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        For all the Kdrama fans who wanted the silent bodyguard to get the girl. You’re welcome.
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      While this is a work of fiction, it is also a love letter to Korean culture. I always wish to be respectful of the Korean community and did a tremendous amount of research to portray the early Joseon dynasty in an accurate light (excluding some creative liberties, like making Chin Sun more defiant than she likely would have been in real life). However, writing about a culture different from my own means I have implicit biases despite my best efforts. It is my earnest desire not to misrepresent the culture that inspired this story and instead showcase its beauty to my audience. If this story in any way does not do that, you have my sincere apology, and I humbly ask for your understanding as I continue to grow in my knowledge of Korean history, customs, and perspectives.

      

      This story also contains other elements that may be upsetting to readers. Within these pages, you will read about violence, death, classism, fire, and betrayal. Please proceed with this in mind.
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      Yangban - Ruling nobility. Class of scholar-officials. Exempt from taxes and military conscription. Legally required to have at least one family member within three generations accepted as an official to maintain yangban status, but bribery and corruption has made this a moot technicality.

      

      Jungin - Middle class. Also exempt from taxes and military conscription. Consists of educated specialists, such as interpreters, scribes, astronomers, musicians, and jurists. Also includes illegitimate children of yangban. Thought of as nobles by the sangmin and cheonmin. The smallest class.

      

      Sangmin - Commoner class. Includes fishermen, merchants, farmers, and craftsmen. The vast majority of Joseon is part of this class.

      

      Cheonmin - Lowest class in Joseon social hierarchy. Includes entertainers, butchers, blacksmiths, gravediggers, executioners, hunters, and slaves. Considered unclean by the higher classes because of the nature of their occupations.

      

      Status is hereditary, making social advancement impossible.
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      The best stories were the ones that made Hyun Soo a little frightened. Most of them involved goblin trickery or vengeful ghosts, but his favorite was about a great dragon. That was the one he begged his grandmother to tell him so many times he could recite it by heart.

      This is how it went.

      Long ago, back when the land of Jeoseung was young, all the magical races lived there in harmony. Gumiho, imugi, grim reapers, haetae, and even goblins. It was a realm of plenty, without hardship or strife, save for one thing: mortality.

      Though some of the races were longer lived than others, all had to face this same truth, that their lives weren’t fated to last forever. To compensate for their sad fate, some hid away in their caves and valleys, doing all they could to preserve the time that was given to them. But others were more daring.

      Jeoseung was not the only land they could traverse, for a magical gate existed that allowed one to pass into a second land known as the Realm of Eternal Blossoms. It was populated by fearful creatures who called themselves humans. And they were quick to kill that which they feared.

      But the human realm wasn’t all bad. If a monster was cautious and didn’t allow his true nature to be discovered, he could enjoy luxuries unheard of in Jeoseung. For the shapeshifting races, the goblins and gumiho, hiding their true selves was fairly easy. The grim reapers, who walked between realms without needing a gate, could vanish before they suffered harm. These three—goblin, gumiho, reaper—found great enjoyment straddling both worlds, and often brought back treasures for their kinsmen to partake in.

      Wars in the human realm were common, but the residents of Jeoseung knew better than to engage in their neighbors’ violence. Peace, equality, and kindness were all the magical races had ever known, and they had no intention of changing that.

      Until the night immortality fell from the heavens.

      It came in the form of a brilliant white star, which plummeted to the ground one spring evening. A kindhearted imugi happened to witness its descent and drew closer to investigate. As soon as he touched the mysterious star, he was infused with power. It bestowed on him great beauty, strength, and agelessness, transforming him from a mere serpent into a mighty dragon.

      He was ecstatic with his good fortune and wished to share it with all of Jeoseung. He rallied the other imugi first, but as soon as one touched the star and accepted its blessings, some of the star’s brilliance began to fade. Fearful of what might happen if the star were to burn out, the great dragon hid it away, encouraging the other imugi to search the world for stars of their own instead.

      To make up for his selfishness, the dragon freely offered his wisdom to those who needed it, helping the creatures of Jeoseung flourish. The only caveat he gave was that his words must always be used for good rather than evil.

      One day, a crafty goblin came to him disguised as a nine-tailed fox, asking how one might obtain justice for a wrong committed against him. The dragon told the goblin to seek recompense for that which had been done, but the goblin explained woefully that his entire family had died and there was nothing that could replace what he’d lost. The dragon was filled with fury on the goblin’s behalf and demanded to know who was responsible. The goblin named the grim reapers, whose job it was to watch over the magical races, claiming they’d misused their authority to fill their own pockets, and his family had subsequently perished. The dragon, fooled by the deception, demanded that the grim reapers answer for their crime.

      But the grim reapers denied all wrongdoing, incensed that a gumiho would tell such wicked lies. They fell upon their fox brothers, who fought back with all the ferocity they were shown. Thousands were slain on both sides, their blood spreading over the world.

      The dragon watched from his cave, growing more and more sorrowful as the years passed and the war continued. Eventually, his remorse grew so overwhelming, he took his own life, leaving the star unguarded for the first time in centuries.

      Which was what the goblins, waiting patiently in the shadows, had been waiting for.

      As soon as the dragon was dead, they swarmed into his cave, searching tirelessly until they unearthed their prize. With the star now in their possession, the most powerful among them declared himself king of Jeoseung and demanded that the other races submit to his rule.

      The haetae and imugi, desperate to have peace again, accepted the goblin king’s decree. But the gumiho and grim reapers were outraged, finally recognizing their true enemy had never been each other. The two races banded together against their oppressors, and with their combined might, they overthrew the goblins and banished them to the land of humans.

      To keep the goblins from ever returning, they sealed the magical gate between realms, making it impossible for anyone but a grim reaper to pass safely in between. Thus, peace was restored, but it came at a terrible price. The magical races who spent too long in the Realm of Eternal Blossoms eventually forgot their commitment to honor and virtue, slowly transforming into the evil beings humans are right to fear.

      “What about the star? What happened to it?” young Hyun Soo always asked.

      But his halmeoni never gave him an answer.
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      Night belonged to thieves, killers, and foxes. Gwishin, being all three, glided through the darkness with almost silent footsteps, leaping from rooftop to rooftop like her ghostly namesake.

      She had to be cautious. Police officers patrolled the streets of Sokju during curfew, and the city’s new magistrate, Hong Shik, had recently increased the security around his office even further. Thieves and mercenaries were more common around here than rats, but they weren’t what Hong truly feared. The guards he’d hired were well-trained, some even reputedly former assassins. Such skilled men didn’t come at a low price, nor were they necessary for the average criminal.

      But Gwishin was no average criminal.

      Some part of Chin Sun wondered if she should stay in tonight, lie low for a while. She’d almost been caught the last time she’d donned her face cloth and black hanbok, and with reports of Wokou pirates from the East lurking around the outlying villages, tensions in Sokju were higher than ever. If she waited a few weeks, Hong would relax a bit, and she would be free to roam the night again without fear.

      Yet the promised reward was too tempting to ignore. If the intelligence she’d gathered was accurate, an illicit deal was going to take place in Hong’s office this very evening. A rumor was circulating that the pirates had infiltrated Sokju—and Hong was in league with them.

      If that slug proved himself a traitor tonight . . .

      The world shifted, colors merging even as her surroundings became more precise. The price one must pay for the eyes of a fox.

      Contrary to her neighbors’ superstitions, Chin Sun could tap into her gumiho abilities at will and didn’t need to first transform into the nine-tailed monster parents warned their children of.

      Humans believed gumiho were wholly evil, consumed by lust and malice. Chin Sun didn’t know how other gumiho lived, having never met any magical beings besides herself, but she suspected the stories about them were more fiction than fact. She certainly didn’t lurk around cemeteries or eat human livers, nor was she hundreds of years old. As far as she could tell, her body aged just like a human’s, and her diet was much the same.

      She was keen on mice and berries while in nine-tailed fox form, but opportunities to shift had become rarer as she’d grown older and taken on more responsibilities. She only dared discard her human facade in the safety of the forest, where mist and shadow were her closest friends. So far, none of the townsfolk seemed to suspect their masked guardian was more than human, and she intended to keep it that way.

      Chin Sun paused when the police bureau came into view. Great stone walls surrounded the outer courtyard, which connected to a covered terrace directly above the entrance. A large wooden plaque hung below the platform’s eaves, identifying the compound as Sokju’s police headquarters. Four square flags jutted out from the terrace like spears, banners fluttering in the light breeze.

      She counted the guards at the entrance, noting their stiff postures. Two at ground level and three on the upper level. Assassins or not, they were definitely more intimidating than the ones she’d slipped past last month. One guard glanced toward her, and she drew back from the roof’s curved edge.

      Her heart pounded. Had he seen her?

      When no cries of alarm followed, she sneaked to the back of the building and dropped to the ground. Five guards should be easy enough to disarm, but she needed to witness Hong’s treachery before she gave away her position.

      The light emanating from the magistrate’s office was a good sign, but she couldn’t hear anything from this far away. She had to get closer.

      She reached for the bow slung across her back, then changed her mind. She tossed a stray rock down the alley behind her, the sound quiet enough that only the closest guard noticed. He whistled to the man nearest him, then marched toward the alley alone.

      Chin Sun tucked herself into the recess of a doorway, waiting until he’d passed by to strike. With a sharp blow to the back of his head, he was out cold, as useless as a dead fish.

      She huffed. She’d thought he’d be more interesting than tha⁠—

      Chin Sun whipped around, meeting the second guard’s hwando with her own. His narrow eyes assessed her, but her black mask and robes were indistinguishable from the garb of Sokju’s criminal underbelly. He would find no markers, no clues to her true identity. She had too much at stake for carelessness.

      She pushed forward, her strength more than enough to match her assailant’s. He grunted under the strain but didn’t fold.

      A third guard appeared in the alley, swiping his sword at her.

      Chin Sun jumped back, glancing between her opponents. She needed to incapacitate them quickly; otherwise, they’d sound the alarm and the meeting she’d been waiting weeks for would be over.

      They must have had the same thought she did, for they turned and darted back toward the compound. Too slow. Chin Sun swept forward, bringing her blade down upon one’s head, then the other’s.

      The guards collapsed to the ground, and Chin Sun dragged their bodies into the alley with the first, safely out of sight. She vaulted over the left compound wall and pressed her back against the interior wall. Footsteps rumbled nearby in a steady rhythm. More guards on patrol.

      She waited until they’d crossed the outer courtyard to the entrance, then scurried through the inner courtyard to the main pavilion where the magistrate conducted his business dealings.

      Voices whispered within, one of them unmistakably Hong’s. The foreign language they spoke was enough to answer Chin Sun’s question of the man’s loyalty. Unlike most women in Joseon, she’d had the privilege to study multiple languages from an early age, and the hushed conversation was too monotone to belong to the Ming. The whispers tickling Chin Sun’s ears were Japanese.

      So, he was in league with pirates. . . . Reports of attacks on the coast had been frequent lately, but Hong had always sworn he would protect the citizens of Sokju, no matter the cost.

      Another lie. Chin Sun scolded herself for the way her heart deflated. She shouldn’t be surprised Hong was just as corrupt as the officials who’d come before him. She would deal with him the same way she’d dealt with the rest.

      And then what? Where did it end? Hong Shik was Sokju’s fifth magistrate in the past four years. Every time she found enough proof to put one behind bars, a worse one sprang up in his place.

      She just needed to convince Kim Min Joon to stop skulking about in corners and take the position. He would⁠—

      She broke off. She could hardly expect her old friend to step out of the shadows when she was doing the very same thing. Kim Min Joon may have been the son of a prominent yangban and a great candidate for magistrate, but he didn’t want to be in the spotlight any more than she did. He preferred being out on the streets among the people he was serving, not stuck behind a desk doing paperwork, even if it did afford more prestige than his current job as a police inspector.

      “There he is,” called a voice from above.

      Chin Sun ducked as an arrow whistled through the air, missing her by a hairsbreadth before it plunged into the ground. More followed in quick succession, raining down like fire from the heavens.

      What? Where were they? She swung around, honing in on four men perched on the pavilion roof behind her.

      Before they could nock their arrows a second time, Chin Sun darted behind the magistrate’s office, adrenaline pouring through her veins.

      “After him!”

      She took a deep breath as feet rattled against rooftop tiles and a series of dull thuds hit her ears. One, two, three, four.

      Chin Sun unsheathed her blade, but when she stepped out of hiding, ten faces sneered back at her, arrows at the ready. Where had they come from? She’d never fought so many at once before. 

      “Surrender, and your death will be quick,” shouted the leader.

      Gwishin withdrew, fleeing south toward the market. More arrows flew by, but she didn’t stop. She had to keep going while she still could.

      She cried out as pain erupted in her upper arm. One of the arrows was lodged in her flesh, creating a thin trickle of blood. She stumbled to a stop, then sped back up again as the guards drew nearer. 

      Just a little farther. She crouched behind a stall full of brassware, heart racing as the guards ran past.

      Murmurs filled her ears, followed by a few shouts and more pounding feet. Too many to just be the magistrate’s guards. The night patrolmen must be searching for her now, too.

      Chin Sun’s home lay in the center of Sokju, as was customary for yangban and jungin families. Yangban were the highest class in Joseon society and, apart from the royal family, the most powerful. Jungin, on the other hand, were considered middle class and, while privileged, didn’t enjoy the same benefits as their highborn neighbors.

      Since Sokju’s government offices were also in the heart of the city, Chin Sun knew better than to return straight home after a night out as Gwishin. Instead, she normally disappeared into the forest at the city’s outskirts before circling back home.

      But tonight, she wasn’t sure that was an option. The pain in her arm was making her dizzy, and she couldn’t afford to pass out. She had to get home, and fast.

      She hurried back the way she’d come, then cut through some side streets until she reached a familiar stone wall surrounding a group of raised pavilions with lanterns hanging from their eaves. Home.

      Would everyone still be asleep?

      Chin Sun threw herself over the wall and slunk through the courtyard until she reached her quarters, chest heaving. She went to her secret stash of medical supplies behind the folding screen at the back of her room, then shoved a piece of cloth in her mouth. After slicing off the arrowhead, she yanked at the shaft, the cloth muffling her pained moan.

      The shaft came free, but blood streamed onto her clothes. Chin Sun took off her black robe and white underjacket, exposing the wound. She grabbed a handful of dried orchid root powder and pressed it into her injury to stop the bleeding, then began wrapping the area. Now that her adrenaline was wearing off, the burning in her arm was growing more intense.

      Sharp knocks at the gate interrupted her, followed by a cacophony of voices and footsteps. Uncle’s voice rose above the din, but she couldn’t make out his words.

      Had they found her? Chin Sun’s fear was slick, pulsating, seeping through her pores and filling her nostrils. She ripped the gauze with her teeth and tied it off before stuffing all her incriminating evidence behind the painted screen. She put a fresh sokjeogori underjacket over her shoulders, wincing as the fabric touched her arm.

      When the voices outside died away, Chin Sun sighed in relief and crawled onto her sleeping mat. She’d made it, barely. How much longer could she keep this up? At the rate she was going, they were going to find her out soon.

      She’d deal with that when it got here. For now, she needed to sleep so she could recover. Her healing rate was faster than a human’s, but her body could only take so much.

      “Chin Sun-ah, are you awake?” called a nasally voice.

      Chin Sun jerked into an upright position. A silhouette hesitated outside the hanji doors, one she recognized like the thrumming of her own heart. “Cousin, what is it?”

      A young woman burst into the room, clothed only in her silk undergarments. She threw herself to the floor, trembling all over. “Unni, one of the servants said Gwishin was spotted just outside the house. Father is taking care of it.”

      “Oh, he is? Good. You need not worry, then. Uncle will keep us safe,” Chin Sun replied, more breathless than she would have liked.

      Her younger cousin was easily excited, and something as unusual as a sighting of the infamous vigilante would probably keep her awake for several hours.

      Sang Mi frowned, then glanced at the door. “I wonder why Gwishin would come here. . . .” She shook her head. “It’s late. I apologize for waking you. I just wanted to let you know.”

      The chagrin in Sang Mi’s eyes was genuine, but Chin Sun knew her cousin would do the same thing again within a few days. Sang Mi lacked restraint, even at sixteen, but Chin Sun loved her too dearly to fault her for it.

      “I’m glad you told me.” She lifted her mouth into a grin despite the flames shooting through her arm.

      Sang Mi smiled back. “Of course. I wanted to make sure you were all right, too. You are all right, aren’t you?”

      Chin Sun nodded. “Yeh, but I am very tired. It was a long day. Might we discuss this more in the morning?”

      “Oh, yeh. I’m sorry.” Sang Mi bowed, cracked open the paper doors, and scampered out.

      Chin Sun stared at the door long after her cousin was gone, stomach still tight. Another night, another crisis averted.

      But what would happen when she wasn’t fast enough to get away?
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      Sunlight and the sweet scent of spider lilies announced the morning as Chin Sun opened her eyes. The shuffling feet of servants on the other side of her latticed doors were comforting, easing the tension that remained in her shoulders even though five days had passed since she’d fled the magistrate’s office.

      “Everything is fine,” she repeated for the hundredth time. No one knew anything; if they did, they would have already come for her. Everything was normal.

      Chin Sun hadn’t fully convinced herself, but she began the lengthy process of dressing for the day, taking care with her pink jeogori jacket as it slid over her arms. Her wound wasn’t healing as quickly as she’d like, but so far, the orchid root had kept it from getting infected. Someone with more medical expertise would be helpful, but she couldn’t risk calling for an uinyeo right now. With the neighbors whispering about Gwishin potentially having an accomplice, she wasn’t going to do anything to cause suspicion. And a nurse’s aid was hardly necessary when she’d be fully recovered in a few days anyway.

      Chin Sun deftly arranged her long black hair, parting it down the middle before sweeping it back into a simple braid and securing it with a red ribbon. Once her pink hairpin was in place atop her head, she needed but one final adornment to be ready for the day: a smile.

      She practiced a few times, forcing her muscles into something friendly yet refined. But the maroon of her chima skirt was a little too similar to the blood stains she still needed to wash out of her hanbok, and her stomach turned.

      She clenched her fists, willing the nausea back. One would have thought she’d be immune to such things after all the blood she’d spilled since becoming Gwishin a year and a half ago.

      “Chin Sun-ah, are you ready?” Sang Mi opened the hanji doors and peeked inside, bubbly as ever.

      Chin Sun’s smile reached her eyes for the first time that morning. “Yeh, I am. But, Sang Mi-yah, you really should be dressed before you leave your chambers. What if someone sees you?”

      Sang Mi looked down at her sokgot undergarments and grimaced. “Ah, you’re quite right, Cousin. Excuse me.” She zipped out, moving much more swiftly than a lady should.

      Chin Sun chuckled. Sang Mi would have to mature soon. Once Chin Sun was married, her samchon would waste no time in arranging a suitable match for his daughter.

      Married . . . Anxiety swirled in Chin Sun’s stomach. Negotiations were already underway for Chin Sun’s union with one of the local nobles. She was eighteen, and Kang Dol Sam was only a few years older, but he was already a widower, his first wife having succumbed to illness shortly after they’d married. As Confucianism dictated, he’d lived in mourning for the past three years, but now that the mandatory grieving period was over, he was ready to take a new wife. The fact that he was the only son and heir of Lord Kang Ki Yong, the most powerful yangban in all of Sokju, made him the ideal match.

      Other than the fact that his father was one of the most corrupt individuals in the city, of course. If only she and Kim Min Joon had enough evidence to prove it, she wouldn’t have to go through with this.

      Uncle had been overjoyed when Lord Kang had first sent a matchmaker to their home to discuss the possibility of uniting their families. Though wealthy, the Lees were still technically jungin, not yangban, making Chin Sun a less desirable future daughter-in-law than some of the other maidens in the city.

      Still, she was esteemed throughout the Gangwon Province, not only for her grace and beauty but also for her avid mind. Her samchon had noticed her intellect at a young age and, rather than squelching it as others would have, had chosen to teach her much as one would a son. Besides her impressive education, she was also skilled in music, embroidery, and painting.

      Upon receiving the news, Uncle had happily told the matchmaker that Chin Sun would be delighted to marry Young Master Kang, marking the beginning of euihon, the marriage negotiations.

      Since then, the matchmaker had traveled back and forth between both families, asking questions about the prospective bride’s and groom’s family histories, personalities, and talents. While the Lee family sent the matchmaker very little to inquire about, out of courtesy so as not to seem like they were prying, the Kang family’s questions were almost . . . invasive.

      “It is to be expected,” Chin Sun had explained to her younger cousin, Sang Ook, when he wondered why Lord Kang cared if Chin Sun had suffered any grave illnesses as a child. “He wants to ensure his future grandchildren will be healthy and that I will be able to take care of his son as a good wife should.”

      On this particular morning, Young Master Kang himself would be coming for a visit. So far, Chin Sun had only gotten rare glimpses of him from a distance. Curiosity tugged at her almost as much as it did Sang Mi, who blushed anytime the young lord’s name was mentioned. Her cousin’s voice twittered in her head: “Do you think he’s handsome, Unni?”

      But that wasn’t what Chin Sun wanted to know most. What she was interested in learning was whether he would be easy to lie to, seeing as she’d have to do that for the rest of her life.

      She sashayed to the sangbang, the main room where the family ate together, chin held high despite her slight tardiness. Breakfast porridge and side dishes sat upon a low-legged table, along with a fresh pot of tea. Uncle was already waiting, biting his lip in the way he always did when perturbed. His son, Sang Ook, sat on his left and smiled when he saw Chin Sun. The young boy was only seven and often didn’t notice the subtleties of his father’s expressions.

      “How are you this morning, Niece?” Uncle greeted.

      Chin Sun bowed deeply in a show of respect. “Quite well, thank you, Samchon.” She lowered herself into her usual seat, hoping Sang Mi would arrive soon. If not, Uncle would surely scold her for being late. Again.

      “Did you forget whom we’re expecting?” Samchon’s tone deepened.

      “Of course not, Uncle. I instructed the servants to prepare our best food.”

      Ever since Chin Sun’s sungmo had passed away four years ago, Chin Sun had taken over managing the household in her aunt’s stead. Such a responsibility might have been too great for some fourteen-year-olds, but Chin Sun had been eager to do her part to help the family.

      Especially considering her role in Sungmo’s demise.

      He gestured to the empty place next to Sang Ook. “It appears Sang Mi’s punctuality is even more lacking.”

      “She was feeling unwell, Uncle. Please don’t hold it against her.” Chin Sun’s voice was smooth, calm. The result of years spent lying for her irresponsible cousin.

      When the girls had been younger, Uncle had been much more easily fooled by Chin Sun’s excuses. Now, he saw them for the falsehoods they were.

      “Sang Mi cannot hide behind you forever, Chin Sun.”

      She dipped her head. “You’re right, Samchon. I apologize for misleading you.”

      When he dropped the subject, Chin Sun took a sip of tea, glad he had been so easily placated. He must have been feeling generous because of Young Master Kang’s visit.

      It wasn’t completely appropriate for him to be coming to his betrothed’s home. He should have been waiting to meet Chin Sun at their wedding. His desire to come early suggested great eagerness—or that something was very wrong.

      Sang Mi’s arrival at the table was far less frazzled than when she’d departed Chin Sun’s quarters. She carried herself with dignity, but she tucked her chin too tightly as she bowed, betraying her nervousness.

      Uncle was an understanding man, but even the most understanding of men required order in their household. “Such tardiness is not befitting of a woman of your station. Do not disappoint me again, Sang Mi-yah.”

      “I understand, Father.” Sang Mi didn’t look up, but the shame billowing off her was palpable.

      Maybe it would be enough to help her change this time. Uncle was right. A sapling couldn’t grow if it forever lived in the shade.

      “Then do your father a favor and let me see your lovely face.” Uncle’s tone was softer now, and when Sang Mi raised her head, his eyes twinkled with affection. For all his efforts to be stern, Samchon had a soft spot for Sang Mi. He couldn’t help it any more than Chin Sun could.

      Sang Mi’s mouth spread into a relieved smile, and she sat down next to her brother just as a servant shuffled into the room, head low. He stopped at Uncle’s side and bowed. “Young Master Kang is here.”

      “Excellent. Send him in.”

      Kang Dol Sam stepped through the doorway, his floral green robes spotless as always. An elegant strand of beads hung from his wide-brimmed hat, symbols of his wealth and social status. He walked over to Uncle stiffly but with purpose, and before Samchon could stand, Young Master Kang bowed, much deeper than rank required. “Lord Lee.”

      Uncle leaped to his feet and bowed in return. “Please do not be so formal, nauri. After all, we’re soon to be family.”

      Kang Dol Sam lifted his head, eyes guarded. His gaze snapped to Chin Sun, then back to Uncle. “As the guardian of my future bride, you are worthy of the highest respect.”

      Sang Mi giggled, earning a hard look from Chin Sun. Sang Ook glanced between the two of them, face riddled with confusion.

      Uncle pointedly ignored the girls’ exchange and nodded to Young Master Kang. “Please have a seat.” He gestured to the one remaining spot, the place of honor at his right hand.

      Once a servant had given the family’s guest refreshments, Sang Mi asked, “Did you hear about what happened the other night?”

      “Daughter,” Uncle warned, “you know we don’t discuss him in this home.”

      Young Master Kang tugged at his ear, then brought his hand into his lap. “I did hear about Gwishin, if that’s whom you’re referring to.” He took a sip of barley tea.

      Chin Sun was fairly good at reading people, but the man’s vague response and the way his gaze darted about the room were concerning. Something was clearly on his mind.

      Was he uncertain about this union? Kang Dol Sam’s father had been the one to reach out to make the arrangements, as was customary. Perhaps Young Master Kang wasn’t as keen on the match.

      Did he already have someone in his heart? Or did he despise Chin Sun for being an orphan?

      Her lack of parents was a slight some families would be opposed to, and, as a child, she had once asked her uncle if anyone would want her as a wife when she was a flower without roots.

      “A peony among weeds,” Samchon had said, “is no less a flower just because it does not grow in a garden.”

      “Does that make your home the weeds?” she’d asked with a smirk.

      Uncle’s boisterous laugh had filled the room, casting the anxiety from her young heart. She’d not known then of her gumiho heritage; otherwise she would not have been so easily comforted. Even so, Chin Sun clung to the warmth she’d felt then, wielding it as a shield against the doubts pricking at her mind.

      Perhaps the food didn’t suit him. Young Master Kang was picking at his greens as if he were displeased. Chin Sun grabbed her chopsticks and took a bite of hers. Her lips lifted instinctively. Na Ri had truly outdone herself this time. Hmm . . .

      Chin Sun tried to meet Young Master Kang’s gaze, but he seemed determined to look everywhere else. Finally, she said in a demure voice, “I hope the meal is to your liking.”

      Kang Dol Sam slowly locked eyes with her, his throat bobbing. “Indeed. It is all quite delectable.” His mouth tilted into a smile that seemed sincere until his lips twitched and he turned to Uncle. “Actually, I need to make an announcement.”

      Ah. So, there was something wrong. Chin Sun’s heart quickened, but she kept her expression neutral.

      “Oh?” Uncle set down his cup.

      “I probably should have discussed it with you beforehand, but when news reached me of a vigilante sighting just outside your home, I panicked at the thought of my fiancée not being protected.”

      Samchon’s eyebrows pinched together. “I assure you, my niece is not in any dang⁠—”

      “That is why I sent word to a friend of mine from the capital who has agreed to be her bodyguard. He used to be part of his Majesty’s royal guard, and he’s the best swordsman I’ve ever encountered. Meet Mr. Park Hyun Soo.”

      A young man clad in black robes stepped silently into the room, bowing once to Uncle, then to Chin Sun. The first thing she noticed was that his hair was neither braided down his back like that of single men and boys nor tied up in a topknot as was customary for married men. Instead, it was gathered at the back of his head, with some shorter strands framing his stubbled face. Short enough that it must have been cut at some point, though such a thing was so shameful it was never done willingly.

      The second was that his eyes were almost as piercing as the arrow from the other night.

      Chin Sun’s hand trembled before she clasped it in the other.

      Mr. Park’s gaze followed the movement. “It is my honor to serve you, Lady Lee.” His voice was steady, confident. “You have my word that no harm will befall you while I’m here. If Gwishin so much as shows himself, I will strike him down.”

      Rather than instilling the comfort he undoubtedly aimed to provide, anxiety pooled in Chin Sun’s stomach as Mr. Park moved to stand behind Young Master Kang. She raised her chin, poised as ever. “Thank you for your offer, but”—her gaze shifted from Mr. Park to her fiancé—“I neither need nor desire this man’s protection.”

      Kang Dol Sam frowned. “I will compensate Mr. Park for his service. You need not⁠—”

      “It is not a matter of lack of funds,” she interrupted sharply. “Suggesting such a thing is an insult to the Lee family.” Uncle’s countenance darkened, but Chin Sun pressed on. “As is the assumption that my samchon cannot provide the necessary protection on his own.”

      Sang Mi gasped, hand hovering over her open mouth, and Uncle’s face reddened.

      To speak to one’s future husband so brazenly went against etiquette, but Chin Sun wouldn’t allow anyone, anyone, to disrespect her family. They may not be her blood relatives, but they had raised her as one of their own. She would defend them to her dying breath.

      Even though they would surely turn on her if they knew what she truly was.

      Mr. Park spoke up, eyes locked on the floor. “Young Master Kang meant nothing of the kind. He simply wished to do his duty, as your betrothed, in keeping you safe. However, if you would prefer to spurn his kindness, it is your right to do so.”

      Silence descended over the room like falling snow, everyone watching Chin Sun to see how she would respond to the man’s bold statement.

      Chin Sun dug her suddenly too-sharp fingernails into her palms, maintaining her poise despite the seething anger in her belly. How dare he insert himself into the conversation.

      Her eyes flicked to Young Master Kang, wondering if he would reprimand his friend. But, rather than expressing disapproval with Mr. Park, he was staring at her with unmistakable hurt.

      Guilt pinched her heart. She wouldn’t have spoken so harshly had the stakes not been so high. To allow a stranger such close access would make it more difficult to maintain her facade as a gentle noblewoman. Her words had been meant to surprise her fiancé enough that he would retract his offer, not make him think she disliked him.

      But now that this Mr. Park had turned her insult around on her, she couldn’t refuse without looking heartless—and possibly making her fiancé rethink their betrothal.

      Chin Sun pressed her lips into a thin smile. “If it is meant as a gift of affection, I am happy to receive it.”

      Kang Dol Sam’s expression brightened. “It is,” he exclaimed quickly. “That’s exactly what I meant by it.”

      Uncle cleared his throat. “In that case, thank you for your generosity, my lord. It will do my heart good to know my dear niece is so well looked after.”

      “Excellent. I’m so glad you see it that way. Park Hyun Soo will remain here while the marriage talks are still underway.”

      Sang Ook, who’d kept surprisingly quiet throughout the conversation, cried, “You are so lucky you get to have a bodyguard, Chin Sun Noona.”

      Chin Sun started to cough, then took a quick sip of tea to steady herself. “Indeed.”

      “It is very thoughtful of you, Young Master Kang.” Sang Mi pressed her hands to her cheeks, smiling at the young nobleman like a girl in love. “I wish I had a fiancé who was so devoted to me.”

      “Daughter . . .”

      Chin Sun barely heard her uncle’s rebuke, for Mr. Park had lifted his gaze and met hers across the room. Her eyes narrowed, silently conveying her displeasure at his meddling. She would not let this go. Nor would she make his job easy.

      Something flashed in his dark eyes for a split second before he ducked his head, going so still he seemed almost one with the furniture.

      But Chin Sun recognized the emotions he’d so expertly concealed—confusion and just a hint of curiosity. Neither boded well.
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      Once Young Master Kang had taken his leave and arrangements had been made for where Mr. Park would stay, Samchon pulled Chin Sun into the jeongjugan next to the kitchen.

      “What were you thinking?”

      “I was thinking of the family,” she said meekly, hoping he’d hear her earnestness.

      Uncle shook his head. “A pretty lie, Chin Sun-ah. If you’d been thinking of the family, you’d have remembered how important this marriage is. Don’t you want Sang Mi to find a good husband? And Sang Ook, too—your connection to the Kangs could help him attain a higher position. Much better than a simple interpreter.”

      She dropped her head, cheeks blazing with shame. In a low voice, she said, “I thought you liked your job, Samchon.”

      “Yeh, but I was very limited in my choices. I want more than that for Sang Ook. For all of you. I thought you understood that when you agreed to this match.”

      Chin Sun swallowed, unable to look him in the eye. “Yeh.”

      “Then you also understand what it could do to our family if the Kangs change their minds about you. . . .”

      He didn’t need to spell out the consequences of a broken engagement. Dishonor. Losing face with the community. And it wouldn’t just be Chin Sun who was affected. All of the Lee family would suffer.

      Uncle seemed to take her silence as an answer. He left in a whoosh of yellow robes, but his disappointment lingered in the air like the stench of smoke.

      Now she wasn’t just heartless but unfilial as well. Chin Sun gnashed her teeth to keep from crying.

      “Unni, are you all right?” Sang Mi’s voice floated through the wall.

      Chin Sun rejoined her cousins in the sangbang. She smiled reassuringly at Sang Mi. “Yeh. All is well. Are you ready to go to the market?”

      Sang Mi grimaced. “Oh . . . about that . . .” She rubbed at her sleeve. “I actually wanted to do some painting this morning. Would you mind going without me?”

      Chin Sun held back a sigh. How would Sang Mi learn to take care of the household if she didn’t watch how Chin Sun did things?

      She was about to say as much when she noticed the moisture in her cousin’s eyes. Had something upset her while Chin Sun was talking with Samchon?

      There was a crumpled piece of paper in the girl’s hand that hadn’t been there before. Chin Sun glanced at Sang Ook, hoping he might know what was wrong, but the boy was paying more attention to Chin Sun’s new bodyguard than to Sang Mi.

      “That would be fine,” she told Sang Mi, giving her cousin a small smile.

      The other girl bowed, then left the room at almost a run, disappearing down the corridor that led to her bedroom. How peculiar . . .

      Chin Sun swung around to Sang Ook, who was in the midst of reaching for the long sword at
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