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Normally when Mirae heard the palace women call softly into her chamber just after sunrise and heave in a surasang spread of steamed fish, twelve side dishes, soup, and scorched rice tea, she would rise bleary-eyed out of bed and devour her breakfast. In the year since she’d ascended the throne, she’d quickly learned that she needed all the energy she could muster to make it through yet another rigorous day as Seolla’s youngest and most inexperienced queen.

But this morning, Mirae had already been up for hours and sat fully dressed in the garments left out for her the night before, specifically chosen for that day’s ceremony. While her attendants set up the various tables for her meal, Mirae finished fixing a large braided wig to the top of her head, a heavy adornment she always wore when conducting official business. As soon as the palace women were finished, Mirae nodded for them to leave. Although it was an unconventional thing for the High Queen to ready herself in the morning, the palace servants had become accustomed to her way of doing things, and no longer protested her deviances from tradition.

As for Mirae, being at the entire queendom’s beck and call at all hours of the day had made her protective of whatever alone time she could steal.

When she was by herself again, Mirae turned her attention back to the spread of ddeoljam before her. She’d spent nearly half an hour just trying to choose which of the vibrant hairpieces to pin to her wig, a decision that never usually took this long. She was still undecided when a familiar voice echoed down the hallway outside her chamber.

“Three hours to herself and she still isn’t ready?” she heard a man outside groan to the guard at the door. “Does my noonim realize she isn’t just a crown princess anymore? She can’t be late to these royal engagements! Lollygagging is my job now.”

“It is exactly as you say, Seja jeoha,” the Wonhwa responded obligingly, as she did almost every morning.

“Really, I don’t know what she’d do without me,” Hongbin huffed, and then waited for the soldier to wryly reply.

“You are utterly unappreciated, Seja jeoha.”

“Indeed, I am!”

Mirae didn’t even turn around when she heard the silk screen doors to her chamber slide open and Hongbin’s feet stomp indignantly across the bamboo floor.

“What’s taking so long, noonim?” her younger brother practically bellowed as he approached. “The oracles will be here in just a few hours, and you’re not even dressed!”

Mirae raised an eyebrow and gestured to the resplendent hanbok draping her body, replete with a pale green dangui and deep plum chima. “Calm down. It’s not like I’m sitting here naked.”

“I wish the same could be said for your hair,” Hongbin said with a grimace. His own dark tresses were pulled into a smooth bun. Capping it was a small golden coronet pierced with a dragon-tipped binyeo that complemented the golden flecks of his deep blue hanbok. In short, Hongbin was, as usual, perfectly put together.

“My hair has been a bit of an ordeal this morning,” Mirae admitted, and gestured to the slew of ornaments glittering in front of her. “I could really use your discerning eye.”

Hongbin let out a dramatic huff before collapsing next to her. “Well, what choice do I have? We can hardly trust you to manage this simple task on your own.”

Mirae ignored his jab, knowing full well it was all a performance for the benefit of the palace women and guards listening in. This was hardly the first time her younger brother had swooped into the queen’s chambers uninvited when he suspected that Mirae needed his “rousing support.” Sure enough, as soon as he could speak at a normal volume without being overheard by anyone outside, Hongbin finally dropped his charade.

“Rough morning?” he asked quietly. He gestured to Mirae’s uneaten breakfast.

She nodded and let out a sigh. “I can’t say I’m looking forward to today.”

Hongbin nodded sympathetically. “One thing I’ve learned recently is how tedious royal duties can be.”

“It’s not just that,” Mirae whispered. She was extra cautious that someone might eavesdrop on her next words. “This will be the first time since last year that I’ve interacted with any oracles except for Areum.”

Hongbin’s eyes widened. “Oh, I see.”

While Mirae sat in her chambers, paralyzed by a seemingly small decision concerning hairpins, the palace courtyard was being prepared for that day’s ceremony, the first one she’d be taking part in since her disastrous Sangsok Ceremony. Today, she would once again be surrounded by Sacred Bone Oracles, who were still recovering from that fateful night when many of their own were slaughtered. Now Mirae was tasked with anointing the new Kun Sunim of the holy women’s order, knowing full well that their last one died only because Mirae couldn’t fulfill her duty as protector of Seolla.

Sensing the dark direction of Mirae’s thoughts, Hongbin cleared his throat before her anxiety could spiral any further. “There’s nothing to worry about, noonim. Didn’t Lady Areum say that the oracles don’t blame you for what happened?”

Mirae nodded. It was true, her longtime friend, now serving as the court liaison between the oracles and the palace, had assured Mirae on several of her visits that the oracles she was training with blamed the massacre of their order on the anciently prophesied nemesis of Seolla—the Inconstant Son. A villain fated to destroy the entire queendom unless the gods-ordained High Daughters stopped him.

A man whom everyone believed Mirae had defeated.

Hongbin, seeing the look on her face, scooted closer and wrapped her in a hug. “You’re doing it again, aren’t you? Wallowing in guilt?”

“How could I not?” Mirae choked back a sob. “I told everyone that the Netherking was gone. Then I covered up what happened to Minho, and the Josan king’s plot against Seolla. I’ve made everyone think the queendom is headed toward a golden age of peace.”

“You did what you had to,” Hongbin reminded her. “As Mother said, if the Hwabaek had learned of the Josan king’s act of treason, there would have been war, the likes of which we’ve never seen. You had no choice but to blame Minho’s abduction on the Netherking so all the political messiness would ‘die’ with him. Now you can finally push the Josan king to create a united peninsula. It’s the least he can do after you covered for him.”

“Even so, I lied.” The ornaments below seemed to glitter more brightly as tears glassed Mirae’s vision. “If everyone knew the truth—”

Hongbin waved away Mirae’s words like night terrors that perished in daylight. “The Netherking can’t hurt anyone anymore, not since you cut off his magic, decimating his mindless dark army. Thanks to you, everyone is safe.”

“Not everyone.” Mirae’s head, heavy as a stone, slipped forward until all she could see was the floor, dewdropped with tears.

Hongbin sighed and took Mirae’s hands. “We’ll find a way to get Minho back. You, me, Mother, Father, and Kimoon. We made a pact. And, honestly, if you look at our combined skill sets, we’re pretty unstoppable.”

Hongbin reached up and wiped away the streaks of water on her cheeks. “You lied, yes, but that’s the reason you get to sit here poring over jewels instead of battle maps. The fact that you can’t see that as a blessing makes me sad. You have no idea how noble and greathearted you are. Which is why,” Hongbin said, puffing out his chest, “I’m going to have to start telling you how amazing you are every day, morning and night, until you start believing me.”

Mirae sighed as she brushed away the remaining wetness pooled up in her eyes. “You mean you’re going to burst into my room like this all the time now, and bully your queen into seeing things your way?”

Hongbin shrugged. “For all your virtues, you can be quite thickskulled sometimes, noonim. It takes a lot to change your mind once you’ve decided to believe something.”

“I could say the same for you.”

“Yes, but I’m always right, so it’s different.” Hongbin stroked an imaginary beard. “I am your moral compass. The heart and soul of Seolla. Crown prince extraordinaire.”

Mirae chuckled despite herself. “Well, oh wise one, how about you put that exceptional mind to work and help me finish getting ready before Captain Hanyoung comes to drag me out of here?”

Hongbin clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Your wish is my command.”

Without further ado, Hongbin leaned forward until he was nearly parallel to the shimmering pins. Moments later, he pointed at a pair of round ornaments. “How about these? They’re quite pretty.”

Although the pins he’d chosen were lovely—each had a round white jade base topped with garnet beads and gold butterflies—Mirae couldn’t help but giggle. “Do you know what those are enchanted to do?”

Hongbin frowned and leaned closer, as if trying to read a minuscule script. “Hm, I know garnets are often associated with the heart, and butterflies are associated with beautiful women. Perhaps these ddeoljam make you extra attractive to the person you wish to court?”

“Not quite,” Mirae said softly, conscious once more of not being overheard by anyone outside. “Don’t use your head to figure this one out, Hongbin. Use your magic.”

Her brother’s eyes widened as they shot up to Mirae’s. “You want me to use magic here? In the palace? You made me promise never to do that, or else you’d stop teaching me!”

Mirae shrugged. “I guess you’ve made me feel brave today.”

It had been only half a year since Hongbin had confessed to Mirae that the mark at the base of his neck suppressing his Sacred Bone Magic—the ability to wield all three of Seolla’s magic systems—had dissolved when the Netherqueen submerged him in a tub of black water, a change that the high collars of his hanboks had hidden from view. Since then, he’d been secretly trying to train himself in the ways of magic, but was soon forced to admit that he needed an instructor if he was to learn to use his powers safely.

At first he’d been afraid that Mirae would rat him out to their mother, especially after seeing firsthand what Sacred Bone Magic could do in the hands of a man like the Netherking. To Hongbin’s relief, however, Mirae had agreed to mentor him. It was time, she’d decided, that Seolla stop suppressing magical men out of fear of the Inconstant Son’s rise to power. After everything Mirae had seen, she couldn’t help but feel that by trying to thwart the Inconstant Son, Seolla had only created him. So it was that Mirae had become determined to break the cycle of cultivating monsters, starting with her brother.

But first, Mirae had sworn Hongbin to secrecy. They both knew that it would take some time before the Hwabaek would be ready to condone this massive break with tradition, even after Mirae had declared that the Inconstant Son had been defeated. Since the inception of Seolla, its citizens had believed that the gods themselves were against men using magic. But after hearing the true story of the Deep Deceiver from the Netherking after his capture a year ago, Mirae had begun second-guessing a lot of what she’d been told about the gods’ will.

“Are you sure about this, noonim?” Hongbin asked nervously. But after Mirae gave him an encouraging nod, his excitement finally won out. Hongbin reached forward, cupping his hand over one of the glimmering pins. Mirae stayed quiet as she waited for Hongbin’s magic to connect with the subtle power emanating from the ornaments.

“Hm, let’s see,” Hongbin muttered as his eyes squeezed shut. “I’m sensing a thread of the enchanter’s intent. The red garnet was chosen to emulate blood. But it was specifically enchanted to increase its wearer’s circulation. The butterflies on top were enhanced to bring out the generative properties of gold that mesh with the transformative power of butterflies. Together, the enhanced flow of blood and the invocation of rebirth were combined to enchant these pins to … oh.”

Hongbin’s eyes flew open. “Are these, um … fertility pins?”

Mirae couldn’t help but laugh at the mixture of emotions on her younger brother’s face. Pride in his successful exercise of magic, coupled with chagrin at what he’d suggested his sister bewitch her body to do that day. Cheeks lightly flushed, Hongbin cleared his throat. “Well, I think we can rule these out. I don’t think there’s use for them today.”

“No, not particularly,” Mirae said, the corners of her lips still twitching.

Once his embarrassment subsided, Hongbin smirked as well. “Let’s try this again, shall we?”

Still smiling at his gaffe, Hongbin closed his eyes and hovered his hand over the remaining ddeoljam, pausing over a pair of amethyst discs piled with multicolored pearls. Seeming to quickly work out the enchantment exuding from them, a calmness that would soothe the stomach of its nervous wearer, Hongbin pointed at the pearly pins triumphantly.

“These will be perfect for you, noonim. I know how grumbly your stomach gets when you’re anxious.”

Grateful that they were still speaking too quietly to be overheard, Mirae nodded in agreement. “Right you are. I think you’ve made a fine choice.”

Hongbin lifted his chin proudly as he helped Mirae finish adorning her hair. Just then, another familiar voice echoed outside the chamber, right on time. “Your Majesty, I have come to escort you to the Garden of Queens.”

Captain Hanyoung slid open the screen doors and bowed before entering. When she straightened, the older woman raised an eyebrow. “I see you’re running a little behind.”

“My noonim was just suffering from a small bout of indecision!” Hongbin quipped, once more putting on his charade of boisterous aplomb. “But fear not, our lovely queen is finally ready, all thanks to me.”

Captain Hanyoung glanced at Mirae’s untouched breakfast. “Perhaps I should come back after you’ve had a chance to eat. That’s more important than your daily walk to—”

“No, no,” Mirae said, a little too quickly. “I can’t skip today.”

“As you wish, Your Majesty.” Captain Hanyoung didn’t push any further. She knew how important it was to Mirae to light incense in honor of her older brother every morning. Captain Hanyoung’s unfailing dutifulness, so like her young predecessor’s, sent a pang through Mirae’s heart. She was yet again reminded of the courageous, fiercely loyal young woman who had been like a sister to her—Captain Jia.

It didn’t help that Captain Hanyoung was her late friend’s aunt, and shared many similar features. The same high cheekbones and slim nose graced both their faces, though the veteran woman’s freckled skin was far more tanned and weathered.

“I’ll pack up your breakfast and bring it to the garden,” Hongbin offered cheerfully as he rose to his feet and held out a hand to help Mirae up as well. “We’ll have a picnic.”

Mirae nodded her thanks before smoothing her chima and straightening her silk jacket. Then she followed the waiting captain outside to begin their morning trek.

The walk to the dragon gates was brisk, leaving Mirae somewhat breathless as she and the captain hurried past the colorful offices of the palace, leaving half-moon dents in the sand behind them. Once they neared the courtyard, where preparations for that night’s anointing ceremony were in full swing, Mirae was glad for the soothing magic emanating from her pins; the churning in her stomach might have been too much for her otherwise.

Thankfully, Captain Hanyoung interrupted her thoughts as they rounded the main hall. “May I offer you some advice, Your Majesty?”

“Of course,” Mirae said as she eyed the magnificent building beside them, strangely satisfied to see that the paint of its green and red supports was beginning to fade for the first time in centuries. It had been some time since Mirae had cast the routine embellishing enchantments over the palace to keep it jewel bright and radiant. Ever since her excursion into Josan, where she’d seen the beauty and ease of a magicless existence, she’d gotten a new perspective on what her queendom’s magic “should” be used for.

“I’ve noticed recently,” the captain said carefully, “that you’ve been struggling to balance your desires for reform with the Hwabaek’s strict adherence to tradition. While I support your mission to change outdated conventions, I think there are a few ways you can ease your stress.”

“Such as?” Mirae asked.

“Choosing your battles more wisely,” the captain said. “I know you abhor gaudiness, but instead of agonizing over what to wear this morning, you could have just donned the traditional ornaments passed down to you. Surely our beloved dowager queen would not object to you wearing her fineries, given that she’s still convalescing in the southern isles and cannot wear them herself.”

Swallowing back distaste at the lie she was forced to maintain about her mother’s whereabouts, Mirae shook off memories of the wooden chest in the corner of her chamber where her mother’s ceremonial attire was hidden away. If it weren’t for the palace women’s constant tidying, it would be covered in a thick layer of dust and cobwebs.

The last time Mirae had even looked at her mother’s vestments had been the day the world she thought she knew and loved had shattered, and the truth about Seolla’s dark history had been unearthed. Although Mirae had tried hard as queen to ensure that the unsavory mistakes of her foremothers lay as impotent as their heirlooms did now, it was no small task to shake off the shadow of a time when secrets were as bonded to the Sacred Bone line as their own blood.

“I’m sorry if I misspoke, Your Majesty,” Captain Hanyoung said after a moment, mistaking Mirae’s silence for a reprimand. “I was just trying to help.”

“It’s all right,” Mirae said quickly. “I just—I’m internalizing your words. Thank you for your concern.”

The captain nodded and said nothing more as she and Mirae entered the sandy courtyard just ahead of the dragon gates. Mirae, too, fell silent as she looked around the clearing, and at all the preparations already in place for the anointing ceremony.

Palace women with long rakes were drawing intricate designs along the outer reaches of the sandy plaza. At the very center of the enclosure was an enormous stack of pine logs and bundles of sage, ready to be lit at sundown. What caught Mirae’s eye most, however, were the countless ribbons, as multicolored as the sky at dusk, streaming from wooden poles secured around the perimeter. The last time Mirae had seen such flourishes, oracles had been murdered, and a forest set alight by Sacred Bone fire.

Mirae’s eyes darted away from the cheery decorations, and anything else that reminded her why a new Kun Sunim needed to be anointed. Instead, she kept her gaze fixed on the dragon gates, and the Wonhwa guarding them.

When she and Captain Hanyoung finally reached the palace exit, Mirae slowed to a stop while her companion approached the guards standing at attention. After walking up and down their ranks, thoroughly examining the scale armor of the Jade Witches and the silver-embroidered black robes of the Ma-eum Mages for any sign of errant enchantments, Captain Hanyoung finished her perusal by exchanging passwords with the Wonhwa as an extra security measure. When she was satisfied, she returned to Mirae and bowed.

“All is well. We may proceed.”

Mirae nodded and headed out the gate with her ever cautious escort. Captain Hanyoung took Mirae’s security very seriously, never letting her outside the dragon gates unaccompanied, especially since Mirae’s mother was “away” and the crown prince was too inexperienced to take over should anything happen. Mirae’s fateful foray into Josan had been over a year ago, and there hadn’t been much word since of trouble brewing in Seolla’s sovereign nation, despite the fact that Mirae had made a fool of their king, and even stole one of his most trusted sons to her side. But Captain Hanyoung’s instincts told her that no news was bad news. Silence meant scheming was happening in the shadows. Hence, even though Mirae craved alone time now more than ever, her protector allowed as little of that as possible.

But Mirae didn’t complain. After all, the captain was righter than she knew, even without an inkling of what Mirae was actually on her way to do.

Mirae breathed in the crisp, late morning air as she padded down the path leading away from the palace, the grass as deeply teal as the hilly ridges on the distant horizon. Together with her eagle-eyed companion, whose hand never left the hilt of her jade sword, Mirae slipped into the forest where, not long ago, her Sangsok Ceremony had gone horribly wrong.

There was no trail to follow to the Garden of Queens, but Mirae had walked this path hundreds of times, enough to know each root and protruding mound by heart. Soon enough, she and the captain broke through the sun-dappled trees and entered the resting place of queens.

Before entering the hallowed clearing, Mirae turned to her companion. “I’d like some privacy today.”

The other woman nodded. “As you wish, Your Majesty. But I must insist that you not take more than an hour, as the oracles are scheduled to arrive by noon. I will come fetch you if you have not returned by then.”

“Understood.” Mirae waited until Captain Hanyoung moved to stand guard at the edge of the trees before she finally entered the Garden of Queens, passing swiftly through the grassy domes of her ancestors’ restored tombs. She slowed only when she neared the shrine on the far side of the garden, obscured from Captain Hanyoung’s sight by the hilly graves.

Mirae stopped and knelt at the low table. Then she conjured just enough fire to light a stick of incense in honor of her deceased relatives. Beside the golden burner rested the sacred heirloom of one of her High Daughter ancestors—the jade dagger of the Silver Star. Mirae wasn’t concerned that the sacred Seollan treasure would be stolen out here in the open, given that it would instantly kill anyone who touched it except for Mirae and the new gods-appointed Kun Sunim. But the blade reminded her every morning why this was the last High Daughter relic in her possession.

Initially, there had been three High Daughter relics. But Mirae had shattered the seong-suk of the Deep Deceiver, forcing the spirit of her ancestor to save the Netherqueen instead of imparting the vital message she’d waited hundreds of years to share—an act of mercy that Mirae still wasn’t sure was worth the cost. Mirae’s own black bell, bestowed upon her as the final High Daughter, who was also cryptically titled the “Unnamed Dragon” in prophetic records, had been left in the care of the man for whom Mirae had spared the Netherqueen. Siwon, who still mourned the loss of the woman he had once loved as a mother. The soul of the Netherqueen, known to Siwon as Suhee, still coated the black bell, making it safe for him to touch.

That also meant Suhee’s soul was blocking the bell’s extraordinary power—the switching ability Mirae had relied on to rescue Minho. She’d tried several times since her return to Seolla to ring the bell and activate its power, to no avail. But she had a plan to remove the Netherqueen’s soul soon. If all went well, then Minho’s liberation would quickly follow.

After offering a quick prayer to her ancestors and bowing, Mirae approached the doorway of shadows suspended between the two closest trees, a muddle of writhing tendrils of darkness beckoning her closer.

The dark portal to the cage created by the Deep Deceiver looked less sinister than the first time Mirae had seen it, especially now. It was guarded by a pair of grinning haetae statues, lionlike sculptures that would let no one pass without her permission. Facing the shadowy gateway, Mirae raised her arms until her long, pale sleeves hung like moth wings off her shoulders. The jade statues, sensing that the blood beating within her was harmonious with the subtle rhythm vibrating from their own manes, began to glow. As their light grew, the inky darkness between them began to churn.

Mirae shot a quick glance back in Captain Hanyoung’s direction, making sure the sharp-eyed woman hadn’t left her post. Satisfied that she was alone, Mirae slipped into the swirling void.
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The newly strewn, enchanted sand on the other side glimmered faintly, softening the stark, clawlike silhouettes of the surrounding trees. Though Mirae had tried lacing their branches with beautiful autumnal leaves and summoning birds to sing in their boughs, none of her cheery spells had lasted long enough to fend off the haunting memories she had of this path to monsters and poisoned magic.

So, Mirae wasted no time in bidding the morning chill to surround her. Once swathed in glimmering mist, she gathered the icy wind into the silk bellies of her hanbok until it lifted her off the ground. Then she floated through the sunless trees, her hovering golden shoes drawing soft lines into the freshly replaced sand. Draped in twilight chill, Mirae sped as quickly as she could toward Wol Sin Lake, feeling like one of the ghosts who haunted the wintry woods she’d nicknamed the Gwisin Forest.

Within seconds, she noticed that she wasn’t alone. Up ahead, the restless spirit of Sol, daughter of the Deep, drifted onto the moonlit path. As always, the gwisin brought rolling fog to hide her legless lower half, and her long black hair lay wetly over her pale, featureless face. The gwisin didn’t have to speak for Mirae to know what she wanted—the same thing she silently pleaded for every time they crossed paths.

Justice against the man who had destroyed her people.

Mirae had done what she could to bring the gwisin peace; she spared Sol’s mother and thwarted the Netherking’s vile plan. Sol had even come to Mirae’s aid during her battle against the Inconstant Son, proving that their wills were aligned. And yet, after everything, the gwisin couldn’t find rest. Not until Mirae finished what she’d started—something she wasn’t ready to do.

Mirae regretfully swept past the pale, haunted woman and continued on her way. She couldn’t give Sol what she needed, not yet. Soon, she promised, soon my brother will be free, and your father will get everything he deserves.

I swear it by the gods.

Mirae was coming close to the end of the trail. She slowed her gale and dropped lightly to the ground so she could cross the final few steps between her and the bone-white pebbles of Wol Sin Lake. With the grace of practice, Mirae strode toward the inky loch, a lidless eye gazing eternally at the stars. She braced for the shock of the paralyzing cold and dense, oily pressure of the spelled water to envelop her, heedless of its own strength.

And then, taking a long, deep breath, Mirae sank into its depths.

Sinking wasn’t quite the right word for it. The pull of the giant green hand that caught her, guardian of the entrance to the Deep, had become gentle over the months. A spot of warmth in her descent, proffered by the creature that had memorized a path through the darkness.

They had gotten used to the frequent ferrying, both the bohoja and Mirae. As they neared the end of their journey, she felt its grip loosen around her wrist, her cue to relax her body. Then the bohoja released her, sending her sliding smoothly across the floor of the lake. Mirae reached out just in time to plunge her hand through the gelatinous border between the inky water and the hidden kingdom below.

As soon as she made contact, the barrier let her pass through its gripping midst until her body broke free on the other side. Mirae summoned wind to slow her fall, though she balked at the musky air in the Deep that wafted the hint of mildew and fish up her nose.

“Mirae.” Her name echoed through the cavernous chamber. As she floated to the ground, Mirae glanced down at the man waiting below.

For a second, the sight of him sent a jolt through her body, making her blood pound as if she were about to rush into battle. In the dim lighting of the Deep, her greeter’s long black hair and towering height made him look like the Netherking, who had stood in the exact same spot back when Mirae first plunged carelessly into the Inconstant Son’s cage.

But the man’s eyes, yellow green in the gloomy glow of the water above, calmed Mirae’s racing heart. This man was not the Netherking, but rather the trusted steward of her enemy’s cage. By the time her feet touched the ground, Mirae had recovered enough to nod calmly at the exiled prince of Josan.

“Kimoon,” she said. “I see you were expecting me.”

“Of course,” he said with a nod. “The oracles are arriving today.” With each word, the shadows beneath his pronounced cheekbones shifted, making his face look even more gaunt than it did in sunlight. Kimoon had always had angular features, but their sharpness had grown more pronounced over the past few months. “I figured you would stop by before the anointing ceremony in search of good news. I expect tonight will be difficult for you.”

Mirae hid a grimace at Kimoon’s frankness. While the Josan prince was a different man now than he had been when she first liberated him from the Josan king’s tyranny, some things never changed, like his lack of tact when discussing sensitive topics. “And do you have any good news for me?” she asked. “How is my orabeoni today?”

Unfortunately, Kimoon’s candid, straightforward demeanor served him even less well when he was delivering an unfavorable report. “Our latest concoction had no effect. I’m afraid the dowager queen and I will have to reexamine the formula.”

“I see.” Mirae felt her shoulders slump. “I swear it feels like we’ve already tried every variation we can think of.”

“There is still … one other option,” Kimoon ventured, his detached tone slipping briefly. “If you’re finally willing to hear me out.”

Mirae crossed her arms over her chest. “We’ve been over this, Kimoon. The answer to that is, and always will be, no. I refuse to stoop to the Netherking’s level.”

“We both know nothing else is working,” Kimoon pressed. When Mirae frowned, he held up his hands placatingly. “What I mean is, it may be time to at least consider the possibility that thinking like the Netherking is the only way to reverse his spell.”

“As I’ve said before,” Mirae retorted, “the second we debase ourselves is the moment he wins. Exploring dark magic is out of the question.”

“I understand that,” Kimoon said, inclining his head, his voice tinged with impatience. “But like I said last time, I’m willing to handle everything on my own. I just need your permission. Neither you nor the dowager queen need sully your—”

“This isn’t about keeping our hands clean,” Mirae interrupted. “This is about sacrificing the unwilling, as the Netherking once did. Something we will never do.”

“But what if we limited ourselves to criminals, or other people undeserving of—”

“Enough.” Mirae held up a hand. “I’ve already said no, and that’s final. I’m tired of having this conversation. Do not mention the harvesting of that revolting dark ingredient again, or I will have you removed as warden of the Deep. Am I clear?”

The shadows on Kimoon’s face seemed to seep into his eyes for a moment before he wiped his face clear of any expression. An unsettling skill he often used when Mirae irked him. “Yes, you are perfectly clear,” he said, voice neutral. “My apologies, Mirae.”

Although it had been some time since Mirae had given Kimoon permission to continue calling her by name, instead of using her royal title, she still wasn’t used to the way it sounded coming out of his mouth, especially when laced with resentment. Uttering a queen’s name was an intimate thing, something granted only to parents, siblings, close friends, and her eventual lover. Kimoon wasn’t any of those things, but the bond she and he had built on their shared guilt over Minho’s predicament, and their commitment to finding him a cure, didn’t fit under any existing labels.

Reminding herself that she and Kimoon wanted the same thing, however much they disagreed about how to obtain it, Mirae breathed out all her pent-up frustration.

“No, I’m sorry,” she relented. “I told you your help would be welcome here, but I tend to veto more of your ideas than I entertain. Even the good ones. I’m sure it’s irritating.”

At Mirae’s softened tone, Kimoon’s expression relaxed as well. He waved away her apology. “No more irritating than I can be when I latch onto an idea. I’m not exactly good at letting things go.” Kimoon cleared his throat and looked down at the floor. “It’s difficult being down here, seeing no results week after week. Watching Minho deteriorate while we get no closer to curing him. It weighs heavily on the soul.”

Mirae swallowed back the guilt clotting in her throat. She knew full well that Kimoon was shouldering a burden she couldn’t, and he did so willingly, resolutely, which, unfortunately, made him the best person to remain sequestered here with her mother, under conditions little better than those their prisoner endured. Mirae didn’t want to forget that Kimoon was trapped down here so she didn’t have to be.

“I know this hasn’t been easy,” Mirae sighed. “But it’ll be over soon. Tonight, I’ll solicit the help of the new Kun Sunim in creating a cure.”

Perhaps it was just a trick of the light, but the corners of Kimoon’s mouth seemed to twitch. “Are you absolutely certain you can trust an outsider not to expose the truth about what’s happening down here?”

“Of course.” Mirae nodded, feeling completely sure of her words for once. “The oracles are sworn to serve the High Queen unfailingly, even above the needs of the queendom. That is their calling. They will keep my confidence, as they have for all my ancestors.”

Kimoon snorted delicately. “Yes, your people’s penchant for keeping royal secrets buried is truly unmatched.” Before Mirae could chide him for his snark, he quickly added, “But in this case, sealed lips will be most appreciated. I do hope the Kun Sunim will be able to help us.” Kimoon rubbed his face tiredly. “If not, I’m afraid you may not like our remaining options.”

Not knowing what else to do, Mirae reached out and patted Kimoon’s arm. When he raised an eyebrow at her uncharacteristic show of affection, she cleared her throat and awkwardly returned her hand to her side. “In the meantime, if there’s anything you or my mother require for your work, you need only ask.”

“Thank you, Mirae.” Kimoon offered a rare albeit strained smile. “On that note, we should go check in with the dowager queen. When I left, she was buried under a pile of heavy books. I’m sure she’s eager to regale you with her findings.”

Mirae returned Kimoon’s tepid smile and gestured for him to lead the way.

Every time Mirae made her way to the deepest, darkest corner of the Inconstant Son’s cage, she was forced to recall the evil event that kept bringing her down here.

After defeating the Netherking on the shores of Wol Sin Lake, with the help of a vengeful army of gwisin, Mirae had dragged her brother’s unconscious, stolen body back down into his possessor’s longtime prison, and sent out a desperate Sacred Bone call to the only person who could hear it—her mother. As soon as the queen arrived and saw what had happened, she and Mirae fashioned a set of magic-suppressing chains, much like the ones that had incapacitated Mirae in Kimoon’s fortress. They’d used them to shackle their foe into a place farthest from the black water above, which the Netherking had become too good at manipulating to be trusted anywhere near.

From there, they had made the difficult decision to keep Minho’s predicament a secret while they figured out how to save him. As far as the rest of the queendom was concerned, Mirae had obliterated the Netherking in battle, tragically sacrificing Crown Prince Minho in the process. It was better, she and her mother had decided, to let everyone believe Minho was at peace, and that the Netherking—and his dark army—was soundly defeated. The painful, horrible truth would only incite the very war Mirae had fought so hard to prevent; for if the crown prince’s plight was brought to light, the Hwabaek would undoubtedly investigate and discover the Josan king’s treasonous role in Minho’s abduction, as well as the fact that Mirae had covered everything up to keep the peace. She couldn’t allow all her efforts, or Minho’s suffering, to have been in vain, so to secrecy she was sworn.

Of course, not all of her story was a lie. With their united powers, Mirae and her mother had been able to ensure that the Netherking had become nothing more than a dormant threat—soon to be a deceased one, as soon as a cure for Minho could be found.

Now, as Mirae entered the murky cavern where her brother was imprisoned, she did her best not to react to the awful sight, one that widened the crack in her heart with every visit.

The first thing she saw in the purple, bruised light of the dim orb her mother had cast above were the pearly toes of Minho’s feet. Then the glittering black silk of his possessor’s hanbok. As Mirae drew closer, she looked past her brother’s long, messy hair and into his gleaming eyes, willing herself not to react to the look on his face, as steely as the iron that kept him there. The Netherking, in Minho’s body, sat calmly on the cold floor as if he were a meditating scholar, not a prisoner. Mirae came to a stop just outside the shackled man’s reach.

“Hello, orabeoni,” she said, forcing herself to smile. She did this every time, hoping that Minho’s soul hadn’t been buried too deeply for him to hear her.

“Queenling.” The Netherking’s low, oily voice sounded especially noxious oozing out of Minho’s throat. “My, how bleak you look. Care to talk about what’s troubling you?”

Mirae ignored the Netherking’s taunts. As much as she wanted to muzzle him, her mother had forbidden it. If Minho’s soul ever retook control, he would need some way of alerting them.

Thankfully, Mirae didn’t have to shut up the Netherking herself. Behind her, a voice, high and commanding, echoed through the chamber. “Say one more word to her, and all you’ll be eating is larvae for the rest of the week.”

The Netherking scoffed. “You wouldn’t do that to your son’s precious stomach.”

“Actually,” Mirae said, turning toward the reverberating sound of her mother’s voice, “beondegi is one of orabeoni’s favorite snacks.”

“Indeed.” Mirae’s mother finally emerged from the shadows, carrying a stack of books. “Far be it from me to deprive my son of a source of joy, especially at your expense.”

The Netherking’s smirk straightened into a thin line of disgust as he shrugged off the threats, causing the heavy chains around Minho’s wrists to clink against the floor. “You can hardly blame me for trying to make a little conversation, especially since our queenling will soon be off, busily carousing with those pathetic vision hags.”

“You will address Mirae as ‘Your Majesty,’ ” her mother said with a glare. “Unless you actually do want a little extra crunchy protein for dinner.”

The Netherking rolled Minho’s eyes. “Am I to address the queenling by her proper title, or not converse with her at all? Which is it, Noeul?”

“I think I speak for all of us,” Kimoon interjected, “when I say we’d prefer the latter.”

To Mirae’s surprise, the Netherking didn’t hurl any barbed words at the bastard prince of Josan. Usually, he was quick to torment the traitor who had turned on him and his wife. Mirae didn’t get to dwell on that peculiarity for long, however, for her mother soon walked up beside her.

“I’m glad you made time to visit,” the former queen said, smiling tiredly. Mirae noted the way her mother’s arms wobbled under the pile of thick tomes. From the deepening bags under the other woman’s eyes, it was clear that sleep was as elusive as the answers she sought. “And before you ask,” her mother continued, surprisingly cheery, “we have plenty of food and supplies; no, we don’t need a break from all this; and yes, we’ll be fine even if you end up attending to royal duties for a few days.”

Mirae couldn’t help but chuckle at the one-sided dialogue. Her visits to the Deep usually ended with her asking the same rote questions, given that she was the only one who could enter and leave freely. “I’m glad to hear it, and to see that you’re unusually chipper this morning.”

“Well, I think I’ve had a breakthrough.” Her mother’s smile widened and, for a moment, she looked like the woman who had taught Mirae to enchant jade turtles to fly around the palace library.

“Oh?” was all Mirae had time to say before her mother nodded for Kimoon to come take the books from her. As soon as her mother’s hands were free, she pulled a vial out of the silk pouch tied to her waist and held it up triumphantly, its oily contents as dark as the lake above.

Taken aback by her mother’s excitement, Mirae shot Kimoon a look, but he seemed as perplexed as she. They both watched curiously as her mother strode up to Minho. “I have a good feeling about this one,” she said as she uncorked the small flask.

Mirae did her best not to exchange another look with Kimoon. They’d heard the dowager queen say similar things before, only to walk away sorely disappointed. The Netherking, however, found the confidence of his old rival nothing short of laughable.

“What ancient, mythical remedy did you research this time?” he asked smugly. “Did you throw in some mugwort? Ginseng?” The Netherking turned his nose up at the dark vial. “It better not have any sanghwang in it. I don’t like the taste of it.”

Ignoring the Netherking’s taunts, Mirae’s mother gestured to Kimoon. “Hold his mouth open.”

Kimoon, who didn’t possess any Sacred Bone Magic for the Netherking to poison—as he’d once done to Mirae’s mother, driving her to madness—was the only person allowed to touch Minho. He moved forward obediently, but before he could approach, the Netherking let out a low chuckle. “No need to put your hands on me, princeling. I’m curious to see what the False Queen has concocted this time. I will drink it willingly.”

With that, he tilted his head back and opened his mouth, the edges of his lips creased with barely contained laughter. Undeterred by her opponent’s mockery, Mirae’s mother tipped the vial’s contents into his waiting mouth.

True to his word, the Netherking swallowed.
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Mirae waited warily beside Kimoon. The warm heat of hope began expanding through her chest, despite all the times past experiments had let her down.

At first, nothing happened, except the Netherking grimaced at the potion’s taste. But after a few seconds, the frown on Minho’s face deepened, his expression turning from one of amusement to confusion.

“What’s happening?” The Netherking doubled over, grunting with pain. “What did you give me, Noeul?”

Mirae’s mother didn’t answer. Mirae didn’t speak, either; she just stood there, eyes wide, watching Minho’s body shudder and shake, the hope within her warming into something searing, eager to boil away all the guilt she’d been holding on to for so long.

Is this it? she thought with a thrill. Did we actually find a cure?

No sooner had she had that thought, however, than Minho’s twitching stopped. She couldn’t see her brother’s face; he was still bent over, breathing heavily. But then she heard it. A sound that swept through her like daggers in her veins. A small, pitiable voice, agonizing in its familiarity.

“W-Where … am I?”

Mirae gasped as her older brother straightened and looked around, his brown eyes and gentle, bewildered voice softened by their true master’s return. “I-Is anybody there?”

“Orabeoni,” Mirae whispered, at the same moment her mother tearily spoke his name.

Minho’s head whipped around. “Mirae?” His voice quavered. “Mother?”

Breaking the most important rule of the Deep, Mirae’s mother fell to her knees before Minho, wrapping her arms around him. “Yes, I’m here, my darling son.”

“Mother,” he murmured. “I was having a terrible dream.” Minho leaned into his mother’s warmth. “I was trapped in a starry void, with no warmth or food. All I could see or hear … was him.” Minho shuddered. “He kept saying such awful things.”

Unable to stop herself, Mirae, too, rushed up to her shackled brother, falling beside him and grabbing his hand. “You’re safe now, orabeoni. Back with us, where you belong.”

Minho’s eyes had adjusted enough that he could finally see her. “Mirae.”

It was really him, not some cruel trick of the Netherking’s—a man with a soul so noxious, he could never impersonate Minho’s gentleness. Mirae could practically feel it, the ebbing away of the evil that had tormented Minho for so long. His face, once creased with sneers and glares of hatred, was smooth and open, just as before.

He’s back, Mirae thought, overcome with relief. My orabeoni is really back.

“My beautiful boy,” Mirae’s mother cried, soaking Minho’s matted, overgrown hair with tears. “We never lost faith, not for a moment. We always knew you’d return to us.”

But Minho didn’t seem to share their joy. Eyes fixed on Mirae, his expression haunted, he whispered hoarsely, “He made me watch as he killed Jia over and over again. I saw her die a thousand times, a thousand ways.” Minho’s voice broke. “He told me her death was my fault for resisting the Netherqueen, and that you would be next if I didn’t give in to him now.”

“No, you were right to fight them both.” Mirae squeezed his hand. “Captain Jia did not die because of you. Do not listen to the Netherking’s lies.”

“But why is he in my head?” Minho asked, trembling. “What happened to me?”

Mirae opened her mouth to answer, but her mother quickly interrupted. “We’ll tell you everything, later.” She stroked the sides of Minho’s face. “First, we should draw you a warm bath, and get you some real food. Maybe even let you walk in the sunlight a little.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good—” Mirae began, but her protest was silenced by a look from her mother.

Oblivious to the tension between the two women, Minho nodded tiredly. “I think I need some help standing up, though. It feels like there are rocks tied to my …” Minho’s voice trailed off as he lifted his arms and blinked at the manacles around his wrists. His mind, fuzzy from pulling out of a deep sleep, suddenly seemed to sharpen.

“What’s this?” Minho looked around. “Where are we?”

“It’s a long story,” Mirae’s mother soothed, reaching for the shackles. “We’ll tell you everything, I promise. But first, you need some proper rest and nutrition.”

Alarmed at what her mother was about to do, Mirae grabbed her hand, nails biting into the other woman’s skin. “We can’t release him yet,” she spluttered. “We don’t know if he’s been cured permanently. For now, we should keep him under observation.”

Minho looked between the two of them, his brow furrowed. “What do you mean cured? Cured from what?”

Mirae’s mother shook away Mirae’s hand like it was an annoying moth. “I will not treat my own son like a criminal. If the Netherking resurfaces, we’ll curb him, just as we did before.”

Minho’s face paled. “Is the Netherking here? What’s going on?”

As much as Mirae hated it, she latched onto her mother’s wrist, holding on firmly this time. “I want to believe he’s cured just as much as you do,” she said slowly, emphasizing each word, even though they felt like needles prickling her throat. “But we must be certain that the Netherking is truly gone. We cannot underestimate him.”

“I agree.” Mirae had forgotten Kimoon was with them until she heard his voice. “I am as delighted by this breakthrough as anyone, but given the depravity of our enemy, we cannot afford to be anything other than abundantly cautious.”

It killed Mirae to see all the happiness drain away from her mother’s face as the grim reality of their situation sank back in. Mirae knew her mother could feel it, too: the dark magic still lingering inside Minho that couldn’t be purged so easily.

“Kimoon?” she heard Minho say. Her eyes snapped back to her brother, who was straining to see through the darkness. “Is that … you?”

Mirae’s heart skipped a beat as Kimoon emerged from the shadows, where he’d remained during her family’s reunion. As soon as Minho could make out the other man, the prince who had tortured him with black water at the Josan king’s behest, Minho’s muddled, perplexed expression melted into something else. Something Mirae had seen on her brother’s face only once before.

“You.” Minho clenched his fists, and his lips pulled back into a snarl. “What are you doing here, bastard?”

“It’s all right, orabeoni,” Mirae said nervously, placing her hand on his arm. “Kimoon helped me save you, remember? He turned against his father. He’s with us now.”

“With us?” Minho turned to Mirae, the disbelief and rage in his eyes blistering hot. “You allied with the man who chained me up and experimented on me with—”

Minho’s voice suddenly choked up as his eyes shot back down to his shackles, and the empty vial in his mother’s lap. His eyes widened with horror. “Oh no,” he whispered. “This … this isn’t real. It must be another nightmare.” He turned to stare at Mirae as if she were a specter conjured up to torment him. Struggling against his chains, his muscles bulging through the Netherking’s black jeogori, he stammered, “This is just another one of his vile tricks, isn’t it?”

“No, orabeoni.” Mirae grabbed one of Minho’s arms while their mother clutched the other, desperate to calm him. “This isn’t what it looks like. I can ex—”

A sudden stab of pain throttled Mirae’s reassurance. Minho had driven his shoulder into her, shoving her to the ground as he yanked at his chains, bruising his flesh in his eagerness to be free of them.

“Orabeoni!” Mirae cried, but when her brother turned to her, his eyes were black with rage, his face contorted with fury.

“I don’t know who you are, but you’re not my sister,” he snarled. “She would never cage me like an animal, or experiment on me, joining hands with”—he shot a scalding look at Kimoon, whose face had paled to a ghostly white—“a monster. This is just another one of the Netherking’s cruel delusions. I won’t fall for it!”

Shocked into silence by her brother’s hateful words, Mirae just sat there, paralyzed at the sight of Minho so desperate to get away from her, confusing reality with torture.

What has the Netherking done to him?

“Mirae!” Her mother’s shout jerked her back to the present. “We’ve got to take these off him—it’s the only way to calm him down!” Her mother grabbed a manacle. “Help me!”

“Get away! Don’t touch me!” Minho shoved their mother away as he had Mirae, slamming her backward. His eyes shot around the room, which was almost completely swathed in shadows, much like the cell he’d spent several days in, suffering at Kimoon’s hand. “Not this … anything but this … I’m begging you. I can’t go through this again. Send me back into the void … I won’t complain anymore, I swear.”

Minho’s head rolled back as he beseeched the darkness around them, a place he believed his tormentor was watching from, laughing at his pain.

“Orabeoni,” Mirae gasped, her cheeks hot with tears. “We’re real—this isn’t a trick. Please, you’re safe now … you have to believe me!”

“Take me back to the void,” Minho begged again, heedless of the women who loved him more than life itself. “Please.”

“It’s all right, son.” Mirae’s mother crawled back to Minho, breathing shakily from the pain of her bruised chest, and reached for his chains. “I will take you away from this awful place. He won’t hurt you anymore.”

“Mother, no!” Mirae lurched forward to intercept, and heard Kimoon rush up to do the same.

In her haste, Mirae practically tackled the other woman, successfully swatting her hands away from Minho’s shackles—but not swiftly enough to fall clear of Minho’s reach.

It happened too quickly for her to react. One moment she was colliding with her mother, and the next, she felt Minho’s arms wrap crushingly around her shoulders, yanking her toward him. Before she could so much as scream, she felt a shock of pain explode from the side of her neck as something sharp sank into it.

Mirae tried to whip her head back, but Minho had latched onto her, and the pain of ripping away from him sent white-hot stars into her vision. A second later, she felt Minho’s jaw unlock, releasing her.

Mirae fell backward, stunned by the violent, ferocious push of teeth that sent shocks of pain through her body, from her temples down to her chest. Lying on the floor, dazed, she barely heard her mother scream her name, or felt the hands that pressed against her neck.

All she knew was that the cold ground around her head was becoming warm and sticky.

“Mirae … I’m so sorry,” she heard her mother sob. The words sounded muffled, as if spoken underwater. “I don’t know what I was thinking. Please get up—please.”

Moments later, the searing pain in her neck subsided, replaced by a dull, aching throb. Mirae’s vision cleared, but her ears still rang from shock. And yet there was one sound that cut through all the noise, echoing menacingly.

Laughter, low and evil. A sound she could never forget.

“I had rather hoped you would be foolish enough to unshackle me,” she heard the Netherking cackle. “But alas, I guess I’ll have to settle for the despair on your faces instead.”

Mirae felt hands pull her into a sitting position. Kimoon sighed with relief that she was all right. But Mirae was staring at her brother, her heart sinking. Gone was the tenderness, the benevolent gaze of her orabeoni. Now his dark eyes were ebony beads glittering wickedly, his full lips smeared with her garnet blood.

The Netherking’s smugness lit a fire deep in her core. Fury, unlike any she’d ever felt before, grew like the flames in her palms, racing up her spine, eager to wreath her entire body. But the Netherking only continued to smirk as she lit the Deep with the fires of her rage.

He knew she wouldn’t hurt him, not if it meant harming a hair on Minho’s head.

“Mirae.” Kimoon, who had stumbled back from her scorching blaze, quickly moved to fill her view. “This is what he wants. Don’t give him the satisfaction of watching you suffer.”

As intended, Kimoon’s words raked through Mirae like cold water on hot coals. He’s right, Mirae admitted as her boiling rage subsided. The Netherking is enjoying this, relishing what little power he has over me and Mother. Willing herself to calm down and deny her enemy the turmoil he so craved, Mirae closed her eyes and bid the flames disperse.

“Tell me, Kimoon,” she said as soon as she was composed enough to speak. “Did my mother’s remedy work, or was everything we just saw a ruse?”

“The latter, I fear,” Kimoon said grimly as the other man laughed.

“Of course the False Queen’s little potion had no effect!” the Netherking crowed. “You think a handful of herbs will subvert my spell? Mark my words, queenling,” the Netherking spat, cracking his heavy chains against the ground like thunderous whips, “I am never leaving this body until I get what I want. I promise you that, and words cannot be false in the Deep.”

Mirae didn’t realize her hands were shaking until Kimoon grabbed them, steadying them. His yellow eyes bored into hers, as if to bolster her with his own strength. “Don’t listen to him. He cannot fathom a world where anyone is more powerful than he is, but his arrogance will be his downfall. You are going to beat him, in the end. That is my promise.”

Calmed by Kimoon’s undaunted spirit, Mirae let out a breath, releasing the rest of her anger. “Yes, you’re right,” she said, steeling her shoulders. “It’s only a matter of time before we figure this out. His days are numbered. And soon we’ll add the knowledge of the Sacred Bone Oracles to ours.”

She heard the Netherking scoff. “You’ll get nothing from those useless vision hags who couldn’t even foresee my rebellion in the Deep. Face it, queenling, there’s only one way to end this; you’re just too much of a coward to do it.”

Mirae felt her hands curl into fists as she pulled away from Kimoon. “Muzzle him,” she said, jerking her head in the Netherking’s direction. “I think we’ve all had enough of his poison for one day.”

Kimoon moved to obey. As he rushed off, Mirae touched the tender scar on her neck and searched for the woman who’d healed her, but her mother had disappeared.

“If you’re looking for the False Queen, I suggest checking her study,” the Netherking jeered. “That’s where she usually goes to lick her wounds.”

Mirae gritted her teeth as she turned to leave, trying to block out the Netherking’s parting words, to no avail.

“Take it from me, queenling,” he said, his low voice rumbling. “You think you’re so noble, laying siege to Minho’s body under the guise of saving him. But if you believe that the ends justify the means for you alone, and not for me, then you’re a fool. All monsters loved someone once. Love is the greatest calamity, and it will be your undoing.”

Back in the main chamber of the Deep, Mirae looked up at the late morning sky, its rosy glow dimmed by the dark belly of Wol Sin Lake, which made the world above appear to be draped in every bruising hue of twilight. For a moment, she stared up at the phenomenon, struck by how aptly it represented the state of everything that spent too much time in the Inconstant Son’s cage—like her mother, who’d locked herself into her study, refusing to come out. As much as Mirae hated leaving her mother heartbroken, she knew Captain Hanyoung would come looking for her soon, and she had an anointing ceremony to officiate that was becoming more imperative by the moment.

“I hope everything goes smoothly,” she heard Kimoon say, startling her. When Mirae turned around, she could barely make out his face, sickly pale under the lake’s green light. When he was close enough to touch her, he instinctively reached out and smoothed the sides of her hair, slicking it back to meet with her halo wig seamlessly. Then he tightened her hanbok ribbon into a perfect bow, and finished off by rubbing the peaks of her collar. When his hand pulled back, the tips of his fingers were smeared with blood.

“You should clean that off before anyone sees you,” he urged, reaching into his purple jacket to pull out a handkerchief. When he leaned closer to carefully rub what redness he could off her clothes, Mirae felt the warmth of his body, a sun in the endless chill of the Deep. His long fingers worked deftly, occasionally tugging her closer as he scrubbed the fabric, his brow furrowed in concentration. Had anyone else been around to observe this intimate moment, Mirae would have pushed Kimoon away. No men except her own family, or a lover, were allowed to touch her like that. But she and Kimoon were alone, and the rules of tradition had always been a little blurred between them.

When Kimoon finally finished, he crumpled the soiled handkerchief into his palm. “There we go. You’re much more presentable now.”

Mirae nodded her thanks and turned to leave, but Kimoon stopped her with a hand on her arm.

“Before you go,” he said softly, “I wanted to ask if today’s unfortunate event has made anything change between us.”

“Between us?” Mirae asked, unsure why her cheeks started flushing.

“My offer,” he clarified. “Have you reconsidered it?”

Realizing what Kimoon was talking about, Mirae felt all the warmth drain from her face. “I told you not to speak of harvesting that dark ingredient anymore.”

“But you’ve seen what the Netherking is doing to Minho,” Kimoon insisted, the muscles in his jaw tightening. “How can you let him suffer like that without doing everything you can to save him?”

“I’m not failing him by making sure he’s freed the right way,” Mirae said, her words as icy as the air between them.

“The right way?” Kimoon said, barely biting back his contempt. “And what happens when you finally realize there was no right or wrong way all along, just the only way? How long must Minho wait for your moral superiority to fade? Do you really think he has that kind of time?”

“I know he would never accept the idea of harming someone else for his sake,” Mirae shot back. “You may not care about my family’s principles, but I do. I have to. I can’t just do whatever’s easy, or entertain every path presented to me. There must be boundaries I will not cross, because I have an entire queendom watching me. One that seeks to do good no matter how difficult, and even took you in despite your crimes against us.”

“Yes, you took me in,” Kimoon said quietly. “Now you expect me to obey you unquestioningly. Just like my father.”

Mirae took a step back, offended at the comparison. “Where is this coming from?” she demanded, bewildered at the change in Kimoon’s face. Before he could respond, a shadow passed over the sun, reminding Mirae of the duties she needed to return to, and quickly. She didn’t have time to address whatever dark internal crisis Kimoon was dealing with.

Mirae took a moment to compose herself before locking eyes with Kimoon. “Look, I don’t know what’s really going on here, but we’ll talk about it when I get back. Just please do as I’ve asked. No more talk of dark magic until we have the new Kun Sunim’s guidance. Then I’ll hear you out. Until then, have faith in me a little longer.”

Thankfully, Kimoon’s ire also deflated, at least enough for him to nod curtly. Then, still only barely appeased, Kimoon reached back into his hanbok and retrieved the milky-white pearl that allowed the magicless to come and go from the Deep.

Despite the tension simmering between Mirae and Kimoon, she couldn’t help but take in the unparalleled beauty of the relic glowing warmly in his hand. Once she had thought it nothing more than a key to the Deep, guarded by the spirits of the Gwisin Forest. But, in the year since the pearl had lent her its aid on the shores of Wol Sin Lake, she’d learned what it really was—no mere artifact but a Yeouiju, an orb of power once wielded by dragons. Creatures that had been dead for over a thousand years. Where once it had held omnipotent power, the extinction of all dragons had left this last pearl with a mere fraction of the magic it used to hold, the depths of which Mirae hoped to tap into someday, when she had time and energy to dedicate to such things.

For now, it continued to serve as a key to the Deep for those, like Kimoon, who did not possess Sacred Bone Magic. Raising the pearl above his head like a palm-size moon, Kimoon waited until the shadow of the lake’s bohoja obscured the sunlight above, summoned by the orb’s power, before retucking the shimmering pearl into his clothes. Then, offering Mirae a brusque bow, Kimoon turned and retreated back into the darkness.

Hoping that she and Kimoon would be able to talk through their disagreement with clear heads later, Mirae summoned wind to carry her up to the world above. As soon as
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