering in the gentle breeze. In my hand, Rui’s tightens, spasming once, then twice as the goddess meets our gaze. 

			“For what it is worth,” she says quietly, “I did not enjoy this deception. For lying to you, I am sorry.”

			My hand falls from Rui’s and twitches at my side, but Rui—turning sharply like a shark having scented blood—speaks first. 

			“There was never any way to defeat the Prophecy,” he breathes with uncontained rage, and the soft fury in his voice is more terrifying than any of his snarls ever could be. “Or our deaths.” I wince as he lets go of my hand, taking a small, predatory step toward the delicate goddess. The way that he prowls, catlike and intent, seems to unnerve even her, although I suspect she has tried not to show it. It is a faint tremor in her lips that gives her away. “Everything you urged me to do only led us closer to Fulfillment. My only question, Gameunjang, is why? Why,” he growls softly, “damn the mortal realm in such a way? Why…” 

			I take quick steps toward him as his voice breaks. Rui shudders as I join his side. “Why torment Lina like this?” he finishes, voice shaking. He is trembling so violently that I suspect he is restraining himself from attacking Gameunjang. “She has done nothing to deserve your wrath.” 

			Gameunjang barely even looks at him, instead watching me steadily. I seethe underneath her gaze, but when she speaks, my shoulders slump. 

			“You still think you have lost this war? Dokkaebi. You have won,” says Gameunjang, spreading her hands as if in supplication. “Don’t you see? Tell him, Lina,” she urges quietly, and Rui turns to me, his face softening in confusion. I let my hands rise unsteadily into the air. 

			That dream of Sonagi, the words she whispered to me in those shit-stained sewers—the one that my mind showed me in the depths of my despair… It comes back to me now, an answer hidden within me all along. 

			“One day, you will passs. And we will come with you, for we are linked. Wherever you go, we will not be far behind. We will follow you to Jeoseung and back if needed, my child.”

			The Prophecy was never meant for victory. Its wording seemed to be its triumph, but all along it was its downfall. 

			“And the Child of Venom will rule all

			Before making her home in Yeomra’s halls.” 

			It’s almost funny, I think, that triumph hid so well in plain sight. That, all along, the dreaded Fulfillment was the way to victory. 

			After all, it was never specified for how long the “Child of Venom” would reign, nor how long it would be before she made her home in Yeomra’s halls. A bitter smile twists my lips as I try, haltingly, to explain what The Empress told me in the hall of mirrors. 

			When the Yeouiju died, the Imugi would follow. My death will be their death. Final. Absolute. As long as I bind them here… 

			“This is why, Dokkaebi,” Gameunjang says, looking toward the mountains in the distance, turning to lean against the rail of the jade bridge. “This is why I had to ensure the Prophecy came to fruition, especially with the involvement of my…brethren. They do not listen to me; they do not understand why this Prophecy had to be fulfilled, how their involvement could possibly ruin everything… With Lina’s death will come the death of her Imugi. Yes. I did everything I could to ensure that this fate here, now, came to fruition. I gave you misleading orders. I sent Yego to Lina, hoping he would chase her, that she would thus return to her body faster. 

			“For there is another fate yet that must be met. One that necessitated that Lina be fully herself when she died, when she entered Jeoseung. It is Lina who will find her true destiny here, in this underworld. Not the Prophecy. Shin Lina.” Gameunjang pauses, watching the river below. “But first, she had to learn three truths.” 

			My hand drifts to the three charms hanging from the fifth key upon my necklace. A small bag of barley. A tiny voice box.

			Rui’s face is stricken. “I don’t understand.” 

			“I will be honest.” Gameunjang sighs, reaching out to run her finger along the petal of a passing cherry blossom. “Much of what I have done, I have done for love. This you must understand. Love is not only a mortal affliction; it weakens even the strongest of divinities. We do foolish things for the ones we love, don’t we?” Her smile is partly sad as she glances askance toward me. “And you know what comes now, Lina.” 

			I do, I reply sharply, staring at this traitorous goddess, violence churning in my blood for how deftly she played us. While a small, rational part of me can understand the deception, can acknowledge that some paths to victory are shadowed by secrets, I have never liked being lied to. Yet my entire life, I have been manipulated, made to dance on my strings for another. And for this, for all of this, I blame her. That spiteful blame must simmer in my gaze, for Gameunjang blinks, once then twice, as if questioning whether I truly possess enough insolence to insult a deity.

			Of course I do. 

			Gameunjang’s smile turns bitter. “This was a forging, Lina. All I did was light, and stoke, the flames. They will continue to burn. You will continue to burn.” The edges of her body turn fuzzy; she begins to fade from the bridge. “You know what awaits you. Perhaps you will thank me, some centuries from now. But I will not hold my breath in waiting.” Like morning mist retreating underneath the morning sun, she vanishes, as if she were never here. 

			Slowly, I turn to Rui, whose confusion drifts down the bond between us. Yet he tries—oh, he tries—to smile crookedly in Gameunjang’s absence. 

			“You know, little thief,” he murmurs, “I always hoped my death would be rather dramatic, with much fanfare. I am not entirely disappointed.” His throat bobs, and a lance of pain shoots through our bond. Betrayal. Anguish. “Chan…” As I reach up to touch his face in comfort, his eyes search mine for solace…and widen. 

			“Brown,” he breathes, and as I blink in confusion, he shakes his head in wonder. “Your eyes are brown, little thief.” Rui’s lips raise into a disbelieving smile. “Brown, like acorns on an ancient oak. Summer soil, rich and dark and full of life.” 

			Truly? A small smile tinges my lips. Distracted by Gameunjang, I’d not noticed, but when I run my tongue over my teeth, I feel no fangs. And my tongue itself is no longer dark, no longer forked. Scales do not appear on my skin when summoned. 

			In death, I am…myself. 

			And death does not feel like an ending at all. No, it feels just as The Empress in my mind said: a beginning. Taking Rui’s hand in mine, I squeeze it gently as grief rises, a bitter wave within me. 

			I do not mind that I have suffered, but Rui—my husband, my soul-stitched—has, and the knowledge hurts more than Chan’s blade ever could. 

			Yet we must move, must cross the bridge completely. We are already far past its middle, unable to turn back to life, but it is urgent that we step foot into Jeoseung as quickly as possible. To summon the Imugi into this realm with my death, there is still one more thing I must do. 

			We need to move quickly, I tell him. We do not have much time.

			Rui’s brows furrow. “I don’t understand,” he says hoarsely, reaching out to graze the three truths with a trembling hand. As it falls back to his side, I grab it, gently tugging his hand to my lips and pressing a small kiss to his wrist. His eyes soften, and his lips twitch as I pull him forward, bare feet pounding on cold jade. 

			“I will never deny another adventure with you, little thief,” he half laughs as we run, together, across the length of the bridge. “As puzzling as this is.” 

			We sprint through the mist, my hair whipping behind me. I cannot sign as we run, with one hand in his, but I do not know how I would explain, anyways. Better to show him. 

			The Empress’ words, whispered in the hall of mirrors, echo within me. My death will bring the death of the Imugi, but only if I permanently bind them to this realm—a power which only the leader of Jeoseung may access. 

			Yeomra’s words to the Prophecy come back to me. 

			To rule, one must first die.

			And if The Empress spoke true, there is only one dead soul that Jeoseung’s abandoned throne will take. 

			It would be a lie to say that I understand such a thing, but the golden truths bang against my chest as my feet meet the dew-slick grass and we leap from the bridge, now well and truly in death. A forest looms around us, skeletal white trees dappled with sweet cherry blossoms, gorgeous mountains of sparkling colors glittering in the distance. 

			From behind one of those trees steps Eunbi.

			Her eyes are wide as she barrels toward me. “Lina!” she cries, launching herself to hug my middle before giving to Rui the same treatment. His hands lift in surprise as she embraces him, and a soft, wondering emotion flits through the bond before Eunbi pulls away, hastily smoothing down her pale yellow hanbok. 

			“If you’re here,” she says, waveringly, “does that mean…” 

			I crouch down before her, flicking an errant curl away from her face. I cannot summon the floating words here, and although reaching for my voice does not feel as traumatizing as it once did, it is still far easier to turn to Rui.

			Tell her that we must reach the throne. The one that sent Yoonho flying through the air. Seeing his puzzlement, I try my best to explain as much as I can. The Imugi fall when I fall. But only after I have bound them here. Right now, they still live. I need to call them to this realm. And to do that—I need the throne. 

			Rui blinks as if he has begun to realize what fate we run toward, yet a corner of his lips quirk as if he is entirely pleased to find death as chaotic as the world above. Quickly, he relays the message to Eunbi, who nods—scanning my face and evidently sensing the urgency of the situation. 

			“All right,” she says and quickly starts down the path. “Follow me.”

			A small village comes into view, gleaming underneath the periwinkle stars. It is the same village I saw in my dream, and I know the Talons must be here, in one of these simple white hanoks. The wood from which they are carved is smooth, white, and—

			“They’re made from bone,” says Rui in equal parts distaste and delight. “How macabre.” 

			“This way!” Eunbi cries, running across the mist-swirled cobblestones. Hastily, I quicken my pace even further. Eunbi is terrifically fast as she leads us to the village outskirts, where a field of dark-purple flowers blooms. 

			“The palace is at the midpoint of the realm,” Eunbi says as we cut through the field. “Any soul from any village can reach it. There are lots of villages here, with people who died around the same time. That’s how it works.” 

			My eyes widen as the rich soil beneath us begins to slope downward, forming stairs leading toward shadow. Eunbi casts a look over her shoulder. “Don’t be scared,” she assures me, already taking the steps downward. “It’s just a portal. Kind of like the ones Rui has.” 

			“I’m right behind you,” Rui murmurs as Eunbi disappears into darkness. Heart ramming in my chest, I take the steps, breathing in the smell of loam and rainwater. As my foot descends toward what must be the final step, an invisible force yanks me away into a swirling maelstrom of glittering darkness—and spits me out onto a bone-white floor. 

			Small slippers appear before me, and Eunbi helps me up just as Rui appears, tumbling out of the portal and somehow landing on his feet, as graceful as a cat. Swallowing hard, I look around, squeezing Eunbi’s hand in awe. 

			The walls are cavernous, looming far above, the same white as the floor yet somehow beautiful, bone resembling marble. Balconies rise all the way to the very top, their arches engraved with twisting patterns: hands, reaching upward, fingers stretched toward some unattainable longing. A carpet of what seems to be rich, black moss creeps steadily onward a few inches from where we stand, sprouting with those same purple flowers as the field from which we came. It cuts through bone-carved benches, leading to the throne at the forefront of it all: a skeleton throne on a matching dais, bleached and looming—upon which sits a familiar crown…carved from a dark purple wood with rising thorns that resemble hands, the same hands carved onto the balconies overhead. It is the same crown I saw on The Empress, atop her—my—head. 

			My mouth goes dry. 

			“Go,” Eunbi urges, looking up at me. “Go, Lili.”

			I must, I must—and yet my feet do not move across the carpet. Although I know this is my destiny, something in me still recoils at the sight of such…power. 

			Is this truly what’s destined for me? To take the mantle of Jeoseung for myself? I am no leader, no ruler, despite what Yoonho and Sang may have seen, despite what I may have been told in the hall of mirrors. 

			Recognition flickers down the red thread, and Rui gently places his hand in mine. “We’ll go with you,” he says softly, eyes trailing the path toward the throne. “You’re not alone. Let’s end this war, together.”

			“Together,” a new voice echoes, this one raspy from years of smoking, joined by three other voices—two soft and chiming, one stern and deep. 

			Lips parting, I turn…

			To see the Talons, standing before me, small smiles on their faces. 

			Chara and Chryse leap forward to embrace me, wrapping their arms around me with soft cries of both joy and grief, blond hair tickling my face. Sang and Yoonho join them, and for a moment, everything is as it should have been—us, together. 

			A family. 

			“Lina,” Yoonho whispers as the twins reluctantly pull away, “it’s time.”

			I slip my hand back into Rui’s, who is staring at the Talons with glassy eyes. He dips a head in thanks and acknowledgment to Sang, and Sang nods back, lips curving happily upward. Eunbi takes my other hand eagerly, and with the Talons at my back—a force of warmth and love—I begin the path toward the throne.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			Kang

			In the world above, the Yong embrace a sweet triumph, inhuman bellows shaking the sky, golden scales illuminated by the piercing lightning as their twisting bodies soar toward the Bonseyo palace where Kang stares down at Rui’s still face and Iseul shakily closes Lina’s eyes. 

			Out of the corner of his vision, Kang watches as Chan looks up at the sky and staggers back, face ashen. When the Supreme Commander’s gaze falls upon the dead Dokkaebi emperor, he once more falls to his knees. 

			“This vengeance,” rasps Chan. “It does not…it is not what I thought it would be.” 

			Kang closes his eyes. Grief comes then, splintering his skin. Haneul Rui is dead. Truly dead. 

			“We lost,” the Gumiho breathes, looking up at Kang. “We lost—” 

			Another earth-rattling roar. This one so close above that the ground undulates, and Iseul falls onto her rear. 

			Kang swallows hard, forcing himself to think. “We cannot leave the bodies,” he rasps. The ravaged bodies. He had steadfastly not considered what Rui would look like, so still and cold and bloody when he’d planned his assassination—knowing that if he did, he never would have carried out the act. The king has always been one so full of life, of glittering eyes and mischievous smiles, radiating with a razor-sharp energy. 

			The advisor cannot blame Chan for what he did, yet this… 

			This, despite all, is a wound to the heart.

			Kang blinks back tears as he lifts the dead emperor into his arms. His fingers had been intertwined with the girl’s, and it cuts him deeply to tear them apart, but they must retreat. Next to him, Iseul is tenderly scooping Lina up, crying softly. 

			Another roar, from far above. They are running out of time. 

			Kang summons a portal. “Chan!” he shouts, but the Supreme Commander makes no move to summon his own, weakened by either injury or shame. Instead, he stares up at the sky as golden dragons cut through the storm clouds like shocks of lightning descending vengefully upon the earth. 

			White hair whipping in the wind, Kim Chan pulls himself to his feet and opens his arms wide. Kang thinks he is shouting Hana’s name. 

			Iseul screams in terror, moving toward Kang’s portal, slowed down by Lina’s weight. “GO!” Kang cries, but it is too late. 

			In slow motion, the Yong come. 

			Kang closes his eyes just as the dragons descend, maws angled toward the earth with eyes molten from rage.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-EIGHT

			Lina

			It calls to me, this skeletal throne, as I mount the stairs toward it, bone dais cold underneath my feet and my white nightdress rippling in a phantom wind. I am only just barely aware of the Talons, my soul-stitched, and my sister waiting for me below, eyes wide, nervous energy thrumming in the air. Such energy pales in comparison to the magnetism of this throne as it draws me forth. 

			Slowly, with trepidation, I approach it. The crown rises into the air, swirling above as the throne of Jeoseung beckons me toward it, as if it has been waiting for me for a very, very long time. 

			With difficulty, I pause, closing my hand around the three truths. A voice, to speak for my people. A bag of barley, to remember my origins, all that has made me myself. A heart, to care—deeply, deathlessly. I hold these truths tight to my chest. 

			When I take this throne, I take power. Power that I no longer trust myself to have. 

			But the Prophecy is gone, and here in Jeoseung, I am Shin Lina. 

			I am a sister. A wife. A warrior. A survivor, freed from the ruins, with a future ahead of her. With a healing mind and a healing heart, who knows who she is—who has learned from her thousands of mistakes, who—after the horrors she has endured—has changed so thoroughly that she trusts herself to take this, to save them all. 

			Fingers tight around the truths, I turn around and slowly lower myself onto the throne of Jeoseung, my eyes locked on Rui’s silver ones, on the red thread spiraling between us. 

			And as I touch the carved bone seat, it is as if the entire realm shakes and trembles—yet not in violence. I feel this realm, feel it stretch and yawn, awakening beneath my fingertips, blinking sleepily, contentedly like a cat waking from a slumber in the sun. I feel it come to life, and a rush of power floods through me—power that is not fast and burning as it was with the Prophecy, but gentle, warm rather than scalding, soothing rather than sharp and tearing. 

			This power…it is the comfort and security of a hot cup of tea during a storm, the familiarity of an old, worn blanket wrapped around my shoulders. It is slow and steady—not overwhelming, but filling, filling some part of me that did not know it was empty, waiting to be satisfied. It is a kind power, one that does not seek to hurt despite all death entails, but seeks to relieve. 

			Home, I think. I feel like I am…home.

			This warmth, it sparkles through my veins, and my eyes widen as my skin begins to glow, emitting an aura of shimmering silver—and I realize that it is the exact color of Rui’s eyes, with flecks of blue sparkling throughout.

			Jeoseung’s power lifts me gently from the throne, spinning me around delicately underneath the still-hovering crown. I watch in amazement as my plain nightdress becomes a familiar lavender hanbok with delicate, falling cherry blossoms and as my long, loose hair is plaited away from my face. Light, lilac slippers adorn my feet and the three golden truths spin up from my hand. A golden chain, materializing from nothingness, connects all three truths before settling around my neck. I close my eyes as the crown fits onto my head, fits as if it was made for me, nestling atop my dark hair. 

			Rui’s love and pride soar through the red thread as I am once again lowered onto the throne. With a small smile, he climbs the dais and kneels before me. “Goddess,” he murmurs, and I suppose it must be true—with Yeomra gone and this throne claimed, I am this realm’s deity.

			I have been…forged. 

			The Prophecy was wrong about one thing. I was never meant to be the Goddess of Wrath.

			No. All this time, I have been meant to become the Goddess of Death. 

			Smiling gently, I guide Rui to his feet. Jeoseung listens attentively for my first command. Words are not necessary—I tell this realm, quietly, what must be done…just as that future version of myself told me within the mind.

			The binding. The Imugi must be brought forth to this realm, not in the way that they possess the capability to visit every so often by the spilling of their blood and the invoking of Yeomra’s name…but through true death, inescapable. 

			And here, I tell Jeoseung, the realm that is as much a part of me as I am it, they can make their homes in the distant mountains, near the sparkling purple sea that I sense exists beyond the jade and quartz peaks. 

			Give them peace. 

			I am weary of vengeance.

			Jeoseung sighs in happy agreement, and I feel it as it is done: the realm stretching its fingers upward, curling around the golden dragons, freezing them as they descend upon the living below. Death is swift, an unfurling of shadowy fingers revealing deep gouges spilling shadow. Life, slipping down to this realm, pulled by Jeoseung’s fingers. 

			Life. It comes to me then, a gentle whisper in my ear, a reminder of words I’ve heard before. 

			“I cannot reverse the effects of death. I abandoned Jeoseung long ago, and as such, my connection to it has slipped,” Yeomra had said—and would a god truly reveal something like that for no reason at all? 

			My connection to this realm is strong, as strong as my love for Eunbi, for the Talons, for all of those I’ve loved and lost. And I am…I am a goddess, glowing silver, ruler of the underworld. There is very little, I realize, that I cannot do when it comes to death—once an inescapable sentence. 

			Releasing Rui’s hand, I stand from the throne and slowly descend the stairs toward Eunbi—whose eyes are so wide in her small face as she stands next to Sang and the twins. “Lili,” she breathes, “you’re glowing!” 

			I smile, and it is a soft thing, easy and loose on my lips. It has been so many years since I could smile like this—gentle, without the edge of stress, of worry. I lean down before her, searching her eager face. Eight years old. 

			If she was old enough to be taken from the world above in a cruel twist of fate, she is old enough to decide what comes next. 

			Eunbi, I sign, although I know she cannot read the delicate movements of my fingers. Sang, with a small nod of understanding, quietly translates for her. I can give you something, little sister, if you want it.

			Her nose scrunches in confusion. “A present?” she asks.

			Yes. I could give you more years. I see them now, the fingers of death, curled around Eunbi’s neck—the realm’s hold on her. It would not be hard, I think, to pry them away. A way back to the world above. You could live, little sister, if you wanted to.

			Chara makes a small noise, hand flying to her chest, eyes shining. Chryse wraps an arm around her twin and smiles. I look to them, to Yoonho, to Sang. This gift, it could be yours as well, I tell them. Your lives were taken from you. Stolen. I can give them back.

			“Lina,” Yoonho says, voice thick. “I…”

			Rui makes his way down the dais and stands at my back. I lean into him, savoring his closeness. It is your decision, I say. All of you. But it can be done. Only say the word.

			“But—could you come with us?” Eunbi asks, voice small. 

			I shake my head as Rui’s hand slips around my waist. I am tied to this realm now, I reply, with Sang hoarsely translating for me. But you do not have to be. I will release you.

			As I will the others. Already, Jeoseung is listening to me. 

			So many died in this war.

			So many who did not deserve to. 

			Children. Soldiers. Mothers. Fathers. Wives. Husbands. Daughters. Sons.

			The realm is loosening its grip on them, slowly, hesitantly. If they desire to stay, so they may—but those who feel a sudden lightness, a sudden freedom, will be released. I sense the fingers of Jeoseung as if they are my own, can move them as if they are my own. Slackening my hold over hundreds of necks, I peer into Eunbi’s eyes, uncertain if she too wishes to leave. 

			Her time on Iseung was rife with danger. Pain. Tragedy. It could be so again. I will have no power to protect her if she leaves this place, and all my life, I was so focused on shielding her from every horror. Yet this—this is Eunbi’s choice, and hers alone. An adventure could await her. Adventure and love. She will never age past eight here, never grow in her own skin, never become the woman I know she is destined to be: a brave, kind woman with a hunger for learning, with an insatiable curiosity. 

			Eunbi hesitates, nibbling on a fingernail. “I think… I think… Is it… Would you…”

			I see the answer in her warm brown eyes, desire and excitement blooming in their depths. The guilt she feels at leaving me behind. I smile and kiss her forehead, loosening the fingers around her neck, little by little. 

			I know, I tell her, blinking back tears. Eomma and Appa will come with you. I feel them here, their steadfast presence somewhere in the village we left behind—and I do not want them to see me like this, a goddess, yet. Rather, I want them to remember me how I was: a small, scrawny girl who was terrified of snakes. I’m not yet ready for them to see the path that led me here. Live a good life, Eunbi. Keep away from Sunpo. You will have to make your own fortunes.

			But to be alive, isn’t that a fortune in itself? 

			“They will be cared for,” Sang says quietly, meeting my eyes. 

			And perhaps it was selfish of me, to hope that the Talons would stay here. Rui kisses the top of my head as he senses my hint of disappointment, but I am careful to conceal it from the Talons as I nod. 

			No halji, I sign. No crime. Please, Sang. Keep her away from all of that. I am trusting you with this. 

			“I know, L,” he says, throat working. “You’re… You’re giving us another chance. I won’t fail this time. We’ll keep her safe.” 

			“Always,” Chara says, face crumpling as she embraces me once more. 

			“Always,” her twin echoes, tears trekking down her cheeks. 

			Yoonho claps my shoulder. “Always,” he says gruffly, mouth tight with emotion.

			The rest of you, too, I add and look steadily at Yoonho. Live a good life, an honest life. I do not want more unnecessary bloodshed on Sunpo’s streets. I do not want to hear tell that you have resumed your old ways. If you do, trust that I will know. And that I will be…disappointed. 

			He nods, exhaling heavily. There is guilt in his eyes, and I think that he understands the role he played in all of this. Fondness for him still fills my heart; I do not blame him for the turns my life took, but I will not be pleased if he finds another desperate orphan to wield as a weapon, no matter how willing they may seem. Let my story be a warning. “Yes,” Yoonho whispers. “I understand.”

			Live your lives well. For me. 

			“We love you,” Chryse whispers as the Talons embrace me, and gods, if this is not everything I have ever wanted. Tears spill down my cheeks as they hold tight. As Eunbi squeezes herself into the hug, Chryse smiles down at her. “We’ll do right for her, Lina.”

			“And we’ll see you again,” Sang whispers. “We’ll be back for you, L.”

			The embrace breaks, and I take one final look at the Talons—together, faces shining, whole and unbroken. Sang. Chara. Yoonho. Chryse. 

			I love you, I sign, holding each of their gazes, salt slipping past my lips as I smile. Now, go. Live.

			And as the fingers of death relinquish their hold on them, they do.

			The Talons vanish in a shower of dark purple sparks, brilliant and beautiful. 

			Long live the Talons, I think, a bittersweet ache in my chest. Long live the damned. 

			Eunbi, still here, begins to cry. “I’ll miss you,” she whispers, and I scoop her up as I used to when she was a child. “I love you so much, Lili. Thank you. Thank you for everything.”

			I kiss her temple, squeezing her close, knowing that the kiss says more than words ever could. As she smiles tearily up at me, I coax one of the jade garakji from my fingers and slip it onto Eunbi’s thumb—the only finger it currently fits. 

			She will walk the realm above, and I the realm below. 

			Yet we will always be connected, she and I.

			Eunbi’s smile grows and grows as death leaves her, fingers falling away from her neck. “I love you, Lili,” she whispers before she vanishes completely. 

			I cannot help it—a sob escapes my lips, and Rui gathers me to him. “Little thief,” he says hoarsely, pressing me close. Shaking hard, I draw back only slightly, enough for me to be able to sign the words I selfishly wish I would not. If Rui leaves me… 

			If you want to go, I say, but Rui shakes his head immediately, clasping his hands over mine.

			“Never,” he breathes, pressing his forehead to mine. “Do not ever ask it of me again. I love you, Lina. I want this. I want you. And if being dead is what it takes…” Rui cocks his head, and there it is—his old, rakish smile, that telltale glint of mischief in his eyes. “I will welcome it with open arms, little thief.” 

			Emotion swells up within me, and I pull him closer, kissing him as the wrongfully dead leave Jeoseung with hope in their hearts. His lips are soft and gentle against mine, his hands covetous as one slips to my waist, the other to the side of my face. 

			“How is it that we’re dead, yet my heart still beats for you?” he whispers against me. 

			Love shudders throughout my body, bright and brilliant and utterly overwhelming. Rui, my Rui, is here with me—Rui, with his dancing silver eyes and crooked smile, as if he has never been touched by war or heartbreak. With his mischievous smirk, he looks just as he did on the Sunpo rooftop so long ago, when he appeared from a shadowed corridor and caught a couple of sugar-glistening pastries in his elegant hands. 

			I love you, I sign, and his eyes shine like all the stars in the sky. Rui takes my hand in his, pressing his lips to the silver ring. 

			“I love you, too,” he murmurs. “Are you ready for this, little thief?” There is no skepticism in his tone—only warm curiosity. Slowly, I look to the throne.

			Death does not die, Shin Lina, and neither will you. 

			To become Death herself… Perhaps Yoonho somehow sensed my destiny, all those years ago. 

			For so long, I prayed to the gods. They never answered me, never acknowledged the girl who still believed. I wept for them. I screamed for them. Never did they respond.

			But now, the girl who still believed holds goddesshood within her. She glows, a radiant silver, before her throne. Hand drifting to the truths around my neck, I swear a silent vow—I will be everything I wanted them to be. Kind, and just, and attentive. I’m not so naive as to think that power like this comes without a cost, but I have been through enough to know now, who I am. Not power-hungry, not vengeful. I will not lose myself again; I will end this war. 

			My name is Shin Lina.

			And I will triumph.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			In the realm above, it happens in a singular, frozen moment. 

			Chan stands, arms outstretched, greeting his death with an icy stare as the Yong slice through the clouds, fanged maws poised just above the courtyard, eyes burning vicious ire. Iseul shrinks into herself, pale with terror as she feels the hot breath of the dragons, as she stares up into the spit-dripping throat, the dagger-sharp fangs. Seojin, she thinks and wonders if he will desperately try to piece what is left of her together after this, healing hands shaking violently. Kang is stretching a hand out toward the Gumiho, his portal flaring behind him. 

			The largest Yong unleashes a monstrous bellow, deep and dark with pain and fury and triumph as she descends, flared nostrils pointed at the ground. Sonagi screams at the sight of Shin Lina’s body, limp in the Gumiho’s arms.

			It is in that moment that Jeoseung’s fingers stretch upward from the ground, wrapping around the throats of the dragons, invisible to all as they squeeze and scratch viciously, deeply. As Jeoseung draws their essence, their withered souls, downward…that moment changes.

			Furious golden eyes suddenly dull, rusting over with an empty glaze. The hot rush of air assaulting Iseul suddenly cuts off, only wisps remaining. For a split second, the dozens of Yong descending upon the courtyard are perfectly frozen, unmoving, suspended lifeless in the sky. 

			Sonagi’s bellow rings out one final, true tone…

			Before the dragons begin to fall.

			It is ugly, how they fall—the unnatural twisting of their long, sinuous bodies, the graceless bending of their necks, their mouths hanging open, slack-jawed and still. Iseul barely has time to react before the first one is crashing into the courtyard snout-first, sending showers of stone and dirt erupting through the air, the force of the impact causing her to lurch backward toward Kang—who practically shoves her into the portal. In a flash, they disappear.

			Chan does not move, not at first, as the dozens of dragons crash onto the palace, sending eruptions of wood and dust and earth-shaking tremors through the world. He welcomes it, this death, for he has nothing. Yet something lurches him from his trance. It almost feels like the tapping of a finger on his shoulder, the familiar breathing of the black-haired Dokkaebi he loves, and a soft whisper urging him to “come back.” 

			Hana, Chan thinks nonsensically before falling backward into his portal, just as a Yong comes crashing down to the spot where he stood only moments before.

			The war ends then, in Bonseyo, dead Yong hurtling down from the heavens, crashing atop each other, destroying the palace in its entirety. A black-winged boy watches from above, watches his palace and prison be reduced to nothing but dust and he feels… 

			“Father,” he cries, but the word rings false. Tastes bitter in his mouth. 

			As he looks down upon his father’s bloody body, Jeon Eunwoo somehow feels…nothing. Nothing at all as he watches the body—which he once thought so powerful—become a limp ragdoll at the mercy of another. Eunwoo watches his father’s corpse disappear under the weight of a Yong, and he does not cry. 

			Hollow-hearted and confused, he watches as Bonseyo is destroyed. 

			Something must be wrong with him, Eunwoo thinks, to feel such emptiness at such horror. Maybe his father was right, and even chains in the dungeon could not beat the wrongness out of the bastard prince. 

			And when the dust finally settles, the very last of the Jeon Dynasty touches down in the ruins, and hesitantly wonders what might be built next.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SIXTY-NINE

			Iseul

			The dead are alive.

			The dead are alive.

			As Iseul bursts through the double-doors of Gyeulcheon’s sickbay, breathless and panting hard, she is absolutely certain that she is hallucinating. Because right now, she’s watching the formerly very much dead Ijun sweep Jae into a crushing hug, joined by a somber-looking man at her side. Gyeulcheon’s hospital wing is flooded with patients Iseul knows died—patients she and Seojin watched slip into the underworld, eyes glazing over, pulses stopping. 

			“What,” gasps Iseul, “the fuck…”

			She pants through her teeth as she scours the sickbay for Seojin, barely able to stand on her shaking legs. The war is over, the war is over and they have won, but she cannot comprehend that. Her body is still surging with adrenaline, and she is half-convinced that she is going to die somehow, that she’ll die if she doesn’t find Seojin—

			And then she sees him, sitting in shock on a cot, all slumped head and shaking hands…and that manacled wrist… 

			In a flash, Iseul is running, leaping over cots and barreling toward her friend, her love, her Ryu Seojin. With a low sob, she flings herself into his arms and breathes in the familiar scent of him—ginseng and wood, his warmth wrapping around her as his hands lift to hold her close. 

			He looks up with a gasp as Iseul guides his lips to her, kissing him deeply, hungrily, shaking from the want of him. 

			“Seojin,” she cries against his lips, pulling away to cup his face in her hands, “Seojin.” And they look at each other as if for the first time, as if they have never done so before—and in their gazes exist a promise. 

			“You came back,” he breathes. “You came back to me…” Iseul’s heart leaps as he kisses her again, sliding his hands through her hair, crushing her against his body until there is no telling where one ends and the other begins. It is only a faint prickling on the back of her neck that alerts Iseul to the fact that they are being watched, and it is an effort to tear herself away from Seojin’s lips, to turn over his shoulder and meet the eyes of the man watching him. 

			Her heart stops dead in her chest. 

			She knows him, doesn’t she? The man with scarred hands and chestnut curls, hazel eyes that soften as he watches his Seojin, seeing him as the man he has become. A hand rising to her lips, Iseul slips from his lap and steps aside, unblocking Seojin’s view of his brother. 

			Slowly, so slowly, Seojin’s eyes move to him. Iseul watches through blurry vision as he freezes, his face bloodless, his dark eyes wide as he sees… 

			Sang, to his members. 

			Ryu Seokjun, to Seojin. 

			“Brother,” Seojin breathes, and his brother smiles crookedly. “Seokjun,” he says again, rising to shaking legs. “I… You… How…”

			Seokjun nods in that gentle, understanding way of his that Iseul remembers from their childhood. “I know,” he says quietly, embracing his younger brother, folding him close to him. “I know.” 

			Iseul, for once, is at a loss for words. “How—how are you here?” she manages, unable to catch a breath through her stupefaction and shock. 

			Seokjun meets Iseul’s eyes. 

			“She brought me where I needed to be,” he replies softly, and there is a glimmer of something in his hazel eyes that tells Iseul that somehow—somehow—Shin Lina is at the center of this. She looks around for the small girl with the teardrop scar, for her silver-eyed emperor, but Lina is nowhere to be found.

			And some kernel of bittersweet truth within Iseul tells her that although she will see Lina again one day, it will never be in the world of the living. 

			With a bittersweet smile, Iseul watches as, against his brother, arms wrapped around his solid, living, breathing body…Ryu Seojin finally allows himself to cry.

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			Kang

			Jeong Kang sits in front of Rui’s empty throne, face buried in his tremor-stricken hands. The war is over, the war is won. 

			Yet he feels as if he has won nothing at all. 

			Their bodies have been laid, side by side, on the throne room’s obsidian floor—pale and colorless and still. There will be a funeral, a ceremony. But it will not be in Gyeulcheon. 

			For with Rui’s death, the magic holding the pocket-realm together will begin to decay. It will be at least a night before the effects begin, before the Dokkaebi once again return to Iseung, to the Three Kingdoms. There are preparations to be done. Evacuations. 

			How pitiful that Kang finds that he cannot yet move.

			A slender hand touches his right shoulder. A large, calloused one touches his left. Chan and Hana slowly sit beside him, three-fourths of an inner circle, forever missing their final link. Chan is staring at Rui’s body, and Kang notes that even with the return of his lost love, the madness has not left his green eyes. Ah. Insanity is not so easily bled from a soul. He wonders if Hana has noticed yet. What she will think when she finally does. 

			“Kang,” Hana says, freckled face concerned, “I saw them.” 

			The advisor stiffens. “You saw…” 

			“She came to me, in Jeoseung. She freed me from the realm. From death.” Hana blinks rapidly. “They’re together,” she finally finishes, and Kang wonders at the regretful note in her voice. She never liked Shin Lina at all and thought the world would be better off with her dead… 

			But now, reunited with Chan, perhaps Hana is ashamed of how cruelly she treated Shin Lina. 

			“What do we do now?” Kang rasps hoarsely. The tranquil pool of his mind is riotous with grief. Struggling to stay afloat in the aftermath, he finds himself lost. It is only a small comfort that Lina and Rui have found peace together. That Lina has somehow found…power. 

			Later, Jeong Kang will wonder, warily, how it was that Lina found herself to be the Goddess of Death. He will begin to suspect that a game has been played by the heavens, and the wise Dokkaebi will not be amused.

			But for now, he only leans into Hana’s touch and closes his ever-weary eyes. 

			“We pick up the pieces,” Hana says grimly. “We forge a new path.”

		

	
		
			INTERLUDE

			All throughout the Three Kingdoms, the dead rise, blinking underneath the morning sun, stretching as if waking from a deep slumber. Soldiers embrace each other, crying out in triumph as villages are repopulated, families reborn. And the Wyusan Wilderness slowly, steadily, becomes home once more to the Gumiho, released from wrongful death by a new goddess with justice and hope in her heart. In the burrow where Song Iseul last saw her parents, two sleek white, nine-tailed foxes appear, hearts pounding eagerly as they look around for their daughter. 

			Yet some remain within the underworld, those who hurt and killed, those who abused, those who died naturally. Gwan Doyun, although he travels before the death goddess’ throne and begs for life, is turned coldly away, even as Gwan Yoonji ascends once more to the world above. The new Goddess of Death wipes away a small, sparkling tear, holding the memory of Yoonji’s frightened, yet hesitantly forgiving, smile deep in her heart. 

			The same goddess silently laughs in Wang Jiwoon’s face as the Dokkaebi makes his plea. Wisely, the Blackbloods do not even bother arguing their case to Jeoseung’s ruler, bitterly seething as the new death goddess lounges on her throne, her Dokkaebi emperor by her side.

			The years begin to pass. Slowly, at first, then all at once. 

			A healer and a Gumiho wed in the Wyusan Wilderness, underneath an autumn sky, surrounded by ones they thought lost forever. The hidden realm of many moons begins to collapse, and Dokkaebi settle in the palace behind the crumbled Beast Wall, a wise once-advisor adamantly refusing to take the throne, instead opting to give it to the people—establishing a new system of rule. The white-haired Supreme Commander lives alone in the forest with regret and grief, even as he is revered as a war hero. His lover slips away from him in the dead of night and does not return, unnerved by the madness lingering in his eyes, the way he clings to her far too tightly, hinging his very existence upon hers, frightful that even the slightest adventure may kill her. She travels instead to Bonseyo, where the new emperor—a black-feathered boy with a heart that longs for love—takes her hand and marvels at how sweet her smile is, how her love feels like life itself. 

			The blond-haired twins both find joy, the pure, sparkling sort that only comes once in a lifetime. Chara is swept away by an adventurer, riding the seas with her mischievous lover, and Chryse spends her days in a small Bonseyo orchard picking apples and other sweet fruits with a local baker with flour-dusted hands and a smile as wide as the world itself. In Sunpo, the leader of the Talons reclaims his throne, and underneath Yoonho’s just rule, the decrepit cesspool slowly becomes a kingdom once more. 

			Tousle-haired Ryu Seokjun keeps true to his word, protecting a goddess’ sister from the shadows as she lives with her parents in a cozy Wyusan cottage. He holds his promise close to his chest, where a packet of cigarettes used to be. Sometimes, when he closes his eyes, he sees her: the girl he smoked with on the rooftops, the girl who gave him this second chance. 

			And, as the years wax by, Shin Eunbi begins to grow up. 

		

	
		
			CHAPTER SEVENTY

			Lina

			Goddess of Death

			They all return to me, eventually. 

			With small, bittersweet smiles in faces that have aged, once-smooth skin etched with deep grooves, laugh lines and crow’s feet and other beautiful evidence of long lives lived well. Yet the eyes are always the same—long-lashed hazel, sultry greens, searing purple, flinty emerald. 

			But the eyes that I wait for, large and brown and sparkling, do not come. Not yet. 

			In the Bone Hall, I lounge on my throne, Rui sitting in the one beside me—the one I had made for him, to rule by my side over the dead. Although he is not a god, he is an emperor, and has been integral in helping me with this transition into power. His throne is similar to mine, albeit slightly smaller, fitting his lithe frame as he reclines against it, listening to the pleas of the Gwisin who kneels before us, begging to be moved to another Jeoseung village. It seems that she died many years after her family and, as such, does not live in the same region of the underworld as they do. 

			Catching my gaze, Rui slips a glance toward me, smiling slightly. His silver earrings glitter as he tilts his head, eyes sparking as they meet mine, as he runs a hand through his wavy hair and sends a jolt of his boredom down the red thread. The crown atop his dark locks is white and smooth, a ringlet of shining bone. Nothing as impressive as mine, but he claims it is how it should be. “After all,” he’s fond of murmuring, “you are the goddess.” 

			I fight not to roll my eyes as Rui sends another emotion down the thread, a suggestion of something he would much rather be doing. Something involving skin on skin, lips against lips, and teeth grazing all the sensitive places, spilling shivering pleasure. 

			With difficulty, I focus again on the Gwisin and smile, raising my hands and ignoring Rui’s continued hints. I understand, I say to the girl, whose eyes widen as Rui translates the Quiet Language for her aloud. Jeoseung, tied to me as always, also understands this girl’s pleas. It shifts and ripples in the space around the soul, preparing to carry her to the place her family resides. Go, I sign gently, and the girl beams, thanking me profusely before she ripples and disappears, carried off by my realm.

			All these years, and still I do not speak. So many times I have come close, yet words continue to slip away from me, elusive, tumbling back down my tongue and through my throat whenever I attempt to summon them. I almost spoke, that once, before our deaths—yet ever since, I’ve not felt the same urge, the same desire. 

			It feels as if my voice is…waiting for something. What, I do not know. 

			The Bone Hall is now empty of my subjects, who may come every morning to ask for favors, to express their content or lack thereof. “Well,” Rui murmurs, perhaps a bit wryly as he stretches out his long legs and tilts his head back toward me with a mischievous smile. “I paid a visit to the Imugi today, deep in the mountains.” 

			I fix him with an exasperated glare. Rui has grown extraordinarily fond of visiting Sonagi and her children where they reside atop Jeoseung’s towering peaks, in the rivers and lakes of the mountaintops. They descended to my realm not as dragons, but as their original serpent forms. It seems that Rui takes magnificent delight in taunting them about their failed war, often sneaking away to gloat and monologue about our victory. He views it as free entertainment, one that he’ll never grow sick of. 

			The Imugi, however, have certainly grown sick of it. Decades ago, in fact. 

			Rui grins, utterly unconcerned. “Sonagi sends her regards.”

			I’m sure she does. I shake my head in dry amusement. I choose not to visit the Imugi—I’ve nothing to say to them and personally enjoy pretending that they do not exist. 

			My soul-stitched laughs, stretching out a hand in the distance between our thrones. I take it, slipping my hand into his. He stands, and I follow, the red thread coiling around us as he tugs me closer to him. 

			So many years with him, and my blood heats as if we are still new, still exploring each other with wonder and perhaps a little fear of how deeply we have fallen. Although we are forever young, he and I, we have grown old in our hearts, our souls. Rui smiles, mouth quirking upward as he draws me down to the center of the Bone Hall, below the cavernous white ceiling, the balconies. “Do you remember our first dance?” he murmurs, although I doubt that I could ever forget it—waltzing with the Pied Piper underneath the moons of Gyeulcheon, torn between wanting him dead and wanting to feel his lips on mine. 

			I can’t help but to silently laugh as Rui’s hands slip onto my waist, as we begin to move across the moss beneath us, his silken hanbok rippling as we dance, both of us mindful of my eternally wounded leg. With one quiet command from me, the Bone Hall is filled with a haunting violin, a sweetly mournful harp, and I feel Rui’s delight like it is my own as he leads me through the bone-carved benches, pressing me close to him. My lavender hanbok whirls as he spins me, and I shake with unrestrained amusement as I spin him, as he returns to me with grace, looking incredibly pleased with himself—as he always does, when he makes me laugh.

			Our hands intertwine together, his nose touches mine, his breathing hoarse. “Gods,” he whispers, “I do love you, little thief.”

			My love for him sparkles down our bond, and Rui smiles before slanting his lips against mine. I close my eyes, running my hands through his dark, silken hair as he crushes me against him. 

			This. I will never grow tired of this, of the taste of him, the way his breath hitches as I touch him. Our death has been our paradise—together, we have explored every part of this beautiful realm, laughing underneath cherry blossom trees, racing through flower-dappled meadows, tumbling down sloping hills that remind us of Gyeulcheon’s hill lands. He has written poetry for me against white-barked willows, and we have laid together every night underneath the stars, quiet gasps and wandering hands. We have loved for more time than we would ever have been given. We have become one soul, him and I, one spirit—inseparable, immortal. 

			Rui groans quietly against my lips, and I marvel that I am the one to make him feel this way, the deep pleasure of his I feel through our bond. I deepen the kiss, backing him against one of the bone-carved benches as he shudders in delight, a low rumble sounding from deep in his throat. I kiss his neck, the spot that makes him weak, and just as Rui gasps in impatience…

			The garakji on my finger heats.

			Shakily, I pull away, eyes falling to the jade ring. It’s—it’s glowing.

			Rui has been drinking in my swollen lips and mussed hair with an entirely smug sort of satisfaction, but at my soft gasp, he follows my gaze down to the ring. His eyes widen, and I raise a trembling hand to my mouth, just as there is a whisper to me from my realm, soft and happy and hopeful. 

			She’s here.

			Eunbi is here.

			… 

			On shaking legs, I stand before the Hwangcheon Bridge, which my little sister is crossing. I cannot see her yet, through the mist and sprays of rose-colored water from the Seocheongang, but I can somehow feel her—a familiar presence of happy laughter and shy smiles. Rui stands next to me, holding my hand, and I feel that he too is trembling.

			Eunbi. Eunbi is coming, after a long life that Sang spoke of to me when he passed through my halls again. My little sister apprenticed under Seojin and became a great healer. With him, she established hospitals in Wyusan and Bonseyo, where she reunited with the Dokkaebi boy she had once been friends with in Gyeulcheon—a mischievous Dokkaebi named Tae. 

			It was Tae she married, Tae she loved. The years treated them well, bringing them children—two girls and one boy. My heart rises into my throat. I know that Eunbi was the best mother one could ask for, just as she was the best little sister.

			“Steady, little thief,” Rui murmurs as he feels my trepidation flare. 

			What if she doesn’t want to see me? What if she pleads for me to send her back? What if she hates Jeoseung? What if she doesn’t love me anymore, with so much time and distance between us? My palms begin to sweat, and I swallow hard, fighting back tears—the sort that come when one is so horribly terrified. 

			A figure slowly becomes visible through the mist. Taller than I remember. Walking with confidence. Poise. I inhale shakily as she steps through the mist, periwinkle stars illuminating my little sister, my Eunbi.

			She is…she is elderly now, with a round face and deep wrinkles, with curly gray hair tied back in a simple braid. I blink in surprise, unsure why I expected my eight-year-old sister to skip toward me, unsure of whether I should step forward, should greet her. I am suddenly overly conscious that Eunbi is older than I ever will be, that my face is just as it was at nineteen, unlined, small, young. 

			I must seem a child to her. 

			Her eyes fall on me, and they… They are the same eyes. Warm and brown and joyful. Sparkling. “Lina,” Eunbi says, and her face breaks into a smile as tears shine in her gaze. “Older sister.”

			And the words, they tumble onto my tongue, tasting sweet and strong. For the first time in decades, I speak, the name barely more than a rasp. “Eunbi,” I rasp, and Rui stumbles back in shock as the name leaves my lips. My tongue moves awkwardly, unused to forming words, but there is no blade to stop them this time. My voice is little more than a hoarse whisper. Trembling, I step toward her, to this woman who is my sister. 

			She looks at me, sees my hesitation, my fear, and a motherly look crosses her face. “You are just how I remember you,” Eunbi whispers gently. “My big sister. My Lina.” She slowly gives me her right hand, where the jade garakji I gave her shines on wrinkled fingers. “I never took it off, Lili,” she says with a warm smile, and then as a sob escapes my lips, she draws me into an embrace. 

			“You’re here,” I whisper, squeezing her hard. Her body is unfamiliar to me, but somehow she smells the same—sweet flowers and young life. “You’re really here.” 

			“Oh, Lili,” she whispers back. “All these years, I’ve longed to see you again. I do not think anybody has ever been happier to be dead.” As Rui chuckles in surprised amusement, Eunbi reaches up to pat my cheek. “I’ve missed you so much.” 

			Rui draws me to him as I step away, my heart so full that I am afraid it might burst. “Welcome back,” he says gently to Eunbi, who grins at him in return.

			“Rui,” she says, wiping her eyes. “It has been a while.”

			“So it has,” he replies hoarsely with a burst of wry, happy humor down our bond. Rui’s silver eyes are shining, shining like the moons of the realm he once created and nurtured. 

			Eunbi smiles, and I think that it is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen. 

			Slowly, I slip one hand into hers, and one hand into Rui’s. One is warm and wrinkled with age, the other cool and smooth, curling around my own, squeezing tight. With my little sister on my left, and my soul-stitched on my right, all is finally as it should be. 

			Rui and Eunbi gaze down at me with so much godsdamned love that my lips spread into an aching grin, barely able to contain my bright, brilliant joy as the three of us set out into Jeoseung—where endings are new beginnings.

			[image: ] 
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