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GUARDIANS OF DAWN


THE STORY SO FAR …

MAGIC IS FORBIDDEN IN THE MORNING REALMS. When the last emperor of the Mugung Dynasty was possessed by a demon and transformed into a monster known as an abomination, the Warlord declared the Just War and rode down with his northern warriors to raze the capital and install himself as the new emperor. Twenty years later, magicians are hunted by Kestrels and a secret resistance organization called the Guardians of Dawn works to smuggle refugees to the outermost west.

Jin Zhara is a young magician and apothecary’s assistant who stumbles upon the Guardians of Dawn when a mysterious plague begins turning other magicians into abominations. As she struggles to keep her magic under control, she discovers that the source of the plague may be demonic in origin. Demons are forces of pure chaos, and due to a magician’s unique ability to manipulate the void, they are susceptible to possession and transformation. Zhara and the other Guardians of Dawn work to find a cure for abomination, but they are in need of a book of demonology called Songs of Order and Chaos, rumored to be lost after the Just War.

Meanwhile, Zhara’s powers are nothing like those of an ordinary magician. When she transforms an abomination back into a little boy, she realizes she is the Guardian of Fire reborn, one of the four legendary elemental warriors destined to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons. Her newfound status puts her in the sights of one of the Lords of Tiyok, a greater demon, who captures her and reveals that there are four portals to the demonic world open throughout the Morning Realms to facilitate the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons’ incarnation on earth. Zhara defeats the Frog Demon and seals the portal at Mount Zanhei, determined to find the other elemental warriors and Songs of Order and Chaos.

Her search leads her to the outermost west, where she meets Li Ami, a refugee and scrivener working with a mysterious scarred youth, Gaden, to uncover the source of a blight killing the land by translating a fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos. A horde of undead seems to be related to the blight, and Ami discovers that she is the Guardian of Wood, with the ability to control the living and the dead. Together with Zhara, Gaden, and Yuli, the Guardian of Wind, she seals the demonic portal at the Pillar and defeats the Locust Demon, at which point the Warlord dies, plunging the Morning Realms into a civil war.

Up in the north, Yuli struggles with her status as both the Guardian of Wind and the granddaughter of the Warlord. The future of the Morning Realms rests on the outcome of the political games being played among her people; if the Lady of Wild Things wins the Grand Game and becomes the Warlord’s successor, she would enact even stricter anti-magic laws throughout the land. If, on the other hand, Gaden claims their rightful inheritance as the long-lost heir of the Mugung Dynasty, they could bring magician liberation back to the Morning Realms. But Gaden is reluctant to rule, so Yuli must defeat Kho, the daughter of the Lady of Wild Things, in the Grand Game, in order to prevent the further oppression of magic. Complicating matters is the plague of waking dreamers and demon-possessed bodies sweeping through the north, and as the Guardian of Wind, only Yuli can restore these lost souls to their rightful place. Yuli, Zhara, and Ami work together to find more of Songs of Order and Chaos and the location of the demonic portal at the Singing Skies at the same time Yuli loses the Grand Game to Kho, her rival and love interest. But Kho is more than what she seems, and helps Yuli and the others to defeat the Moth Demon and seal the portal, only to become possessed by the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons. The balance between order and chaos is destroyed, and the girls must find the Guardian of Water in the Azure Isles and defeat evil once and for all.
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1


IT HAD BEEN TWO LONG YEARS SINCE the Bangtan Brothers were last in the Azure Isles and Min Suhwa would be damned if she missed their next performance.

Sneaking out of the convent was not an easy task on an ordinary day, but the days had ceased to be ordinary since the start of the civil war. The politics of the mainland did not often touch the everyday lives of the average Azurean, but ever since the Lady of Wild Things declared herself for the Sunburst Throne, not even Suhwa’s small, isolated convent of the Way could escape the war’s encroaching influence. Weekly deliveries of rice and other supplies from the surrounding villages came with news of northern troops occupying the major cities and ports of the Isles, as well as reports of the arrests of magicians by Kestrels in places as remote as Genbu Island. It was the first time the Azure Isles had ever been occupied by an outside force, and its people chafed at the imposition.

But nonetheless, the Bangtan Brothers were scheduled to be in Hwangyeong in ten days’ time, proof that the Azureans liked to laugh in the face of adversity. Word of the performance troupe’s incredible artistry had spread throughout the Morning Realms, to the point that even Suhwa, despite her sheltered existence, was entirely aware and eager to witness it for herself. She had been to Hwangyeong—only a few days’ journey away—once before and was perhaps even more excited to experience the sights and sounds of the bustling port city than she was to see the Brothers themselves. Folk fairs and festivals were fun enough, but Suhwa knew every face and voice in the village at the foot of the mountain, and was hungry for something new, something unfamiliar.

Besides, it would break up the dreadful monotony of convent life.

Duckoo whined as Suhwa rearranged her bedding for the fifth time, his fluffy white tail thumping the floor impatiently.

“Not now,” she said sternly, making sure the pile of dirty laundry beneath the blanket was roughly the same size and shape as her own form. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

The dog grumbled as he lay down, resting his head on his paws and looking up at her with big, imploring brown eyes. The convent was home to several strays, although there were more of the animal variety than human ones these days. Suhwa had been the last human orphan welcomed into these walls six years ago, and Duckoo was the youngest now. He had been babied by everyone since he first arrived as a small, shivering puppy three winters ago, and was now dreadfully spoiled. He whined again, louder this time.

“No. Go play with your brother instead.” Satisfied with the now human-shaped pile on her bed, Suhwa turned her focus inward, to the pool of magic she held at the center of her being, drawing it forth to lay a shimmering veil of illusion over the bundle.

Duckoo huffed.

Suhwa frowned as she tried to recall what she looked like. Vanity was not proscribed among the priestesses, but mirrors were expensive, and Suhwa had only the haziest grasp of her own image. Long, shining black hair with a streak of white by her face, fair skin, dark eyes, but the details were only half remembered from childhood. The pile of dirty clothes rippled beneath her hands as she concentrated, struggling to conceptualize herself from the wellspring of ki within her. The vague form of a sleeping girl emerged beneath the blanket, her features obscured by long black hair with a distinctive streak of white. Duckoo sniffed curiously at the bedding.

“Not bad,” Suhwa said, surveying her handiwork. It was harder placing a glamour on something other than herself, easier to mold her own ki than it was to shape another’s. Whether or not the illusion looked like her, it at least looked convincingly like a person.

Duckoo gave the pile another sniff before turning away in disinterest.

“What, you don’t agree?” Suhwa pouted. “Fine, Yongma will fix it.” She glanced around her tiny room, which was scarcely big enough for the pallet on the floor, let alone another dog. “Speaking of, where is your brother?”

As though summoned, another dog poked its head into her room from the outside corridor, black with white spots where Duckoo was white with black spots.

“Oh good, there you are.” Suhwa reached for Yongma and the black dog nosed her hand, closing his eyes as she stroked his ears. Around the convent, he and Duckoo were called the Jun and Yan dogs, ostensibly for their opposite coloring, which mirrored the bisected black-and-white symbol of the order, but mostly for their contrasting personalities. Suhwa gestured to the sleeping girl. “Do your thing,” she said to the black dog.

Yongma looked at the bundle of robes, then back at her with an aggrieved expression in his blue eyes.

“Come on,” Suhwa wheedled. “Would you do it for a treat?”

Yongma took one glance at her empty hands and sniffed.

“Fine,” Suhwa huffed. “You’re getting chubby anyway.” She rose to her feet and picked up the large empty basket by the door. “I suppose it won’t do any good to ask either of you to stay behind to sell this deception tonight?”

Both dogs gave her an identical grin.

“I thought so,” she muttered. “Ungrateful little ingrates. Just don’t ruin my plan.”

The plan was to pretend to get sick after dinner and sneak out during the evening’s free time. Life in the convent had its routines, but it also had its share of leisure hours. Once their assigned duties were completed, a priestess or acolyte of Do had the freedom to pursue whatever they wished—music, dance, painting, martial arts, history, gardening—provided they were always ready to perform at the rituals of birth and death required of their order in the surrounding villages. Although the days had been growing warmer, the nights were still chilly enough that most priestesses stayed inside after sundown, leaving the main courtyard empty. Suhwa had been slowly but surely gathering her supplies to leave over the past week—a few handfuls of rice from the kitchens during cooking duty, a small pot and a spoon during washing-up duty, a heavy cloak and some blankets during laundry duty, and a knife and rope dart during martial arts practice. All was in readiness; it was only a matter of planting the seeds of illness during her chores and waiting until twilight now.

“Are you all right, Suhwa?” asked Sister Wisteria as she handed Suhwa her robes to be laundered. “You don’t quite seem yourself today.”

Suhwa feigned surprise as she gathered the dirty linens into her basket. “I suppose I’m a bit tired,” she said, flattening her gaze and lowering her voice a few pitches. “Perhaps I have a bit of a cold coming on.”

Sister Wisteria clucked sympathetically. “Well, with the weather being so changeable lately—cold one day and warm the next—it’s no wonder you’re feeling a bit peaky.” She reached down to scratch Duckoo behind the ears. “Be sure to take care of yourself and rest easy. The work can wait.”

“Thank you, Sister,” Suhwa said, affecting a demure attitude. “Perhaps I will retire to bed early tonight.”

“Don’t push yourself, child,” the priestess said. “Go rest.”

“I’ll be fine,” Suhwa insisted with a weak smile. She couldn’t push too much, too soon, or they would send the healer, Sister Magnolia, to check on her with a tonic and treatment. “Truly. I’ll finish up my chores, then I will rest. I promise.”

Sister Wisteria pursed her lips. “If you say so.”

Suhwa felt the slightest pang of guilt at deceiving the kindly priestesses who had taken her in and raised her ever since she appeared on their doorstep all those years ago. They had asked nothing of her except to be healthy and happy, which had been a sort of freedom that nevertheless felt like a prison sometimes. The bonds of affection Suhwa had for the priestesses could be just as confining as the bars of a cage, and she dreaded the reproachful censure she would face from Mother Belladonna when she returned from seeing the Bangtan Brothers at Hwangyeong.

But there were some occasions worth the head priestess’s disappointment.

She went through the rest of the laundry rounds with a listless yet effortful demeanor, as though she were attempting to work through oncoming fatigue. Suhwa could pretend better than anyone, a skill she had learned through years of having no one to play with besides herself and the dogs. It was a little like slipping into a glamour, but instead of her appearance, it was her entire demeanor that changed. Her facial expression, her body posture, her voice, Suhwa could manipulate each of those aspects of herself as easily without magic as she could with it. Magic, of course, was frowned upon in the Azure Isles as it was in the rest of the Morning Realms, but there had been little enforcement of it in places as remote as her convent.

“Up to mischief again, are we?” Sister Larkspur asked as they opened their door. Suhwa had left Sister Larkspur to the very last, hoping to avoid the priestess’s too-observant eyes. They were the only one at the convent who could see through Suhwa’s playacting, perhaps because they knew her all too well.

“I don’t know what you mean, nene,” Suhwa said, keeping her head bowed.

“Of course not,” Sister Larkspur said cheerfully. They were one of the younger priestesses, not quite middle-aged, and had been Suhwa’s closest human confidante ever since she arrived at the convent as a child. “It’s only that you have been suspiciously compliant with all your chores without complaint all week, which usually presages some sort of trouble with you.”

Suhwa suppressed a cringe. It was true she had been careful not to elicit any extra attention while carrying out her duties, mostly so no one would suspect her when it came to counting the rice stores and the other missing supplies.

Sister Larkspur’s gaze softened. “I know it’s been hard these past several weeks,” they said gently. “The civil war has all of us on edge, not just Mother Belladonna.”

The head priestess had been in a particularly anxious mood ever since the arrival of northern forces on the Azure Isles, causing her to be uncharacteristically short with all her charges. Suhwa had borne the brunt of her displeasure more than once in the last month, although she had known it was more bark than bite.

“It would be easier,” Suhwa said in a small voice, “if we were allowed to leave the convent.” Mother Belladonna had decreed that all priestesses were to remain within convent walls for the time being, deeming the roads too unsafe to travel for their ritual duties.

“I know,” Sister Larkspur said sympathetically. “I’ve got manuscripts piling up and a publisher in Hwangyeong who’s probably wondering if I’ll ever get around to finishing The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death.”

Sister Larkspur’s chosen avocation was writing, which they did under the pseudonym Jae Hyun. Apparently their trashy little romances were quite popular on the mainland, a fact that amused Suhwa to no end. “What if we went to Hwangyeong together?” Suhwa suggested. “Traveling would be safer with two.”

For a moment, a sparkle of fun lit the priestess’s round eyes before it was snuffed out. “I’m sorry, Suhwa,” they said. “But you know we can’t.”

“Since when did you care about the rules, nene,” Suhwa groused.

Sister Larkspur grew stern. “It’s not about the rules, mimi,” they said. “It’s about the danger that exists outside these walls.”

“What danger?” Suhwa returned. “In the twenty years since the Just War, the Warlord has never given the Azure Isles a second thought; why would anyone start now? Besides, they’ve got bigger things to worry about, like whether or not the Baron Flotilla will send their ships to the mainland, than the everyday lives of the common Azurean.”

The priestess gave her a serious look. “You are not a common Azurean, Min Suhwa.”

“There are plenty of other magicians in the Isles.” Officially, there were no magicians on the Azure Isles, but the bans of the mainland had never quite touched them and the people had quietly maintained folk practices for years. The presence of Kestrels now was troubling, but for twenty years Azureans had learned to look the other way when it came to magic, and Suhwa didn’t think they would start turning on each other now.

“That’s not what I meant,” Sister Larkspur said quietly, “Min Suhwa.”

Suhwa frowned. “What does my name—” She went still. It had been a long time since she had had to think about the implications of who she truly was. “What does that have to do with anything?”

The priestess gathered their laundry. “There are rumors that the northerners are in the Azure Isles for more than just a tactical alliance.”

Suhwa blinked. “Meaning?”

Sister Larkspur lowered their voice. “They say that the alliance is contingent on one thing,” the priestess said. “The capture of the Fleet Queen’s niece.”

Suhwa stiffened, and beside her, Duckoo gave a quiet growl. Yongma’s hackles rose, his blue eyes glittering dangerously. “Why now?” she whispered. “Why after all this time?”

“I don’t know,” Sister Larkspur said. “But it means that the roads are safe for no one, least of all you, mimi.”

Suhwa went quiet. “No one knows what the Fleet Queen’s niece looks like,” she said after a moment. “So why should we worry?”

The priestess stole a glance at the black dog at Suhwa’s feet. Yongma pressed his ears back and hid his face behind her leg. “I fear,” they said softly, “that the Fleet Queen may have other ways of identifying her.”

Fear rippled through Suhwa, and for a moment, her hold on her sense of self slipped, blurring the edges of her appearance. Yongma gave her a light nip on the ankle and she composed herself. “Why now?” she repeated.

“They say when the world is out of balance, the Guardians of Dawn are reborn,” Sister Larkspur said. “With the stories of abominations, the undead, and waking dreamers coming from the mainland, it would be hard for even the most skeptical of nonbelievers to hold on to their doubt.”

News of the return of the Guardians of Dawn, the elemental warriors of legend, had reached even Suhwa’s isolated convent. The tales of their defeat of monstrous demons were astonishing, but what was the most unbelievable was that they were merely girls. Girls her age. Of the four, the Guardians of Fire, Wood, and Wind had been discovered, but the last—Water—remained unknown.

And for good reason.

Suhwa met Yongma’s blue eyes. The black dog blinked in warning. She turned to the priestess. “You think the Fleet Queen knows where…” She trailed off, unable to finish.

Sister Larkspur looked unwontedly serious. “I think,” they said grimly, “that both the forces of order and chaos have a vested interest in finding the Guardian of Water.”

Suhwa fell silent. The walls of Sister Larkspur’s tiny room pressed in all around her, and she suddenly found it difficult to draw breath. Her lungs were collapsing, she was drowning, she needed to get out.

“I have to go,” she managed, hurriedly piling the rest of the priestess’s linens into her laundry basket.

“Oh, mimi,” Sister Larkspur said, and it was the compassion in their voice that was the hardest for Suhwa to bear. “I know it’s hard swimming in the shallow pool of priestess life when you would rather be traversing the wide seas. But you run to higher ground when the waters rise, and the flood is imminent. The convent is safe. And that is where we will all abide until the coast is clear.”

Suhwa did not reply, meeting the priestess’s eyes with a flat expression. “Will that be all, Sister Larkspur?”

Sister Larkspur sighed. “Just … don’t do anything rash, mimi.”

Suhwa straightened her shoulders. “I had hoped you thought better of me,” she said.

“I do,” the priestess said. “And that is why I worry.”
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GOMMUN YULANA WAS IN A BAD MOOD, and she couldn’t help it.

The early spring evening was mild in the southern province of Jingxi as Yuli walked along the harbor, the breeze blowing in from the ocean a breath of moist, living air laden with the scent of fish and brine. Yuli hated it; the humidity clung to her ruddy curls, turning them frizzy and unmanageable, and the silken air was damp and cloying against her skin. It was at times like these when her flesh felt too much that the urge to abandon her physical self and go spirit-walking was the strongest. Everything was uncomfortable: her fur-collared tunic sat heavily on her bones, the weather was both too warm and not warm enough, and the smell of the salty sea was abrasive against her nostrils.

All of this was made worse by the fact that she didn’t want to be here, in Jingxi, waiting for a ship to bear her and her friends to the Azure Isles.

This whole enterprise had started poorly. Yuli had fought with Zhara for the first time since they had become friends, unable to agree on the best next course of action since they settled in the imperial city after the start of the civil war. Zhara had insisted on traveling to the Azure Isles to seal the demon portal at the Lake of Illusion, uncover the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos, and find the final Guardian of Dawn—not necessarily in that order. Yuli had thought their efforts would be better spent on finding a way to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons directly by destroying the amulet around Kho’s neck. Her irritation had only increased when both Han and Ami took Zhara’s side, leaving her feeling unwanted and out of sorts. Zhara had made peace afterward, which only made Yuli feel worse about her ungracious attitude.

“I know you want to save Kho,” Zhara had said gently. “And I do too, but we don’t even know how to destroy that amulet; the last time we tried with the Moth Demon, we failed.”

Yuli didn’t appreciate the reminder. It was at the Singing Skies that Kho had sacrificed her soul to seal the portal, leaving her body vulnerable to possession by the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.

Kho.

Her Kho.

Who was now leading the Golden Horde in a bid for the Sunburst Throne as the new Lady of Wild Things.

Yuli didn’t like thinking too hard about the state of the Morning Realms at the moment. It was all too much, too big, too overwhelming. The world order she had known her entire life was gone, replaced by an uncertain future in which she had too many stakes. Her home. Her heart. Should the Lady of Wild Things win the war, magic would be not only oppressed but eradicated. Should their side—the pro-magic alliance—win, what would happen to her beloved? But even the outcome of the war paled in comparison to the very real consequence of failing to defeat the forces of chaos growing larger by the moment. If she and the other Guardians of Dawn failed to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, the world would end.

So it was easier not to think about it and wallow in petty injustices instead.

“There you are,” came a voice behind her. “We’re to leave within the hour.”

Yuli turned around to see a beautiful, bespectacled girl looking at her with concern. Ami, the Guardian of Wood, whose understated appearance belied her ability to physically control ki and animate the inanimate. Ami was the quieter and more reserved one of the two other Guardians of Dawn, and the one more likely to deliver a brutal truth than palliative comfort. It made it harder to indulge in self-pity.

“Zhara’s finished weeping then?” Even Yuli was shocked by the acid in her own tone.

“It’s been nearly a year since she last saw Suzhan,” Ami said. “And the academy of music is here in Jingxi.”

Zhara’s sister had been studying the zither at the academy for a while now, and Yuli couldn’t fault her friend for wanting to see someone she loved before she embarked on a dangerous journey to places unknown. It was just that Yuli was sore for not being afforded the same opportunity.

“Everyone’s getting a reunion,” she said bitterly. “First you and your father back in the imperial city, and now Zhara and her sister and this person Chu or Xu or whatever.”

“Chan Xuhei,” Ami said matter-of-factly. “They’re Han’s advisor and close friend from Zanhei. They apparently also know Zhara pretty well.” Prince Rice Cake had insisted on his friend traveling with them to meet with the Indigo Baron; Xu was familiar with Azurean court customs and spoke a little of the dialect.

“Yeah, well,” Yuli said. “It would be nice if I got to see my loved ones too.” She thought of her auncle Mongke back in Urghud, and wondered if they were even still alive after the city had fallen to the Moth Demon’s army.

Ami said nothing, merely fixing Yuli with her too-intense gaze. It felt a little like being slapped in the face.

“I suppose we should get going then,” Yuli grumbled. “Tides or whatever.”

The two girls walked back to the harbor house in silence. Ahead, Yuli spied the slim figure of Chan Xuhei standing on the dock and peering out over the water. The first time she had met them at the palace in Zanhei, they had been wearing kohl and rouge, but now their face was scrubbed free of makeup and unwontedly grim.

“We have a problem,” they said as the girls approached.

“What problem?” Ami asked.

Chan Xuhei pointed toward open water, where several distinctive squat, boxy armored boats ringed the harbor. Azurean armored ships. “The blockade,” they said quietly, “arrived sooner than expected.”

The initial plan had been to leave Jingxi under the cover of night before the Fleet Queen dispatched her ships to the southern ports, closing them to all traffic in or out. The Azure Isles had declared themselves for the anti-magic cause as soon as the civil war began, and all the southern pro-magic ports had been preparing to withstand a naval blockade by shoring up their cannonry and supplies, but it appeared as though they had misjudged the timing.

“We could have left sooner,” Yuli said, thinking of the time Zhara had spent catching up with her sister, before berating herself for such an ungenerous thought.

“Then we would have been caught on open water,” Chan Xuhei said. “I’m no sailor, but I doubt our craft would have been able to withstand the full might of the Azurean navy.”

Yuli stole a glance at the light Lalang-style passenger ship that would ferry them across the water to the Azure Isles. “What does the captain say?”

“If we could find some way to sneak out of this harbor without being noticed, we might have a chance,” Chan Xuhei said. “Past the breakwater we will have the advantage of speed that heavier, fully armored ships do not. But we have to get past”—they gestured toward the shapes on the horizon—“all this if we hope to outrun them.”

Zhara appeared beside them, her eyes red-rimmed and puffy. “Is something the matter? I thought we were leaving soon.”

“Just a naval blockade,” Yuli said somewhat acerbically. “Any ideas on how to get past it, oh great leader?”

Zhara shot Yuli a look that was half reproach, half annoyance. It was clear their earlier fight was not entirely forgotten.

“Hoi,” said the captain from the vessel. “We’d best find some way to leave soon lest we miss the tide.”

Zhara glanced from their boat to the ships in the harbor. “What do we know about Azurean turtle ships?” she asked quietly.

“You cannot honestly be thinking we can leave for the Azure Isles now,” Yuli said incredulously.

Zhara set her lips in a firm line. “It’s not like it will get any easier to leave if we wait,” she said. “At least now we have the element of surprise.”

“Surely you’re not suggesting we attack a fleet of armored ships,” Chan Xuhei said in alarm. “With what weapons?”

Zhara raised her hands and wiggled her fingers, which glowed a faint rose-gold in the deepening twilight. “With magic, of course.”

It was strange to remember that in the south, magic was no longer forbidden. Yuli had spent her whole life keeping that part of herself hidden, especially among the magic-wary northerners. Although magicians were beginning to live more freely and openly in the southern city-states, magic was still a nascent art form without many practitioners. Han and Gaden had debated endlessly with the other leaders of the pro-magic alliance about whether the use of it was honorable in battle, to which Yuli had said that the north would have no qualms about using whatever resources they had at hand. If there was one advantage to having left the imperial city, it was having left the interminable discussions about war, honor, philosophy, logistics, and politics behind. Yuli had always been more comfortable bashing heads than talking to them.

“I’m assuming you have a plan,” Chan Xuhei said, sounding chagrined.

Zhara tilted her head. “As a matter of fact, I do.”



It all started with fog.

Ami cast the spell, tracing the character for mist in the air, her brush leaving trails of green-gold light in its wake. Of the three Guardians, she was the only one with any real knowledge of the Language of Flowers; Zhara was hopeless with a brush, and Yuli was not much better. As the fog descended over the harbor, the rest of them finished packing their supplies onto their craft and bringing their celestial animal companions on board—all save for Temur, who circled the skies above. Sajah was in his favorite ginger cat form, while Rinqi—unable to disguise her unique appearance—delicately stepped foot on the vessel in all her unicorn glory.

“No lights,” Zhara said. “Nothing that will give our position away.”

“Mistress Jin expects me to steer this boat blind?” the captain protested.

“No,” she said cheerfully. “Yuli will.”

“Me?” Yuli was taken aback.

Zhara tilted her chin toward the skies. “Temur will be able to guide you.”

Yuli grumbled but did not disagree. Her connection with the Eagle of the North allowed her to see through the four-winged bird’s eyes when necessary, but it was hard to wrap her mind around what her body was doing while being guided from above. The captain showed her the basic mechanics of the rudder, which was simple enough, but what would be difficult was steering the others through the Azurean ships around the harbor. Their boat was crewed by a dozen sailors who would be manning the oars and then the sails once they were on open water, and it would be Yuli’s responsibility to tell them where to go.

“Everything ready?” Zhara asked softly. She fiddled with a rose quartz bangle on her wrist, standing nervously beside Yuli at the stern. Ami had traced another spell for mist on the hull of their craft, which would generate even more fog as they rowed silently through the harbor, further obscuring them from view.

“I’ll be … belowdecks with Madam Unicorn, in case anyone needs me,” Chan Xuhei said, face ashen.

“Ready.” Despite her irritation with Zhara, Yuli couldn’t help but admire her friend’s calm surety in the face of such uncertainty. In the time Yuli had come to know her, Zhara had steadily grown more confident in herself and her decision-making, and Yuli had to admit it was reassuring to place her trust in someone else’s hands, their personal squabbles aside.

“And away we go,” Zhara murmured as the crew dipped their oars in the water, their motions smooth and slow to ensure that not even the slightest splash would give their position away.

Closing her eyes, Yuli reached for Temur, imagining a thread of white-gold connecting the two of them. She found the Eagle of the North hovering overhead, and through her eyes Yuli saw the world from above. The harbor was a smooth plate of gray, punctuated with dark spots forming a semicircle at its entrance. The Azurean turtle ships. A small speck of white-gold was moving oh so slowly toward the waiting fleet: Yuli’s ki, always visible to her celestial companion.

“Straight ahead for now,” she said quietly to the others, making sure her voice did not carry. “It would be easier,” she muttered, “if we could just turn ourselves invisible.”

“I’ve read a few theories about bending light with magic around a stationary object to render it invisible,” Ami remarked. “But no one’s figured out how to apply that theory to moving ones.”

“What is the good of having magic if you can’t turn yourself invisible?” Yuli groused.

“Shush,” Zhara said. “Just keep us on course.”

And so they rowed on in silence, with Yuli giving adjustments here and there, aiming for an opening between two ships. She cautioned the crew to slow down as they approached, wanting to be extra careful as they moved past the blockade. The fog was less thick out here, and through Temur’s eyes, she could make out the silhouettes of the sailors on board the Azurean ships.

“Something unnatural about this fog.” They were passing close enough to a ship to overhear a conversation between two sailors on watch.

“Bit strange for this time of year,” another agreed, their mellifluous Azurean accent pronounced.

“Moves odd too. See there? There’s a patch thicker than the rest.”

A pause. “Is it just me, or does it seem to be moving?”

Yuli stiffened.

“Looks like there’s a wake too,” the first sailor said.

“Magic,” the other breathed.

“Fire a shot,” said the first. “I just want to make sure there’s nothing funny going on.”

There was a soft whistle as an arrow passed overhead, scattering the mist above them. It splashed harmlessly in the water a few feet away.

“Try again.”

More whistles, more splashes, and then … thud.

“Hoi!” the sailor shouted, and there was the clanging of a bell. “There’s something out there on the water!” More whistling filled the air as more arrows were fired their way.

Torches lit up on all the ships and Yuli broke off contact with Temur, returning her sight to her own body. “What do we do?” she asked anxiously.

“Time to flee,” Zhara said grimly. “Yuli, are we in the clear?”

“It’s a straight shot to the open ocean,” she replied. Thud! Thud! Thud! More arrows struck the side of their ship; it was sheer luck that none of them had been shot yet.

“Let’s go,” Zhara said. “Row!” she called to the crew.

“We could use a nice wind, Mistress Jin!” the captain shouted.

Thud!

“Drop the fog!” she said to Ami. The scrivener ran to the starboard side and leaned over the bow, obscuring the character on the hull. The mist cleared, leaving them in full view of the Azureans.

“There!” a sailor called. “A boat! Man the cannons!”

More arrows. Zhara threw up her hands, eyes glowing, and they burst into a shower of petals, drifting harmlessly around them. Beside her, Sajah’s shape rippled and grew as he became the Lion of the South. He roared, his golden eyes like two lamps, and his small silver horns crackling. A streak of lightning cut through the clear night, striking the deck of the ship closest to them as shouts of alarm rose up from the Azureans.

“Raise sail!” the captain ordered. “How about that wind now, Mistress Jin?”

“Ami?” Zhara turned to the scrivener with pleading eyes.

“I need some sort of focus,” Ami sputtered. “A direction, or a talisman to tack onto the mast, otherwise I can’t control—”

“Temur!” Yuli called out with her voice and her spirit. The Eagle of the North dove for their boat as arrows rained down all around her.

Boom! The ship had begun firing its cannons. Splash! The first volley missed, but the Azureans were getting their bearings. Boom! Zhara threw up a shield of fire and the shot exploded, sending them all tumbling toward the deck.

“Zhara!” Yuli cried.

“Pardon, pardon, a thousand pardons!”

Temur floated down behind them, her four wings beating powerfully. A strong current of wind buffeted the craft, sending waves over the railing and around their feet.

“Raise sail!” the captain repeated. “Raise sail!”

The crew tucked the oars away with alacrity, pulling at the rigging, hauling the canvas to its fullest height.

Boom! This time Zhara was prepared and transformed the cannonball into a bubble, batted away by the gusts provided by Temur before it burst.

The sails caught the driving wind, and Yuli nearly lost her balance as the craft surged forward, slicing through the water with surprising speed.

“We’re in the clear now!” the captain crowed. “Onward to the Azure Isles!”

Yuli stumbled back to her feet as the captain reclaimed their place at the rudder. She clung to the railing as their boat turned east, feeling the fine spray of mist against her face and the taste of salt on her lips. Something like joy raced through her heart for the first time since leaving the imperial city, at the freedom of the wide open seas and the endless possibilities that lay ahead. She thought of Kho and the war behind them, but not even the pang of regret could stifle the glee running through her veins.

Zhara came up beside her. “Ready?” she asked softly, her wild waves made even wilder by the wind.

Yuli smiled. “Ready.”
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SHE WASN'T BEING RASH, SUHWA REASONED AS she stealthily made her way to the east gate. She was taking calculated risks.

The courtyard was empty as dusk fell over the convent. Quiet murmurs of conversation filtered through open windows as Suhwa crept past the retiring rooms, where the majority of the priestesses were gathered to partake of evening socialization and other meditative activities. She had feigned an upset stomach after dinner, and no one who had seen her heroically push through fatigue on her laundry rounds earlier that day questioned her as she retired to bed. She had not dared look at Sister Larkspur as she left, wanting to avoid her nene’s keen, all-too-perceptive gaze lest she lose her nerve.

As Suhwa approached the gate, she adjusted the pack on her back and rearranged her thin padded jacket, closing her eyes as she concentrated on the wizened image of Grandmother Yarrow, the oldest person she had ever met—the straggly iron-gray hair pulled back into a threadbare bun at the nape of her neck, the leathery wrinkles creasing around her eyes, the broken teeth, the hunched posture, the oft-mended jacket and skirt with its color washed away by sun and time. Suhwa took that image of Grandmother Yarrow and imagined her ki filling that shape, draping the old woman’s appearance around the essence of herself like a cloak.

Suhwa opened her eyes and looked down at the backs of her hands, the skin liver-spotted and papery with age. She smiled. It had been ages since she’d last attempted a glamour on herself, and she was pleased she could still do it. She pushed open the eastern gate slowly, glancing over her shoulder to make sure there was no one behind her, and made her way into the woods.

The nearest village lay at the foot of the mountain beneath the convent, and Suhwa had made the trek down there often enough for food and other supplies from the marketplace, although the path looked quite different in the growing dark. The trees cast spindly shadows on the still-frozen ground, their bare branches pale and ghostly under the light of the rising moon. Suhwa hadn’t thought to bring a torch with her, and she didn’t relish stumbling down the slope without a source of light.

“You’ve walked this path a hundred—no, a thousand—times before,” she said under her breath. “You swore you could do it blindfolded. Well, now’s the time to prove it. It’s only a mile anyway. Best hurry and get as far as you can before it gets completely dark.”

She was losing her nerve and she knew it.

“You can’t go back at the first sign of hardship,” she told herself. “It will be much harder than this on the road to Hwangyeong.”

But even as she kept putting one foot in front of the other, Suhwa couldn’t help but feel strangely exposed and vulnerable as she made her way down to the village. She had always been accompanied by one of the priestesses on her trips outside the convent and the forest was different at night than it was during the day; not only was the path less visible, but she could have sworn there was an air of menace about it. She was used to constant companionship, so the quiet was oppressive. Her breathing seemed to echo off the trees around her, and there was no birdsong, no chitter of chipmunks or squirrels, only the soft bubbling of the creek that ran along the path, occasionally broken by the vague rustle of some nighttime creature.

Of course, it was now when the stories of waking dreamers and abominations and the undead returned to her.

“There’ve been no rumors of any of that nonsense touching the Azure Isles,” she reminded herself, but couldn’t help looking around her nonetheless. A silvery streak slipped past the corner of her vision and she froze.

A branch snapped to her right and she whirled around. Something dark was slinking on the path, trailing just behind her. Trembling, she untied the red rope knotted around her waist like a sash, sliding her hands along its length, its weighted ends dangling on either side of her. It was said that the priestesses of Do knew as many ways to kill with their hands as they did to heal, and she tried to take comfort in the fact that she’d been well trained by the best, Sister Hemlock.

The shadow paused. Two pale eyes gleamed at her, shining like pearls as they caught the light of the moon.

“Don’t come any closer,” she said.

There was more rustling behind her. She was surrounded. Suhwa slid a glance over her shoulder, trying to make out the shape of the silvery form behind her, when she was attacked.

No, not attacked.

Leaped upon.

By something white and furry.

That liked to lick her nose.

“Duckoo,” she gasped as the dog jumped up again and again to kiss her face. “I thought I told you to stay behind with your brother.”

He sat on his haunches, tail wagging as though anticipating a treat. Beside him, the dark shadow resolved itself into the form of Yongma, his tongue bright red in the dark as he grinned.

“No,” she said. “Go back.”

Duckoo wagged his tail some more, but Yongma gave her a quizzical tilt of his head, his blue eyes concerned.

“No,” Suhwa repeated more firmly. “You can’t come.”

Duckoo whined. Yongma merely smiled.

“It’ll be more suspicious if all three of us are missing,” she hissed. The priestesses called the dogs Suhwa’s twin shadows because the two of them never left her side if they could help it. She had told them both to stay with her illusion to better sell the deception, but Yongma and Duckoo were only of a mind to listen when they were in the mood.

Neither dog moved.

“You’re too recognizable,” she insisted. There were no other dogs in the village with their distinctive coloring, not to mention they had frequently been seen during her occasional appearances at the market. “Especially you, blue eyes,” she said, pointing to Yongma.

The black dog huffed and within a blink, a fox appeared in his place.

“That’s even worse,” Suhwa said. “An old woman traveling with a dog I can explain, but a fox?”

With a grumble, the fox’s image rippled before vanishing entirely.

Suhwa sighed. “I suppose there’s no stopping either of you now.” Duckoo panted, his tail thumping in the dead leaves. “Ugh, fine.” She shifted her pack on her back and retied the rope dart around her waist. “But only if you keep out of trouble, and more importantly, keep me out of trouble.”

Although she hated to admit it, the trek down to the village was made easier with company. Duckoo knew the way, and his nose was a better guide than her eyes in the dark. Although Yongma had gone invisible, she could sense his presence at her heels, keeping careful watch, and she drew comfort from knowing that he would protect her from any danger, just as he had since she was a child.

Presently, the path grew smoother and widened into steps cut into the mountainside that led into a main thoroughfare of the town of Mabuk, the way lit by torches. Suhwa passed the homes dotting the edges of the village, low murmurs of conversation drifting into the air as families settled in for the night. Mabuk was just as different by night as the forest had been; instead of gossiping elders sitting on verandas and aunties gathered on low platforms trimming mung bean sprouts with their fingers, only the occasional cat patrolled the streets. Suhwa supposed the world outside the convent had its routines as well, and was thrilled to see a side of the village she had never seen before.

She continued on her way to the market at the center of town, hoping to find a little shelter somewhere to pass the night before setting off for Hwangyeong at dawn. She remembered staying at an inn in Mabuk with Sister Larkspur the last time they visited Hwangyeong, and while priestesses of Do were given shelter freely wherever they went due to the nature of their duties, Suhwa hadn’t dared disguise herself as a priestess. Not this close to the convent, at any rate. Word traveled too freely between Mabuk and Mother Belladonna.

As she drew closer to the market, the torches gave way to lanterns, and Suhwa could hear voices raised in song and laughter. To her surprise, the village square was thronged with people—people she had never seen before. Instead of the usual farmers and hunters trading with each other and the few merchants in town, several armed warriors dressed in furs and woolen tunics littered the booths, spilling out from the local teahouse into the street. Horses, more horses than she had ever seen in her life, crowded in with their humans like dogs, some of them clearly restless and anxious. Duckoo eyed them all warily, and beside her Suhwa could hear a low growl from Yongma. A few eateries were still open at this hour, but the mood of those serving the strangers was a marked contrast to the merriment bubbling forth from the carousing customers. The strangers spoke with odd, flat accents, and their clothing seemed exotic to Suhwa’s eyes, and with a start, she realized that she was looking at northerners.

Northerners in the Azure Isles.

The last time she was in Hwangyeong, she had seen sailors and merchants from the mainland, mostly from the southern provinces of Jingxi and Zanhei, and they had captivated her with their lilting voices and silken robes, so different from the cotton and ramie tops and bottoms worn by the majority of the Azurean populace. She remembered wondering what their cities looked like, what foods they ate, whether everyone in the mainland was just as colorful and interesting as they were. She felt the same thrill observing these northerners, despite the danger they carried with them.

“Ho, ancient one,” called one of them, a tall, broad-shouldered warrior with a weedy mustache. “Shouldn’t you be in bed at this hour?”

Even the bluntness of their speech was refreshing, but Grandmother Yarrow wouldn’t let such impudence slide. “How dare such a young stranger speak to me in this brazen manner,” she chided, shaking a gnarled finger at them. “Have you no regard for your elders?”

“The Azureans have spirit,” their companion, shorter and slimmer, said. “It’s charming.”

“You find everything charming when you’re drunk,” said the first disgustedly. “They’re probably older than your grandmother.”

Feeling secure in her disguise, Suhwa decided to press a little. Hunching her shoulders, she allowed herself to fully inhabit the persona of an irascible old lady, affecting a slight croak in her voice. “Who are you?” she demanded. “And what are you doing in Mabuk?”

“We are Huntsmen of the Maltak Kang,” the first northerner replied. “And we are here to secure the alliance between the Azure Isles and the Lady of Wild Things.”

She gave them both a beady eye. “If that’s so, then why are you here instead of negotiating with the barons in their strongholds?”

“Well, we are on our way to Hwangyeong to meet the rest of the Red Wing,” the second Huntsman admitted. “But we are on a special mission for our Lady. A favor for the Fleet Queen—ayo!” Their companion jabbed them in the ribs with their elbow.

“We’ve been told to keep our eye on the local population for any signs of trouble,” the first Huntsman interjected smoothly. “There have been rumors of magicians hiding in the mountains.”

Suhwa gave a noncommittal grunt. “And I suppose you have these so-called Kestrels among you to ferret them out?”

“A few of the Black Wing ride with us,” the slimmer Huntsman said. “Having the Taint—” They were cut off when the mustached one jabbed them in the ribs again.

“What does the ancient one know of the priestesses living up there in that convent at the top of the mountain?” The mustached Huntsman pointed toward the slope with their chin.

A prickle of unease ran down Suhwa’s spine, and Duckoo gave a soft growl. “They keep to themselves, mostly,” she said. “Only coming and going for their usual appearances at births and deaths.”

“We hear they also foster orphans,” Mustache said seriously. “There aren’t any young maidens living among them, around sixteen years of age?”

The prickle of unease grew to an unbearable itch. “Why?” Suhwa asked sharply, looking them up and down. “You don’t have any trouble in mind, do you?”

“Your thoughts run along filthy paths, ancient one.” Slim giggled. “We’re just—”

“We hear the girl’s a dangerous magician,” Mustache supplied.

For a moment, Suhwa lost hold of her glamour, and Slim blinked blearily at her as her appearance rippled. “I must be drunker than I thought,” they muttered.

“Well, you’re out of luck,” Suhwa said, regaining her composure. “That convent hasn’t seen fresh blood in twenty years or more. Not a single crone there under the age of thirty. Not a lot of young people around these parts willing to give up their name and take up the veil these days. And who could blame them? Spending the rest of one’s life cooped up in a henhouse doing the same thing day in and day out doesn’t sound like anything a young person would want.”

Mustache gave her a sharp look. “Does the ancient one know much about convent life?”

Suhwa coughed. Too much, too soon. She had to learn how to better modulate her playacting. “I’ve lived in Mabuk for nigh on sixty years, and I’ve seen my share of acolytes come and go.”

“I thought you said they kept to themselves,” Mustache said dubiously.

“I said come and go,” Suhwa repeated. “Like I said, it’s not a life many young people want.”

“Hmm.” The taller Huntsman surveyed her with a critical eye and Suhwa resisted the urge to touch her face, to make sure her glamour was still in place. Beside her, she could feel the invisible press of Yongma’s body against her leg while Duckoo shifted uneasily. “Well, like I said, what is an ancient one doing out and about at this time of night?”

“Can’t an old lady do as she pleases?” Suhwa asked, wishing she had a cane she could thump. It would have completed the disguise. “But if you must know, I had thought to get some tea from the teahouse owner to bring to my ailing daughter in Hwangyeong.”

“Of course,” Mustache said deferentially. Then, “Hwangyeong is quite a far journey for such an aged grandmother, especially one traveling alone.”

“I’ve made that journey more times than you can count,” Suhwa said. “And these bones haven’t failed me yet.”

“The ancient one isn’t afraid of bandits or other trouble on the road? There have been rumors of abominations and the undead back on the mainland.”

“I can take care of myself,” Suhwa said. “I have my ways.” She waved her hand dismissively. “There is more to me than meets the eye, you know.”

Mustache frowned, and Suhwa suppressed a wince. She was letting herself get carried away with her Grandmother Yarrow disguise. The trick to a convincing performance was giving her audience just enough to draw conclusions for themselves.

“It just so happens,” Mustache said slowly, “that we are leaving for Hwangyeong on the morrow, after we pay the convent a visit. The other Huntsmen and I could escort the ancient one to her daughter.”

“Oh, you need not waste your time on me,” Suhwa said, sensing the story slipping beyond her control. “You have more important things to do.”

“It wouldn’t be out of our way,” Mustache pressed.

“I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you,” she said a bit desperately. This Huntsman was too sharp, too suspicious, and she needed to disentangle herself from the situation as soon as possible. The last thing she needed was to be escorted to Hwangyeong by a dozen riders who might or might not have the ability to discern her magic with a touch. “And I had planned to set out for the city tonight.”

“We insist.” Mustache nudged Slim, who had started to nod off. They sputtered awake and tried to look attentive. “Let’s bring this ancient one to Ogodei. I’m sure our leader will want to make sure she is delivered safely to Hwangyeong.”

Suhwa sized up the two Huntsmen, her hand straying to the rope dart about her waist. The drunk would be easy enough to subdue, but Mustache was entirely too sober. “I don’t want to be a burden,” she said, backing away.

Slim stepped closer, but stopped when Duckoo growled in warning. Mustache crowded her from the other side. “Come, grandmother,” they said, extending a calloused hand. “Let us at least buy you a pot of tea and something to eat.”

She ducked out of the Huntsman’s reach. “No need to be so pushy,” she snapped. “I’m not going anywhere.” She surreptitiously put her hand down for Yongma, and felt the cold kiss of his snout against her fingers. She reluctantly followed the Huntsmen into the teahouse, trying hard not to touch anyone lest they were a Kestrel. Holding court in the center was a surprisingly young warrior, not much older than herself. This must be Ogodei, their leader. They sat on a platform in the center of the room, a wolf’s-head helm at their side, while the other Huntsmen ran riot around them. The poor teahouse owner cowered behind the counter, clearly hoping she would be able to salvage what was left of her establishment once the northerners left.

But Ogodei did not join in the rabble-rousing. Instead, they fixed her with an inky black gaze as she entered the room. Duckoo’s hackles rose, but she shushed him with a gesture of her hand, even though she was also uneasy. There was something different, something strange about this warrior that she couldn’t quite articulate, a nothingness in his eyes that was as intense as it was empty.

“Come, grandmother,” Slim said as they led her before their leader. “Say hullo to Ogodei.”

Suhwa gave a trembling bow. “Good evening, Excellency.”

For a long while, the head Huntsman said nothing. She could feel the touch of their eyes on the back of her neck and held her breath.

“Friends,” Ogodei said at last, “who is this young maiden, and why have you brought her before me?”
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WONHU HAN, PRINCE OF ZANHEI, WAS HAVING trouble paying attention.

He had never been a particularly good student, and these endless war councils and meetings in the imperial city were worse than any lecture he had had to endure. Worse, because there was far more at stake now than a bad grade and a reprimand from his father; there was the future of the entire Morning Realms.

And that was just the civil war.

There was also the matter of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons and the possibility of chaos taking over the world.

Sometimes, the amount of information Han had to remember and act upon was so much his head ached. He wasn’t used to his brain hurting; he was far more accustomed to sore muscles after a particularly tough exercise. But ever since he took over his father’s position as the sovereign of Zanhei, he found his mind more taxed than his body, falling dead asleep at the end of the day not because he was physically exhausted but because he was mentally fatigued.

It had been easier when Xu was around. Han hadn’t realized how much he had taken his best friend for granted until they had embarked for the Azure Isles with Zhara, Ami, and Yuli. Xu was not just smart; they were also organized and efficient. Not only did they act as a go-between for Han and his younger brother, Anyang—who was currently serving as the regent of Zanhei in his absence—they also made sure to summarize council meetings and act as a sounding board while he talked through any decisions. In many ways, it had felt as though Xu was another brain he could use in addition to his own, to help process his thoughts and feelings about the state of the empire.

And they had done all of that with minimal complaint. Han made a note to shower his best friend with as many Wulin silk fans as they wanted when they returned from the Azure Isles. He just needed someone to remind him of it when the time came.

“The Golden Horde have mustered in Arkhevet.” General Hong, Zanhei’s Minister of War—now the pro-magic alliance’s chief military advisor—placed ten stone tiles representing the northern troops on the large map dominating the center of the room. The map was painted marble, an impressively detailed overview of the Morning Realms that was as wide as five men and as long as eight. Han wondered who made maps like these, and if they were only ever used in times of war. “By our last reports, at least ten thousand have gathered on the western edge of the Sweet Sea, with many more of the nomadic clans traveling down from the steppes to join the Golden Horde.”

“How many total does the Lady of Wild Things have at her command?” asked Prince Zhuque, sovereign of the southern province of Guanhei.

It was difficult for Han to remember that Maltak Kho now bore the title the Lady of Wild Things, the leader of the Maltak Kang, since the death of her mother with the defeat of the Moth Demon. He had never paid much attention to northern politics, but the last few months had forced him to study harder than he ever had in his life.

“With the nomads? Fifteen, maybe twenty thousand or more.” The general dropped a few more tiles onto the map.

“So many,” murmured Princess Durumi, sovereign of the southern province of Jingxi. “What of our numbers?”

“We have fifteen hundred from Guanhei,” Prince Zhuque offered, dropping tiles of his own.

“Twenty-five hundred from Fengshou,” said Princess Haitun, leader of said province. She added her own tiles to the board.

“Another six thousand from Zanhei, Jingxi, and Shangnan combined,” General Hong said, laying out the rest. “The people of the Middle Kingdom surrounding the imperial city have never had a need for armed forces, so at best we have another two thousand at our command.”

“What of the Free Peoples?” Princess Durumi turned to Gaden, who was also present at the war council. There were representatives and military advisors from all over the south and the middle of the empire in the imperial city, but Gaden’s position among them was singular and not quite defined. Their identity as the lost Mugung heir was still doubted by many in the alliance, so they occupied an uncertain role as an advocate for the interests of the outermost west. “Have the Heralds of Glorious Justice been able to rally them to our cause?”

“The Free Peoples have always decided what was best for themselves,” Gaden said unhelpfully. “And with the loss of the Qirin Tulku, I doubt many would be willing to fight for a throne so far away from home.”

The spiritual leader of the west had been killed during the outbreak of the undead several months before, and the Free Peoples were preoccupied with finding the next incarnation. Even in the days following the Just War, the Warlord’s hold on the Zanqi Plateau had been tenuous at best, the relative isolation of the land on the other side of the Gunung Mountains insulating its people from the worst of the purges. For the various clans of the outermost west, the matter of who sat on the Sunburst Throne was a distant concern, rarely affecting their everyday lives.

“Can we even trust these Heralds of Glorious Justice?” General Hong fixed Gaden with a piercing gaze. “They are nothing but a rogue band of vigilantes who claim to answer to no one but the last heir of the Mugung Dynasty.”

The scarred youth met the military advisor’s eyes with their own. “You mean to ask if you can trust me,” they said quietly. Han could see the general’s face tighten at being addressed in such a blunt manner. “I do not lead the Heralds of Glorious Justice, but I do trust that their goals align with ours.”

“Mugung restoration,” General Hong muttered.

Gaden raised a brow. “Magical liberation.”

The military advisor slid a glance toward the handful of magicians standing in the room with them. “I’m still not entirely sold on either of those.”

“General,” Han said warningly. “We must be a united front if we have any chance of defeating the Lady of Wild Things.”

General Hong grumbled but gave Han a deferential nod. The old advisor was a veteran of the Just War, having ridden to the Warlord’s cause when Zanhei and the rest of the south rose up in revolt against the abomination that the last Mugung Emperor had become. There was still a lot of distrust of magic among the older generations of this alliance—which was most of them—but General Hong was loyal to Han, just as he had been loyal to his father when he was alive.

“So for the time being, this is what we have to work with,” Prince Zhuque said, taking in everyone’s positions on the map. “A scattered twelve thousand against a potential twenty.”

“A twig can stem the course of a flood,” General Hong said. “A pebble the path of a stream. It is a matter of knowing where to place them.”

Han didn’t like to think about what happened to the twig or pebble afterward, but then again, he didn’t like to think about the reality of war either. He had already experienced more death at his age than he would have liked—the execution of his mother at the stake, the slow decline of his father—and the notion of so many more lives being lost in battle was abhorrent to him.

“So where to place them?” Princess Durumi asked. “Please forgive me, but I was never any good at strategy games.”

Neither was Han. Xu had tried to teach him multiple times how to play paizi, but he could never remember which moves were allowed and which weren’t.

“It all depends on what we think the northerners’ first move will be.” General Hong tapped the map with the feathered tip of his pointer, indicating the mass of troops located on the western side of the Sweet Sea. “At the moment, they control the port of Arkhevet, preventing any flow of supplies into the imperial city from beyond the Dzungri basin by the Infinite River.” He slid his pointer farther west, to the cities along the southern edge of the Dzungri basin to the northwest, circling the largest—Dafeng. “We need saltpeter from the desert caves for our cannons, which we can access through the roads from here to the basin. Dafeng is the hub, and if I were the Lady of Wild Things, or her chief advisor, I would take that city and cut us off from what we need.”

“We could always use magic to power our cannons,” one of the magicians said hesitantly. They were young, as were most of the magicians in the alliance, their face pockmarked with acne.

“How?” General Hong asked.

The magician shuffled their feet. “We would have to study how the cannons worked,” they said. “And work with the spellmongers to find the right combination of characters to mimic gunpowder and—”

“Too complicated,” the general interrupted. “We cannot risk losing our access to Dafeng.” He was frequently quick to dismiss any contributions from the magicians, and Han was never sure if it was their magic or their youth he did not take seriously. As the youngest ruler among the southern city-states, Han frequently found his voice being spoken over in these meetings. He respected his elders as any good child should, but it frustrated him that the respect did not extend both ways.

“General,” Han said, “it couldn’t hurt to let the magicians study the cannonry, in case we are cut off from the Dzungri basin.”

The old veteran harrumphed but gave a curt nod. “In the meantime,” he continued, “I suggest we send as many people as we can spare to defend Dafeng.”

“What of the imperial city?” Princess Haitun asked. “Surely we need people to defend us and the Sunburst Throne in case of siege.”

“We are well positioned for a siege,” the general said. “The city is surrounded to the south by hills, which would force the northerners into a choke point here. We could easily pick them off as they came in through the Tsunghai Pass with a small force.” He tapped the relevant place on the map with his pointer. “Our access to the Infinite River on the south side is defensible, and as long as supplies flow in from Zanhei and Jingxi, we would not risk starvation.”

“That is providing supplies can get around the Azurean blockades,” Princess Durumi murmured. The news of the Fleet Queen’s alliance with the Lady of Wild Things had been a blow, although there were rumors of dissent among some of the barons in the Flotilla. Princess Durumi and the Indigo Baron of Hwangyeong had a long-standing relationship that she and Han hoped would withstand pressure from the Azurean capital of Kasong to cave to the northerners. It was partly why they had sent Xu and the girls to the Azure Isles.

“What of Dafeng?” asked Prince Fenhui, ruler of Shangnan. “Can we hold it against twenty thousand northern warriors?”

“They wouldn’t need all twenty thousand,” General Hong replied. “Five thousand could be dispatched to take the city. We would need a corresponding force to defend it, but here we have the disadvantage of distance.” He drew a line from the imperial city to Dafeng. “I suggest we mobilize the people of the Middle Kingdom immediately. We could hold the city with three thousand.”

“But what about the other fifteen thousand?” Prince Fenhui pressed. “They’re not going to be twiddling their thumbs at Arkhevet.”

“No,” General Hong agreed. “My best guess?” He traced a path from Arkhevet down to the Silver River bisecting the Morning Realms horizontally. “An army travels on its belly,” he said. “They will need food. The rice fields of Guanhei, Shangnan, and Fengshou would be very appealing.” He tapped the port cities that lined the Silver River. “They could take any one of these—Rizhi, Haisha, Guihan, Changkou—and control the food supply to the whole of the Morning Realms.”

Han was beginning to develop a headache. He glanced around the room, but everyone else seemed focused and attentive, including Gaden. He supposed they wouldn’t appreciate him jogging in place to get the blood flowing.

“Nine thousand against fifteen,” Prince Zhuque murmured. “And that would leave the imperial city defenseless. We don’t stand a chance.”

“What’s the strategic importance of holding on to the imperial city?” Gaden asked quietly. “Capitals have been moved throughout history. The location of the Sunburst Throne is more symbolic than anything else, and if everyone is so attached to the throne itself, it can be moved.”

The entire room looked at them, aghast.

“Am I wrong?” Gaden asked in a mild voice.

“No true heir of the Mugungs would even suggest such a thing,” General Hong said disdainfully.

“You fought against the Mugungs,” Gaden reminded them. “Why do you care?”

“Should the imperial city fall, the Morning Realms will fall with it,” Princess Durumi said softly. “Those were the words of the Sunburst Warrior when they founded the empire.”

“When they defeated the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons,” Gaden corrected. “The Mugungs were charged with safeguarding the people against her return, and they were overthrown. Now the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons has returned in the form of the Lady of Wild Things and we still have the imperial city, so I ask you again: what is the strategic importance of holding on?”

An uncomfortable silence fell over the room. The matter of Tiyok’s return and the rise of the Guardians of Dawn was a subject no one wanted to confront. It was easier to face the threat of northern aggression when it was a simple matter of politics than the idea that the very fate of the world rested on the outcome of this civil war.

“The people of the Morning Realms are what make this empire,” Gaden continued. “The Sunburst Warrior didn’t care for thrones or power; they cared about the people. It seems foolish to concern ourselves with a symbolic location when there are very real threats to the rest of the realm. I say we abandon it and focus all our resources on defending the port cities along the Silver River and hold the line against the Golden Horde.”

“We cannot lose Dafeng,” General Hong interjected.

“The magicians—” one of them began.

“Enough with magic!” The force of the general’s outburst took them all aback. “It’s too unpredictable, too chaotic, and too dangerous. Magic is the reason we went to war the last time, and it is the reason we are at war now.”

“General,” Han said, but the old veteran fixed him with a steely glare.

“With all due respect, my liege,” he said. “I understand the youth believe in magician liberation, and I understand too that they deserve to live free of oppression. But not a single one of you has ever fought in a war. If you’ve ever held a blade, it was in the practice ring. Facing down an enemy requires guts and steel, not flowery words and hocus-pocus. We can only play the game with the pieces we trust.”

“The Guardians of Dawn—” Han tried again, but the general spoke over him.

“The Guardians of Dawn are on a wild-goose chase, running after some book in the Azure Isles,” he said. “We face the very real threat of bloodshed. But”—the old veteran threw up his hands in disgust—“I admit I am simply an old man. It is the privilege of youth to believe the future is assured, but it is the wisdom of the old to understand that the future must be won.” He cast his glance over the older members of the room. “I defer to the rest of the council as to the best course of action.”

Han’s heart fell. He could already foresee the result of the coming vote: a perfect division down generational lines, and they outnumbered the magicians, Han, and Gaden two to one. He stole a glance at the scarred youth. If Gaden truly wanted their way, they could use the Star of Radiance and compel everyone to comply. But they had sworn never to abuse their power after the events of the defeat of the Locust Demon, and it was this very act of restraint that made the majority of the alliance distrust the veracity of their identity as the lost Mugung heir. Han sighed, and watched as his predictions came true, as one by one, the votes were tallied and the council was agreed upon splitting their forces to defend Dafeng and the imperial city and holding the line along the Silver River by conscripting the common people to fight. He couldn’t help but feel defeated, and they hadn’t even faced the Lady of Wild Things on the battlefield yet.

Gaden met his gaze once the council was dismissed, and Han was taken aback by the fury he saw in their expression. “You could have said something,” they said accusingly. “You could have spoken up. You know this will only result in needless death. Not only do the northerners outnumber us, even their civilians can fight better than we can.”

Han closed his eyes. “And do you think they would have listened to me?” he said wearily. “They barely think I’m old enough to even be attending these councils.” He pinched the bridge of his nose and opened his eyes. “We need to come up with a better plan. I can meet with the magicians, propose some—”

“Always acquiescing,” Gaden said bitterly. “What is even the point of us being here if we’re simply going to do whatever the grown-ups tell us?”

Han had frequently asked himself the same question, but it had always been Xu who convinced him to stay with the same argument. “If we’re not here, then who will speak for the future?”

Gaden stared out over the map in the middle of the floor. “If there even will be a future.”

The threat of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons hung heavily over them both.

“I can’t help but feel,” Gaden went on in a softer voice, “that we are focusing our attention on all the wrong things.”

Han didn’t necessarily disagree but wasn’t sure how to articulate his own thoughts. “We are doing what he can,” he said instead. “Zhara and the girls—”

“Are our only hope now, I suppose.” Gaden gave a humorless laugh. “Sealing demonic portals, finding the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos, recruiting the Guardian of Water. It makes me feel spectacularly useless.” They held their hands out before them. “What use is this power,” they said in a scarcely audible voice, “if I can’t even use it?”

A frisson of fear ran down Han’s spine. “You could,” he said, trying his best to keep his tone neutral.

“But I won’t.” There was a wry twist to Gaden’s lips. “Don’t worry, friend; you’re safe from me.”

Han fell silent. “We can still do our part,” he said after a moment. “I will speak with the magicians about finding ways to use their gifts in battle, and you can try to persuade the Free Peoples to lend their aid to our cause.”

Gaden sighed. “Always acquiescing,” they said again.

“No, we are working with them,” Han said. “Cooperation requires compromise. We have a duty to the collective. If we cannot come to a consensus, then what is even the point of having councils at all?”

Gaden said nothing. “And what if the consensus is wrong?” they said at last.

Han was grim. “Then we must live with the consequences.”
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THE HEAD HUNTSMAN COULD SEE HER. SEE her—Suhwa, not Grandmother Yarrow. The girl, not the glamour.

“Friends, who is this young maiden, and why have you brought her before me?”

The sudden silence that fell over the teahouse was profound.

At once the Huntsmen ceased their drinking when Ogodei spoke. Suhwa could feel everyone’s eyes take in her appearance, their expressions by turns bleary, bemused, and baffled. Yongma, still invisible, pressed against her leg, while Duckoo brought up the rear, his posture alert for any danger.

“Young maiden?” One of the Huntsmen stared into their cup. “What do the Azureans put in their liquor?”

She was still Grandmother Yarrow. Suhwa unclenched her shoulders and surveyed the room, slightly overwhelmed by the sea of unfamiliar faces. So many people she didn’t know, so many ways this entire situation could get out of hand. She fiddled with the rope dart about her waist beneath her jacket. There were at least a dozen riders in the shop, young and able-bodied, although most of them seemed quite drunk. Suhwa had never raised her hand in violence against another person not on the practice mats, and she didn’t want to put her skills to the test now. Better to talk her way out of her predicament, to convince them their leader was simply mistaken.

“Watch yourselves,” she said, wagging a finger at the Huntsmen. “Azurean spirits may seem mild, but they are stronger than they taste.” She gave Ogodei a withering look and clucked disapprovingly. “As this one seems to have discovered to their folly.”

The mood eased as the rest of the riders broke into relieved grins.

“Hoi, Ogodei,” one of them called out. “Didn’t know your taste in women ran toward the old and decrepit.”

“Decrepit?” Suhwa drew herself to her full height, which was taller than many of the Huntsmen in the room. “You watch your mouth, young one.”

A chorus of raucous laughter burst forth and Suhwa relaxed. The riders returned to their merrymaking, including Slim, but Mustache was not so easily swayed.

“Ogodei,” they said quietly, “this grandmother claims to be on her way to Hwangyeong. I thought we could escort her and protect her from the dangers of the road.”

“And I keep telling you it’s not necessary,” Suhwa said impatiently. “Excellency,” she said, turning to the head Huntsman seated on the platform, “I appreciate the offer, but I will only slow everyone down. I do not wish to be a burden, only to be left alone in peace.”

Ogodei said nothing, and Suhwa could read nothing in their dark, long-lashed gaze. She resisted the urge to squirm, feeling slightly unsettled by the leader’s impassive countenance. She had expected pity or contempt or even scorn, but their lack of response was more chilling than anger.

“Who are you?” the head Huntsman asked after a moment. Their voice was curiously flat and inflectionless, but it wasn’t due to their accent. There was something strangely … blank about Ogodei, a smooth emptiness on which Suhwa could find no purchase, no angle to approach. Her hands shook with nervousness, and she gripped her rope dart hard beneath her jacket.

“N-no one, Excellency,” she stammered. “Just an old lady looking to purchase tea to bring to her sick grandson in Hwangyeong.”

Mustache frowned. “I thought it was an ailing daughter,” they said.

Suhwa cursed herself for the mistake. “Not that it is any of your business,” she said sharply, hiding her consternation beneath a cantankerous mask, “but my grandson is sick, and my daughter has run herself ragged trying to provide for them.” She straightened her shoulders. “Do I need to justify every detail of my abject existence in order to be extended an ounce of your courtesy? You northerners truly have no respect for your elders.”

For a moment, Mustache had the grace to look abashed. “Beg pardon, grandmother.”

Ogodei shifted on the platform. “Grandmother?” Their eyes narrowed as they looked Suhwa carefully up and down. “You’re certainly the most beautiful grandmother I’ve ever seen in my life.”

“Beautiful?” Suhwa could not quite keep the quiver out of her laugh. “Why, bless their Excellency. No one’s called me beautiful in over half a century.”

The head Huntsman tilted their head. The movement was too slow, too even to feel natural, and it made Suhwa’s skin crawl with revulsion. There was something deeply, deeply wrong with this person, but she couldn’t quite articulate why. A cold sort of callous cruelty radiated from them, an eldritch indifference that made her feel as though she were staring into a depthless void. Duckoo pressed his ears back and whined, and Yongma shifted uneasily against her leg. She glanced at Mustache and the others, wondering if they couldn’t sense the uncanniness in their midst.

“Thank you, Galkhuu,” Ogodei said to Mustache. “Why don’t you fetch this fetching old lady a pot of tea and whatever else she might need for her family?”

“No need,” Suhwa said quickly, but the head Huntsman waved her off.

“We are all friends here,” they said smoothly. “I know the Azureans are wary of our presence on their isles, and unlike my comrade, I am a man of honor and have great respect for my elders.”

Mustache thumped their right fist to their left shoulder and left to fetch the attendant. Once they were alone, Ogodei sat forward and Suhwa suddenly wished the other Huntsman were still beside her.

“I see you,” Ogodei said with quiet menace. “I see you for what you really are.”

The shift in his tone was astonishing. His features glided into an expression of malice, but there was no true malevolence behind his gaze. Instead, a light of recognition lit his eyes that was so at odds with the rest of his face that Suhwa was overcome by a sense of vertigo.

“What am I?” she whispered, unable to maintain the facade of a cranky old woman. She could feel her hold on her illusion slipping, but she held on even harder. Beside her, Yongma tensed, and she could feel him bristling in warning.

Ogodei smiled. “A scared little girl.”

Suhwa went still. “I—I don’t know what you’re talking about.” She felt violated somehow, as though Ogodei had stripped away her clothing along with her glamour.

There was a look akin to pity in Ogodei’s eyes. “No, I don’t think you do,” he murmured. “All of you are so young, so newly born into this world.”

Suhwa frowned. “All of us who?”

The attendant silently arrived with a tray and a pot of tea, looking uncertainly from Ogodei on the platform to Suhwa standing before him. “Where should I—”

The Huntsman patted a space before him. “You may leave it here.”

The attendant set the service down and left with alacrity.

“Please, sit,” he said to Suhwa.

“I would rather stand,” she said somewhat desperately. “I must be going.”

“Yes, to Hwangyeong.” Ogodei poured himself a cup and let the tea cool.

“Yes,” Suhwa repeated. “Every moment I am away, my grandson gets sicker and sicker.”

“Tell me about your grandson.” Ogodei picked up his tea and took a careful sip. “Are you sure you don’t want anything to drink?”

Suhwa’s mind raced. He was toying with her, but for what reason she didn’t know. The fact that he could see through her glamour meant that she could no longer hide her magic, a dangerous prospect amid these northerners. At this moment, he seemed uninterested in revealing her to the others, which meant that he also had something to hide. The fact that her powers did not work on him would indicate he was no ordinary human. She studied the way his skin lay over his bones, the way there seemed to be a disconnect between the face of the person before her and the personality beneath. With a start, she wondered if this was how her glamours appeared to other people. It was like staring into a dark mirror, behind which there was nothing but a yawning chasm. She was staring into the abyss, and the abyss stared back.

“Who are you?” she asked in a hoarse voice. “What are you?”

Ogodei did not reply. Instead he set down his cup and leaned forward. Duckoo gave a sharp bark of warning, his hackles raised.

“Hoi, are dogs allowed in this establishment?” one of the Huntsmen complained. “What if it bites?”

“He’s friendly,” the teahouse owner said hesitantly. “I’ve seen him around the convent before.”

Suhwa closed her eyes. She knew Duckoo and Yongma were too recognizable.

“The convent, eh?” She opened her eyes to see Mustache frowning at her.

“Just one of the village strays,” Suhwa said, backing away.

The Huntsmen began gathering around, setting down their drinks and pressing in close. Duckoo snarled, his fangs gleaming in the candlelight.

Ogodei rose from his seat. “Stay, grandmother,” he said, grabbing her wrist. “We have some questions for you.”

Suhwa gasped at his touch, which was somehow cold and slimy through the rough calluses of his fingers. The sensation spread throughout her body, and she felt coated in something foul, disgusting, and wrong. Beneath his hand, she could see her illusion withering away, like a puddle evaporating on a hot day, revealing smooth, young skin beneath the aged exterior. Shouts of shock and surprise echoed around the room.

“Magician!” a Huntsman cried.

The word broke Suhwa from her paralysis. She swiftly redirected Ogodei’s grasp and broke his hold, scrambling to untie the rope dart from about her waist. A Huntsman moved to grab her waist, but Duckoo leaped between them, sinking his teeth into their arm. Rope dart freed, Suhwa ran her hands along the length, letting the weighted end fall to the floor and sliding her left hand to the base of the dart on the other end. She ducked another Huntsman lunging for her, turning around and letting the momentum of her body swing the meteor hammer around. It caught them in the shins with a loud crack! and they collapsed to the floor, howling in agony. The rope wrapped around her body and Suhwa spun the other way, clearing the space around her as the meteor hammer flew in an arc.

“Yongma!” she shouted. “Help!”

At once, a silvery mist filled the room. The Huntsmen yelled in fear as the teahouse slowly disappeared around them, transforming into a dark, swampy vista crawling with vines and slithering serpents.

“Don’t let her escape!” Ogodei roared, unsheathing his twin blades from his back.

A Huntsman lunged for her, but Suhwa twirled the meteor hammer around her right arm and swung it around again, letting it fly straight between their eyes with a sickening crunch. She swept her leg around, her foot catching the stomach of the Huntsman behind her. She just had to get through the door. Through the door and into the woods. The fog grew thicker, obscuring her from view. Ahead, she could see the pearlescent gleam of Yongma’s eyes, guiding her to where she needed to go.

A snarl, a snap. Suhwa whirled around, just narrowly missing being sliced across the face by Ogodei’s blades. She stumbled backward, nearly tripping over her own weapon. The mist did not seem to deter Ogodei; he hacked and slashed at her with brutal efficiency. Suhwa rolled out of the way, throwing the weighted end of her rope dart. It wrapped around his legs and she gave a sharp tug, sending him crashing to the ground. He recovered quickly, leaping back up and swiping at the rope with his blade. She whipped the meteor hammer back to her quickly, spinning around to throw the darted end. He parried it away. Suhwa retrieved the dart and twirled the hammer end, circling Ogodei. It was both like and unlike sparring with the other priestesses during practice, her world narrowing to moves and countermoves, evasion and avoidance. Around her, she could hear screams of pain and guttural snarls as Duckoo savaged the Huntsmen. She just needed to incapacitate Ogodei, find some way to disarm or disable him, then run. This was not a bout. She did not have to win; she just had to live.

She spun the meteor hammer, waiting for the Huntsman to make a move. He was just beyond the range of her weapon but still too close for her to make a break for the door.

“Put your weapon down,” Ogodei said calmly. “This is not a fight you can win.”

“Stay away,” Suhwa warned, whipping the weighted end around.

“I had heard so much of your powers,” the Huntsman said. “You and your other friends. The last time my mother faced you, you could command the seas to rise and the rivers to freeze. But you’re just a little girl, swinging a rope around like a toy.”

Behind him, something moved with a shimmer.

“What do you want from me?” Suhwa asked, watching as the shimmer slithered closer.

“Me? Nothing. But the Fleet Queen wants your heart in a box.”

The mention of the Fleet Queen rose all the hairs on the back of her neck.

“I’m just a little girl, as you said.” The shimmer flowed around Ogodei’s ankles. “What would the Fleet Queen want with a little girl?”

“I think you know,” Ogodei said softly. “I think you know, Min Suhwa.”

“Now!” Suhwa yelled.

The shimmer materialized into an iridescent creature, roughly the size of a dog with a long ferret-like body and a serpentine tail. Yongma buried his teeth in Ogodei’s calf and the Huntsman howled.

Suhwa tossed the dart end of her weapon in the air and kicked it toward Ogodei. It struck him on the hairline, and blood poured into his eyes. He stumbled and fell, Yongma’s teeth still in his leg.

“Duckoo! Yongma!” she shouted. Suhwa gathered her rope and ran, pulling on the first image that came to mind—Mustache. She draped the Huntsman’s appearance around her like a cloak and fled, leaping over fallen riders and through the door.

“Yes, run, little girl!” Ogodei’s voice chased her through the woods. “There is nowhere to hide. Wherever you go, whatever you do, the Huntsmen will find you, Min Suhwa!”
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CHOI ALYOSHA AWOKE FROM ANOTHER NIGHTMARE.

For a moment, he lay in bed, his mind a muddle as he tried to make sense of his surroundings. Soft bedding beneath his back. A rough woolen blanket draped over him. The soft, warm breaths of other sleeping bodies beside him. Yoochun and Taeri. He tried to calm his racing heart as he brought himself back to his body. He was with his Brothers. He was safe.

The darkness before him was flat and thin, unlike the cloying, unending black that enveloped his dreams. Alyosha could breathe easy, the mountain air of the Azure Isles crisp and clean, with just a hint of moist green beneath the bite of winter. The wisps of sleep were dissipating fast, but the sensations still lingered. Of rips in the fabric of the world, the threads tearing and disappearing in the mouths and maws of hungry, ravenous demons. Even now the air had a transparent quality, as though he could see through it to another world, another realm where the fairies lived.

Unable to fall back asleep, Alyosha pulled on his socks and a jacket, slipping his feet into boots and crawling through the tent flap into the open. Dawn was just on the horizon, and the trees, rocks, wagon, and tents around him took on shape, dimension, and weight. He felt slightly better standing in the middle of the campsite, reconnecting with the physical world. He could feel the twigs and pebbles beneath the leather soles of his shoes, the sting of frigid air on his hands. He walked the perimeter of the camp, checking to see that their wards had not been disturbed, when he came across a silvery, serpentine creature curled up beneath their wagon.

He stopped, wondering if he was still dreaming.

The creature was roughly the size of a dog, with a dog-shaped snout to match, draped with two long whiskers that fluttered lightly as it slept. Their body was somewhat ferret-shaped—a long torso and short, stocky legs—and covered with iridescent scales that caught the light like mist in a waterfall. Tufts of white fur surrounded their jaw like a mane, as well as the tips of their ears and tail, which was long and serpentine.

The creature opened one blue eye as he approached, froze, then vanished.

Alyosha blinked. He pinched the skin of his forearm. It hurt.

Shaking his head, he walked toward their ever-reliable nag, Cloud, unhitched from their wagon and drowsing beneath her blanket. He ran his hands gently over her muzzle and rested his forehead against her nose, breathing deep the sweet, grassy scent of horse. Cloud opened her eyes and gave Alyosha a reproachful look, clearly wondering why he had woken her up so early.

“Sorry, girl,” he said, stroking her forelock. “I just needed to know you were real. That I was real.”

Cloud blew out a breath.

None of the other members were awake. Alyosha surveyed the remains of last night’s fire and noticed there was no more firewood to be had, so he decided to go for an early-morning walk through the nearby woods to gather some. He briefly returned to his tent to fetch his brush, smiling down at the sleeping Choi brothers, before exploring beyond the edges of the campsite for deadfall.

They were three days away from Hwangyeong, by Mihoon’s reckoning. The Bangtan Brothers hadn’t seen another person in days, so Alyosha was looking forward to being back among company. He loved traveling with the performance troupe, loved experiencing new sights, sounds, and smells, but the long stretches on the road were dull and dreary, with not much to do to pass the time. They had arrived in Kasong over a month before, charged with finding Min Suhwa, the lost daughter of the Last Marquess, but Alyosha couldn’t help but feel as though they were chasing rainbows. They had nothing to go on—no description, which left them wandering aimlessly through the Azure Isles asking leading questions with no answers. The Guardians of Dawn had been hopeful that Min Suhwa could bring an alliance with the Baron Flotilla to the pro-magic cause, but based on the increasing northern presence on the isles, it appeared as though the Fleet Queen had already chosen her side. Junseo, the leader, had promised Hwangyeong would be their last stop before reaching out to the Guardians of Dawn about the failure of their mission.

It made Alyosha sad to disappoint Zhara and Han, but he couldn’t help but feel a sense of relief that they could look forward to a brief rest. They had been traveling nonstop for the past two years, ever since he and the other Choi brothers ran away from the orphanage to join the Bangtan Brothers together, and he had been homesick. He wanted nothing more than to eat a big bowl of noodles with black bean sauce from an Azurean establishment and not have to cook road rations for a while. He didn’t know it was possible to get tired of rice and spicy cabbage soup, but he was eager to get a good meal in the next town.

He had nearly finished gathering enough firewood when he stumbled upon an angel in the forest.

The priestesses of Do who had raised him, Taeri, and Yoochun had told them stories of ethereal beings from other worlds, and Alyosha’s favorites had always been about the heavenly maidens. They were said to be the daughters of Jun, the principle of Order, and they protected the young and innocent from harm. Alyosha liked to imagine a heavenly maiden was watching over him and the other Choi brothers, and now the rest of the Bangtan Brothers, but had never expected to encounter one in the flesh, covered in dirt and sleeping in the roots of a tree with a white dog with black spots across their lap. The angel was beautiful, as all heavenly maidens were said to be, with clear, pale skin and long, silken black hair with a streak of white framing their face.

The angel stirred, then gasped when they saw him standing before them.

“Good morning,” Alyosha said calmly. “Are you a heavenly maiden?”

The angel blinked, then frowned. “No,” they said warily. “I’m just an ordinary girl.”

His heart sank, but he extended a hand in friendship. “I’m Choi Alyosha.”

The dog in the girl’s lap raised its head and sniffed his fingers. It wagged its tail and she relaxed. “This is Duckoo,” she said. “He likes you.” The dog wriggled free of her grasp and nuzzled his legs.

“I’m honored,” Alyosha said, scratching Duckoo behind the ears. It hadn’t escaped his notice that she hadn’t offered her name, but he supposed she might be in trouble. There was a pack beside her, and he wondered if she had run away. “What a handsome fellow.”

Duckoo’s tail thumped enthusiastically on the ground. He was covered with dust and twigs, and Alyosha thought he was favoring his right leg as though he had been injured in a fight.

The girl looked around her, as though searching for something she had lost. “You haven’t seen another dog around, have you?” She spoke familiarly with him, and Alyosha was surprised to see that she was about his age, perhaps a little older. “He looks just like Duckoo, but he’s black with white spots.”

He shook his head. “No, I’m sorry.” The image of the silvery creature asleep beneath the wagon returned to him, but he dismissed the thought.

She bit her lip. “Yongma,” she called. The forest rang with her voice. “Yongma!”

Nothing but the chirping of early-morning birdsong returned.

“Is everything all right?” he asked. “You’re not running from trouble, are you?”

The girl looked at him, taking in his curly hair and hazel eyes. “I might be,” she said cautiously. “Why?”

He shrugged. “It just looked like you could use some help. My Brothers and I are camped a little ways off; you can join us if you need something to eat.” He held out his hand again, and this time she took it.

Recognition bloomed at their touch, the shared chaos in their blood resonating with one another. The girl snatched back her hand in alarm, but Alyosha smiled. “Oh, you’re a magician too?”

“Is that what that is?” she asked, looking down at her fingers glowing a faint blue-gold.

She was a bit older than the age other children were when they first discovered their magic, but Alyosha supposed not everyone developed at the same time. People frequently thought he was younger than his fifteen years, but he didn’t mind. It made it easier to connect to others. His Brothers sometimes called him touched for his way with animals and people, but he found that the world responded more kindly to compassion than suspicion.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “You’re safe. My Brothers and I are part of the Guardians of Dawn; we can protect you from the Kestrels.” The pack and her disheveled appearance were beginning to make sense.

“The Guardians of Dawn?” She blinked rapidly. “The warriors of legend?”

“No, a mutual aid society. We have cells all over the Morning Realms.”

“Oh.” The girl rose to her feet and dusted herself off. She was slim and quite tall, nearly as tall as he was. “You can … you can get me to safety?”

“Sure,” Alyosha said. “We’re headed to Hwangyeong, if you want to come.”

For the first time, she smiled back. “I was headed there too,” she admitted. “But I got lost.”

“I get lost easily too,” Alyosha said kindly. “But I do know my way back to camp. Come on, my Brothers will probably be awake by now.”

She slung her pack over her shoulder. “I still have to look for my other dog,” she said. “But thanks.”

“We’ll look for him,” he promised. “Let’s go.”

They traipsed through the woods with Duckoo trailing at their heels. “Yongma!” the girl called. “Yongma, where are you?”

The strange, transparent feeling to the air had returned as they combed the glade for the other dog. Alyosha gripped the brush hidden up his sleeve, trying to push past the sensation of slipping past a veil. The dread that had gripped him during his nightmares seeped back into his veins, but he couldn’t explain why. The forest seemed to have taken on a sinister aspect, and he pinched himself again, reminding himself that he was still awake.

A rustle to his right. He slid his brush into his palm and held it ready. Bounding up over the hill was a black dog, its ears and tail erected. “Yongma?” he asked. He tapped the girl on the shoulder. “Is that him?”

She turned and squinted. Beside her, Duckoo began barking furiously as she went still. “No,” she said.

He was surprised at the vehemence in her voice. “No?”

Her hands strayed to her waist where she began unwinding a long red rope weighted with a metal ball and a blade on either end. Duckoo’s hackles were raised, his teeth bared in a ferocious snarl. No, it couldn’t be Yongma; the white dog wouldn’t be reacting like this to a friend.

Another figure crested the hill, hunched over a walking stick with a wooden frame carrier attached to their back. A farmer. Alyosha relaxed and was about to call out to them when the girl placed a warning hand on his arm.

“Don’t,” she murmured. “Let’s keep going.”

It was not in his nature to ignore someone, but he did as she asked. She was clearly terrified; perhaps this farmer was the person she was running away from.

“Over here!” the farmer called out. “I could use a bit of help!”

Alyosha paused, but the girl pushed him forward. “Don’t listen to them,” she muttered. “They are not what they seem.”

“Wait! Please!”

“Who are they?” Alyosha whispered.

“The better question to ask is what are they,” she said cryptically.

“What are they?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” she said. “But there’s something wrong with them. Can’t you feel it?”

That transparent sensation in the air had only grown stronger. The farmer and the dog were drawing closer, and something about the way they both moved made all the hairs on the back of Alyosha’s neck stand on end. The strides were too smooth, too even, and they seemed to have covered much more ground than he would have expected with a leisurely stroll. The farmer would be upon them soon. He picked up his pace. “Come on.”

The girl began sliding her hands along the length of her rope, holding the blade in her left hand and twirling the hammer end.

“Yah!” the farmer called again. They were so close Alyosha could see the strange slackness of their expression, the bland way their mouth moved, and the stillness of their eyebrows.

“Stay back!” the girl warned as the dog approached.

“She won’t hurt you.” The farmer smiled, holding their hands out in a gesture of helplessness. “And neither will I.”

“What do you want?” she asked in a trembling voice.

“Only a moment of your time, children.”

The dog stayed just beyond the reach of the spinning weighted end of the girl’s rope, and Duckoo whined, his ears pressed flat against his head, his tail tucked between his legs. There was something wrong with the other dog. She did not respond in any way, did not display any of the signs of aggression, appeasement, or even acknowledgment Alyosha saw in normal encounters between canines. Her ears were neutral, her eyes were blank, and her tail hung limply at her haunches, but it was not because she was well trained. It was as though she simply did not know Duckoo was there, even as she stared right at him.

“Stay away,” Suhwa repeated. “Or I will attack.”

The farmer tilted their head. “Go ahead,” they said with a smile. The way their skin seemed to slither over the bones of their face sent a ripple of revulsion through Alyosha. “This world is so wondrous and new, filled with sensations I have never before experienced. I wonder what pain feels like.”

Without warning, the girl tossed the bladed end of her rope in the air and kicked it straight at the farmer. It flew like an arrow and lodged itself in their chest before she yanked it back out with a sharp tug of her wrist. The farmer looked down at the black blood pouring from the wound.

Black.

Their blood was black.

“Well,” they said. “That’s unpleasant.”

Alyosha brandished his brush. The air around him had lost its transparent feeling; he was past the veil now and back in the realm of nightmares. Images of roiling clouds of black seeping in through tears in the fabric of the world returned to him and his hand shook as he held his brush. “What … what are you?”

The farmer smiled as they advanced. “Can you not guess, little magician?” The black of their pupils began bleeding into the whites of their eyes, slowly turning their gaze into endless pools of darkness.

Alyosha swiftly sketched the character for sever, the character appearing in shimmering green strokes before him. He pushed the glyph toward the farmer, and deep slices appeared all over their arms, legs, and chest. Black blood spattered everywhere. The dog at the farmer’s side lunged at him, but Duckoo flew at it from the side, knocking it over and sending them both tumbling down the slope. The black dog quickly recovered and shook itself off, growing several times larger in the process. Alyosha watched in horror as it sprouted several spines along its back, and as several more pairs of glowing red eyes popped along its snarling snout. The dog—monster—leaped for the white dog and Duckoo yelped as he went down, pinned by enormous claws.

“Duckoo!” Alyosha ran down the slope and barreled into the beast. A horrifying sense of wrongness shot through him when he made contact with the creature. His stomach lurched, and he was slammed by a terrifying sense of vertigo, as though he had missed a step in the dark. The beast got to its feet and leaped. Alyosha rolled out of the way, swiftly sketching earth rise onto the forest floor. The creature landed several feet away, leaving deep grooves in the dirt as it skidded to a halt. It gathered itself and charged again, slamming headfirst into the sudden sheer rock face that shot up from the ground before Alyosha.

“Bangtan! Bangtan! Bang-Bangtan!”

Six other boys crested the hill. Indigo, pink, glittering black, scarlet, gold, and purple streaks of magic lit the air as Alyosha’s Brothers came to his aid—Junseo, Bohyun, Mihoon, Sungho, Taeri, and Yoochun. Several deep slices opened up the creature’s hide as it roared with pain, limping and sinking to the ground. Black blood dripped from its wounds, the forest floor hissing as droplets hit the dirt. A strange rot sprang up wherever the black blood touched.

“Duckoo!” Alyosha gasped. “The dog!”

Taeri and Yoochun immediately scooped up the injured dog and ran back toward camp as Sungho and Mihoon hurried to Alyosha’s side.

“Are you hurt?” Mihoon demanded.

“I’m fine,” Alyosha said. “The farmer—the girl—”

“Junseo and Bohyun are helping her,” Sungho said. “Let’s go—”

He fell back as the beast suddenly lunged for them, jaws snapping as it crawled on its belly. Mihoon sketched the glyph for dissolution and slammed it into the ground. Boom! The dirt exploded as a sinkhole opened. The creature roared as it fell, legs flailing uselessly. The second oldest Bangtan Brother drew the character for healing with wide strokes over the opening and brought his hands together, sealing the beast underground.

Up the slope, Alyosha could see the lithe figure of the girl whirling and spinning in what seemed like a dance, swinging the weighted end of her weapon in intricate circles around her arm, her torso, and her neck. She expertly timed the arc of her weapon to strike out at the farmer in concert with powerful kicks and strikes with the blade in her left hand. Junseo and Bohyun hovered on the edges of the fight, brushes at the ready, but the girl seemed more than capable of defending herself. The farmer appeared battered and exhausted, black blood spattered on their face. The girl spun in close and stabbed them in the neck. The farmer grunted and fell to one knee. Twirling away again, she grasped the rope with both hands, yelling out as she swung the weight over her head and brought it down with driving swiftness toward the farmer’s head.

Thwack!

With a movement too swift to follow, the farmer stopped the ball end with their hand. They yanked on the rope connecting them to the girl and she stumbled forward. Lunging at her, they wrapped their clawed fingers about her neck as Junseo and Bohyun shouted in alarm.

“Enough playing, little girl,” the farmer rasped. “I’ve had enough of pain.”

The girl gripped their wrists.

Flesh dissolved along the farmer’s body, revealing a visage too horrifying to comprehend. Where the farmer had once been was a hole in the world, and Alyosha cried out for fear of falling into it. An infinite, howling void shaped like a human, and his mind could not understand it.

Demon.

A demon was manifest on the physical plane without an abomination, without the undead, and without the waking dreamers.

The veil between the worlds was gone and he saw the farmer for what they really had been: an illusion.

“Yongma!” the girl ground out. “Yongma!”

At once a silvery mist appeared out of nowhere, covering the ground too swiftly to be natural. Confused, the demon released the girl, who fell coughing to the forest floor. Bohyun immediately ran to her side and looped her arm around his broad shoulders. Junseo came to her other side.

“Run!” she shouted, her voice hoarse. She threw her hand out toward Alyosha, who ran up the slope to take it. He grabbed Sungho’s hand, who grabbed Mihoon’s. “Duckoo—”

“Safe.” Alyosha tried not to panic as the mist began to envelop them completely. “Camp’s over there.” The six of them limped down the slope, with Mihoon and Junseo on either end, holding their brushes at the ready.

Behind them, he could hear the demon howling in rage, calling for the girl.

“Let’s go,” Junseo said, leading the way. “We’ll break camp immediately. Leave everything we can’t throw in the wagon behind.”

Alyosha stole one last glance at the strange fog as they fled the scene. Silvery mist followed them as they ran, but somehow he was not afraid. In it he thought he could glimpse the subtle sheen of iridescent scales.
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THE JOURNEY FROM JINGXI TO HWANGYEONG TOOK three days.

Li Ami had been on boats before, gliding along the canals in gondolas as a child in Zanhei and in a boat on the calm waters of the Sweet Sea, but the open ocean was different. Vaster. Saltier. And much more turbulent. Their passage had been aided by a steady wind courtesy of Temur flying above them, but the relatively small size of their craft meant that every roll and swell of the waves was amplified threefold. The work of transcribing her notes on Songs of Order and Chaos had been nigh impossible in those conditions, the ink splashing and spilling everywhere, so she had quickly given up. At least they had been blessed with clear skies; the captain had said the weather during spring could be notoriously unpredictable.

So Ami had passed most of her time on the boat watching the horizon to the east, wondering when and if she would notice land. When the sailors had discovered she was an astrologer’s daughter, they kindly taught her how to navigate by the skies above. She had grown up learning the stars had meaning, but now she learned that they also kept their own time, steadily traversing the heavens like clockwork. The sailors showed her how to find north by finding the asterism of the Immortal Dragon, which circled the pole star once per day, or fifteen degrees every hour. Ami thought of the dragon circling the staves of the priests of the Immortals, a physical representation of the night sky. The sailors weren’t much for superstition or religion, which suited her just fine, although they all swore on Tendi, the Second Immortal. The navigator’s star, or the eyes of the Immortal Dragon.

She understood her father better on this journey. Li Er-Shuan had been an imperial astrologer and had always considered the stars a mirror to the mundane. Although she could not read the language of the gods the way he could, she could see the connections between the heavens above and the earth below. In its own way, the night sky was a reflection of order and chaos, the principles that governed their world. She found comfort in the consistency of the stars, which did not change and did not lie. The Mother of Ten Thousand Demons may threaten their very existence, but not even she could blot them out.

The other girls spent most of their time belowdecks—Zhara due to seasickness, and Yuli due to spirit-walking with Han and Gaden back in the imperial city. Ami knew Yuli and Zhara had quarreled before they left for the Azure Isles but didn’t feel it was her place to make things right between them. She hated when there was tension, more for their sake than for hers. She was used to awkwardness, but they were not. Ami sympathized with Yuli; if she had failed in closing the portal at the Pillar, if the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons had succeeded in possessing Gaden, she was not sure what she would have done. But she agreed with Zhara. There was nothing they could do for Kho without the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos, and the last demon portal at the Lake of Illusion needed to be sealed.

“Blast!” came a shout from the bow of the ship as the craft dipped and water splashed on the deck. “And that was Wulin silk too.”

And there was Chan Xuhei, or Xu, as they preferred to be called. The two of them had met a few times before when they were children, back when Li Er-Shuan was still in Zanhei Palace’s good graces. She remembered them as the vain, frivolous sort, the type to be more preoccupied with fashion than foreign affairs. They were accompanying the girls on their journey to the Azure Isles, ostensibly as a diplomatic liaison between the pro-magic alliance and the Indigo Baron, and had spent most of their time studying up on the Azurean customs and dialect.

Ami rose from her perch near the ship’s stern, carefully maintaining her balance as she made her way to the front. Xu mournfully held a ruined silk fan before them, scrutinizing it to see if any part could be salvaged. “I was made for lounging on divans and being fed plates of perfectly cut fruit by beautiful people attendant on my every whim,” they said ruefully. “Not the seafaring life.” They tucked their fan back into their sash with a sigh. “Ah, good morning,” they said as she approached.

“What are you doing out here?” she asked. Although Xu had given her permission to speak informally with them, the intimacy felt strange in her mouth. Back among southerners, her old self-conscious self made itself known, and besides, the two of them were not friends.

“I wanted some air,” Xu said in an aggrieved voice. “It’s rather miserable down there, with Snoring Beauty on one end and Spewing Beauty on the other, to say nothing of the animals. Not”—they added quickly—“that they stink, mind you. Only that one can’t take a step without tripping over someone’s horn or tail.”

Ami said nothing. She didn’t know quite how to respond to Xu; they had a way of speaking that made it seem as though they were constantly waiting for applause that made it hard for her to connect. Their affectation wasn’t a lie, but it didn’t feel like truth either.

Xu cleared their throat. “The captain said we are to make landfall later today.”

Ami nodded. “I came up here to see if I could spot the Azure Isles as well. The sailors said it would look like a gray cloud on the horizon.”

Xu swore as water splashed up on the deck again.

“It’s a smoother ride near the back,” she offered. “The view into the harbor won’t be as dramatic, but at least you won’t get wet.”

They followed her to the ship’s stern. “Do you know much about sailing?” they asked.

“Only what I’ve learned on this journey,” she said. “It’s very interesting.”

“I see.” A brief silence. Then, “And this will be your first time to the Azure Isles.”

“Yes,” Ami said, wondering why they had asked her a question to which they already knew the answer. She had forgotten how much politeness mattered in the south; she had gotten so used to conversations of substance with both Yuli and Zhara that she wasn’t sure she could pretend to care about manners again. “Zhara said you can speak the Azurean dialect.”

“Poorly,” Xu said wryly. “But I’m not sure how much it will matter at the Indigo Baron’s court. He’s accustomed to our ways and speech; he and Jingxi have been allied for years.”

Ami kept her gaze focused on the waves ahead. “Do you think he will send ships to help break the blockade?”

“It would all depend on how comfortable he is breaking with the Fleet Queen,” Xu said. “And whether or not we can get there ahead of the northern occupation of the Isles. Princess Durumi doesn’t think the Baron would willingly ally with the Lady of Wild Things, but he could certainly be forced. The northerners have bodies to spare.”

“What happens if we don’t make it before the occupation?”

Xu sighed. “I don’t know. It would certainly make our objectives in the Azure Isles that much harder.” They pinched the bridge of their nose. “It feels as though we are blundering through this war with blinkers on, only able to see the next step in front of us. It’s almost impossible to plan ahead. Things change so quickly.”

“One step at a time,” Ami said, thinking of Zhara’s oft-repeated refrain.

“I feel so useless,” Xu murmured. “My skills are in keeping my prince alive and looking pretty. I’m no diplomat, and I’m certainly no warrior. If our plans for the Indigo Baron fall through, what am I supposed to do? Go traipsing across the Azure Isles with you girls? I don’t even have any magic.”

Ami had had the same thought but held her tongue. “I’m sure you’ll find a way to make yourself useful” was all she said.

“Ho!” There was a shout of alarm from the front of the boat. “Leviathan, straight ahead!”

“Leviathan?” Ami turned to look at the captain manning the rudder.

The captain frowned. “A large sea creature,” they supplied. “Could be a whale. There are pods that swim these waters.”

“Yah!” There was an enormous splash and more shouts of fear. “What is that?”

Ami and Xu exchanged glances and made their way back to the front of the ship. “What is it?” she asked the sailors. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” said Peng. He was one of the older sailors, a leathery sea hand who had traveled from the Five Sisters to the Azure Isles more times than he could count. “I’ve never seen anything like this in these waters before.”

“Like what?” Xu asked, warily leaning over the railing.

“There!” Peng pointed straight ahead and Ami saw the cresting head of what seemed like an enormous serpent rising from the sea. It reared its head and roared, a strange, discordant scream, before crashing down upon the waves and disappearing underwater.

“A … sea serpent?” Xu asked weakly.

Ami had gone still. She had seen something the others could not; through her enchanted spectacles she saw the world through glittering layers of ki, and the serpent that had breached the waters before them had not been a serpent. Or an animal. Or anything of this earth.

“No,” she whispered. “A demon.”

Overhead, Temur gave a shriek of warning, her musical voice screechy with terror.

“A demon?” Xu yelped. “What do you mean a demon?”

The creature had been a tear in the fabric of reality. An impossible thing, a point of blackness on her vision so dense it left the burn of an afterimage on her eyes. She had encountered demons before—as abominations, as the undead, and even possessing the bodies of waking dreamers, but never one manifest entirely before. It went against everything she knew about demons from Songs of Order and Chaos: that order was incompatible with chaos, that demons needed to possess an earthly vessel in order to interact with the physical world.

“What do we do?” the captain shouted.

Ami watched as the pool of blackness beneath the water grew smaller as it swam away. The demon had been uninterested in them, perhaps too enamored with being embodied to pay them much mind. Whatever the reason, it did not seem to present an active danger to them.

“We keep on our course,” she called back. “I don’t think it will trouble us.”

“You don’t think?” Xu asked fearfully. “There are demons swimming in the waters of the Azure Strait and you don’t think it will trouble us?”

“No,” she said, watching the void disappear. “See?” she said, pointing. “It’s headed that way.”

“Was it an abomination?” Xu asked.

She shook her head. “No. Abominations were human once and I could see”—she tapped her glasses—“if that were so.”

“An animal then? Is that even possible?”

Ami bit her lip. “It wasn’t an animal either. It was … it simply was. A demon. In the physical world. Without a vessel.”

Peng drew in a sharp breath. “How is that possible?”

She thought of the missing fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos. “I don’t know,” she said softly. “But it seems as though there is a blurring between our world and Tiyok now that the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons has escaped.”

Xu went pale. “How do we fight back?” they whispered. “Magic?”

Ami looked down at her hands. Zhara could transform ki, she could control it, Yuli could bridge it, but only Gaden with the Star of Radiance could banish a demon. “We need the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos,” she said. “There must be something in there about fighting with demons—actual demons—instead of their manifestations.”

“Land, ho!” a sailor called from the mast in relief.

Ami and Xu looked up excitedly to scan the horizon. At first she could see nothing, but suddenly she was able to make out a mass of dark blue-gray straight ahead.

“The Azure Isles,” Xu breathed. “Let’s hope we’re not too late.”



They were, in fact, too late.

The flags flying in Hwangyeong harbor bore the standard of the yellow wolf, the sigil of the Maltak Kang to which the Lady of Wild Things—Kho—belonged. Thankfully there were not a lot of northerners patrolling the docks when they drew into port; according to a local fisherman, the majority of the troops occupied the Indigo Baron’s stronghold on the eastern side of the city.

“Has the Baron agreed to lend his ships to the northern cause?” Xu had asked in dismay.

The fisherman shook their head. “The Baron is an old rebel. He’s been agitating for Azurean independence from the mainland since before the Just War, and the last thing he would do is throw in his lot with the northerners.”

Zhara glanced around the harbor, her complexion still a bit green. “Then why would the Baron welcome them into his city?”

“He didn’t,” the fisherman said grimly. “They took the old man hostage.”

“And the people of Hwangyeong didn’t fight back?” Yuli asked.

The fisherman eyed Yuli’s ruddy hair and obviously northern-style clothes. “Who is to say we didn’t?”

Yuli had the grace to look abashed.

“There goes any hope of securing ships to end the blockades,” Xu said dejectedly.

The fisherman took in the Lalang-style craft, too small to carry much in the way of cargo. “The strangers are not here for trade, I presume.”

Xu shook their head. “We had hoped,” they said, “to lean upon Hwangyeong’s friendship with Jingxi to aid our side in the civil war.”

“Among other things,” Zhara added quietly.

Ami looked to the hills surrounding Hwangyeong. Much of the Azure Isles was mountainous and not easily traversed, especially not without experienced guides. More than the naval aid, she and the other girls were in dire need of resources to help them with their quests to seal the demon portal at the Lake of Illusion and find the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos. A map, at the very least, would be useful. Without the Indigo Baron’s help, they were as good as stranded.

“Friendship, humph,” the fisherman said. “The Azureans want no part of this civil war. We have always been an afterthought to the mainlanders, cherished for our mines, our beautiful forests, and our abundant seas with nary a consideration for our right to self-determination.”

Xu shifted uncomfortably on their feet. “What would the Azureans require from us in order to give aid?”

The fisherman eyed them critically, surveying Xu’s fine robes, their carefully made-up face, and their youthfulness. “What can the mainland even offer?” They shook their head. “They send us children when they could have sent us soldiers. Weapons. Tools with which to oust the northern encroachment on our islands. Instead Jingxi focuses on the imperial city, taking its friendship with Hwangyeong for granted.”

Xu looked helplessly toward Zhara, but she seemed more focused on keeping the contents of her stomach in place. Ami studied the gabled roofs of the palace set into the hills overlooking the bay. “What if we were to free the Indigo Baron?” she asked in a soft voice.

The fisherman laughed harshly, but it was not unkind. “And these southern strangers would do for us what we Azureans are fighting to do ourselves?” They smiled without mirth. “How?”

Ami opened her mouth to tell them that they were the Guardians of Dawn, that they had faced abominations, the undead, and waking dreamers, but Zhara stopped her with a touch and a subtle shake of her head. Ami burned at the injustice the citizens of Hwangyeong faced, but her friend was right. They had other things to do.

“I see their hearts are pure,” the fisherman said gruffly. “If the mainlanders are seeking aid, then I suggest they beseech the priestesses of Do at the convent of the Way.” They pointed to the peak of the tallest mountain overlooking the city. “Take the path through the western gate and it will lead you there. But hurry; the northerners will cut off that pass soon enough.”

“What about—” Xu began, but Zhara broke in swiftly.

“A thousand thanks, Excellency,” she said. “We promise we will repay Azurean generosity in any way we can.”

The fisherman grunted. “We’ll see,” they said. “We’ll see.”



The path to the convent of the Way was steep and not for the faint of heart.

“The people of the Azure Isles must be prodigious hikers,” Xu panted, climbing up yet another set of steps cut into the hillside. Sweat poured down their brow, smearing the rouge on their cheeks. “I can’t imagine making this ascent more than once.”

The trail was narrow and shaded by mountain pines, doubling back on itself multiple times as it wound its way up the slope. The drop-off was sheer; one wrong misstep and they would find themselves needing a priestess of Do to perform the last rites and send their ki on to the cauldron of the universe to be reborn. The celestial companions fared far better than their humans: Rinqi was accustomed to mountain passes, while Sajah made his way cat-footed and sure. Ami couldn’t help but wish Temur hadn’t taken offense when she suggested the Eagle fly the party up to the convent, but Yuli had rightfully pointed out that a giant four-winged bird was sure to bring unnecessary attention on them all. It had taken them several hours to summit the mountain, and by the time they reached the peak, the sun was already beginning to set.

“We’re here,” Zhara said, struggling to catch her breath. She looked up at the freestanding gate that marked the entrance, carved with the symbol of the now-familiar taikhut, which the Azureans called the daeghuk, or the Great Absolute.

The convent was unlike anything Ami had expected; the monasteries of the Great Wheel in the outermost west had been more like castles with their walls and parapets, but the complex before them existed in harmony with the landscape around it. Gabled halls and buildings were nestled among the rocks and trees, surrounding a naturally shaped courtyard completely unprotected from the elements. To her surprise, she saw evidence of some rudimentary fortifications being built of wood and stone around the perimeter, as though the priestesses within were expecting trouble.

“I didn’t realize the priestesses of Do had guards,” Yuli said, noting the pair who kept watch beneath the gate. They did not appear to be members of the order; they did not wear the white robes nor the broad-brimmed hat and black veil that gave the priestesses their distinct appearance. “I thought they knew as many ways to kill with their bare hands as they knew to heal.”

The guards carried spears, but not those of sophisticated make. The pikes were crude and the hafts made of simple wood, brutal and efficient, as though made by the common folk instead of in forges and armories.

“I thought convents of the Way were considered neutral during times of war,” Ami remarked quietly as they passed beneath the gate. Sajah and Rinqi kept themselves hidden in the forest surrounding the complex; they could fend well enough for themselves.

“I don’t know,” Zhara murmured, pointing to a wooden sign hanging from the eaves of one of the buildings. It was painted with the sunburst sigil of the Mugung Dynasty, a symbol of the Guardians of Dawn. “I think they might have chosen a side.”

“A safe house,” Ami breathed. They had not had much contact with members of the mutual aid society since the start of the civil war, as the pro-magic alliance had largely absorbed the organization. How quickly she had forgotten that the rest of the Morning Realms was not free to practice magic.

“Welcome, children,” a gentle voice said behind them. Turning around, Ami saw a priestess in their customary white robe and dark blue sash, but without the hat and veil. It felt strangely rude to be staring at a priestess of Do’s bare face; Ami had only ever seen them veiled during the rituals of birth and death throughout the empire. “My name is Mother Oleander. How may I serve?”

“Summer, fall, winter, spring,” Zhara sang, her voice charmingly off-key.

“Guardians rise and justice sings,” the priestess finished. Their dark eyes took in everyone’s varied appearance, from Xu’s silk robes to Yuli’s fur-trimmed woolen tunic. “I see that the children are not Azurean,” they said softly. “What brings them to my beloved isles?”

“We are the Guardians of Dawn,” Zhara said. “The Guardian of Wood”—she pointed to Ami—“the Guardian of Wind”—to Yuli—“and the Guardian of Fire.” She offered her hand, and a lotus blossom of fire bloomed in her palm. “And also Chan Xuhei,” she added, almost as an afterthought.

Xu sighed.

“Ah. I see.” The head priestess gave no sign of surprise or astonishment. “Come, children, follow me. We shall speak inside.”

Mother Oleander led them through the courtyard and up some steps to a smaller building on an outcropping of rock. They slid open the door and ushered everyone inside, and to Ami’s surprise, the room was already packed with people. Several figures in identical dark blue robes that she assumed were acolytes were gathered around a table, an enormous stone bowl, what looked like several molds of arrowheads or other weaponry, and a pile of iron nails, chains, and other bits of metal. One of the acolytes packed the bowl with metal, another cast a spell that melted the metal, and someone else poured the molten ore into the molds. Yet another acolyte cast a spell to cool and set the iron before removing pikes from the cast. Now Ami understood where the spears the guards were holding came from.

“What’s all this?” Yuli asked, taking in the preparations. In a different corner of the room, several people not robed in acolyte blue were sanding down long staves on which to fit the tips just released from the molds.

“What does it look like?” Mother Oleander asked in amusement. “We are a people under occupation, child. Did they expect us to go quietly without a fight?”

“The convent isn’t afraid of being raided?” Yuli asked.

“We have means of protecting ourselves,” the head priestess said calmly. “And as our guests have cause to know, the convent isn’t easily accessible.”

“And how,” Xu muttered, fanning themself.

“Now.” Mother Oleander folded their hands into the sleeves of their robe. “How can we assist the Guardians of Dawn? I presume the legendary elemental warriors reborn have greater troubles on their mind than the matter of Azurean independence.”

“Well, yes.” Zhara looked to Ami and Yuli, who looked to each other and gave a subtle shake of their heads. Zhara, whether she liked it or not, was their leader and the one responsible for explaining. Besides, she was the best suited to communicate; Yuli’s straightforwardness was considered rude, while Ami’s intensity could be off-putting. “What does the priestess know of the Guardian of Water?”

Ami was taken aback by this line of questioning. She had thought Zhara would ask straightaway about the Lake of Illusion or information about the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos, both of which seemed more urgent in the fight against the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons than finding the last elemental warrior.

“Only half-remembered stories from my childhood,” Mother Oleander said. “And they will be known by the Dragon of the East, by pearly eyes and shining scales,” they quoted.

“I heard that no one will ever know the Guardian of Water’s true face,” said one of the acolytes. “That they can switch their appearance out for another like a mask.”

Ami frowned. “According to Songs of Order and Chaos, the Guardian of Water was said to be able to cloud the minds of anyone who gazed upon them.”

“Songs of Order and Chaos?” Mother Oleander asked.

“It is sometimes called The Book of Beginnings and Endings,” Ami offered. “It was split into four at the end of the Mugung Dynasty and scattered to the four corners of the empire.”

To her surprise, the acolytes and the priestess exchanged significant looks. “The Guardian of Wood speaks of our holy text,” Mother Oleander said in a soft voice.

“Holy text?” Yuli asked. “But I thought Songs of Order and Chaos was a book of demonology.”

The head priestess shook their head. “It is a record of all things order and chaos, and yes, that includes spirits and demons,” they said. “Compiled by members of our order for millennia. Followers of the Way have always known that the balance between order and chaos is crucial to maintain, and knowledge of how to keep that balance is our collective responsibility. But knowledge is power, and the Mugungs sought to increase their own through various arts, including ours. For years, the book sat in the imperial library, but just before the Just War, a few of our priestesses were able to recover a portion.”

Ami’s heart rose. “Do you know where it is?” She caught herself. “I mean, could Mother Oleander tell us where we could find it?”

Mother Oleander frowned. “It is a sacred text, child. What use could the Guardians of Dawn have with it?”

“We need it to understand the true nature of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons,” Ami said. “And defeat her.”

The head priestess hesitated when a bell began clanging throughout the convent.

“What is it?” Zhara asked.

Mother Oleander looked grim. “Intruders.”
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SEVEN WAS ENTIRELY TOO MANY PEOPLE TO keep straight, Suhwa decided.

After she and the others escaped from the demon in the woods, she followed them to a campsite to find it haphazardly packed up, with a horse hitched to a covered wagon, waiting to run. To her immense relief, she found Duckoo with those who had returned ahead of them, healed of his injuries with a spell. She scooped up the white dog in her arms and buried her face in his fur, apologizing over and over again for what had happened to him. When she had first left the convent, she never would have imagined things would turn out the way they did.

“Hurry.” The tallest of the boys—her rescuers were all boys, as far as she could tell, for they all called each other brother—offered her a seat in their wagon. “Let’s put as much distance between ourselves and that … that thing as we can.”

The first few hours of their flight were silent and tense, everyone grimly focused on maintaining a light, steady jog to keep pace with the trotting horse. When it became clear there was no one else on the road behind them, the tallest of them—a beanpole, really—called for a break.

“We might as well catch our breath and have something quick to eat before we continue,” he said as they rested by the side of the road. “And introduce ourselves properly.” He inclined his head.

Suhwa had been privately assigning them all nicknames to keep track. The tallest—Beanpole—seemed to be their leader, although he appeared near to her in age. The others were Handsome, Grandpa, Sunshine, Fairy Prince, Giggles, and Alyosha, whose name she did recall.

“I never did thank everyone for saving me,” she said. She gave a great bow, getting down on her hands and knees and pressing her forehead to the ground. “A thousand, thousand thanks.”

“We can lower our speech,” Beanpole said. “Hard to maintain formality when you’ve fought a”—he made a face—“demon? Together.”

Suhwa said nothing, the horror of that encounter still too fresh in her mind. She thought of Mother Belladonna’s dire pronouncements about the dangers of the world outside their convent, and wished she had taken them more seriously. She had only ever considered the mundane dangers of traveling alone—bandits, animal predators, even Kestrels—and thought herself more than equipped to handle whatever trouble came her way with her rope dart and her glamours. But demons? Not just abominations, but actual demons in the … flesh? The farmer had been corporeal, but there was something twisted and wrong about their physicality. Chaos incarnate. Chaos manifest. She hadn’t thought that was possible. Suhwa gathered Duckoo to her, breathing deep his doggy musk and taking comfort in the reality of it. He wriggled in protest.

“My name is Ahn Junseo,” Beanpole said.

“I’m Lee Bohyun,” said Handsome.

“Oh Mihoon,” grunted Grandpa.

Sunshine flashed her a winning smile. “Song Sungho.”

“Choi Taeri,” said Fairy Prince.

“Choi Alyosha.”

“Choi Yoochun,” said Giggles.

She knew she wasn’t going to remember the litany of names and faces that had just come at her, but she smiled and nodded. Duckoo barked happily, wagging his tail as he went to nose each of the boys in greeting.

“And who is this handsome fellow?” Fairy Prince cooed as he crouched down to better pet Duckoo’s belly.

“That’s Duckoo,” Alyosha said. He tilted his head and gave Suhwa a sidelong glance. “What about the other one?”

“Yongma.” Duckoo’s brother had been trailing behind their party, invisible to all. There was a point when she could have introduced another dog to these boys, but now she felt she couldn’t, not without explaining his true nature … or hers. “He’ll find us,” she told Alyosha. “He’s a good tracker.”

“I hope he’s all right,” he fretted, stroking their horse’s nose. He seemed a soft touch with animals.

“I’m sure he is,” Suhwa said. “He can take care of himself.” Out of the corner of her eye, she saw an irritated shimmer in the air.

Handsome began taking various supplies out of their covered wagon, a random assortment of costume masks, a lute, a drum, a few pots and pans, a bag of rice, and other dried food stuffs.

“Gogo,” Beanpole said, “we don’t have time for all that.”

“We didn’t have time to eat breakfast,” Handsome said sternly. “It’s my job to make sure you don’t all collapse from exhaustion on the way to Hwangyeong. It won’t take long to make some soup and rice.”

Beanpole looked as though he were about to protest, then shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said, turning to Suhwa as the others went about helping to prepare food. “You never did get a chance to introduce yourself.”

Suhwa opened her mouth, then closed it again. She had thought she would be maintaining her Grandmother Yarrow disguise all the way to Hwangyeong and had not prepared for what would happen if she were to meet others as herself. As nice as these boys were, she had learned long ago that her real name was a curse and burden to everyone who knew it, not to mention there was likely some sort of reward for any information about Min Suhwa by the Fleet Queen.

Alyosha saw her hesitation, but instead of pressing her, he gave her a reassuring smile. “Heavenly maidens don’t disclose their names to just anyone.”

“Heavenly maiden?” Giggles said, in the midst of gathering firewood from the side of the road. He was the biggest of the seven, tall and broad-shouldered, but despite that, his eyes still held all the innocence of childhood. He seemed quite a bit younger than the others, and Suhwa called him Giggles for the baby-like purity of his laugh. “No wonder she’s so beautiful.”

Suhwa smiled. “You can call me … call me Sister Foxglove.”

“A death nun?” Giggles’s round eyes grew even rounder. Fairy Prince subtly jabbed him in the ribs. “I mean, a priestess of Do? Then where is your veil?”

Although Suhwa had never seriously considered taking the veil, she had often wondered who she would be if she did. Acolytes gave up their true names upon joining the order, adopting the name of a poisonous flower. She had always liked the idea of healing ailments of the heart, and in her mind, the persona of Sister Foxglove was a tragic figure who had given up love in order to pursue a higher calling. She felt herself settling in to this new identity, adopting a melancholic, romantic view of the world.

“I haven’t yet taken my vows,” she said. “I wanted to see a bit of the world before I entered the convent of the Way in Hwangyeong.”

Alyosha frowned. “I thought you were running from trouble.”

Mother of Demons. She had forgotten what she had said to Alyosha when they first met. “Oh. I might have, uh, had a run-in with some Huntsmen on the road.”

Beanpole looked concerned. “Huntsmen? Was their leader wearing a wolf helm?”

She shuddered as the image of Ogodei returned to her with his empty eyes and slack expression. She thought of him sitting on the platform, unnaturally still and void of charisma, and seemed to recall a wolf helm at his side. “Yes?” she said uncertainly. “I think so.”

Beanpole exchanged glances with the other boys. “The Lady of Wild Things’ personal cadre of trackers,” he said quietly. “What are they doing in the Azure Isles?”

“The Huntsmen must be here on a special mission for their mistress,” Grandpa said. He waved a brush over a pile of carefully stacked twigs, tracing the spell for fire in glittery black strokes.

Handsome paused in his cooking. “Do you think they’re searching for Min Suhwa as well?”

Beanpole frowned. “Could be. But to what end? The Fleet Queen has already pledged her ships to the northern cause.”

Suhwa lowered her gaze. Hearing her name from their lips felt like a slap, like someone throwing a bucket of ice water on her to wake her from a deep sleep. “Min Suhwa?” she ventured. “Who is that?”

Beanpole raised his brows. “You don’t know about the Fleet Queen’s niece?” he asked. “The lost daughter of the Last Marquess?”

Suhwa arranged her features into a wide-eyed, guileless expression. “Oh. I thought she died.”

“No body was ever found when she disappeared six years ago,” he replied. “Which gives rise to all sorts of rumors.”

“What’s so important about Min Suhwa anyway?” she asked, striving to keep the petulance from her voice. It was a question that had plagued her her entire life, and one for which no one could give a satisfactory answer. “Why would the Lady of Wild Things be searching for her? And why now?”

“A good question,” Beanpole murmured. “A lot of sudden interest in a girl who may not even be alive.” He looked at the other boys. “Even the pro-magic alliance was hopeful she could rally the barons to their cause.”

“Rally to their cause?” Suhwa asked. “What cause?”

Beanpole studied her carefully. Suhwa had to remind herself to pull back; overplay her character and it would no longer ring true. Sister Foxglove was sheltered, not stupid.

“You mean the civil war?” she said quickly. “But that’s silly. The barons have always been beholden to whoever holds the Admiralty in Kasong. And right now that’s the Fleet Queen. Surely no one expects this girl to overthrow the current suzerain.”

“It’s not the girl herself but what she represents,” Grandpa explained. “Her mother was an advocate for Azurean independence, and the people would see her as a symbol for what the future could be—free from the whims of the mainland. Especially now, with northerners invading the Isles.”

Suhwa bit her lip. The fact that she—no, the idea of her—existed in people’s minds was horrifying. For years, she had not had to think about Min Suhwa as anyone other than an insignificant girl with a traumatic past who lived in a convent. Who was Min Suhwa to these people? And how did they know her better than she did herself?

“So she’s just a symbol,” she said bitterly. “Not a person.”

Again, she could feel the touch of Beanpole’s too-intelligent gaze on her face. “Yes,” he said simply. “And symbols can be used by anyone because they can never die.”

“But that doesn’t explain why the Lady of Wild Things would be searching for Min Suhwa,” Sunshine said. He handed Suhwa a bowl and a spoon.

Beanpole looked thoughtful. “Why indeed?” He slid a glance toward Suhwa. “And why would a humble acolyte of the Way be of interest to the Huntsmen?”

Suhwa went still. This lanky boy was far too perceptive for his own good. “I don’t know,” she said. “If they are searching for this Min Suhwa as you say, then maybe any young maiden of a certain age is in danger.”

“Hmm.” Beanpole pursed his lips, but his eyes remained unconvinced. “Are you certain there’s nothing else that stands out about you?”

She thought of Ogodei’s face as he advanced on her in Mabuk’s teahouse. The Fleet Queen wants your heart in a box. The Huntsman was not there on his Lady’s behalf; his Lady was acting on the Fleet Queen’s wishes. She wished she had never set foot outside her convent, that she had listened to Sister Larkspur’s warning and kept her head out of trouble.

Wherever you go, whatever you do, the Huntsmen will find you.

“She’s a magician,” Alyosha said helpfully, handing the taller boy his own set of dishes. “No matter who you are, being a magician in the Azure Isles is dangerous right now.”

“True.” Beanpole shook his head and offered Suhwa an apologetic smile. He had dimples, unexpectedly charming in such a sharp face, and they emphasized just how young he truly was. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to turn this into an interrogation.”

“Food is ready,” Handsome called. “Let’s eat and get moving. I would like to be in Hwangyeong by nightfall.” He scooped a heaping pile of rice into Suhwa’s bowl, followed by several ladlefuls of what smelled like spicy cabbage soup. Her stomach rumbled.

“What’s in Hwangyeong?” she asked, taking a big sip of the tangy broth. Either she hadn’t realized just how hungry she was, or Handsome was a really excellent cook to make something so delicious with so little.

“We mean to make contact with the Guardians of Dawn there,” Beanpole said. “And maybe put on a little performance.”

“A performance?” Suhwa paused in her eating and looked around the makeshift camp, her eyes settling on the costume masks, the lute, and the drum. She blinked, counting the boys around her. Beanpole, Handsome, Grandpa, Sunshine, Fairy Prince, Giggles, and Alyosha. Seven. “Wait a moment,” she said incredulously. “Are you … are you the Bangtan Brothers?”

Beanpole grinned. “You know, it’s rather nice not being recognized, even back at home.” He set down his bowl and clapped. “Two, three!”

The others choked and scrambled to set down their own food. “Hullo, we are the Bangtan Brothers!” they said, their voices entirely out of sync.

“I was on my way to Hwangyeong to see you!” Suhwa exclaimed with delight.

Alyosha tilted his head. “I thought you were headed there to take your vows at the convent of the Way.”

Suhwa coughed, thumping her chest as a bit of food went down the wrong pipe. “Well, yes,” she said. “But I wasn’t going to pass up an opportunity to watch a performance while you were there.”

“We hope to premier a bit from our latest adaptation,” Sunshine said. “The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death.”

Suhwa snorted. “Wait, you’ve read The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death? I never thought you were the type to read trashy romance novels.”

“They’re not trash!” Giggles said indignantly. “They’re full of real passion and emotion!”

“I take it you’re not a fan of Jae Hyun,” Beanpole said.

Suhwa chuckled. “I wouldn’t say I’m a fan,” she said. “Although I am quite familiar with them and their work.”

“Familiar with them?” Giggles asked. “Do you know Jae Hyun?”

“In a manner of speaking.” She grinned. “Although I know them best as Sister Larkspur.”

“Jae Hyun is a death nun?” Giggles squeaked.

“Are they finished with the next installment?” Fairy Prince demanded. “Do you know what happens after Little Flame returns to the human world? Does she rescue Lord Death?”

Suhwa gave him a smug smile. “Maybe.”

“Tease.” Fairy Prince scowled.

“We should get going,” Beanpole counseled as everyone finished eating. “I’d like to get to Hwangyeong before dark, and who knows what else we might run into on the road.”

The mood was much lighter as the company made their way to the city, with Suhwa asking for details about the Bangtan Brothers’ next performance. Who was to play Little Flame? (Sunshine.) Lord Death? (Handsome.) The goblins? (The three youngest, Fairy Prince, Alyosha, and Giggles.) Who wrote the libretto? (Beanpole.) The music? (Grandpa.) But more than their artistry, she was endlessly fascinated by the stories of their adventures—traveling all over the Morning Realms, helping magicians escape from their oppressive governments to the outermost west, working with the Guardians of Dawn.

“The Guardians of Dawn?” she asked lightly. “The elemental warriors of legend? They’re real?”

“Oh, yes,” Giggles said eagerly. “They’re very nice. Zhara, especially. She’s the Guardian of Fire.”

“She?”

“Jin Zhara, Li Ami, and Gommun Yulana,” Beanpole said. “They may be elemental warriors of legend, but they’re also ordinary girls. Well,” he amended with a smile, “extraordinary girls, I suppose. Extra and ordinary all at once.”

Ordinary girls. Extraordinary girls. Suhwa looked down at her hands. She wondered if the Guardians of Dawn were conscious of their extraordinary status at all times, or whether they disavowed the heavy destiny placed on their shoulders. What did they think of being turned into symbols of hope or hatred in extraordinary times?

“I wish I could meet them,” she said softly, more to herself than anyone else. She had never been friends with other girls her age; Sister Larkspur was the youngest priestess at her convent, and they were nearly forty, and Suhwa’s life was so different from those of the village girls of Mabuk it was hard to make genuine connections with any of them.

Presently, the troupe and Suhwa arrived on the outskirts of Hwangyeong. “We’ll escort you to the convent of the Way,” Beanpole said.

“That’s not necessary,” she protested.

“Perhaps not, but it is a Guardians of Dawn safe house,” he said. “And we have a lot of catching up to do with the rest of the organization.”

The idea of going straight from one convent to another was not an appealing one, but she could find no way to excuse herself. “But I don’t want to miss your performance,” she said petulantly.

Handsome smiled. “We’ll stage something special for you and the other priestesses.”

It was a sweet gesture, but it did not solve the problem of what she was going to say to the members of the order. Dread settled into the pit of her stomach the closer they drew to the city, a feeling that was not alleviated by the tense faces of the peasants in their huts as they passed.

“Cheerful crowd,” Sunshine remarked.

“I’m surprised no one has recognized us,” Handsome said. He pressed a hand to his heart with a dramatic sob. “Perhaps we’re not as famous as we thought.”

But it was not true that the boys passed by without recognition; children pointed at the covered wagon with its brightly painted sides and whispered to one another. Suhwa could hear the boys’ names rippling through the growing crowd, a murmured, rhythmic chant. Ahn Junseo, Lee Bohyun, Oh Mihoon, Song Sungho, Choi Taeri, Choi Alyosha, Choi Yoochun. But instead of excitement, there was apprehension, as though the people did not want the Bangtan Brothers to come perform for them.

“What’s going on?” Giggles asked. “I’ve never seen such an unfriendly audience before.”

“Hwangyeong’s not exactly a place of merriment at the moment.” One of the peasants leaned on their pitchfork as they spoke, more menacing than helpful.

“Did something happen?” Grandpa asked.

The peasant scoffed. “Where have you been? Northerners have invaded our city and taken our baron hostage.”

“We’ve been far from home,” Beanpole said.

The peasant softened. “So we’ve heard. The Azure Isles have changed since the Bangtan Brothers left, I’m afraid. The Fleet Queen sold us out to the Lady of Wild Things and imprisons anyone who dares speak out against her.” They shook their head. “The Brothers can perform all they like, but they won’t find light hearts or happy children here.”

Beanpole looked pained. “What of the convent of the Way in Hwangyeong? Have the northerners taken that as well?”

“The priestesses have held their own,” the peasant replied. “Although I don’t know for how much longer. They rely on us for food and other supplies, and as we speak, the northern bastards are marching in to cut off the pass.”

“We need to get there,” Handsome said in alarm. “Is there no other way?”

The peasant pointed the way they had come. “Go back to the fork in the road,” they said. “And take the river route. The northerners don’t know about it yet, but who knows for how long.”

Suhwa held her breath. What had seemed like a fun adventure when she set out the night before was rapidly turning into a debacle of epic proportions.

“A thousand thanks, friend,” Beanpole said.

“Be careful,” the peasant warned. “I hear there are monsters in the woods.”

Suhwa and the Brothers exchanged glances.

“We will,” Beanpole promised. He turned to the others. “Let’s go.”
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GADEN WANDERED THROUGH THE BURNED AND RUINED remains of the imperial library, running their fingers over the scorched shelves. After the war council was dismissed, everyone had gone their separate ways to prepare for what must be done, but Gaden had nothing to do. They sometimes wondered why they were invited to these councils in the first place, when they had no authority or jurisdiction over the Free Peoples and no one would listen to anything they had to say anyway. At least Han was the Prince of Zanhei and responsible for his people’s well-being; Gaden had no one but themself.

It was at times like these they missed the Qirin Tulku the most. Their old teacher had a way of holding their feelings and allowing them the grace and distance to examine themself more objectively. What Gaden had cherished most in their lessons together was not the history nor the philosophy of the Great Wheel but the warmth and affection between them. With the Qirin Tulku, they didn’t have to be anyone but themself—not Princess Weifeng, not the Beast, not even Gaden. Their old teacher had been instrumental in helping Gaden find their true self but had always stressed that personhood was developed over a lifetime, sometimes multiple lifetimes, and that their true self was an ever-evolving work of art.

Gaden was not sure if they liked the state of their artwork at the moment.

When they first arrived at the imperial city, they had been shocked that no one had restored the library. The entire place had been razed to the ground when the Warlord took the Sunburst Throne, but one of the Gommun Emperor’s first projects had been rebuilding the city according to his vision. The grand golden halls of the Mugungs had given way to the more austere yet colorful architecture of the north, statues of renowned figures of the previous dynasty toppled to make way for heroes of the Gommun Kang. But there were many other parts of the city the Warlord had restored to the way they had been—the Temple of the Immortals, the stupas of the Great Wheel, the altars to the celestial companions, the shrines of the Way. A tyrant against magic he might have been, the Warlord had nevertheless been gracious in his own way, allowing the people of the Morning Realms to worship in the ways they pleased. He had also relied on career bureaucrats and politicians to keep the empire running smoothly, retaining many of Gaden’s grandfather’s advisors and acknowledging he was more comfortable conquering than governing.

But the books had been deemed too dangerous to preserve. The library had been left as a monument to the magicians’ hubris.

“There you are,” Han said, picking his way through the debris. “I was wondering where you had wandered off to.”

Gaden stood amid the moldering beams, gazing at the great hole in the ceiling of what had once been the greatest collection of knowledge in all of the Morning Realms. There was nothing left, not even ash, which had long since blown away.

“Of all of the Warlord’s crimes,” they said softly, “I think it’s the destruction of the imperial library that has caused us the most harm. Sundering the past from the present means we have no foundation on which to build a future.”

Han made a face as he nearly stumbled over a rat. “The girls are on their way to finding the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos,” he said. “What else do you think you could have found in here that would help us in this civil war?”

“Should the imperial city fall, the Morning Realms will fall with it,” Gaden quoted. “What exactly did the Sunburst Warrior mean when they said that? We have no record of their thoughts or feelings when they founded this empire, if they even had any.”

“And if I recall correctly,” Han said, “the imperial city’s fallen a few times before. Once when the younger brother of the seventeenth Mugung emperor overthrew his brother to take the Sunburst Throne, and again when the mother of the twenty-third led a coup to install her daughter as emperor.”

Gaden was impressed. “I thought you hated history lessons.”

“I like battles.”

“So the city has fallen several times, but the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons didn’t return then,” Gaden said softly. “Why now, when the imperial city stands?”

Han gave them an unwontedly serious look. “You said in the meeting that the Mugungs were charged with protecting the empire from the return of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons,” he said. “And the Mugungs reigned for over two thousand years, during which the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons remained banished.”

“Are you suggesting that it’s my fault we face the threat of Tiyok taking over the earth?”

“No, of course not,” Han said. “But the fact the Lords of Tiyok began their rise around the time of the Just War seems pretty telling.”

Gaden placed their hand over their chest. “It must have had something to do with the Star of Radiance,” they said quietly. “So it is my fault.”

Han laid a hand on their shoulder. “Do you feel a responsibility to the empire?”

“Of course I do,” they said. “But don’t we all? It has nothing to do with the accident of birth and everything to do with what it means to be a good person.”

It was a long moment before Han spoke. “Why don’t you want to take the Sunburst Throne?”

Gaden bit their lip. If Han had asked them this question a few months ago, they would have said it was because Princess Weifeng was no longer who they were. They had spent so much of their life fighting against an identity that did not feel true to them that there had been no question they would refuse to sit on the Sunburst Throne. But now …

“My ancestors corrupted the true purpose of the Star of Radiance into a tool to subdue the will of magicians,” they said. “All to hold on to power. And for what? For the right to rule?” Gaden turned to the north, where two sharp peaks cast twin shadows over the city from a distance. “The right to impose their will on others? You, of all people, know what a violation that is. And you’re the one who keeps advocating for consensus.” They had once accidentally used their power on Han, compelling him to keep their identity a secret. It had been awful for them both.

“And you’re the one who keeps pointing out how terrible and inefficient that is,” Han pointed out.

“True.” Gaden laughed mirthlessly. “But the Free Peoples of the outermost west have never had any need for kings, queens, princes, or princesses.”

“I thought they had the Qirin Tulku.”

“The Qirin Tulku is a teacher, not a sovereign. A teacher is different, I think. A teacher guides, advises, counsels, but never commands. The Free Peoples are free not because they are lawless, but because they determine their fate together, with no one person wielding power over another.” Gaden lowered their gaze, blinking back the tears that scalded their lashes. “I would have been a teacher, you know,” they said in a small voice. “It was my duty as the Left Hand to find the Qirin Tulku’s next incarnation and raise them with all the wisdom their previous life had bestowed upon me.”

“I’m sorry,” Han said.

“It is what it is.” Gaden wiped at their cheeks. “Perhaps that is not the life I was meant to have.” They clawed at their chest again. “Instead, I’m stuck with a power I can’t—won’t—use.” They looked disgustedly at the blackened columns and the flaking gilding of the destroyed library. “And it’s all because of you!” they shouted at their ancestors. “I think I understand it better now,” they scoffed. “The imperial city was built as a testament to the Mugung’s glory. That’s why the Sunburst Warrior warned that the empire would fall if it fell.”

“The imperial city was built because it was a sacred site of astrological importance to the ancient peoples of the Morning Realms,” said a cracked voice.

Gaden and Han startled when Li Er-Shuan, Ami’s father, appeared. The astrologer had joined his daughter in the imperial city shortly after burying the heart seeds of his wife in her ancestral homeland. He was much recovered from his previous shattered state, but he still had his moments of vagueness and lucidity.

“What does Li Er-Shuan mean by that?” Gaden asked politely. While Ami had forgiven her father’s neglect of her, Gaden wasn’t inclined to be as charitable.

“The imperial city was here long before the Sunburst Warrior united the Morning Realms,” the astrologer said. “It might not have always been the seat of the empire, but it was once a place where the people gathered to commune with the gods.”

“Which gods?” Han asked.

Ami’s father shrugged. “Does it matter? Our people have always sensed something holy about this place, where the veil between the material world and the realm of the spirits is thin.”

Li Er-Shuan seemed to be in one of his more clear-eyed moods, but Gaden was having trouble following his course of thought. The astrologer was often seen wandering the streets and visiting the gardens in an attempt to gather the pieces of himself he had left behind when he broke the last Mugung Emperor’s hold on his mind but spent most of his time in the astrological observation tower, charting the rise and fall of the heavens. He was a bit of an oddity around the imperial city, neither part of the war councils nor the populace. Gaden had promised Ami they would look after her father but perhaps had not spent as much time with him as they should.

“Veil? What veil?” Han looked around him in confusion.

“It’s gone, all gone,” Li Er-Shuan said sadly, gazing at the crumbling bookshelves. “All the records, the stories we told one another about the visions, the spirits, the phenomena experienced in this place. Can the children not feel it?” He grasped at the air before him, as though trying to snatch invisible butterflies into existence. “The veil is nearly gone.”

Gaden and Han exchanged glances. “Perhaps we should get the astrologer back to bed,” Gaden said, gently taking Li Er-Shuan’s arm.

“No!” Ami’s father snatched back his hand. “I need the children to understand,” he said in a calmer voice. “That in the days before the banishment of Tiyok, it was we, the people of the Morning Realms, who maintained the balance between order and chaos. Spirits and humans existed side by side, and it was the way of things.” He turned his gaze to the northwest of the city, to the twin peaks that cast their shadows over the valley. “The Shards of the Sun,” he murmured. “There flows a waterfall just outside city walls; the sunrise of the first morning of the new year would appear to light it on fire. The ancient peoples believed it was a symbol of light vanquishing darkness, of order triumphing over chaos.” He shaded his eyes, as though staring into the brilliance of something only he could see. “Here we used to perform rituals to appease the spirits, where magicians would strengthen the wards that protected the land. But all that changed when the Sunburst Warrior banished the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons beneath the city.”

“Tiyok was banished here?” Gaden asked in surprise.

Li Er-Shuan nodded. “The energy of this place is powerful. Can they not feel it?”

Gaden looked to Han again, but the prince gave a surreptitious shrug of his shoulders.

“The imperial city is a lock,” Li Er-Shuan said, holding his hand out to the twin peaks overlooking the valley. “And the Star of Radiance was the key.”

“Was?” Gaden asked.

The astrologer met their eyes, and at last Gaden could catch a glimpse of the intelligent mind that lurked beneath his broken exterior. “You tell me, child,” Li Er-Shuan said softly, speaking directly to them for the first time, “what your ancestors did with the awesome power of the Star. Instead of safeguarding the world against Tiyok’s return, they turned it against their own people. Even now I feel its siren call upon my free will.”

Gaden had to look away.

“And what would the astrologer have Gaden do?” Han said, coming to his friend’s defense. “They didn’t ask for this.”

“No, they didn’t,” Li Er-Shuan said gently. “But they are responsible for the consequences nonetheless.”

Irritation rose like a gorge in Gaden’s throat. It was all well and good for Ami’s father to make his pronouncements of doom and gloom, to speak of responsibility and consequences when he had spent much of his daughter’s life absent. “Yes, it is my duty to banish the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons,” they said bitterly. “It is why I am here, doing nothing but twiddling my thumbs and waiting for the grown-ups to take me seriously.”

Li Er-Shuan gave them a sad, sidewise smile. “Such is the way of the young and the infirm, lah? I know a little something of having my words go unheeded.”

Gaden winced. “I am sorry for Li Er-Shuan’s difficulties,” they said. “And I would make them right if I could. But I don’t know how.” They clenched their fists in frustration. “I don’t know how to do anything. I don’t know how to rally the people of the outermost west, I don’t know how to heal the astrologer’s mind, and I don’t know how to use this stupid power to save this world from chaos.” They gestured around them. “Just tell me! Tell me what to do and I shall do it. I will ride out to face the Lady of Wild Things herself if it means bringing an end to this war and restoring order to the empire.”

Li Er-Shuan said nothing.

“I thought so,” Gaden said. They sighed. “I should go. Does the astrologer need an escort back to his quarters?”

Ami’s father looked upon them not with pity but with compassion. They hated it. “The Lady of Wild Things may be possessed of chaos incarnate, but Tiyok is all around us.” He pointed to the ground between them. “Here.” He gestured to the south and beyond. “There.” He waved at the sky. “Everywhere. Perhaps we have been too focused on the lock to see the windows opening all over the world.”

Gaden frowned. The astrologer was beginning to sound misty again.

“Chaos, chaos, everywhere,” Li Er-Shuan muttered.

Han stepped forward. “Come, father,” he said kindly. “Let’s get him back to bed.”

Li Er-Shuan did not protest as Han guided him out of the imperial library and back to the residences in the palace, leaving Gaden alone among the ruins with the astrologer’s words still ringing in their ears.

Chaos, chaos, everywhere.
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THE CONVENT OF THE WAY IMMEDIATELY LEAPED into action with the clanging of the intruder alarm. In the distance, Jin Zhara could see a steady line of torches winding their way up the slope.

“I see the northerners have taken it upon themselves to finally pay us a visit,” Mother Oleander said in a calm voice. At their nod, the acolytes and other laymembers of the convent armed themselves with spears, moving swiftly and silently into the courtyard. Zhara could see several more people—some priestesses, some not—pouring out from the other buildings and hiding behind makeshift barriers.

“What do the northerners want?” Ami asked. The light of the torches glinted off the lenses of her enchanted glasses, hiding her doe eyes from view. “I thought temples and other religious spaces were off-limits during war.”

“Not if they suspect us of conspiring against the occupation,” the head priestess said. “Which we are.”

Zhara could see the common folk of Hwangyeong mingled among the priestesses and acolytes, setting up racks of arrows and spears in an orderly fashion in the complex. A few members of the resistance drew spells in the sand a few feet past the freestanding gate that marked the entrance into sacred space.

“Is there anything we can do to help?” Zhara asked.

“Can the Guardian of Fire provide us soldiers to fight our oppressors?” Mother Oleander asked. “Provide us weapons? Food? Supplies?”

Zhara shook her head.

“Then I suggest they flee.”

“Flee where?” Xu muttered. “We’ve run into a dead end.”

“We will provide maps and whatever else we can spare,” the head priestess continued. “But I think it best the Guardians be gone before the northerners arrive.”

Zhara’s mind whirled. Everything was slipping away too fast for her to keep hold of any single thought. They had come to the Azure Isles searching for ships and resources to aid them in their quest to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, and now they were being cast out into the literal wilderness to fend for themselves. She could feel Ami, Yuli, and Xu looking at her expectantly to tell them what to do. Panic welled within her, but she forced it back down. This was not the time nor place. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

“The Lake of Illusion,” she said, opening her eyes. “Has Mother Oleander ever heard of such a place?”

To her surprise, the head priestess gave a nod of recognition. “It’s an old name for the crater lake atop Mount Changgun, on Genbu Island.” They gestured toward an acolyte, who hurried off to fetch some maps. “The Guardians would need to charter a boat from Cheongsam, the northernmost port on Rangi Island. There is a Guardians of Dawn safe house there. The harbormaster should be able to help you.” The acolyte returned with maps, as well as tarps, some rope, blankets, a compass, and a few cooking implements. “Beyond that, I’m afraid we cannot offer any more help.”

“This is more than enough,” Zhara said, accepting the items. “A thousand thanks.” She began distributing the supplies among the others but stopped when Xu shook their head.

“You girls go on without me,” they said. “I’ll only slow you down.”

“You’re not going to come?” Zhara asked in alarm.

They gave her a lopsided smile. “What did the fisherman say? We’ve taken Hwangyeong’s friendship for granted. The least I can do is stay and help the resistance here, perhaps even find a way to rescue the Indigo Baron.” Xu handed her their prized Wulin fan. “Take it. Something tells me I won’t be needing it.”

Her eyes welled with tears. “Don’t say that,” she admonished. “Like you’re not going to survive.”

“When did I say that?” Xu demanded. “I’m like a cockroach, don’t worry. A very shiny, beautiful cockroach, but a cockroach nonetheless. Good at hiding and impossible to kill.”

Zhara shook her head. “Come with us,” she insisted.

“No.” Xu’s voice was firm. “This is the right thing to do. We need the Indigo Baron and his ships, and someone needs to be here to negotiate all that when we do rescue him. And if the Azureans remember that at least one mainlander was here in their time of need, then I will have made myself useful after all.” They gave her a kiss on the cheek. “Go,” they said. “Kick some demon butt for me, lah?”

Yuli was gently but firmly guiding her away. The priestesses and resistance members were now lined up along the perimeter behind the barricades, bows in hand. Resistance members were wheeling in carts filled with hundreds of arrows, each individual flight resting on a slot aimed at the coming intruders.

“Stay safe,” Zhara said fiercely, giving Xu a hug.

“Don’t worry,” they said again. “Besides, I have to survive to make sure my prince reaches old age.”

“Come with me.” The acolyte gestured for the girls to follow them farther into the temple complex. “There is a way down to the river behind the convent this way.”

“Sajah, Rinqi, Temur—” Zhara began.

“Temur will fetch the others,” Yuli said. “Come on, let’s leave before the fighting starts.”

The girls followed the acolyte deep into the convent, where the buildings butted up against the stone face of the mountain. Behind a rock outcropping was a narrow cave entrance, partially hidden from view by a pair of scrubby bushes. “Go,” the acolyte urged. “On the other side of this passage the Guardians will come to a river. They should follow the river downstream until they reach the main road. Good luck.”

Behind them, Zhara could hear the first shouts of confrontation. Colored lights blazed as magical wards were tripped, engulfing the encroaching troops in liquid fire. A shout of command, and more magicians cast spells on the wheeled carts, which launched thousands of arrows in a never-ending rain of iron upon the northerners.

“Go,” the acolyte said again. “May you walk in balance.”

And then they were gone.



As promised, Zhara and the others emerged from the passage onto a riverbank. Night had fallen completely, the forest coated in a murky black that was impossible to see through. Ahead, she could make out the silhouettes of Sajah, Rinqi, and Temur, waiting for the girls, outlined against the silvery moonlight reflecting off the rushing waters of the river. Zhara quickly climbed onto Sajah’s back, while Ami and Yuli mounted their own celestial companions.

“We’ll scout ahead,” Yuli said. “Meet you down by the road.” The Eagle beat her four wings and leaped into the sky before disappearing down the mountain.

“Run, Sajah,” Zhara murmured into the Lion’s velvety ear. “Run like the wind.”

The enormous feline rolled his eyes but took off into the darkness. Behind them, she could hear the soft, rhythmic hoofbeats of Ami and Rinqi following in their wake.

For a while, there was no sound but the harshness of their breaths and the roaring of the river as they rode hard into the night, but Zhara couldn’t help feeling as though their every move was being watched. Invisible eyes pressed in on her from all sides, and she tried not to look around her, lest she catch sight of unholy creatures lurking behind the pines. There was no light but the weak cast of the moon and the stars—Sajah’s night vision was better than hers—and Zhara resisted the urge to screw her eyes shut and bury her face in the Lion’s fur until the horror had passed. She had been in scarier situations than this before, facing down abominations, legions of undead, and hordes of demon-possessed, magic-wielding waking dreamers, but she had never been more terrified than she was fleeing down a mountainside on a foreign isle. It wasn’t just that she couldn’t see where they were going physically; it was that she couldn’t see the path ahead at all. The Lake of Illusion, Songs of Order and Chaos, the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, it was all too big, too much to take in at once, and while she might have a map rattling in the pack on her back, she did not know how to chart her course.

So she clung tight to Sajah’s mane and held on.

Zhara didn’t know how long they had been riding when she began to hear the clang and clash of blades mingled with shouts and the whinny of horses. Ahead, she could see bright flashes of colored light—magic—and a chaotic melee of shadows dancing in a glade not far ahead. Sajah slowed down, a deep, questioning thrum rumbling beneath her legs.

She could keep running.

Or she could stop and help.

Above, a thrilling, trilling cry rang out, and she saw Temur dive from the skies, Yuli’s ruddy hair streaming behind her like a banner as she fired her white-gold spirit arrows into the throng. Sajah roared and charged, anxious to help his friend.

“Bangtan! Bangtan! Bang-Bangtan!”

Explosions blasted underfoot as spells flew from the brushes of several magicians entangled in a confrontation with what seemed like a dozen riders on horseback. She recognized the colors of their ki before she recognized their faces in the flashing lights of indigo, pink, glittering black, scarlet, gold, green, and purple sigils being thrown about. One of the magicians, a tall, lanky figure, was knocked back by the hooves of a rearing horse, and in the play of shadows and brightness, she saw the leader of the Bangtan Brothers lying on the ground.

“Junseo!” she cried, urging Sajah on faster.

A crackle of electricity gathered at the Lion’s brow between his tiny silver horns. He threw back his head and roared, sending a bolt of lightning from the cloudless heavens to the ground. Another explosion, then bodies flying out in a circle from the impact.

“Sajah!” Zhara could hear Yoochun’s voice over the fray.

A rider bore down on her from the left, and she just barely unsheathed her enchanted blade in time to parry the sweep of their sword. Her weapon blazed in her hand, casting light over the entire proceedings. Several riders groaned as they hauled themselves to their feet, their horses fleeing into the woods in a frenzy. Mihoon and Bohyun cast immobilizing spells on those closest to them, running to help their leader to his feet. Somewhere, there was the frenzied barking of a dog.

“Run!” Junseo coughed, nursing a bruised rib.

Zhara could see Alyosha pulling on a reluctant Cloud’s bridle, trying to coax the nag into moving. The wagon would only slow them down and she charged across the glade to help unhitch the contraption only to be stopped by a powerful blow across her back, knocking her off her seat. Rolling over immediately, she brought her blade up to counter the twin long knives of her attacker, struggling against her opponent’s greater strength.

“Guardian of Fire,” the rider ground out.

She went still. In the light of her weapon, she could make out a wolf helm—Ogodei. Kho’s brother. “You,” she breathed, kicking out to catch the Huntsman in the groin.

“Zhara!” She heard Ami before she saw the glow of Rinqi’s horn, lowered and driving toward Ogodei with incredible speed. But the Huntsman dove out of the way as the Unicorn galloped past and quickly got to his feet.

“Still playing with your little toys, I see,” Ogodei said. “Let’s see how well you counter my friends this time.” He raised his arms, and two puddles of darkness rippled by his feet, out of which two snarling creatures dripping with chaos emerged. They towered over Ogodei, the size of giant wolves with too many eyes and legs, and at his command, launched themselves at her. Zhara threw up a wall of fire, and she could hear the sizzle of burning fur as the stink of roasting flesh hit her nostrils.

“Yuli!” she screamed. “Yuli!”

Several white-gold arrows thudded into the monsters’ backs and they howled with pain. Overhead, she felt the brush of Temur’s feathers as the Eagle soared for another pass, more spirit arrows raining down.

“Behind you!” she heard Taeri yell, and Zhara whirled around right as another Huntsman bowled into her. She went down, their hands around her neck, when a whistling sound cut through the air, followed by a thunk! A stranger materialized beside her, accompanied by a white dog with black spots. They were astoundingly beautiful, their long dark hair cut by a streak of white near their face, and in their hands they held a slim red rope that they manipulated with astonishing skill. With a tug of their wrist, they recovered the weight that had poleaxed Zhara’s opponent and spun around, using the momentum of their body to deliver a kick to another Huntsman who had come up behind them. The stranger twirled the weighted end of their rope, sending it crashing into the rider’s face.

“Come on!” they cried, holding their hand out to Zhara. “Let’s go!”

Zhara scrambled to her feet and ran after them through the glade, chasing the wagon that Alyosha had finally managed to move. Behind her, she could hear the snarls of the chaos creatures Ogodei had summoned along with Sajah’s furious roars as they battled each other. The other Bangtan Brothers were running beside them, throwing spells at their pursuers, but some of the riders had remounted, and the thundering of the horses’ hooves echoed in their ears as they were quickly overtaken. The long-haired stranger shouted as a rider reached down and bodily hauled them up over the saddle.

“I’ve got her!” the Huntsman cried. “Ogodei, I have her!” They turned their horse and began fleeing in the opposite direction.

“Yongma!” the stranger cried. “Yongma!”

Before her, the forest began to melt. Zhara rubbed her eyes and swooned, overcome with a sense of vertigo as the ground beneath her feet dissolved into the heavens. The horse bearing the stranger away blurred and shifted, but Zhara caught a silvery shimmer snaking around the horse’s feet. The horse reared, throwing the Huntsman and the stranger to the forest floor. The world righted itself again as the stranger sprinted toward them, followed by a sinuous creature with iridescent scales and luminescent eyes.

A dragon.

And they will be known by the Dragon of the East, by pearly eyes and shining scales.

“Run!” Junseo yelled. “Run!”

Ami galloped alongside them on Rinqi’s back. “Go!” she shouted. “I’ll stop them!” With a gesture of her arm, she raised a wall of earth between them and the Huntsmen. Sajah came leaping over the growing earth, his mane a brilliant corona of fire, chased by the many-legged horrors Ogodei had summoned. Two arrows thudded in the ground before them and grew into a glowing net of white-gold, entangling the monsters in ropes of spiritual power. Zhara glanced up to see Yuli clenching her fist on Temur’s back, shrinking the net down to nothing. With one last squeal and a pop of pressure, the chaos creatures disappeared.

And behind them, the mound of earth kept growing as a tidal wave of dirt covered the Huntsmen, burying them beneath tons of roots and rock. Ami slumped over Rinqi’s back as the Unicorn raced alongside the Bangtan Brothers’ covered wagon and the mound of earth began to sink back into the ground.

The forest was quiet.

Zhara and the others stopped running, collapsing onto the forest floor in exhaustion. She eyed the stranger leaning against the covered wagon and then the dragon at her feet. The dragon caught her staring and their image flickered, disappearing and reappearing within a blink. Then it shook its head before resting it between its paws, clearly as exhausted as the rest of them.

“Well,” the stranger said to the dragon. “I thought we had agreed to keep hidden, Yongma.”

The dragon breathed a thin stream of mist and huffed.

The stranger noticed Zhara looking at her. “What?” they asked, seeming suddenly shy. “Why are you looking at me like that?”

Zhara smiled. “Because for once, something is going right for me tonight.”

The stranger smiled back. “Well, that makes one of us.”

Zhara got to her feet and bowed. “My name is Jin Zhara, and I want to thank you for saving my life tonight.”

The stranger laughed. “I think we’ve all saved each other’s lives.” They shook their head. “It’s nice to meet you, Jin Zhara. I’m—”

“I know who you are,” Zhara said.

The stranger looked surprised. “You do?”

Zhara nodded. “Guardian of Water, there you are.”




[image: Part 2: The Lake of Illusion]
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THERE WAS NEITHER TIME NOR SPACE IN the void.

It was after an eternity, or only after a moment, that Maltak Kho awoke to herself. Before, there had been nothing, and then there was thought. Before the concept of self, there was consciousness, and slowly that consciousness coalesced into an idea of Maltak Kho. Perhaps this was a dream. Perhaps this was death. Maltak Kho only knew one thing: that she was she—distinct, discrete, definite. She had a ki. An essence. A soul.

After thought came the body, or rather, the sense that she should have one. Kho seemed to remember that her ki was once contained—no, part of, entwined with—a vessel, that she had had experiences that shaped her thoughts. But there was nothing, not even emptiness against which she could define herself. She simply was—without limits, without boundaries, without a sense of otherness. The notion should have frightened her. It would have frightened her, if she had had a heart to race and skin to crawl, but she was untethered. She could feel her thoughts drifting apart again, but she held fast to the certainty of her self, that she was she, Maltak Kho.

Presently, the void took shape. From nothing, there was a sense of something, presence where there was absence. In that something, Kho gathered the memories of her body—the silken feel of air against her skin, the weight of her limbs, the space taken up by her flesh—and strengthened the boundaries between herself and the other. She focused on the smallest details she could recall—the dirt beneath her fingernails, the pain of untangling knots from her wind-mussed hair, the sweet smell of horses and steppe grass, the rich flavor of slow-cooked bone soup—and gradually she began to manifest. It was not the same as being embodied, but she took up space in the emptiness now. She had the approximation of eyes, ears, hands, feet, and more.

As she developed those aspects, the void around her also took shape. First there was light and shadow. Then there was direction and orientation. There was something above her and ground beneath her. The world around her was forming a semblance of order out of chaos, and soon, she found herself standing in a tall-ceilinged chamber ringed by twelve columns. Kho blinked. She was back in an approximation of the physical place she had just left—the cave beneath the Singing Skies in the far north, where she had sacrificed herself to seal the portal to Tiyok.

And she wasn’t alone.

Where there had once been the spirits of the ancient Sleepers of legend chained to the shackles of chaos were now writhing, wriggling … things. They were simultaneously beautiful and horrible, at times shapes she could recognize, but frequently not. She caught glimpses of thousands of eyes, fingers, teeth, but also occasionally a formless mass that was both substantial and not. Shadows made figures, or perhaps they were figures casting shadows. Kho did not have a physical body, but she felt a spiritual revulsion that made her retch, her sense of self unraveling at the mere sight of these atrocities against understanding.

Demons.

She was looking at demons.

But her presence among them went unnoticed. The entire chamber crawled with demons, some of them becoming the columns, the ceilings, the floor, and back again. But in the center, where an altar had stood in the physical world, was one entity that seemed more … itself. Singular. Solipsistic. Unlike the other demons, it seemed to have its own consciousness, and when Kho looked at it, she was surprised to find it staring back.

“You are different,” the entity said, but Kho did not hear its voice with her ears, or whatever approximation of ears she had given herself. Instead of words, there was emotion, ideas, thoughts that she perceived instantaneously, which she understood intrinsically.

“Where am I?” she tried to ask, but her bewilderment muddied her question. The words that lingered between them were “Am I dead?”

The demon’s shape blurred and shifted, turning vaguely humanoid. There was a head, a neck, shoulders, and a torso, but where the limbs should have been were slithering tendrils. “You are worse than dead,” it replied. “We are where the souls who are not sung to the eternal blue skies come to rot.”

Tiyok. The realm of chaos.

In that moment Kho realized she was looking at the soul of a Sleeper … or what remained of one. One of the thirteen shamans who had crossed the Frozen Wastes to find where the earth meets sky in search of immortality. One of the thirteen souls who had given themselves to hold back the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons at the Singing Skies. She had sacrificed her own ki in order to seal the portal there; she was staring at her own fate.

She looked down at the idea of the body she had gathered of herself. Her hands were still human hands, her shape still a human one. “Am I a demon?”

The Sleeper stared at her. “Not yet.” It lifted a tentacle and pointed it to something at her throat. “You are still tethered to the material world.”

To her surprise, she could see a piercing brightness at her chest, hanging where an amulet or a pendant on a necklace would be. She thought of the amulet around her mother’s throat that had contained the essence of the Moth Demon, the same necklace she had been unable to destroy. She brought her hand up to touch the brightness. She expected to feel the cool smoothness of crystal beneath her fingers, but instead she was overwhelmed by sensation. Real smells—horses, sweat, dung, the tang of iron—real sights—a circular tent, cushion-covered camp chairs, fur blankets, a milling throng of soldiers—real touch—the chill of early spring, the heat of a campfire, the sting of smoke in her eyes.

General Hong of the pro-magic alliance will advise his forces to reclaim Dafeng. There was a soldier in front of her clad in the armor of the Blue Wing who spoke. One of the Tzorig Kang. While the southerners are preoccupied, we will send the Blue and the Black to infiltrate and claim the port of Rizhi for ourselves.

She could feel herself nod in agreement. From there we will launch the southern campaign to take Fengshou and Guanhei to starve the imperial city.

Kho gasped and released the amulet at her neck.

“What … what was that?” She had touched something real, and the significance of it was shocking.

“I don’t know.” The Sleeper made no expression, but Kho sensed confusion in its thoughts. “I only know that you are like, but unlike, the rest of us.”

After her taste of the material world, Kho yearned to be embodied once more. To feel the scratchy roughness of a saddle blanket between her legs, to smell the hint of green beneath the bite of winter cold, to taste the sweetness of Yuli’s lips. The thought of Yuli sent a pang through her essence, a pain that was not pain because it was in the soul. She thought of the redhead’s easy smile, the freckles scattered across her nose, her wind-tanned cheeks, and the faint perfume of horse and ice flowers that clung to her. Kho cried out from the agony of longing; without a body to contain it, she was one raw nerve.

“Can I go back?” Her hands hovered about the amulet. If she could just push herself through it, she could find herself in the material world again. The idea was tempting, tantalizing, and she thought she could better understand now why demons sought so hard to possess people and things.

“You could try.”

Curious, Kho placed her hands on the crystal at her throat. Once more she was overwhelmed by physical sensations, but this time she stopped herself from experiencing them, focusing on embodiment instead. To take in the whole of being a body instead of the parts. But try as she might, there was a gulf, an insurmountable leap between the world of the spirit and the world of the material.

And in that gulf, terrifying monsters lurked.

There was the agony of longing, and then there was the indifference of obliteration. There was a veil of darkness between Kho and the world in which she belonged, and no matter how much she struggled, she could not find purchase, could not tear it, could not pass it. Every time her soul came into contact with the barrier, she could feel the discreteness of her self—her identity—dissolve. To pass through was to become nothing.

Kho dropped the amulet.

“Why can’t I do it?” she murmured.

The Sleeper did not chuckle, but she felt a ripple of amusement flicker past. “You sacrificed your soul to close the portal here.” A tentacle slithered about her neck, coming down to rest on the edge of the amulet. “This is the lock, formed of your connection to the material world.”

Kho frowned. “But if I—my soul—is here, then who is in my body?” She had sensed another presence in trying to cross the gulf, another presence that breathed for her, moved for her, spoke for her. She was not dead. Her flesh was not given to the carrion birds, her bones not thrown into the ossuary pit at the Tower of Offerings. Instead, she had been conferring with commanders of the Golden Horde, planning an attack on a southern city.

The Sleeper undulated as it moved closer. “Tiyok.”

Emotions were purer in the spirit realm, but without the connection to a physical self, Kho could not process them. It was a moment before she realized what she was experiencing was fear—fear and dread and not a little dismay. “The Mother of Ten Thousand Demons?”

“You still think as though you are distinct, discrete,” the Sleeper said. “Yes, the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, but here, we are all the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons. She is Tiyok, because all of Tiyok is her. Yes, the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons walks in your body, but in a sense, we all walk with her.” It looked down at its palms, fingers curling and uncurling. Wisps of reality wafted where its claws tore through the void, drifting and dissipating like smoke. “The portal may be sealed, but now chaos has one foot in order. The boundaries are becoming blurred. Some of us are even able to slip through the tears and manifest in the material world as we are—chaos incarnate.”

So her sacrifice had been in vain. Kho fell to her knees, images of Yuli’s face as she kissed her farewell returning to her. The horror, the anguish, the heartbreak in her beloved’s eyes. All that suffering for naught.

“The material world thinks in such binaries,” the Sleeper remarked. “Tangible and intangible, real and unreal, good and evil. You think of chaos as something to be vanquished, instead of part of the natural order of the universe. Balance is not equilibrium. Balance is not static. It changes, shifts, moves, and must be constantly calibrated and maintained. We used to know that once. Constant tears in the fabric of reality required constant tending. Such was the sacred duty of the shamans—the magicians—before the Sunburst Warrior, before the banishment of Tiyok all those millennia ago. It is why we were able to manipulate the void: not to do magic but to maintain balance.”

Kho thought of how she created the idea of herself from nothing. She reached out before her and shaped an ice flower out of the emptiness. Chaos was raw magic, she realized. In the material world, magic was limited by order, by the natural laws that governed the physical realm, but here, in Tiyok, she was limited only by her imagination.

“Chaos is as much creation as it is destruction,” the Sleeper continued. “If only my siblings and I understood that before we undertook our ill-fated journey to the Singing Skies. We went to find an end to death, only to find immortality in the most twisted of ways.” As they spoke, their appearance shifted between that of a northern shaman, dressed in multicolored robes with trailing sleeves and a hat adorned with bells, and a formless, incomprehensible entity that could not physically exist. “Our souls have been corrupted by chaos, but you … you remain pure. Untouched. But for how long?”

Again, Kho’s hand wandered to the amulet at her throat. “I thought you said my connection was the lock.”

“And for as long as you are tethered by love, that connection remains and keeps you safe,” the Sleeper said. “But time has no meaning here. While you continue to exist, the ones you love will wither and die. One by one, their souls will journey on to the cauldron of the universe to become reborn, while you remain. How long will that connection hold when there is nothing to remind you of the material world? I no longer remember the person I once was and I am beginning to forget where I end and Tiyok begins. That which connected me to life has long since crumbled to dust, and it is only the last remembered wisp of a cloudless blue sky that keeps me together. As I dissolve, you will dissolve, and the lock that keeps the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons trapped will dissolve. She will become manifest.”

Kho fought the rising tide of despair that threatened to unravel her mind. No. She had to hold on, for the greater good. For Yuli. For the other Guardians of Dawn who were racing to seal the final portal at the Lake of Illusion. Kho squared her shoulders. “You say there are tears in the fabric of reality that separates our worlds,” she said. “What of the portals? How have demons not yet overtaken the material realm?”

The demon shrugged. “There have been countless portals opened and closed over the centuries,” they said. “Some occur by chance, others by intention. But chaos is not a finite entity. It is generated by the living as well as by demons. For us to overtake the physical world, the balance must be in our favor. As long as there is order in the world, what is a portal to us? Far better that the material world fall into chaos itself—through war, through exploitation, through oppression, through genocide. When the balance is in our favor, then we can walk freely through the portals into the material realm.”

“The balance is not yet in chaos’s favor,” Kho repeated. “If the Guardians of Dawn can seal the last portal, then we still have a chance.”

The Sleeper shrugged again. “The veil cast between order and chaos by the Sunburst Warrior has lasted for two millennia. What is two thousand more years? The memories of the living are short, and soon enough, there will be those who reach for more than what they were given.”

She would not give in to hopelessness. Hopelessness was the annihilation of the self, and as long as she had hope, she would remain Kho. “If I was able to seal the portal at the Singing Skies, then perhaps I can do something to help, even from Tiyok.”

“You can try,” the Sleeper said again.

“Take me to the last portal,” she demanded.

“Space, just as time, has no meaning here,” the Sleeper said. “The last portal exists everywhere and nowhere at once.”

Kho glanced around the chamber. Between the columns, corridors extended into eternity.

“You are charmingly attached to your material notions,” the Sleeper said. “There is no need to walk or travel. You can simply be.”

“I must make order out of chaos in the ways I can,” Kho said. “Or lose myself to Tiyok even faster.”

She tried to orient herself as she remembered the chamber in the physical world—north, south, east, and west. She knew the final portal was in the Azure Isles. Facing north—or what she imagined was north—she turned right and walked down the corridor with the Sleeper trailing behind.

The corridor immediately transformed into a wide grassy plain still dotted with snow. In the distance she saw a cluster of ger around a large bonfire, while a child milked a cow. The cow turned its head to speak, a stream of gibberish that the child seemed to understand. The child reached into the bucket, which was no longer filled with milk but gold.

“Dreams,” the Sleeper said. “Where all the living touch chaos.”

Kho passed the tents and suddenly found herself in the middle of a forest. The trees were bare, but the tiniest buds of pale pink were beginning to bloom. Beneath one of the trees stood a youth with curly hair and hazel eyes. Coiled at their feet was a serpentine creature with iridescent scales. To her surprise, the youth saw her as she passed, their eyes meeting.

“Who are you?” the youth asked. “You are not a demon.”

They were more present than the child had been. “No,” she said. “I am Kho.”

The youth frowned. “I know that name.”

Her heart—if she had had one—leaped. “You do?”

They shook their head. “I cannot remember. Sometimes I cannot tell if I am asleep or awake.” They smiled sadly. “Now that demons walk the world, it has become even harder to tell.” The youth tilted their head. “Are you a heavenly maiden?”

“No,” she said apologetically. “I am trying to find the Lake of Illusion.”

“The Lake of Illusion,” the youth said dreamily. “I heard the Guardians of Dawn talking about that.”

Kho sucked in a sharp breath. “You know the Guardians of Dawn? Do you know Yuli—Gommun Yulana?”

They nodded. “The Eagle of the North flies yonder.” They pointed to the colorless sky. “And sometimes I see her spirit-walking, calling for someone in her sleep.”

“I must find her,” Kho said. “Can you take me to her?”

They held a hand to their ear. “Can you not hear her?”

Kho. Kho. Kho. Kho.

“Oh.” The youth blinked. “That must be where I heard your name.”

“Yuli!” The cry ripped from Kho’s throat as she ran through the forest toward the sound. “Yuli!”

Overhead, she could see the graceful shape of Temur snaking through the air. A redhead rode on the bird’s back, her mournful voice echoing in the dreamscape.

“Yuli!” she called again. “I’m here!”

Time and space had no meaning. Kho found herself on Temur’s back, the Eagle suddenly as broad as a house. She sat cross-legged facing the one person who kept her tethered to the material world more than any other. Yuli.

“Kho.” Although she had clearly been crying, there were no tears on Yuli’s face. In fact, her countenance was serene and still, as though her image was remembered through the prism of sleep—blurry and without detail.

“It’s me.” If Kho had been in her body, she would have broken down sobbing. She held out her arms for an embrace. “It’s me.”

Yuli did not respond. “You are so clear,” she said. “You are usually never this clear.”

“It’s because I’m here, with you,” Kho said. “Here, in chaos.”

The redhead blinked. “Chaos?”

“Tiyok.” Kho bit her lip. “I am in Tiyok.”

“I know,” Yuli murmured. “I’ve been trying to save you.”

Kho wanted to grab her beloved by the shoulders and shake her awake, but she knew if she did so, she would lose this moment. “You can save me by saving the world.”

“Always for the greater good,” Yuli murmured. “Even in my dreams.” Her mouth twisted into a sardonic smile. “If I must dream of you, why could we not be engaged in more pleasant activities?”

“Listen,” Kho said desperately. “The boundaries between order and chaos are blurring. War disrupts the balance. Even if you seal the portal at the Lake of Illusion, there is still a chance that Tiyok can overtake the world if you don’t win the civil war. The generals of the pro-magic alliance believe the Golden Horde will take Dafeng, but their true plans lie at the port of Rizhi.”

Yuli frowned. “What—”

“Promise me you’ll tell them!” Kho said.

“Dafeng, Rizhi,” Yuli repeated. Her image was growing faint, as though she were waking up. “But this is all a dream.”

“That doesn’t make it any less real.”

“Prove it,” Yuli said. “Prove that this is more than a dream.”

Kho grasped the redhead’s face and pressed her lips against hers. It was nothing like the real thing, nothing like the real taste of Yuli. But it strengthened the connection she felt to the material world, and the lock at her throat blazed with light.

She ended the kiss, but Yuli reached for her again. “Don’t leave me,” she murmured. “Stay.” But even as she spoke, she was growing fainter and fainter.

“I want to,” Kho whispered. “Oh, how I want to.”

“Don’t let me wake up!” Yuli cried. Her hands passed through Kho’s. “Please!”

Kho could do nothing but watch as the girl she loved faded before her very eyes.

“Wait for me.” Yuli’s voice lingered long after her image had disappeared. “I will save you. I will.”
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SUHWA AWOKE TO THE SMELL OF RICE COOKING.

She and the other Guardians of Dawn had fallen asleep in the Bangtan Brothers’ covered wagon, but when she opened her eyes, she found herself alone. “Yongma? Duckoo?” she asked sleepily, feeling about for their furry bodies.

It was their absence more than the cold that jolted her from slumber’s reach. She had never passed a night without one or both of them by her side, and she was worried something had happened to them. Grabbing her jacket, she threw it over her shoulders and crawled out of the back of the wagon in socked feet. “Yongma? Duckoo?”

Several of the others were already up and about. She spotted Handsome, Sunshine, and Li Ami by the campfire making breakfast, although neither Jin Zhara nor Gommun Yulana could be seen. Perhaps the dogs had gone into the woods to relieve themselves. Putting her jacket on properly, she reached into the wagon for her shoes and slipped them on before looking for her errant boys.

After their encounter with the Huntsmen the previous night, Suhwa and the others had run for a good long while before finding a place to camp, shielded by Yongma’s invisibility glamour from anyone who might perceive them. They had avoided the roads as much as possible, carefully guiding Cloud and the wagon through the forest until they had found a place to shelter for the night. The Bangtan Brothers had immediately set up protective wards around the perimeter as well as a watch schedule before everyone tumbled straight into tents and bedrolls to collapse into a deep sleep. Careful not to trip the magical alarms, Suhwa wandered into the forest.

In the clarity of the morning light, she was utterly lost. The forest was unfamiliar, and she had absolutely no sense of where they were. It had been years since she traversed the Azure Isles on foot, desperate and afraid, and she suddenly felt as though she were that little girl again. She had had less to lose back then—only herself and Yongma—and she wondered if she weren’t some talisman of bad fortune for whomever she traveled with. Suhwa thought of the kindhearted people who had clothed her, fed her, and sheltered her when she ran away from the palace at Kasong, those who had died at the Fleet Queen’s blade. Perhaps her years at the convent had turned her soft and complacent. Six years of relative safety, and she believed the world had forgotten about Min Suhwa. Perhaps she should go back, tail tucked between her legs, and beg forgiveness from Mother Belladonna for disobeying her orders. The head priestess was right; the world outside was no place for her.

“Yongma! Duckoo!” she called again.

Bits of snow still dotted the landscape, but the faintest sheen of the palest green draped the branches of the trees around her as the ground squelched with frozen mud underfoot. A few cherry trees had already popped into early bloom, incongruous among the stark bareness of the rest of the forest. Suhwa thought of how they would be preparing the spring lettuce and cabbage beds for planting back at the convent, and how much she had hated gardening. There was so much of convent life she despised—the quiet, the boredom, the sameness of its routine—and as much as she loved the priestesses who had raised her, she couldn’t help but feel a thrill of excitement and relief that she was away from it all. Her future had seemed so sure, so fixed. Upon her majority, she would dedicate herself to the Way, serving as an acolyte for three years, before shedding her name and taking up the veil. Although the idea of leaving Min Suhwa behind was appealing, she chafed at the certainty. She could feel everyone’s expectations descending upon her like the bars of a prison, and no matter how comfortable or how loving a prison it might have been, it was still a cage. Outside convent walls, she could be anyone. A weaver. A farmer. A merchant. The possibilities were endless.

Or they would be, if she weren’t Min Suhwa. Daughter of the Last Marquess. Symbol of Azurean independence. Guardian of Water.

“Return to the mainland—warn them—save Kho.”

In the distance, she could hear the low buzz of voices arguing. Unwrapping the rope dart from her waist, Suhwa crept closer.

“Lake of Illusion—Guardian of Water.”

She spotted Gommun Yulana’s distinctive red hair behind a copse; she was gesturing fiercely. Craning her head, Suhwa spied Jin Zhara standing with crossed arms, her expression set with grim determination. By the light of day, the Guardian of Fire seemed much smaller and far less impressive than the figure astride a flaming feline with a blazing blade in hand, although she radiated a surprising air of authority. The Guardian of Wind, although much taller and stronger, seemed helpless against it, despite the argument increasing in pitch and intensity.

“How will we even close the portal without the book?” Gommun Yulana threw up her hands in frustration.

“We have the Guardian of Water with us now,” Jin Zhara said. “She will know how.”

Suhwa was both amused and bewildered. She will know how to do what now? Unlike joining the order of the Way, she was intrigued by her future as the Guardian of Water, which remained a complete unknown. She had been practicing her illusions and glamours for so long in secret that the idea of actually using them for a purpose was beguiling.

“Out for an early morning stroll, Sister Foxglove?”

She startled when Grandpa materialized out of the forest, holding bunches of what looked like weeds in his hands, before Suhwa realized he must have gone foraging. Of the Bangtan Brothers, Grandpa had seemed the most grumpy and reserved, but he gave her a disarming, gummy smile that softened his entire appearance and made him seem his age. He and Handsome were the oldest, and carried the responsibility of caring for the younger members of the troupe, but both bore the duty in different ways. Handsome was jocular and silly, sometimes acting childish in order to get a rise out of his Brothers, while Grandpa quietly managed and took care of matters without a thought for thanks or gratitude.

“Just looking for Yongma and Duckoo,” she said.

“Ah yes, the dragon and the dog,” he said. “A bit of a surprise, that.”

Yongma’s appearance had caused nary a stir among the Bangtan Brothers, but she supposed they were used to unusual animal companions, considering how they had embraced the enormous vermillion and scarlet lion that Jin Zhara rode. Even their horse, Cloud, seemed completely unbothered.

“Yes,” Suhwa said self-consciously. “Yongma is … special.”

“I gathered,” Grandpa said dryly, “when he turned us all invisible.” He tilted his head. “How will you be able to find him?”

“He’s not invisible all the time,” she said. “In fact, most of the time, he just looks like a dog.”

“Well, I did see the Choi brothers playing with them last night,” he said. “Come on, let’s head back to camp. Maybe they’re there.”

She half expected Grandpa to say something about how she was the Guardian of Water, and ask why she had hidden that from them, but the older boy simply started walking. She tripped after him back to the campfire, where he handed Handsome the thistles and bellflower roots he had gathered while foraging. Handsome promptly handed them to Sunshine to wash clean and told Grandpa to go wake the Choi brothers.

“Breakfast should be ready soon,” the eldest said.

Grandpa went off to a tent on the other side of the camp, where Suhwa could see two tails peeking out of the flap—one furry and white, the other iridescent with a tufty tip. The dogs had spent the night with the Choi brothers.

“Traitors,” Suhwa muttered under her breath.

Beside her at the campfire, Li Ami was immersed in a pile of notebooks, her glasses slipping down the tip of her nose. She scribbled furiously in one while flipping through the pages of several others lying on the ground, reminding Suhwa of Sister Larkspur when the priestess was scrambling to finish an installment of her latest serial.

“Should I be searching for Li Ami the next time I’m in a bookshop?” Suhwa asked.

The other girl lifted her head. “Pardon?”

Suhwa pointed to the mess of paper and ink around her. “The Guardian of Wood appears to be giving Jae Hyun a run for their money.”

“I don’t care for romances,” Li Ami said bluntly. “They all end the same.”

“Isn’t that the point of romance?” Handsome asked. He took the freshly washed roots and began sautéing them in a cast-iron wok with oil, garlic, and a splash of soy sauce. “I mean, why bother to read a love story if it’s not going to end happily ever after?”

“Some people prefer tragedy, gogo,” Grandpa said, returning to the fire with three sleepy Choi brothers and two excited dogs in tow. Yongma was back in his preferred canine form, the inverse image of his brother, Duckoo. “Ah-ah-ah, not for you. Shoo,” Grandpa said, pushing Duckoo’s curious nose away from the pot of rice. “All right, maybe a little later.” Duckoo wagged his tail hopefully.

“I don’t love tragedy either.” Li Ami pushed her spectacles back up her nose. “They also all end the same.”

“Well, if Li Ami isn’t working on a romance or a tragedy, then what is she working on?” Suhwa craned her neck, trying to glance at the words on the page. “A mystery? An adventure? I do love adventure stories.”

The other girl sighed. “I’m transcribing my notes from my translation of Songs of Order and Chaos.”

Suhwa was disappointed. “What is that, a book of poetry?”

“No, a book of demonology.”

Suhwa sat up. “Oh?”

“It’s sometimes called The Book of Beginnings and Endings,” Li Ami continued. She glanced up from her writing, a thoughtful wrinkle between her brows. “Would Sister Foxglove happen to know anything about it? The convent at Hwangyeong said it was a holy text of the Way.”

Suhwa shifted in her seat. Of all the personas she could have chosen aside from Min Suhwa, why had she settled on an acolyte of Do? She could have been an explorer, or an artist, or even a writer. “I do,” she said uncomfortably. “Insofar as those not yet dedicated to the Way know of it. Why?”

“We need it to figure out how to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons,” Li Ami said. “Mother Oleander said that the last fragment had been recovered by the priestesses of Do, but we were not able to find out where it might be held.”

Of all the answers she had expected, tackling all of Tiyok was not one Suhwa had even considered. “I’m sorry, what is this about the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons?”

Li Ami tapped her chin with the tip of her brush. “Well,” she said seriously. “It all started with Zhara and the Frog Demon of Poison and Pestilence last summer, I suppose. Wait, no, I think we’d have to go back to the Just War. Or before that. When the last Mugung Emperor turned into an abomination—”

“When the world is out of balance, the Guardians of Dawn are reborn,” Grandpa said succinctly.

Li Ami gave the Bangtan Brother an aggrieved look but shook her head. “Has Sister Foxglove ever wondered why she is the Guardian of Water? Why she was special?”

Suhwa was taken aback. Her magic was as much a part of her as the white streak in her hair, something she could not change about herself. It was not her magic that she resented when it came to being special; it was the accident of her birth. “No,” she admitted. “Or at least, I never thought much about being the Guardian of Water at all.” Until she had heard about the other Guardians of Dawn, it had been a trivial part of her life, especially in the convent.

“Hmm.” Li Ami pursed her lips. “Summer, fall, winter, spring, Guardians rise and justice sings,” she sang.

The Bangtan Brothers immediately took up the lines, weaving their voices together in harmony. “When Tiyok stirs to life again, Darkness falls and chaos reigns.”

“Fire, wood, wind, and water,” sang Jin Zhara as she returned from the woods. “Join together to prevent a slaughter.”

“Summer, fall, winter, spring, Guardians rise and justice sings,” the Bangtan Brothers finished.

Suhwa was mystified. She was familiar with the song; she had heard several of the village children sing it more times than she could count.

“It is our responsibility to fight the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons,” Li Ami said. “Who has returned in the form of Maltak Kho, the Lady of Wild Things.”

“The Lady of Wild Things is the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons?” Suhwa exclaimed. “Then that explains why the Huntsmen—” She shut her mouth. If the Lady of Wild Things knew Min Suhwa was the Guardian of Water, then surely the Fleet Queen did as well. She caught Li Ami looking at her askance.

“That explains why it is imperative for us to win the civil war,” Jin Zhara finished quietly.

“Where’s Yuli?” Li Ami asked.

“She went back to the wagon to send a spirit-message to Han, Gaden, and the alliance,” the small leader said. “Something about a northern campaign on Rizhi? I’m sorry,” she said apologetically. “I’m not very good at battle strategy.”

“No, and we have other priorities,” Li Ami said.

“The Lake of Illusion,” Jin Zhara chimed in, right as the other girl said, “Songs of Order and Chaos.”

“What is the point of being a leader,” the smaller girl grumbled, “when none of us can agree on anything?” She turned to Suhwa. “And what does the Guardian of Water think we should do?”

“Me?” Suhwa was surprised.

“Of course,” said Jin Zhara. “She is one of us.”

One of us. Suhwa thought of the times she had longed to play with the village girls but could not due to the circumstances that made her special. She had always been separate and apart, even among the priestesses at the convent, but for the first time in her life, it was what made her different that made her belong.

“We can lower our speech,” she said to the other girls. “We are all in this together.”

Zhara smiled. “Well then, Sister Foxglove, what say you?”

Suhwa looked between the Guardian of Fire and the Guardian of Wood. “What is the Lake of Illusion?” she asked.

“It’s the site of the final demon portal,” Zhara supplied. “We’ve sealed the other three, and we’re hopeful that if we seal this last, it will be enough to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.”

“But if the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons is also the Lady of Wild Things…” Suhwa trailed off.

“That’s why I say we should go search for this final fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos,” Ami said. “And Sister Foxglove is a priestess of Do, or nearly. She would be able to help us look for it.” She turned to Suhwa. “Do you know where it might be?”

Suhwa hesitated. She did, in fact, have an idea, although she was not entirely certain it was her place to say. There were some secrets that she, even as someone not officially part of the order, was bound to keep. But one of the sacred tenets of the Way was the maintenance of the balance between order and chaos, and if the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons was loose in the world, then it was her duty to do everything in her power to stop her. “Yes,” she said slowly. “There is an island not far from Kasong where acolytes of Do go for their initiation rites. I don’t know the specifics of the rituals, but part of them does include reading from The Book of Beginnings and Endings.”

“Getting in and out of Kasong will be difficult,” Beanpole warned. Handsome had finished cooking and was now distributing bowls of thistle-and-bellflower-root rice to everyone as the dogs begged for a bite. “We barely got out before the northern occupation, but now that the Fleet Queen has allied herself with the Lady of Wild Things, the capital will be crawling with Kestrels, or worse.”

The Huntsmen, Suhwa thought.

Zhara bit her lip. “We’ll go to this island,” she said at last. “I seem to be overruled.”

Ami clapped her hands excitedly, but the thought of entering the Fleet Queen’s domain was not a prospect Suhwa relished.

“What of us?” Beanpole asked between bites of his rice. “Shall we continue our search for Min Suhwa?”

Suhwa started at the sound of her name. Ami gave her a sidelong glance, so she busied herself with her own food.

“No,” Zhara said decisively. “We’ll need you boys’ resources in Kasong—the safe houses, boats, a captain, and anything else we might need. Not to mention if Xu succeeds in liberating the Indigo Baron, we’ll have the ships we need to break the blockade.”

Beanpole nodded. “Then it’s settled. We set out for Kasong.”

Course decided, the Bangtan Brothers went about the process of dismantling camp with smooth swiftness, falling into their assigned duties without complaint. Even Zhara joined in, helping Handsome clean the bowls and cooking implements—and sneaking some toasted rice to the dogs—but Suhwa and Ami hung about awkwardly, not knowing what to do.

“Sister Foxglove,” Ami said quietly, “what do you know of Min Suhwa?”

What did Sister Foxglove know of Min Suhwa? “I know she is the Fleet Queen’s niece,” she said cautiously. “And that she is rumored to still be alive. But beyond that, not much.”

The other girl did not reply but gave her a considering look, the intensity of her stare somewhat obscured by her glasses. “And what were you going to say before?” Ami asked. “About the Huntsmen?”

“Nothing,” Suhwa said quickly. When the other girl raised a brow, she added, “We’ve been on the run from the Huntsmen. I think they must have discovered I am the Guardian of Water.”

“I see,” Ami said, though Suhwa had the sense the other girl did not believe her. “But how did they know to be searching for the Guardian of Water in the first place?”

And to that Suhwa had no answer.
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THE TRICK TO LEADING, HAN DECIDED, WAS knowing how to delegate responsibility and making sure everyone was heard.

It was a lot easier said than done.

Without Xu to help him with the finer points of etiquette, Han found himself blundering several times in the most recent war council meeting, where everyone was arguing over troop movements and supply lines. He was terrible at paizi, but he was better at handling people than he thought. The grown-ups mostly wanted reassurance, and for that they leaned heavily on prior experience and knowledge. The younger people and the magicians in the alliance wanted to feel useful, and for that they needed an advocate who knew how to speak to the grown-ups. Gaden had accused him of constantly compromising, but in his own way, Han considered these meetings little battles in and of themselves. Give a little, and one might win a much larger prize down the line. He had managed to convince the elders of the war council to allow Jiyi and the other spellmongers to work with the engineers to figure out how to implement magic and spellwork into their war machines and weaponry.

But every little victory wore him out.

And he could really use a long nap right about now.

Gaden found him on his way to his quarters, holding a long glowing white feather in their hand. From Temur, the Eagle of the North. “Yuli has a message for us,” they said quietly.

Despite his exhaustion, Han’s heart leaped. He had not heard from Zhara or Xu since they departed for the Azure Isles, and aside from the hope Yuli had good news, he mostly wanted to know how they were doing and whether they missed him.

“Where does she want to meet?” Han asked.

“I don’t know,” Gaden replied. “But Temur is waiting in the imperial stables for us.”

Of the celestial companions he had met, he found Temur the most intimidating. Sajah, Zhara’s companion and the Lion of the South, was perhaps the most irritating, especially as he was allergic to cats, but the last time he had had close contact with the Eagle of the North, she was bearing him and Yuli far over the fields of Zanhei to the ancient volcano where the Frog Demon had taken Zhara captive. He hated heights.

“Is it too much to hope that Yuli will speak with us here?” he asked the shining white bird as they approached the stables.

Temur cocked her head and scratched at the sawdust with her claws. Han sighed. For security reasons, they had all decided that Yuli would relay her messages from a previously undisclosed location, lest there were spies among them, but when faced with the reality of having to ride Temur to wherever they were to meet the Guardian of Wind, Han was beginning to regret the decision.

“Good afternoon, Temur.” Gaden gave the Eagle a respectful bow, and she inclined her head in return. They easily mounted the great bird, who shuffled her wings with pleasure. “Well, are you coming?” they asked Han.

He approached the Eagle with trepidation, more out of fear of what was to come than from fear of the creature herself. Temur had never been anything but polite and courteous to him, but the prospect of soaring high over the imperial city made him want to curl up and die. Yuli had once claimed that Temur had never dropped anyone, but he was convinced that he would be the first somehow.

He awkwardly clambered atop the Eagle behind Gaden, wrapping his arms around his friend’s waist. “Apologies in advance,” he said.

“For what?” Gaden asked.

“For potentially squeezing all the air from your lungs.”

Without warning, the giant bird took off, her four wings beating furiously as she bore them aloft. Han screwed his eyes shut, refusing to see the ground fall away from them and trying to focus on not sliding off. He was a decent horseman, and knew how to keep his seat, but riding a flying mount was not something he was keen to become practiced in.

Before long (but entirely too long for his liking), Temur was descending. He wasn’t sure which was worse—falling backward or falling forward.

“Han,” Gaden said. “You can let me go now.”

Han opened one eye. They were on a rocky outcropping on a mountain somewhere overlooking the imperial city. Great, more heights. He reluctantly released Gaden before bonelessly sliding off Temur’s back. Yuli’s spirit was waiting at the peak, looking slightly impatient.

“Took you long enough,” she remarked as they approached.

“And good afternoon to you too,” Han muttered. His pulse was still pounding erratically, and he took several deep breaths to calm himself down.

“The Lady of Wild Things will be taking Rizhi, not Dafeng,” the Guardian of Wind said without preamble.

Han felt as though he had left his mind back on the ground because he couldn’t quite grasp what she was saying. “I’m sorry, come again?”

Yuli tugged anxiously at the end of her braid. “I know General Hong is preparing for an assault on Dafeng,” she said, enunciating each word clearly. “But he is focusing resources on the wrong place. The real goal for the Lady of Wild Things is Rizhi, and likely the rice fields of Fengshou and Guanhei. She intends to starve the imperial city.”

“How do you know this?” Gaden asked quietly.

Yuli hesitated. Temur gave her a gentle nudge with her beak. “From a dream,” she said at last.

“A dream?” Han frowned. “I didn’t realize the Guardian of Wind had clairvoyant powers.”

“Clairvoyant?” Yuli looked at him, impressed. “Your vocabulary is growing, Prince Rice Cake.”

He ignored her. “How do you know what you dreamed is real?”

“I know it sounds ridiculous,” Yuli said. “But … I saw Kho.”

Han exchanged looks with Gaden. The scarred youth gave an infinitesimal shake of their head. “Kho?” Han made his voice as kind as he possibly could. “Are you sure it wasn’t wishful thinking?”

The Lady of Wild Things had once been Maltak Kho, Yuli’s erstwhile rival in the Grand Game and … something else besides. He wasn’t entirely certain of the nature of their relationship, but he respected the tenderness with which the redhead spoke her name. It echoed the tender parts of his heart whenever he thought of Zhara.

“Temur verified the troop movements,” Yuli said. “The Blue and the Black Wings are on the move through the Middle Kingdom toward the Silver River. Fifteen thousand strong.”

“Mother of Demons,” Gaden scowled. They turned an accusatory glare on Han. “I told you we should have abandoned the imperial city.”

Han didn’t remind them that it hadn’t been his decision to take this course of action. He tried to remember how the board had been laid out in the war room, but his head was beginning to hurt. “We can’t fight off fifteen thousand,” Han murmured. “Even if we abandoned Dafeng and the imperial city, our numbers simply do not add up.”

Yuli bit her lip. “You might not need fifteen thousand soldiers.”

Han gave her a sharp look. “Do you have an idea?”

Yuli’s ghost paced. Across the ridge, Han could see a slender waterfall cascading down the rocks and realized that they were atop the Shards of the Sun. The valley spread out below them, an almost perfect circular bowl surrounded by mountains to the north and east and a plain and a forest to the south and west. Across the plain to the west, he could see the tiered towers and gates of Mugung Fortress, the gateway to the rest of the Middle Kingdom. A river snaked through the middle of the imperial city, bisecting it neatly and Han realized that he was gazing down upon a primitive sort of taikhut, that symbol of order and chaos, chaos and order, that had marked the pages of Songs of Order and Chaos. He understood a little better now why the ancients had considered this location holy.

“The Lady of Wild Things rides with the Blue and the Black,” Yuli said softly. “If we get to Rizhi before them and set up an ambush, if we are able to capture Kho…” She trailed off.

Gaden sucked in a sharp breath. “You’re not suggesting we take the Lady of Wild Things hostage?”

“Why not?” Yuli wrung her hands. “Cut off the head of the snake, and the body dies.”

Han had to admit it was a bold idea. “And you don’t think someone else will step in and take her place?”

Yuli looked toward the north. “She has her seconds-in-command,” Yuli said. “But without the Grand Kang, the Golden Horde will have no direction. And they would be more preoccupied with negotiating and getting the Grand Kang back than waging war. After all, she is the reason they rode to war in the first place.”

Han thought of trying to convince the leaders of the war council of this new direction and almost wanted to give up right then and there. But the prospect of ending the civil war in such a decisive manner was tempting. “And then what?” he asked. “We take Kho hostage and…”

“I don’t know,” Yuli whispered. She looked to Gaden. “You have the Star of Radiance. You will be able to banish the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, yes?”

Gaden bit their lip. “I can certainly try.” They placed their hand over their chest. “But I don’t know how.”

Han looked from Yuli to Gaden. “And if they can’t?”

“They must,” Yuli said. “We have to save her.”

“I’ve never performed an exorcism.” Gaden went pale. “I don’t even know if it’s possible.”

“It must be!” Yuli was agitated. “I can’t—I can’t—”

Han’s heart bled for her. He didn’t know what he would do if their positions were reversed, and it was Zhara who was possessed by the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.

“I’ll do everything I can,” Gaden promised. “We’ll find a way to save Kho.”

“A thousand, thousand thanks,” Yuli said, reaching for their hands. Her own passed through theirs; she was but a spirit, after all.

Han’s stomach turned. He didn’t want to be the one to remind them of the stakes, but someone had to. “We can’t lose sight of the greater goal,” he cautioned. “We’ll do everything we can to save her, but if it comes down to Kho or the rest of the Morning Realms…” He didn’t finish.

“Don’t you think I know that?” Yuli said in agony. “Kho herself told me that if it came to saving the world or saving her, to save the world.” She laughed without mirth. “Always for the greater good,” she murmured. “I love and hate that about her in equal measure.”

“If it were a choice between Ami and the rest of the world, I would choose Ami, Morning Realms be damned,” Gaden said fiercely.

Han was taken aback. “How could you say that?” he asked. “How can the life of one outweigh the lives of millions?”

“That’s not fair,” Gaden said. “Does love matter so little to you?” They stepped closer to get a better look at Han’s face. “Would you sacrifice Zhara for people you don’t know? Xu? Your little brother?”

Han winced. The honest answer was that he had no answer. He was not the one facing that choice. And he was grateful for it. “I don’t know,” he said at last. “But a leader must always be making these considerations.”

“Well, then it’s a good thing I have no desire to sit on the Sunburst Throne, lah?”

Yuli stepped between them, and although she was not physically there, Han and Gaden instinctively drew back. “Stop,” she said in a low voice. “All I ask is that we try.”

Han sighed. The elders weren’t going to be pleased about this. But he would try to convince them, for Yuli’s sake. “We will,” he promised. “We’ll find some way to take the Lady of Wild Things alive, even if it means I have to ride there and do it myself.”

Yuli eyed him askance but gave him a crooked smile. “I appreciate the sentiment, Prince Rice Cake, but I’ve seen how you fight.”

“Yah,” Han protested. “I drew first blood during our bout, if you recall.”

“Luck,” Yuli said dismissively. “And soft southern wiles.”

He smiled back. “I love you too.”

She made a face. “Gross.”

“What about everyone else?” Gaden asked. “How goes it on the Azure Isles?”

“Well, there’s good news and bad news,” Yuli said. “The good news is we’ve found the Guardian of Water.”

“You have?” Han was startled. “Who are they?”

“She calls herself Sister Foxglove, and she’s in training to be a death nun.”

“Talk about luck,” he muttered.

“What about the bad news?” Gaden asked.

“The Indigo Baron has been taken hostage by occupying northern forces, so we’re on our own with the naval blockades. Xu’s working on that, though.”

Han groaned. “I had hoped to bring the war council at least something to bargain with.”

“We do have something,” Gaden pointed out. “We have all four Guardians of Dawn now.”

He didn’t say that the four of them were currently across the waters in the Azure Isles, and that General Hong and the other veterans of the Just War were hardly the most accommodating of magic. “When will you return?” he asked instead.

“I don’t know. There’s still the portal to be sealed at the Lake of Illusion and the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos that needs to be found. But if—when—you capture Kho … I want to be here.”

Han nodded. “Understood. Give Zhara and the others my love.”

“Mine too,” Gaden said.

Yuli inclined her head, then vanished without another word. Temur shuffled her feathers and took off.

“Yah!” Han yelled at the departing bird. “How are we supposed to get down now?”
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SISTER FOXGLOVE WAS HIDING SOMETHING.

Ami didn’t quite know what to make of the acolyte. Sister Foxglove was playful, charming, and likable; Zhara and Yuli made friends with her immediately, the three of them laughing and talking about The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death as they made their way to Kasong. Evidently the acolyte knew the author of those trashy serials and delighted in teasing the others about the outcome of the story’s main characters. She also bonded easily with the Bangtan Brothers, calling them nicknames, falling in with their madcap tomfoolery, indulging in their playacting scenarios, and offering earnest critiques about their work. (They had intended to stage part one of their adaptation of The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death in Hwangyeong.)

And Ami did like Sister Foxglove. She wdas always interested and curious in Ami’s work with Songs of Order and Chaos, willing to offer what little she knew about the order. The Book of Beginnings and Endings was hidden on an island in Kasong Bay, the location known only to followers of the Way. Sister Foxglove admitted that she did not know the exact location but only that the island could be found by some arrangement of the stars. She was fascinated by Ami’s experience as an astrologer’s daughter and interested to learn how Ami was taught to navigate by sailors from the Azure Isles.

But there was something not quite truthful about the acolyte that made Ami a little bit wary.

“Ding!” Bohyun threw a pair of Flower cards onto the table while the other Brothers groaned. “I win again!”

They were all stuck in the Guardians of Dawn safe house in Kasong, each trying to find ways to pass the time while waiting for Junseo and Mihoon to return with a boat and a captain. Yuli and Zhara were on watch for Kestrels and Huntsmen while the two youngest Brothers played with Duckoo and Sajah, the two animals having made a tentative truce. Bohyun, Sungho, and Taeri were embroiled in a heated game of Flowers, betting chores with each hand. The eldest was easily cleaning up, distributing his duties with gleeful abandon.

“Lucky in love, unlucky at cards,” Taeri sighed, tossing his cards onto the table as Bohyun gathered them up.

“How do you know, didi?” Sungho asked. “You’ve never been in a relationship.”

“I have to be,” Taeri said. “If I am this bad.” He had been saddled with the most chores—from dishwashing to setting the protective wards to digging the latrines. “I just need an opportunity to prove myself.”

Ami had managed to get ahold of some star charts and maps of the islands in Kasong Bay. She and Sister Foxglove pored over them at another table, trying to figure out where this hidden island might be located.

“When the dragon is at its zenith, chase its tail to the end of the world,” the acolyte said. “That’s what they told us at the convent.”

“The dragon,” Ami murmured. “Could that mean the Dragon of the East?”

Sister Foxglove glanced at the black dog with white spots currently curled up in a ball and dozing by the corner. “I love Yongma very much, but I don’t think he knows where this island is located.”

“No, I mean the star,” Ami said. She circled the eastern part of the astronomical chart with her finger, pointing to a particularly bright object. “This is the star, Yongma, sometimes called the Dragon of the East. It resides in the enclosure of the Sea King and rises close to where the sun does around the spring equinox. It is said to bring storms and rain. But”—she frowned—“there is no tail. The Dragon of the East is not an asterism—oh!”

Sister Foxglove smiled. She never failed to be amused by Ami’s musings, and Ami liked that she never got irritated by confusion. “Oh?”

“The priestesses of Do must have meant the Immortal Dragon.” Ami tapped the center of the chart. “The seven stars that circumnavigate the pole star.” She traced the points that made up the asterism. “Yuo, Tendi, Wu, Omhak, Shua, Lo, and”—she hesitated—“Mara.”

Mara, the Seventh Immortal, whose cult of worship had been stricken from all records since the Just War. The Immortal of magic, also called the tail of the dragon. The Azurean sailors had showed her how to navigate using the Immortal Dragon, had taught her how to gauge time by the movement of the stars across the night sky. This close to the spring equinox, the Immortal Dragon would be at its zenith near midnight. Chasing its tail meant following the path of Mara, which would lead them—

“Ami?” Sister Foxglove asked. “Where did you go?”

“Northeast,” she said. “We have to travel northeast.” Ami looked down at the map of the charted islands in Kasong Bay. It was rather empty.

“A lot of bandits and pirates around there,” Bohyun said, coming to study the map over her shoulder. “There are hundreds of tiny islands in that part of the bay alone, most of them too small for a port, but just large enough for a hideout.”

“And a perfect place for followers of the Way to hide their sacred text.” Sister Foxglove whistled appreciatively. “Clever.”

Bohyun tapped his chin. “To be honest, I’m surprised it hasn’t been stolen by now,” he said. “The lure of a book of forbidden magic would be too much for treasure hunters to resist. The fact that Mihoon hasn’t heard about it on the black market is rather miraculous.”

“That’s because the island is well protected,” Sister Foxglove said.

Bohyun raised his brows. “How?”

The acolyte shifted, and once again, Ami caught the hint of a lie. She didn’t feel Sister Foxglove to be deceitful, necessarily, but she certainly wasn’t entirely forthcoming either. “I don’t know how, exactly,” the acolyte said. “But it was always rumored to be by enchantment.”

“Enchantment?” Zhara glanced over from her station by the window. “By protective spells? There are magicians in the order?”

Sister Foxglove shook her head. “You don’t have to be a magician in order to join the Way. No, this is older than magic—or at least human magic. I think.” She twirled her finger through her lock of white hair. “We are taught that the material world is the realm of order, and the spiritual world is the realm of chaos, but there are some places in the world where the two realms exist at once. The island is one of them.”

“Like the Root of the World,” Ami said, remembering the caves of Mount Llangposa. There was a sort of wild or raw magic there that none of them could explain and was the source of the glowing crystals— ki made manifest—that Zhara had found. Ami reached into the collar of her tunic and pulled out her own crystal hanging from its cage on a chain. A soft light emanated at her touch. “What sort of enchantment protects the island?”

“I don’t know.” Sister Foxglove tugged at her earlobe, lost in thought. “When the dragon is at its zenith, chase its tail to the end of the world,” she said quietly. “There’s something about the end of the world that makes me think it has to do with whatever protects the island.”

“That’s not ominous or anything,” Bohyun said in a dry voice.

“Hoi!” Yuli hissed. “Someone’s coming!”

Immediately Yongma breathed out a stream of mist that enveloped the entire room. Once it dissipated, everyone had vanished, glamoured into invisibility by the Dragon of the East. Ami could still see through the illusion with her spectacles on, but when she peered over the rims, the disappearance was complete. It gave her a slight headache.

The door slid open, bringing in a waft of briny air from the sea, as well as Junseo and Mihoon. Yongma lifted the glamour, and the lanky leader startled to see everyone suddenly appear beside him. “We’ve run into some trouble,” he said.

“What happened?” Zhara asked.

“No one’s willing to ferry us to an unknown island, but we did find a fisherman willing to lend us a spare dinghy. It’ll carry eight at most, and it’s pretty worn down, but perhaps the Guardian of Fire could transform it into something more seaworthy?” He gave her a hopeful look. Zhara nodded.

“Well, that’s good, isn’t it?” Sungho asked. “At least we have something that will get us there.”

“The problem is we were recognized,” Mihoon said heavily. “And there are wanted posters all over the docks with our faces on them.”

“Did they at least get my face right?” Bohyun asked. “I don’t want the people getting the wrong impression of my looks.”

“Gogo,” Taeri shushed him.

“What are we wanted for?” Yoochun asked from the corner.

“For magic,” Mihoon said grimly. “And as known accomplices of the Guardians of Dawn.” He looked to Zhara. “Your faces are on the posters as well.”

“I don’t know how, but the Huntsmen must have gotten to Kasong before we did,” Junseo said.

“Ogodei,” Yuli growled. “That demon must have escaped the pit Ami created somehow.”

Sister Foxglove had gone pale. “Does that mean the Fleet Queen knows about us?”

“Almost certainly,” Junseo said.

“What do we do?” Sungho asked.

“I think it’s best we leave Kasong as soon as possible,” Junseo said. “Decide who among us will go with the girls, and the rest of us will meet them at Cheongsam.”

“Cheongsam?” Sister Foxglove asked.

“It’s the northernmost city on Rangi Island,” Junseo said. “And where you would need to go in order to get to Genbu Island and the Lake of Illusion. There is a Guardians of Dawn safe house there, but it’s likely that it is being watched. Those of us not going with the girls will camp on the outskirts of town and wait there.”

There was some argument among the Bangtan Brothers about who would get to accompany the girls to an enchanted island, but after a few rounds of frog, fly, net it was decided Bohyun and Yoochun would go with Zhara, Ami, Yuli, Sister Foxglove, Sajah, and Temur. Junseo and the others would take the wagon, Cloud, Rinqi, and Duckoo to Cheongsam. Yongma would glamour them into invisibility while they fled Kasong.

“What about us?” Bohyun asked. “How will we get to the dock?”

“I can disguise our appearance,” Sister Foxglove said. “I might not have the trick of invisibility, but I know a thing or two about glamours. Hopefully.”

“Hopefully?” Ami asked.

“It’s a lot easier putting a glamour on myself than on other things,” Sister Foxglove admitted.

“We’ll leave now,” Junseo said. “Yongma will join you at the dock after nightfall.”



Ami had to remove her glasses before she could be glamoured.

If she thought seeing through Yongma’s invisibility with her spectacles gave her a headache, it was nothing compared to seeing two appearances at once. Sister Foxglove had turned them all into fisherfolk, a process that look longer than Ami expected. Sister Foxglove immediately turned herself into an aged grandmother, a disguise Ami suspected had been well used, before turning her abilities on the others.

“It’s easier for me to mimic other people’s appearances than to create them wholesale,” the acolyte said.

“How do you do that?” Zhara asked with interest.

“It’s like … I can remember what their ki felt like and can shape my own to imitate it,” Sister Foxglove said. “It’s trickier with other people though. I have to take your ki and mold it into another form. It’s like brush painting, where you are constrained by how the water bleeds and moves on the paper. And I was never very good at painting. There.” She stepped back and observed her handiwork. “That’s … adequate, I suppose.”

They all vaguely looked like the same person with ragged hair, sun-and-salt-leathered skin, and narrow eyes.

“I had to base my glamour on the appearance of one of the fishermen whose face I could remember,” she said apologetically. “Let me see if I can maybe adjust some things on you individually. Handsome, how would you like a beard?”

“Let’s just hope we don’t run into this fisherman,” Yuli said. “Lest they find themself with five new siblings they’ve never seen before and go running to their mother for answers.”

“It’s dark,” Zhara said. “And as long as we don’t draw undue attention to ourselves, we should be fine.”

They set out for the dock after Sister Foxglove put the finishing touches on their disguises, a beard here, a mole there. She coached them through how to hold their bodies and pitch their voices, saying that it was more than an appearance that sold a performance. The Bangtan Brothers had no trouble with this idea, but Ami was uncomfortable with every aspect of it. The lie itched, but moreover, she had never thought so hard about her own body and how it interacted with her environment before. Whenever she tried to move differently from her usual self, she ended up stiff and wooden, and Sister Foxglove finally gave up and kindly told her to be herself. Sajah followed behind in his favorite ginger cat form, while Temur circled the skies above them.

The harbor was thick with night watchmen, but they made it down to the dock where Yongma was waiting in his favorite dog guise without incident. The dinghy was worn down as Junseo had said, and Zhara asked the others to keep a lookout while she transformed the boat. Everyone shielded the rosy-gold glow as best they could; Bohyun and Yoochun pretending to haul netting, while Ami, Yuli, and Sister Foxglove kept watch.

Yongma growled.

“What is it, boy?”

Ami replaced her glasses. In the milling throng, she spied a shadow of darkness amid the light of everyone else’s ki. She went still. “Demon,” she murmured.

“Everyone in the boat,” Zhara ordered. “Now!”

Bohyun and Yoochun helped Sister Foxglove and Ami into the craft. Zhara fitted a pair of oars into their locks, gesturing for the others to get on board.

“Min Suhwa!” came a booming shout from shore.

Sister Foxglove froze.

“Go!” Yuli shouted, running toward the demon. Ami could make out the distinctive wolf helm of the Maltak Kang as it approached—Ogodei. The Guardian of Wind tackled him to the ground, manifesting twin spirit blades that she drove into his chest.

“Yuli-nene!” Yoochun called out, but Zhara shushed him.

“Let’s go!” she shouted.

Bohyun and Yoochun immediately took up the oars and launched their boat, but the waters beneath them began to bubble and churn.

“Hurry!” Zhara gripped the side of the craft as something bumped up beneath them, nearly capsizing them before they had even left the harbor. Bohyun and Yoochun rowed with all their might, pulling away from the dock with impressive speed, and headed toward open water.

On shore, Ami could see Yuli grappling with Ogodei, who lashed out at Yuli with dark blades of his own. Anti-ki met ki in a clash not of sound but of a grinding sensation in Ami’s chest.

“Are we just going to leave her?” Sister Foxglove cried.

Just then, a melodic trill pierced the air. Overhead, the Eagle of the North was diving, and on shore Yuli managed to break free from Ogodei’s demonic clutches. She sprinted toward Temur with the Huntsman on her heels, leaping onto the giant bird’s back just as his hands barely missed grasping her leg.

The waters were growing rockier, and suddenly an enormous tentacle burst from the waves to wrap itself around Ami’s leg. She screamed, feeling the burn of anti-ki against her skin, and she thrust out with her magic helplessly. A chaos creature.

“Min Suhwa!” Ogodei bellowed from the harbor.

Yongma’s black fur rippled as it gave way to shining scales, diving into the sea. The chaos creature released Ami, and beneath their boat, she could see shadow and light entwined in battle as the Dragon of the East fought off the monster.

“Look out!” Zhara cried.

Ahead, another chaos creature rose from the sea, its reptilian maw open in a roar. Several white-gold arrows pierced its throat as the leviathan thrashed in pain. Temur and Yuli soared past, winging upward for a better position.

“Min Suhwa!”

In their boat, Sajah doubled, tripled, quadrupled in size, nearly sending them all tumbling into the water. His golden eyes glowed and his silver horns crackled with light, and a thunderbolt came crashing down on the leviathan ahead of them. The entire sea turned white for a moment, and Ami had to shield her eyes from the brightness. When she opened her eyes again, the waters were filled with dead fish, bobbing like leaves in the waves. A shimmering, serpentine figure cut through the darkness below and Yongma burst from the ocean, savaging the monster in his coils. They crashed back down, drenching them all, but despite everything, Bohyun and Yoochun kept rowing.

“Min Suhwa!”

A trail of white-gold fell into the water like a meteor, spreading out in a glowing sphere beneath them. Ami could see shadows writhing in the bubble as it began to contract and Yuli sent the chaos creatures back to Tiyok. The light grew smaller and smaller, until finally, it was gone.

And still, from shore, the cries of Min Suhwa followed in their wake.






15


THE SKIES WERE CLEAR, THE WATERS WERE calm, and the silence was absolute as Suhwa and the others made their way toward the hidden island.

Ogodei’s cries lingered in her ears long after they had left Kasong’s harbor behind. Min Suhwa! Of them all, it was Giggles she couldn’t bear to face, his enormous puppy-brown eyes looking at her with such sorrow and hurt that she wondered if it weren’t better to just throw herself into the sea and end it all right then and there.

Ami set their course, pointing to the pole star and directing them northeast. Yuli joined them while Temur scouted far ahead. Yongma remained in the water after the battle, gently pushing them along, sparing them all the labor of rowing for miles. After that, the party had grown quiet, with nothing but the gentle lapping of water against the hull of their boat and the occasional cry of gulls winging overhead.

“Why didn’t you trust us, nene?” Giggles asked softly.

It was nene that broke her heart. In the convent, she had been the youngest, the one calling everyone else nene. It was the trust more than the betrayal that stung most; over the course of a few short days, the Bangtan Brothers had somehow become dear to her, and she to them.

Suhwa looked down at her hands. “It wasn’t a matter of trust, but of habit, didi,” she said softly. “I haven’t been Min Suhwa—that Min Suhwa—since I was six years old.”

The Fleet Queen’s niece. The daughter of the Last Marquess. A symbol of hope for the Azurean independence movement.

“I’ve been on the run or hiding for most of my life,” she went on. “And I think I got used to being other people out of necessity. It was freeing,” she said, looking around the boat, “pretending to be someone other than Min Suhwa. It was as though by being someone else, I could truly be myself. Instead of a symbol.”

“Or a bargaining chip.” She could feel Zhara’s sympathetic gaze on her face. She nodded.

“So you were never truly Sister Foxglove?” Giggles asked in a small voice. “You don’t know Jae Hyun?”

Suhwa would have laughed if she didn’t feel like crying. “Sister Foxglove is the name I would have chosen if I were to take the veil,” she said. “But it is true that I know Jae Hyun because I was raised in the convent of the Way. It’s where I’ve lived ever since I ran away from the palace at Kasong as a child.”

“You ran away?” Yuli asked incredulously. “You were raised at the palace?”

Suhwa nodded again. “When the Fleet Queen murdered her sister, she decided to raise me, her niece, to be her heir. A way of consolidating and legitimizing her authority over the Baron Flotilla, I suppose, although the barons are not known to agree on much, if anything.”

Ami frowned. “But what of your magic? I thought the Fleet Queen was allied with the Warlord during the Just War.”

Suhwa closed her eyes. “That was a matter of convenience, not ideology. She offered the Warlord aid, he repaid her by naming her the suzerain of the Azure Isles. But we have always ever gone our own way apart from the mainland. Even after the Just War, shamans and priestesses maintained their folk practices of magic. Who was to stop us? Until the civil war, no Kestrel had ever set foot on our land.” She opened her eyes again. “As long as no one was openly defying the Gommun Emperor’s edicts, my aunt was willing to look the other way.”

“But what about having a magician in her own household?” Yuli asked.

Suhwa tucked her knees to her chin. “I don’t know if my aunt ever knew,” she said. “I tried my best to stay out of sight. She never paid me much attention; I was more of a hostage than an heir. I tried to help that along by making myself insignificant, becoming the furniture in the room whenever she entered.” She let her hair fall over her face, hiding herself from the others.

“Is that when you discovered you were the Guardian of Water?” Ami asked.

Suhwa shook her head. “That was much later, after I had left the palace.”

“What made you run away?” Zhara asked gently.

Suhwa rocked back and forth, remembering the night that had changed her world forever. “I discovered my aunt was a demon,” she whispered.

Stunned silence fell over the boat. She could feel everyone’s eyes on her and wished again that she had Yongma’s ability to turn invisible. Now that everyone had seen not just her true face but her true self, there was no hiding anymore. She felt tender and raw, her protective personas stripped away like the shell of a freshly shucked oyster.

“A demon?” Ami said at last. “How?”

Suhwa had tried for so long not to think about that night. In some ways she had been running from the memory more than the palace her entire life—the fear, the dread, and the horrifying realization that there were things beyond her comprehension. “I was playing in my aunt’s bedchamber,” she said in a small voice. “She had a chest of the most beautiful robes and jewelry, and when she was away, I used to sneak in and pretend to be a merchant’s daughter.” She laughed, but it was without humor. “I didn’t have many friends; I didn’t belong with the children of the palace guards, and there were no other children of my station at the palace. So I imagined I was in the marketplace at Kasong, talking with people from all over the world, buying and selling exotic wares.” She shivered in her damp clothes, but it was not due to the chill of being on open water. “And then my aunt returned.”

Although it had been years since she had last seen her aunt, she could recall with precision every detail of the Fleet Queen’s face. Suhwa did not remember much of her mother, but it was said that her aunt had been the beauty of the pair. Tall and slim, with a waterfall of long, shining black hair, she had the sort of face that painters and poets loved to immortalize in their art. As a child, Suhwa had often been told she resembled her aunt more than her mother, and that she too would grow up to be just as beautiful.

“There was a glass mirror in my aunt’s quarters,” she whispered. “It was large, the size of a full-grown adult, a gift from some baron or another who had traveled beyond the outermost west. My aunt had just returned from some sort of function and stood before the mirror.” Suhwa squeezed her eyes shut, as though she could squeeze the memory from her mind. “I hid behind the chest and watched as she removed her makeup and jewelry, but the image reflected in the surface was not my aunt. It was—it was—”

She had no words to describe what she had seen. If given paint and a brush, she could have re-created a representation of what had been in the mirror, but nothing would ever convey the true horror of what looked back. There was a crystal pool in the palace at Kasong, another gift from an adventurous baron, and if Suhwa looked into it at the right angle, it had seemed as though the waters stretched down into infinity. The thought of infinity had frightened her as a child, too enormous, too boundless for her to grasp, and the face that stared out from her aunt’s reflection was like staring into eternity.

“A demon,” Ami finished quietly. Suhwa looked up. There was understanding in the Guardian of Wood’s voice, and she realized that if anyone could comprehend the true horror of what she had witnessed, it would be these girls.

“Yes.” The word was scarcely audible above the breeze. “And in that moment, the illusion was broken. I could see the glamours that cloaked an empty void. My aunt was not my aunt; she was nothing made flesh.”

“The Ancient One,” Ami said with awe. “The last Lord of Tiyok was said to be able to walk through the material world cloaked in the skins of others.”

Suhwa curled up into an even tighter ball. “I knew then—just knew—I had to run.” She did not speak of the other things she had seen in the mirror. “I escaped the palace that night.”

“How?” Zhara asked.

“It was like seeing my aunt’s true face unlocked my powers,” Suhwa said. “I disguised myself as a fox and ran away.” She also did not speak of how her aunt had seen through her, past the shape of the creature to the frightened little girl beneath.

“How did you survive?” Handsome asked gently.

Suhwa smiled for the first time that night. “Yongma found me.” She cast an affectionate glance at the dragon steadily pushing their boat. “He led me to the Guardians of Dawn.”

Yuli made a frustrated noise. “The Guardians knew where the Guardian of Water was this entire time and didn’t tell us?”

Suhwa stared into the middle distance before her. “They knew,” she said hollowly. “And they all died for it.” She could still hear the clash of iron and smell the tang of blood.

Handsome laid a comforting hand on her shoulder. She startled at the touch but allowed herself to accept his support with grace.

“Is that why you didn’t tell us who you truly were, nene?” Giggles asked. “Because you were afraid it would put us in danger?”

Suhwa twisted a lock of her damp hair around her finger. “I wasn’t lying when I said it was a habit, but yes. From then on, I became someone—anyone—else. Eventually Yongma and I found a convent of the Way, where we were taken in by the priestesses there.”

Giggles nodded. “The priestesses ran the orphanage where Taeri-gogo and Alyosha-gogo and I were raised.” So that’s why they were called the Choi brothers, Suhwa realized.

“So you’ve kept your identity hidden this entire time?” Zhara was amazed.

Suhwa shook her head. “The priestesses found out soon enough, but followers of the Way are considered sacrosanct in the Azure Isles. And that’s where I remained hidden, never showing my true face outside convent walls.” Her lips twisted as she touched her fingers to her cheek. “I’m not even sure what I actually look like. I haven’t been able to look in a mirror since that night.”

“Well, I can tell you that you’re gorgeous,” Yuli said, giving her a flirtatious wink. “You can use me as a mirror anytime.”

Suhwa laughed.

“When did you find out you were the Guardian of Water?” Ami asked.

“That was Sister Larkspur,” she said.

“Jae Hyun?” Giggles was agog. “The writer?”

She gave the boy a sidelong grin. “What does a writer do? They read. Sister Larkspur suspected my powers were beyond the scope of an ordinary magician’s, so they traveled to the island where we’re going in order to read from The Book of Beginnings and Endings to confirm it.” Suhwa gestured to the sky. “That’s how I know where to find it.”

“Speaking of, we’ve been on the water for about an hour now.” Ami traced the movement of the Immortal Dragon with her hand. “How much longer?”

Suhwa shrugged. “Until the end of the world, that’s what Sister Larkspur said.”

“But what does that mean?” Giggles asked.

“I don’t know,” Suhwa said. “But I suspect we’ll know it when we see it.”



The end of the world turned out to be an enormous hole in the middle of the ocean.

Or so everyone else thought.

Giggles was the first to notice. “What is that?”

Suhwa strained her eyes. The moon was bright, and ahead, she could see the shadow of a tiny island jutting out from the waves, a rocky spit of land barely large enough to even be considered an island. They had passed dozens like it on their journey, the haunt of sea bandits and other unsavory sailors.

Zhara sucked in a sharp breath. “That’s a … hole in the water.”

“A hole?” Ami peered over the rims of her spectacles. “Ah.”

Suhwa was bewildered. “Like … a whirlpool?”

“Bigger,” Handsome said in awe. “Massive.”

She had read of maelstroms and whirlpools in the illustrated pirate adventure serials she preferred over romance, but there was no mass of swirling water, no vortex down into oblivion that she could see.

“The end of the world,” Giggles said.

“It’s an illusion,” Ami said. She lifted her spectacles and replaced them again.

“An illusion?” Yuli squinted. “But it seems so … real.”

“Can you see through glamours too?” Suhwa asked the Guardian of Wood.

Ami tapped the edges of her glasses. “I can see the true ki of all things with these.”

“I enchanted them,” Zhara said helpfully.

Suhwa turned back to the island growing closer. She thought of the moment she had seen her aunt’s true face in the mirror, and of how she was still aware of the glamour that clung to her on the edges of her vision. If she let her eyes go unfocused, taking in the whole of what was before her rather than the island itself, she could see the illusion that hid the island from view—the massive maw in the middle of the ocean, a slowly rotating eddy that seemed to disappear down into Tiyok itself. Suhwa remembered the crystal pool at the palace and shivered.

“How do we even approach?” Handsome asked fearfully.

“At some point, we will have to pass through the edge of the illusion,” Ami said. “Until then, we must trust that Yongma won’t lead us astray.”

The dragon splashed his tail behind them.

Handsome leaned back in the craft as they approached, his eyes fixed on the water instead of the peak rising before them. The island was comprised of a single solitary mountain still covered in snow.

Giggles sniffed the air. “Does anyone else smell that?”

There was a ripe, heady scent that hung heavy over them, a sweet and honey-like perfume that overpowered even the salt and brine of the sea.

“Peaches,” Giggles breathed.

Handsome gave a shout of alarm, and the others startled in their seats. The island had come fully into view, and everyone craned their necks to take in the height of the mountain before them. This close, Suhwa realized that it was not snow that covered the slopes but trees—trees laden with thousands upon thousands upon thousands of blossoms. She had never seen so many flowers in bloom at once. But it was not the perfume of the peach blossoms that filled the air; it was the scent of the fruit itself, a strange impossibility.

“Magic,” Ami whispered. “An enchanted island indeed.”

Fat, plump globes hung from the branches, pink and yellow and incredibly tempting. It would be months before the marketplaces would even have peaches to sell, and Suhwa’s mouth watered with the remembered taste—juicy, sweet, and oh so delicious.

There was a thin strip of sandy beach ringing the island, and Yongma gently pushed the craft onto shore. The shadow of a four-winged bird briefly covered the face of the moon; Temur was scouting the peak. Everyone clambered out of the boat, steadying their sea legs on land. Yuli tilted her head up to the top of the mountain, her eyes glowing white-gold.

“There’s a temple at the summit,” she said. “And a path leading up to it yonder.” She pointed some distance down the shore, where Suhwa could see steps carved into the stone leading up the slope.

“Bohyun, you and Yoochun stay with the boat,” Zhara said. “The girls and I will head up to retrieve the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos.”

“I want to come.” Giggles pouted.

“We need you here,” Zhara said gently. “Someone has to make sure Sajah and Yongma don’t get into trouble.”

Yongma flopped onto the sand, tongue lolling and looking very much like a dog despite his dragon shape. Sajah, back in his ginger cat shape, gave a disgusted sniff.

“And don’t eat the peaches,” Suhwa advised.

“Blast,” Giggles said, wiping a bit of drool from his mouth. “Why not?”

“Didn’t the priestesses ever tell you stories about what happens to people who eat fairy fruit?”



It was a moderately difficult hike to the summit, and Suhwa didn’t want to admit it, but she was exhausted. The hour was late, and not only had they journeyed several hours to the middle of nowhere by boat, they had also barely escaped Kasong Harbor with their lives. She half wanted to tell the others to rest and wait until morning, but Zhara seemed determined to fetch The Book of Beginnings and Endings before dawn. Suhwa supposed that the threat of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons would feel more urgent to those who had witnessed her return, but for her, everything felt as though it passed by in a dream. There was a strange air of unreality about the island, and the scent of peaches was intoxicating, making her feel sleepy. She felt disconnected from her body and her experiences, and she wondered more than once if she was somehow asleep back at the convent, dreaming of all the events that had happened since.

“We’re here,” Yuli announced. Ahead was a freestanding gate painted with a daeghuk, the black-and-white symbol of the Way. Broad, shallow steps were paved into the mountainside that led past the gate toward a low-standing wall surrounding the perimeter of the complex, much like the walls that surrounded the convent in which Suhwa grew up.

“Are there any traps or other protections we should be aware of?” Ami asked.

Suhwa blinked, trying to wake herself up. “No,” she yawned. “But this is a place of initiation, and I remember Sister Larkspur telling me that every acolyte must pass three trials in order to reach the inner sanctum where the book is kept safe.”

“No guards? Magic?”

“I don’t think so?” Suhwa studied the temple complex before her. It seemed to be utterly abandoned. “Not all acolytes are magicians, so there wouldn’t be any sort of test that required them to use it.”

The girls silently walked up the path toward the entrance. The posts and lintel of the gate were painted black, with the word ORDER painted in white. Zhara looked to Suhwa, who pushed the doors open. They were unlocked.

The gate opened into a courtyard made of large alternating black and white marble tiles that led to another set of steps to a building. Suhwa was about to set foot in the courtyard when Ami stopped her with a hand.

“Wait.” The Guardian of Wood studied the courtyard through her enchanted spectacles, her nose wrinkled in thought. “If there is no magic, then the trials must be some sort of puzzle the acolytes must solve.” She picked up a rock from the ground and tossed it carefully into the courtyard. It tapped on a white tile a few times before rolling onto a black one, where it disappeared without a sound.

Suhwa rubbed her eyes. The white tiles glowed beneath the moon, but the black ones seemed to absorb all light.

Ami picked up another stone and tossed it again, this time aiming it directly onto a black tile.

Again, it disappeared without a sound.

The Guardian of Wood looked up at the word painted into the lintel above the gate. “Order,” she murmured, looking at the white letters and the white tiles. Cautiously, she stepped onto one. “Oh,” she said with surprise, looking all around her. “It’s an illusion. There are no black tiles; there is nothing there at all. They’re holes.”

Once Suhwa crossed the threshold, the glamour dissolved. The white tiles revealed themselves to be pillars of pale stone over a large pit. The girls leaped from pillar to pillar as they traversed the courtyard, taking care not to fall into the spaces between. Having made it safely across, they ascended the steps to the next gate.

“Chaos,” Ami read aloud. This time, the word was painted in black against white wood.

Suhwa pushed open these doors, which revealed a wide, bubbling pool in the middle of the room. The waters churned and spun, and there would be no way to get to the other side without swimming.

“And I only just managed to get dry,” Suhwa said with dismay.

Zhara looked to Ami. “What do you think this puzzle is?”

“Obviously, the clue here is chaos,” Ami said. She frowned. “The white tiles in the courtyard represented order, because they were solid, real, and of the material plane. The empty spaces would have represented chaos.”

“Jun created the sun, the moon, and the stars, while Yan created the space between them,” Suhwa quoted.

“That’s from Songs of Order and Chaos!” Ami said excitedly.

“Is it?” Suhwa asked with interest. “It’s part of the story of creation we learned in the convent.”

“Yes, but how do we apply all that to this?” Yuli gestured to the pool before them.

The girls fell silent.

“I suppose there’s no way to still the waters,” Zhara said, taking in the room. Reaching into the neck of her tunic, she pulled out a crystal on a chain, similar to the one around Ami’s neck. In her hand, a light bloomed. It revealed a plain-standing structure with nothing on the walls, ceiling, or anywhere else.

“I think we have to swim across,” Yuli said grimly. “I’ll go first. I’m probably the strongest out of all of us.”

There were steps descending into the pool, which the redhead entered without preamble. “It’s not deep,” she said. “The water is only waist-high. Well, waist-high on me,” she amended. “It’s probably up to your shoulders, Bubbles.”

Zhara harrumphed. “I’m not that short.”

Yuli took several steps before diving headfirst into the pool. Suhwa held her breath as the redhead took long, sure strokes, but try as Yuli might, the churning waters simply returned her back to the steps where the other girls waited.

“I can’t,” the redhead gasped, shaking herself off like a dog. “The current’s too strong.”

“What do we do?” Zhara asked.

Suhwa watched Ami study the pattern of the swirls. The Guardian of Wood reached into her sash and dropped a pencil in the pool. It floated atop the water like a twig, battered about by the eddies until it caught the current. The pencil slipped across with ease, landing on the steps on the other side.

“We surrender ourselves to chaos,” Ami said. “Try again, Yuli, but this time, don’t fight it.”

The redhead looked skeptical but lay on her back, screwing her face tight as the water pulled her this way and that. Before long, she too was borne across the pool and deposited gently on the other side. “It works!”

Suhwa, Zhara, and Ami followed suit, and soon enough, they all emerged from the water, dripping wet and shivering from the chill. They exited the building and crossed another small courtyard to stand before a little freestanding shrine, enclosed by a curious circular door, divided horizontally into black and white. A drop of white paint marked the black half; a dot of black marred the white.

“Last puzzle,” Suhwa said. She read the words written above the entrance. “Balance.” She tried the door. This time, it was locked.

“What’s this?” Zhara pointed to a pair of baskets hanging from ropes on either side of the door. The one on the left was filled with black orbs, and the one on the right was filled with white. The basket on the left was much closer to the ground than the one on the right.

Suhwa studied the door itself. It looked like a daeghuk turned on its side; the black part was usually on the left and the white on the right. She looked to the baskets, and the ropes connecting them to a beam above them, which was tilted to one side. “It’s some sort of scale,” she realized. The word BALANCE painted over the entrance now made sense. “Ami, tug on the basket on the right, please.”

The Guardian of Wood complied, and as she did, the circular door rotated.

“I think we have to make sure the orbs are balanced,” Yuli said. “The black weighs more than the white, so we should make sure the baskets have an equal number of each.”

The girls divided the tasks between them, and sure enough, once the baskets held an equal number of black and white orbs, the door rotated so that the black half was on the left and the white on the right. There was a click as the balancing mechanism slid into place. Suhwa gave the door another try.

This time it opened.

The last of the three trials passed, the Guardians of Dawn entered the final sanctum. It was small, not much larger than the room Suhwa had back in the convent but much more richly decorated. Zhara raised her glowing crystal, illuminating stars painted onto the ceiling and the floor. No, the floor was not painted; the floor was a mirror. There was a large sheet of polished silver in the center of the room, perfectly round, and it reflected the ceiling so flawlessly that it made Suhwa a little bit dizzy. Not even the mirror in her aunt’s bedchamber had been so clear.

“There.” Ami pointed at a cupboard at the back of the sanctum. “That’s probably where the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos is kept.” She started to walk over, but Zhara gently held her back.

“It’s Suhwa’s sacred text,” she said softly. “Let her do it.”

Disappointed, Ami stepped back but nodded at Suhwa deferentially. She crossed the room and opened the cupboard trepidatiously, but there were no more puzzles to solve. The cupboard wasn’t even locked. Instead, lying on the shelf looked to be an ancient leather folio embossed with a daeghuk. This holy work seemed so small and insignificant. Slowly, hesitantly, Suhwa gathered the folio in her hands, waiting lest she be struck down by lightning for sacrilege.

Nothing happened.

“Are you all right?” Zhara asked.

Suhwa blinked. “I’m fine,” she said. And she was.

“Then let’s go.”

“Hoi, Sister Foxglove,” Yuli called. “Before we leave, come take a look at yourself in this mirror so you know I’m not lying when I say you’re gorgeous.”

Suhwa approached the mirror, hanging back from looking at her reflection. The night she fled the palace at Kasong returned vividly to her mind, and the image of what she had seen in her aunt’s mirror rose up in her memory. Holding her breath, she leaned over, seeing herself for the first time in ten years.

A girl stared back at her.

The first thing she noticed was the white streak in the girl’s hair. Suhwa pulled the bedraggled strands from her own head before her, a distinctive feature about herself she could not change. It really was her in the reflection. She leaned in closer.

“Don’t fall in love with yourself now,” Yuli said.

Suhwa smiled. The girl smiled back. Suhwa blinked. Had her smile always been so sinister? Now that she had a better look, the girl no longer looked so young; the cheeks were carved sharp instead of softly rounded, and her eyes were hard. Dark. Depthless. Suhwa brought her hands up to her cheeks and frowned, but the reflection did not comply.

Before her eyes, the image rippled and blurred, the white streak vanishing from the girl’s hair. Her reflection’s smile only grew wider and Suhwa suddenly realized she was looking at her aunt.

Ah, Guardian of Water, a voice said at the back of her mind. There you are.






16


THE PRO-MAGIC ALLIANCE WOULD RECEIVE NO SUBSTANTIAL aid from the outermost west.

Although Gaden had expected this outcome, it did not make reading the letter from Okonwe any easier. The day was mild, the skies a hazy blue as they sat in the imperial gardens, feeling both vindicated and regretful by the turn of events. The Free Peoples had no cause to take up arms and join the pro-magic fight; it did not matter who sat on the Sunburst Throne in the imperial city, the outermost west would go their own way. Not even the Warlord had tried to police magic in the lands beyond the Gunung Mountains while he was alive, deeming the people too sparse and too spread out to be worth hounding. The Free Peoples had no reason to believe the Lady of Wild Things would materially change things if she were to win the civil war.

It would, of course, be different if Gaden chose to accept the name to which they had been born and ascended the throne. Gaden was one of them, taught by the Qirin Tulku and raised in the faith of the Great Wheel. The Sunburst Warrior had brought the faith of the Great Wheel to the Morning Realms, and in the eyes of the Free Peoples, had brought peace to the land by vanquishing the forces of chaos. History moved in cycles, and as the Sunburst Warrior’s successor in both blood and circumstance, Gaden knew that if they just claimed their birthright, the Free Peoples would follow.

Pang Lok had not been subtle about that.

Even now, the leader of the Heralds of Glorious Justice was riding the length and breadth of the Zanqi Plateau, rallying warriors to the banner of the Four-Winged Dragon, promising a return to a golden era that Gaden wasn’t sure ever existed. The Mugungs were hardly exemplary rulers; Gaden knew enough history to understand the many wrongs committed by their ancestors beyond the corruption of the Star of Radiance. In the end, Gaden simply did not believe in the supremacy of a single ruler, which was only as good as the moral character of the person on the Sunburst Throne. All the good done by one emperor could simply be undone by the next. The civil war was proof.

Pang Lok has mustered a few thousand to ride with the Heralds of Glorious Justice, Okonwe wrote. They stand ready at your call, waiting to do your bidding.

Gaden pressed a hand to their chest, where the Star of Radiance stirred. Their bidding. They didn’t know whether to feel relieved or horrified that it was only a few thousand willing to submit themselves to another’s will. The alliance would be disappointed, of course, but Gaden would never force those mustered to fight.

I too am at the ready, should you need me, Okonwe continued. In whatever capacity you require. Whether it is to ride to the imperial city at your command or to be a helping hand as you chart your own course through life, I will be there.

Gaden closed their eyes. Okonwe had been the one to rescue them as a baby when the Warlord razed the imperial palace to the ground and was as close to a father as they had ever known. There was a part of Gaden that wished their father would simply tell them what to do, but that had never been Okonwe’s way. Their guardian had always raised Gaden with the belief that they had the right to choose their own destiny, to own their future, mistakes and all.

“Am I doing the right thing?” they murmured. The letter could not answer, of course. Okonwe was thousands of miles away, and it would be another several weeks before a reply would even reach him.

Whatever you choose, I will stand by you. Whether it be an emperor, a general, a teacher, or a yak herder, know that I will always be proud of you and love you for whatever you are.

Tears stung Gaden’s eyes. They wanted nothing more than to hear those words in person, to have one person on their side in this horrific civil war. Not a political side; their personal one. Someone who understood that they were more than the Sunburst Warrior’s legacy, more than the last heir of the Mugung Dynasty, and more than the Star of Radiance.

“Chaos, chaos, everywhere.”

Gaden looked up to find Li Er-Shuan wandering through the gardens, waving his hands as though swatting away invisible butterflies. He looked to be in one of his vague moods again, and Gaden sighed as they got to their feet.

“Can I help you with anything, father?” they asked courteously.

“It’s all out of balance,” the astrologer muttered. “Look at this.”

Bemused, Gaden followed the line of their finger toward a tree in the garden. “I am looking, father,” they said politely.

“You look but do not see,” he said. “Try again.”

Gaden was in no mood to humor Ami’s father but nevertheless swallowed down their impatience and looked again. To them, it seemed an ordinary tree. “I see nothing.”

Li Er-Shuan huffed. “It is all wrong. This entire garden is all wrong!”

“I will speak with the imperial gardeners about it,” Gaden said.

“No!” The force of the astrologer’s refusal startled them. “It is on you! You are the Wielder of the Star of Radiance!”

They could feel vestiges of their old beastly temper arise, but they tamped down the temptation to lash out at the old man. “I can try,” they said through gritted teeth. “What is wrong with the tree?”

“It’s not just this tree, it is all of them.” Li Er-Shuan dashed to the nearest, his flapping robes revealing spindly legs as he ran. Gaden cringed; the astrologer had forgotten his underthings. “See this? What season are we in?”

“Spring.” It was, in fact, a rather pleasant spring day. The chill of winter no longer lingered in the air, and the sun had not yet reached its summer fierceness.

“Yes!” Li Er-Shuan slapped the tree trunk, then winced in pain. “If we are in spring, then why is this tree in autumn?”

Gaden blinked. Now that the astrologer had pointed it out, they noticed the branches were bare—not because they were ready for the blooms of spring but because the last few withered leaves of autumn were barely clinging on.

“And there!” Ami’s father pointed to another bursting with deep green foliage. “That one is crowned with the fullness of summer.”

Gaden cast an eye around the garden. Li Er-Shuan was right; everything was wrong. They looked down at the cobblestones beneath their feet, the path covered with dried pine needles, white spring petals, and scattered leaves of brilliant gold, orange, scarlet, and purple.

“Can you not feel it?” the astrologer whispered. “Chaos, chaos, everywhere.”

Gaden tried to take Ami’s father’s words in good faith. They tried to recall what it had felt like to encounter a demon on that road to Arkhevet, when they had come across a waking dreamer possessed. Gaden was not like Ami or the other Guardians of Dawn, able to see or sense the threads of ki that bound the world; they had only known that the demon was bound to their will by the Star of Radiance. Had the chaos in the waking dreamer felt like a tear in the fabric of reality? They could not recall.

“What does it feel like, father?” they asked.

Li Er-Shuan shuddered. “Like being caught in a dream,” he murmured. “That feeling of being unsure of whether you are asleep or awake.” Their eyes sharpened as they turned on Gaden. “But you! You could do something about it!”

This time, they could not restrain their temper. “If I knew how, I would have already done so,” they snapped. “What do I do? Command the garden to return to its proper season?”

“But you are the Wielder,” Li Er-Shuan said helplessly.

“Yes, let me try!” Gaden threw out their hands. They closed their eyes and focused on the Star of Radiance in their chest. “I command you to return to the proper season!”

After a moment, they opened one eye. The garden remained the same, as they had suspected it would.

“See?” they said bitterly. “Nothing happened.”

“But you were the one who was supposed to save us,” Li Er-Shuan said in a small voice.

Gaden was furious. “All my life I’ve been told I had a destiny to fulfill. Rule the empire. Protect the Morning Realms. Defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons. But I was a child given a weapon and told to go fight without ever having been shown how. No.” They shook their head. “I wasn’t the child; I was the weapon, expected to save you all simply by virtue of what I was.”

“I could help you,” Li Er-Shuan began. “Teach you how to—”

“How to restore the veil between the realms?” Gaden asked. They thrust their hand toward the astrologer, who shrank back from it fearfully. A part of Gaden, the beastly part, relished the pain in the old man’s eyes, followed immediately by the guilt of what their ancestors had done. “Then take it! Take this power away from me. I don’t want it. I have never wanted it!”

The astrologer looked at them owlishly through his spectacles, and in that moment, he reminded Gaden strongly of Ami. “Perhaps,” he said slowly. “Perhaps I could.”

Gaden was taken aback. “How?”

Li Er-Shuan looked thoughtful. “The Star of Radiance was created from one drop of will from every person in the Morning Realms,” he said softly. “It was a powerful spell that concentrated that force into a weapon. But perhaps that power can be returned.”

Gaden’s heart lifted. “Do you know how?”

He extended a trembling hand toward them. Gaden could see the history of his family—the enslavement of all the land’s magicians—through the disgust, hope, terror, and dread in the astrologer’s eyes. Slowly, carefully, Gaden laid their hand in his.

“Release me,” Li Er-Shuan said softly. “Give me back my will and I shall do everything in my power to aid you in your destiny.”

“I release you,” Gaden said quietly.

The astrologer shook his head. “No, child. Within you, you carry part of me. Part of every living being in the Morning Realms. I need you to find the part that belongs to me and restore me to myself.”

Gaden looked inward. They had always visualized the Star of Radiance as a glowing gem at the center of their body, but perhaps they were approaching it incorrectly. Perhaps the Star was not a singular thing but a creation made of many parts. Like gathering snowflakes into a ball. They closed their eyes and imagined a single snowflake of light drifting from their heart, traveling down the ki pathways of their body and into the old man through their touch. They imagined that snowflake touching Li Er-Shuan’s heart, illuminating the dark hollowness within him.

The astrologer sighed.

Gaden opened their eyes and found Ami’s father smiling at them for the first time. His eyes were the clearest they had ever seen, and there was a measure of peace in the old man’s face that had not been there before.

“I understand now,” Li Er-Shuan breathed. “Come, I will show you.”

Taking Gaden’s hand, the astrologer led them to the nearest tree, a maple in all its autumn glory, and placed both their hands on the trunk.

“Within you, within me, there is both order and chaos,” the old man said. “Can you sense it?”

And for the first time, Gaden did. Through their touch, Gaden sensed the world as Li Er-Shuan did—as a magician. They felt a little as they did when they gave Ami their ki to seal the demonic portal at the Pillar, as though a greater understanding of the world had touched their mind. There was life, and then there was the void. Magicians could manipulate the void, and that was the essence of magic.

Of chaos.

“Yes,” Gaden said softly. “Yes, I can sense it.”

“Good. Now within the tree, there exists the same, only there is no balance. There is only the abyss.”

As it had been with his daughter, Gaden could feel the old man guiding their inner eye. There was matter, and there was the space between. Jun and Yan. Order and chaos. The tree only had the appearance of it.

“Command the chaos to retreat,” Li Er-Shuan said.

Gaden did as they were asked.

But the chaos remained as erratic as ever beneath their fingertips. This was not a demon, with an intelligence they could influence. This was a tree, a living thing, but not a reasoning one.

“I … can’t,” Gaden said.

Li Er-Shuan frowned. “But if you just pinch the magic—”

And beneath their fingers, Gaden could sense the chaos dissipate as the magician manipulated the void. The brilliant leaves shriveled to brown, then drifted to the ground. Before their eyes, the tiniest clusters of dark red blossoms burst along the branches, along with the faintest haze of green.

“It is you,” Gaden said with awe. “You did it.”

The astrologer blinked, looking astonished. “Me? But I am no Guardian of Dawn. I have no power to manipulate ki.”

“Your drop of will has been returned to you,” Gaden said softly. “You are now whole.”

Understanding dawned on Li Er-Shuan’s face. “In the days before the Sunburst Warrior, it was the magicians of the land who kept balance between order and chaos,” he said. “It didn’t make sense, not then. But I see now.” He turned to Gaden. “It was the Star of Radiance all along.”

Gaden pressed a hand to their chest. The Star, which they had aways carried like a heavy burden in their heart, felt immeasurably lighter.

“I see now,” the astrologer repeated, looking around the garden. As he touched his fingers to the various plants, spring was restored, the order of the universe returning.

“See what?” Gaden asked.

And in Li Er-Shuan’s smile, there was the shadow of his daughter’s beauty. “That your burden was never meant to be carried alone.”
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THE THING ABOUT BEING THE ELDEST, BOHYUN thought, was that he spent most of his time trying to make sure his younger Brothers did not come to harm.

“Didi,” he shouted to Yoochun for the thousandth time. “Don’t touch!”

The youngest snatched his fingers back from a luscious, ripe peach hanging just within arm’s reach. “I just want to smell it,” Yoochun said. “I won’t taste it, I promise.”

Bohyun grabbed his younger Brother by the collar of his shirt, dragging him away from the trees. “You stay here,” he ordered. “Until the girls come back.”

“But I’m bored,” Yoochun whined.

“Then go down to the tide pools over there and find me some bait,” Bohyun said. He had been trying unsuccessfully for the past several hours to catch some fish, not just for something to eat but for a way to pass the time. He enjoyed fishing, but for all his luck with cards, he was terribly unlucky with the sea. The past several bites had taken the bait he had strung on his makeshift hook, giving him brief moments of excitement, which quickly gave way to disappointment.

Ever obedient, Yoochun rolled up his trouser legs, cast a spell for light, and waded into the tide pools to search for abalone and other shellfish. Bohyun had half a mind to tell him to be careful, but Yoochun was sure-footed and athletic, and one of the troupe’s best dancers besides. He watched the youngest confidently pick his way across the slippery rocks before turning his attention back to his line.

“If I give you my first catch,” he said to Yongma, “would you put in a good word with the Dragon King of the Sea for me?” The Azureans told tales of a mythical dragon king who lived at the bottom of the Azure Straits, and to whom fisherfolk and sailors alike made sacrifices. Yongma wasn’t the dragon god of legend, but on the off chance that all legendary dragons knew each other, he figured it couldn’t hurt to get into the Dragon of the East’s good graces.

Suhwa’s celestial companion opened one sleepy eye and blew out a stream of mist in refusal.

“I thought so,” he sighed.

The skies were beginning to lighten in the east, and soon enough the sun would rise. Bohyun was bleary-eyed with exhaustion, but he was determined to stay awake for the girls. He had tried more than once to get Yoochun to take a nap, but the boy was stubborn and not a little competitive, insisting that if his gogo wasn’t going to sleep, neither would he.

“You have any bait ready?” Bohyun called.

“Will this do?”

He lifted his head to see the youngest holding what looked to be a giant eel, nearly as long as he was tall, by the tail.

“Yah!” Bohyun exclaimed. “Where did you find that?”

Yoochun pointed to the shallows. “It was just swimming right there!”

Bohyun squinted. There were shadows growing behind Yoochun, silhouetted by the growing brightness of dawn. Ships. Headed their way.

“Didi,” he said sharply, “put the eel away and come over here.”

Yoochun pouted but did as he was told.

Bohyun kept his eye on the ships. There were five total, no mere fishing vessels but proper armored ships, their distinctive boxy silhouettes lying squat on the horizon. Not sea bandits either. It was still too dark to make out the crest emblazoned on the sails, but these ships were headed in the wrong direction to be joining the blockade of the southern ports on the mainland.

“You don’t think they can see us?” Yoochun asked in a worried voice.

Bohyun recalled the illusion that protected the island, the giant, swirling maelstrom that seemed to open a pit in the waters straight down to Tiyok. No sailor in their right mind would be headed straight for the whirlpool … unless they knew it wasn’t truly there.

“Let’s hide the dinghy,” Bohyun said, abandoning his hook and line. He and Yoochun dragged the craft farther onto the shore behind some rocks. Yongma shook himself awake and cocked his head, looking aggrieved that they didn’t ask him to glamour them invisible.

“I didn’t want to disturb your rest,” Bohyun said to the dragon.

Niang, said Sajah in warning.

The ships were definitely past the illusion barrier and headed straight for the island. In the light of the rising sun, Bohyun could more clearly see the crest on the sails—a flying tortoise surrounded by waves.

“The Fleet Queen?” Yoochun asked, his wide eyes growing even wider with fear.

Bohyun hushed the lad and crouched down behind the rocks. Yongma breathed a silvery fog over them, hiding them from view. The ships hovered offshore as several small rowboats were lowered onto the waters, and a handful of sailors made their way to land.

A wolf-helmed figure sat at the front of one of the boats.

The lead Huntsman, whom the others had called Ogodei.

“What are they?” Yoochun murmured, watching the wolf-helmed figure get into the water close to the beach and wade to shore. “They seem to know wherever we go.”

Bohyun thought of the fight on the docks of Kasong, of how the Huntsman had raised several chaos creatures from the water. “A demon,” he said in a low voice, drawing Yoochun close.

Ogodei turned to the others in the boats, several of whom joined him on the beach. Many carried burlap sacks over their shoulders.

“Gather as many peaches as you can carry,” the head Huntsman said. “And remember, don’t eat any yourselves.”

Without another word, the sailors did as they were told, plucking peach after peach after peach from the branches that hung low with fruit. Two of the sailors passed extremely close to where Bohyun and Yoochun were hiding, but Yongma’s glamour held firm.

“I don’t like this,” one sailor said to their companion.

“What don’t you like?” the other asked grimly. “The giant hole in the ocean that turned into a magic island? The fact that there are peaches growing out of season? What our lady the Fleet Queen wants with all this fruit? Or how this strange northerner seems to have even stranger powers that no one wants to talk about?”

“All of it,” muttered the first. “There is something deeply, deeply wrong. And why are we sailing for Genbu Island after this? There’s nothing on the northern isle except mountains and lakes.”

“Some ritual the Fleet Queen wants to perform at Mount Changgun,” said the second. “Something to do with asking the gods for their blessing in this civil war or something like that.”

“I don’t like it,” the first sailor said again. “She was never one for shamanic rituals before.” They shook their head. “I have no problem with magic, but for years the official stance was that it did not exist on the Azure Isles. And with our alliance with the northerners, you would think the last thing the Fleet Queen wants to do is anger them by going through with this little stunt.”

“It’s not our place to ask questions,” the second sailor said. They hauled their sack of peaches onto their back. “Come on, we’ve got enough. Let’s go.”

Bohyun held his breath as all the sailors returned to their rowboats and then their turtle ships, their holds full of enchanted fruit. It wasn’t until the ships were small dots on the horizon that he felt he could breathe easy again.

“What was that about?”

“I don’t know,” Bohyun said. “But we’d better let the girls know.”

When Zhara and the others returned shortly thereafter, Bohyun relayed to them what he had seen and overheard.

“Mount Changgun?” Yuli asked. “Do you think the Fleet Queen knows where the Lake of Illusion is?”

“If she is the Ancient One in disguise, then it’s very likely she does,” Ami said. “The more pressing question is what sort of ritual does she intend to perform?”

“What should we do?” Suhwa asked.

Zhara frowned. “We need to get to the Lake of Illusion as soon as possible,” she said. She glanced at their craft. “We don’t have time to meet with the others at Cheongsam. I say the six of us fly directly to Mount Changgun on Temur’s back. Yuli can send the rest of the Bangtan Brothers a spirit message to meet us there.”

“What of Sajah and Yongma?” Suhwa asked.

Zhara turned to Yuli. “Can Temur carry them too?”

The redhead nodded.

“Then let’s go.”

Yoochun clapped his hands excitedly. “I’ve always wanted to fly!”



If there was one thing Sungho was good at, it was running the Bangtan Brothers through their paces anytime, anyplace. The group’s performance director might have a sunny, cheerful disposition, but he took every aspect of their craft seriously.

And their staging of the first part of The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death needed some serious work.

Of the Bangtan Brothers, Sungho was the only member of the troupe who had had performing experience before they became a group. He had grown up in a family of traveling players; the stage was where he had taken his first steps. A gifted composer, dancer, tumbler, and actor, when his magic first manifested, his first thought was of how to improve his stagecraft. His parents hadn’t quite known what to do with him; neither were magicians, and after the Just War, all institutions of learning academic magic in the Azure Isles had been dismantled. The remaining practitioners among the common folk were shamans, and Sungho did not want to spend the rest of his life in service to rituals and rites. He wanted to be on the road, doing what he was born for—dazzling an audience.

The Guardians of Dawn had been a lifeline back then. It was where Sungho had learned to develop his magic, and where he had met Junseo and Mihoon. It had been Junseo’s idea to form a mobile faction of the mutual aid society; the concept of a traveling group of magicians to aid other magicians in the Morning Realms appealed to his sense of justice and adventure. But it had been Sungho’s idea to become a performance troupe. Junseo was gifted with the brush—both magically and literarily—and Mihoon was forever playing his lute and writing songs in between studying The Thousand-Character Classic. For Sungho, it seemed natural to wed his two greatest talents together, and thus, the Bangtan Brothers was born.

Bohyun and the Choi brothers joined later through what some would call chance but Sungho considered fate. Bohyun was the youngest scion of a noble family whose proximity to the Fleet Queen necessitated that his magic be disappeared. Sungho remembered the night they performed for their eldest gogo’s parents—at a banquet in a beautiful mansion—and how struck he had been by Bohyun’s good looks. A face like that was meant to be on the stage, and they were fortunate that Bohyun agreed. They had been even more fortunate when Bohyun stole several gold ingots and a box full of precious jade jewelry from his home, which funded the purchase of their wagon and Cloud.

The Bangtan Brothers picked up the Choi brothers as strays a few months later. The priestesses of Do at one of the convents in a remote part of the Isles had arranged a performance for the children of the orphanage. The following morning, Sungho discovered the three of them curled up in a puppy pile in the back of their wagon. He still thought of them as puppies now, even though Yoochun had long since outgrown him.

“Five, six, seven, eight,” Sungho chanted, keeping time with his hands. “Ta, ta, ta-ta-ta!” They had been working through the choreography of the goblin masquerade, where the protagonist Little Flame eats of the enchanted fairy-world fruit for the first time. The staging was a little bit off with two of the Brothers missing, but Sungho figured it didn’t hurt to practice the moves as well as the quick change required for the following scene in which Little Flame meets Lord Death. “No, no, no, Taeri, you’re half a beat too slow. It’s ta, ta-ta, ta, ta.” He clapped for emphasis. “Yes! Ah, Duckoo-yah, wait—”

The white dog wandered onto the practice stage, sniffing curiously.

“Do you want to be part of the performance too?” Alyosha cooed, reaching down to scratch Duckoo beneath the chin. “You have the makings of a star, yes you do.”

“Let’s take a break,” Junseo suggested. “I’m getting hungry.”

“We didn’t have much of a chance to resupply at Kasong,” Mihoon said. “Our stores are pretty pathetic right now.”

Junseo frowned. “Should we risk going into Cheongsam for some rice?” Their intention had been to meet with the others on the outskirts of town before making their way to the Guardians of Dawn’s safe house.

“I would risk it all for some braised mackerel at Cheongsam harbor right now,” Taeri moaned, rubbing his stomach ruefully.

“I could go foraging,” Alyosha offered.

Mihoon glanced at the angle of the sun. “Too late for a trip into Cheongsam,” he said. “Alyosha, do you want one of us to go with you, didi?”

“I’ll be fine,” he replied. “I’ll take Duckoo and Rinqi with me.”

Sungho knew better than to continue practice when the mood had shifted. “All right then, let’s clean up. Gogo,” he said to Mihoon, “let me know how I can help with dinner.”

The remaining Bangtan Brothers fell into their evening routine, the steps as choreographed as any performance of theirs. It was at moments like these when Sungho felt the rightness of what he was doing, that despite the world-ending threats of the civil war and the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, he was exactly where he was meant to be. Creating, playing, traveling, and performing with his Brothers.

“That seems like a lot of food for just the five of us, gogo,” Junseo remarked as Mihoon labored over a pot of noodle soup.

“What? Oh,” the composer said with some surprise. “I guess I’m just used to cooking for seven.”

“I’ll eat Bohyun-gogo’s and Yoochun’s portions,” Taeri offered.

“No need,” came a voice from deep within the woods. “We’ll eat our own, thank you.”

Cloud startled as Bohyun and Yoochun emerged from the woods, carrying sacks full of what seemed to be fruit, the youngest Brother happily snacking on a peach as they entered. The nag snorted and shook her head at their appearance, fidgeting uncomfortably on the edge of camp.

“Gogo! Didi!” Junseo greeted the pair with a hug, then frowned.

Sungho waited for Zhara, Ami, Yuli, and Sister Foxglove to show up behind them, but the Brothers seemed to come alone. “Where are the girls?” he asked.

Bohyun and Yoochun exchanged glances. “The girls?” the eldest Brother said.

“The Guardians of Dawn?” Taeri raised his brows.

Cloud continued snorting and shaking her head, pawing at the ground with her hooves.

“Oh, right,” Bohyun said. “They’re headed toward the Lake of Illusion.”

“Without us?” Taeri asked in dismay.

Yoochun noisily sucked on a peach pit. “They said they didn’t need us.”

Sungho gave Yoochun a sharp look. The youngest had always worn his heart on his sleeve, and he knew just how attached Yoochun was to the girls, and to Zhara in particular. But there was no expression of hurt or disappointment on the boy’s face, only a ravenous hunger as he pulled another peach out of the sack and devoured it.

“Did something happen?” Mihoon asked. “Are the girls all right?”

“They’re fine,” Bohyun reassured them. “It was just faster for them to get to Mount Changgun on Temur without us.”

Sungho looked to their leader, who looked just as bewildered as he felt. To have traveled this far with the Guardians of Dawn only to be summarily dismissed was jarring. “So what do we do now?” he asked.

Bohyun shrugged as he set down his own sack of peaches. “Right now, I say we eat. I’m famished. And for dessert, we can have these peaches.”

“Yes,” Mihoon said, eyeing the fruit skeptically. “Where did you find peaches this early in the season, gogo?”

“On the island,” Yoochun said with his mouth full.

“So the girls did find the island?” Junseo asked. “And the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos?”

Bohyun dished himself a large bowl of noodle soup. He must have been hungry; he usually served the other Brothers first. “Mmhmm.” He loudly slurped the noodles down, smacking his lips with pleasure.

“You’re eating like you haven’t had a meal in days, gogo.” Sungho laughed. “Where are your usual genteel manners?”

“Sorry.” Bohyun wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “It’s just that food tastes so much better when you’re in a real body.”

“Yoochun, stop stuffing yourself on peaches and come eat, didi,” Mihoon urged, handing the youngest a bowl.

“I’m good,” Yoochun said, selecting a third peach and biting into it.

Mihoon frowned. It wasn’t like the boy to be so curt and rude.

“Let him be,” Sungho said. “He’ll regret it later when he’s hungry again in a few hours and all the soup is gone.”

Mihoon grunted but said nothing as he served everyone else, careful to leave some for Yoochun and Alyosha for when the last Brother returned. They all ate in uncharacteristic silence as the sun began to set.

“And now for the best part,” Bohyun said, handing each of them a peach. “You won’t believe the taste.”

Sungho did have to admit it looked incredibly tempting. It had been weeks since any of them had had fresh fruit, and the perfume of peach was almost intoxicating with its honey-like sweetness.

“You have so many there, gogo,” Mihoon said. “What are we going to do with all the rest? They’ll spoil fast on the road.”

“We’ll just have to eat them all before they do.” Bohyun smiled. He took a bite, and juice ran down his chin.

The others followed suit, closing their eyes as they savored the flavor. Sungho almost moaned. His gogo had been right; he didn’t believe the taste. Had it been so long since he had last eaten a peach that biting into this one felt like tasting one for the first time? Sweetness burst along his tongue, a complex medley of flavors and fragrances. There was the slightest tang, the faintest bite that prevented it from being oversweet and sickening, and a hint of something floral that was unlike any other peach he had had before. The flesh was also perfectly ripe—soft without being mushy—and so juicy that Sungho thought he would need to wash his face afterward.

“I see what you mean by eating them all before they go bad,” Taeri said. “I could easily eat another one. Another three!”

“Me too,” Sungho said, then frowned. His tongue felt strange and heavy in his mouth, almost as though it had gone numb. He wasn’t allergic to peaches, but that numbness was starting to spread down his throat. “Gogo,” he croaked.

Junseo fell over with a slump.

“Junseo!” Mihoon said, but his words were slurred.

The world was starting to blur around the edges, and heaviness had spread to Sungho’s limbs. “Gogo,” he mumbled, but his lips were not working properly. “Gogo!”

Bohyun continued eating his peach without a care in the world, oblivious to his Brothers collapsing around him. Sungho slid off his seat and onto the ground, the remains of his fruit rolling away from his nerveless fingers. Yoochun picked it up, dusted it off, and finished it.

Somewhere in the distance, Cloud was screaming.

Shadows crawled at the edge of camp, formless, shapeless things that moved in ways that would have made Sungho shudder, if he could move at all. He thought of the first time he had met Sister Foxglove, fighting off a demon in the woods. Despite the paralysis that held him, all the hairs on his arms stood on end.

One of the shadows slipped close. Although it had no face, Sungho thought he could see a smile stretch impossibly wide across where its cheeks might have been. It reached out to touch him, and every part of Sungho tried to recoil away, but he was helpless, watching as the shadow before him gradually formed skin, then clothes, then hair, then eyes, and finally, his own heart-shaped smile.
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HAN DIDN'T KNOW WHOSE IDEA IT WAS to bring Huang Jiyi along with them to Rizhi, but he would have a few choice words with them about it later. Sure, the former-courtesan-poet-turned-spellmonger might have been indispensable in coming up with magical ways to give them the advantage in the ambush at Rizhi, but what she was best at was getting under Han’s skin.

“No, no, no, no,” Jiyi berated yet another hapless young magician as they set up defensive spells around the perimeter of the river port. “You have the strokes in the wrong order. If the spell blows up in your face, that will be entirely on you and your stupidity.”

The journey from the imperial city to the port on the Silver River had to be undertaken with the utmost speed and secrecy, but neither of those considerations seemed to have crossed Jiyi’s mind. She had insisted on traveling by palanquin as she was unable to ride and had been extremely put out to discover that the best the alliance could offer was the back of a cart. She had then spent the entirety of the journey complaining how the bumpiness of the roads they had to travel interfered with her work and demanding the pages and clerks fetch her endless pots of oolong tea. It had been hard enough convincing General Hong and the other elders of the war council to change course from Dafeng to Rizhi, but Han thought he would rather endure that all over again than spend another minute listening to Huang Jiyi castigate the poor magicians working under her.

“I’m sure the magician is trying their best,” Han said.

“And what would you know about that?” Jiyi scowled and crossed her arms. “If your foolhardy plan is to work, then we need to be perfect in our preparations. One little mistake and we could lose the civil war right here.”

“It will work,” Han said through gritted teeth. He eyed the magician, who looked as though they were about to cry. They were young, their voice still undergoing the humiliating cracks and whistles of puberty. “It will,” he repeated. “We are all in this together, magicians and warriors alike.”

Jiyi scoffed. “A mere fifteen hundred against—yah!”

Han dragged her away from the perimeter. “Have you ever heard of a little thing called morale?” he hissed.

The spellmonger rolled her eyes. “Morale is for soldiers and simpletons. These are scholars; there is only pass or fail.”

“They are children,” Han said. “Have a little compassion.”

Jiyi gave him a pitying look. “And we are not much older,” she pointed out. She shook her head. “There are no children in war. You and I learned that lesson well enough.”

“Yes, I know just how quickly hardship can make someone grow up,” he said softly. Han had only been a child when his mother had been burned alive for the crime of colluding with magicians, leaving him to raise and protect his younger brother on his own. “But that doesn’t mean it was right.”

“Humph.” Jiyi didn’t look convinced.

“A little encouragement goes a long way,” Han said. “And I need them ready when the moment comes to spring our trap.”

Jiyi bit her lip. “And what if it doesn’t work?”

It was in that moment Han realized that she was frightened. “We have to trust each other,” he said. “Magicians and warriors alike.”

The spellmonger sighed. “The spells are untested,” she said quietly. “If we only had more time, if we could have practiced using the Star of Radiance—”

Before they left the imperial city, Gaden had returned a drop of the Star of Radiance to every magician headed to Rizhi—several hundred—a monumental effort that had so thoroughly exhausted them that they slept for several days afterward. The discovery that a wholly restored magician could effectively wield their magic against chaos had been the deciding factor in convincing the war council to move forward with Han’s plans to capture the Lady of Wild Things at Rizhi.

“We have to trust each other,” Han said. “And ourselves. You have done all you could. It is all anyone could ask for.”

She made a face. “When did you grow up?”

“I reached my majority four months ago?”

To his surprise, she laughed. “Never change,” she said, her smile twisting.

Han was perplexed. “I don’t intend to?”

Jiyi laughed again, and turned to the plains north of the Silver River. Scouts had reported sightings of the Blue and Black Wings of the Golden Horde camped on the outskirts of Rizhi, some three thousand strong. General Hong didn’t think the Lady of Wild Things expected much of a resistance from the townsfolk; the city had no standing army, only a few hundred guards and watchmen. The pro-magic alliance had been careful not to telegraph their intentions and had disguised their own forces in plainclothes among the people of Rizhi, preparing to lure the Lady of Wild Things to the governor’s mansion and trap her with the wards Jiyi had created.

“Are you afraid?” the spellmonger asked quietly.

“Terrified,” Han admitted. He had insisted on fighting with the soldiers and townsfolk of Rizhi against General Hong’s advice, but he felt that if he was sending his people into danger, the least he could do was face danger with them. He had been trained by the best swordmaster in Zanhei, had fought off abominations and the undead but had never tested his blade in battle.

He had never killed before either.

He wasn’t sure what scared him more—dying or killing.

“I don’t know how you bear it,” Jiyi said. “The responsibility. All that blood on your hands should things go wrong.” She looked down at her palms. “It’s one thing to craft spells in theory, but knowing that my knowledge might be the difference between life and death for these magicians—these children as you said … I don’t know if I can stand it.”

Han thought of Anyang back in Zanhei, the regent in his absence. If he should fall, the crown would go to his younger brother, who was only eleven years old. In some ways, Han had been prepared for this ever since his mother’s death; Anyang’s life had been in his hands since he was a child. At times the burden had been overwhelming. It had been those times he had turned to Xu. “You don’t bear it alone,” he said.

Jiyi fell silent. “I don’t know who to turn to,” she said at last.

“You have me,” Han said.

She snorted. “And is that supposed to make me feel better?”

“Yes.”

Jiyi gave him a sidelong glance. “You know,” she said, offering Han her hand, which he took. “It rather does. It rather does.”



General Hong believed the northerners would attack after nightfall.

Han stood with General Hong on top of the walls surrounding the city, looking out toward the plains from where they expected the attack. In the distance he could see a line of torchlight stretching from one end of the plain to the other, and fear swelled in his chest. It was one thing to face an opponent in the bright light of day, but after dark, doubts multiplied a hundredfold. The sheer number of warriors they were to face in the hours to come seemed overwhelming, they would be overrun once the northerners breached the gates, they would be slaughtered, they would—

“Steady,” rumbled General Hong, sensing Han’s nerves. “We stick to the plan.”

The plan was to take out many of the Blue and Black Wings with arrows and cannon fire before they reached the gate. Jiyi had solved the matter of gunpowder with a glyph, so there was a magician stationed by each of the four cannons lining the walls. Jiyi had also worked with the engineers to design a weapon that could fire hundreds of arrows at once, which she had dubbed a war wagon. It was essentially a cart with hundreds of slots, each intended to hold an arrow. She had seen the Azurean designs in a manuscript and thought it could be easily fired by yet another magician and a spell.

Han was not the only nervous person standing atop the parapet. The oldest of the magicians was a girl of seventeen, and she had been a merchant’s daughter before joining the alliance. She stood behind her designated war wagon beside Han, and he could sense her trembling even in the dark. “Steady,” he repeated, as much for himself as the girl. “Focus on what you know.”

It was something his fencing master had taught him. Instead of employing fancy tricks, it was better to stick with the basics, foundational movements that he could perform without thought. There was less room for error that way.

Maltak! Maltak! Maltak!

The northerners had begun chanting, beating their fists against their chests. The sound was overpowering and intimidating; thousands of voices raised in a cry that pounded in Han’s ears.

Maltak! Maltak! Maltak!

“Steady,” General Hong said again. “Here they come.”

The blast of a horn, and the northerners attacked. They came running down the plain, the unbroken line of torches scattering as the Blue and the Black advanced on Rizhi. No horses; the fields were too muddy.

“Hold,” General Hong warned as the defense began to stir anxiously. “Wait until they are in range.”

Han understood the impulse to fire straightaway but held his breath as he watched the mass of warriors come closer and closer.

“Hold!” General Hong warned.

The Blue and the Black were nearly upon them, surely the old veteran would—

“Fire!”

At once the magicians cast their spells, the light of their magic illuminating the parapet.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom! The cannons fired their projectiles.

Sizzle … swish! Swish! Swish! Swish! Swish! The war wagons let loose their arrows, and a cloud of death rained down upon the advancing northerners. Shouts of pain rose from the fields below as several hundred torches winked out. Han thought Jiyi would be proud to know her invention worked so well, but he felt strangely detached from his body. With every light that went out was another life that had been taken. Another death he had witnessed. He hated it. He hated how easy it was to treat the enemy as a faceless mass, but he hated more how little guilt he felt about abandoning his humanity in order to do what needed to be done.

“Fire!” General Hong cried again.

Another thousand arrows filled the skies. More bodies tumbled to the ground. The Blue and the Black began to scatter, hiding behind the corpses of their fallen comrades, using them as makeshift barricades. Han felt sick.

“Fire!”

They would be out of arrows for the war wagons soon.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!

Cannonballs fired erratically onto the field, less devastating now that the northern forces had scattered. The attackers began to return volleys of their own, arrows zinging toward Han and the others in the night. He ducked behind the parapet, listening to the clatter of projectiles strike stone. One of the magicians cried out as an arrow struck them in the chest, then went down. Han closed his eyes. They had only been fifteen.

“Fire!”

There was less cohesion on the parapet now as the magicians struggled to set off their spells in between shots fired at them by the Blue and the Black. On the plain, the northerners were regrouping, bringing forth ladders and grappling hooks to scale the walls.

“Magicians, fall back!” General Hong called. They were officially out of ammunition for the war wagons and cannons; now it was time to draw steel. “Go,” the old veteran ordered Han. “You lead the children now. I’ll meet you when this night is over.”

Han ducked along the walls, following the magicians as they crawled down the stairs to street level. Behind him, he could hear the clank! and thud! of grappling hooks and ladders as the first of the northerners breached Rizhi. Soldiers engaged with those climbing over the top, and there were a few screams as attackers were thrown from its height.

“This way!” Han yelled as he descended the steps. He unsheathed his sword and waved it above his head. “Magicians, to me!” They clustered around him, clearly terrified. His heart fell. They were all so young, and in their faces, he saw his little brother. “Remember what we practiced,” he reminded them. They had drilled together on the march from the imperial city to Rizhi, practicing both offensive and defensive magic until they could perform the spells in their sleep. “Trust each other, and yourselves. We can do this.”

They nodded, grimly determined.

“Gold Flank, make your way to the governor’s mansion.” Han directed the group of magicians responsible for the trap to capture the Lady of Wild Things. “Prime the wards.” They took off running down the road, headed for the estate situated in the center of town. “Silver Flank, with me,” he said to the others. “Prepare for the doors to come down.”

They stationed themselves behind barriers erected of carts and stalls, two to a fortification. The townsfolk had reinforced the gate with boards and boulders, but it would only last so long against the northerners’ battering ram.

“Get ready,” Han told the Silver Flank. “And hold.”

Thud!

The gate shuddered as the northerners drove their battering ram against the doors. One of the magicians startled, sending up a flare of teal light.

“Hold!” Han said.

Thud!

Cracks appeared in the wood.

Thud!

A few stray flaming arrows flew over the walls to land on the street, burning like fallen torches and lending an eerie, bloody cast to the entire scene.

Thud!

The hinges holding the gate closed creaked, the wooden frame splintering. A few more hits and it would all come crashing down.

“Shields up!” Han called.

Multicolored lights blazed as the defensive magicians cast their spells, reinforcing the barricades.

Thud! Smash! Boom!

With a burst of debris, the northerners were through.

“Now!”

The offensive magicians set off the explosive wards at the entrance. Fire bloomed, along with blood.

“Fire!”

Archers stationed among the magicians fired off a volley of arrows at the oncoming attackers, while the offensive magicians sent severing spells into the wave. Pikemen stationed behind them lowered their spears, presenting a wall of iron tips at the enemy flooding in through the hole in the doors while soldiers drew their blades, preparing to engage. Along the walls, General Hong called for a retreat, abandoning the first line of defense to join the townsfolk and soldiers down on the street. That was Han’s signal.

“Magicians, fall back!” he ordered.

The Silver Flank obeyed as their pairs backed down the main thoroughfare toward the governor’s mansion, alternating which of the pairs provided cover as the other dashed behind barriers set up throughout the city. The first of the invaders slipped past the melee at the door and began charging down the street.

“Now!” Han yelled.

A wall of flame burst from the ground as shouts of surprise and pain rose from the attackers. Several beat at the fire with sacks and dirt while Han called for another retreat. He was to do everything in his power to prevent his magicians from active engagement while giving the Gold Flank enough time to prepare for the Lady of Wild Things’ entrance into the city. Back and back and back, they gave up inch by inch, as all around them, townsfolk and soldiers fought off the northerners infiltrating the city.

The tide of the battle was turning. General Hong’s forces continued to fall back as they were overwhelmed by the sheer number of enemies swarming the streets. If Han had thought the mass of soldiers on the plain intimidating, it was nothing to facing the Blue and the Black in hand-to-hand combat. They fought with brutal efficiency, their slashes and strokes swift and decisive, muscling forward with sheer strength and aggression. The townsfolk were woefully unprepared to fight back against such an onslaught, and although Han knew that had been the plan and that the people of Rizhi had volunteered to defend their home, he couldn’t help but mourn their deaths anyway.

Two short blasts on the horn. It was the signal for those around General Hong to lay down their arms and surrender, but it was a sign for Han to head to the governor’s mansion.

“To the Gold Flank!” he shouted to his magicians. “Now!”

The magicians broke, running the now-short distance to the walled estate. Han waited until the last of them had cleared the area of engagement before sprinting down the main thoroughfare after them. The final stage of their trap had begun. They raced on foot past the open gates, pursued by the Blue and the Black, just making it into the courtyard as the guards slammed the doors shut. More explosions went off around the perimeter as the Gold Flank set off their wards.

“Is everything in readiness?” Han gasped, struggling to catch his breath.

Jiyi emerged from the shadows. “As we’ll ever be,” she rasped. Her face was drawn, her complexion unwontedly pale. Beside her, the governor of Rizhi looked green.

Han glanced around the courtyard. Hidden beneath a fine layer of sand were several boards warded against chaotic magic, which would spring up to enclose the Lady of Wild Things in a box when tripped. The bait was the governor, who was to meet with the Lady of Wild Things to officially surrender control of the city. This was the part of the plan that had the most chance to go awry, and Han tried not to think of the consequences of what would happen if they failed.

Jiyi stepped forward and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Trust yourself,” she said quietly. “And trust us.”

And now there was nothing to do but wait.

Soon enough, the Lady of Wild Things approached.

“Lay down your arms and open the gates!” a northerner called from outside the mansion. “Make way for the glorious Grand Kang!”

At the governor’s nod, the guards opened the gates. A phalanx of soldiers marched in ahead of the Lady of Wild Things on horseback, spears held at the ready. Han had never seen the Lady of Wild Things before; this close, he was struck most by how young she seemed. He knew Maltak Kho was around his age, but compared to the hardened warriors around her, her smooth, rounded cheeks almost seemed an affront. Her golden armor gleamed, clearly never having seen actual battle, and she wore a ceremonial wolf helm that seemed too large for her head. If it weren’t for the empty malice in her eyes, Han would have thought her a mere figurehead.

The governor stood just beyond the trap, their hands folded within their sleeves, but nothing could disguise their trembling.

“Governor,” the Lady of Wild Things said softly, and the sweetness of her voice surprised Han. “Will you stand down?”

The governor’s eyes flitted from northerner to northerner like a nervous horse, but their voice was firm. “At least do me the courtesy of meeting me face-to-face,” they said. “If the Lady will dismount her horse, I shall surrender my city to her.”

The Lady of Wild Things shot him an amused glance. “You southerners with your strange sense of pride and decorum.” She laughed. “Why shouldn’t I have my warriors cut you down here and now?”

The governor swallowed. “She could,” they agreed. “But if I am to die, at least allow me an ounce of dignity.”

The Lady of Wild Things glanced to her guards, then shrugged. She dismounted and handed her reins to the nearest. So close, so close to being where they needed her to be. “There,” she said. “Now kneel.”

Han held his breath.

The governor lifted their chin. “No.”

She slowly drew her blade. “Your pride will be your undoing.”

“Then come close and strike me down.”

She stepped forward.

“Now!” Han yelled.

A rainbow of lights blazed beneath the Lady of Wild Things’ feet as the walls of her prison came flying up from beneath the sand. She gave a shout of alarm while her guards leaped into action, rushing the governor with their swords drawn. One of the magicians threw up a defensive shield of fire, and Han dove forward, grabbing the governor and dragging them to safety. From behind the columns, hidden soldiers of the alliance swarmed into the courtyard, steel clashing against steel as they fought the northerners into submission. The box in which the Lady of Wild Things was trapped rattled and shook.

“The trap!” Jiyi yelled to the magicians. “Reinforce the trap!”

The sigils painted on the sides glowed and a pure white light sealed the edges—glimmers of the Star of Radiance. Howls of rage burst from the cage as the northerners fell to the alliance’s blades. Blood flowed in the courtyard like little rivers, and Han felt sick.

“Enough!” he shouted. “We have your Grand Kang! Stand down!”

The Gold and Silver Flanks emerged from the shadows, their brushes at the ready, coming to surround the Lady of Wild Things. One by one, the northerners dropped their weapons, lifting their hands in surrender.

“Kneel,” Han commanded.

They complied.

“Bind them and take them away.”

Once the surviving attackers had been trussed and dragged away, Han approached the cage, which was now still.

“We have you, O Mother of Ten Thousand Demons,” he said softly.

A chuckle emerged from the prison. “Clever little humans,” she said. “To use the Star of Radiance against me. I had thought you lot had forgotten the true extent of its power.”

“We are taking you to the imperial city,” Han said. “To where you were first banished all those years ago. We will send you back to your demon realm and free Maltak Kho from your clutches.”

“Will you now?” The voice was amused. “And how will you do that?”

And for that, he had no answer.
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ALL HER LIFE, SUHWA HAD HEARD OF Mount Changgun, the holiest mountain in the Azure Isles. The enormous peak was the tallest in the east. Before the philosophy of the Way had taken over the land, the ancient Azurean peoples had made pilgrimages to its slopes, making offerings to their ancestors and the gods on the shores of its crater lake.

Which was apparently the site of a demon portal.

There hadn’t been much opportunity to speak on the flight from the enchanted island to Mount Changgun; Suhwa had primarily been preoccupied with holding on to Yongma and not falling off the Eagle of the North’s back. Despite Yuli’s insistence that Temur had never dropped anyone, the only one who seemed to enjoy the experience of soaring through the skies was Giggles. The six of them—plus Sajah and Yongma—made for a tight fit, packed together like fish in a barrel, with Handsome in the unenviable position of bringing up the rear.

Still, despite her terror, Suhwa couldn’t help but marvel at the sight of Mount Changgun as they approached. The peak was even higher than the height at which Yongma was flying, the summit still covered in snow. An enormous crater lake at the top sparkled in the light of the setting sun, perfectly still and glassy, and reflecting the cloudless sky and the pine trees ringing the bowl like a mirror.

There were people on the mountain, climbing up the southern side.

Temur gave a worried trill.

“Who are they?” Zhara yelled over the rushing wind.

“I don’t know,” Yuli shouted back. “But I suspect we won’t like the answer.”

Temur circled the mountaintop several times, but there was no easy place to land except on the southern side. Glaciers carved the peak into sharp ridges, the angle of the slope too steep for them to climb except where the people were hiking uphill. There would be no avoiding a confrontation, and whoever they were, Suhwa hoped they were friendly.

She rather doubted it though. As Temur descended, she could make out more details—armor, boots, blades, spears. They looked to be wearing the uniform of the Kasong palace guard.

“The Fleet Queen,” she murmured. They had beaten Ogodei and the peach thieves, but whatever ritual her aunt intended to carry out was well under way.

“Temur will drop us off as close to the lake as she can,” Yuli called back. “But we’d better prepare ourselves for a fight.”

Suhwa closed her eyes as the Eagle began to descend, partially from fear of falling, but partially to prepare herself for what lay ahead. There had been no time to glean wisdom from The Book of Beginnings and Endings, no time for Yuli to send a spirit-message to the other Bangtan Brothers for aid, and they needed to figure out how to seal the portal that supposedly existed at the crater lake.

The Eagle landed with a gentle thump some ways up the slope from the Fleet Queen’s guards. “You should hurry up to the summit, Sister—I mean, Suhwa,” Zhara said as they all dismounted. She drew her shining blade from its scabbard, and it glimmered in the light. “We’ll hold them off.”

“How am I supposed to seal the portal?” Suhwa asked in a panic.

“You’ll figure it out,” the Guardian of Fire said. “We all did. I have faith in you.” In the distance, they could hear shouts of surprise and alarm at their appearance, and the first of the guards was charging up the slope toward them, brandishing their arms. “Now go!”

The girls turned to face the oncoming attackers, standing hand in hand in a line. Suhwa watched in awe as each of the Guardians of Dawn revealed their true forms—Zhara a girl of living flame, Ami a shimmering beauty with flowers in her hair, and Yuli a glowing figure whose silhouette seemed to ripple in an invisible gale. Beside them Sajah emerged as the Lion of the South, his mane like the corona of the sun, while Temur outstretched her four wings, throwing her head back to give a piercing cry.

“Go,” Handsome said softly, drawing his brush from his sash. “We’ll watch your back.”

“Go, nene,” Giggles said. “I believe in you.”

And with that, Suhwa ran up the slope with Yongma at her heels.

The air atop the peak was freezing, the breeze icy as it blew across the still frozen snow on the ground. The first stars were beginning to emerge through the veil of twilight, the moon just a thin sliver in the sky. Ahead, Suhwa could see the shores of the lake, that perfect, glassy mirror, the water almost too still to be real. Down the slope behind her, she could hear the faint shouts of pitched battle, as Zhara and the others fought off the Fleet Queen’s guards, and felt a stab of doubt pierce her. They were all relying on her to seal the demonic portal, to be the Guardian of Water. But who was the Guardian of Water? How did her power compare to that of Fire, Wood, and Wind? She could not transform stone into gold like Zhara, could not give life to inanimate objects like Ami, nor restore souls to their bodies like Yuli. All she had was the silly little power of illusion, and what good was that against a hole in the fabric of the world?

The shores of the crater lake were quiet, the sounds of battle fading away as she approached the water. This close, she could see why it was called the Lake of Illusion—its still surface was so smooth, it was almost as though there was no water there at all and instead a portal into an inverted sky. If she wasn’t careful, she could fall into the heavens. It was like the illusion of infinity in the crystal pool all over again. It was so peaceful, so serene, it was hard to imagine this place as the site of some demonic horror.

She reached down to touch her fingers to the water, but Yongma nipped at her heel.

“Aiyo!” she yelped in surprise. “That hurt!”

She lowered her hand again, and the dragon growled, the spikes along the ridge of his spine rising in warning.

“Well, if you have any bright ideas, now would be a good time to share them,” she said exasperatedly.

Yongma eyed the water suspiciously, shaking his head as though to chase off bad dreams.

Suhwa stepped closer to the lake’s edge. She thought of the demons she had encountered before—the farmer in the woods, the head Huntsman, her aunt. They had felt … wrong, but she couldn’t articulate why. It wasn’t just their horrific visage, too twisted and perverse to be real; it was their essence that she had sensed before she had seen them. She wished Ami were there with her; the Guardian of Wood knew so much more about ki, anti-ki, and the world of the real and unreal. Ami could tell her what it was she had been sensing, and then Suhwa could do something about it.

But instead she was alone with her limited knowledge and paltry powers of perception. She studied the lake; perhaps there was something about the water that was demonic. She leaned over the water, thinking of the girl in the pool at the enchanted island before she had turned into the image of her aunt. Suhwa knew what she looked like now and braced herself to see her reflection looking back.

There was nothing there.

Startled, she drew back, pulse pounding in her ears. The surface of the lake was a perfect mirror to the skies above, the moon and stars and pine trees turned upside down. She should have seen herself. The night she ran away from the palace returned to her, but she wrenched her mind away from the horror of that moment. Steeling herself once more, Suhwa leaned in for another look.

No one.

It was as though she weren’t there.

But she could still see the heavens behind and above her. She reached her fingers toward the surface again, and despite Yongma’s increasingly frantic growl, she dipped her fingers into the waters of the lake.

She gasped.

There was no water.

No ripple disturbed the pristine perfection of its surface as she dipped her hand into the lake again, up to her wrist. There was no sensation of cold or wetness. There was nothing, not even the presence of air. With a growing sense of dread, Suhwa realized that the stars she saw reflected in the Lake of Illusion did not form the asterisms with which she was familiar—no Immortal Dragon, no Fan, Brush, Inkstone, or Well, no Compass, Ship, Labyrinth, or Mirror. The waters showed the stars of another world, another realm entirely different from hers.

Tiyok.

She drew back, but the nothing clung to her fingers. Frowning, she tried to shake it off, but the droplets of chaos were growing, spreading over the back of her hand and up her arm.

“Yongma!” she cried out.

The dragon breathed on her hand, a steady stream of silver mist so cold it almost burned. But the chaos was still growing, climbing past her elbow and toward her shoulder. Yongma bit her sleeve, as though he could somehow tear the emptiness away from Suhwa, but the nothing began spreading over his snout. The dragon gave a strangled shout, clawing at the void slowly covering his face.

“I must admit,” came a silken voice from the lake, “that I expected more of a fight.”

Suhwa watched in fear and amazement as a figure rose from the formless void, the vague silhouette of a tall, slender woman with long hair. Color filled the form, curling through the nothing like ink in water, blooming and blossoming until it resolved into the image of the Fleet Queen.

“Hullo, niece,” she said softly.

Suhwa tried to recoil, but the void had her trapped. It covered her from neck to toe, puddling into a small pool around her. Beside her, Yongma struggled and thrashed as he fought with the emptiness, but he too was slowly being submerged. He crawled toward Suhwa, wrapping his sinuous body around hers, as though he could somehow protect her from the horrors overcoming them.

“You know,” the Fleet Queen—the Ancient One—said, stepping forward to bring her face closer to Suhwa’s. “I thought you clever, avoiding your reflection as though you knew that’s how I could find you.”

The Ancient One wrapped her fingers around Suhwa’s chin, and that sense of wrongness flooded through every one of Suhwa’s senses. She instinctively reached out with her power, grasping for ki, but she felt herself falling into infinity instead.

“But it turns out you were only a scared little girl,” the Ancient One continued. “Hiding her eyes from her image lest she look at something terrifying. But am I truly that frightening, niece?”

The image of the Fleet Queen melted away, and once more Suhwa was faced with the demon from her childhood. The horror of staring directly into the void was too much for her to comprehend, and she could feel herself sinking into the ground. The demon’s face rippled and blurred, and Suhwa could not understand what she was looking at, her mind struggling to cling to a reality that was being torn away before her very eyes. She wanted to scream, but chaos was rising up over her mouth, and she was afraid she would choke on it.

The Ancient One pressed her face even closer. The demon had no eyes, but Suhwa could sense something staring deep into her own. She felt her ki shake and shiver within her, and it felt as though the Ancient One were stealing something. Perhaps it was her soul.

The demon’s features solidified. First the eyes, dark and lambent. Then the skin, porcelain pale and smooth. The lips, surprisingly pink and shaped like a rosebud. Softly rounded cheeks, a slender neck, and a slim figure emerged, tall and willowy. Last of all was the hair, long, shining, and black, with a streak of white appearing near the front.

Suhwa was staring at her own reflection.

“There,” the Ancient One crooned. “Is this better?”

The demon released her, and Suhwa fell down and down and down, the void waters closing over her head. She was trapped in a pool of chaos, looking helplessly up at her own face walking in the world without her. Around her, Yongma had gone still, caught in a trance.

Darkness seeped into every part of her. No, not darkness. Emptiness. Suhwa fought to keep awake, tried to swim back up, but there was nothing to swim against. The Ancient One faced the lake and raised her hand, summoning a creature from the surface. A snakelike demon whose form shifted into that of a dragon with iridescent scales, a dog’s head, and a serpentine tail with a tuft of fur on the end.

The demon turned to Suhwa, looking at her as she continued to drift down and down and down.

“Thank you,” the Ancient One said. “I always knew you would be useful someday.” She made her way down the slope, a false dragon trailing in her wake.

And then the world bled away, the familiar stars blotted out, leaving Suhwa and Yongma trapped in the chaos pool, staring up at unfamiliar skies like bodies under glass.
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THE FLEET QUEEN'S GUARDS WERE FIERCER FIGHTERS than Zhara had anticipated.

She had never been much for hand-to-hand combat, preferring to rely on her Guardian powers in battle rather than her enchanted blade, but the Fleet Queen’s guards were quick on their feet, using the environment around them to their advantage. Their other advantage was that they were humans, and Zhara had never killed one before, and more than once, she found herself hesitating before dealing a killing blow, unable to follow through with the death.

“What are you doing?” Yuli shouted at her as Zhara once again stopped herself from running her opponent through with her blade. “Finish them!”

The redhead ducked as a guard swung at her with the butt of their spear, sweeping her leg out to knock them off their feet. Grabbing the spear, she yanked it out of their grasp and swung the iron-tipped end back around to connect with their jaw. Yuli whirled around and twirled the spear like a bo staff, cracking Zhara’s attacker across the back of their head. The guard collapsed.

Zhara stumbled back, trying to stem her rising panic. She had to hold it together, she had to give Suhwa time to close the portal at the Lake of Illusion. There were so many guards—at least twenty—and they approached her from all sides. This was nothing like fighting abominations or chaos creatures or the undead; these were people, who thought and reasoned and adapted to whatever was thrown their way. She felt every bit of her inexperience and wanted nothing more than to lie down and cover her head until it was all over.

“Zhara! Watch out!” An explosion to her left as Bohyun turned his brush on the guard. Beside him, Yoochun threw another spell that collapsed the ground beneath the guard’s feet, causing them to fall back into a pit. With a gesture of his hands, the youngest Bangtan Brother closed the pit back up, burying the guard up to their neck. Bohyun threw up a shield spell as three more advanced, while Yoochun drove them back with a blast of wind that knocked everyone to the forest floor, including Zhara.

Zhara tried to scramble back upright, but a guard grabbed her ankle. Instinctively, she kicked out, feeling her heel connect with the bridge of their nose with an audible crunch. She immediately cloaked herself in fire as she rolled over, sending the dried pine needles beneath her feet ablaze. Flames spread with astonishing rapidity, the winter-dried branches crackling and popping as embers were carried on the breeze, melting the ice and snow that clung to these altitudes.

Ami appeared beside her, swiftly sketching a glyph for rain to dampen the woods around them. Water sizzled and hissed as it struck Zhara’s skin, steam rising as raindrops met fire. Guards circled them, spears pointed, and Zhara awkwardly knocked her blade against their weapons. With a gesture, Ami sank their feet into mud, trapping them in place while Sajah came charging in with a roar. With a great swipe of his paw, he sent the guards flying. He then circled the girls protectively, snarling at anyone who came near.

“Let go of him!” In the distance, she heard Yoochun cry out as one of the guards grabbed Bohyun and tackled him to the ground. They grabbed the eldest Brother’s wrists, forcing him to drop his brush, and began tying his hands together behind his back. Yoochun rushed them, disregarding magic altogether, and threw himself upon the guard’s neck, bodily hauling him off Bohyun with brute strength. Bohyun struggled to get to his feet but was hamstrung by his bound hands while another guard swooped in to gag him. Yuli appeared in an instant, jabbing her spear into the guard’s stomach, but they grabbed the weapon by the shaft and redirected the attack, causing the redhead to stumble. Another guard was on top of her in the next moment, swiftly gagging her and binding her with ropes.

“Yuli! Bohyun!” Zhara cried.

Above them, Temur shrieked with rage and dove for the guards, sending them scattering for cover. Zhara ran to help the Guardian of Wind but was ambushed by a guard holding a mat, sending her tumbling to the ground and smothering her flames. Ami too was swarmed on every side by four guards, jostled this way and that as they led her, struggling, to a cart. Her glasses fell off her face and shattered on the forest floor.

“Ami!” Zhara gasped out. The Fleet Queen’s guards did not seem intent on killing them, which made Zhara all the more loath to lash out with the full potential of her power.

The night grew darker as clouds obscured the sky. A silvery mist descended the mountain, flowing from the lip of the crater lake down to where Zhara and the others fought. Shadows lurked in the mist, monstrous forms that seemed to flow in and out of the haze. A serpent here, a boar there, and even frightening chimeras of various animals stitched together in terrifying ways.

The guards immediately turned to face these strange shadows as a rope dart came whistling out of the dark, smashing across the face of the guard holding Zhara down. She leaped up, blazing back in full Guardian form.

“What’s up? What’s up? The good time boys are here!”

Zhara’s heart skipped as the rest of the Bangtan Brothers materialized out of the mist. Spells flew everywhere as the boys fought off the guards, freeing Bohyun and Yoochun to join them. Zhara ran to untie Yuli and Ami; the redhead jumped to her feet with a shout the moment she was released, rearming herself with a fallen guard’s spear.

“Ami!” Yuli said. “Immobilize them!”

The Guardian of Wood squinted in the darkness, trying to make sense of the scene without her spectacles. She reached up and made a fist with her right hand, and the guards closest to her froze, held fast by Ami’s unique power.

“Help me!” Yuli ordered Zhara, tossing her the end of a rope. Zhara immediately extinguished her fire and helped the redhead tie the guards together.

The mists suddenly parted, revealing Suhwa and Yongma as they descended the slope. The Guardian of Water expertly manipulated her rope dart, tangling and tripping her opponents with skillful twists of her wrist. Bohyun and Yoochun leaped forward with a length of rope between their hands, looping it around a pair of guards. They pulled the ends fast, send the guards crashing together, and Yoochun made swift work of binding them. The tide had turned, and the guards—confused and disoriented by the sudden appearance of shadow monsters and new enemies—stumbled this way and that, unsure of how to regain command of the field. Within moments, Zhara and the others had the guards trussed up and tossed onto the back of their own cart, the Bangtan Brothers keeping everyone in line with brushes outstretched.

“Suhwa!” Zhara gasped as the Guardian of Water approached. “Did you manage to seal the portal?”

The acolyte nodded. Yongma curled around the girl’s feet, eyeing the Lion of the South warily. Sajah rumbled, his fiery peacock’s tail lashing.

“Junseo-gogo!” Yoochun ran to hug his leader. “How did you get here? I thought we were supposed to meet you in Cheongsam.”

The tall, lanky boy looked to Suhwa. “It was too dangerous in Cheongsam,” he said quietly. “The Fleet Queen’s guards were everywhere looking for us. We knew you were headed to Mount Changgun, so decided to take our chances and make our way here.” He looked around at the scene. “Turns out our instincts were correct.”

There was a little furrow between Bohyun’s brows as he seemed to be counting the members. “Where’s Alyosha?” he asked.

Junseo blinked. “Alyosha?” He glanced to the other Brothers. “He’s not here?”

“Did something happen to him?” the eldest asked in alarm.

“We must have missed one,” Mihoon said quietly. He gave Junseo a significant glance.

Yoochun frowned. “What of Cloud? And Duckoo? And Rinqi?”

“The flight from Cheongsam was so confusing,” Junseo said vaguely. “They must have been left behind.”

Bohyun went pale. “We have to go back,” he said. “We have to find Alyosha and the others.”

Junseo gave Suhwa a sidelong glance. “What do the others say?”

The Guardian of Water flicked her gaze toward Zhara. “What say you, Guardian of Fire?”

Zhara’s head reeled. Everything seemed to have happened so fast—the guards, the sudden appearance of the Bangtan Brothers, the disappearance of Alyosha and the other animals—that she could barely process the fact that the demonic portal at the Lake of Illusion had been sealed. So much of their time on the Azure Isles had been building to this moment, and yet, it all felt so … anticlimactic. “Give me a moment,” she said at last. “I need to catch my breath and think.”

“How did you seal the portal?” Ami asked. A permanent frown seemed to be etched between her brows as she squinted into the darkness.

“Hmm? Oh. When I got to the lake, I realized that it was all an illusion. When I destroyed the illusion, the lake was restored.”

Ami’s frown deepened. “Is that all?”

“Why?” Suhwa tilted her head. “Were the other portals so difficult to seal?”

Ami blinked. “Well … yes.”

Suhwa shrugged. “Perhaps it was easier for me because of how familiar I am with glamours and illusions.”

The Guardian of Wood looked askance at Zhara. “Perhaps.”

“Zhara,” Yuli said quietly, “I should let the alliance know the last portal is sealed.”

The alliance. “Right.” Zhara heaved herself to her feet. “The civil war.” They had come so far, yet there was still much further to go. To even get back to the mainland, they would have to get to Cheongsam, then make their way down to Hwangyeong, which was still very much occupied by northern forces. “Send your message to Han and Gaden,” she said wearily. Yuli nodded and went off a ways into the woods to meditate and go spirit-walking. “We need to get back to Hwangyeong.”

“What about Alyosha-gogo?” Yoochun asked. “We need to find him.”

She frowned. It was unlike the Bangtan Brothers to leave behind one of their own. “Yes,” she said thickly, feeling her exhaustion catch up to her. “We do.”

Bohyun placed a hand on Yoochun’s shoulder. “We’ll go to Cheongsam,” he said quietly. “Then meet the rest of you at the Indigo Baron’s stronghold.”

“But will it be safe?” Ami asked. “Junseo said the place was swarming with the Fleet Queen’s guards.”

Bohyun glanced at the hapless figures tied up and tossed into a pile on the back of a cart. “We’ll take their armor,” he said. “And go in disguise.” He looked to Junseo and the others, but the Bangtan Brothers were focused on the guards.

“What do we do with the rest of them?” Junseo asked, gesturing toward the captives with his brush.

“Should we kill them?” Suhwa asked.

Zhara was taken aback. “What? No! They weren’t trying to kill us.” She cast her gaze over the guards crowded onto their cart. How different it had been to face human attackers instead of supernatural ones. She could not help but see the humanity in their faces, and the thought of all the death on both sides of the civil war made her want to curl up and cry. “Leave them,” she said at last. “They can figure out how to free themselves.”

She looked up to the heavens, the skies clear again now that Yongma’s mist had dissipated. She should have felt relief—they had accomplished nearly everything they had come to the Azure Isles for—but instead all she felt was the weight of the journey ahead. There was still the matter of the occupation of Hwangyeong, the negotiation of ships to break the naval blockade with the Indigo Baron, not to mention the biggest threat of all, the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.

“Let’s go,” she said softly. “We’ll leave when Yuli returns. We still have much work to do.”

The Bangtan Brothers gathered the guards’ spears and tossed them into a pile just out of reach of the cart, while Bohyun and Yoochun stripped two of them of their armor. The girls raided their stores for supplies and outfitted themselves as best they could. It would be a long road to Hwangyeong.

“Are we ready?” Zhara asked.

“Yuli still hasn’t returned,” Ami said.

Presently, the Guardian of Wind returned, her cheeks flushed and eyes wild.

“Kho has been captured,” she said. “The Mother of Ten Thousand Demons is in our hands.”
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IN THE VOID, THERE WAS NOTHING.

Suhwa drifted through emptiness, clawing and screaming at the chaos around her. There was no sensation, no sound, no light; there wasn’t even darkness. Her lungs spasmed as though she were drowning, but she could breathe. She could move. But the nothing around her was so complete, she could feel it penetrate every part of her—her eyes, her nose, her mouth, her pores—and within moments she would dissolve. Suhwa fought against the destruction of her self, her soul, with all her might, lashing out indiscriminately with her magic, but to no avail. Everything around her was magic. There was no separation between herself and the chaos, and she was beginning to lose the idea of herself as a distinct, discrete entity, and with no boundaries, her consciousness began to fracture. Who was she? What was she? Was she even real?

The terror of the night she escaped from the palace returned to her—the real terror, not the demon she saw wearing her aunt’s face in the mirror. The reflection of the room was immaculate, the clarity of the image due to the pristine silver and glass showing everything from the painted patterns on the ceiling to the mother-of-pearl enamel on the cabinets to the absence made presence that was the Fleet Queen.

But what the mirror hadn’t shown was her.

Where Min Suhwa should have been, there was nothing.

She had had no reflection.

That moment had been worse than staring down into the infinity of the crystal pool, worse than the knowledge that her aunt wasn’t even human. For the first time, she was confronted with the reality of her existence, or lack thereof. Min Suhwa had always been spoken of as a daughter, an heir, a hostage, an inconvenience, but no one in the palace had ever really spoken to her. Was she simply an idea? The figment of someone’s imagination? It was then she had discovered her powers of illusion. If she had no image, then she would simply take someone—or something—else’s.

For years afterward, despite the realities of living in a physical body, she could never quite shake the idea that she was somehow a hallucination given life. There was no true shape to Min Suhwa; she was molded into whoever or whatever anyone else wanted her to be. A runaway, an acolyte, a symbol. What was Min Suhwa? Who was Min Suhwa?

But she was not alone in the nothing.

There was something else twined around her, something scaly and cool, and she realized with a start that she could feel. Sensation returned to a physical self, and she remembered that she had a body, with hands and fingers and skin. In the void, she clung to the other, to the presence she could sense even if she could not see.

Yongma.

It was Yongma.

Beneath her hand, she could feel his cold-tipped snout, shaped like a dog’s muzzle, covered with feathery whiskers. Her mind formed an image—not of an iridescent, scaled dragon—but of a dog, black with white spots and blue eyes. A dog hiding in the bushes in the woods outside Kasong, a dog who nudged a little girl’s hand and let her cry into his feathery ruff. The instant she touched him, she had seen him for what he truly was, but she was not afraid. She was no longer alone.

The void was retreating.

No, it was not retreating; it was changing.

The first thing she sensed was space. Air. Chaos formed the heavens above her and the ground beneath her, and Suhwa found herself on her back, staring up at unfamiliar skies. The same asterisms she had seen in the reflection of the Lake of Illusion. There were pine trees everywhere and, just off to the side, the gentle sound of water lapping at a shore. Yongma was curled around her protectively, his head resting on her chest, his blue eyes gazing into hers with love and concern. He blew a light mist into her face, smelling of the earth after rain and the sea before a storm.

“Yongma,” she murmured, stroking between his eyes. The tufty tip of his serpentine tail wagged.

Suhwa sat up. She found herself on the slope of a mountain identical to Mount Changgun, with a lake a few feet ahead. Shapes writhed in the pine forest surrounding her, glowing red eyes that winked in and out of existence like demonic stars. They shifted between pine tree and creature and back again, but she was not afraid. She had already endured the nothing; something no longer frightened her.

She walked to the lake’s edge, hesitating before peering into the surface. She recalled how the waters of the lake were an illusion, and wondered what she would see when she looked into them from the other side.

The scene reflected in the lake was not the world in which she stood. Instead, she saw Zhara, Ami, and Yuli on a boat, crossing the narrow strip of sea between Genbu and Rangi Islands. Beside them stood another figure, a shadowy silhouette whose face she could not make out wearing a red rope dart tied around their waist. Writhing at the figure’s feet was a demon.

It was her aunt.

The Ancient One.

Suhwa called out to Zhara and the others, begging and screaming for them to see the danger that walked in their midst. Where was Sajah? Temur? Surely the celestial companions could see that the Suhwa standing among them was not her. Not the real Min Suhwa.

Couldn’t they?

Her surroundings melted away, thrown back into chaos as her uncertainty and doubt returned. Perhaps the Ancient One could wear Min Suhwa’s face because Min Suhwa was just that—an image to be worn and then discarded like a cloak or a gown. There was no true self, only the semblance of one cobbled together through everyone else’s perception of her.

Yongma nudged her hand with his snout, just as he had when they first met.

The world solidified. No, regardless of what she looked like, Suhwa knew she was who she was. Whether she was Grandmother Yarrow, Sister Foxglove, or Min Suhwa, there was a core identity that was shared between all those faces. That was Min Suhwa, no matter what she was called or what guise she wore. The girl who grew up in a convent to hide from her aunt, the girl who hated her chores but loved playing with her dogs, the girl who wanted to know more about the world outside the sheltered confines in which she was raised. That girl had unique magical abilities and was the Guardian of Water, but that wasn’t all she was. She was the sum of many parts, parts that made a complete whole.

She rose to her feet and looked around. “There has to be a way to get back,” she said to the dragon. She was hesitant to wade into the waters of the lake, remembering that feeling of drowning. Would she have to swim through the void to get back again? What if she actually drowned the next time?

Yongma sniffed the air, then scampered off into the forest.

“Wait!” Suhwa called. She followed the dragon through the woods, avoiding the shadows that watched just beyond reach. There were horrors she could face, and those she could not, and she didn’t want to find out which one these demons were. As she wandered deeper into the forest, she could hear the faint strains of music. Someone was playing the fiddle with consummate skill. She followed the sound until she came upon a pair of lovers in the wood, one tall with white hair and the other small and dark. Their forms seemed hazy, or blurred, with a dreamy sort of indistinctness. Demons surrounded the pair, but they too were vague, unlike the shadows she had passed farther back. A little ways away from the scene was a slumbering figure, and to Suhwa’s surprise, she recognized Sister Larkspur.

“Nene,” she said, reaching down to shake the priestess awake. “Nene.”

Sister Larkspur murmured and shifted, and the scene changed. Now there was another pair, one clothed in white, the other black, similarly indistinct. Their hands were bound together by a red cord, and they seemed to be on the run from bandits she could hear but not see.

And then she realized the priestess was dreaming. They were dreaming of the stories they wrote, the ones so eagerly devoured by Zhara and the Bangtan Brothers.

Suhwa left Sister Larkspur to sleep, continuing to follow the faint shimmer of starlight on Yongma’s scales in the distance.

It was then she stumbled upon Alyosha.

He dozed with his back against a tree, Duckoo asleep in his lap and Rinqi curled up by his side. He opened his hazel eyes as she approached.

“Are you a heavenly maiden?” he asked in a faraway voice. His eyes focused past her, as though he were looking through her instead of at her.

“No,” she said softly. “I’m just an ordinary girl.”

His gaze sharpened. His eyes met hers, and suddenly the boy was present in a way he had not been before. “Sister Foxglove?”

Sister Foxglove. In some ways, the acolyte no longer felt like a mask she wore to hide her true self but simply another facet of her being. “Yes,” she said. “But my real name is Min Suhwa.”

Alyosha blinked. “The daughter of the Last Marquess?”

“Yes.” That too was part of her.

“Where are we?” the boy asked.

“You are dreaming, I think,” Suhwa said. “And I am in chaos.”

“Chaos?”

“Yes, I failed to seal the portal at the Lake of Illusion, and now the Ancient One walks free wearing my face.” Suhwa grasped the boy’s shoulders. “You have to tell the Brothers. And Zhara and Ami and Yuli.”

Alyosha grew agitated. “Something terrible has happened to them!” he said. “There were guards and peaches and—”

“Peaches?” Suhwa was startled. She thought of the enchanted fruit from the hidden island and her warning to Yoochun not to eat them.

The boy nodded. “They fell asleep,” he whispered. He was beginning to fade. “I watched demons steal their faces.”

Suhwa stilled. The memory of the demon-farmer returned to her. Demons stealing the images of other things. Just like the Ancient One. Just like Suhwa.

“You have to save them,” she said desperately. “And you have to find me. I’m trapped by the shores of the Lake of Illusion. You have to—”

But Alyosha was gone and she was alone once more.

Somewhere in the forest, she could hear barking. Yongma rarely vocalized, but when he did, he often imitated the sounds his brother Duckoo made. Over time, Suhwa had learned to distinguish between their different barks, and also the tones with which they made themselves known. Yongma was alerting her to something, but not to danger.

“Yongma!” She tripped through the woods toward the sound. “Yongma!”

She came upon a clearing, where she saw the dragon frolicking happily around someone short and plump. They were dressed in a rich brocade tunic dress with fur trim, and their hair was plaited in two braids, the ends tied with gold ribbon. Around their neck, they wore some sort of glowing jewel.

“Who is this handsome fellow?” the figure asked with amusement, reaching down to stroke the dragon along his spine. Yongma looked back at Suhwa, his mouth stretched in a draconic grin. The stranger followed the dragon’s gaze to where Suhwa stood and went rigid at the sight of her. “Who are you?” they whispered. “You are not a dream.”

The stranger did not seem like the others Suhwa had encountered in their sleep. Unlike Sister Larkspur or Alyosha, there was no haze of sleep muddling their expression; their dark, long-lashed eyes were clear. There was a clarity to the stranger’s form that made them stand out starkly against the chaos, but the sharpness of some details—like the golden embroidery on the sleeves of their tunic—contrasted against the vagueness of others, as though the stranger’s self were stitched together from memory. The closer Suhwa got, the less certain she was of what the stranger actually looked like, but their gaze never wavered—dark, intense, and focused.

“Who are you?” the stranger repeated. “You are not like the other dreamers or demons of this place. There is a … substance to you. A weight, a presence. It’s as though you are here in the flesh. As though you are … real.”

Real. Not a dream, not a hallucination, not an illusion given life. Real.

“I am Min Suhwa,” she said softly. “And I am real.”

“How is that possible?” the stranger asked. “You are a being of matter, and we are in the realm of the spirits. Even I am a spirit.”

“I don’t know,” Suhwa said. “I was trapped here.”

The stranger looked around. “Where is here?” they asked. “What does this place look like to you?”

Suhwa frowned. “Like we are standing in the pine forest surrounding the crater lake at the top of Mount Changgun.”

They sucked in a breath. “The Lake of Illusion?”

She was taken aback. “How do you know about the Lake of Illusion?”

The stranger wrung their hands. “I’ve been searching for a way to seal it,” they said. “And prevent the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons from manifesting in the physical world.”

Suhwa studied the stranger closely. “Who are you?”

“My name is Maltak Kho,” they replied. “First Daughter of the Maltak Kang. Well,” the stranger said after a moment, “I suppose I am the Lady of Wild Things now.”

Suhwa was stunned. “You’re the Lady of Wild Things?”

Maltak Kho gave her a rueful smile. “I take it you’ve heard of me.”

“I might have,” Suhwa said wryly. She shook her head. “But hold on a moment. Explain what happened. How is it that you—or your ki or whatever—is here while the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons walks in your body?”

Maltak Kho placed her hand over the glowing jewel at her throat. “The Guardians of Dawn and I went to seal the northern demon portal at the Singing Skies,” she said softly. “And it required … a sacrifice. Or so we were led to believe. A soul to be the lock. But we were tricked. I paid the price, but in doing so, my body became possessed by Tiyok.”

“Your body?” Suhwa thought of the Ancient One rising out of the false waters of the Lake of Illusion. “I thought demons no longer needed physical vessels in order to walk on the material plane. Why does the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons need a body?”

“The balance is not yet in chaos’s favor,” Maltak Kho said. “My body only contains a sliver of Tiyok. This”—she gestured all around them—“is the rest of her. But as chaos grows in the material realm through the civil war, more tears appear in the fabric of reality that separates us from the demons.” She looked to the lake. “By closing the rift here, I was hoping to stanch the bleeding.”

“How?” Suhwa asked.

Maltak Kho bit her lip. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “I am not a Guardian of Dawn, and in order to seal the portal at the Singing Skies, I had to sacrifice my soul. Would sealing the portal here require the same? Would I have to consign myself to oblivion, or worse, demonhood? I don’t know. But I have to try. For the greater good.”

“I tried to seal the portal and failed,” Suhwa whispered. “That is how I became trapped.”

“You?” The other girl frowned. “But you are … well, real. You are not a spirit.”

“No,” Suhwa agreed. “But I am the Guardian of Water.”

The enormity of her failure threatened to engulf her in a tide of shame. The other girls—the other Guardians of Dawn—had managed to defeat a Lord of Tiyok and close the rifts between the spirit realm and the physical one. Was she deficient? All her doubts came rushing back, and Suhwa was losing her grasp on her sense of self. Zhara, Ami, and Yuli had placed their trust in her, and Suhwa had not only squandered it, she had made things worse. Now a greater demon walked among them in disguise, and she was powerless to do anything about it.

“The Guardian of Water?” Maltak Kho’s eyes widened in shock. “But if you are here, then what does that mean for everyone else?”

Suhwa didn’t know. She was afraid to know. She was terrified that she had not only lost her friends the civil war but the universe itself because she wasn’t enough. Yongma, sensing her distress, nuzzled her fingers.

“We need to get you back,” the other girl said.

“How?”

“We’ll figure it out,” Maltak Kho said determinedly. “Come, let us get to the shores of the lake.”

The girls walked toward the waters. In the lake Suhwa could see several armored Azurean ships surrounding a harbor, thousands of soldiers dressed in lamellar armor camped outside a city, a narrow waterfall spilling into an almost perfectly circular valley divided by a wandering river. The world was both more wonderful and more familiar than she had ever imagined from her cloistered convent life, and Suhwa was knifed with both yearning and fear. Yearning to explore, to see these sights with her own eyes; and fear that her failure meant that none of this would exist. If the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons became manifest, the world would be gone.

Suhwa dipped her fingers into the lake. As it had been in the material realm, there was nothing but the illusion of water before her.

“Can you … swim through to the other side?” Maltak Kho asked uncertainly.

“I don’t think so.” Suhwa lifted her skirts and waded in. She dropped her skirts, but instead of floating around her, the hems fell back down to her ankles. “The water is not something I can swim through. It’s just an illusion.”

Maltak Kho knelt and dipped her own hand in the lake. Droplets of water clung to her skin. “It feels real to me.”

Suhwa furrowed her brows. She cupped her palms and tried to scoop out some lake water, but again there was nothing. “Maybe it’s because I am the Guardian of Water,” she said slowly. “My power is illusion.”

The other girl studied her closely. “Or is it because you are real?”

“You keep saying that,” Suhwa said. “But what is real? Aren’t you real? You exist, even if you are sundered from your body. I’m not speaking with a figment of my imagination.”

Maltak Kho shook her head. “I exist, yes, but I am no different from the chaos that surrounds me. I may not be a demon, but we are of the same stuff. We are spirit. Ether. Essence. You are not. You are whole. Separate and distinct from chaos.”

Whole. Suhwa looked down at her hands. The multitude of identities and personas she had worn and tried were all part of a greater whole. In some ways, she had created the reality of herself from all the pretend she had played.

“But how does that help us?” she asked softly. “If I am real in a place that is unreal, how do I return to the material realm?”

A little wrinkle of understanding appeared between Maltak Kho’s brows. “You turn the unreal into the real.”

Suhwa frowned. “Come again?”

“If your Guardian power is illusion,” the other girl said slowly, “that means you can turn the real into the unreal by disguising its true appearance. But can you not do the same in the opposite direction? Take an illusion and make it real? Reveal the truth?”

Suhwa blinked. All her life, she had used her powers to hide but not to be seen. For so long, she had avoided the totality of who she was in favor of slivers of the self, clinging to her glamours like comfort objects. But hadn’t she turned those illusions into reality? Hadn’t she turned those masks into a real girl?

Bending over, she cupped her hands in the water again, and this time, her fingers came away wet. Yongma curled himself around her legs.

“Yes,” she said in surprise. “I can.”

“Then turn the lake into something real,” Maltak Kho said. “Find a way to swim to the other side.”

The hems of her skirt were growing heavy with water as Suhwa pushed away the chaos around her. Chaos transmuting into order. That was her gift. She turned to Maltak Kho.

“Come with me,” she said, holding out her hand.

The other girl reached out to take it, but her fingers passed through Suhwa’s as though she were nothing more than a ghost. “I can’t,” Maltak Kho said regretfully.

The waters had risen to Suhwa’s waist now. “But you are real too.”

“I know,” the other girl said. “But I am not a demon yet. I can’t manifest on the material plane; I don’t know how. The only way I can return is in my own body. You must defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons before I can come back.” She tapped the glowing jewel at her throat. “This is the lock. It is only when its twin is shattered on the other side that I can be free. But I feel its hold loosening. As more and more demons walk in the world, her power grows stronger.”

“We will save you,” Suhwa said desperately as the lake began to creep up her neck. “Me and the other Guardians of Dawn.”

“I know,” Maltak Kho said, and although she had no body, her eyes shone with tears. “Tell Yuli I lo—”

But Suhwa never heard what the other girl wanted her to tell the Guardian of Wind. Chaos had turned into order, and Suhwa was floundering, drowning, and swimming toward the light.
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THE PORT OF CHEONGSAM WAS CRAWLING WITH the Fleet Queen’s guards, just as Junseo-gogo had said.

Yoochun tried his best to seem like just another one of the palace’s hired swords as he marched through the harbor with Bohyun-gogo, but the armor itched and his helmet stank. He had always been sensitive to smells; he was responsible for the Bangtan Brothers’ laundry while on the road, not through compulsion but by choice. And by the smell of things, none of the Fleet Queen’s guards had bathed for weeks.

“Keep your head down,” Bohyun-gogo murmured out of the side of his mouth. “If anyone takes a good look at your face, they’ll know you’re too young to be a guard.”

“I doubt anyone’s looking at me,” Yoochun muttered. “When you’re standing right here.”

Bohyun looked quite handsome in his armor, the very picture of a strapping young Azurean warrior. Yoochun had always envied the eldest Brother’s good looks at the same time he had been proud of them, proud of the way their audiences cheered and swooned whenever his gogo stepped onstage. It was as though Bohyun’s face were the perfect backdrop to any performance—or costume—he put on, and Yoochun loved the luster he lent to their troupe. Beauty was incredibly convincing.

The problem was that it was also incredibly noticeable.

People’s heads turned as they walked past, and the attention Yoochun so loved onstage was less welcome when they were trying to remain anonymous. Several passersby called out to Bohyun, inviting him to tarry a while in their teahouses and taverns, even offering him food and drinks for free. His gogo kept his head down and avoided everyone’s gazes, but there were far more eyes on them than they had anticipated. Yoochun just hoped that they would make it to the city gates without incident. Bohyun-gogo thought Alyosha would not try to make it into the town, especially not with signs bearing the likenesses of the Bangtan Brothers posted on all the message boards. Yoochun had almost forgotten they were wanted men until he met the crude likeness of his own large round eyes staring back at him from a poster at the dock.

“Do you think Alyosha-gogo is all right?” he asked. “How could the others leave him behind?”

It was a question that had haunted him the entire journey from Genbu to Rangi Island. For as long as he had been a Bangtan Brother, it had always been the seven of them. The seven of them cooking, eating, traveling, playing, and performing together, as natural as breathing, to the point where things would feel wrong if one of them were missing. Yoochun had acutely missed the presence of the other five Brothers when he and Bohyun had accompanied Zhara-nene and the other Guardians of Dawn to the enchanted island. The absences weighed on the back of his mind, like the constant pain of a missing tooth.

“I don’t know,” Bohyun said under his breath. “But something demonic is afoot.”

Yoochun startled. “Demonic?”

“Shush!”

Passersby were beginning to give them closer looks. Bohyun disarmed them with a smile, then threw his arm around Yoochun’s shoulders as they made their way to the edge of town.

“Demonic?” Yoochun repeated in a quieter voice.

His gogo looked troubled. “It just … it just felt out of character for Junseo to simply forget about Alyosha. That’s not him. He might be a clumsy lad, but he is ever conscientious. It’s like … it’s like I was staring at someone who was wearing our leader’s face.”

Yoochun thought of Sister Foxglove—no, Suhwa’s—ability to cast glamours and of the illusion of the maelstrom surrounding the hidden island. Yoochun was so used to believing the evidence of his eyes, and the idea of no longer trusting what he could see unnerved him. He was a little frightened of Suhwa, not because he didn’t trust her, but because of the potential for mistrust that existed between them. Would always exist between them. She had lied to them about who she was—not maliciously—and while Yoochun was quick to forgive, he felt the hurt of betrayal deeply. The possibility of his leader and the other Bangtan Brothers also being capable of this sort of deception made his stomach hurt.

But if Bohyun-gogo was right, and the Brothers who had come to help them on the slopes of Mount Changgun were not who they said they were …

“Do you think they were demons?” Yoochun asked in a low voice.

Bohyun looked troubled. “I don’t know,” he said. “But somehow I like that thought better than the alternative.”

“Which is?”

“That we would forget one of our own.”

Yoochun had to agree. “What do you think happened to Alyosha-gogo?”

Bohyun’s glance flickered to the city gates. “The original plan was to meet up outside Cheongsam and find the safe house together. I don’t think Alyosha would have tried to find the Guardians of Dawn on his own, especially if it meant leaving Cloud and Rinqi and Duckoo behind.”

The second-youngest Brother was a soft touch with animals. “So you think he’s still out in the woods?”

Bohyun nodded. “Most likely. I say we start our search by looking for evidence of camping and spread out from there.”

“And the others?” Yoochun whispered. “If what you think is true, and the Brothers we saw on Mount Changgun are not the people we know and love, then…” He trailed off.

“Let’s start with Alyosha,” Bohyun said determinedly. “One step at a time.”



They found evidence of the Bangtan Brothers’ camp not far from the road. The leftover ashes from a fire, a Cloud-less covered wagon, and the occasional imprint of a hoof in the mud. Neither Yoochun nor his gogo were skilled trackers, but they knew enough to be familiar with signs of a struggle. There were none.

“Look,” Bohyun said, pointing to the hitch to which Cloud had been attached. “It’s been cut.” The leather straps were sliced clean through, as though with the edge of a sharp blade.

“Someone let Cloud go,” Yoochun said.

“Or stole her,” Bohyun said grimly.

“Alyosha would never let that happen,” Yoochun protested.

“Maybe he didn’t have a choice.” Bohyun frowned. “There are wagon tracks leading down the road.” He pointed in the opposite direction from which they had come.

“Not ours?”

“I don’t think so,” Bohyun said. “They’re deeper and fresher. Someone was here before us.”

Yoochun felt himself go pale. “Bandits?”

“We would have seen signs,” Bohyun said. “Scorch marks from spells, for one, especially Junseo’s. Or blood. No.” He shook his head. “Whatever happened here, I don’t think it was bandits.”

Yoochun scanned the ground. Scattered here and there were what he’d initially thought were stones but realized were the pits of some sort of stone fruit. He picked one up with a frown. The shell was cracked, and he prized it open with his fingernails, revealing a glittering gemstone inside. Yoochun nearly dropped it in surprise when the resonant hum of magic sang through his fingertips.

“What is it?” Bohyun asked.

“I think … I think these are some sort of magic peach pits.”

“Eh?” The eldest Brother frowned as he examined the gemstone in Yoochun’s hand. “Peaches,” he murmured. “Out of season.”

“Like the ones on the island?” Yoochun asked. “The ones Suhwa-nene warned us not to eat?” He recalled how hard it had been to resist eating one anyway; the smell had been so delicious.

“Like the ones the Fleet Queen’s sailors took into their holds,” Bohyun murmured. The furrow between his brows deepened as he found several more peach pits scattered among the fallen pine needles. “What could this mean?”

Yoochun followed the trail of pits. “Look, gogo,” he said, pointing to several bruised peaches lying on the road. “They’re leading that way. Should we follow?”

Bohyun looked torn. “This road leads away from Cheongsam,” he said. “I don’t think Alyosha would have gone that way.”

“But what if he was captured?”

“By whom?”

By whom indeed. Yoochun looked at the wagon tracks, the grooves deep in the spring mud. There were dozens of footprints all over the campground, but it was impossible to tell if they belonged to the Bangtan Brothers or someone else. He was searching for any other signs he might recognize—paw prints, Rinqi’s unique hoof tracks—when he spied something small and white out of the corner of his vision. He looked up and saw the flash of something furry ducking behind a tree.

“Gogo,” Yoochun whispered, “did you see that?”

“Hmm?” The eldest Brother had been studying the peach pits, cracking them open and extracting the gemstones.

“Over there. I thought I saw something.”

Immediately Bohyun became alert, his brush at the ready for any sign of trouble. Yoochun retrieved his own brush, holding it trembling before him.

A soft whine filled the air.

“Duckoo?” Yoochun lowered his hand.

The white dog came bounding out from behind the tree, throwing the entirety of his solid weight onto the boys. His tail wagged furiously, his mouth stretched wide in a canine grin. He leaped up to lick Yoochun’s face before turning his attention onto the eldest.

“Yah,” Bohyun complained. “You know I don’t like anything touching my face.”

“All right, all right.” Yoochun laughed as the dog leaped up over and over again. “What happened, boy? Where is Alyosha-gogo? And Rinqi? And Cloud?”

The dog sat on his haunches, head tilted.

“Alyosha-gogo?” Yoochun repeated.

The tip of Duckoo’s tail wagged and he took off into the woods.

“I think we should follow him,” Yoochun said.

The boys jogged quickly after the white dog, who led them deep into the forest toward an outcropping of rocks. Beneath the overhang was Rinqi, the tip of her horn glowing in warning, and at her feet was a sleeping Alyosha.

“Gogo!” Yoochun cried, running toward them.

Rinqi stepped in front of the slumbering boy, lowering her head protectively. Alyosha stirred, his hazy eyes blurred with dreams. At the sight of the others, he bolted upright and scrambled for the brush at his side. “Stay back,” he said warily.

“Gogo?” Yoochun was hurt by the distrust in his Brother’s eyes.

“It’s us, didi,” Bohyun said gently. “Don’t you recognize us?”

Alyosha’s eyes flicked from one Brother to the other, but he did not lower his hand. “Prove it,” he said hoarsely.

“Prove it?” Yoochun was taken aback. “How?”

Bohyun studied the second-youngest Bangtan Brother carefully. “Do you remember,” he said softly, “when we were first starting out as a troupe, and we had been invited to perform at a rural festival? You and the other Choi brothers had never been outside of your orphanage before, and Yoochun’s eyes were so big I thought they were going to fall out of his face. But my favorite memory of that day was the elephant ride. Do you remember?”

Alyosha did not move, but his posture softened.

“None of us had ever seen an elephant before,” the eldest continued, “and when you asked the handler where it had come from, you cried when you heard it was orphaned. That it would likely never see its home in the kingdom of the Sindh ever again.”

Even now, Alyosha’s hazel eyes glittered with unshed tears.

“You always did have a funny way of describing things,” Bohyun went on. “Do you remember what you called the elephant?”

“A nose-ox,” Alyosha said quietly. He dropped his brush and ran up to throw his arms around both Brothers.

Duckoo gave short, happy barks, wriggling excitedly and trying to nose his way into the embrace. Alyosha laughed as the dog licked Bohyun’s face over and over, despite the eldest’s increasingly annoyed protests.

“See?” Yoochun said, roughhousing with Duckoo. “It really is us. Duckoo wouldn’t lead us astray, would you, Duckoo-yah?”

The dog grinned.

“What happened, didi?” Bohyun asked. “Why didn’t you come with the rest of the Brothers to Mount Changgun?”

Alyosha went rigid. “They didn’t go to Mount Changgun,” he said.

Yoochun was startled. “They didn’t? Then who…”

Bohyun closed his eyes. “Demons.”

Alyosha nodded. “We were making dinner and I offered to go foraging to add to the pot. Rinqi and Duckoo came with me and when we returned, the two of you had returned to camp.”

“Us?” Yoochun asked.

“Yes, and without the Guardians of Dawn. You both carried sacks of peaches and were standing over the others, who seemed to have fallen asleep after eating them.” Alyosha shuddered. “There were … shapes in the woods, so I stayed hidden. They came crawling out of the shadows and stole the Brothers’ faces.”

“Stole … their faces?” Yoochun asked. He thought of how Sister Foxglove had disguised them at the docks of Kasong, how she had borrowed the faces of the fishermen she had seen to cloak them in new forms. Such a strange power, and one that made him feel as though spiders were crawling up his back.

Alyosha nodded again. “The demons headed toward Cheongsam. I tried to wake up the Brothers, but they wouldn’t stir. They were alive, but dreaming so deep I couldn’t reach them.” He wrung his hands. “A little while later, the Fleet Queen’s guards arrived and took them away.”

“The wagon tracks,” Bohyun breathed.

“Took them where?” Yoochun asked. “We have to rescue them!”

“I don’t know where but I don’t think they’ve gone far,” Alyosha said. “There were at least a dozen guards. I didn’t think I could take them all by myself.”

“No, you couldn’t have, and it was right to have kept yourself safe,” Bohyun said. He tapped his finger to this chin. “Let me think.”

The eldest paced back and forth, trying to formulate a plan.

“Yoochun,” Alyosha said quietly, “I had a dream.”

Yoochun gave him a sharp look. Ever since they were children in the orphanage, Alyosha had been troubled by vivid dreams, some of which turned out to be prophetic. The priestesses of Do had thought to send him away to be trained by local shamans, but Alyosha cried at the prospect of being separated from Taeri and Yoochun. That had been shortly before the Bangtan Brothers had come to perform. That night, the three of time decided to run away and join them so that they would never have to be apart. “What dream, gogo?”

“I saw a heavenly maiden in the darkness,” the hazel-eyed boy said. “Min Suhwa, only she was Sister Foxglove.”

Yoochun sat up straighter. “What did you see?”

“She was trapped. She said she failed to seal the portal at the Lake of Illusion and that we had to go find her.”

Dread settled like a bad meal in Yoochun’s stomach. He thought of Suhwa coming down from the summit with Yongma at her heels, trailing mist like a figure out of legend. He remembered how oddly Junseo-gogo and the other Brothers were acting but hadn’t noticed anything amiss with Sister Foxglove. She had the Dragon of the East with her, after all. But if Sister Foxglove had failed to seal the portal at the lake, then the person traveling with Zhara and the other Guardians of Dawn to Hwangyeong was not who she said she was.

Nor were the Bangtan Brothers.

“What do we do?” Yoochun whispered.

“We get our Brothers back,” Bohyun said, having overheard their conversation. “And then we go back to free Min Suhwa.”

“What about Zhara-nene and the others?” Alyosha asked.

“One step at a time,” Bohyun said. “But first, we get the band back together.”

“Do you have a plan, gogo?” Yoochun asked.

The eldest smiled. “I might.”



The plan involved a good deal of stagecraft.

They had run back to their covered wagon to fetch a few props before tracking down the guards who had taken the other Bangtan Brothers. The three boys and the animals moved more swiftly than a dozen guards pulling a cart and soon Yoochun spied them a ways down the road. One of them was leading Cloud by the bridle, and every once in a while she dug in her heels, refusing to move. Luck was on their side; twilight had begun to fall as they approached, and they needed the uncertainty of darkness in order to pull off their ambush.

The idea, Bohyun-gogo had said, was not to take on all twelve at once but to lure them into leaving the cart unattended. They might not have Sister Foxglove’s power of illusion, but they had more than once dazzled their audience with a few magical tricks. It was Sungho who thought of combining their performances with subtle spellwork, propping up costumes and masks with magic to give the appearance of more characters onstage, utilizing acoustic effects by manipulating the air around them, in addition to the usual flashy fire and smoke.

The first stage of the ambush was to set the bait.

Yoochun crouched behind some bushes in the forest, carefully manipulating the costume of a small child to give the appearance of someone trapped beneath a pile of rocks. “Help! Help!” he cried, pitching his voice high. “Someone, please help!”

In the distance, he could see the procession stop, with the guards conferring among themselves about who to send to investigate.

“Help! Please!”

A pair of guards headed toward him, and Yoochun fluttered the sleeves of the costume. He just needed to get them close enough to trigger the ward he had set down in front of the bait—an immobility spell. Closer, closer … He held his breath as the pair approached.

“Yah,” one of them said. “That’s not—”

They stepped on the ward, and with a flash of purple light, they were rooted to where they stood, unable to move or speak.

“Sangwoo—” the other one began before he was immediately cut off by another immobility spell, this one cast from Yoochun’s hiding place. He crept forward and bound their hands and feet together, just as a ghostly wail rose from the other side of the forest. Bohyun. He had the highest range. Yoochun slowly made his way toward the cart with his props, trying his best not to attract notice or make noise. After much arguing and resistance, another pair of guards was dispatched to go take a look.

Eight left. If Alyosha could peel off another pair with his bait, they would have a much better chance at rescuing the Brothers.

“I don’t like this,” one of the guards was saying. “They say these woods are haunted.”

“Ghosts I can deal with,” another grumbled. “It’s abominations or worse that frighten me.”

From another part of the forest came an unearthly sound. Alyosha had taken a flute from their covered wagon, which he didn’t know how to play, and while Yoochun recognized the terrible caterwauling as his gogo’s attempts at music, he had to admit the effect was quite eerie on a dark, isolated road in the middle of the woods.

“What’s that?” The guard closest to Yoochun startled.

“I don’t know. Why don’t you go see?”

“Why don’t you?”

None of the guards seemed willing to leave the safety of numbers as they continued debating among themselves. The bait went untaken.

The sound was beginning to travel now, flitting about from one side of the cart to the other as Alyosha manipulated the air around them.

“Beware!” Another ghostly wail from Bohyun, but this time, the voice had jagged edges, grating against the ear. “Go no further to your doom!”

Yoochun struck a cymbal.

The guards yelped, drawing their swords clumsily and running into each other as they tried to escape the imminent supernatural attack. Yoochun sneaked to the left and cast spells for light and smoke.

Another crash of the cymbal, this time from Alyosha. The guards scattered, half of them running back up the road toward Cheongsam and the others preparing to fight. Four left. Much more even odds.

A low rumble started down the road ahead of them. One of the guards mounted Cloud, trying to urge the placid nag into a gallop. The rumble grew louder and louder until the earth started dancing beneath them. Cloud reared and threw the guard off her back as Alyosha whistled. Yoochun quickly cast another immobility spell on the fallen guard while the others cowered on the ground, covering their heads.

Bohyun emerged from the woods, dressed in a bandit costume and wielding a prop sword. It was one of their better ones, made of actual steel, and was quite convincing in the fading light. “Leave now,” the eldest said, pressing the tip of the blade against the back of one of the guards’ necks. “And you might still leave with your head.”

Yoochun was impressed. Where was this gravitas on the stage? They should be giving the eldest more dramatic roles.

The guard craned their neck up to look at Bohyun. “We have nothing, Excellency,” they pleaded. “Please, spare us.”

“That is for us to decide,” Bohyun said. “There are more of us than there are of you. Majority rules.”

Alyosha materialized at Bohyun’s side. He had, for some reason, decided that his bandit would have an eye patch. He kept his hand on the prop blade he wore at his waist but did not draw it; it was made of bamboo.

“All right, all right,” the guard agreed. They got to their feet, hands raised, and the others followed suit.

“Drop your weapons,” Bohyun ordered. They complied. “Now turn around and go. If I catch one of you turning back”—he ran a finger menacingly across his throat—“my blade will be the last thing you’ll ever see.”

The guards took off without another word. When they were a decent distance away, Yoochun set off an explosive spell at their heels, which caused them to run even faster.

“Now,” Bohyun said as Alyosha dragged the one remaining immobile guard off the road. He and Yoochun pulled the tarp off the back of the cart, revealing the bodies of four sleeping Bangtan Brothers curled up against each other.

“Gogo,” Yoochun said, shaking Junseo’s shoulder. “Gogo, wake up.”

“It won’t work.” Alyosha came up behind them. “We need to get them to a healer.”

“And where are we going to find one in the middle of the woods?” Yoochun asked.

Alyosha pointed his chin down the road, where Rinqi led Cloud and Duckoo toward them. “Right here. The Unicorn of the West can heal all ills with the light of her horn.” He gave her a bow, which Rinqi returned with a solemn nod.

The unicorn touched the tip of her glowing horn to each of the Brothers’ brows. One by one, they opened their eyes and stirred.

“What—” Taeri said groggily.

“Gogo!” Yoochun threw his arms around the last Choi brother.

“Didi?” Sungho asked sleepily. “What happened?”

Bohyun swiftly explained all that had befallen them since they parted. Junseo instantly became alert.

“So you’re saying the Ancient One and a band of demons are traveling with Zhara and the other girls?” their leader asked in alarm.

“What should we do?” Bohyun asked. “Go to Hwangyeong? Or back to the Lake of Illusion?”

Junseo considered this. “To Mount Changgun,” he said. “Three of the four Guardians of Dawn should be able to handle a Lord of Tiyok, but we need all of them together if we are to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons. Not to mention, only the Guardian of Water can lift illusions from the demons.”

Yoochun sighed. All this traveling back and forth and going nowhere.

“What if we can’t save her?” Mihoon asked.

“One step at a time,” Bohyun said. “One step at a time.”
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SUHWA WAS HIDING SOMETHING.

Ever since they left Mount Changgun and the Lake of Illusion, Ami couldn’t shake the feeling that there was something … off about the Guardian of Water. She didn’t play around with the Bangtan Brothers, she didn’t ask questions about Ami’s translation of Songs of Order and Chaos, and she didn’t inquire about Duckoo. Ami was not especially keen on dogs, but she had to admit that their party was rather dull and quiet without the antics of the Jun and Yan creatures. Yongma too seemed rather subdued and inclined to stay in his dragon form, which also struck Ami as strange.

She didn’t know what to do about it.

There was little privacy on the road, so she hadn’t had much opportunity to talk to Zhara or Yuli about it, and she wasn’t intimate enough with the Bangtan Brothers to confide in them either. They mostly kept to themselves on the journey from Cheongsam to Hwangyeong, and they too had been remarkably quiet. No squabbling over chores, no placing small wagers on inconsequential tasks to pass the time, and no music. It was the lack of music that discomfited Ami the most. In the short time she had come to know them, there had never been a moment when one or another wasn’t singing, composing, or playing the lute in preparation for their next performance.

But perhaps the burden of what they were to face next weighed heavily on them all.

Ami wished she could work on deciphering the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos, but Zhara hadn’t had time to replace her spectacles, so Ami frequently found herself alone with her thoughts and no place to put them. Yuli was more absent than not, spirit-walking back to the mainland to check on Kho’s progress to the imperial city whenever she could. Ami knew the princess was impatient to return, but without Hwangyeong’s ships, they were stuck on the Azure Isles.

Hwangyeong, of course, being heavily occupied by northern forces.

They avoided entering the city itself this time, taking the river road back up to the hidden entrance of the convent of the Way. Zhara had sent a message ahead with Temur to deliver to Xu to alert them of their arrival. To Zhara’s delight, Han’s best friend and advisor was waiting for them at the secret tunnel.

“Xu!” the Guardian of Fire cried, running up the slope to throw her arms around them. “Look at you,” she said, taking in their appearance.

“What do you think?” Xu asked, modeling their light Azurean armor for her. “I’d say it makes me look rather rakish and daring, lah?”

“I can’t believe that you, of all people, are fighting in the Azurean resistance,” Zhara said.

“Well, fighting is a bit of a stretch,” Xu said. “I might have picked up a bow a few times. And hit something even fewer times.” They eyed the rest of the party as they came up the trail behind Zhara. “Hold on, is that the Bangtan Brothers?”

“Yes,” Zhara said. “You’ve met before, of course.”

Xu waited expectantly for them to give their customary introduction but seemed rather disappointed when all they gave the advisor was a curt nod.

“And this”—Zhara gestured for Suhwa to come stand beside her—“is Min Suhwa, Guardian of Water. Suhwa, this is Chan Xuhei, advisor to Prince Wonhu of Zanhei.”

“Min Suhwa?” Xu asked in astonishment. “The daughter of the Last Marquess?”

Suhwa bowed. “Pleased to make their acquaintance.”

Ami gave the acolyte a sidelong glance. There was something stiff and awkward about the way Suhwa spoke, as though she were reciting lines from a play. Ami squinted, wishing she could make out the expression on the other girl’s face more clearly.

“Come, come, follow me.” Xu gestured. “The priestesses are waiting.”

The entire group squeezed their way into the tunnel leading into the temple complex of the Way. It was entirely different from how Ami remembered it; the grounds were filled now with several more people, and the smell of smoke and iron permeated the air. Someone had set up what seemed to be a makeshift forge and smithy, and there were many Azureans in blacksmith’s aprons working on weaponry. A far more substantial barrier had been erected along the perimeter, made of several logs stacked together and topped with spikes. Just beyond the wall, Ami could make out the blurry smudges of a sentry patrolling the entrance.

“Welcome, children.” Mother Oleander came up to greet them as they emerged. They too were dressed in light armor, wearing a leather corselet and vambraces over their priestess robes. “It pains me to welcome friends to war, but alas, here we are.”

“We are here to help,” Zhara said.

Mother Oleander nodded. “And we welcome the help of the Guardians of Dawn. We are at a turning point in this resistance, and we could use all the bodies we could get.”

Ami did not like being referred to as bodies, but she supposed that was what war reduced people to. Xu ushered them all into what had once been an altar room but had now been repurposed for strategy and planning. Crude maps of what appeared to be Hwangyeong were scattered on the floor, along with painted stones to represent the different forces.

“We’ve discovered where the northerners have been keeping the Indigo Baron hostage,” Xu said as they sat down. “Here,” they said, indicating a smudged part of the map Ami couldn’t quite see. “In the town prison. The guards keep a tight rotation, but we’ve been grinding them down these past several weeks. Farmers and merchants have been keeping their goods out of the city, taking the river road here to distribute supplies.”

“No one’s discovered the river road yet?” Zhara asked in surprise.

“A few, but none who survived to tell the tale,” Xu said grimly. “We make regular runs down the mountain to keep the people of Hwangyeong fed, while fighting off any attempts to claim the convent by the northerners. We’ve also attacked their garrisons and any ships attempting to deliver supplies by boat with magic, but in order to rescue the Indigo Baron, we are going to need more arms.” They pointed to another part of the map Ami couldn’t quite see. “The arsenal. Down by the docks. It’s where the city guard used to keep their cannonry and other gunpowder weapons. We’ve rescued a few of the Baron’s soldiers, and they intend to lead a group of us in assaulting the prison. But we need weapons. Our magicians are trained in guerrilla tactics, but most of them are quite young. We need experienced fighters if we are to get past the northerners.”

“That’s where we come in,” Yuli said. “We have powers the other magicians don’t.”

Xu nodded. “If you’re willing. We have three teams—one to set up a distraction in the middle of town, one to take the arsenal, and another to storm the prison once we’ve secured the weapons.”

“Suhwa and I could set up a distraction,” Zhara offered. “The Guardian of Water has the power of illusions.”

“Do they?” Xu asked with interest. “Too bad Min Suhwa is not an actor; that sort of gift probably has all kinds of useful applications onstage.”

Neither Suhwa nor the Bangtan Brothers said anything in response to this. Again, Ami was overcome with the sense that they were all hiding something, or worse—lying.

“Ami and I could take the arsenal,” Yuli offered.

“We can?” Ami asked.

“Sure,” Yuli said. “You’re the Guardian of Wood. I’m sure a stone tower won’t be too much of an obstacle for you to overcome.”

“What of the Bangtan Brothers?” Xu tilted their head at Junseo. “We could use their help as well.”

The leader looked from Suhwa to Yuli. “We’ll divide ourselves among the two teams. Mihoon and Sungho will go with Suhwa, and Taeri and I will go with the Guardian of Wind.”

Xu nodded. “I’m so sorry to spring this on everyone, but we are so close to liberating Hwangyeong, I can feel it.” They got down on their hands and knees and pressed their forehead to the floor. “A thousand, thousand thanks.”

“When do we start?” Yuli asked.

“When all is in readiness,” Xu replied. “It should be a few days. Now, I am being a terrible host. Let me escort my friends to their quarters for dinner and rest.”

Ami followed the advisor to a large hall laid out with futons and blankets. The private rooms typically used by the priestesses of Do were given to storage, so everyone shared sleeping space with one another. So much for privacy. The Bangtan Brothers hurried out to find something to eat, while Ami selected a futon and some blankets and dragged them to a corner, hoping to have some time at last to spend with the final fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos. Reaching into her oilskin rucksack, Ami pulled out her journals and the original folios, a bit battered and worse for wear for their journeying, and laid them out before her. She pulled out her crystal from beneath her tunic, shedding a soft light over her workspace. Holding her breath, she ran her fingers reverently over the embossed taikhut on the cover of the last fragment, before unfolding the leather to reveal the fragile paper inside.

“The world as it was,” Ami read in a low voice, bringing the pages close to make out the characters. “Chaos and order not in conflict but in harmony.”

She would need to match the pages with the corresponding symbols from the other folios to get the complete picture, but she couldn’t help devouring the new words like they were a nourishing meal after she had been starving. New information, new knowledge, it was all new, and Ami thrilled at the possibilities of discovery.

“No difference between spirit and matter, the balance maintained,” she continued, struggling to bring the text into focus. She really needed to ask Zhara to make her a new pair of spectacles. “Through conscious and collective effort.”

“What are you reading?” Suhwa asked.

Startled, Ami quickly shoved the pages back into the folio. The acolyte stood over her futon, her long dark hair hiding her face from view so that Ami could not make out her expression. “Oh,” she said. “Just taking a look at the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos.”

She half expected Suhwa to tease her about secretly writing a romantic novella, but instead the other girl tilted her head and sat down beside Ami on the futon. “What does it say?” Suhwa asked softly.

“I haven’t gotten far in my translation,” Ami said. “I’ve only gotten to the part about there being no difference between spirit and matter.”

Suhwa nodded. “When the veil between this world and the next is badly frayed, spirits and demons can manifest in the material realm. But that was how the universe used to be, before the coming of the Sunburst Warrior.”

Ami was taken aback. “It was?”

“Oh,” Suhwa said indifferently. “Did you not read that in the book?”

“No.” Ami frowned. “Is that something they teach you in the order?”

Suhwa blinked. “Y-yes,” she said vaguely. “I remember the head priestess saying something to that effect.”

Again, Ami could sense the hint of a lie. “Have you read The Book of Beginnings and Endings before?”

“No.” Suhwa did not meet her eyes. “I’m not initiated.”

The lack of truthfulness rubbed at Ami’s nerves. She liked Suhwa, but there was a part of her that did not trust the Guardian of Water. No, she amended. It wasn’t that she didn’t trust the Guardian of Water; it was Min Suhwa she could not conceptualize. No, she amended even further. It was this version of Min Suhwa she did not recognize. It was as though she could suddenly see the real girl in front of her without her enchanted spectacles—a self-possessed young woman where a playful maiden had been. The Suhwa she had come to know before she sealed the portal at the Lake of Illusion had been engaged, a little insecure, and yes, a little deceitful but ultimately good-hearted, but the person sitting beside her now felt distant, self-assured, and frustratingly opaque.

A dribble of doubt trickled down Ami’s spine.

“I’ll let you get back to work,” Suhwa said, rising to her feet. “We have big days ahead.”

After the acolyte left, Ami returned to Songs of Order and Chaos, squinting as she scanned the pages for mentions of manifestation and the world as it was before the arrival of the Sunburst Warrior to the Morning Realms. She picked up her pencil and her scrap notebook, jotting down lines as she was able to decipher them. The duty of the magician and before the coming of the Sunburst Warrior and exorcise the spirit, incomplete phrases that made little sense without the context of the other pages.

“Always working, Ami-yah,” came a soft voice beside her.

Ami looked up to see Zhara and Yuli standing over her.

“May we join you?” Zhara asked.

Ami nodded and pushed aside her papers to give them space to sit.

“We have a few days’ grace,” the Guardian of Fire said. “Enjoy them while you can.”

Ami shook her head. “We need to know as much as possible about how to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons before we return to the mainland,” she said.

“We’ve come so far, yet we have so much farther to go,” Zhara murmured. She sighed and lay down on Ami’s futon, closing her eyes. “I could sleep for days. Weeks, even.”

“If you find anything in those pages about a way to save Kho,” Yuli said, “let me know.”

Ami tried to push her glasses up the bridge of her nose, only to remember they were no longer there. “The only way I can think of right now is exorcism,” she said.

“Exorcism?” Zhara sat up. “But it’s never worked before. We couldn’t exorcise the possessed magicians of demonic influence; that’s why they became abominations at the end of the Mugung Dynasty.”

“True.” Ami frowned. “But it may be that exorcism is possible, or at least, it was before the Sunburst Warrior united these lands.”

Yuli narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean ‘before the Sunburst Warrior united these lands’?”

Ami fidgeted with the pencil in her hands. “There is something Suhwa said that caught my attention. She said that spirits and demons can manifest in the material world, and that it was how the universe used to be before the Sunburst Warrior arrived. And it made me wonder—how did we deal with demons before the Sunburst Warrior banished Tiyok? There must have been a way; otherwise chaos would have overtaken the world long before this.”

Zhara and Yuli exchanged glances.

“Suhwa said that?” Yuli asked. “How would she have known?”

Ami looked from one girl to the other and bit her lip, wondering if she should say something about her misgivings about the Guardian of Water. “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “She said she heard it from her head priestess.” Her doubts and suspicions about Suhwa rose in her throat, pressing painfully against her lips, but she wasn’t sure if she was imagining them.

Yuli looked to Zhara. “Is it just me,” the redhead murmured, “or does Suhwa seem … different since we came back from the Lake of Illusion?”

“Oh good, I’m not the only one who thinks so.” The words burst from Ami’s lips, tumbling over each other in her relief.

“I wondered if I was just imagining it,” Zhara said, tucking her chin to her knees. “At first I thought it was the exhaustion getting to us all.” The purple smudges of fatigue on the Guardian of Fire’s face were obvious, even to Ami’s weak eyes. “But the Bangtan Brothers have been acting strangely as well. The fact that they just … left Alyosha in Cheongsam, that’s not like them. They would never just abandon one of their own.”

“And Yongma,” Yuli said quietly. “The dragon doesn’t seem to be missing Duckoo, and those two were inseparable.”

Zhara lifted her gaze to Ami’s. “Is it possible,” she asked in a voice so soft Ami could scarcely make out the words, “that our friends are not our friends?”

A chill cloak of dread settled over Ami’s shoulders. “You’re not saying…” She trailed off.

“I don’t know,” Zhara said. “But I keep thinking of what Suhwa said, back on our way to the enchanted island, about the Ancient One wearing the Fleet Queen’s image like a mask.”

Yuli went pale beneath her freckles. “No,” she breathed. “But that means…” She couldn’t bring herself to finish.

Zhara closed her eyes. “I don’t want to believe it,” she whispered. “If the portal isn’t sealed, if Suhwa is lost, then the world as we know it is over.”

“And the Bangtan Brothers?” Ami asked.

Zhara said nothing, rocking back and forth.

“We have to go back,” Ami said. “We have to make sure.”

“But the resistance, the Indigo Baron’s ships—” Zhara began helplessly.

“Temur can go.” Yuli looked determined. “Temur can fly back to Mount Changgun.”

“And if the portal isn’t sealed?” Zhara whispered.

The redhead’s face was grim. “Then we best pray to whichever gods will listen.”
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IN THE LAKE OF ILLUSION, THERE WAS no up or down.

Suhwa floundered in the waters, reaching for Yongma, reaching for light and air, but there was nothing. This was worse than swimming in the void. In the void, she was in danger of losing herself, but in the lake, she was in danger of drowning. Every part of her body—her physical self—rebelled against the inevitable. Her lungs spasmed as she struggled to hold her breath, her limbs flailing uselessly as she fought and fought and fought to find her way to the surface. Where was Yongma? Was he back in Tiyok? Why was she alone?

Bubbles forced themselves out of her mouth. She tried her hardest not to breathe in, but every muscle in her body was screaming for air. She could not give up. She could not die here, not when she was so close. To escaping. To freedom. To living as her whole self. She could control illusions. She should have control over her own body. There was the faintest hint of gray above her and she kicked out for it, pulling her arms through the water with all her might. The darkness thinned, but the light was still so far away. So far. She just had to endure. She had to push through.

But despite everything, Suhwa could not resist the inexorable desire of her lungs to breathe. Her chest expanded and water rushed in. Despite the cold, it burned.

Everything burned.

Pain, pain everywhere. A crushing band of fire encircled her ribs as she tried to scream, and still the light was so far, so far away. She could feel her arms and legs growing leaden, heavy, and every stroke was like clawing her way through lava. She was slowing down, sinking, drifting, and everything was becoming dark again. She tried to force herself to move, but her limbs would not listen. She was going to drown.

Above, she saw a serpentine shape swirling in the waters overhead. A faint glimmer of iridescence coiling closer and closer. Yongma. Smooth scales and silken tufts of fur wrapped around her waist and she felt herself being drawn upward. The world grew brighter, but her vision was graying, dimming. Suhwa fought to keep her eyes open, to remain present, as they breached the surface, but everything was distant. Faded.

“Over there!”

There were shouts and splashes, but Suhwa was only faintly aware of several pairs of hands dragging her out of the water and onto the shore.

“Help her!”

Pressure beneath her ribs, a rhythmic pulsing. Water gushed from her lungs out her nostrils and mouth.

“Keep going!”

She wanted to breathe. She wanted so very badly to live. But she could neither muster the will nor the energy to do so.

A pair of lips on her own. Warm, moist air. Air in her lungs! Fire reignited in her chest, and her body contracted as she violently expelled the last of the water.

“She’s alive!”

She choked and coughed, choked and coughed, more water dribbling from her lips as she rolled over and retched onto the rocks beneath her. Pain still knifed her lungs, but it was air that filled them now. Sweet, beautiful air. She gasped, great big gulps, relishing each breath.

“Give her space.”

Little by little, she collected herself as she rolled over onto her back again. The air was freezing, the pebbles beneath her back dug into all the soft parts of her body, and water lapped at her feet. When she opened her eyes, she found seven pairs of eyes staring anxiously down at her. Or rather, eight.

Beanpole, Handsome, Grandpa, Sunshine, Fairy Prince, Alyosha, and Giggles.

The Bangtan Brothers. And Duckoo.

“How—” she croaked then coughed again.

Yongma nuzzled her in relief, laying his head on her chest. Duckoo snuffled and tucked his snout beneath her hand, wanting reassuring pets.

“Shh,” Fairy Prince soothed. “Don’t speak.” He helped her sit up and draped a blanket over her shoulders. “Alyosha,” he said to the hazel-eyed boy, “bring Rinqi here.”

The Unicorn of the West approached cautiously, her fawn-brown eyes limpid with concern. Yongma lifted his head and seemed to be communicating something to Rinqi. Long dark lashes swept over the unicorn’s eyes, and she lowered the tip of her glowing horn to Suhwa’s chest.

At once the fires burning in her lungs cooled at the same time warmth flooded her limbs. Rinqi was healing her, slowly repairing the damage within her. As Suhwa’s health returned, so did the sensation of the chill night air through her soaking-wet clothes. She shivered, and Fairy Prince draped another blanket over her shoulders.

“It’s all right,” he soothed. “You’re all right. You’re alive.”

Suhwa closed her eyes as she felt Rinqi’s light travel throughout her body. She was alive. She could feel the beating of her pulse at her throat, the calm rise and fall of her chest as she breathed without pain. “How,” she said, “did you know to find me?”

“It was Alyosha,” Beanpole said quietly. “He told us of a dream.”

Suhwa opened her eyes and met the curly-haired boy’s gaze. “That was real,” she said, and it was not a question. “I saw you. In Tiyok. In chaos.”

“Yes,” the hazel-eyed boy said softly. “You said the Ancient One walks free, wearing your face.”

The dread Rinqi’s magic had kept at bay returned with full force. “Where is she now?” she asked. “And Zhara and the others?”

“Hwangyeong,” Handsome said. “Along with the Ancient One and her minions.”

“We have to get there!” Suhwa said in alarm, throwing off the blankets and struggling to get to her feet. “We have to let them know!”

“One step at a time,” Handsome said, gently pushing her back down. “You just barely survived a drowning.”

“We don’t have time,” Suhwa said. “The more demons walk in the world, the greater the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons’ power grows.”

“What of the lake?” Grandpa asked. “Is the portal sealed?”

Suhwa turned back to the waters where she had nearly died. She pushed Handsome’s hands away and walked to the lake’s edge. As it had been before, the surface reflected the skies of another world.

“No,” she said softly. “It’s not.”

“What do we do?” Giggles looked from Suhwa to the lake and back again.

“I have to seal it,” she said grimly. “And close off this avenue of power for the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.”

The Bangtan Brothers said nothing, coming around to stand behind her. She could feel their questioning glances on her back as she gazed out over the water. She hesitated, remembering the last time she had touched the lake and how the droplets of chaos had submerged and swallowed her. Would the same thing happen again? She had just managed to claw her way back to the material realm from Tiyok. Fear stayed her hand, and she was paralyzed with indecision.

Suhwa then thought of the girl she had met in Tiyok—Maltak Kho—and how she was willing to sacrifice herself to save the world. Whether oblivion or demonhood, she had been willing to face whatever fate awaited her. The least Suhwa could do was meet Maltak Kho’s courage with her own. Slowly, cautiously, she lowered her fingers to the water and held her breath.

As there had been before, there was nothing made liquid.

Chaos clung to her skin and Suhwa resisted the urge to scream and shake it off.

Turn the lake into something real, Maltak Kho had said.

Chaos turned to order, and water rolled off her hand.

That was the reality of her power. Not merely disguising the truth but revealing it. If the water before her was just an illusion, then she would turn it into real water. But would that be enough to seal the portal?

She peered over the edge. She could not see herself, but her lack of reflection no longer frightened her. She was not a hallucination given flesh; she was Min Suhwa. She had a ki, a soul, just like everything else in the world of order. She was herself. Of course chaos would be unable to show that back to her.

Because chaos itself had no ki.

Suhwa straightened.

The moon, the stars, the trees, the lake, the pebbles beneath her feet all had a ki. She picked up a stone at her foot and dropped it into the water. It sank to the lake bed, and she could see its essence shining faintly through the nothing. Bending over, she cupped her palms and brought the nothing to her face, imagining herself filling the emptiness with the essence of water.

She drank.

The water was ice-cold against her teeth, the taste faintly mineral. It was real. Not chaos.

She could do it. She could.

Placing her palms against the surface, she brought to mind the image of the crystal pool back at the palace of Kasong. The infinite clarity, the way the light rippled and danced. A faint glow illuminated the lake, spreading out in ripples from where her hands touched the water. Behind her, one of the Bangtan Brothers gave a slight gasp.

“You can do it, nene,” Alyosha said softly. “I believe in you.”

One of them began clapping rhythmically and the others joined in. “Bangtan, Bangtan, Bang-Bangtan!” they chanted. “Bangtan, Bangtan, Bang-Bangtan!”

Their cheers filled her with strength. Suhwa had never truly belonged anywhere or to anyone, but in this moment, she was another Bangtan Brother, and she felt the power of their belief coursing through her veins. The light from beneath her hands spread across the whole of the lake, and in her mind’s eye, she could see the darkness beneath—the emptiness—slowly becoming filled. Weeds sprang from the crater bed, and schools of fish swam in search of food. Salamanders and frogs splashed in the shallows, and on the other side, a family of otters played in the water, chirping and chattering excitedly. Suhwa searched out to every corner of nothing and filled it with something, imagining the whole of an ancient lake that had existed atop this mountain for millennia.

The light winked out and birdsong burst from the trees.

Suhwa gasped and stumbled back.

“Did you do it?” Giggles asked. “Is it done?”

Without another word, Grandpa dipped a wooden cup into the water and drank. He smacked his lips. “Delicious,” he said.

Suhwa closed her eyes and smiled as the boys cheered. Two of them—Giggles and Handsome—hoisted her onto their shoulders as Yongma wriggled with delight at their feet.

The birdsong grew louder, and overhead, in the light of the rising sun, a four-winged white bird circled uncertainly.

“Temur!” Fairy Prince cried.

The Eagle of the North heard his shout and dove down to meet them.

“What happened?” Suhwa asked. “Where is Yuli? Where are Zhara and Ami?”

Temur fluttered her wings, her crown quivering in distress.

“Hwangyeong,” Beanpole said.

The Eagle dipped her head.

“And the Ancient One?” Suhwa asked.

Temur nodded again.

“I have to go,” Suhwa said determinedly. “Will you take me there?”

The Eagle inclined her head, then dropped to one knee to allow Suhwa to mount her feathery back.

“What about us?” Sunshine asked. “What should we do?”

“Meet me there,” Suhwa said. “If all goes well, we will all be sailing for the mainland together.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“Then you’d better hurry.”
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THE WEATHER WAS SUNNY AND MILD THE day Yuli and the others took the arsenal at Hwangyeong.

She, Ami, Junseo, Taeri, and a handful of resistance fighters had passed a sleepless night making their way down from the convent of the Way into the city itself. The streets were thronged with northern sentries making their rounds, so they had had to be careful sneaking their way in past the night guards. Junseo and Taeri made quick work of the watchmen with their bare hands, efficiently stripping their armor and confiscating their weapons. It made Yuli uneasy to see the indifference on their faces as they dispatched the guards; the Bangtan Brothers might be experienced in battle, but they were not callous killers. The conversation she had had with Zhara and Ami surfaced at the back of her mind, and the suggestion that these boys were not who they seemed to be returned to her. The girls kept their suspicions to themselves for the time being; as long as the boys did nothing to betray the resistance, they decided discretion was the better part of judgment. She just wished Ami had gone with Zhara and Mihoon and Sungho. If it came down to a fight with demons, Yuli had her spirit arrows. Zhara only had her blade, and she was inexperienced with that at best.

The plan was to set off a distraction in the town square. The signal to charge the arsenal would be a plume of smoke, at which point the other fighters and the Indigo Baron’s men would storm the tower. Despite all the doubts plaguing her, Yuli couldn’t help but feel a rush of excitement at the prospect of battle. She might have been the Guardian of Wind, but she was a warrior first, trained on the steppes of the north with the rest of the Golden Horde. Of them all, she was best equipped to counter the tactics of the northern occupation; she was familiar with their fighting styles and knew how to defend against them.

She and Ami were crouched behind some barrels on the docks. The scrivener was shaking. Like Zhara, she was not a fighter, more comfortable with her books and her spells.

“It’s all right,” Yuli said quietly. “I’ll look after you.”

Ami nodded but did not hear her, her big brown eyes fixed on the air above the town square. She picked at the skin of her fingernails and Yuli resisted the urge to put her hand over hers. A few guards lazily patrolled the perimeter of the arsenal, a stone tower surrounded by walls, clearly waiting for their shift to finish. Yuli slowly drew an arrow from her quiver and nocked it to her bow, holding the bowstring slack but ready.

Boom!

Shouts rose from the town square, and the guards around the walls instantly came alert. A plume of purple smoke rose in the air, and Yuli gestured silently to the Bangtan Brothers and the other resistance fighters with her. More shouts and explosions, and the guards looked uneasy, arguing with each other about what to do. Holding up three fingers, Yuli lowered them one by one, giving the signal to attack. She and the other archers got to their feet and let loose their arrows.

“Now!” she cried as she leaped over the barrel and charged toward the guards, drawing her blades as she ran.

Caught unprepared, the guards were felled by the resistance fighters. Yuli swept around the perimeter, searching for strays.

Boom! Boom! Boom! Boom!

Drums sounded the alarm. Inside, Yuli could see figures milling about the courtyard, running to meet the attackers. She signaled to Ami, who raised her arms and brought the perimeter walls tumbling down with a gesture. The soldiers fell back, some crushed beneath the rubble. The magicians among the resistance fighters shot off battle spells, while the others met the remaining guards in hand-to-hand combat.

“Secure the tower!” Yuli shouted, waving her blade.

The guards began to barricade the doors to the tower from the inside. Ami, resplendent in her Guardian form, clenched her fist and the heavy wooden doors crumpled. Yuli shot arrows through the opening, knocking back several defenders. With another sweeping gesture, Ami cleared the broken doors away, grabbing the soldiers with her power and dragging them into the open. Yuli was both amused and impressed; for someone who did not like to fight, Ami was quite good at it. The resistance fighters and Bangtan Brothers made short work of the guards before storming the tower itself, colored lights flashing, steel blades ringing.

“Come,” Yuli said, holding a hand out to the Guardian of Wood. “I’ve got you.”

Behind them, the Indigo Baron’s soldiers followed them into the tower, grabbing hand cannons and caches of gunpowder, as well as grenades and other explosive devices, to storm the prison where their lord was being held. Yuli and Ami climbed the stairs after the other resistance fighters, who were carrying crates of arms back out to the courtyard.

“Well,” Yuli said to Ami. “That wasn’t so bad, lah?”

It was then the world shifted.

Both Yuli and Ami startled, exchanging glances. Something in the fabric of the world had changed, and they could feel it down to their ki. Screams of fear erupted from all over Hwangyeong, and within the tower, the resistance fighters were yelling with shock and surprise. Yuli and Ami raced up the stairs to the loft, where Junseo and Taeri were attacking their fellow Azureans.

No, not Junseo and Taeri.

Demons.

It hurt to look at them. Yuli’s mind stuttered as she tried to reconcile the existence of nothing made manifest, tears in the fabric of reality moving and shifting through the world. She had faced demons before, but as abominations, as the undead, or in the bodies of waking dreamers. Not like this. Not without the mediating influence of flesh, of matter. The rawness of their presence scratched at her sanity, made her falter as she assumed her Guardian form and summoned her spirit bow and arrows.

“Yuli!” Ami cried as the demons raised chaos creatures around them.

Giant, reptilian monsters dripped from the ceiling and onto the heads of the resistance fighters. One of the magicians cried out as a creature bit them, thrashing and shouting in pain. Their hands and feet rippled, tripling in size as blunt claws sprouted from fingers and toes. Scales burst out along their body, spikes on their shoulders, elbows, and knees. Their face, still horrifically human, cried out for help as the transformation took hold, lengthening their jaw into that of a snapping turtle.

An abomination.

“Go!” Yuli ordered the other resistance fighters. “Leave the weapons!” She launched several arrows at the chaos creatures, who slithered out of the way. The quarters were too close for arrows to be effective, so she changed her bow into twin spirit blades. She slashed at the nearest monster, neatly severing its head from its neck. It melted into the floor and vanished. Twirling around, she brought both blades down on the back of the other creature. It reared in agony, exposing its belly to her, and she drove her weapons into its gut and sliced outward, nearly cutting it in twain. It too vanished.

“Yuli!” Ami cried. She held her hands out before her, gripping the abomination with her power. “I can’t hold it for long!”

One of the demons leaped at the Guardian of Wood, and she immediately rolled out of the way, losing her hold on the abomination. It roared, sending its tail smashing through the crates of weaponry left behind in the loft. Yuli tossed one of her short swords at the demon, imagining it becoming a net as it flew. The demon snarled as it became entangled, hissing with pain. Yuli dove forward and grabbed Ami by the waist, hauling her out of the way as the abomination brought its tail down on the place she had been cowering.

The other demon rushed toward them, and Ami instinctively threw up her hands. Yuli gasped as she felt Ami pull on her ki through where their bodies touched, stopping it in its tracks. The scrivener blinked in amazement.

“Our powers!” she said excitedly. “We can combine them! Hold my hand!”

Yuli grabbed Ami’s fingers and immediately felt their powers mingle. Her chaos-destroying ability and Ami’s control. A pure, bright light sprang up from beneath the demon as Ami trapped it, while Yuli struck out with her left hand, conjuring a spirit spear and driving it deep into the demon’s middle. A high-pitched shriek filled the air, almost too high for the physical ear to bear, as the demon collapsed on itself. Yuli’s ears popped as the pressure changed, as the demon disappeared and the rip in reality repaired itself.

She didn’t see the abomination until it was too late.

The beast swung its tail at her, catching her across her stomach and sending her flying across the loft. Ami cried out as Yuli crashed into several crates, shattering them beneath her. She had been lucky; they had been filled with sacks of gunpowder, not weapons. Ami placed her palms on the floor, rippling the boards beneath the abomination’s feet, toppling it and sending it crashing to the ground.

“What do we do?” she gasped as Yuli struggled to get to her feet. “Zhara, the others—”

Yuli groaned as she stood up, her spirit blades flickering as she tried to focus through the pain. She winced as she raised her arms, changing her blades into a bow and arrow, aiming it directly at the abomination’s eye. The beast huffed, pinned to the ground by Ami’s power, staring back at Yuli. Despite its monstrous appearance, she swore she could see the magician it had been looking back at her through the abomination’s eyes. They were angry, they were confused, and they were terrified.

She lowered her bow.

“Let’s go,” she said to Ami. “Leave the abomination and seal the room up behind us. Zhara can transform them back later. Right now, we have to go help her; she’s alone with at least two demons.”

And possibly the Ancient One, Yuli thought, but didn’t say.

The girls raced down the stairs. The Indigo Baron’s soldiers and the other resistance fighters had already left to storm the prison and free their lord; explosions could be heard down by the docks. The heart of the city was burning, colored sparks flying everywhere as magicians and resistance members fought both the northern occupation and demons. Angry roars punctuated the air, as well as lightning strikes from cloudless skies. Sajah.

“Ami! Yuli!”

Yuli looked up to see a great white bird with four wings circling overhead. Temur. On the Eagle’s back was a slim youth, their long dark hair streaming in the wind. Suhwa.

Temur landed in the remains of the ruined courtyard. “Come on!” Suhwa cried, gesturing for the girls to climb on. “We have to help Zhara!”

No time to ask questions. Yuli helped Ami onto the Eagle’s back and climbed on herself. Temur immediately leaped into the air, soaring high above a city on fire. In the center of the town square, Yuli could make out the shape of a flaming girl, swinging her sword in glittering arcs at two slashes of emptiness in the world. Sajah snarled and swiped with vicious claws at a pair of chaos creatures, shaped like serpents with myriad little legs. All around her, resistance fighters and magicians were engaged in combat with their occupiers, the ringing of metal against metal almost musical from their distance. Standing some feet away was a slim figure in acolyte’s robes and long black hair, skillfully defending themself against attackers with a rope dart.

“Zhara!” Ami cried. She grabbed Yuli’s hand, and once again, she could feel the mingling of their abilities as Ami took control of the demons, rooting them to the earth.

Yuli immediately summoned her spirit bow and fired a net at the demons, entrapping them in a web of her power. Zhara looked up, her face brightening as she spotted Temur above her. The Eagle landed in the middle of the square, and the girls dismounted.

“Yuli! Ami!” Zhara cried, faltering as she saw the third standing behind them. “Suhwa?”

The Guardian of Water stood tall, her voice ringing out clearly over the din of battle as she pointed at her twin. “The Ancient One!”

Suddenly, the other girl’s image rippled and dissolved as an enormous, monstrous creature of the void emerged. It had no form or shape but seemed to Yuli a seething, writhing mass of tentacles that billowed and flowed like the train of a gown. The Ancient One immediately struck out with a tentacle, striking Suhwa in the face. The girl cried out and fell to the ground. Yuli watched with horror as darkness—chaos—spread over Suhwa’s cheek, spidering toward her eyes and mouth, but Suhwa merely wiped her face with a hand. The chaos fell away, transmuted into droplets of water.

“I see you’ve finally discovered your true gift, little niece,” the Ancient One said. Its voice was both terrible and sweet at once, soothing in tone, but at a pitch that made Yuli want to clap her hands to her ears in agony.

“Yes,” Suhwa said, getting back to her feet. “Perhaps I should thank you for trapping me at the Lake of Illusion. I might never have learned otherwise.”

The Ancient One lashed out again, but this time, Suhwa deflected with her hand. Water splashed harmlessly to the ground. Yuli fired several arrows into the greater demon, but it only laughed.

“You cannot dispatch me so easily, Guardian of Wind,” it said. “You do not have the will.”

Yuli gritted her teeth, firing several more arrows into the mass of emptiness. Zhara leaped forward with her blade, slicing through the tentacles, but they simply reformed. The Ancient One wrapped a tendril of darkness around Zhara’s leg and dragged her toward itself, toward the horrifying hole in the world, but Ami grabbed Yuli’s hand and stopped the attack.

“What is this?” the demon asked, sounding amused.

“Our powers,” Ami gritted out. “We can combine our powers if we hold hands!”

Immediately the girls formed a chain—Zhara, Ami, Yuli, and Suhwa—their fingers intertwined. Yuli gasped as she felt a current run through them all, connecting their ki into something bigger, something greater. Beside her, Suhwa shimmered and Yuli beheld the Guardian of Water in all her glory for the first time. Light played over Suhwa’s skin, a delicate blue-white, like the marbled refraction of sunlight through waves. Her hair was the dark sapphire blue of the deep ocean, shot through with rainbow opalescence, and her eyes glowed. Where their hands were joined, the colors of their mingled ki turned a brilliant white.

Zhara gasped and held her enchanted sword before her. “Focus on my blade!” she called. “Channel your powers through my blade!”

Yuli concentrated on the glowing heart of her, imagining a bead of light traveling through the ki pathways of her body, through Ami’s, through Zhara’s, and into the sword. She could feel Suhwa’s power running through her as well, and the sensation was strange but not unpleasant. A rush of memories flooded her—a dragon splashing about in a crystal pool, a pair of hands cupped around a tree branch and watching it bloom, a pair of ivory buttons turning into gold coins—faster and faster, until she could no longer differentiate between the blur of emotions that nearly overwhelmed her.

The sword in Zhara’s hand flashed, no longer edged with flame but with a pure, bright light.

With a yell, the Guardian of Fire broke contact with the others and rushed the Ancient One, driving the point of her weapon toward where its heart might be. But the greater demon struck out a lash of darkness, sending Zhara tumbling and the blade scattering. Yuli ran forward and picked up the sword, defending herself from the slice of emptiness that came down on her head. The chaos fractured as it met the edge of the blade, and the Ancient One shrieked, its cry shredding the ears of all who heard it.

She didn’t see the other tentacle come swinging around.

It struck her in the back, and Yuli howled as she felt herself engulfed by the void. She collapsed, writhing in panic as she felt chaos crawling up her spine, her shoulders, her neck.

“Yuli!” Ami cried.

Zhara crawled over to Yuli, placing her fiery hand on Yuli’s abdomen, burning the chaos away. The Ancient One retreated, drifting through the streets like mist.

“Stop!” Ami cried, her hand still linked with Suhwa’s. She thrust her palm to the earth and the ground glittered, illuminating the dirt beneath the Ancient One, the light traveling over the formless mass to create a net of immobility. The greater demon roared as it struggled against its confines. Suhwa picked up the enchanted sword and stood before the Ancient One.

“I am not afraid of you,” she said softly. “Not anymore.”

And she drove the blade deep into the heart of the demon.

A burst of light exploded from the Ancient One, sending them all reeling. The Ancient One screamed, a piercing, keening sound. Wind picked up all around them as the demon folded in on itself, pulling objects toward it as though it were scrambling to hang on to the material realm with all its might. Yuli felt herself sliding forward, caught in the vortex of the Ancient One’s banishment. Zhara reached out and grabbed her hand, her other clinging tight to a post in the ground. Yuli craned her head to see Ami and Suhwa huddled together, sheltered from the wind behind a cart.

And then, with a pop of pressure, the Ancient One was gone. The fabric of the world shifted again, and this time, something within Yuli settled.

“Yuli!” Ami ran forward. “Are you all right? Are you hurt?”

All traces of chaos were gone from Yuli’s body. She was free of pain, but for the first time in a long time, since she was a child, perhaps, she felt … free. The portals at Mount Zanhei, the Pillar, the Singing Skies, and the Lake of Illusion were sealed. The Lords of Tiyok were defeated. Laughter bubbled forth from her throat, taking them all by surprise.

“Yes,” she said, wrapping her arms around Ami’s and Zhara’s shoulders. “Yes, I’m fine.”

Suhwa stood awkwardly off to the side, but Zhara beckoned to the girl to join their embrace. Suhwa knelt with them and wrapped her own arms around theirs. Yuli felt the rightness of the four of them there together, the Guardians of Dawn reborn.

Prrrrt?

A small ginger cat nudged his way in between them all. Sajah, back in his favorite form, preening and looking for affection.

And then the girls laughed and laughed and laughed until tears ran down their faces, until they could no longer tell whether they were laughing or crying.



The Bangtan Brothers—the real Bangtan Brothers—arrived a few days later, with Cloud, Rinqi, Duckoo, and Yongma in tow.

After the defeat of the Ancient One, the resistance liberated the Indigo Baron from his prison and with him, the rest of Hwangyeong. The townsfolk also rose up in arms against their occupiers, forcing the northerners to lay down their weapons and surrender. The Indigo Baron thought to execute the leaders of the occupation, but Yuli begged for clemency for her countrymen; they were, after all, simply following the orders of the Fleet Queen. The Indigo Baron was a decent man, and so agreed, sentencing the northerners to leave Hwangyeong and the Azure Isles within a day upon pain of death.

“Hwangyeong is free!” the old sailor declared. Cheers rose from the people as the northerners made their way out of the city, back toward Kasong and the ships that might bear them back to Urghud. “Hwangyeong today, the Azure Isles tomorrow!”

Roars shook the ground.

There were many who had fallen during the liberation of the Indigo Baron’s stronghold. Yuli was saddened to find Ogodei among them, the demon within him vanishing along with the Ancient One. She didn’t know whether he had been slain in battle, or if there simply hadn’t been enough of him left to sustain his body after the demon was banished. Kho would be devastated. Yuli knelt and said a simple prayer her auncle Mongke had taught her, vowing to find his ghost to sing his soul to the eternal blue skies after the civil war was over.

The civil war.

They had accomplished so much, yet there was so much further to go.

Han’s friend Xu arranged for their transportation back to the mainland and negotiated an alliance wherein the Indigo Baron would send his ships to break the naval blockades around the Morning Realm’s southern ports in exchange for rice, gold, tea, silk, and other goods, as well as the right to trade freely with the Five Sisters and other places beyond the Shining Sea without interference from the imperial city. Xu also promised the old sailor that they would argue for the Azure Isles’ independence from the mainland, if they won the civil war.

They would set sail for Jingxi the following day.

Yuli, Zhara, and Suhwa assisted with some of the recovery efforts in Hwangyeong along with the Bangtan Brothers, but Ami spent most of her time feverishly translating the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos. The greatest battle was yet to come, and they still had no idea how to use the Star of Radiance and defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.

And then there was the matter of Kho.

Yuli was determined to save her, even though she knew it might be impossible. Ami had said that exorcism was the only recourse and had promised to look for any ancient rituals that might separate Kho from the chaos that possessed her.

“I saw her, you know,” Suhwa said softly as they helped clear the town square of rubble. “In Tiyok.”

“You did?” Yuli’s heart squeezed painfully as she tried not to allow herself to hope. Hope was too painful to bear. “Is she—is she—”

Suhwa gave her a sideways smile. “She’s holding on. She was trying to find some way to seal the portal at the Lake of Illusion from her side.”

Yuli gave a bitter laugh. “Sounds like my Kho,” she said. “Always for the greater good.”

“She’s the one who helped me realize my true power,” Suhwa said. “The Guardian of Water’s gift is not just illusion; it is the ability to turn the unreal into the real.”

Yuli nodded. “She was always clever.”

“And she had a message for you.” Suhwa bit her lip. “I didn’t get to hear it, but now that I know who she is, I think I know what it was.”

Yuli lifted her head.

“She wanted me to tell you she loves you.”

To Yuli’s horror, she could feel tears sting her lower lashes.

“That’s all,” Suhwa said. “I’m sure we’ll find some way to save her.”

“I hope so,” Yuli said. “I hope so.”
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ALTHOUGH IT HAD BEEN MONTHS SINCE THE civil war began, Han was still unused to waking up at dawn. He had always been an early riser, but lately he had been finding it more and more difficult to pry his eyes open every morning. Mental exhaustion was a different sort of fatigue than physical tiredness, and it wasn’t easily cured with a nap.

They had managed to travel from Rizhi to the imperial city with the Lady of Wild Things without incident. The wards Jiyi had devised held, the spells given strength by the drop of will from the Star of Radiance that Gaden had returned to all magicians in their alliance. At the moment, Maltak Kho was being held in a dungeon beneath the imperial palace, guarded at all times by Gaden and a rotating roster of magicians. If Han thought he was tired, it was probably nothing next to the exhaustion Gaden felt, never leaving the Lady of Wild Things’ presence, kept awake by sleepless spells and Jiyi’s special brew of oolong and jasmine tea.

But Gaden did not have to deal with squabbling elders and leaders of the alliance. They had reached a turning point in this civil war; the Golden Horde was now leaderless and demanding the return of the Lady of Wild Things in exchange for a peaceful retreat. General Hong and the others could not agree on what to do with her. Some were in favor of a ransom, while others wanted to simply execute her and be done with it. Thus far, Han had managed to convince them to keep Maltak Kho alive, citing the fact that they did not know what would happen if they killed the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons’ physical vessel. Sometimes, when the arguing got intense, Han thought it would be easier if there were just someone who could tell everyone what to do, until he remembered that it would not solve the problem of consensus. Inevitably, there would be a malcontent vying to be the one to make decisions. He supposed this was one of the reasons people went to war, which seemed like an extraordinarily stupid method of getting to tell people what to do.

He was somewhat proud of himself for that thought, which felt like something he would have read in his old philosophy tutor’s texts. If he had read them, that is. With a groan, he hauled himself out of bed, feeling sluggish and heavy. He dropped a few squats and a set of push-ups to get the blood flowing. Exercises finished, he threw open the shutters, letting in the fresh spring air.

A large white feather fluttered past, dropping into the bushes beneath his window.

Temur.

Yuli had a message for him.

With a yawn, he pulled on a robe and wandered into the gardens, where he found the giant four-winged bird preening in the sun. She raised her head and knelt when he approached, but Han held up a hand.

“I am not meeting with Yuli on the top of some godforsaken mountaintop again,” he said. “If the Guardian of Wind wishes to speak with me, I will meet her in my office.”

Temur blinked and tilted her head before shaking her feathers and taking off.

Meet him in his office. Han preened a little. That made him sound rather important. He liked that.

After finishing his morning ablutions and getting dressed, he wandered out of his quarters and toward the administrative wing of the imperial palace. As Prince of Zanhei and one of the leaders of the pro-magic alliance, he had been granted a small room in which to take care of his duties, and to Han’s surprise, he had spent most of his time there actually tending to his work instead of writing poetry. The vast majority of it comprised writing letters to his brother, Anyang, who was currently serving as regent of Zanhei in his absence, but he also spent a lot of his time meeting with Jiyi and the magician cohort of the alliance, trying to figure out how to best serve their needs and advocate for them on the war council. He communicated regularly with his younger brother about such matters as well—about funding for magical schools, the sanctioning of an official court magician in Zanhei—and was pleased with the progress the two of them had made establishing their home as the premier capital of magician freedom in the south.

Governing, it turned out, was less boring than he’d thought it would be. Han thought Xu would be proud of him.

His attendants bowed as he approached his office and opened the doors as he entered.

And was immediately accosted by a ghost.

A redheaded spirit rushed him as soon as the doors opened, and Han was overcome by the overwhelming force of someone else’s emotions—fear, longing, impatience, love—as well as the faintest scent of sweetgrass blowing in the wind.

“Where is she?” Yuli demanded. “Where is Kho?”

Han blinked and shuddered, shaking himself free of the strange sensation of having touched someone else’s soul. “And good morning to you too.”

“Where is she?” Yuli asked again. “Is she alive? Are you keeping her protected?”

Han pinched the bridge of his nose and walked to the seating platform covered with his notes. His office was a mess of papers, letters, ledger books, proclamations, cups of tea, dried ink, and half-written snippets of romantic poetry for Zhara he had been trying and failing to finish ever since the war began. None of his clerks had been able to stay on top of the chaos, but Han found he thrived working from disheveled piles rather than neatly organized stacks.

“The Lady of Wild Things is currently being held in the imperial dungeon,” he said, climbing onto the seating platform and pushing papers out of the way. “Under Gaden’s constant watch, along with several other magicians.”

“A prison?” Yuli was outraged. “That’s inhumane!”

Han gave the northern princess a look. “We’re treating her with all the respect accorded to her station,” he said. “Food, water, clothing, bedding, and even the occasional bath. But you can’t expect us to simply give the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons a luxurious suite in the palace. Be reasonable, Yuli.”

The redhead’s ghost paced the tiny room. “She’s just a girl, Han.”

“She is also,” he said softly, “the enemy.”

Yuli’s eyes flashed, her nostrils flaring. “She can’t be held accountable for the things a demon makes her do!”

Irritation surged in Han’s throat. “Enough! Do you know how hard it was to convince everyone else not to kill her straightaway?” he asked. “I asked them to put a lot of faith in me, in the Guardians of Dawn. Yes, Maltak Kho might be a girl, but she’s also possessed by Tiyok, who until recently led a civil war against the empire. People have been executed for less!”

Twin spots of red appeared on Yuli’s cheeks. “You should have stood up for her,” she said, jutting her chin out stubbornly. “You should have taken the initiative and done what was right instead of dealing with these stuffy elders in that soft, southern way.” She scoffed. “Talking instead of doing was probably why you lot lost the Just War.”

Han was stunned. In all the time he had known the northern princess, he had never known her to be petty or vindictive, not even when they were engaged. Her words sat between them, festering like a wound.

Then, to his horror, Yuli burst into tears.

Her face crumpled, her shoulders shook, and she folded in on herself. She looked so much like Anyang when his little brother was overwrought and overtired that he instinctively reached out to comfort her. His hand passed through her shoulder. “Oops.”

He watched in amazement as tears disappeared as they dripped off the princess’s face. “I’m sorry,” she sniffled. “I don’t know what came over me.”

“It’s all right,” he said soothingly. “I’ve heard worse. From Xu, even.”

She hiccuped a little, then gave him a lopsided smile. “You’ve grown up, Prince Rice Cake.”

“That’s also due to Xu.”

Yuli shook her head. “I wasn’t even here to talk about Kho,” she said softly. “I came to tell you that we’ve liberated Hwangyeong and that the Indigo Baron is sending his ships to break the Azurean blockade.”

“You have?” It was the first piece of unalloyed good news Han had heard in what felt like months. “Praise the Immortals.”

“I have to warn you that the Indigo Baron is expecting a lot of new freedoms with his aid,” Yuli said. “The Azureans have always chafed at their relationship with the mainland, and it seems the Baron is agitating for independence.”

And there was the catch. But Han didn’t find anything objectionable about Azurean independence; he understood better now how much easier it was to govern and look out for his people’s immediate interests without being beholden to the dictates of an empire. The problem, of course, would be convincing the elders married to old ways and tradition. But that would have to wait until the official end of the war. And the matter of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.

“We will hear the Baron’s requests,” Han said. “And I will try my best to support his cause.”

Yuli nodded. “Oh, and we’ve recovered the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos, sealed the Lake of Illusion, and defeated the Ancient One.”

That was even better news. “I knew my faith in you girls was not misplaced,” he said with a smile.

“And we’ll be in the imperial city in a few weeks.”

That was the best news of all. Han’s heart lifted at the thought of seeing Zhara again. A tingle of excitement started somewhere in his stomach, spreading slowly through the rest of him. “Oh,” he said softly. “I’m glad.”

“Ami is translating the last fragment as we speak. We’re hopeful we can find some way to save Kho and defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.”

“Good,” Han said. “Because I’m not sure how long this detente can last.”

“Look at you.” Yuli sounded impressed. “Using big words like detente.” Her grin faded. “What say the heads of the Five Golden Families? I imagine they want you to ransom the Lady of Wild Things.”

Han sighed. “Yes, but the heads are not all united. You were right; without a Grand Kang, the Horde is fractured. Some want to invade the imperial city to rescue her, some are willing to accept an exchange for cessation of hostilities, and still others are agitating to find a new warlord to lead them.”

“We’ve always been like this,” Yuli said ruefully. “Northerners can’t agree on anything until someone stronger comes in and knocks some sense into our heads.”

“What is the line of succession for the Grand Kang?” Han asked. “Who leads the Golden Horde if the previous one dies or is deposed?”

Yuli frowned. “Well, we’ve always held the Grand Game to decide those matters, but I suppose that’s not possible in times of war. I can’t remember the last time this happened in our history. I suppose it’s natural then that the runner-up from the last competition would serve as interim leader until official protocol can be followed.”

“Who would be interim leader?”

Yuli blinked. “I don’t know,” she said with some surprise. “No one actually won the Grand Game. I sort of lost by default, on account of Urghud being infested by demons and my having to seal the portal at the Singing Skies.”

Han studied her. Yuli caught his eye.

“Oh no,” she said. “Don’t.”

“What?” he asked innocently.

“You’re thinking, Prince Rice Cake, and that never bodes well for anyone.”

Han shrugged. “It’s just that it sounds like there is an interim Grand Kang, and she happens to be standing before me. In spirit, if not flesh.”

“Han—”

“No, listen,” he interrupted. “You’re the perfect candidate to broker peace. You have the legitimacy of the Grand Game and the weight of the Warlord’s bloodline, but moreover you are a magician and a Guardian of Dawn. A true daughter of the north, and a way forward into the future.”

Yuli glared at him but could not gainsay his reasoning. “When did you become so clever, Prince Rice Cake?”

Han was pleased. “Maybe you just underestimated me. Regret calling off our engagement now?”

“Not even a little bit.” Yuli grinned. “But fine, I’ll negotiate with the heads of the Five Golden Families on one condition.”

“Anything.”

“I get to speak with Kho.”
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IT HAD BEEN DAYS SINCE GADEN SLEPT.

They had never been the sort of person to take rest for granted; growing up, they had taken their fair share of second watches with the Heralds of Glorious Justice and spent many sleepless nights meditating with the Qirin Tulku, but they had never been awake for this many consecutive hours. There was a point beyond tired that bordered on euphoria, and Gaden thought they had reached it.

Truly, the hardest part of it all was the matter of their bladder. Their bladder and the boredom. In between the wakefulness spells periodically applied to them by magicians, Gaden had been relying on copious amounts of oolong tea to remain alert. Although every magician in the alliance had had their will returned to them and could now ward against chaos with their own magic, Gaden was still the Wielder of the Star of Radiance, and therefore the only one who could hope to match the might of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons should she try to escape.

Which she hadn’t.

It unnerved them.

Ever since she arrived, the Lady of Wild Things had been under careful guard and constant warding by magicians and Gaden, but she had never once evinced a single sign of resistance or rebellion. She had been perfectly behaved ever since her capture at Rizhi—perfectly compliant, perfectly obedient, and perfectly docile—accepting her new circumstances without complaint or remark.

It was her silence that troubled Gaden the most.

It was not the silence of resignation but of cunning. She was waiting, waiting for an opportunity to make her move while Gaden was asleep, which made the pressure to stay awake that much more urgent. Neither Jiyi nor Li Er-Shuan knew just what the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons was capable of in the Lady of Wild Things’ body.

“It may be that the girl’s body is as much a prison for Tiyok as the bars of this dungeon are,” Jiyi had said. “It’s likely that there are physical limits on how much chaos magic she can wield.”

Dried blood was encrusted along the Lady of Wild Things’ hairline. She had been lightly injured during her capture, and the blood was proof that her body could still be subject to physical damage and ordinary magic, and if worse came to worst, Gaden and the other magicians had sanction to kill her. They hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Gaden couldn’t help but see the girl the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons had been in the Lady of Wild Things, the girl Yuli had begged them to save. Kho, she had called her. Maltak Kho.

She was so unassuming stripped of her armor. Short, plump, and pretty, she had the broad cheekbones and pointed chin of the northern steppe peoples, her hair plaited into two braids and tied off with girlish golden ribbons. It had surprised Gaden to see how young she was; she was scarcely the age of majority, if that. It was hard to reconcile the idea of a fearsome northern general with the reality of the prisoner sitting before him, except for the flat, almost inhuman expression in the Lady of Wild Things’ dark, long-lashed eyes. But every once in a while, Gaden thought they could catch the flicker of Maltak Kho within their depths, a sort of uncertainty and vulnerability that made the idea of killing her even more reprehensible. They found themselves thinking of the Lady of Wild Things as two different entities—the demon and the girl.

It was the girl who looked back at them now.

“Where am I?”

It was the first time the Lady of Wild Things had ever spoken. The magicians stirred, holding their brushes at the ready in case of any sudden action. Every time Gaden had tried to communicate with her before, they had received nothing but stony, indifferent silence, but this time, she seemed engaged with her surroundings.

“Yuli?” she tried again. “Where is Yuli?”

Gaden blinked. The haughty, heartless northern general was gone, and in her place was a scared and vulnerable young woman. “Kho?” they rasped, their voice hoarse from days without sleeping.

Kho met their gaze, and Gaden was struck by how present, how human, her eyes seemed. “Who are you?” she asked.

They cleared their throat. “My name is Gaden,” they said. “And you are in a dungeon in the imperial city.”

The girl frowned. “But what are you?”

Gaden was taken aback. “Beg pardon?”

Kho rubbed her eyes. “You are so bright. You shine like no one else.” She squinted, and Gaden had the sense that she wasn’t seeing them on the material plane but through another dimension altogether.

“I am,” they said softly, “the Wielder of the Star of Radiance.”

Kho’s eyes widened. “The lost Mugung heir?”

Gaden gritted their teeth. “Just Gaden.”

The girl bit her lip. “You are so different from what I imagined,” she said quietly.

They tensed. “What do you mean?”

Kho slowly reached her hands through the bars of the dungeon, as though she couldn’t quite believe that Gaden was real. “Your ancestor, the Sunburst Warrior, was something out of legend,” she said. “Semidivine, or so the stories went. Born not of mortals but of gods. All my life I have heard tales of the Sunburst Warrior’s might and power, so I thought you would be … I don’t know, more than just Gaden, I suppose.” She smiled. “An ordinary person, just like anyone else in the Morning Realms. Mortal.”

Gaden relaxed. “I have never wanted to be anything other than ordinary.”

Kho chuckled. “Extraordinary power is limited by the ordinariness of the person who carries it. I should know. You, like me, will never realize the full potential of the forces within us.”

Gaden went still. “Full potential?”

Kho nodded. “The Sunburst Warrior was able to meet the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons in her full and terrible glory because they were more than mortal; they were transcendent. You cannot conceive of endless possibility because you are necessarily constrained by the fact that you do not know the cosmos.” She gave them a pitying look. “And how could you? You have not danced among the stars. You were not birthed from the cauldron of the universe. You have not stared into infinity. You are so small. And so is your power.”

Too late, Gaden realized that Kho’s hand had slipped past the bars of her dungeon, past the magical wards. They looked up in a panic, but they were alone. Where had the magicians gone?

“I could release you,” Kho whispered seductively. “Unchain your mind from the physical world, unleash the full force of the Star of Radiance—”

“Gaden!”

They woke up with a gasp, jostled awake by Li Er-Shuan. The magicians had returned, or rather, they had never left. Their brushes remained trained on the Lady of Wild Things, but she had not moved from her spot in the middle of the cell, her gaze still blank and indifferent. But now there was the slightest hint of a smile on her face.

“You,” Gaden breathed. Their voice felt strangled, as though invisible hands circled their throat. “You tricked me.”

Her smile widened.

We are connected now. They could hear the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons’ voice inside their head. Through sleep, through dreams, you have invited me in. And now I shall claim you for my own.

“No!” Gaden burst out, clawing at their neck. “Get out of my head!”

The veil between worlds is thin, child.

Their vision started to go gray on the periphery, and the dungeon seemed to shimmer before their eyes. Gaden thought they could see formless shapes writhing like mist in the corners, but they were dim, distant, as though on the other side of a curtain. But before them, through a rip in the fabric of the world, they could see unending darkness. No, not darkness. Emptiness. And it was spilling over into their side of reality, wrapping oily tentacles around their neck.

I could just slip through and—

“Enough, demon!” Li Er-Shuan thrust a hand toward the Lady of Wild Things in her cell, a clear white light emanating from his chest. She hissed and recoiled. With a gesture, the astrologer severed the nothing that had Gaden in its grasp and sewed up the rip in the universe as well. The Lady of Wild Things howled with rage, lunging at Ami’s father before being forced back by the magical wards surrounding her cell. The magicians got to their feet, strengthening the containment spells written onto the floor.

Gaden coughed, although the sensation of choking had not been physical but spiritual. They stared up in amazement at Li Er-Shuan, who was looking down at his hand with equal astonishment. “How,” they croaked, “how did you do that?”

The glow faded from the astrologer’s chest. “It was the Star,” he murmured. “I could use the Star.”

Gaden struggled to understand. “You could use my power?”

Li Er-Shuan shook his head. “No, my power. The piece of myself you returned to me. The drop of will. It is not just a piece of the Star of Radiance; it is the Star of Radiance.”

They rubbed at the headache forming at their temples. “I’m not sure I understand.”

“Do you remember, child, what I said about the magicians maintaining the balance between order and chaos before the coming of the Sunburst Warrior?”

Gaden nodded.

“I understand now. I see it all!”

Gaden resisted the urge to shake the old man by his shoulders. “See what, father?”

“That you are not meant to be the sole wielder of the Star of Radiance. We”—Li Er-Shuan tapped his chest—“we all are.”
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SUHWA HAD NEVER SET FOOT OUTSIDE THE Azure Isles before.

With the defeat of the Ancient One, the presence of the Lady of Wild Things in alliance custody, the temporary ceasefire in the civil war, and the liberation of Hwangyeong from occupying northern forces, the mood aboard the ship was practically jubilant. For the first few days at sea, Suhwa could not stop herself from harassing the sailors, constantly underfoot and asking questions about their journeys to lands far away. One of them claimed to have traveled as far as Masikara, an island nation west of the kingdom of the Sindh, where the people had skin in shades of obsidian and umber.

“You have never seen such color,” the sailor had said. “The brightest corals, pinks, and yellows, vivid greens, and sparkling blues. The beaches are pure white, and fair glitter under moonlight. The water too is an unbelievable hue—teal and turquoise together, even more beautiful than the azure seas surrounding our islands.”

Suhwa tried to imagine it, but all she could think of were the white walls surrounding her convent and the turquoise prayer beads the head priestess wore around her wrist. She had always known the world was so much bigger than what she had seen, but the size and scale of the possibilities for adventure astounded her. The farthest from home she could have conceived before this was the outermost west, which Ami had said was endless, rolling fields of barley, so high up on the Zanqi Plateau that one could touch the clouds in the sky. She hadn’t even known places like Masikara existed. It made her wonder just how big the world actually was, and if there were lands even west of the island kingdom that they had yet to explore. So much to experience. So much to know. She had never felt so provincial before.

All too quickly, the novelty of her first sea voyage wore off, but there was still more to discover once they pulled into Jingxi Harbor. This was the mainland, so like and unlike the Azure Isles. If she had thought Hwangyeong’s markets hosted a multitude of peoples and things, then they were nothing compared to the rainbow of skin colors, costumes, and accents on display in the southern city. Zhara told her that even Jingxi paled in comparison to the greatness of her home, Zanhei, which was considered the heart of trade in the southern provinces. From Jingxi, they took a riverboat up the Infinite River toward the imperial city, and Suhwa marveled at the changing landscape around her. Most of the Azure Isles were quite mountainous, but on the journey, she saw swamplands, farmlands, canal cities, lakes, tall spires of rock, forests, and so much more. Zhara and the others found her excitement amusing, and Yuli told Suhwa that she should visit Urghud and see the tundra someday, when the war was over.

But as they drew closer to the imperial city, Suhwa’s mood shifted. Her companions had begun looking forward to their reunions—Zhara and Xu with Han, Ami with Gaden and her father, and even Yuli with Kho. Suhwa had no one to meet, no one waiting to greet her with open arms, and she couldn’t help but feel a little lonely. Even the Bangtan Brothers were looking forward to staging a performance of The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death, spending most of their time on their journey running through rehearsals and leaving her out of their playing.

“Do you seriously think you will be able to perform in the imperial city with everything going on?” Suhwa asked Beanpole. She knew his name was Junseo by now but still couldn’t help thinking of the leader by the first impression she had had of him.

Beanpole shrugged. “There is a time and place for joy, just as there is a time and place for war,” he said. “A wise person would be ready for either.”

While the Bangtan Brothers readied themselves for joy, the Guardians of Dawn readied themselves for war. Ami spent much of her time belowdecks, furiously translating the last fragment of The Book of Beginnings and Endings in search of ways to save Kho and defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, while Zhara and Yuli practiced fighting with Zhara’s sword, now singing with their mingled powers. A powerful weapon against demons, even greater ones, but would it be enough to take on Tiyok herself?

“Watch your feet!” Yuli said to Zhara exasperatedly. “For the thousandth time, Bubbles, the essence of good fencing is footwork!”

Zhara groaned and collapsed onto the deck, her blade clattering against the boards. “I’m not looking to win championships, Yuli; I’m just trying to survive.”

“The essence of any good fight is defending yourself and looking for opportunities,” Suhwa said. “Footwork is crucial to both.”

Yuli’s eyes glittered with interest. “Do you fence, Sister Foxglove?”

Suhwa shook her head. “We do sword and knife dances as part of our rituals, but we are not allowed to carry them as weapons. However, priestesses of Do know as many ways to kill with their hands as they do to heal.” She grinned. “I do all right.”

“Why are you training me to use this thing?” Zhara whined, grabbing her sword and waving it about. “Suhwa sounds like the much better candidate.”

“Because it’s your weapon,” Yuli pointed out.

Zhara sat up. “Hold on,” she said. “Should we all have one?”

“A sword?” Suhwa asked.

Zhara shook her head. “No, an enchanted weapon.” She studied her blade. In the bright light of day, the glow was harder to make out, but it glittered in the sunlight. “Tailored to each of our strengths.”

“Not a bad idea,” Yuli said. “I could have a bow.”

“And Ami a shield, since she doesn’t like to fight,” Zhara said. She turned to Suhwa. “What of you?”

Suhwa looked down at her hands. “I’m not especially good with weapons.”

The redhead pointed her chin toward the red rope tied around Suhwa’s waist. “You’re pretty handy with that weapon there. What did you call it?”

“A rope dart.” Suhwa unwound the rope, reached into her rucksack, and tied a weight to one end. Retrieving a small knife from its sheath by her ankle, she tied it to the other. “Since priestesses and acolytes are not allowed to carry blades or bows, I got good at improvising.” She twirled the hammer end.

“Clever,” Yuli said admiringly.

“Do you think enchanted weapons are necessary?” Suhwa asked. “I thought Ami said it was the Star of Radiance that banished the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons. What are we going to do with them—hack Tiyok back to her realm?”

Zhara examined her blade thoughtfully. “Warriors of legend should have legendary weapons,” she said.

“That sounds like something out of a story,” Suhwa said. “Like something Sister Larkspur would write.”

“Maybe,” Zhara murmured. “But aren’t we living in a story right now?”



They spent the rest of the journey to the imperial city crafting their weapons, channeling their powers into their chosen vessels—Yuli a bow, Ami a shield, and Suhwa her rope dart. Each of them now possessed a piece of the others’ gifts—transformation, control, liberation, and reality. They could destroy a demon’s presence on the physical realm, whether by Zhara’s purification, Ami’s manipulation, Yuli’s cultivation, or Suhwa’s revelation. They could not banish demons forever without the Star of Radiance, but against the tide of chaos in their world, they were ready.

They arrived at the imperial city.

As they diseThey would exorcise Kho of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demonsmbarked, Suhwa couldn’t help thinking of Sister Larkspur wondering what story they were living in, and what ending the priestess might write for each of them. Romances were easy; they always had happy endings, as Ami had said. Tragedies too always ended unhappily. Of them all, Suhwa was the only one without a romance. She watched her friends embrace loved ones—even the Bangtan Brothers had a crowd of devotees cheering their arrival on the docks—and once again felt alone and adrift. Everyone else had something—or someone—they were fighting for, but Suhwa only had herself. And Yongma and Duckoo, of course. But happy endings were for those who knew themselves and their place in the world, and she had just begun to understand either of those things, only to be faced with the most catastrophic disaster the Morning Realms had faced in over two thousand years.

They were given an official escort to the imperial palace and their own quarters within the guest wing. Suhwa was awed by the scale and opulence of it all—the gilded roofs, the intricate carvings on the furniture, the sheer size of the rooms themselves. Even within the same empire, there was such a vast difference of culture and aesthetics and food. The spices and ingredients were similar, but in different combinations and amounts. Every mouthful felt like an epiphany, and Suhwa thought that she could spend the rest of her life just eating her way through various parts of the Morning Realms.

But there was only so much eating she could do on her own.

There is a time and place for joy, just as there is a time and place for war, Beanpole had said. A wise person would be ready for either.

Suhwa was ready for both but did not feel included in either. Everyone seemed to have fallen into roles already written for them—Ami was working on the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos with her father and a spellmonger named Jiyi, Yuli was frequently dispatched to treat with northern leadership about the terms of a ceasefire, and Zhara was arguing daily with the elders of the pro-magic alliance on how to deal with the Lady of Wild Things. Suhwa had nothing to offer the alliance; even her name was worthless here. Min Suhwa was not needed, not with the Indigo Baron taking control of the Azure Isles in the wake of the Fleet Queen’s defeat.

So she retreated to what she had always done when she still lived in the convent: disguising herself and exploring.

She supposed a glamour wasn’t necessary in the imperial palace, but there was something comforting about the mask of Grandmother Yarrow that allowed her to pretend she wasn’t herself for a moment. Min Suhwa was the Guardian of Water and accorded a measure of respect and recognition that she was still getting used to. Grandmother Yarrow was an insignificant busybody, a nobody. When it came to prestige or ordinariness, Suhwa was surprised to learn she preferred the latter.

So she slipped out of her rooms when her attendants weren’t looking and made her way down to the imperial gardens, which were rather less spectacular than she had hoped. Although the weather in the imperial city was warm and dry, the trees’ spring finery was woefully sparse, the flowers just barely emerged from winter slumber.

“Five, six, seven, eight! Ta ta ta ta-ta! No, no, no, no,” she could hear Sunshine say in frustration. “Gogo, it’s the right foot on ta.”

“Which ta?” Handsome asked in confusion.

The Bangtan Brothers were putting the finishing touches on their performance of The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death in the garden. Suhwa had seen them run through the songs and dances on the way to the imperial city and quietly memorized the steps of the fairy dance herself after seeing them practice it so many times on the boat.

“Ta ta ta, young man,” she said in her querulous old lady voice. “Can you not hear the difference?”

The boys halted their rehearsal, looking at the intruder in their midst with surprise.

“How may we help the ancient one?” Beanpole asked politely.

Suhwa grinned and demonstrated the difficult portion of the dance. “Ta ta ta ta-ta!” She lifted her feet and waved her hands. “Ulsoo!” she cheered in the Azurean dialect. “That’s good!”

“It’s nene!” Giggles laughed.

Suhwa let the glamour dissolve, and the boys rushed her excitedly.

“I didn’t know you could dance!” Sunshine exclaimed.

Suhwa shrugged. “I know the sword and knife dances of the priestesses of Do,” she said modestly. “I can remember steps if necessary.”

“You’d be amazing onstage,” he said. “With your ability to change your appearance, you wouldn’t even need a costume or a mask!”

Of all the different futures she had imagined in the convent, an actor or a performer had not been one of them, although she supposed in some way, she had been playacting other personas her entire life. “Oh, I’m too old for a life on the road,” she said, hunching her back and adopting her crone voice again. “But I’m flattered you think so, young man!”

“Amazing!” Alyosha said. “You don’t even need a glamour, nene!”

“Can you sing?” Grandpa asked hopefully. “Play an instrument?”

She could do neither, but it didn’t matter; the boys playfully dragged her into their rehearsals. Handsome jokingly said she should play Little Flame, but Suhwa protested and said she wanted to be a goblin. The dance was easier, and she liked pretending to be a weird little creature. It was more fun.

“Besides,” she said, “Fairy Prince would make a beautiful Little Flame.”

He preened.

“Alas, I’m the one who plays all the female roles,” Sunshine said with a wry smile. “Taeri may look good as a girl standing still, but then he moves and it all goes terribly wrong.”

“Is it because he’s the sexy one?” Suhwa asked. She remembered Yuli admiring his sleepy eyes and ethereal grace.

“Not you too,” Sunshine groaned.

The rehearsals ran well into the evening before Beanpole finally called for a break for food. Suhwa wasn’t hungry—she had spent most of the morning eating her way through several trays of giant vegetable dumplings, noodles with sesame dressing, seared pork belly braised in a plum wine reduction, and several cups of sugarcane juice—so she decided to linger in the garden while the boys went off to feast for themselves. She sat on a bench beneath a weeping cherry tree, contemplating for the first time what a life after the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons would look like. She still didn’t have an idea, but the uncertainty no longer saddened her. There was possibility in uncertainty, limited only by her imagination.

Presently, she discovered that she was not alone. The imperial gardens were open to anyone in the palace at all hours, but there wasn’t much to enjoy in the post-winter season, so it had remained empty for most of the day while she and the Bangtan Brothers practiced. But there was a short-haired figure wandering the paths now, muttering softly to themself as they paced distractedly.

“Ami?”

The figure looked up, squinted, then relaxed, although the wrinkle of worry did not completely leave her brow. “Good evening, Suhwa,” Ami said.

Suhwa tilted her head. “Is something the matter?”

Ami opened her mouth, then shut it. Suhwa patted the bench beside her, offering the Guardian of Wood a seat. Ami sat down, her nearsighted eyes focused on the middle distance before her. Her hands gripped the edge of the bench, and she clenched and unclenched her fists. “Yes,” she said after a moment. “No. I don’t know.”

Suhwa held her tongue. Of the Guardians of Dawn, Ami was the most sensitive, the most inclined to feel things deeply but keep her feelings contained. She found that she could tease Zhara and Yuli in a way that she was hesitant to with Ami; there was an earnestness to her that was both pure and precious, and Suhwa was mindful of its delicacy.

“My father, Huang Jiyi, and I have finally discovered how the Sunburst Warrior defeated the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons,” Ami said at last.

“That’s good, lah?” Suhwa studied the other girl’s face. “No?”

Ami bit her lip. “When the Sunburst Warrior battled the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons all those years ago,” she said, “the balance between order and chaos had been so badly frayed that Tiyok had become manifest in the material realm. The Star of Radiance was created from one drop of will from every living person in the Morning Realms to seal the barrier between worlds.”

Suhwa nodded. “That’s what the Sunburst Cycle says.”

“What the Sunburst Cycle doesn’t say is that the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons was defeated on the physical plane before the veil was healed.”

Suhwa frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t follow.”

Ami hunched her shoulders. “It means we cannot vanquish the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons without confronting her in all her terrible glory.”

“What do you mean?”

The Guardian of Wood looked down at her hands. “It means,” she said softly, “that in order to defeat chaos with order, chaos must be subject to order.”

“I’m afraid I still don’t follow,” Suhwa said ruefully. “I’m not as clever as you.”

Ami glanced up at the heavens, the stars appearing one by one as the cloak of night fell over them. “In the old days, before the coming of the Sunburst Warrior, demons walked more freely among us. Entering the material realm made the demons subject to the laws of nature, meaning they became corporeal. That meant you could destroy their corporeal selves with physical weapons as well as ordinary magic. What the Sunburst Warrior did was destroy the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons’ physical body before sealing the holes in the fabric of reality with the Star of Radiance. Which means we cannot defeat Tiyok without confronting her in the flesh.”

A chilling numbness settled deep in Suhwa’s bones. “You mean … Gaden can’t just banish her?”

Ami shook her head. “The Mother of Ten Thousand Demons is neither ethereal nor corporeal at the moment,” she said. “She has the use of a physical body, but the vast majority of Tiyok—as we understand it—still remains on the other side of the veil. We cannot banish her until that connection to the material realm is destroyed.”

Suhwa sucked in a sharp breath. “But that means—are you saying we need to…” She couldn’t bring herself to finish the sentence.

Ami raised her eyes to meet Suhwa’s. “Yes,” she said. “It means we need to kill Kho.”
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KILL KHO.

Save Kho.

Kill Kho.

Save Kho.

The arguments ran in circles, and Zhara wasn’t sure how much more she could stand without screaming for everyone to stop. They were gathered in Han’s office—she, Han, Ami, Yuli, Suhwa, Gaden, Xu, Jiyi, and Li Er-Shuan—and everyone was yelling and shouting over each other, desperate to be heard. Han, Xu, Suhwa, and Ami were in favor of telling the alliance what they had discovered in Songs of Order and Chaos and letting the consensus decide, while Yuli, Jiyi, Gaden, and Li Er-Shuan believed they should perform an exorcism on the Lady of Wild Things and banish the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons with the Star of Radiance.

“You know what the alliance would decide!” Yuli cried. “They would decide to kill Kho and be done with it!”

“So you think we should go behind everyone’s back?” Han returned. “What if the exorcism goes wrong? What if we can’t banish the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons? Then we would have unleashed the full force of Tiyok on the Morning Realms!”

Zhara hated when people yelled at each other. Although the anger was not directed at her, she couldn’t help but cower in its presence anyway. She felt as she did when she was a little girl and still living in the Second Wife’s house, trying to make herself as small and insignificant as possible in order to escape her stepmother’s cruelty. So many emotions flying back and forth, and she was terrified she would be caught in the cross fire.

“If we are careful with the exorcism ritual,” Li Er-Shuan began, “we can—”

“We don’t even know if the exorcism will work, baba,” Ami interrupted. “These rituals were created before the creation of the veil separating our realms by the Sunburst Warrior.”

“The veil is badly frayed,” Jiyi argued. “And we’ve practically returned to what the world was like before the coming of the Sunburst Warrior. And with Gaden returning a drop of the Star of Radiance to each of us, that will amplify its power. It will work.”

“Can the spellmonger guarantee that?” Xu asked. “Is she willing to gamble with her life? With the lives of everyone on this earth?”

Zhara could feel Suhwa looking to her for guidance, but she had no words of advice. All she could hear was everyone’s harsh tone of voice, her heart hammering in her chest as though it wanted to escape the confines of her ribs. Zhara hugged her knees to her chest and buried her face.

“Zhara?” Han whispered. “Is everything all right?”

No. Everything was not all right. They were debating whether to murder an innocent girl to spare the lives of millions of others. Zhara wanted no part of this decision-making; she was not sure if she could bear that sort of blood on her hands. She made a small sound of distress, resisting the urge to clap her hands over her ears.

“Zhara?” Yuli looked at her with pleading eyes. “You’re our leader. You have to do something!”

Of them all, it was Yuli’s face she couldn’t bear to behold. The longing, the desperation, the rage, the bitterness, and the terror were too much. She couldn’t think over the sympathetic ache she felt for her friend, and she needed to be clearheaded before she could even begin to formulate a response.

Zhara rose to her feet. “I have to go.”

“Zhara—” Jiyi tried to stop her.

“I said I have to go!”

Without stopping to see the startled expressions on everyone’s faces, Zhara slid open the doors to Han’s office and ran out into the darkness.

She half wanted, half dreaded the sound of footsteps following her, but there was no one. The palace complex was empty at this time of night, populated only by sentries on their routine rounds. Zhara did not know where she was running to, conscious only of the fact that she needed to get as far away from people yelling as possible. She ran past the imperial gardens toward a small park on the far side of the grounds, where a moon-viewing pavilion sat beside a meditation pond. She wasn’t entirely sure where she was, but it did not matter; she was alone.

Climbing onto the pavilion platform, Zhara curled herself up into a ball and rocked back and forth, trying to calm her racing pulse. It was silly to act so afraid, she tried to tell herself. She had faced abominations, the undead, and worse. She had faced several greater demons and survived. She was the Guardian of Fire; there was no reason for her body to betray her like this, turning her back into the scared little girl hiding in her stepmother’s trunk, waiting for the Kestrels to pass her by. She was grown now. She was a leader. She needed to pull herself together. For all their sakes.

It was a long time before the storm subsided. Her breathing slowed and little by little, she uncurled herself, lying on her back and staring up at the ceiling of the pavilion. The night air was cool, soothing her flushed skin, and the darkness was comforting. No one could find her in the dark. She was safe. She closed her eyes and tried to vacate her body, attempting to find peace in nonexistence.

She wasn’t alone.

Zhara opened her eyes and sat up. Standing hesitantly some ways away from the pavilion was Han, his broad shoulders limned by moonlight.

“Don’t worry,” he said. “I’m not here to bring you back. I’m just here to make sure you’re all right.”

She nodded and brought her knees back up to her chin.

“May I sit with you?”

She nodded again.

He ascended the platform and sat beside her, close enough to touch but making no move to do so. He said nothing, letting the silence fill the spaces between them. Zhara breathed slowly, in and out, feeling herself return to her body bit by bit.

“My brother, Anyang, used to have panic attacks,” Han said. “Especially when he was younger and couldn’t control his magic. Sometimes it’s best to just sit together until the world rights itself.”

Zhara huffed. “The world won’t right itself until we defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.”

“There’s the world out there”—he gestured—“and the world within each of us. I’m more concerned about the state of you, Zhara.”

She smiled. Warmth returned to her fingers and toes, which had been freezing before. “I’m fine,” she said.

“Are you?”

She hesitated. “I don’t know.”

He offered no pretty platitudes, no words of empty encouragement. She appreciated that.

“Do you remember,” he said slowly, “that night I carried you home from our excursion to Old Changxi?”

“Yes, you insisted on giving me a piggyback ride,” she said wryly. “And nearly injured yourself trying to prove how big and strong you were.”

“Yah, I thought I was being a gentleman.”

She laughed. “And so you were.”

“Do you remember the story I told you about watching fireworks from my mother’s moon-viewing pagoda on the Night of the Sevens?”

Zhara shifted. The details of the story had vanished entirely from her mind, but she could remember in excruciating detail how the barest brush of his pinky against her skin had felt. It was the first time she had ever been so close, yet so far, from someone she wanted so desperately to touch. “Yes,” she hedged. “I think so.”

“I was just thinking of how much I want to show you a proper Night of the Sevens,” he said. “When all this is over. To spend the night in my mother’s meditation garden, watching the fireworks rain down like shooting stars until we both fall asleep.”

Her heart lifted. The last time she had been to the masquerade ball at Zanhei’s palace, she had been captured by the Frog Demon of Poison and Pestilence. “I would like that,” she said softly.

Again, he let silence wrap them in its embrace. Zhara shivered a little as the chill of the early-spring evening caught up to her. Han shifted and gathered her close. His arms were strong, and his skin was warm.

“Are you all right?” he asked again, and this time, she was.

“Yes,” she said. “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For just running out on everyone.”

He shrugged. “It’s a lot of responsibility to place on anyone’s shoulders,” he said, “asking them to make such momentous decisions.”

Zhara stared at the surface of the pond across the way from the pavilion. “My heart and my mind do not agree,” she said. “I know the easiest way to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons would be to kill Kho, but could I bear breaking Yuli’s heart like that?” She snuggled closer to Han, who wrapped his arm tighter about her body. “Sacrificing my own heart would be easier.”

He said nothing for a while. “It’s different,” he said softly, “when you hold the lives of more than just those you love in your hands, isn’t it?”

She nodded. “Sometimes,” she whispered, “it’s all too big for me to take in at once.”

“I know.” He laid his cheek atop her head, and despite the end of the world, Zhara felt a thrill run through her from head to toe. “It’s why I like deciding how to do things with other people. Together. It helps.”

“But what if the people decide wrong?” she asked.

“That is, unfortunately, the nature of consensus,” Han admitted. “There’s no guarantee we will do the right thing.”

“How do you live with it?”

He sighed. “I don’t know,” he said. “I do believe in collective responsibility and accountability. That if we decide wrong, then we must be the ones to make it right. And I suppose that requires trust, both in those around me and myself. So the question you have to ask is: do you trust us? Do you trust yourself?”

Zhara considered this. Did she trust the Guardians of Dawn? Yes. That was easy. They had defeated four Lords of Tiyok, sealed the demonic portals, and liberated Hwangyeong together. Did she trust the people around her? That was also an easy yes. Han and the alliance had managed to capture the Lady of Wild Things, bring about a temporary ceasefire in the civil war, and keep the magicians safe without sacrificing their integrity.

But did she trust herself?

That was a harder question to answer. Although she had not chosen to be their leader, she had led them to victory several times over. She supposed that had to count for something.

“I think I’ve made up my mind,” she said quietly.

“You have?”

“Yes.” She sat up and looked at Han’s dear face, at his large, round eyes, strong nose, and dimples hidden in his cheeks. She placed a hand on his face. “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“For helping me.” She smiled. “When did you grow up?”

He pouted. “I’ve been the age of majority for months now.”

She laughed. “Yes, I’m glad that despite your newfound maturity, you’re still the same kindhearted person I fell in love with when we first met.”

“Oh good,” he said. “I like who I am.”

Zhara gave him a sidelong glance. “I like who you are too.”

He met her gaze, and to her delight, his cheeks darkened in a blush. Still the same Master Plum Blossom. He cleared his throat. “May I—may I have a kiss?”

Her heart squeezed painfully with joy. “Yes,” she murmured, leaning in close. “Yes, you may.”



It was decided.

They would exorcise Kho of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.

The preparations took several hours, and they needed to sneak into the dungeon without anyone knowing what they were about. While Li Er-Shuan and Jiyi gathered the materials, Gaden shared the Star of Radiance with everyone present. Zhara did not know what to expect when her drop of will was returned to her, but what she hadn’t expected was to feel … right. Complete. Whole. Her decision no longer troubled her; whatever happened would happen. She and the others would handle it.

Suhwa disguised everyone, including Sajah, Rinqi, Temur, and Yongma, as the next shift of magicians coming in to guard the Lady of Wild Things. They would be going in to relieve the previous shift early, claiming Gaden wanted fresh pairs of eyes to help maintain a watch. Then they would have to act fast: set up different wards around the cells, bind the physical form of the Lady of Wild Things, then compel the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons to emerge. Zhara and the other Guardians of Dawn were outfitted with their enchanted weapons, which they hoped would be enough to vanquish her physical form along with the celestial companions, after which everyone present would join hands and use the combined power of the Star of Radiance to seal Tiyok back in her realm.

It was a good plan. Zhara just wished it didn’t ride so much on hope.

Once Jiyi and Li Er-Shuan returned, all was in readiness.

They set out for the dungeon, racing against the coming dawn in the hopes of finishing their work before anyone could try to stop them. Gaden dismissed the magicians groggily holding their posts, who did not question the relief.

Then they faced the Lady of Wild Things.

Zhara had forgotten just how young Maltak Kho actually was. She supposed that she had always subconsciously thought of Kho’s mother whenever anyone spoke of the Lady of Wild Things, but now that she stood before her, she couldn’t help but remember the girl who had fought with them to seal the demon portal at the Singing Skies. Zhara was never more convinced of the rightness of their decision than in this moment. Yuli was right; the alliance would want to kill Kho. But she and the other Guardians of Dawn had the chance to save her.

The Lady of Wild Things locked her gaze on Yuli’s face as they set up positions around the cell, but Zhara couldn’t tell who it was that stared out of Kho’s long-lashed eyes. The demon? Or the girl?

“Yuli,” the Lady of Wild Things said softly, “have you come to kill me at last?”
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SUHWA DIDN‘T WANT TO ADMIT IT, BUT she was terrified they were doing the wrong thing.

It had been hard enough to vanquish the Ancient One, but to take on the personification of chaos herself? It felt like madness. Even though all four Guardians of Dawn had their own enchanted weapon, and they were accompanied by the Lion of the South, the Unicorn of the West, the Eagle of the North, and the Dragon of the East, she couldn’t help but feel it was not enough. That they were not enough.

The exorcism ritual was complicated and full of many moving parts. The first thing Ami did when they entered the dungeon was hold the Lady of Wild Things with her power, while Li Er-Shuan entered the cell and drew warding spells at each of the cardinal directions surrounding the prisoner. These were different from the warding spells already sketched into the ground outside the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons’ cell, a new glyph that opened a doorway between the spirit realm and the material one. The celestial companions stood guard at each of their respective directions, hovering protectively while the Guardians of Dawn took their places.

“Now, Suhwa, bind the prisoner with your rope dart,” Jiyi said.

Suhwa stepped forward, the enchanted weapon dangling between her hands. She wrapped the rope around the Lady of Wild Things several times before tying it off tighter than necessary. The Mother of Ten Thousand Demons might have the appearance of a young girl, but Suhwa did not trust it any more than she had trusted her aunt’s disguise.

“Ami, your shield.”

The Guardian of Wood stepped forward, still holding the Lady of Wild Things in place with her power. She brought forth a circular shield of polished bronze, the surface so clear it was like staring into a mirror. Ami placed it before the prisoner.

“Now,” Jiyi ordered, “Zhara, stand beside the Lady of Wild Things with your sword at the ready.” This was to swiftly cut off the girl’s head should the ritual go wrong. “Yuli, be ready to destroy the lock with your spirit arrow.”

“How will I know when that time comes?” Yuli asked.

“We will know,” Jiyi said unhelpfully.

Yuli looked to Kho with some misgiving but took up her position before the Lady of Wild Things, a spirit arrow strung on her enchanted bow, aimed at the dark crystal at Kho’s throat. Suhwa remembered the light that emanated from the amulet around the girl’s neck in Tiyok. Kho had called it the lock, the manifestation of the sacrifice she had made to seal the portal at the Singing Skies. Suhwa saw nothing of that girl in the Lady of Wild Things, none of the determination, love, cleverness, or courage. The physical vessel was blank. Empty but not quite. If the girl was a mask and Suhwa could remove it, there would be nothing behind it. Her fear deepened.

“Everyone ready?” Jiyi asked. “We need to call forth the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.”

Han, Gaden, Li Er-Shuan, and Jiyi stood between the Guardians of Dawn, their hands outstretched toward each other.

“Focus on the Star of Radiance within you,” Jiyi said. “Imagine it as a bond behind us, connecting us, forming a string that chaos cannot break.”

Light emanated from their chests and their fingertips. Han looked astonished but did not falter in his concentration. Glowing strands formed between each of their hands, mingling together like vines intertwined on a branch. Suhwa could not help but be filled with awe, even as she worried it was not enough. The string connecting her friends seemed fragile and strong at the same time, and she was concerned they were underestimating the power and scale of what they were facing. Of them all, only she had ever set foot in Tiyok; only she had witnessed the enormity of infinity. The Mother of Ten Thousand Demons was not just another demon or even a Lord of Tiyok; she was every demon at once.

One by one, each of the Guardians of Dawn entered her Guardian form. Suhwa watched as Zhara became a girl of living flame, Ami a beautiful fairy with pale green skin and rich auburn hair twined with flowers, and Yuli a force of wind and spirit, her body transparent, blurred, and chaotic, as though caught in a tempest. Suhwa had never consciously entered her Guardian state before; she had done it by necessity when battling the Ancient One, but she tried to find that part of herself now. She could reach so easily for her powers, but to connect with that archetypal part of herself that was a legendary warrior reborn meant that she had to find the part of Min Suhwa that was not just an ordinary girl but an extraordinary one.

And where was she extraordinary? It was not just her ability to conceal and reveal truths; it was her excitement and desire for novelty, the parts of her that were brave and unafraid of uncertainty, even the parts of herself that were still unknown to her. The possibilities of who she could be were infinite, but this time, the concept of infinity was no longer so terrifying. She was infinite.

Stretching out her hands, Suhwa watched the light glimmer over her skin, marbled like sunlight through water. She caught Zhara’s eye, and the Guardian of Fire smiled. It was strange, being able to see both the ordinary girl and the legendary warrior at the same time, but Suhwa smiled back.

“The Guardians of Dawn should prepare themselves,” Li Er-Shuan said. “Guardian of Water, reveal the true nature of the Lady of Wild Things to us. Guardian of Wood, contain the vessel. Guardian of Wind, summon the spirit of the possessed. Guardian of Fire, be prepared to purify chaos out of order.”

Yuli swallowed and Suhwa quickly reached out and squeezed her shoulder reassuringly. She might have her doubts, but she knew how much saving Kho mattered to her friend. For Yuli, for all of them, Suhwa would try her best.

“Now,” Li Er-Shuan commanded.

Suhwa looked to the shield placed on the floor before the Lady of Wild Things. It reflected Kho as she was—the crusted blood along her hairline, her messy braids, her long-lashed eyes. Suhwa concentrated on revealing the true nature of who the Lady of Wild Things was in the mirror—not a girl but a demon. The image rippled, features dissolving, and a dark, shapeless, formless mass appeared in its place.

Tiyok. There was nothing but emptiness inside Kho.

Beside her, Yuli took a deep breath. “Kho,” she quavered, her voice cracked with emotion. “Kho, come back to me.”

There was no response from the Lady of Wild Things, only a hard, indifferent stare. But in the mirrored surface of the shield, the darkness roiled and thinned.

“Kho,” Yuli said again. “Please. You can do this. Fight!”

But darkness reclaimed itself in the reflection, a flat sheet of black on the bronze surface.

“Call her,” Zhara said softly. “Remember who she was. The essence of Kho. Your memories together.”

A tear slipped down Yuli’s cheek.

“Do you remember,” the Guardian of Wind said softly, “the first time we met? We were three years old, and given our first ponies to ride. I think I loved you even then, only I did not have the words. Auncle Mongke helped us both onto our mounts, but you kept falling off. I said you could ride with me, and you climbed onto the back of my pony and held my hand.”

Suhwa thought she could catch a glimpse of a pair of eyes in the reflection.

“And then,” Yuli continued, her voice growing stronger, “as we grew older, you would chase me around the steppes to make sure I did not skip out of my studies. I used to think I hated you then, but you were only hard on me because you cared.”

The darkness parted, and Suhwa thought she could see the shape of a short, plump girl struggling with shadows in the shield.

“The years we were not friends were some of the hardest in my life,” Yuli whispered. “I thought you had betrayed me, but in truth, we betrayed each other. But you never stopped caring, and neither did I.”

The girl grew clearer in the mirror. Suhwa could now make out the smooth curve of her cheek, the pout of her lips, the expression of resolve in her eyes as she fought an opponent none of them could see.

“And then, by some miracle, we found our way back to each other,” Yuli said. Suhwa’s heart ached to hear the longing in the redhead’s voice. “On the steppes where we first met. I was riding, and you found me. I loved you, and it was only then I found the words.”

The darkness was almost completely gone from the reflection. With one last, herculean burst of effort, the girl tore the shadows away. The expression in the Lady of Wild Things’ eyes changed, becoming more alert, present, and afraid.

Kho was back in her body.

“Now!” Jiyi shouted.

Yuli loosed her spirit arrow, shattering the amulet at the Lady of Wild Things’ throat.

There was a wordless, soundless roar.

Wind rattled the bars of the dungeon, emanating from nowhere and everywhere at once. Suhwa struggled to keep her balance as the forces pushed her back, planting her feet and digging in her heels.

“Be ready!” Li Er-Shuan shouted over the din.

Above Kho’s body, shadows were coalescing. Suhwa rushed to retrieve her rope dart from the girl’s unconscious form, while Ami grabbed the bronze shield off the floor. Sajah, Rinqi, Temur, and Yongma bristled, their eyes glowing as they prepared to face whatever was emerging. The wind buffeted them all, and Suhwa caught Han, Gaden, Jiyi, and Li Er-Shuan struggling to maintain their connection. The string formed from the Star of Radiance flickered, then held.

“Steady!” Jiyi cried out. “Steady!”

In the ceiling of the dungeon, a dreadful, monstrous shape began to form, vaguely humanoid with a torso, several pairs of arms, and a slithering mass of tentacles where legs ought to have been. Suhwa dared not look at its head, at the horror she was sure she would find in its face. She had the impression of myriad eyes, wide and unblinking, and she could feel the force of its omniscient stare looking at all of them at once.

“Now!” Li Er-Shuan shouted.

Yuli loosed her bow, shooting several arrows into the growing demon. The arrows disappeared in the mass of its body as it only grew larger. Zhara swung at it with her flaming sword and Suhwa lashed out with the hammer end of her rope dart, but the monster merely brushed off their weapons as though they were no more than flies. The girls staggered back, stunned by the force of the demon’s power. Yongma surrounded the growing figure with mist, while Rinqi charged with her glowing horn, but again, the demon merely sent them flying with a wave of a spectral hand. Sajah roared, calling down lightning, while Temur battered and clawed at the figure, but they too were thrown back by the menace radiating from the shadows.

“Hold!” Jiyi yelled. “Hold!”

Laughter filled the room, a horrid, horrible sound that scraped at Suhwa’s insides. The sound was not in her ears but deep within her—not in her bones but somewhere in the soul. She could feel the laughter like an infestation, crawling like a thousand ants along the ki pathways of her body until she felt as though she would burst from the agony.

Fools.

The voice was worse than the laughter. Suhwa could feel the words rumble down her throat, as though the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons had taken command of her body, as though she were the one speaking. She could feel her lips moving against her will, forming words she did not want to make. By the wide-eyed terror in the others’ eyes, she knew she was not alone.

Did you think a handful of mere mortals could withstand the might of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons?

The manifestation of chaos stretched, and from their back, several pairs of dark wings unfurled. The demon tripled—quadrupled—in size, becoming bigger than the confines of the dungeon. Stone crumbled, tumbling from the ceiling.

“Hold!” Li Er-Shuan called. “We must keep her contained with the Star of Radiance!”

More laughter.

Fools, the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons said again. You have released me from the only thing keeping my essence contained. Without the constraints of a body, I am free.

Chaos swept over them all, and Suhwa gasped, feeling as though she were back in Tiyok and drowning in the nothing.

And now I shall devour your world.

An explosion of pressure. Suhwa felt herself being hurled across the dungeon as the roof burst open. She saw Han and Gaden go flying, the string of light dissipating as the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons surged upward toward the heavens. Suhwa lay on her back, face turned toward the moon and stars as she watched them slowly fade from sight.

Tiyok was manifest upon the earth.
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DARKNESS BLED OVER THE HEAVENS.

Those who embraced the night—thieves, night watchmen, courtesans, students, and more—looked up to see shadows pass over the face of the moon.

An eclipse? the astrologers wondered, but none had been foretold. No, there was no blood washing the moonlight red; the moonlight was fading altogether, growing dimmer and dimmer and dimmer until it was gone. Emptiness marked the space where the luminary once hung in the sky, a horrifying, gaping hole.

Something was very, very wrong.

One by one, the stars too disappeared. The Immortals of the Immortal Dragon circling the pole star winked out of existence—first Yuo, then Tendi, Wu, Omhak, Shua, Lo, and even Mara, the forgotten star. It was beyond darkness in the heavens; it was nothing. A vast, gaping maw into the bowels of Tiyok itself.

But even those who slumbered in their beds felt the world change.

Order distorted and rearranged itself. In the imperial city, buildings warped and crumpled. Trees grew legs and ripped their roots from the soil as they ran. In the alleyways, shadows took on life and weight, turning into monsters that prowled the streets for prey. Cobblestones rocked and rippled underfoot, and the very ground trembled and shook in fear as demons swept across the city, dragging children from their beds.

Screams rose. In the center of the city, there was a growing void that slowly began to engulf everything around it, an impenetrable sphere of black that broke the mind to gaze upon it. Was it a sphere? Or was it a hole in the universe? Perspective and perception shifted around it, and the people fled in terror, but they had nowhere to go. Everywhere they turned was another monster, another demon, another horrible, unnatural thing.

The alliance generals made calls to abandon the city and head toward Mugung Fortress, an outpost on the western edge of the valley. Soldiers and magicians flooded the streets, banging on doors and helping civilians escape. One family tumbled outside, still in their bedclothes, their children crying with fear as they were swarmed on all sides by creatures too terrifying to comprehend.

A flash of lightning.

The monsters blew apart as a girl made of fire charged in atop a lion, swinging her flaming sword.

Follow me! she cried. She cut a path through demons, as helpless citizens trailed in her wake.

Elsewhere, a green-skinned girl astride a glowing-horned unicorn barreled through the streets, guiding a group of survivors through the wreckage of the city. Overhead, another girl with a shimmering silhouette soared on a four-winged bird, shooting arrows to clear the way. And in a different part of the city, a girl with hair shining like water ran beside an iridescent dragon as seven magicians and a white dog blasted their way clear for refugees from the imperial palace.

To Mugung Fortress!

The gates were thrown open and the people flooded out onto the plain, running for their lives as the earth danced and bucked and writhed. Soldiers struggled to keep their seats as they raced their horses toward the fortification to the northwest. Mugung Fortress, an old defense outpost in the days before the Sunburst Warrior, now repurposed to fight against an enemy from within. Magicians set about warding the perimeter, while warriors began firing on demons from the parapets as citizens of the imperial city sprinted for the gates.

This way! Hurry! A brawny, broad-shouldered boy ushered the last of the survivors past the threshold. A white dog with black spots sprinted past, followed by seven magician boys.

Where are the Guardians of Dawn? A scarred youth looked from the fortress to the imperial city. In the distance, the last remains of a once-majestic city topped with gilded roofs and carved jade pillars were swallowed by an enormous black bubble. Or perhaps it was a swirling maelstrom of chaos, pulling everything into its inexorable vortex. Spilling from this hole in the fabric of the universe were hundreds upon hundreds of demons, every one of them racing toward the fortress.

The wards held.

The demons howled with rage as the drop of will within every magician held them back. The survivors huddled and cowered together, praying to any god who would listen to deliver them.

But the gods were gone, swallowed up by chaos like the stars.

The Guardians of Dawn? the scarred youth asked desperately. They kept their eyes on the void where the imperial city had been. Ami, Ami, Ami.

The brawny boy joined them on the parapet. We must have faith, he said.

Rising above the portal to Tiyok was an enormous figure with too many arms and too many eyes and wings that spread out over the heavens. A soundless roar shook the very foundations of the earth as four figures burst forth from the darkness.

The Guardian of Fire, her flaming hair streaming behind her as she raced down the field on the Lion of the South.

The Guardian of Wood, flowers blossoming in her wake as she rode the Unicorn of the West.

The Guardian of Wind in the skies, a tempest of red hair and determination on the Eagle of the North.

The Guardian of Water gliding on a path of ice, trailed by an iridescent Dragon of the East.

They came charging down the plain, obliterating any and all demons in their path with glowing weapons in their hands. The demons burst and disappeared in a blaze of pure white light.

Help them! the brawny boy cried. Soldiers took up arms and set up their cannons, sending explosive projectiles into the field, clearing a path for the Guardians of Dawn to make their way to the fortress.

Open the gates!

The heavy iron doors slid open slowly, oh so slowly, as one by one, the girls sailed past the wards to safety.

What do we do now? the scarred youth asked.

We hold out until dawn, the brawny boy replied grimly. We shall see how the world has changed.

But dawn never came.
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THE SUN NEVER ROSE.

Without the rise and fall of the heavens, the passage of time was impossible to mark. Whether it had been days or weeks since the manifestation of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, Suhwa could no longer tell. Many had been lost during the exodus from the imperial city, but to her relief, all seven of the Bangtan Brothers survived. She feared Alyosha was dead when she didn’t see him among the others, but he was, as ever, tending to the animals. Her heart eased to find him cuddled with Cloud and Duckoo, all of them filthy and terrified.

There were too many dead or missing to be tallied. The ragged remains of the alliance attempted to provide for the survivors, but provisions at Mugung Fortress had not been properly stocked for decades, and they were all in grave danger of starving. Venturing beyond the wards was perilous, and the world outside had been corrupted by chaos, but they had no choice but to try to forage and hunt for what they needed. Every party leaving the fortress had a magician or a Guardian of Dawn with them, and Suhwa felt as though she had not slept in days. They were all running short on sleep; Gaden worked steadily to distribute the Star of Radiance to everyone they came into contact with, but they were all constrained by the limits of their physical bodies.

None of this was sustainable.

They had to find some way to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, but the alliance was overwhelmed and Zhara was demoralized by the disastrous consequences of her decision to try to exorcise the Lady of Wild Things. They were in desperate need of allies and supplies, so they turned to their erstwhile enemies, the Golden Horde, for aid. Yuli, Kho, and a handful of magicians had gone with Temur to negotiate with the heads of the Five Golden Families—if any had survived—exchanging knowledge of magical wards for food and warriors. The civil war was over, but none of them could have foreseen it ending this way.

“If we were living through any other era, I would say it was a miracle to have the Morning Realms so united,” Xu remarked.

The ragged remains of the war council were gathered in the main tower of the fortress—Han, Xu, Gaden, the Guardians of Dawn, Jiyi, and Li Er-Shuan. No one else had survived. General Hong, Princess Durumi, Prince Zhuque, Princess Haitun, an entire generation lost.

Yuli had relayed that the Golden Horde was marching to Mugung Fortress as they spoke. “Fifteen thousand are coming to join us,” the redhead said. “If we can find some way to seal the veil between realms, then we have a chance at fighting off the demons.”

“More bodies for fodder,” Zhara muttered.

Suhwa shot her a sidelong glance. She had never seen the Guardian of Fire so hopeless; of them all, Zhara had been the one to carry them through with gentle encouragement and resolve.

“Sealing the veil means dealing with the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons,” Han said. He looked around the table. “What happened? What went wrong?”

It was the question to which they all desperately wanted the answer.

“We weren’t enough,” Gaden said quietly.

“I don’t understand,” Jiyi said. “The Star of Radiance was amplified through all of us. It should have worked.”

Gaden shook their head. “We aren’t thinking on the scale of infinities,” they said. “We didn’t understand that the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons is not an entity but chaos personified. Any individual is not enough to hold her back, several individuals are not enough.” They laughed without mirth. “She warned me,” they said. “In a dream. The Sunburst Warrior was divine, but I am not. The Star of Radiance is only as capable as its Wielder, and we are limited by mortal understanding. The only way we could possibly hope to match the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons is for everyone in the Morning Realms to have the Star of Radiance. Amplified a millionfold, we might have a chance.” They ran their fingers through their hair. “I can try to share it with as many people as I can, but again, I am only mortal.”

“What about the spell that created the Star of Radiance in the first place?” Ami asked. “One drop of will from every living person in the Morning Realms. If we can figure out how to reverse that, maybe we can return the power to the people.”

“The last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos is still untranslated,” Li Er-Shuan said. “Perhaps we can find something in it.”

“Books won’t save us,” Zhara murmured.

Jiyi gave the Guardian of Fire an annoyed glare. “Do you have anything useful to contribute to this conversation?”

Zhara closed her eyes and stepped away from the table. “Evidently not,” she said. “I’m going to patrol the defenses. At least I know I can contribute something there.”

She stepped out of the tower. Suhwa gave the others a bewildered look.

“Perhaps I should follow her,” Han said uncertainly.

Yuli shook her head. “No, we’ll go. Come on,” she said, beckoning Suhwa and Ami.

They filed out of the tower and toward the walls of the fortress, where they could see the blazing silhouette of the Guardian of Fire blasting fire at any demons that came near. They joined her on the parapet, but Zhara did not acknowledge them, determinedly sending fireball after fireball into the darkness.

Wordlessly, Yuli unslung her enchanted bow and followed suit, shooting spirit arrows at the crawling, writhing shadows that encircled the fortification past the wards. Neither Ami nor Suhwa had ranged enchanted weapons, so they stood about awkwardly, watching the Guardians of Fire and Wind clear a swath around Mugung Fortress.

“I’m sorry,” Zhara said at last, her voice choked with tears. “This is all my fault.”

“No,” Yuli said quietly. “It’s mine. I wanted to save Kho so badly I was willfully blind to the possibility of what could go wrong.”

“We did everything right,” Ami said soothingly. “We couldn’t know just how powerful the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons was.”

Suhwa said nothing. She had had her doubts that night but had not voiced them for fear of upsetting the others. She could have stopped them. She could have stepped away. But she was being unfair; she had known the risks and agreed to the plan anyway. “Whose fault it is doesn’t matter,” she said. “We are all at fault. We made our choice, and we must own the consequences.”

“I’m never making another decision again,” Zhara said. “Clearly all I ever do is mess up.”

Irritation rose in Suhwa’s throat. She could understand how Zhara felt, and felt sympathy for her guilt, but none of that helped with the matter at hand.

“And what do you do when you make a mess?” came an acerbic voice behind them. Suhwa turned to find Jiyi walking up the stairs to join them. “You clean it up. You don’t sit around and cry about it.”

Zhara blinked, and the flames retreated beneath her skin. Her eyes glistened, but her chin jutted defiantly. “And what if I make a bigger mess?”

Jiyi scoffed. “Then you get some people to help you and clean up that mess as well.”

Zhara’s shoulders slumped. “I don’t want anyone else to get hurt.”

“Oh, stop it,” Jiyi snapped. “You’re acting like you’re the only person ever who gets to make a decision. The only person whose choices matter.”

Zhara flinched, but Suhwa couldn’t help but agree with the spellmonger. “We all decided together,” she said to the Guardian of Fire. “So it is all our mess to clean up too.”

The other girl went quiet, gazing out over the fortress walls toward the demon-infested plain. “So how do we start?” she asked.

Jiyi stood beside Zhara. The spellmonger turned her eyes toward the enormous void that had once been the imperial city. “The first thing we do is figure out how to banish the little demons before we tackle the big one.” The humanoid form of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons had disappeared into the void, but every once in a while they could see the glimpse of myriad eyes or the arch of a wing through the hole in the world. “We can destroy the demons’ earthly forms, but they continue to return. It’s like trying to put out a fire with a single fan.”

“Our weapons can banish demons,” Suhwa said, her hands straying to the rope tied about her waist.

“And so can magicians with the Star of Radiance,” Ami added.

The spellmonger looked thoughtful. “I wonder if we can somehow channel the Star of Radiance through our physical weapons.”

“Like enchanting them?” Zhara asked.

“More like warding them,” Jiyi said. “The way we can ward Mugung Fortress.”

Ami looked intrigued. “Would that work? Those spells repel demons; they don’t banish them.”

Jiyi’s brows furrowed. “That’s because they are bound to a physical place. That’s how protective wards have always worked. When the magicians and I studied together to come up with a new spell that protected against chaos, we had to modify the existing character by combining it with a few other glyphs and radicals that could approximate just what the Star of Radiance was.”

“And what is the Star of Radiance?” Suhwa asked. She looked to the other girls, who looked just as bewildered as she felt.

“It is, in essence, the veil that separates order from chaos,” Jiyi said.

“I thought it was a drop of will gathered from every living being in the Morning Realms,” Yuli said.

“That’s a poetic way of speaking about it,” Jiyi said. “The ancients loved to talk in circles. But what divides order from chaos? Our choices. Our free will.”

Zhara frowned. “Are you saying we can choose to banish demons?”

Jiyi harrumphed. “No, but … yes.” She sighed. “The last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos describes the world as it was before the coming of the Sunburst Warrior, and it speaks of the balance we maintained between the spirit realm and ours. It was the choices we made—to live for the collective good, to steward the earth on which we lived with respect and care, to treat each other with decency and kindness—that generated the veil between worlds. Any choice we made to disrupt that harmony would cause tears, allowing chaos to slip into the world. But magicians, who have the ability to manipulate chaos, could repair that veil, thus maintaining the necessary balance.”

“But we lost that ability when we gave our consent to the Sunburst Warrior?” Yuli asked.

Jiyi nodded. “It was the sacred duty of the Sunburst Warrior and their descendants to maintain that balance with the Star of Radiance that had been gifted to them. But,” she said with a wry smile, “we all know how that went.”

“So what we need,” Ami murmured, “is some way to return that free will, that agency, to every living person in the Morning Realms.”

“That still doesn’t solve the problem of warded weapons,” Yuli said with crossed arms. “It would require a spell that can heal a metaphysical barrier, not just repel chaos.”

“Yes,” Jiyi murmured, tapping her chin thoughtfully. “That does give me an idea.” She held her hand out to Ami. “Your brush, please.”

Ami made a face but handed it over without complaint. Jiyi used the tip like a stick to draw in the dust gathered atop the stones of the parapet.

“The spell we use for the wards around Mugung Fortress is this,” the spellmonger said, drawing a vastly complicated glyph with swift, practiced strokes. “This”—she circled part of the character—“is what we approximate to mean Star of Radiance. It works as a sort of mirror for the Star of Radiance within the magician, a resonance that the spell replicates into protection. There’s no reason it wouldn’t work for the Star of Radiance within an ordinary person as well.”

Of them all, it was only Ami who could follow the spellmonger’s thinking with any understanding. “And if you change the warding radical into one of healing, then it might work on a weapon.”

Jiyi clapped her hands. “Yes!” She turned to Yuli. “Hand me a bow and arrow.”

Yuli looked as though she might protest that the spellmonger should fetch the weapons herself but shut her mouth at Zhara’s imploring gaze. The redhead marched off to retrieve the requested items, returning with a plain bow and a quiver of arrows. “We need to be judicious about our experimenting,” Yuli said. “We don’t exactly have a lot of ammunition to spare.”

Jiyi returned the brush to Ami and selected an arrow. “Ward this.”

“A please would be nice,” Yuli muttered.

Ami complied, carefully copying the character sketched out in the dust on the iron tip. Her brush left a trail of glowing green-gold. Jiyi strung the arrow on her bow.

“Now we just have to wait for the right opportunity,” Jiyi said, aiming awkwardly.

Yuli sighed and quietly corrected the spellmonger’s stance.

Suhwa held her breath as Jiyi fired at a demon just beyond the wards. The arrow went wide, missing entirely.

“Another,” the spellmonger said, holding her hand out to Ami.

This time the arrow struck true, and the demon shrieked and wailed as light spread throughout its physical form, dissolving it from the material plane.

“Amazing,” Zhara murmured. “You’re a genius, Jiyi.”

“I know.” The spellmonger preened.

Suhwa considered the implications of this new development. “If everyone in the world now has the potential to banish demons with warded weapons, there may no longer be a need for the Guardians of Dawn to bring balance in the future,” she said softly.

Zhara looked stunned. “A world without us,” she whispered.

The girls were silent, sharing quiet looks with one another. Suhwa wasn’t sure how she felt about that idea; she had only just come to terms with the notion that she was the Guardian of Water. But she remembered she was also more than that—she was an ordinary girl.

“That still doesn’t solve the problem of how to return the Star of Radiance to every living person in the Morning Realms,” Ami said. “As Gaden said, there is no way they could single-handedly return that power to everyone. They are limited by time and space.”

“What does The Book of Beginnings and Endings say about the spell that created the Star of Radiance in the first place?” Suhwa asked.

Ami bit her lip. “I don’t know. It’s frustratingly vague. Either it was never written down, or the divine nature of the Sunburst Warrior had something to do with it. All my father and I have been able to translate is Chaos is the medium for magic.”

“What does that mean?” Yuli asked.

“I’m not entirely sure,” Ami admitted. “Magicians can manipulate the void, which is chaos. I think it means something about how chaos itself is magic. But how that relates to the Star of Radiance is beyond me.”

Suhwa blinked. She thought of her time in Tiyok itself, which was everywhere and nowhere at once. Outside time and space. If chaos was the medium for magic, perhaps it could channel power that could reach everyone and everything at once.

“Jiyi,” she said, “could a spell be … carried through chaos?”

The spellmonger perked up. “What do you mean?”

“I don’t know much about the theory of magic,” Suhwa said, “but my understanding was that magicians worked the chaos, the void between matter, in the physical world. It’s why magic obeys the natural laws on the material plane, except for the Guardians of Dawn. Magic, in our world, is constrained by time and space. But in Tiyok—”

“Time and space do not exist.” Jiyi sucked in a sharp breath. She looked to the enormous hole in the world where the imperial city used to be. “A spell created in chaos could be spread to every part of the world in an instant.”

Ami looked excited. “If we could find a way to disperse the Star of Radiance without Gaden having to physically touch someone—”

“—then we could distribute the Star of Radiance to every living person in the Morning Realms from within the heart of chaos itself,” Jiyi finished.

“How would that work?” Zhara asked.

“It would be similar to a warding spell, I think,” Jiyi said. “A combination of warding and healing. It would resonate with the Star of Radiance within Gaden. We would have to refine the spell with Gaden themself, but that shouldn’t be a problem.”

For the first time in a long while, Suhwa felt the mood lift. “And then we would just need to get Gaden to the imperial city.”

“We would need warded weapons and warriors to clear us a path through the plain,” Yuli said. “The Golden Horde should be arriving soon.”

“What say you, Zhara?” Suhwa asked softly.

For a moment, a ghost of the Guardian of Fire’s previous doubt passed over her face. But then her features resolved in an expression of determination.

“Let’s do it,” she said. “Let’s clean up our mess.”
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THE GOLDEN HORDE ARRIVED AT MUGUNG FORTRESS a few days later, with Kho riding at the head.

Although Suhwa was sure there were those among them who thought their plan folly, there was no dissent as she and the others laid out the next steps to Han and the heads of the Five Golden Families. She had thought there would be those who would balk at meeting the mass of demons on the field and drawing the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons’ attention, but there was a grim determination among all the warriors and magicians to do what needed to be done. Xu was right; if it weren’t for the world-ending threat that endangered them all, she would have marveled at the unity between them.

It took time to prepare everything necessary for their mission. The protective wards had to be expanded; not all fifteen thousand warriors of the Golden Horde could be garrisoned at Mugung Fortress, and many were camped along the western ridge that encircled the valley. Jiyi and Ami perfected their distribution spell with Gaden, and the Star of Radiance was returned to every person riding to battle. The warded weapons took far longer, with magicians working without rest to ensure every single sword, spear, shield, bow, and arrow was marked with the glyph for banishment. Suhwa and the other girls studied and practiced the steps of the ritual they would perform once they reached the imperial city. They had no idea what they would face once they entered Tiyok itself, but they had to protect Gaden at all costs. If they were successful, then the hole in the world would be repaired, returning balance to the universe. If they survived the race across the plain, that is.

If, if, if.

The day of reckoning did not dawn, for there was no longer any sun to rise. Behind the wards, the warriors readied themselves to meet their fates. Priests and shamans offered blessings for those who held faith, and before long, the hour had come.

Suhwa and the Guardians of Dawn would be riding their celestial companions to battle—Zhara and Sajah, Ami and Rinqi, Yuli and Temur, and Suhwa and Yongma. It was the first time Suhwa had ever seen the Dragon of the East in his full glory. Ordinarily, even in his dragon form, he remained Duckoo’s size, but his true self awed and impressed her. He stood at head height, his long, sinuous body powerfully muscled, his shorter legs armored with scaly plates and silver-tipped claws. A mane of white fur surrounded his head and rippled down the ridge of his back, ending with a tuft at the end of his whiplike tail. But his wolf’s face remained the same, and he gave her a reassuring draconic grin.

Beside her, the Bangtan Brothers were unwontedly solemn as they faced the field. There was something wrong about seeing the seven in warded armor and swords and shields; they looked like costumes on their frames instead of real protection. Han was mounted upon a horse farther down the line, as was Kho. Anyone with any bit of battle experience, no matter how young, would be riding to face the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons. Jiyi, Xu, and Li Er-Shuan would remain in Mugung Fortress, along with Cloud and Duckoo. Suhwa’s heart stuttered in her chest at the thought of losing any one of them.

Behind the Guardians of Dawn, Gaden sat upon their own horse, lightly armored and carrying a blade, but if all went well, they would not engage in combat. They could defend themself well enough; they had been taught how to use a sword by their adoptive father, and they were a competent rider. But for them and the Guardians of Dawn, it would be a race, not a fight.

“Are we ready?” Zhara murmured, sitting astride the Lion of the South. She would be leading the charge. In the gray half-light of the shattered world, she looked small and fragile, but her face was serene. She had made her choice, and she would face the consequences.

Suhwa, Ami, and Yuli exchanged glances as they climbed atop their own mounts. The redhead nodded. “Ready,” she said softly.

Zhara unsheathed her blade. It blazed with a pure white light, a beacon in the darkness. Behind them, Suhwa could sense the warriors straighten, gathering strength and courage from the four Guardians of Dawn at the center.

“For the Morning Realms!” Zhara cried, her voice steady and clear as it rang out above the gathered. “Charge!”

Sajah took off down the slope toward the plain, his flaming mane streaming. Zhara became a girl of fire as she rode, a torch to lead the way. Yuli and Temur leaped into the skies with a yell, and Suhwa and Ami urged their mounts after them as Gaden followed on their horse.

A blast of horns resounded through the woods.

“Charge!” came the echoing cry behind them, taken up by several thousand voices, a thunderous shout that rippled through the air. The rumble of hooves shook the ground as the Golden Horde charged forward, their throats full of battle fury.

Ahead was a mass of swarming, crawling darkness.

Zhara slashed through the shadows, light bursting like fireworks around her as demons dissipated back to Tiyok. A rain of spirit arrows fell from above as Yuli shot a path through the demons, headed straight for the void that was the imperial city. Gaden urged their horse faster, clinging to Sajah’s heels as they raced for the portal.

Suhwa was armed with a warded blade, which felt stiff and awkward in her hands, but she hacked and sawed her way through the milling crowd. Yongma blew out a cloud of mist, freezing everything around them, while Ami bashed at attackers with her shield. Rinqi speared demons left and right with her horn, as they continued racing, racing toward the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.

Tiyok stirred.

From the depths of the chaos maelstrom, a monstrous form emerged, larger than the city, and to Suhwa, larger than the world. She spread her wings over the plain as more demons materialized out of the tears in the fabric of reality.

A roar, a flash of lightning. An explosion of chaos as the demons’ physical vessels were destroyed. Behind them, Suhwa could hear the cries of pain as warriors were dragged off their horses and ripped apart. A trilling song from above, and more spirit arrows studded into the ground. Demons vanished in a haze of smoke. The earth danced as Ami reshaped the dirt and stone beneath her, entombing even more chaos creatures beneath the ground.

It was not enough, not enough.

They were so close, so close to the edge of the portal to Tiyok, but the tide was turning. Zhara’s mad dash was slowing, and Gaden was swarmed on all sides by demons clawing at their armor. Behind them, the warriors fell farther and farther away, overwhelmed by the sheer number of attackers on all sides.

Another horn sounded.

“Mugung! Mugung! Mugung!”

The chant throbbed across the plain and Suhwa turned her head to the south, where she could just make out the standard of the Four-Winged Dragon streaming in the wind.

“The Heralds of Glorious Justice!” Ami cried.

Several thousand fighters on horseback streamed into the valley, steel and iron shredding demons in their way. They barreled through the mass of shadows between the Guardians of Dawn and the imperial city, scattering demons like leaves in the wind.

The path was clear.

“Go!” Zhara cried, urging Sajah faster. “Go, go, go!”

Suhwa held on to Yongma’s mane with all her might as he sped toward the portal. Beside her, Rinqi pumped her slender legs and from above, Temur dove straight into the heart of darkness. Sajah disappeared into the hole, his flames extinguished, and Gaden’s horse pelted in after him. Rinqi was next, the light of her horn winking out of existence.

The void loomed.

Fear filled Suhwa’s mouth as the memory of chaos surrounding her returned. Shutting her eyes, she braced herself as she and Yongma crossed the threshold.

They had made it to the imperial city.
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THE IMPERIAL CITY HAD TURNED INTO A NIGHTMARE.

Suhwa could scarcely recognize the beautiful buildings and grand parks that had so awed her when she first arrived; the trees were twisted, rotted, their branches shaped like clawing hands, screaming faces etched onto their trunks. Houses were nothing but rubble, stones and furniture floating in the air, the gilded roofs tarnished. A weak, thin light from the unfamiliar skies above limned everything in a ghostly gray, and shadows writhed in the corners.

And all around her was chaos.

She could feel it like a cloying mask on her skin, a perverse glamour she could not shake. She struggled to calm her breathing; she was not drowning, even as the chaos filled her nostrils, her throat, her lungs. There was sound in Tiyok, but no echo, and her senses felt muffled, smothered.

“Well,” Zhara said quietly. “Here we are.”

Ahead they could see the giant structure of the palace floating in the sky above them as they rode their celestial companions down the remains of the main promenade. Strange winged creatures soared overhead, their wings periodically blotting out the stars, casting shadows on the ground. Even Sajah’s and Zhara’s fire seemed dim, their flames dull as though seen through a haze. Temur beat her wings against unmoving air, struggling to stay aloft.

“We need to make our way to the dungeon,” Gaden said. “Where we tried the exorcism ritual the first time. Jiyi said that is the heart of the spell.”

Their footfalls made no noise as they rode deeper into the city. Suhwa didn’t know which was more eerie—the stillness or the silence. No demons crawled underfoot, no chaos creatures burst from the alleyways. The imperial city was abandoned.

“Surely it can’t be this … easy?” she asked.

She distrusted the quiet. A prickling sensation crawled up her spine, a foreboding so deep it turned her stomach.

“Where are the demons?” Ami asked.

“They can’t all be out in the material world, can they?” Zhara glanced around her in confusion.

Beneath their feet, the ground squelched.

“Ugh,” Gaden said. They lifted their foot; slime was smeared on the bottom of their boot. “What’s this?”

A low cackle.

Immediately the girls drew their weapons, looking around for any sign of movement. Suhwa clenched her rope dart in her fists.

“Little Guardians,” came an oily, unctuous voice. “Little girls, we meet again.”

Darkness bubbled up from the shattered cobblestones, a pool of black that slowly took on the shape of a glistening creature with bulging eyes, a too-wide mouth, and a baggy, pulsing throat.

“The Frog Demon of Poison and Pestilence,” Zhara said. She gripped her sword with both hands.

“Well met, Guardian of Fire,” the Frog Demon said. Its bulbous eyes twitched, facing in two different directions. “I see you have grown in your powers since we last met.”

Zhara slid her feet into a fighting stance. “I am not afraid of you. I defeated you once, I can do it again.”

“Can you now?” The Frog Demon sounded amused. “Ah, but last time you did not face my true form.”

“I faced the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons,” Zhara said. “While the body you possessed was destroyed by my friends.”

“True,” the Frog Demon said. “It always seemed a miracle that you escaped.” It licked its lips, a disgusting wet smacking sound. “But no matter. I will devour you now, Guardian of Fire. I always did wonder how you would taste.”

Without warning, it lashed out with a long, sticky tongue. Zhara countered it with a swing of her sword, sending the tip flying with a soggy squelch. Suhwa tried not to gag as the severed end spewed black bile everywhere. The Frog Demon croaked with shock and pain before rearing up to its full height. Its throat bulged and it opened its mouth, vomiting an oily sludge that dissolved everything in its path. Yuli yelped as she leaped atop Temur while Ami and Rinqi backed away in horror. Gaden’s horse reared in panic, and they struggled to keep their seat. Suhwa climbed a broken pillar onto a roof as Yongma breathed ice, but the ooze ate through everything it touched. Sajah roared, and lightning crackled, little bubbles exploding where it struck the sludge.

“Zhara!” Ami cried as the Guardian of Fire stood firm, steadfast and unafraid before the tide of corruption headed toward her. Yuli shot several spirit arrows at the Lord of Tiyok, but it merely shook them off, spraying slime in every direction. Suhwa ducked as several splatters splashed near her, gasping as the chaos wriggled over her skin. The Frog Demon spewed more disgusting bile at Zhara, but the Guardian of Fire raised her hand, transforming the goo into a shower of pink petals.

“I am not afraid of you,” she repeated.

Then, with a yell, she ran forward as she brandished her blade, water lilies springing up where her feet touched the corruption. The Frog Demon countered with another lash of its tongue, sending Zhara flying. She threw up a wall of fire as more slime shot forth, hissing as it met flames. Zhara rolled out of the way as the tongue came down again, bringing her sword up with a slice. The Frog Demon choked as the rest of its tongue fell to the ground, writhing and wriggling like a snake. Sajah pawed it away with a snarl, his tail setting fires as it waved about. With another roar, Zhara swung her blade at the head of the greater demon, who staggered back in surprise. Zhara drove the point deep into its chest.

A squealing, whistling noise, the sound of escaping air from a pierced bladder. Flames burst from where Zhara’s blade met the Frog Demon’s flesh, consuming the Lord of Tiyok in an inferno. The stink of sulfur rose, and Suhwa turned her head as the greater demon shriveled into ash.

Gaden and the Guardians of Dawn gathered around Zhara in silence, staring in awe at the place where the Frog Demon had been.

“Not bad, Bubbles,” Yuli said after a moment. “You remembered your footwork.”

Zhara, covered in slime and sludge, grinned.

“Be on the lookout,” Suhwa warned. “The other Lords of Tiyok may be lying in wait.”

The five of them continued down the remains of the main promenade toward the dungeon at the heart of the city.

“There,” Gaden whispered, pointing to a crater in the middle of where the palace used to be. “That’s where we need to go.”

They passed through the ruins of the old imperial marketplace, stalls smashed, trays overturned, and wares scattered about. The fruit lay rotting on the streets, swarming not with maggots but with slithering fingers of darkness. There was the faint miasma of decay everywhere, and a light patina of ash was overlaid on every surface. Impossible plants grew from stone walls, climbing and reaching toward a sky that would never see the sun. Dark crystals were studded everywhere, as though sprung from seeds, radiating menace. Suhwa was reminded of the amulet around Kho’s neck before Yuli had broken it with her spirit arrow.

Ahead stood the gates of the palace, the only structure remaining that was not floating in the air above them.

And standing at the gate was a small, shriveled figure with a segmented body and six crooked arms.

Ami sucked in a sharp breath. “The Locust Demon of Scarcity and Starvation.”

“The Guardian of Wood,” said the Locust Demon with a nod. Its voice was a buzzing whine, shrill and singing in their ears. “And her little friends.” It tilted its head. “And the Wielder of the Star of Radiance.”

Suhwa immediately lashed out with her rope dart, wrapping it around the Lord of Tiyok and dragging it toward them. Yuli launched a spirit arrow that turned into a net in the air, engulfing the greater demon in a tangle of vines. But the Locust Demon burst free from Yuli’s hold and untangled itself from Suhwa’s rope.

“Clever,” it murmured. “To combine your powers into your weapons thus. But it is not enough. Not here, not in the bowels of Tiyok itself. Chaos outweighs order here.”

Without warning, the Locust Demon raised its insectile arms, and the twisted trees around them wrenched their roots free of the corrupted soil, lumbering toward them. Their branches swayed and curled like tentacles, reaching and grasping for Gaden. Ami cried out and threw herself and her shield in front of them, blocking the branches. The shield rang like a gong, and a burst of light dissolved the wood into stubs. Suhwa swung the meteor hammer end of her rope dart into the trunks, sending bark and splinters everywhere, while Zhara hacked at the branches stabbing at her before setting them all aflame.

But the attackers kept coming.

Wave after wave after wave, the Locust Demon brought various objects to life—rocks, ruins, furniture, clothing, and more. Rinqi lowered her head and charged, running her horn through the enemy.

“Ami!” Gaden shouted. “We have to stop the Locust Demon itself!”

The Guardian of Wood looked toward the Lord of Tiyok, standing smugly behind its army of sentient matter. She reached her hand out to Gaden. “Help me!” she said.

They threw out their hand, and where their fingers clasped, a pure bright light radiated. Ami placed her palm on the ground before her, and the earth trembled and split as the street burst with cosmos flowers. The flowers twined about the Locust Demon’s feet, spreading up its legs, torso, covering its face. It shrieked, clawing at the mass of plants engulfing its body. The flowers glowed, their stems merging together into woody vines that hardened as they wrapped themselves around the greater demon. Its howls of rage were muffled as bark enclosed its mouth, and a tree twisted around where it had stood. Branches burst from the crown and white blossoms bloomed, glowing faintly with the light of the Star of Radiance.

“Stay sharp,” Yuli said. “The last two are bound to show up sooner or later.”

They passed the trapped Locust Demon, the white blooms in its branches giving off a faint, sweet perfume. For a moment, Suhwa was flooded with images of the convent in spring, white and pink cherry, plum, peach, and apricot blossoms carpeting the courtyard with fragrant petals. She held on to that memory. It kept the chaos at bay.

They had reached the crater at the heart of the city. It was enormous, spanning several city blocks on all sides, and several stories deep. A scorched, freestanding jail cell stood in the center, its iron bars tangled and half melted.

“Watch your step,” Yuli said. “It’s quite steep. I’ll scout ahead on Temur.”

The girls and Gaden carefully picked their way down the crater slope while the Guardian of Wind and the Eagle of the North soared down toward the jail cell.

“And where do you think you’re going?” a sweet voice sounded in their ears—no, their minds.

A breeze blew through the imperial city, bringing with it the foul scent of spoiled barley. Ahead, Temur wobbled on the shifting currents, batting her wings hard to stay aloft. A vortex of dust and chaos formed above the crater, and a pair of wings emerged from the ether, covered in a thousand blinking eyes.

“The Moth Demon of Discord and Dismay!” Ami shouted.

“Yuli!” Zhara cried out.

The winged eyes glowed red, and Temur dove out of the way as a blast of darkness nearly overtook her. Yuli shot several arrows from the Eagle’s back, each one finding a home in one of the myriad eyes. A melodic scream shook Suhwa’s mind, and she crumpled with pain.

“We have to help her!” Gaden shouted.

Zhara threw a fireball at the sky, but it fizzled out before it reached the pair battling in the heavens. Sajah called down lightning, but Temur and the Moth Demon evaded the strikes, circling each other and slashing out with their claws. Beneath them, where the jail cell stood, a pool of dark water began bubbling up from the center of the crater.

“What’s that?” Gaden called out.

A formless shape rose out of the water, a mist that spread toward them.

“Get behind me!” Ami shouted, holding up her shield.

Yongma growled, breathing his own silvery mist to counter the dark, ominous fog. Where his breath met the shapeless mass, ice formed, crystalizing in jagged peaks. But the shape was growing, and within it, Suhwa could sense a presence staring back.

“The Ancient One,” she breathed.

“Clever girl,” a voice rumbled within the mist.

Suhwa strode forward toward the water’s edge.

“Where are you going?” Ami cried.

Overhead, the battle between the Moth Demon and Yuli continued to rage. A swirling windstorm of light formed above their heads, and Suhwa could see the Guardian of Wind whirling her arms in a circle, trapping the Moth Demon in a current of air. The light cast shadows down in the crater, where within the shifting depths of the Ancient One’s noncorporeal form, Suhwa thought she could see the hunched shape of a tiny creature.

Just another glamour.

“Turn the unreal real,” Suhwa murmured to herself.

She touched her fingers to the water.

Her mind was immediately flooded with horrible, ugly emotions—malice, dread, cruelty, rage—but she stripped away the masks from each of them to find the truth at their core—inadequacy, hesitation, entitlement, and fear. She let the feelings wash over her, then dissipate into nothing. Beneath her fingers, the water turned to ice. Around her, the mist froze into snow and drifted to the ground, revealing a sniveling little creature with grayish skin, a balding head of hair, and saggy skin around its emaciated body. It hissed when it saw her approach, lashing out with sharp little claws. Suhwa jumped back, twirling the weighted end of her rope dart above her head and letting it fly. It struck the creature with a burst of light, and it howled, hunched over with pain. She tugged the meteor hammer back, winding the slack around her left arm as she grasped the bladed end of her weapon. Spinning around, she tossed the blade into the air and kicked it, driving it deep into the creature’s skull. Light traveled down her rope and into the creature’s body, and it shook as the combined powers of the four Guardians of Dawn tore its insides to shreds.

A cry resounded above her. Suhwa looked up to find Yuli on Temur’s back, her bow drawn to its fullest extent. An enormous arrow was nocked on the string. The Guardian of Wind loosed her weapon, and it flew into the heart of the swirling vortex of light surrounding the Moth Demon. It struck true, and a supernova burst across the skies.

On the other end of Suhwa’s rope, the creature dissolved back into mist, forming droplets of water that fell onto dry earth and shriveled away.

“Suhwa! Yuli!”

Zhara, Ami, and Gaden ran toward her on their mounts as Temur made one last triumphant circle of the skies. Yongma reached Suhwa first, twining about her body, his wolf’s snout snuffling her hair.

“They’re gone,” Suhwa said softly. “And we’ve reached the heart of the city.”

Yuli and Temur landed nearby, and the redhead dismounted, breathing hard. “Thanks for all the help,” she said.

“We tried,” Zhara said crossly. “But alas, none of us have wings.”

Yuli glanced over her shoulder at the remains of the jail cell where they’d first tried to exorcise Kho. “Well,” she said softly, “here we are. Is everyone ready?”

Suhwa exchanged glances with those gathered. There was fear in everyone’s eyes but determination as well. They had crossed a battlefield into Tiyok and defeated four greater demons in their true forms. They could do this. They simply had to trust each other.

“Ready,” Gaden said hoarsely. Their horse pawed the ground anxiously as it was led away, protected behind a barrier of fallen rocks.

The five of them approached the jail cell. The floor was covered in a fine layer of dust and ash, and the manacles that had chained the Lady of Wild Things to the ground lay in rusted pieces. Gaden kicked the cuffs out of the way and touched the tip of their sword to the dirt.

“Help me, Ami,” they said softly.

The Guardian of Wood stepped forward and wrapped her hands around theirs on the hilt, as together they drew the spell to give the Star of Radiance back to the people of the Morning Realms. A character for warding, healing, and sharing at once. When finished, Ami stepped back and took her place on one of the cardinal points—the west. Rinqi came to stand beside her. Yuli and Temur stood on the north, Zhara and Sajah the south, and Suhwa and Yongma the east. Each girl traced her own character in the sand, one representative of her true power—transformation, control, liberation, and reality. In the center, Gaden knelt and placed their palms on the sigil. It glowed as they poured the Star of Radiance into it. Around them, the girls reached for each other, the lights of their ki mingling to create a protective circle and lend power to Gaden.

The world brightened, and color seemed to return. Little starbursts of light rose from the sigils, dissipating the chaos around them. Suhwa drew in a deep breath. She could smell moist loam and the sweet hint of the coming green of spring, the first real sensation she had experienced since stepping into Tiyok.

Gaden gritted their teeth. Their entire being was ablaze with light, their eyes glowing white with power. Suhwa could see the darkness fading, eaten up by orbs of power that rose into the sky. The unfamiliar stars vanished, replaced one by one with the asterisms she had always known.

“I can’t,” Gaden gasped. “It’s too big.”

“Help them,” Ami said. “Lend them our ki.”

Suhwa didn’t quite know what that meant but imagined the core of power within her as a stream of light flowing toward the scarred youth in the center. The glow around Gaden intensified. Suhwa could feel the strength fading from her limbs, and she struggled to remain upright. Yongma pressed his forehead against hers, and she felt his love and support keeping her steady and centered.

All around them the last bits of chaos were fading. Little starbursts of light floated up to the heavens as the great hole in the center of the world vanished.

“Just a little more,” Gaden ground out.

Suhwa closed her eyes. She felt as though she were hiking up the last part of an extremely steep slope, and the summit was just out of reach. If she could just hold on, just endure the pain, she would reach it. Yongma slumped beside her, overcome with exhaustion. She twined her fingers in his mane. Something broke within her, and she felt herself losing some essence of herself as she dug deep to give the last of her strength.

The brightest of light seared her eyes behind her closed lids. She was flung back by the force of it, the shock of hitting the ground forcing her eyes open. A pure beam of light shot toward the heavens, shattering and scattering the floating palace in the sky and piercing the last of the void to explode in a shower of glowing snowfall and tumbling, crumbling ruins. The pieces of the palace slammed into the ground around Suhwa, and Yongma threw himself over her body, shielding her from the destruction.

The portal was closed.

Tiyok was sealed.

The world was restored.

The last thing Suhwa saw before she closed her eyes was the moon shining down on them, its face full and smiling.
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DAY RETURNED TO THE MORNING REALMS.

The people emerged from their shelters and hiding places in awe, watching as a shower of light fell from the heavens like gentle shooting stars. The light melted on their skin like snowflakes, and the people found themselves restored. Empowered. Whole. Renewed, they drove out the demons from their midst with the old ways—spitting, salt, banging bells, ringing wind chimes, purifying with blessed water, and sweeping out the chaos with the dust from their homes.

Banished. By the people. Their skin glowed and their eyes sparkled as the Star of Radiance shone from every pore.

In the skies over the battlefield plain surrounding the imperial city, the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons shrieked as the light of the world intensified, bathing her in the collective will of the people of the Morning Realms. Light pierced her with a thousand pinpricks, and she thrashed and struggled as her corporeal form was pushed beyond the veil between realms. She reached out with a thousand grasping fingers, a hundred scrabbling tentacles, but it was to no avail—the people had spoken.

The Mother of Ten Thousand Demons was on the earth no more.

At once, every tree in the Morning Realms burst into bloom, the rivers ran free of poison, and light breezes cleared away the dreary mists. The land was healed. Children laughed and frolicked in disbelief, playing in a world free of fear for the first time in decades. The elderly sang and clapped, their jubilation lending youth to their aged limbs and voices as they celebrated the return of balance.

And on the battlefield, thousands of warriors lay their dead to rest, no longer fearful of their return as the undead.

A brawny boy sat astride his horse in the middle of it all, his face streaked with blood. His face was turned toward the ruins of the imperial city, where a scarred youth and four girls with their celestial companions had disappeared. A girl with twin braids rode up beside him on her own horse.

“Do you think they’re alive?” she asked softly.

The boy had no answer.

The two of them turned their mounts toward the imperial city, hearts in their throats about what they might find there. Along the way, they were trailed by seven magician boys, battered and weary but hale. A bark resounded over the plain, and one of the boys turned to find a white dog with black spots streaking across the field.

“Duckoo!” the hazel-eyed one cried.

The dog barreled into him, knocking him over with enthusiastic yips of joy and relief.

The warriors parted as the procession made their way toward the ruined gates of the capital, bowing their heads and getting down on one knee as they passed. The white dog trotted at the head of the group, its snout pointed unerringly toward the center of the city.

The imperial city was changed.

More than the destruction, it was the strangeness of the scars left by chaos that took them by surprise. A field of water lilies growing from cobblestones. A tree crowned with glowing white flowers in the middle of the gates leading into the imperial palace. And in the center, a giant crater studded with crumbled buildings.

The first thing they heard was the anxious whinnying of a horse.

A scarred youth stood in the center of the crater as a bay horse gently nudged their side. The youth’s face was turned to the heavens, tears streaming down their cheeks as they felt the warmth of the sun on their skin.

And around them, the bodies of four girls.

Each one of them was curled around an animal companion—a ginger cat, a fawn, a kestrel, and a black dog with white spots.

“Zhara!” the brawny boy cried and started forward, but the white dog raced down the crater slope toward one of the girls—a slim maiden with a waterfall of shining black hair with a streak of white spread out around her. The dog licked her face over and over and over again, pawing at her arms with a hopeful whine.

The girl opened her eyes.

The white dog barked excitedly, its tail wagging in delight, much to the disgruntled annoyance of the black dog in the girl’s arms. It opened one sleepy blue eye, then closed it again, grumbling and resettling itself into a more comfortable position for better sleep.

The ginger cat in another girl’s arms yawned and stretched, its golden gaze taking in its surroundings, including the approaching party.

“Sajah?” the brawny boy asked incredulously.

The cat tilted its head, looking him up and down with a supercilious expression.

“It is you!”

The cat yawned again, washed its whiskers, then trotted forward to twine about the brawny boy’s ankles, deigning to be petted.

The boy sneezed.

Laughter bubbled forth from the scarred youth in the middle, and the rest of the girls began to stir and wake.

“Well,” the redhead croaked. “Did we do it?”

The girl with the braids smiled, tears glistening in her eyes. “Yes, Yuli,” she said softly, holding the redhead’s face in her hands. “You did.”

The four girls got to their feet and threw their arms around each other in an embrace, surrounding the youth in the middle. The others came to join them—the brawny boy, the girl with the braids, the seven magicians—and they all laughed and laughed and laughed until their faces were wet with tears.

The white dog barked, prancing around them happily.

“Yes,” said the hazel-eyed boy. “Let’s go home, Duckoo. Let’s go home.”
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IT WAS APPROACHING THE HEIGHT OF SUMMER when Han emerged from what he hoped was the last council he would see in a good long while. At least this one had been not about war but the future of the Morning Realms.

The world had changed entirely in the wake of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons’ banishment. Magic and free will had returned to the lives of the people, no longer a force to be feared or revered but a way of life to be respected and a power to be exercised with good judgment. Many of the older generation who had lived through the end of the Mugung Dynasty and the Just War had not survived the civil war and the unleashing of chaos upon the world, and it was the youth who would have to forge the way into the future.

It had not been easy bringing everyone into accord, but then again, it never had been. The outermost west and the Azure Isles had argued vociferously for their independence from the Sunburst Throne, while the heads of the Five Golden Families and not a few of the southern principalities were inclined to disagree. As he had promised the Indigo Baron, Han had thrown in his support for the self-governance of the Azureans by pointing out that they had just averted a civil war; there would be no need to throw the realm back into chaos by fighting about who would rule the empire. The Sunburst Throne—destroyed as it was—would stand empty, and always should.

Many of the younger princes and princesses of the south agreed with Han; they had been governing their own provinces for generations without undue interference from the emperor. The Grand Kang—Maltak Kho—had also opined that the northerners had had their own ways of governance that had owed little to the imperial city. It had taken weeks of debating and negotiation about trade and military alliances and infrastructure for everyone’s mutual benefit, but at last a treaty had been signed by representatives from all parts of the Morning Realms. Going forward, there would be a Conclave of parties from each of the independent provinces who would rule by consent and compromise about the best ways to resolve disputes and legislate a body of laws that the whole of the Morning Realms would agree to in common. Every five years, they would vote on a chancellor to guide and lead the Conclave, and every province would appoint its own representatives, including the now independent college of magicians.

But in the meantime, they would freely lend each other aid in order to heal.

The imperial city would be rebuilt, but as a city of learning instead of power. Everyone would contribute to a library of magical studies, where all were welcome to add their own knowledge and history to the collection, no matter their magical status. The first provost would be Huang Jiyi, who was not a magician but a spellmonger. She would be responsible for the standardization of magical education and help the people of the Morning Realms understand their relationship to maintaining the balance between order and chaos. Already she was hosting lectures on the rituals of exorcism and banishment, and shamans and priests and folk magicians from all over the land were journeying to the imperial city—now renamed the Arcane Capital—to rediscover the knowledge that had been lost to them before.

And in the middle of it all, everyone was getting ready for a celebration.

The council had declared the first full moon after the spring equinox the Festival of Pure Brightness, a day when the whole of the land would celebrate the return of the Star of Radiance to the people. The first celebration had been delayed by politicking and recovery, but now that the world had had a chance to breathe, everyone’s thoughts turned to joy. The Bangtan Brothers and Suhwa had been furiously rehearsing their staging of The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death, which was set to premiere at the inaugural festival. The northerners would be hosting a horse fair on the plains outside the Arcane Capital, while the south, the Free Peoples, and the Azureans were sending the bounty of their lands as tribute.

Yet despite all this, Han found himself looking toward home more than ever.

It had been nearly a year since he had last set foot in Zanhei. Anyang would be nearly twelve now, and was by all reports growing faster than a bamboo shoot during monsoon season. He wondered if his little brother was nearly as tall as him now. He wondered if Anyang had been taking care of their mother’s meditation garden in his absence. Han thought of the canals of Flower Town and the wish lanterns floating into the night skies and longed to be wrapped in the comforts of the familiar once more.

He found Zhara sitting on a blanket beneath the shade of an old oak tree in one of the city’s parks after leaving the temporary administrative hall that had been set up for the makeshift Conclave while the old imperial palace was being rebuilt. She had been spending a lot of time there lately, relaxing with Sajah in her lap and devouring every romance novel she could get her hands on. Han made sure to pick up several new ones to give to her whenever he passed a bookshop; she couldn’t get enough.

“Good day, Mistress Brandy,” he said. “I have brought you several new gifts.”

Zhara looked up from the latest installment of The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death. Suhwa had written to Jae Hyun, who was evidently a death nun named Sister Larkspur from the Azure Isles, and begged for an advance copy of the manuscript to give to her friend. Zhara had sworn under pain of death not to share the ending with anyone, not even Han, no matter how much he pleaded and cajoled. Thus far she had kept her word.

“Good day, Master Plum Blossom.” She smiled and he felt a warmth kindle somewhere in his stomach that had nothing to do with the heat of the summer sun. Zhara might not be the Guardian of Fire anymore, but she still had the ability to set him alight.

“How are you?” He sat down beside her, much to Sajah’s displeasure. The cat got up and shook himself off, stalking a few feet away to curl up and ignore them.

“Dreadful.” She laughed. “I am a dunce at my magic studies. Everyone else has moved on past simple spells, even the children, but I’m still stuck trying to turn water into ice.”

Han laced his fingers with hers. “It must not be easy,” he said, “to do things the long way when you could just change things with a thought before.”

“It isn’t,” Zhara mused. “But I don’t mind.”

He raised his brows. “You don’t?”

She frowned. “Am I a little sad that I no longer have the power of transformation?” she asked. “Yes, a little. But I think what I mostly feel is relieved. The weight of the world is no longer on my shoulders, or the shoulders of my friends.”

“How are they doing?”

“Better at magic than me.” She laughed again. “But I do spend a lot of my time scribbling little stories into my notebook instead of paying attention to lectures.”

“Oh dear.” Han smiled. “I’m afraid I’ve rubbed off on you.”

“I haven’t seen Suhwa much since she’s been spending so much time in rehearsal. Ami and her father are feverishly trying to compile their notes on Songs of Order and Chaos; evidently Ami has promised Jiyi a copy once it’s finished. Yuli has extra tutoring with her auncle, learning about northern shamanic rituals in order to prepare for the rite this winter.” Yuli was to undergo the rite of passage to become a shaman with the hopes of changing the Council of Shamans when she returned home so that they would become teachers of magic. “But we still make time to see each other when we can. Especially since…” She trailed off.

Especially since they would be going their separate ways after the Festival of Pure Brightness.

“Have you decided where you will hide your sword?” Han asked gently.

Zhara shook her head. “Not yet. It’s a little frightening, the idea of traveling through the Morning Realms on my own to make sure no one ever finds it, but it must be done.”

The girls had decided their enchanted weapons were too dangerous to fall into the hands of anyone else, although none of them could bring themselves to unmake them. The best course, they agreed, was to hide them away so that they could never be found, protected by places where the veil between realms was thin. Ami had discovered a few potential places from Songs of Order and Chaos, but not even the girls were to know where the others had hidden their weapons.

“I could come with you,” Han offered.

She smiled, placing her hand on his cheek. His skin tingled where it met hers. “Oh, Han,” she said. “Thank you, but this is something I need to do on my own.”

He nodded.

“Besides,” she went on, “I thought you would be busy with the Conclave.”

“Oh no,” Han said with feeling. “I’m done with the Conclave. Xu can more than amply fill my role as delegate going forward. And anyway,” he said, running his fingers idly over a rosy quartz bangle on her wrist, “I promised I would show you a real Night of the Sevens and I intend to follow through on that.”

A light flush stained her cheeks pink, and Han’s heart fluttered at the sight.

“I suppose my journey can include a little detour in Zanhei,” she said coyly.

His pulse raced. “Good,” he murmured, leaning in close. “Because I admit I’ve been curious as to what comes after the kiss in a romance novel.”

“Have you?” She ran her fingers through his hair and smiled. “Because I have a book you can read about that.”

He blinked. “What?”

“It’s called Tales from the Downy Delta.”

She laughed at the expression on his face.

“We can go through it together,” she said.

He grinned and she ran her fingers lightly over the dimples on his cheeks. “Promise?”

“Promise.”
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WATCHING BOATS ARRIVE BY RIVER WAS DIFFERENT FROM watching them arrive by sea.

Suhwa stood by the docks with Yongma and Duckoo, waiting for the one bearing Sister Larkspur to the now-named Arcane Capital to appear. When she had written to the priestess that she and the Bangtan Brothers were staging The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death for the inaugural Festival of Pure Brightness, they insisted they had to come witness the performance for themself. Passenger travel between the Azure Isles and the mainland was once again free and unfettered, and Suhwa had started to get used to hearing the dialect of her home on the streets of the Arcane Capital. Sister Larkspur would be only one of several Azureans journeying to see the Bangtan Brothers perform; the priestess had said that many throughout the isles had been disappointed the troupe had not staged more shows in their native lands. The Arcane Capital was full to bursting with people from all over the Morning Realms coming for the festival, and although the repairs to the city itself were not yet complete, the citizens had been generous in opening up their homes to travelers and sharing in the goodwill.

Yet despite all this, Suhwa couldn’t help but feel a little melancholy.

She didn’t understand why. In many ways, she was the happiest she had ever been in her entire life. Mornings were spent in classes at the newly established college of magicians, learning how to use her magic properly. She had had a rudimentary education in the Language of Flowers at the convent, but much of her studies had been piecemeal and conducted in secrecy due to the repression of magic by the Fleet Queen under the Warlord’s edicts. For lunch, she and Zhara and Ami and Yuli would explore the Arcane Capital, finding a new eatery to try. While the stalls and buildings of the marketplace had been ravaged when the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons became manifest in the city, businesses were thriving nonetheless, setting up makeshift kitchens and restaurants on the street. There were dozens of new cuisines for Suhwa to sample—the savory bone marrow soups and pan-fried breads of the north, strongly spiced butter tea and yak dumplings from the outermost west, a startling array of dishes from all over the rest of the mainland, and even some desserts and sweets from places as far away as the kingdom of the Sindh, beyond the Dzungri basin, and the Five Sisters in the Shining Sea. Suhwa wanted to sample them all, and Zhara had laughed, saying it would take a lifetime to taste all of life’s pleasures.

Afternoons were spent in rehearsal with the Bangtan Brothers. She had always wanted to see a performance of theirs, but to be part of one was a fantasy she had not even dared to dream of before. Her glamours might be gone, but she had never needed them in the first place. She found unalloyed joy in finding new expression and characterization with her body through costumes, masks, and dance—she played several different background roles as an aged grandmother, a goblin, and even various bits of scenery. The main characters of Lord Death and Little Flame would be played by Handsome and Sunshine respectively, while Beanpole served as narrator and Grandpa played the instruments. Each of the Bangtan Brothers had made sure that parts were distributed equitably, and the performance would be interspersed with some of the audience’s favorite standards. Sunshine was an exacting director, and Suhwa frequently finished their rehearsals so exhausted she could do nothing but collapse into her bed at the end of the day, snuggled with her dogs. She was deeply, unequivocally happy.

And yet.

There was the tiniest foreboding that none of this would last.

“Suhwa!”

A large passenger barge pulled into the dock, and Suhwa spotted a priestess of Do in their white robes and black-veiled hat standing on deck, furiously waving their arms.

“Sister Larkspur!”

Duckoo began barking joyously as the passengers disembarked, running up and down the gangway to greet each and every one.

“Duckoo-yah,” Sister Larkspur cooed as the white dog jumped up to try to lick their face hidden beneath their veil. They carried a rucksack slung over their back and a staff strung with ritual bells. The other passengers gave the priestess a wide berth as they raced the dog to the end of the dock to throw their arms around Suhwa.

“It’s good to see you, mimi,” Sister Larkspur murmured. “What on earth are you wearing?”

Suhwa had come straight from rehearsal to meet the priestess on the docks and had not had time to change out of her goblin costume, a shirt and tunic covered in long strips of shimmering fabric.

“Welcome to the mainland, nene.” Suhwa hugged them back.

Yongma nosed his way in between them, not wanting to be left out. “Yes, yes, it’s good to see you too,” Sister Larkspur said to the dog, reaching down to scratch his ears. “My Jun and Yan boys,” the priestess said affectionately as Duckoo wriggled in to claim his pets.

“Are you hungry?” Suhwa asked. “You would not believe what you can eat here.”

“I could have a meal.” They laughed. “Preferably someplace I can remove my veil.”

“Hmm, that does limit the options somewhat,” she said. Priestesses of Do wore their veils outside their cloistered convents so that the world would see them not as humans but as emissaries of the Way, otherworldly intermediaries between the material world and the spirit realm. Custom dictated that a priestess was to be given the utmost privacy wherever they went, including taverns and teahouses. “There aren’t a lot of establishments that could accommodate that yet.”

“Then take me wherever you think is best,” Sister Larkspur said. They tilted their head up and opened their arms wide. “I am at your mercy.”

In the end, Suhwa took the priestess to the inn where she and the Bangtan Brothers had been living. It was run by Azureans, and it was nice to come home at the end of the day to eat familiar foods. “I’ll bring you all the treats from the marketplace tomorrow,” Suhwa promised. “Until then, let’s just enjoy a simple meal.”

“When will I get to meet the Bangtan Brothers?” the priestess asked as Suhwa led her through the streets. Construction and repair crowded them on all sides, as well as temporary encampments where people lived as the city was being rebuilt. It was a far cry from the gilded grandeur that had greeted Suhwa when she first arrived, but she found she preferred this new unpredictable world. There was hope in the air, as palpable as the summer heat that had descended upon the valley. “You have no idea how much I’ve been dying to see them perform. I missed them when they came through Hwangyeong two years ago and have regretted it ever since.”

“You’ll meet them soon enough,” Suhwa said as they arrived at the tavern. “They’re inside.”

The boys were lounging lazily around the common room when they entered—Handsome, Fairy Prince, Alyosha, and Giggles playing a game of Flowers, while Grandpa and Sunshine napped and Beanpole read some obscure work of ancient Azurean magical philosophy. He had borrowed it from the growing library at the college of magicians and was immersed in it on breaks between rehearsals. Alyosha and Fairy Prince brightened when Yongma and Duckoo came bounding in for snuggles, but Giggles stiffened at the sight of Sister Larkspur’s black veil, his wide eyes growing even larger with awe. He punched Handsome on the shoulder.

“Yah,” the eldest complained, playfully punching him back. “What was that for?” He caught sight of Suhwa and the priestess standing in the doorway, and his demeanor instantly changed. “Oh, good evening, numinous one,” he said courteously, inclining his head in a bow.

Immediately, the others came alert, giving their greetings to Sister Larkspur.

“Is that Jae Hyun?” Giggles whispered to Fairy Prince.

Sister Larkspur laughed. “Jae Hyun is my pen name, yes,” they said. “But the Bangtan Brothers may call me Sister Larkspur.”

“Nene,” Suhwa said. “Meet Beanpole, Handsome, Grandpa, Sunshine, Fairy Prince, Alyosha, and Giggles.”

Beanpole clapped. “Two, three!”

“Hullo, we are the Bangtan Brothers!” the seven said in unison with a bow.

Although she could not see the priestess’s face, Suhwa could imagine their expression. “Are these their real names?” Sister Larkspur asked in disbelief.

“No.” Suhwa grinned. “Come, we’ll eat in the private dining room in the back. I’ll ask the proprietor to bring us food. Is there anything in particular you feel like eating, nene?”

“I’ll be grateful for whatever they provide,” the priestess said.

Suhwa went to speak with the innkeeper, then guided Sister Larkspur to a private suite in the back of the establishment already set with a low table and some seating cushions. Within moments, a server appeared with a pitcher of cold barley tea and an array of side dishes on tiny plates—pickled lotus roots, candied black beans, sautéed fish cake, a spicy cucumber salad, blanched spinach seasoned with soy sauce and sesame oil, and spicy fermented cabbage. “The side dishes are good here,” Suhwa remarked, handing the priestess a spoon and a set of chopsticks. “Especially their fermented cabbage. Some of the Azurean eateries here don’t make it quite right.”

Sister Larkspur waited until the server had brought their main course—a bubbling stew of tofu and braised fish with rice—before removing their veil. “Smells delicious,” they said. “The thing they never tell you about travel is that eating the same meal during the journey over and over again gets old very quickly. The palate yearns for variety.”

Suhwa had to admit that variety was the best part of living in the Arcane Capital. “How is life at the convent?” she asked, thinking of the ordered routine of the priestesses. “Mother Belladonna? Sister Wisteria? Sister Magnolia?”

“They are doing well,” Sister Larkspur said. “Several refugees fled to Mabuk during Hwangyeong’s occupation, and the village has nearly tripled in size. A handful of them decided to join the order as acolytes, so there are several new faces running around. Mother Belladonna grumbles, but she cannot be more thrilled. She misses you, of course. They all miss you, and ask after your health.”

Suhwa stuffed a spoonful of rice in her mouth. “Mmm,” she said noncommittally.

Sister Larkspur gave her a knowing smile and dished a piece of braised fish onto a small plate for Suhwa. “Well, I can see with my own two eyes that you are doing well,” they said. “Physically, at least.”

Suhwa paused in eating, her chopsticks halfway to her mouth. “Physically?”

“Suhwa.” The priestess shook their head. “I’ve known you too long to not know when something is troubling you. You may be an excellent actress, but you have your tells.”

“I do?” Suhwa was dismayed. “No wonder my glamours never seemed to work on you.”

Sister Larkspur grinned, then sobered. “What is it?” they asked gently. “The Mother of Ten Thousand Demons is defeated and the future has never looked brighter.”

The word future stuck in Suhwa’s throat, preventing her from enjoying her meal. It may never have looked brighter, but it had also never looked more uncertain. She coughed and took a sip of her chilled barley tea. “Once the festival is over, the Guardians of Dawn and I will be going our separate ways,” she said quietly.

The priestess nodded. “To hide your weapons.”

“Yes.” Suhwa looked down at her hands. “Alone.”

Sister Larkspur tilted their head. “Are you afraid of going alone?”

“No.” Suhwa twirled her cup between her fingers. “Well, maybe a little. I can defend myself, but…” She didn’t know how to finish.

“You’re afraid of being alone,” the priestess said softly.

Suhwa did not reply.

“Are you worried you won’t see your friends again?”

“No.” Suhwa reached into her sash and pulled out a slim notebook. “We have promised to stay in touch. We will be able to communicate with one another instantly.” She opened to a blank page. “Jiyi managed to perfect a mirroring spell that allows us to write down our thoughts in one place and have them appear on a twinned—or in our case, quadrupled—place anywhere in the world. She was inspired by lodestones or something. The girls and I have the first ones, but I hear the Conclave is extremely interested in the possibilities.”

“But?” the priestess pressed.

It was a while before Suhwa answered. “I don’t know,” she said at last. “It’s just … everyone else seems to know what the next step of their lives will be after we hide our weapons. Zhara will return to Zanhei with Han—I mean, Prince Wonhu, Ami to the outermost west with Gaden to search for the next incarnation of the Qirin Tulku, and Yuli to the north with Kho to become the next Chief Shaman of her people.”

Sister Larkspur studied her closely. “Is it companionship you want?”

Suhwa bit her lip. “No, or at least, not right now. It’s the surety. They all have somewhere to go and I … I don’t know.”

The priestess was silent for a while. “You don’t want to return to the convent,” they said softly.

Suhwa hung her head. “Well, it’s just that—I mean, the convent has always—”

“It’s all right,” Sister Larkspur said. “I’ve always known you would never join our ranks, mimi.”

Suhwa looked up, startled. “You have?”

The priestess smiled sadly. “Dedicating one’s life to the Way is not for everyone. For those of us who have chosen it, there is peace in the knowledge that we have found our purpose. But that was never your purpose, mimi. You have ever looked beyond yourself when the rest of us looked within.”

“How is it,” Suhwa said irritably, “that I don’t know myself half as well as you do?”

Sister Larkspur laughed. “That is partially a function of your age, and partially because I am a writer, and we must understand people in order to write them properly.” They tugged on the sleeve of her costume. “You are young and still discovering who you are.”

“I’m seventeen,” Suhwa protested. “Almost the age of majority. Shouldn’t I know by now?”

“Some of us didn’t figure that out until we were much older,” the priestess said with amusement. “Some of us tried our hands at myriad different vocations before we found the one that suited us.”

Suhwa sighed and began eating once more. “How did you find out?”

“By exploring and trying new things,” Sister Larkspur said. They gave a significant look to the common room on the other side of their door. “By playing every role we could find.”

Suhwa thought of the Bangtan Brothers, their grueling rehearsals, and their madcap way of life. It was fun to spend time with them, but would she want to be a traveling performer for the rest of her days? “I don’t know if I want to be an actor,” she said.

“You don’t have to be,” the priestess replied. “You can be whoever you want to be. But in order to find out who that is, you need to go out and experience everything you can first.”

Suhwa scraped the last of her rice from her bowl. She thought of the stories the sailor had told her of the brilliant colors of the isle of Masikara, the gold and jewels of the kingdom of the Sindh, and Zhara’s stories of her mother’s cooking from the Five Sisters. What she envied most about the Bangtan Brothers was their freedom to go wherever they wished, to taste something different in every city where they performed. She thought of Yuli’s invitation to take her horseback riding on the steppes surrounding Urghud, Ami and Gaden’s offer to show her the peaks of the Ever-Whites from Ngasa Palace, and Zhara’s promise to guide her through the delights of Zanhei’s Flower Town and the Pits. Maybe Sister Larkspur was right. Maybe she didn’t need to know what her future was supposed to be straightaway. Maybe she could find it in the next place she went, or the next, or the next.

“One step at a time,” she murmured.

“Indeed,” the priestess said. “Now, are you going to finish eating or not?”

Sister Larkspur replaced her veil when the server came around with a sweet malt drink for dessert. They joined the Bangtan Brothers in the common room after dinner, with the priestess telling the boys what happened to Little Flame once she escaped the fairy realm, as long as they swore under pain of death not to tell anyone else until the last installment was published. They threw a little impromptu party afterward, with Grandpa bringing out his lute to accompany the others singing different standards they had picked up from their travels around the Morning Realms. As the evening wound down, Suhwa joined Handsome, Fairy Prince, and Giggles for a game of Flowers, betting on silly dares for the others to do during practice the following day. Alyosha spent a good deal of time and an even greater amount of dried squid on teaching Duckoo and Yongma a slew of tricks. Beanpole had returned to his book as Sunshine worked through the lyrics for some of the songs for The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death. Grandpa hummed as he tinkered with his lute, while Sister Larkspur dozed.

Suhwa was deeply, unequivocally happy.

It might not last, she realized, but that was the nature of happiness. The uncertainty of the future no longer frightened her; instead, it excited her. She could be whoever she wanted to be. And that could be anyone.

One step at a time.
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THE INAUGURAL FESTIVAL OF PURE BRIGHTNESS WAS an unalloyed success.

The morning began with a procession of priests, shamans, and clerics from every faith of the Morning Realms making their way from the gates of the Arcane Capital to the strange and haunting tree that stood at the entrance to what had been the old imperial palace. It had sprung up during the Guardian of Wood’s battle with the Locust Demon of Scarcity and Starvation, and rumors abounded that the tree contained the essence of the greater demon itself. Whether or not it was true, the tree was clearly a site of spiritual significance, for it was where the material world and the spirit realm were intertwined. Priestesses of Do cleansed the space around it with sacred water from the Lake of Illusion, while priests of the faith of the Immortals made offerings of money and food to appease the spirits and to ask for blessings and good fortune in the coming year. Shamans from the north and the outermost west sang and danced, while teachers of the Great Wheel offered prayers for peace and harmony throughout the Morning Realms.

And then the feasting began.

Every culture from across the land brought food and gifts to be shared, and the people milled in the streets, dressed in their finest clothes, laughing and flirting and teasing each other in good faith. In the future, all disagreements were to be tabled for the day as the Morning Realms came together to celebrate being made whole. Friends and neighbors and strangers exchanged gifts—beaded bracelets, charms to wear on their sashes, fans, brooches, and even little painted wooden cards of the Guardians of Dawn for the children to collect and exchange with one another, each girl surrounded by the iconography of her element. Teahouses and taverns opened their doors, while poets declaimed in the streets. Philosophers argued in public squares, and farmers and warriors alike danced to the music of folk songs performed by troupes from all over the land.

But the most anticipated performance would not take place until after nightfall.

The Bangtan Brothers would stage their adaptation of The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death in the ruins of the old imperial palace. The place was thronged with crowds, and there were so many people that many had to be turned away. The audience had brought small firecrackers to light during the show, as well as signs painted on boards that proclaimed their love for the boys.

A grand stage had been constructed, the largest the boys had ever performed on, the backdrop hung with silken veils. Before the show, they circulated through the crowd, dressed as goblins with their shaggy, ragged costumes and leering little masks, toying with the children, playing pranks, and giving out candies. Then with a flash, the goblins vanished, and lights illuminated the hanging silks, showing the tall, proud silhouette of Lord Death, easily recognizable by the horns on his head and the mane of hair that tumbled down his back.

“Once there was a little girl,” a deep voice resounded throughout the square, its reach amplified by magic, “who played her music for a little boy in the wood.”

The rattle of a tambourine, the strumming notes of a lute. The opening number was a shadow play, figures dancing behind illuminated veils. They told the story of a little boy and girl growing up together, making music in the woods, until the little girl was grown and the little boy forgotten.

The narrative unfolded through song and dance, presenting the journey of a young maiden who ventures to the realm of the fairies to rescue her sister from the clutches of Lord Death. Interspersed between major turning points of the story were tumbling acts and exhibitions of rhythmic poetry, as well as beloved standards familiar to everyone in the audience. The crowd clapped and sang along, punctuating the songs with a chanted litany of the boys’ names—Ahn Junseo, Lee Bohyun, Oh Mihoon, Song Sungho, Choi Taeri, Choi Alyosha, Choi Yoochun! The audience shouted and cheered with each new costume change, gasped at the dazzling magical stage effects, and cried when Little Flame had to leave her lover trapped in the fairy realm.

Up front, with the best view of the stage, were three of the Guardians of Dawn, ordinary girls now, who cheered and whooped the loudest for an eighth member of the troupe the audience had never seen before, a slim maiden with shining black hair with a streak of white by her face. When the performance was over, they rushed forward onto the stage and embraced her, lifting her up onto their shoulders in celebration.

Who are they? the crowd murmured to one another, never knowing it had been the erstwhile Guardian of Water playing several bit parts in this new adaptation.

The show ended with an astounding display of fireworks, and in the tumult, four girls disappeared into the darkness. They had prepared for this parting for weeks, but farewells were never easy. Each one of them shed tears as they embraced each other goodbye, promising to write and return to see each other every year. Then one by one, they slipped away—one on a boat south down the Infinite River, another on a horse headed north, another in a caravan headed west, and the last hiding in a covered wagon headed east the following morning.

Life came in seasons.

Soon enough it would be fall, then winter, then spring again, when the girls would be reunited in the Arcane Capital for another Festival of Pure Brightness, and another, and another, and another. The years would pass and their images would fade from the people’s minds, while their legends remained. And so was the way of growing older, and if the future was uncertain, at least it was bright. The Star of Radiance had returned to the people. Power had returned to the people.

A new dawn would rise on the Morning Realms.
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THE DAY WAS BITTER AND COLD WHEN Yuli sang the ghost of Ogodei to the eternal blue skies.

She had passed the shamanic rites to join the council the previous winter solstice, during the Endless Night when the people had journeyed to the tundra to see the Shimmer for the first time in a generation. It was then she had sung her first soul on to the next realm and received her long-eared cap strung with bells. She had never seen Auncle Mongke cry before, but they had wept unashamedly when she became initiated, when they clothed her in the ritual robes of a shaman for the first time.

It had been Jochi she had laid to rest.

There were so many ghosts of waking dreamers wandering the Frozen Wastes. Yuli had been in constant contact with Jiyi at the college of magicians, asking if she knew of any exorcism spells or rituals that could call a spirit back into a body instead of expelling it. Kho hadn’t been particularly delighted by their correspondence, and Yuli couldn’t help but feel a slight thrill of pleasure at knowing she was jealous. Thus far Jiyi had not discovered anything in the growing library at the Arcane Capital, but the spellmonger was hopeful that there would be something once the final few pages of Songs of Order and Chaos were translated. The provost was waiting on Ami to finish compiling the work into a manuscript and had complained bitterly about how some writers simply did not respect deadlines.

Rebuilding Urghud after the demon invasion the previous winter had been stalled during the civil war, but there had been a renewed interest in peace and cultural exchange after the end of the war. Not that the heads of the Five Golden Families could agree on any course of action, but Kho was far better than Yuli at bringing them to accord. The new Grand Kang was not prone to bashing heads together—a pity—but leveraged her soft, southern skills of diplomacy and insight to bring the northerners into accord. There would always be politicking and leveraging power, but Yuli was thankful she was no longer part of it.

Well, insofar as the Chief Shaman could remove themself from politicking.

With her return to the north, Yuli had taken control of the Council of Shamans, ousting those who had been appointed as a political maneuver by the Five Golden Families and inviting all those with magical abilities or the Taint to study and train. Magic, as well as ritual, had been as much a part of their life as herding and fighting in the old days and Yuli was determined to honor that legacy as best she could. Old prejudices died hard, and many were not willing to openly practice their gifts, but things were changing. Slowly, but they were changing.

Under Kho’s direction, the soldiers of the Black Wing of the Golden Horde were released from their duties as magic-hunters and were instead encouraged to learn how to incorporate magic into their tactics, both offensively and defensively. The Kestrels would now be known as magician-warriors, much to the Falconer’s chagrin. Kho had relieved her father of his duties, and he returned to being a faceless member of the Golden Horde. If Yuli had thought her relationship with her uncle Bayar had been complicated, it was nothing compared to Kho’s with her own immediate family.

“I won’t execute him,” Kho had said. “It may be soft and foolish, but … I can’t.”

The Huntsmen had been turned into the Grand Kang’s personal guard, which Yuli was glad for, since Kho had survived no less than six assassination attempts since she assumed the title. Northerners were becoming comfortable adopting southern customs, it seemed.

But there were some traditions that were too sacred to give up.

Yuli sat atop her mare, Sartai, at the Tower of Offerings, Temur on her shoulder. Temur was an ordinary kestrel now, extraordinarily intelligent and extraordinarily tame. Yuli wondered if the Eagle of the North had been reborn as a common bird, just as she and the other Guardians of Dawn had been reborn as ordinary girls—their gifts disappearing once the world had been returned to balance. She wondered if Temur felt the loss of her powers as keenly as Yuli did. She missed soaring through the air on the Eagle’s back and running across the steppes without the weight of a physical body to slow her down. She missed being able to spy on her friends from a distance, although the magical notebooks Jiyi had given them eased the ache of missing them a little. Of them all, Zhara was the most verbose, regaling them with slightly cringeworthy tales of her travels, spinning them out into little romantic fantasies that were surprisingly enjoyable. Yuli had more than once suggested she try to get a few of her stories published, and Suhwa had offered to put her in touch with Jae Hyun, but thus far Zhara had refused. Too embarrassing, she had said. It’s like undressing in front of strangers.

Kho rode up beside Yuli on her gelding, Altan. She was not the Grand Kang today; she was Maltak Kho, and she was here as a member of the Maltak Kang to bid farewell to one of their own. Ogodei’s body had been burned with many of the other northerners who had fallen during the liberation of Hwangyeong, so there was no sky offering to be made, but Yuli had brought back the wolf helm to give to his kang. Kho held it now.

“Are you ready?” Yuli asked softly. Temur rustled her feathers and took off.

Kho nodded. Her eyes were dry, but her mouth was drawn tight, as though she were swallowing back tears. Yuli took the wolf helm from Kho’s hands and held it up high.

“Maltak Ogodei,” she called, “we come here to sing your soul to the eternal blue skies. See your kang, see your loved ones one last time as you return to the cauldron of the universe.”

A breeze picked up, bringing with it the surprising scent of ice flowers. Nothing grew on the steppes this time of year, but Yuli knew Kho’s brother was with them. She realized then that Ogodei had not been with them in a long time, not since he had become possessed by a demon. Sorrow filled her heart.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered to the breeze. “I’m so, so sorry.”

Auncle Mongke shook a rattle full of bells, and the other shamans took up a beat on their drums. Yuli began to sing, a wordless song that was as much instinct as it was learned. She sang Ogodei’s name, his deeds, his loyalty to his kang, his love for his sister, his ambition, his desire for validation, his good cheer, his dark moods. She sang the Ogodei she knew, the Ogodei his family knew, his kang knew, his friends knew, his community knew. There was a shimmering presence before her; when she was still the Guardian of Wind, she would have been able to see him standing there. But now it was only out of the corner of her eye, when she wasn’t looking directly at him, that she could see his ghost. So it had been with Jochi, and while she mourned the ease with the spirit world she once had, she was grateful the connection still remained. It would take a lifetime of effort and labor to regain the depth of that relationship, but she had time now.

They all had time.

The music rose in a crescendo all around them as the shamans shook their bells, banged their drums, and clapped their hands, guiding Ogodei’s soul to the eternal blue skies. High above them, the faintest whisper of the Shimmer snaked through the heavens, welcoming another traveler to the cauldron of the universe. Yuli lowered her hands and tilted her head back, a deep hum resonating from her throat as a sweet whistle hovered in the air. The Maltak Kang also turned their eyes to the skies as the spirit of Ogodei left them, joining the river of souls in the spirit realm, their voices raised in a final farewell chant.

Silence fell over the Tower of Offerings, reverent and peaceful. This was the way of their people. This was magic. Not the ability to manipulate the void but to bring connection and harmony to each other in communion.

One by one, the mourners drifted away. Yuli watched as the Maltak Kang rode back toward Urghud, as the shamans gathered their instruments and quietly returned to their ordinary lives. She took off her own long-eared cap as Kho approached and handed her the wolf helm to be carried to the Hills of the Dead, where it would be buried with the remains of Ogodei’s family.

For a long while, they were the only two left standing before the Tower of Offerings, as the night deepened and the Shimmer intensified.

“Goodbye, gogo,” Kho said softly. “I love you.”

Yuli reached out to take Kho’s mittened hand in hers. They stood together in silence, watching as the night deepened and the Shimmer intensified.

“Thank you,” Kho said after a moment.

“For what?” Yuli asked in surprise.

“For singing his soul to the eternal blue skies,” Kho said. “You didn’t have to.”

“Of course I did,” Yuli protested. “I’m Chief Shaman.”

The other girl shook her head. “Any one of the other shamans could have done it. And Ogodei—well, you had more cause than most to refuse.”

An image flashed in Yuli’s mind of fighting in the streets of Urghud with Zhara and Ami, surrounded by chaos creatures. “It wasn’t his fault,” she said softly. “That wasn’t him.”

“Wasn’t it?” Kho kept her eyes focused on the play of multicolored lights dancing across the sky. “I can’t tell anymore.”

Yuli removed her glove, then Kho’s mitten, seeking the heat of the other’s bare skin in the cold. They were not the Chief Shaman and the Grand Kang in this moment; they were simply two girls mourning the loss of a brother and an old friend.

“We should go back,” Kho said quietly.

“We should,” Yuli agreed.

But neither of them moved.

A dark shape flitted among the Shimmer. Temur. Yuli wondered if the kestrel was remembering what it had been like to soar between the spirit and material realms as the Eagle of the North, or if she was simply enjoying the breezes that had picked up surrounding the Tower of Offerings.

“Do you miss it?” Kho asked, and Yuli knew what she was asking.

“Yes,” Yuli whispered. “So much.”

Kho tightened her fingers around Yuli’s hand. “I’m sorry.”

And for the first time since they had defeated the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, Yuli allowed herself to cry.

She was being childish, she knew that. Not everything was meant to last. But she missed the freedom of escape, of running away when things got hard, of fleeing the discomfort of her feelings. Before, she could have simply gone spirit-walking instead of feeling awful, instead of having to sit with the horrible, wrenching feeling of loss in her soul. But she was here, wallowing in the heaviness of her sorrow, unable to lift herself from it.

Little by little, the pain eased as the tears dried. Yuli felt a lightening, an ease, in her chest that had not been there before. Kho gently wiped at Yuli’s cheek.

“You’re still here,” the other girl said.

“I am,” Yuli said.

“Good.” Kho smiled, and gently pulled on Yuli’s collar, bringing her lips up to meet hers.

Yuli closed her eyes and let herself be present with the taste of Kho’s kiss, with the feel of her body against hers, with the feather-light touch of Kho’s long lashes against her skin. It was not all discomfort to be in her body.

It was sometimes joy.
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IT HAD BEEN A LONG TIME SINCE Ami had even opened her notes on Songs of Order and Chaos.

She and Gaden crossed the plains of the Zanqi Plateau on horseback, approaching what they hoped was the final village. The one where they would find the next incarnation of the Qirin Tulku. They had been traveling for months, traversing the length and breadth of the outermost west with Okonwe in search of the reincarnated soul of Gaden’s old mentor. Each village, each settlement they encountered was both hope and agony at once—hope that their search had come to an end, and agony that it had not. It was not that Ami minded journeying across the Zanqi Plateau with Gaden; it was that it pained her to see them constantly search for the familiar in the face of every child they met, only to be disappointed.

It was the duty of the Left Hand of the Qirin Tulku to find the next incarnation after the death of the previous spiritual leader, while the Right Hand tended to civic matters at home. At the moment, the Right Hand was overseeing the restoration of the old capital of Ngasa with Pang Lok, as many of the Free Peoples from all over the outermost west came to contribute their talents and learning. So much had been lost during the Just War, but many old magical texts had been preserved both at Kalantze and with the Free Peoples themselves, and while the knowledge had remained, the skills had not. The Arcane Capital had lent its magicians to aid in the raising of the old city, and by all accounts astounding progress had been made on reclaiming the west’s rich history.

But life on the plateau was much as it had ever been—clans of yak herders and barley farmers peacefully tending to their herds and fields, untouched by the goings-on in the lands east of the Gunung Mountains. A few shamans from the plains had left their homes to study magic at the college in the Arcane Capital, but most remained with their families, using their gifts as they always had, in service of their way of life. There were so many traditions and rituals and practices that Ami had never come across before in her reading, and she had been writing down all her discoveries in her notebooks, scribbling up and down the margins and filling up every bit of blank space. There were several more languages to learn and not enough room to record them all. Although Ami did not mind the vast loneliness of the Zanqi Plateau, she did wish that she had easier access to paper. As it was, she would have to start recording her thoughts on spare scraps of fabric. She had been tempted more than once to use the notebook she used to communicate with the other erstwhile Guardians of Dawn, but Yuli had written that reading her messages felt like she was back in the tutor’s classroom. Zhara had offered to transcribe Ami’s findings and forward them on to Jiyi at the college of magicians, but Ami felt the knowledge belonged first to the Free Peoples before the rest of the Morning Realms.

“There it is,” Gaden said softly, pointing to a village built into low hills. “Khairong.”

They passed a stupa garlanded with flowers, an offering to the Unicorn of the West. Ami glanced at a doe grazing on the grasses in the distance. Rinqi had remained by her side after they defeated the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, and a part of Ami dreaded returning to civilization, where she would have to bid farewell to the companion who had been steadfast and true for so long. It would be unfair to domesticate a wild creature, to constrain them to the norms and standards of people. She knew all too well what that felt like.

“What if we don’t find the Qirin Tulku here?” Okonwe asked. “We have scoured every last corner of the Zanqi Plateau.”

Gaden sighed. “Then we wait for a sign that the Qirin Tulku has been born,” they said. “But something tells me we are at the end of our journey.”

Ami didn’t know if it was optimism or resignation that colored Gaden’s voice. “We’ll find them,” she said gently. “If not today, then someday.”

“I know.” The wind ruffled their hair, and they closed their eyes as they felt the sun on their bare skin. The mask of the Beast had been left behind in Kalantze, and their complexion had deepened to a warm bronze, save for where the burns covered their cheek. Children had pointed and stared as they rode through the plains, but Gaden had only smiled kindly back, answering their questions without resentment or rancor. They told stories of the Sunburst Warrior and the Star of Radiance, to which the children had gaped and gasped with awe, Princess Weifeng but an anecdote to the tale. Who they had been born as was no longer important; it was who they had become that mattered.

Villagers emerged from their homes as they crossed through the freestanding stone gate into town. Like so many other settlements throughout the outermost west, the buildings in Khairong were whitewashed, the trim painted various colors. Livestock and guardian dogs wandered the streets, and chickens roamed freely in the marketplace. Ami carried coin in her sash, but there were no beggars in the square. She smiled.

“Fear not,” Okonwe called to the villagers. “We are here in search of the next incarnation of the Qirin Tulku.”

The people exchanged glances, their gazes flitting to the scars on Gaden’s face. An elder strode forward, wearing beads of authority around their neck. “Welcome, friends,” they said, touching their pressed palms to their lips and forehead. “I am the village headman. We are honored by the Left Hand’s presence. We know of the child you seek. Come, follow me.”

Ami, Gaden, and Okonwe dismounted, their horses and belongings placed in the care of some kind townsfolk. They followed the elder through the streets, trailed by a growing crowd of curious onlookers, toward a small one-room house at the top of a hill where a parent waited to greet them with a bow. “We are honored by your visit,” they said in a hoarse voice. Their eyes were red, as though they had been crying. “Please, come inside.”

Three other children and a dog waited just past the threshold, their eyes widening as Gaden entered. In the corner by the hearth, another adult held a wriggling toddler in their arms, actively weeping. “I know it is an honor,” they said, “if I have been blessed to give birth to the Qirin Tulku in this incarnation. Please, forgive me for my tears.”

“No,” Gaden said gently. “It is you who must forgive us. For even if they are the Qirin Tulku, they are also still your child. And they will always be your child.”

They nodded.

“Mama,” one of the children asked, “what’s wrong?”

“Nothing, Nima,” the mother said. “Everything will be all right.”

She made to surrender the babe to Gaden, but they shook their head. “We must test the child,” they said gently. “We won’t hurt them. Come, set the babe down and we will play.”

“Her name is Tashi,” the mother whispered.

Gaden knelt and laid down three objects before the girl—a brush, a compass, and a string of wooden beads. The other children gathered around with interest, but Tashi took one look at Gaden’s scarred face and began to cry.

“Shh, shh,” the mother hushed. “Don’t make a fuss.”

Gaden looked to Ami, who nodded and stepped forward. She sat down on the floor before the girl and the objects while Gaden stood off to the side. Ami let the child cry and be soothed by her mother, waiting patiently until the tears subsided. She picked up the brush, then the compass, then the beads, one after another, playing with them, examining them, before setting them back down. Curious, Tashi toddled forward and studied the objects before her.

No one said a word. Tashi wandered first to the beads, then to the brush, but did not pick up either. Her siblings pressed closer, but their mother gestured for them to step back.

At last the little girl reached for the compass. Gaden let out their breath as the parents looked to them with both hope and fear in their eyes.

“Our search,” they said quietly, “has come to an end.”

The mother burst into a fresh round of tears. Gaden stood beside her, rubbing her back reassuringly. “Are you prepared to come with us to Ngasa?” they asked the family.

The mother nodded, wiping at her face with her apron.

“Baba,” another child asked, “what does this mean?”

“It means, Ceba,” their father said, “that we have a long journey ahead of us.”

Tashi, confused by the commotion, wandered back to her mother’s lap. She looked at Gaden, who did not back away. The child reached for their face and Gaden let them play with the scar tissue on their cheek. She pinched and pulled, giggling as Gaden winced.

“Ah, there you are, old friend,” Gaden said softly.

The headman clapped their hands and pronounced that the Qirin Tulku had been reborn in Khairong. A cheer rose from those gathered outside, and everyone immediately ran to prepare for a celebration. Stoves were lit, musicians brought out pipes, and there was laughter and crying in the streets.

Gaden and Ami spent the rest of the evening playing with Tashi as the villagers showered them with food and prayers. The little girl had formed a particular attachment to Ami, wanting to be held by her, bewitched by the spectacles she wore on her nose. Ami was bemused; she had been the youngest of her own family and had no experience with little children, but Gaden laughed and said that the Qirin Tulku had truly returned, for they always had good taste.

Once Tashi had fallen asleep and returned to her mother’s arms, Ami and Gaden went for a stroll to the Unicorn stupa on the outskirts of Khairong. Autumn was just around the corner, and already the lands beyond the Gunung Mountains were growing chilly at night. Gaden wrapped their arm around Ami’s shoulders as they made offerings of thanks at the altar, touching their pressed hands to their lips and forehead.

“Are you happy?” Ami asked.

“Relieved more than happy, but … yes.” Gaden placed a soft kiss on her temple. “I feel as though I can finally let out the breath I have been holding since the old Qirin Tulku died.”

“You would have passed out if you held your breath that long,” Ami pointed out.

They chuckled, then sobered. “What of you?” they asked in a low voice. “Are you … how have you been?”

Ami blinked. “Fine?”

“Truly?” Gaden glanced up at the stars, which seemed so much closer on top of the plateau than anywhere else in the world. “You’ve undergone this journey with me without complaint, but I’ve always wondered…” They trailed off.

“Wondered what?”

“If this is what you wanted,” they finished.

Ami frowned. “I don’t understand. Of course this is what I wanted; I agreed to go with you.”

“Yes, but your life isn’t here. Not really. Your father is back in the Arcane Capital, and I know you’ve been itching to finish your translation of Songs of Order and Chaos.” They gave her a rueful, lopsided smile. “Perhaps I was selfish, asking you to come with me, to help me finish a task that had been entrusted to me.”

Ami harrumphed. “What part of this is what I wanted do you not understand?”

Gaden tucked her hair, which had grown long enough to hang past her shoulders, behind her ears. “I suppose you could have simply said that to spare my feelings.”

“And lie?”

They gave a soft laugh. “I suppose not.”

Ami tilted her head back to look at the heavens, at the stars her father now charted and read on behalf of the college of magicians. Although she missed him, she had not thought about him in a long while, just as she had not thought about Songs of Order and Chaos. Li Er-Shuan was under the care of the Arcane Capital’s finest healers, but he had been stable and settled in himself ever since his will had been returned to him. He had given her his blessing to pursue her interests, and she felt no guilt about following them.

“I just keep thinking,” Gaden went on, “that now that we’ve found the Qirin Tulku, the rest of your life can truly begin.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means you can return to your studies, or go back to Zanhei, or finish writing your treatise on the relationship between the spiritual realm and the material world, or whatever. You are no longer bound to me and my destiny. I would not stop you if you chose to go back home.”

“But this is home,” Ami said in confusion.

“Is it?” Gaden asked. “Or are you saying that because it’s what I want to hear?”

She groaned in frustration. “Do you think I’m a liar?”

“No.” Their eyes were solemn in the starlight. “You are the most truthful person I know. Only … I don’t want to keep you chained to me. I don’t want to be the person who holds you back from what you are truly meant to do.”

Ami did not believe in destiny or fate. She never had, even when she was the Guardian of Wood. The future was unwritten, dictated only by the choices she would make. She looked to Rinqi grazing a few feet away from them. The doe lifted her head and met her gaze.

“I don’t know what I am meant to do,” Ami said. “Only what I want to do.”

“And what do you want to do?”

Now that the search for the Qirin Tulku was over, Gaden would be returning to Ngasa to raise the child in the teachings of the Great Wheel. She did not know what that entailed, only that it meant that they would remain in the outermost west, occasionally traveling among the Free Peoples. Ami thought of Zanhei where she had grown up, and the Arcane Capital where her father lived. She looked to Rinqi again.

“I want to be free,” she said softly. “To live as I am.”

Gaden brought her in close. “And so you are.”

And it was true. There was no lie in their words. Ami smiled, thinking of the dozens of notebooks she could acquire when they returned to Ngasa. The future was still unwritten, but the immediate future would involve a return to Songs of Order and Chaos and an apology to Jiyi for taking so long. She met Gaden’s lips with hers, twining her fingers through theirs.

“And so I am.”
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IT WAS THE NIGHT OF THE SEVENS, and Zhara had a masquerade ball to prepare for.

Suzhan was coming from Jingxi to perform at the palace that night, and Zhara had agreed to meet with her for tea in the afternoon before they each had to get ready for the evening’s festivities. Zhara’s costume was rather elaborate—she would be attending as a phoenix, and would require some help to get into the entire thing. The gown had been months in the making, her first extravagant purchase with her modest earnings as a writer of light romances, after acquiring her little home on the canal in the artisan district. It had taken quite a bit of cajoling and convincing from the other Guardians of Dawn, but it had finally been at her sister’s urging that she took up Suhwa’s offer to be put in touch with Jae Hyun.

“Everyone at the academy loved the stories you wrote me, nene,” Suzhan had said. “If you were to publish them, I’m sure many more would get to enjoy them.”

Jae Hyun had been helpful in teaching her the fundamentals of a good narrative—pacing, tension, characterization, and more—but the most important thing, the writer had stressed, was that Zhara knew what she wanted to say.

“Every story has a point,” Jae Hyun had said. “An idea or a truth you want to explore and find meaning in. Love, yes, but what does love say about your characters? What does it say about us?”

Her first publication had been the short little tale about a beauty and a beast, for which she had received just enough money to treat Teacher Hu and Han to a good meal at the Pits. A little establishment serving cuisine from the Five Sisters, with vinegar- and garlic-braised chicken, stir-fried noodles, and cassava cakes. She had, unfortunately, underestimated just how thronged the establishment would be with Han’s guards and curious onlookers; now that he was the sovereign ruler of Zanhei, he no longer had the freedom to sneak about as he had when he was the Royal Heir. This need to be guarded at all times admittedly put a bit of a damper on their relationship, and she was at the palace more often than not in recent days in order to steal even the briefest of kisses in the Royal Consort’s meditation garden. As the days passed, she missed being a Guardian of Dawn less and less, but every once in a while, she thought longingly of Suhwa’s glamouring ability and how useful it would be.

More and more, Han had tried to convince her to move into the palace as a writer-in-residence, but thus far, Zhara had resisted. Her little home on the canal might be tiny, but it was hers, the first thing in her life that she could really and truly call her own. It was a one-room apartment with an oven and a stove and a minuscule private courtyard where she could grow her own vegetables and windows that opened to overlook the water. The space was decorated with drying spices, bits of colored glass that caught the reflected light off the canal, and several stacks of books. Her father’s death plaque had its place of honor beside the stove, and she made sure to put fresh flowers in the offering bowl whenever the old ones withered. And although she could no longer turn salt into sugar, she experimented with magic in her cooking—sometimes to disastrous results. She was better at the practical applications of magic than the theory, and found she better understood the principles of melting or freezing in the kitchen than in the classroom.

Zhara had also returned to work in Teacher Hu’s apothecary shop, although she suspected the old herbalist paid her more for her company than for her help. In her absence, Teacher Hu had hired another assistant, an extremely capable youth interested in studying the applications of magic in herbalism at the Arcane Capital once they reached their majority. Zhara worked as she always had, sitting at the counter waiting on customers with a book in her lap, although more and more she had turned to scribbling little snippets of dialogue or observations in a notebook, a collection of ideas she would examine later while working on her stories at home. Mostly romances—she loved happy endings—but lately she had been tinkering with a different type of story altogether.

As it was the Day of the Sevens, the apothecary had given her the day off. The rest of Zanhei was preparing for the festivities, but Zhara found herself browsing her notes, dreaming of characters she knew and loved.

Enjoy yourself tonight, a message from Yuli read in the mirror book.

By now Zhara had amassed quite a pile of journals, but her most treasured notebook was the one Jiyi had gifted each of the Guardians of Dawn before the Festival of Pure Brightness a few years before. It allowed for instantaneous communication between the girls, and in many ways, it was like having them by her side even though they were each so far away.

I will, thanks, she wrote back.

Give my cousin love from Gaden and me, Ami said.

What are you dressing up as for the masquerade ball? Suhwa asked.

Zhara gave the girls a detailed description of her costume—a scarlet, vermillion, and crimson gown made with layers of silk chiffon and beaded with glass, a wooden mask painted gold and trimmed with dyed peacock feathers, and a pair of white slippers embroidered with pink and white waterlilies Han had gifted her for the occasion.

Too bad you can’t draw, Suhwa said. I would love to see it.

In addition to words, the girls occasionally exchanged sketches to illustrate their words. Of them all, Suhwa was the best artist, her illustrations and quick ink wash paintings a delightful companion to her travels around the world. She also had the most beautiful handwriting, her convent education evident in the smooth, even letters. Yuli’s was the worst—spiky, uneven, erratic—while Ami’s was utilitarian and clear, from years of her work as a scrivener.

Hopefully you will be able to see my costume in person next year, Zhara wrote back, when you all come for the Night of the Sevens.

Don’t put me in any frilly dresses, Yuli warned.

I’m coming as a pirate, Suhwa added.

Will Gaden and I be able to bring Tashi? Ami asked.

Yes, yes, and yes, Zhara said.

A beam of sunlight cut across the pages and Zhara glanced up at the window. It was the short shadow hour; she would have to leave to meet her sister in Flower Town soon.

Niang, Sajah meowed, jumping into her lap and butting his head beneath her hand.

“I know, little lion,” she murmured. “I’m going to be late.” She was looking forward to seeing Suzhan; their last meeting had been a parting. To celebrate their homecoming together would be a blessing.

But still she remained at her little writing desk. She glanced at her father’s plaque on the wall.

“I’m good, baba,” Zhara said, and it was true. “I’m good.”

Then, taking out a fresh notebook and a charcoal pencil, she began to write.

Once upon a time, there was a dreamer, a scholar, a warrior, and an explorer who saved the world together.…
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THEY SAID THE PARTY AT CONSUL CHAN‘S estate was the only one worth attending during the Festival of Pure Brightness.

In the years since its inception, the Festival had grown from an impromptu gathering in the Arcane Capital to a widespread celebration throughout the Morning Realms, the flavor and traditions of which changed and shifted as it reached every corner of the former empire. In the south, they celebrated the return of the Star of Radiance to the people with flower fights—children and lovers pelting each other with balls made of cornstarch and rice flour and fragrant flower petals—drenching each other in color and laughter. In the west, they carved candles out of yak butter representing demons and darkness before lighting them at nightfall to banish the darkness. In the north, they hosted singing contests where the winner would be crowned the Ultimate Bard for the year, and in the east, Azureans hung bits of mirrors from the eaves of their homes to drive away chaos.

But the Arcane Capital ould always and forever be where the heart of the festivities lay, and Consul Chan’s estate was where the main players of the story could be found. The Guardians of Dawn, warriors of legend, were in attendance every year.

Invitations were invfamously difficult to secure. One had to know someone who knew someone who knew someone else close to the Consul, and even then, the notoriously fickle representative from Zanhei could reject anyone based on whim. There was seemingly no rhyme or reason to the invitations; politics had no weight when it came to a good time, and Chan Xuhei was nothing if not a connoisseur of delights. Their guests frequently included such dignitaries as the Grand  Kang and the young Qirin Tulku, as well as musicians, players, poets, and even the occasional shopkeeper or farmer or herder or sailor from the Azure Isles and beyond. No formal affair, high and low would mingle together, partaking in a buffet of dishes from every corner of the Morning Realms. The revelries were said to be wild; there were even rumors of a menagerie of exotic animals running around the estate.

“Xu!” shouted a brawny, dimpled young man, carrying a precariously stacked pile of steaming bamboo baskets into the banquet hall. “Master Chu is here with the dumplings!” Outside in the courtyard, a pair of dogs—one black with white spots, one white with black spots—were barking excitedly at the newcomer.

“Xu’s in their office going over the invite list, gogo,” said another young man. Although he lacked the other’s dimples and broad build, there was a clear family resemblance between them. He took the baskets from his brother’s arms and scowled. “Why aren’t you dressed yet? The guests will be arriving at any moment.”

“I liked these parties better when it was just us,” the other grumbled. “It was so much nicer when it was a family affair and I could be just Han, not the Prince of Zanhei.” He sneezed. “Oh no, Tashi, mimi,” he said, turning to the little girl who had wandered into the hall with a ginger cat in her arms. “People are coming soon. Why don’t you take Sajah outside with Rinqi and Temur?”

The cat in her arms scowled and lashed its tail.

“I can’t find Ami-nene,” Tashi said. “Gaden said I didn’t have to wear my dress if I don’t want to, but Uncle Okonwe says that I have to because I’m the Qirin Tulku.”

“Yah!” came a shout from outside. “Someone get these Jun and Yan dogs out of here!” Through the open doors to the courtyard, a slim figure could be seen fending off a white dog leaping up to lick their face. “Go bother your mistress instead! Speaking of, where is Suhwa?”

“I’d better go help Jiyi,” Han said with a sigh. “Mimi,” he said to the little girl, “why don’t you go with Anyang-gogo to look for your nene, lah?” He ran to the door. “Yongma! Duckoo!” he called to the dogs. “Get your snouts out of there!”

The other boy nodded and held his hand out to Tashi. “Come, mimi,” he said. “We’ll find her.”

Anyang and Tashi made their way through the rest of the estate, out the banquet hall, and onto a large veranda overlooking a vast garden. Beneath a copse of blooming cherry trees, a group of seven performers were rehearsing the dance numbers of their latest play, The Star of Radiance, accompanied by a blind musician on the zither. The Festival of Pure Brightness might have begun as a one-day celebration, but it had since grown into a weeklong affair in the Arcane Capital, culminating in a showcase of various performances by troupes from all over the Morning Realms, each competing to be awarded the prestigious Golden Drum trophy. The Bangtan Brothers had won the trophy for the past several years running, and they had no intention of giving up their title in the near future.

“Suzhan,” Anyang said to the girl on the zither, “do you know where Ami is?”

Suzhan paused in her playing, causing the Bangtan Brothers to look up in confusion. “Ami?” She shook her head. “I’ve been in rehearsals all day.”

“I saw Ami and Yuli in the study when we arrived,” one of the Brothers remarked, a baby-faced young man whose ancient demeanor belied his age. The group’s composer and primary musician knelt before a drum. “They were with Sister Larkspur and another priestess of Do, but that was some while ago.”

“Sister Larkspur?” Suzhan perked up. “Did you see my sister with them, gogo?” she asked. “I don’t know where Zhara’s gone off to since we arrived.”

Mihoon shook his head. “Maybe she’s finishing up her manuscript. Isn’t she on deadline?”

“She’s always on deadline,” another Brother chimed in. His downturned, sleepy eyes contrasted with the ethereal cuteness of his other features to a sultry effect. “We’ll never run out of material to adapt at this rate.”

“Zhara-nene said she’s going to write me a bedtime story,” Tashi said. The cat in her arms wriggled impatiently, wanting to be let down. “Sajah,” she whined. “Stop it.”

But the cat yowled, twisting and twitching until Tashi dropped him to the ground, whereupon he immediately dashed off into the gardens. The little girl’s lower lip trembled.

“Don’t cry, mimi.” A short, plump, long-lashed young woman wearing the regalia of the Grand Kang and a bracelet of turquoise beads about her wrist emerged. “Sajah will be back.” She petted Tashi’s hair as the little girl sniffled. “Why don’t we head back to your quarters? Your uncle Okonwe needs to get you dressed for the party.”

Tashi wrinkled her nose. “But Gaden said I didn’t have to if I didn’t want to!”

Kho raised an eyebrow. “What does Ami have to say about that?”

“I don’t know,” Tashi said. “We were looking for her. Have you seen her, nene?”

“I’m sorry, mimi,” Kho said. “I was looking for Yuli myself.”

“Yah!” A pair of dogs came barreling out of the banquet hall and onto the veranda, chased by a furious Xu. “Come back here, you Jun and Yan thieves! You can’t go stealing food off the tables!”

Yongma and Duckoo ran into the garden, playfully sharing a skewer of grilled meat between them. A kestrel swooped down from overhead, and the dogs followed the bird deeper into the trees. Xu’s estate was one of the largest in the Arcane Capital, sitting on the northwestern edge of the city, and contained a beautifully manicured park for the consul and their guests to enjoy. At present it was bursting with riotous spring flowers, the perfume scenting the late-afternoon air. Near a pavilion overlooking an ornamental pond, a shy-eyed doe peered around a cluster of azalea bushes, accompanied by the ginger cat. On the pavilion itself were four priestesses of Do, clad in identical white robes and floor-length black veils.

“Were the disguises really necessary, Suhwa?” The tallest ripped off their hat and veil, wiping the sweat from their face. Their ruddy hair curled about their temples, and they fanned themself with the brim of their hat.

“I don’t have the ability to glamour anyone anymore.” The second-tallest removed their own veil, revealing a streak of white in their long dark hair. “And everyone’s looking for us. I wanted a little time to ourselves before we have to be the Guardians of Dawn again. Besides, I have gifts for you all.”

The other two removed their disguises. “You didn’t have to,” said a girl with wavy hair and a heart-shaped face.

“Where did you go this time, Suhwa?” asked the bespectacled girl.

“Masikara,” Suhwa said with deep satisfaction. “I’ve always wanted to see it. We made stops in the kingdom of the Sindh and the Five Sisters along the way, but it was every bit as beautiful as Okonwe said. Speaking of”—she tapped her finger on a piece of polished coral—“this is for him, Ami.”

The girl with the glasses nodded and pocketed the stone.

Suhwa pointed to all the gifts on the blanket one by one. “The jar of ube jam is for you, Zhara, to try in your cooking. The ink is for Ami—the color is apparently made from lapis lazuli—and the toys are for the young Qirin Tulku. And for you, Chief Shaman,” she said to Yuli, “a necklace of aquamarine, since you apparently don’t need any more bracelets.”

Yuli smiled and fingered the turquoise beads around her wrist.

“My crew loved The Hidden Blade, by the way,” Suhwa said to the wavy-haired girl. “Although they had some criticisms about the depiction of sailing. They won’t admit it, but some of them cried at the end.”

Zhara smiled. “Is it terrible to say that that pleases me greatly?” she asked. “It’s my first tragedy after all.”

“You’re no longer writing romances?” Ami asked.

“I am,” Zhara said. “They’re my most reliable sellers, and they’re also still my favorite stories to write.”

“Do you get inspiration from married life, Royal Consort?” Yuli teased.

“Nothing in my romances could ever compare to the real thing,” Zhara said as the other girls groaned.

“What about you?” Suhwa turned her attention to Ami. “Have you finished your great work yet?”

Ami had been working on a complete translation of Songs of Orderand Chaos for the past five years. The provost of the college of magicians, Jiyi, had despaired of ever getting to see it. “Not yet,” Ami said. “I’m finishing up my studies on the different tones of the Pochezin language and their usage in spellwork.”

The scrivener had published multiple scholarly works on nearly every subject other than the one she was supposed to be working on.

“There are tonal languages among the Cham and Buri in Zanhei,” Zhara said thoughtfully. “Maybe their magic rituals rely on—”

“Don’t say another word,” Yuli warned. “She’ll never finish Songs of Order and Chaos at this rate.”

“How are things up north?” Zhara asked the redhead. “Still dealing with that mess between the Shulgin and the Nuwage?”

“It’s settled for now,” Yuli said. “Although give it two months and the argument will simmer up again. I keep telling Kho they learn quicker if you bash their heads together, but that’s not her way.”

“Is she coming with you to the Night of the Sevens this summer?” Suhwa asked.

“Yes, and we have our costumes already. She’s coming as a ganshi and I’m the victim within her thrall.”

“A bit ghoulish for such a romantic festival, lah?” Ami asked.

“What are you talking about? It absolutely is romantic!”

The girls chattered and laughed as they basked in each other’s presence, lying back on the blanket and soaking in the warmth of the mild spring air. A quiet fell over them, peaceful and content, as the four of them savored the last moments they had as ordinary girls before returning to Xu’s party.

“Do you,” Zhara said softly, “ever miss it?”

They all knew what she meant.

“Yes,” Yuli admitted. “But less and less as each day goes by.”

Ami pushed her glasses up her nose. “No,” she said. “I am the happiest I have ever been.”

“I still have all the best parts,” Suhwa said. “The three of you.”

They all smiled.

“But if I’ve learned anything from my travels,” she continued, “it’s that anything can change. You hold fast to your course but are  prepared to change tack. So it’s best to live in the present moment. And so I do.”

Zhara closed her eyes. “One step at a time,” she said. “One step at a time.”

In the distance, the sounds of people gathering on the veranda filtered through the trees.

“I suppose we should head back,” Suhwa said.

“We should,” Zhara agreed.

But the girls remained where they were for a moment longer, until a chirrup from Sajah reminded them that they were the guests of honor.

“Do I sound ungrateful if I say I wish Xu would just keep this party a family affair?” Ami asked.

Yuli smiled. “It’s a pretty big family. Gets bigger every year. Is that such a bad thing?”

Ami smiled back. “No,” she said. “No, it’s not.” She rose to her feet. “Let’s go greet the family.”

The girls returned to the banquet hall, swarmed first by the Bangtan Brothers, then Suzhan and Anyang, Xu and Jiyi, and Tashi and Okonwe. Inside, Han, Gaden, and Kho waited to take Zhara, Ami, and Yuli in their arms, while Suhwa flirted with a sailor from the Five Sisters. It was chaos, but the good kind, as guests laughed and danced and feasted their way into the night and into the future.

Order and chaos, all in balance, threaded together by love.
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