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Translator’s Note

As a child, I was taught to be wary of ghosts. I wasn’t allowed to stick my chopsticks into my rice, I always knocked before I entered a hotel room, and in August, during the Hungry Ghost Festival, I walked with my eyes trained on the ground so I wouldn’t knock over food or step on joss sticks meant for the wandering spirits. I ate everything on my plate and didn’t lie so that I’d be spared the belly-cutting and tongue-ripping punishments in the Ten Courts of Hell. I complied, hoping to be reincarnated as a human again – or at least a well-loved puppy. Though I no longer finish my food and have lied more than I would like to admit, I still wonder about the afterlife – who will greet me at the Gates of Hell? How will I fair before the Mirror of Retribution? When all is said and done, will I get another chance at life?

Naturally, I was instantly sucked into Esther Park’s novel: a brilliant reimagining of a mythical world I was already familiar with – and, for a very long time, fearful of. Her version of the Ten Courts subverts traditional roles by recasting the rulers of Hell as ambitious and sassy matriarchs. This gender reversal is what drove my desire to translate this novel. I’ve deliberately translated ‘daewang’ as ‘queen’ rather than ‘king’ to preserve the essence of the matriarch, highlighting the fact that, in this world, it is the queens who hold absolute power.

Central to the novel is an occult occupation that existed in the Joseon Dynasty: byeoksa. Byeoksa is the act of warding off evil to make room for good luck and prosperity, and the people who performed this task were called ‘byeoksagas’. The introduction of Confucianism during the Joseon Dynasty cemented the confinement of women to the domestic sphere. Unsurprisingly, byeoksa was an occupation reserved for men. In line with the gender switch, however, the novel’s heroine, Bin, is a fearless young woman who is one of the capital’s most outstanding ghost-slayers. Her weapon, the saingeom, also known as the ‘four-tiger sword’, was a real weapon wielded by monarchs in the Joseon Dynasty to chase away evil and prevent disasters. One is on display in the National Museum of Korea.

I encountered The Legend of Lady Byeoksa first as a reader compelled by the promise of romance. I was delighted by Bin and Eunho’s chemistry, and later, inspired by their vulnerability to love and tenacity for life. Their willingness to go head-to-head with not only evil, but destiny – all in the name of love – is proof that living life to its fullest is the only way of reconciling with the afterlife’s knowns and unknowns.

Gene Png




Chapter 1

The Sagok Incident
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Something appeared to be amiss in Serpent Valley.

A gust of wind swept across the Sagok Pavilion. As the silk drapes fluttered, a peculiar scent wafted through the air. Offended by the odour, the young rogue frowned.

The wide brim of a scholar’s hat hid a pale face and bloodless lips. She was far too slight to be a man. Her eyes held a brewing thunderstorm, her dark pupils filled with the determination of unbreakable winds.

Seomun Bin reached for the hilt of her sword, hidden in between the layers of her robe. Her eyes roved past lavish rooms, the garden filled with exotic blooms, and the guests mingling with drinks in hand.

‘. . . were chosen by merit, but the lot of them are mere greenhorns. Surely no match for a force such as yourself, State Councillor!’

Voices slipped freely past the drapes and out of the room.

The pavilion in Sagok – or Serpent Valley – belonged to the chief state councillor, a figure who held more power than the king himself. In the dark of night, the state councillor’s summer residence was illuminated by coffers of gold and silver, courtesy of hopeful sycophants.

But what Bin was looking for was neither the power nor the wealth of the living.

From the narrow corridor, hidden behind panels of paper doors, Bin kept a close eye on the rooms.

Just then, something slinked past the chattering guests. Bin dropped to one knee and peered into the room where the guests were.

‘. . . so I made damn sure the yeonguijeong’s boy got his seat!’

The space was crowded with men dressed in the most luxurious of robes.

A pot-bellied official took centre stage. Beside him, a shadow swelled. Bin narrowed her eyes. The shadow stretched out a finger, reaching for the pearl-beaded strap of the official’s gat.

The beads knocked softly against one another. A sound audible to no one but Bin.

Entranced, the shadow’s dark eyes skimmed the length of the lustrous pearls.

‘Too soon,’ Bin muttered, as she continued to observe the presence in the room. Though the shadow wasn’t what she was looking for, a stray spirit meant her target was close by, right here in Sagok, its identity yet to be discerned.

‘Let the merriment commence!’

The men roared as they hoisted their drinks skyward. The clinking of glasses resounded as the alcohol flowed. It was then that Bin spotted something amid the splashing liquid.

As the men threw back their drinks, long, thin shadows slipped down their mouths and throats.

Having seen enough, Bin rose to her feet. But something else caught her attention. ‘Huh?’ Her eyes darted to the sliding doors across the room.

Someone was there. Someone who, like her, had been observing the room in secret.

‘Glad to see the drink was to your liking, my lords,’ flirted a gisaeng as she cleared an empty bottle from the table. A faint shadow wriggled along the bottle’s edge.

There was no time for distractions.

There you are.

Once the gisaeng left the room, Bin was right on her tail. The hem of the gisaeng’s red skirt glided across the corridor of the pavilion before sweeping towards the back garden.

Just as she was about to round the corner, a man appeared out of nowhere. Bin collided head first into his chest. A sharp pain pierced the bottom of her spine as she landed on her bum.

‘What on—?’ Bin whipped her head around, hoping she hadn’t lost the gisaeng, but her only clue had vanished without a trace.

‘Look what you’ve done!’ accused the stranger.

Took the words right out of my mouth, Bin thought. When she looked up, her heart skipped a beat.

The man’s bold brows arched over exquisite features that announced his presence. A flower carved from the finest jade might bow its head in shame, knowing it could never compare.

The stranger leaned forward to get a good look at Bin. She stumbled back at his sudden proximity.

‘So, did you see?’ asked the stranger.

‘See what, exactly?’ Bin snapped.

The man remained unfazed, holding her gaze. ‘You were watching the room, weren’t you? Didn’t you see anything?’

When he stepped closer, Bin caught a sniff of something fresh.

How strange. The man was only looking at her, yet she wanted to make a run for it. She’d never lost a staring match, not even against the undead, yet here she was, her gaze scrambling for somewhere to land.

In one swift motion, the man reached for her waist.

Bin cried out. ‘What are you—?’

‘What’s this?’ he mused. ‘Could land us in big trouble if you get caught, don’t you think?’

‘How did you—?’

In his hand was Bin’s saingeom. Although technically a sword, it was much smaller than most, short enough to hang on her waistband and stay hidden under the folds of her robe. Yet the man had found it right away. A smug expression rose on his face.

‘Give it back,’ Bin demanded. ‘What are you? A thief?’

‘This sword of yours is no ordinary weapon, is it?’

Bin froze at the man’s observation.

‘Forged in the year, month, day and hour of the tiger in order to imbue it with the creature’s energy. It’s a sword made especially for slaying spirits. In other words, a saingeom, is it not? I’ve come across something similar.’

Byeoksajingyeong: 辟邪進慶. The work of defeating evil to let in fortune. Bin’s work.

‘Of course, I’m sure you’re well aware that having one made without the approval of the royal family is considered a grave violation of the law,’ the man continued, quirking a brow.

Bin glared at him. ‘What do you want?’

‘Ah, a quick-witted fellow! Perhaps we could get along.’

‘Not an answer.’

‘The way you’re carrying this around tells me you’re no layman. Are you also a byeoksaga, perhaps?’

‘Also?’ Bin frowned.

‘Why?’ The man reached into the front of his robe and pulled out a silk fan. He flicked it open with a dramatic thwack. ‘Too handsome to be one?’

‘You’ve got to be kidding.’

Happy with his own praise, the man’s eyes bent into crescents. ‘Unfortunately, I am actually better at being handsome than slaying ghosts,’ he replied. ‘So help me.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘You see, yours truly has free rein in the chief state councillor’s pavilion. Meanwhile, your outfit tells me you couldn’t even get a proper invitation.’ The man looked her battered attire up and down.

Bin frowned. Her aquamarine robe was the most elegant item of clothing in her wardrobe, but sure enough, compared to those of the officials, it was no better than a rag.

‘S-speak for yourself,’ Bin stammered, but her attempt to mock the plainness of the man’s outfit fell flat. Although his robe appeared quite simple, on closer inspection its fabric was adorned with clouds and embroidered with fine emerald silk – an impeccable piece of craftsmanship revealed only to those who cared enough to observe.

‘See?’ the man said.

Bin assessed her surroundings urgently. Time was running out. ‘What do you want?’

The man laughed at her bluntness. ‘I’m new to this line of work. Let me join you on the field.’

‘Ha! You do realise what you’re asking?’ Bin clicked her tongue. ‘You’d be risking more than a few scratches on that pretty face of yours.’

‘So you do think I’m pretty? I guess you have an eye for things. Ghosts, especially.’

‘What—’

‘Enough with the questions; we should get going. I’ve got things to do, places to be.’

Bin shook her head in defeat. It seemed her opponent wasn’t one to give up a fight. All good looks and no brain. I suppose the heavens are fair, she thought.

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘Seems like you know a thing or two about byeoksa anyway, so I don’t suppose you’ll need much minding. Follow if you want, but stay out of my way.’

With that, Bin led the way. Her first order of business was to locate those bottles. She waved the man over. ‘Spread your arms.’

‘My arms?’

Clueless, the man did as he was told. Using his frame as a makeshift shield, Bin reached into the front of her robe and pulled out a tiny spool. The thread wrapped around it began to glow.

As soon as Bin took hold of the string, it sprang to life, hovering in the air for a moment before twisting towards the corridor on the right.

‘This way,’ Bin instructed.

The man couldn’t help but scoff as he watched her hurry away. ‘Did she just use me as a folding screen?’ he muttered, half-amused. He was the king’s right-hand man. Not once had he ever been treated as a piece of furniture. ‘Well, better keep up. King’s orders.’

The young man lengthened his stride to catch up with Bin.

* * *

‘We’re here,’ Bin announced, raising her head. In her hand, the thread glowed with more intensity.

A damp breeze from the ravines brushed against her cheeks. Moonless, the night was darker and gloomier than usual. Unlike the crowded pavilion, their new destination was quiet. No trace of the band’s lively music nor the awful, cloying scent.

Bin’s spirit pearls began to tremble. She tightened her grip around her sword.

Hearing the soft clatter, the man asked, ‘What are those?’ His eyes were fastened on the aurora-coloured pearls hanging on her waistband. Their distinctive colour and shine were hard to miss, especially at such a close distance.

‘Full of questions, aren’t you?’

Unbothered by her snarky remark, he started to fan himself. ‘Just an eager disciple.’

‘You could earn decent money just by flaunting that face of yours, yet you insist on becoming a byeoksaga. I wonder why?’

The man shrugged. ‘It’s not by choice, believe me. But back to my question – are those pearls perhaps related to ghosts?’

‘They’re from vanquishing them.’

‘Aha! You’ve collected them like a general lops off his enemies’ heads.’

‘Do you have to put it that way?’

‘Am I wrong?’

‘Whatever. Just . . . yap a little less, will you? We have to be careful now.’

Bin looked at the pond spread before her. Blanketed in dead weeds, the water reeked of decay. Beyond it, a pavilion stood on the brink of collapse. It seemed the premises hadn’t seen any visitors in a while. The glowing string curved around the pond, pointing towards the dilapidated hall.

Upon reaching the pavilion, Bin braced herself. The old wooden door let out an ominous moan as it cracked open. The pair stepped in.

Darkness immediately rushed to greet them. With the moon hiding away, the night swallowed the windowless pavilion whole.

And there it was again. That shrewd scent.

What is that smell? I know it from somewhere, Bin thought.

Guided by her instincts, she slowly stuck out a hand. The flat of her palm met a wall. Or rather, something like a wall, for its surface was far too smooth to be one. Reaching into her pocket, Bin fished out a handful of neon pearls. She blew on them, warming them up with her breath. The pearls glowed – weakly, but enough for Bin to have a good look at what she’d come to find.

‘Heavens . . .’ The man’s surprise escaped his lips.

Colour drained from Bin’s face as she stared up at the transparent wall before her. It was a massive glass tank, one as high as the hall’s walls. Swaying inside it were golden waves, threatening to spill.

Then her eyes landed on the baby snakes.

They thrashed around, their heads and tails knitting into one another, creating a whirl of darkness within the tank.

Bin stifled a scream. Stumbling backwards, she fell on her bottom, and the neon pearls slipped from her grasp.

The man was beside her in a second. ‘Are you alright?’

Catching the light of the pearls scattered on the floor, the snakelets’ scales gleamed faintly. Before the pearls went out, Bin saw tiny bubbles fizzing up the tank.

A soft gasp escaped her. It was all coming together now – the suffocating stench, the hall-sized tank, the golden water, and the baby snakes writhing in it.

‘Snake liquor,’ Bin whispered.

As the realisation sank in, her stomach began to churn. The old pavilion had been converted into a colossal bottle of death.

The man, too, caught on quickly. This was the same wine that had been served back at the banquet; that throng of ignorant officials, who had come bearing hopes of inching up the hierarchy, had poured cup after cup of venom-laced wine down their throats.

Bin felt dizzy.

Two things were for certain: first, no ghost was capable of creating such a thing. This could only be a man-made abomination. Second, the dark energy pulsing in the tank was much more intense than that of the spirits she was used to fighting.

‘This is it,’ Bin ascertained.

Snake wine was made by soaking venomous snakes in alcohol and sealing them in – but not completely. The cruel trick was to leave a gap just small enough for the creatures to breathe, prolonging their lives until the last second, wringing out every drop of their essence.

Barely holding in a retch, Bin sized up the tank. ‘Only a beast would do such a thing,’ she muttered.

‘So what’s the plan?’ asked the man.

Bin pulled out a paper talisman. ‘First, we purify whatever’s in there.’

She stuck the talisman to the middle of the tank. Immediately, a dull thud shook the glass. Bin’s eyes darted to the source.

‘Wait!’ cried the man.

But his warning came too late. Inside the tank, a pair of crimson irises flashed, their gaze pinned on the man. The creature slammed its body into the side of the tank once more. A thick crack catapulted across the glass. Before Bin could run, a wave of alcohol crashed over her.

She screamed.

A slither of snakes rushed towards her, coiling themselves around her limbs. Wet with concentrated liquor, their scales burned her skin. Bin’s throat began to tighten. When she finally managed to yank a hand free, she swung her saingeom at the snakes. The blade of her sword flashed as it sliced the snakes in half.

Warmth splattered across Bin’s face. Wine or blood, she couldn’t tell. Her vision began to blur. She slashed at the air, drawing haphazard patterns with her blade until she was freed from every slippery bind.

Then she took in her surroundings, chest heaving. The place was in shambles. Mangled corpses littered the blood-soaked floorboards. The last writhing tails stilled.

‘You alright?’ Bin asked.

‘Nev-never better,’ answered the man from the other end of the hall. His emerald robe was now blackened with blood.

Bin continued to survey the area, making sure that nothing had survived her sword.

Just then, she heard a voice behind her.

Nu-i.

She froze.

Out of the darkness floated a little pair of feet, slipped into white beoseon and tightly secured with ribbons.

Bin turned pale. A little boy emerged, dressed in sui – hemp clothing for the dead. A daenggi hung on the end of his braid. His milky face was flushed with youth.

Sister dearest, it’s me.

Of course. Bin would know that voice anywhere.

‘Hwan?’ Her voice quivered.

Seomun Hwan. It was a name she hadn’t called in ages. The name of the baby brother who’d died because of her.

Yes, it’s me. Hwan.

Bin loosened her grip on her sword. Sadness permeated her gaze as it latched on to the image of her brother standing in the dark.

‘Hwan-ah, what are you doing here? I prayed for you to go to a better place.’ Her whisper swelled into a cry.

Nu-i, don’t you pity your brother? The child’s doe eyes began to glisten with resentment and rage. It’s time you came with me.

He held out a bloodless hand. His pleading eyes tugged at her conscience.

‘Hwan-ah . . .’ Bin had never stopped thinking about him. About how he would still be alive if not for her.

The child wrapped his fingers around hers. A numbing cold crept up Bin’s hand.

‘Anything . . . Anything for you,’ she whispered.

The man watched, perplexed as to why Bin was speaking into thin air. The man’s possessed, he figured. He tightened his jaw. This was beyond anything he’d expected. He’d come to the pavilion simply to gather intel, and perhaps chase away a few ghosts while he was at it.

‘Hey!’ Grabbing Bin by the shoulder, the man gave her a hard shake. Bin remained indifferent to his calls.

Just then, the snakes shuddered back to life. They wriggled up the man’s legs, burning his skin. He tried desperately to pry them off with his bare hands, but he was losing strength quickly. The talismans he’d brought with him had probably worn off by now.

The snakes clung on, covering him inch by inch.

‘Hey!’ he shouted at Bin. ‘Snap out of it!’

But the man’s cries were soon buried. The nest of snakes enveloped him, swallowing his outstretched hand and then the hem of his emerald sleeve.

No . . .

Overcome by exhaustion, his body sagged.

Through the haze of his failing vision, he glimpsed a dark silhouette.

He watched the figure draw closer to Bin, but before he could wonder who it was, he was plunged into a pit of blackness.

* * *

A pair of ruby earrings gleamed, breaking the darkness.

‘Tut-tut.’

A tall, shadowy figure clicked his tongue lightly as he regarded Bin, who was standing in a daze. Then, turning to the spirit disguised as Bin’s brother, he ordered, ‘Be gone.’

The spirit shrieked, Nonononono!

But with a light wave of the shadow’s hand, the spirit’s protest was immediately silenced.

At the same time, Bin was sucked out of her hallucination. Body still frozen, her pupils darted wildly. The snakes were dead. All that remained were their corpses, strewn across the wet floor, along with debris and shattered glass. A cold draft slipped through the cracks in the walls.

What happened? Bin wanted to ask, but her voice was trapped in her throat.

At last, her eyes landed on the stranger. She noticed first his hair, as dark as the wings of a crow. When another gentle breeze blew, the long skeins of the man’s hair swayed, revealing his side profile: his beguiling, melancholy eyes; the soft shadow cast by his lashes on his porcelain cheeks. Bin could tell at once that this was no ordinary being.

‘Are you with us now?’

The man’s voice was familiar. Bin felt herself being pulled towards the stranger. The man looked her in the eye once before letting go of her shoulders. His job here was done.

Bin’s throat relaxed, allowing a rush of oxygen to fill her lungs. Then, as if remembering something, she combed through the slithery corpses until she found the amateur byeoksaga. She dragged his limp body out of the mess.

Draped in full black, the man studied the carnage with nonchalance, then turned towards the pair. ‘Seems like you two came to chase spirits, but almost became them instead.’ His voice rustled like twigs in the crisp winter air. ‘If I’d shown up any later, the pair of you would be passing through the River of Three Crossings by now.’

Bin could barely discern any sign of life on the man’s face. ‘Th-thank you,’ she choked.

‘If you’re going to carry a saingeom, at least learn how to use it.’

Reaching into his robe, the man pulled out a bottle and uncorked it. Then, he poured its contents over the dead snakes. As soon as the liquid touched the bodies, they melted away. A touch of annoyance clouded the man’s expression.

‘Now, what do I get in return for saving your lives?’ he asked expectantly.

Bin bristled as she tightened her grip around the hilt of her sword. Though he was their saviour, she didn’t trust him. She didn’t even know if he was human.

‘What do you want?’ Her voice trembled.

The man approached her. ‘You see things you aren’t supposed to see, don’t you? People like you fall under my jurisdiction.’

Jurisdiction? Bin repeated inwardly. Her mind instinctively darted to the imperious chief state councillor. If this is his pavilion, then perhaps this man is one of the yeonguijeong’s underlings?

The man continued: ‘You know, the dead do not have ears to hear nor mouths to speak.’ His tone was courteous, much unlike the implication behind his words – that if he killed her here, no one would ever know. Bin unsheathed her weapon.

This was a fight she couldn’t win; she knew that. But if she were lucky, she might be able to nick an arm or leg and leave a nasty scar, giving her enough time to escape. As if the man had heard her thoughts, he spoke again. ‘You can’t hurt me with a sword that hasn’t been primed to strike, young man.’

He drew closer. Too close. Bin could almost see the blood vessels pulsing under his translucent skin. From his half-covered face to his ruby earrings, everything about this man felt unreal.

Is this how death would look like as a person?

Suddenly, Bin was struck by a sense of déjà vu. The same thought had crossed her mind before, she was sure.

Now, when was it?

‘Who the hell are you?’ she asked.

‘Hmm . . . Let’s see.’ The man fell into contemplation, as if sifting through the thousands of answers he could give. Eventually, he landed on one. ‘Someone who has one foot in the world of the living and the other in the world of the dead.’

Upon hearing his answer, Bin’s eyes opened wide.

She’d heard this answer before.

‘You,’ she whispered.

A faded vignette flashed:

‘Please! Take whatever else I have. Please, I beg you. Save him.’

A girl weeps inconsolably. She is on her knees, desperate to protect something precious to her.

The man before Bin wore the same arid expression now as he had back then. Bin recalled his distant gaze, as if he wanted nothing to do with the young girl crying at his feet.

She remembered how she had clutched on to the hem of his black robe, bowing over and over again. He’d heeded her plea in the end. On a whim, surely; no different than a sudden stroke of the wind.

‘In exchange, I shall have his memories of you,’ he’d said.

‘Alright,’ she’d agreed.

Whatever it takes to save my love.

And so, the man had sealed away their memories. Little did Bin know, her life would soon fall apart because of it. And yet she’d never once regretted her decision, because the fact that she’d been able to save the one she loved was enough to see her through life’s darkest hours.

‘Paryeo.’

The man’s face stiffened at the sound of his name.

Shock broke across his face, followed by denial. He seized Bin by the neck and lifted her up.

‘A mere human dares speak my name?’ His eyes reddened with rage.

With her throat locked in his colossal grip, Bin could barely manage an answer. ‘It was . . . to the call of your name . . . that you once answered me . . .’

A look of recognition swept across the man’s face. When his hand relaxed, Bin broke away and collapsed to the ground, gasping for air.

The man approached her. ‘I responded to your call?’

Slowly, Bin rose to her feet. She looked the man dead in the eye. ‘You don’t remember the child who, like yourself, sees both the living and the dead?’ At the man’s confused expression, she continued. ‘You granted my wish. I asked you to save someone who was very important to me.’

‘I saved a life?’

‘Yes. And in return, you took his memories of me.’

At last, a knowing sigh slipped from the man’s lips. He looked at Bin again, as if he were seeing her for the first time. His glassy eyes gleamed.

‘“I’m someone with one foot in the world of the living and another in the world of the dead.” You said the same thing to me back then, Paryeo.’

The ease with which Bin spoke his name unsettled Paryeo, but he quickly gathered himself. ‘It’s been a while since someone called me by my name. A child who once made an impossible wish . . . Why yes, that does ring a bell.’ He looked Bin up and down. ‘You got a new look?’

Bin glanced down at her gentleman’s robe. ‘Well, women aren’t supposed to be going around slaying ghosts. This just makes things less complicated,’ she said.

Paryeo’s eyes took their time wandering Bin’s face, fascinated at how the brazen girl with a red daenggi at the end of her braid was now a byeoksaga.

Of course, it couldn’t have been her own choice.

There was only one path allowed to people who were born with the ability to see ghosts. Even as someone who didn’t concern himself with mortal affairs, Paryeo knew this much.

‘Where do we go from here?’ he mused.

The sensible thing for him to do was to kill her, since she’d already seen his face and knew not only his name, but also what he was. Strangely enough, however, he felt hesitant.

‘You’ve saved my life again. I’d be dead if not for you. But why? Why go through the trouble—’

‘You’re collecting spirit pearls,’ Paryeo cut in. He gestured to the string of pearls dangling from her waist.

‘Yes. Legend has it that upon collecting one hundred and eight of them, one can start life anew. I had nothing left to lose, so I became a byeoksaga. Anything’s worth a try if it means having a chance at a normal life.’

‘Ah, yes, one hundred and eight. As many earthly desires as there are in the world. Truth be told, I didn’t expect you’d live, and so I’d forgotten all about you,’ said Paryeo, crouching down. He reached into the pile of shrivelled-up corpses. There was a thin shatter, and then he righted himself. ‘Since you’ve made it this far, it’s only fair that I let you live a little longer.’

Before Bin could answer, Paryeo placed something in her hand.

‘A present. Consider me . . . endeared.’

Bin opened her hand to find a crimson pearl. Another one for her collection.

‘Perhaps we could help each other out. Think about it, and come see me when you’re ready,’ said Paryeo.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, you could use another hand in completing your quest. And I will certainly be needing your help.’

Unsure of whether this was good news or not, Bin hesitated for a moment before asking in a soft voice, ‘You’re sure I’ll be helpful?’

‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. You’d have to find me first.’ Crossing his hands behind his back, Paryeo looked up at the barren sky. ‘You’ve got what you were searching for. Perhaps it’d be best for you to run along now. And don’t look back.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

Without answering, Paryeo lifted a hand. The hem of his obsidian robe fluttered in the wind.

‘Wait . . . you didn’t answ—’

A flash of white light. Bin shielded her eyes with her wide sleeves. The sky let out a languid roar. It was only when she felt heat prickling her skin that Bin lifted her head.

The pavilion was on fire, cleaved in two by a bolt of lightning. Orange flames licked at Paryeo’s face, but he maintained the same face of nonchalance.

‘Off you go now!’

The wind blustered, fanning the flames and ushering the fire towards the forest near the pond.

Crack!

Another bolt of lightning wrecked the main hall of the pavilion. Frantic screams erupted from afar. Bin whipped her head towards where Paryeo had been standing, but the man had already vanished.

Before long, the lavish Sagok Pavilion succumbed to the fiery flames. People scrambled out of the hall, screaming, desperate to escape the thunderous chaos.

‘Put out that damned fire!’ someone barked, but his orders were ignored.

The flames were spreading fast, leaving Bin with no way of escaping the pavilion from the back.

‘I’ll have to cut through the main pavilion,’ she mumbled.

‘This way! This way!’ Servants waved the guests towards a safe exit. Bin glanced over at the young man, who was still unconscious.

‘This absolute fool . . .’ She cursed under her breath. Her new partner had turned out to be nothing but a liability, but it wouldn’t be right to leave him for dead. ‘For what it’s worth, he did try to get me to snap out of it.’

Bin couldn’t fathom why someone would take up a job that was so far beyond his capabilities, but now wasn’t the time to pick on someone else’s folly.

‘You, my friend, owe me one,’ said Bin to her unconscious partner, as she draped his limp arm over her shoulder.

He was much heavier than her, and she could barely manage to drag his body more than a few steps forwards. Gripped by frustration, Bin threw him a dirty look. That was when she saw clearly the slope of his eyelashes, his firmly closed lids.

‘Why . . .’

Bin blinked.

How odd. She hadn’t realised it before, but now that there was barely any distance between their faces, he reminded her of someone.

She shook off her thoughts and concentrated on supporting the man’s weight as she plodded forwards.

‘Eunho! Hyun Eunho!’ called a distance voice.

Bin halted her footsteps. ‘That name . . .’

Suddenly, the chaos around Bin faded away.

‘Hyun Eunho!’

Bin turned to see a young man running towards her.

‘What on earth happened here, Eunho?’ the young man panted. He gave Eunho a once-over.

The colour drained from Bin’s face. Eunho? she repeated inwardly.

Once more, she took a close look at the man leaning against her.

It all made sense then. Why she’d been gripped by déjà vu. This was a face that had spent too long buried in her memories.

Bin.

A voice echoed in her ears.

If that boy Bin had saved were to grow up . . .

‘. . . he’d look just like you,’ whispered Bin.

Hyun Eunho.

The one to whom she’d been betrothed.

* * *

‘Oh my goodness, Agassi!’

As soon as Bin crossed the sacred woven straw, her handmaid, Samwol, rushed into the annexe garden to greet her.

‘Your face is all bloody!’ she exclaimed, her face lined with worry.

‘Don’t worry. It’s not mine.’

‘Oh? Well, I suppose that’s a relief. You’re not hurt, are you? What about your clothes? Why are they in tatters? And your gat, did you lose it? Heavens, one might think you’d been at war!’

Bin waved a light hand to reassure the distraught lady. ‘Let’s just say it was an especially long day of slaying ghosts.’

‘And that is exactly why you should stop—’ But Samwol caught herself. She watched Bin sit herself down on the maru. ‘I’ll draw a bath,’ she said at last, setting down the basket of laundry she’d been holding.

Bin managed a slight nod. When the lady departed, Bin loosened her grip around the saingeom. The pattern on the hilt was pressed into the skin of her palm. She let out a deep breath.

As she closed her eyes, Eunho’s face floated into view. She recalled the pressure of his body against hers. And then his name. The one she thought of every day.

‘Hyun Eunho,’ she said aloud.

The three syllables weighed heavily in her heart.

Who would’ve guessed we’d meet again?

‘I thought I’d spend the rest of my life never knowing.’

Bin let her head hang for a while. This was strange. Everything was.

How many hundreds and thousands of times had she imagined the day they’d meet again? In every scenario, she wore a different expression or said a different line, but there was always one constant: her belief that if they were to meet again, she’d recognise him in a heartbeat. She’d spent every day living in the happy memories of their childhood; she thought she’d be able to pick him out from a sea of faces.

Bin let out a sad, empty laugh.

She’d failed. He was so close, and yet . . .

Of course, it had been a long time. They’d gone down separate paths, and so much had changed.

‘He’s come so far, even without his memories of me.’

And therefore, Bin had to accept that Hyun Eunho was no longer the person she’d once known. Made up of memories and experiences that were different from hers, he was someone else entirely.

Bin had always understood this in theory. But today, it seemed every fibre of her being was raging against the things she couldn’t comprehend – the way he sounded and looked nothing like the person in her memory, and the sight of his mature face.

‘The Eunho I knew is gone.’

Bin lifted her head and gazed at the garden.

This was where they would go on strolls, admiring the spring blooms. Where, on the day of the first snow, they’d secretly gather piles of snow to leave little sculptures in front of each other’s rooms. Where she’d always find Eunho waiting for her.

Sometimes he’d return from the marketplace bringing her treats; sometimes he brought flowers that were in bloom that season, and other times, little trinkets.

Right now, she could almost see the young Eunho from her memory staring vacantly at her. Her hands wandered to the piece of string on which the spirit pearls were strung. Weathered and dirty, the tassel had been one of Eunho’s gifts. One of the remaining few.

Bin recalled Eunho’s face once more. The coldness in his eyes and the curves that formed the features of a man.

‘It’s time I let him go,’ sighed Bin. As the words left her lips, it dawned on her that she’d been holding on to him all this while.

‘Agassi, your bath is ready,’ Samwol announced gently.

Bin headed in. The handmaid helped her out of her robe.

‘By the way, have you heard?’

‘About what?’

Samwol hesitated for a moment before answering, ‘I’m not sure if you remember him, but they say Young Master Eunho is returning to the capital. He’s been promoted to royal secretary.’

A bead of water fell from Bin’s eyelashes.

‘Oh, there I go, running my mouth again! Though I wonder why, after so many years, there’s still no news of marriage from the Hyuns . . .’ Realising she’d spoken too frivolously, Samwol quickly bowed her head.

‘Royal secretary, huh?’ said Bin.

‘Hm? Oh, yes, indeed. According to the servants, at least. It seems they’re all very proud to serve someone who’s achieved such prestige at such a young age.’

‘I see.’ Bin closed her eyes.

Soon, she heard footsteps leaving the room. Samwol always knew when Bin needed to be left alone.

Royal secretary.

Eunho was slipping further and further out of reach.

‘As I expected, our paths were forked from the very beginning.’

* * *

The sun was sinking over the riverside, washing the sky red.

Eunho soon realised he was dreaming. The breeze shook the leaves of the giant tree standing at the mouth of the river.

‘All I have to do is help you out, then!’

His own voice was full of boyishness. How long ago was this?

There was someone standing before him.

Between green leaves, he glimpsed a red skirt. And then, an obscure side profile.

His younger self waited for an answer to slip out of the girl’s lips.

Who is that?

As if playing a cruel trick, his dream did not reveal the stranger’s face.

But still, young Eunho remained insistent. His trembling hands and beating heart were a testament to his determination.

‘Please, just say the word. I want to do everything I can, no matter how little . . .’

Young Eunho’s plea came out as weak as a breeze. So soft, the girl could not hear.

The girl’s lips twitched.

Just then:

‘Hyun Eunho!’

This time, the voice was real. It boomed in his ears. A pair of hands shook him awake.

‘Have you finally come to your senses?’

As his vision came into focus, Eunho saw a familiar face.

‘Jinwoo?’ he groaned.

‘Good; you recognise me. I suppose you’re just fine.’

‘What hap—? Eugh.’ An anguished moan escaped Eunho as he tried to sit up. Pain zipped through his body. Jinwoo rushed to support Eunho’s back, setting him back down.

‘Keep still. You’re not in any state to be moving about,’ said Jinwoo, though he himself looked like he’d barely made it out of a fight alive. His clothes and hair were in disarray. The faint scent of smoke radiated from him, and his face was mucky with soot.

‘Did something bad happen?’ Eunho asked.

‘I should be the one asking you that!’ Jinwoo replied, incredulous. ‘If not for that scholar bloke who saved you, I might be attending your funeral right now!’

‘What are you saying?’

‘A fire broke out at the Sagok Pavilion. The place went up in flames after it was struck by lightning.’

‘Lightning?’

The crease in the middle of Eunho’s brows deepened.

‘I suppose you couldn’t have known, since you were unconscious.’

‘Someone saved me?’

‘Yes.’

Eunho could only blink.

He recalled the stranger he’d met at the Sagok Pavilion – his frame, so delicate it would break at the slightest touch; his thin smile, and the inexplicable dimness in his eyes.

‘That scholar . . . Did you ask for his name?’ asked Eunho.

Jinwoo shook his head. ‘There was no time for that; besides, the fellow didn’t seem interested in sharing that information. After handing you over, he disappeared.’

‘I see. And what of our task?’

Flashing a cheeky smile, Jinwoo reached into his chest pocket and pulled out a small book. ‘Not all was lost. I followed some servants and they led me to this – the Sagok register. It’s a record of every visitor that enters and leaves, the gifts they brought, and what they received in exchange.’

The light returned to Eunho’s eyes. ‘With this we’ll be able to weed out all of the chief state councillor’s underlings!’

‘Let’s hope it’ll be of some help to the king, Royal Secretary.’

Eunho nodded. His appointment had been met with fierce opposition, but nothing could sway the will of the young ruler – and Eunho’s longtime friend – King Yi Hwi. His insistence spoke volumes of the expectations he had for Eunho.

‘Anyway, back to you. How did you end up in such a battered state?’ Jinwoo asked.

Eunho took a moment to recall what had happened. ‘It seems the chief state councillor has been meddling with things that are . . . not of this world.’

‘What do you mean?’

Eunho launched into a brief summary of the snakes and liquor.

‘That scholar was a byeoksaga like you,’ explained Eunho. ‘He was the one who figured out everything.’

Jinwoo tilted his head in confusion. ‘A fellow byeoksaga? I’ve never seen his face around, and I’d like to think I know every byeoksaga in the capital . . .’

‘A new face, huh? That’s strange. He didn’t seem like a charlatan either.’ The thought that he didn’t know the name of his saviour nipped at Eunho.

‘Well
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