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Dedication


To my husband and best friend, Sonny.
I couldn’t have done it without you.
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1


Kira sat staring at the waves lapping on the sandy shore. She hadn’t moved since Taejo had been snatched by Fulang over two hours ago.

Behind her, her brothers and friends were busy trying to prepare for her new journey. They’d left her alone, knowing she needed time to think. She’d gone from anger to despair to anger again. She burned with it, a fiery volcano.

In her mind’s eye, she could still see the blue dragon’s great wings beating up a sandstorm as he lifted Taejo and Gom into the clouds and disappeared from view. She could still hear Taejo’s screams and Gom’s distressed cries.

It was all her fault. She should have killed the dragon in the shadow world when she’d had the chance. Why had compassion stayed her hand? If anything were to happen to Taejo, she would have broken her oath to her uncle and father. Kira closed her eyes in pain. She couldn’t bear the thought.

This is not your fault. This is fate.

Kira’s eyes flew open in surprise. It sounded like Brother Woojin’s voice. But he was three thousand li away. It would take him weeks of traveling to reach them.

“Sunim, I’m so sorry.” She spoke into the wind, as if it would carry her words north to him. “It was my job to protect the prince and I failed.”

You must have faith, my child.

Kira didn’t know if it was really him somehow communicating with her or if it was just her mind telling her what she wanted to hear.

She sighed. “Faith is nice, but not much help right now. What I need is a plan. But I don’t know what to do.”

Brother Woojin’s voice was silent. Instead, she heard the dragon again.

“Musado, if you want to see the princeling alive, then bring what you have stolen from me to Tiger’s Nest Temple on Jindo Island. You have ten days.”

Gritting her teeth, Kira had to fight the rage that rushed through her once again. So much of the anger was directed at herself for failing to recognize the meaning of her weird visions. It was all so clear now that it was too late. Now that she had to chase a blue dragon to an island that had already been invaded by the Yamato and seek a temple filled with cannibalistic monks who considered her their greatest enemy.

Her head hurt.

Someone came and knelt in the sand next to her. “Your brother sent me to tell you they are ready for you,” Jaewon said.

Kira rose to her feet, feeling stiff and tired. The afternoon sun had shone down brightly on her head and she was feeling the effects. Silently, Jaewon passed her a water bag. With a grateful look, she drank, feeling the slight headache start to give way.

They climbed up the dunes and over to the command center. Inside the large open tent, Kyoung, Kwan, and several military leaders were conferring. Her brother Kwan should not have even been there. Badly clawed by Fulang, Kwan was in no state to be standing for very long. She was about to tell him to rest when he spotted her.

“Kira, this is madness!” Kwan exclaimed. “You of all people are the one Daimyo Tomodoshi wants. He will use everything in his power to capture or kill you. And Jindo Island is swarming with Yamato!”

Her eldest brother seemed to notice her immediate aggravation. He grabbed Kwan by the shoulders and pushed him onto a short stool.

“Actually, Admiral Yi has figured out an ingenious way to get her to the island,” Kyoung said.

The admiral bowed and stared at Kira with piercing eyes under shaggy, graying eyebrows that even his helmet couldn’t cover up.

“Kang Kira, we may be in luck. For this is approximately the right time of year for the miraculous land bridge to appear between the islands of Modo and Jindo,” he said.

“Miraculous bridge? What is it?” Kira asked.

“It’s a well-kept secret that only the islanders know about. It occurs two to three times a year in the spring and summer. A land bridge that lasts for about an hour forms between the islands of Modo and Jindo.”

“Only an hour? What time of day does it occur?”

“That’s one of the problems. In the last five years, the first of the pathways has formed progressively later in the day,” he said. “Our navigator predicts that it will open in the next four days and will be at around sunset. But it is also the most dangerous time. When the tide returns, it comes in hard and fast and will sweep you deep into the ocean.”

“If it’s not dark enough, we also risk being seen on the road,” Kira said.

“That’s the other issue.”

“How is this helpful, then?” Kira asked sharply. “There’s a bridge that may or may not form, and if it does, it might be while it’s still bright out, in which case we’ll be visible to the Yamato patrols. And even if we cross it, we risk being drowned by the tide!”

“I know it sounds like madness,” the admiral said.

“There may be no choice,” Kyoung said. “The entire Jindo coastline is heavily patrolled by the Yamato.”

“This is not going to work!” Kwan said.

In the ensuing quiet, the admiral stared at Kira, appraising her.

“To be honest, I’d rather you not go at all. Our intelligence informs us that you are the number one priority for the Yamato. They want you captured alive.”

“This is nothing new,” she responded.

“The daimyo needs you for some reason. He is more interested in you than the prince. Falling into his hands will mean disaster for all of us.”

“I understand, but I have no choice. I must go after the prince,” Kira said.

The admiral seemed to be carefully pondering his next words.

“I must ask you if this is the right thing to do,” he said slowly. “If they get their hands on you, it might be more dangerous than losing the prince.”

“Never say that!” Kira responded fiercely. “He is our future king!”

Kyoung pulled Kira aside and placed a comforting arm around her shoulders. She could see the blackened fingers of his left hand, the remnants of his encounter with the Demon Lord’s cursed blade that killed their uncle. She was reminded again of how much they had lost and suffered since the start of the war.

Lowering his head, he spoke to her in a soft undertone. “Kira, he speaks the truth,” Kyoung said. “There can be other kings but there is only one Musado.”

Shaken by his words, Kira pulled away. She was reminded of Shaman Won from Jaewon’s village. The shaman had claimed that Brother Woojin was using Kira only to protect the prince. He’d accused the monk of not respecting Kira and seeking to minimize her role in the prophecy.

“Even recognizing that the girl is the Dragon Musado, your mind seeks a more acceptable interpretation. That she is only part of the prophecy instead of the only one. She is only relevant to you as the prince’s protector. But what you fail to recognize is that everything is irrelevant without her.”

The shaman was right. This was something that she was as much at fault for doing as everyone else. It had been difficult for her to accept that she was the Dragon Musado, and when she did, she still downplayed her own importance. To Kira, Taejo was the prophecy. He was the one she had to protect. When she’d gone to the Diamond Mountains and found the first of the Dragon King’s treasures, the tidal stone, the Heavenly Maidens had told her that Taejo was the future king. It was her job to ensure that he saw his future through. She swore to take care of Taejo. It was a promise she would never break.

“I understand why it is you feel this way,” she said carefully. “I appreciate your feelings. But please respect mine. I made a vow to his father and ours to protect Prince Taejo. I must go after him. I must save him.”

“Then we will honor your oath and speak no more of this. We will do whatever is needed to help you,” Kyoung assured her.

They returned to the group. “The matter is decided,” he said. “She must go.”

With a decisive nod, the admiral began the discussion again.

“I understand that my plan sounds crazy, but here is what I propose. We set sail for Modo tonight, on the evening tide. It usually takes a full day of travel, although the seas have been unpredictable of late. We will arrive from the east, which will keep us out of sight of Jindo. You’ll be dropped off in a small craft as close as we can get to shore. We cannot drop anchor, as we would risk being seen if a Yamato ship should pass by. It will be late in the evening and low tide, so it should be relatively safe,” he said. “Once you get to the island, you have two options. The first is to keep an eye out for the bridge and make a run for it. The second option is to row over to Jindo. But it would take too long by yourself.”

“I’m going with her,” Jaewon cut in.

The admiral eyed Jaewon with approval. “Well, with two of you, it should take only an hour, provided the seas are calm. But that leaves you sitting ducks for the Yamato if they spot you.”

Kwan cursed. “That’s an even worse option!”

Kira rubbed a finger along the scar that ran from her eyebrow to her cheek. “We must pray to the Heavenly Father for a moonless night.”

The admiral’s expression turned crafty. “Well, here’s the exciting part of my plan. We will create our own diversion.” He pointed to the map of the southern tip of the peninsula. “Our navy has had great victories against the Yamato in the East Sea. We have pushed them west. But I have an idea that will send their naval forces a punishing blow.”

He pointed to Jindo Island on the southwestern tip of the peninsula. “Modo Island is this tiny point right here to the east of Jindo Island. The channel between Jindo and the mainland is called the Roaring Channel because of the fierceness of its tides. It is the fastest of all our waters. This strait is treacherous, for it shifts directions from north to west and then back every three hours. We will draw the Yamato fleet into the Roaring Channel as the tides are changing. My sailors know how to navigate the channel, but the Yamato don’t. If we time it right, they should incur tremendous damage without us even firing a shot at them.”

“But how does that help my sister get to Jindo?” Kwan asked.

On a piece of parchment, the admiral used a fine paintbrush to highlight the area. “Here is the pathway. It leads to this shore point. The patrols cover several areas along the coastline. Four nights from now, you will wait on Modo for my signal.” He then drew their attention to a small covelike area on the eastern side of Jindo. “We will engage all the Yamato on the north side of the island. At the same time we will attack this entire northeast coastline, drawing all the patrols away. When you see the night sky light up in flames that will be your signal. Only then should you run across the pathway, if it is there, or row your boat over to Jindo. Hopefully that will buy you enough time to cross over without being seen.”

“We really need to know how long that path will stay open,” Jaewon said, “and whether there will be time enough to cross it.”

The admiral’s craggy face was creased in concern. “While we think it is approximately an hour, we’ve noticed that the later in the month that the pathway forms, the shorter the time it stays open.”

“Exactly how far is it?” Kira asked.

“Almost seven li,” he said.

Kira smiled in relief. “That would only take us half an hour to run,” she said.

“I have to warn you that its appearance is gradual. That’s why you must be vigilant about watching for it. The hour starts as soon as it shows. You must plan accordingly.”

Jaewon and Kira looked at each other uneasily.

“Admiral, if it is open less than an hour, and we have to wait until it is dark enough, there’s a chance that we won’t make it,” Kira said.

“Or we wait until it is completely dark and row over,” Jaewon said.

Kwan shook his head in frustration. “Rowing takes a lot longer. More time for a patrol to come back and spot you. Neither of these options will work.”

It was dangerous, relying on the fallibility of the Yamato patrols and the aggressiveness of the admiral’s naval attack.

“I know it’s risky but it’s the best option available to us,” Kira said.

Kira thanked the admiral. “It’s an audacious plan, but I worry for the safety of your ships and men.”

The admiral smiled. “This old guy has quite a few surprises left in him, ready to be unleashed on the Yamato. Don’t worry, young Musado. We will be fine. But be careful: along this stretch of coastline there is a village nearby, nestled right into the mountains. You must avoid it, as the Yamato have taken it over. Even though Tiger’s Nest Temple is located in the heart of the mountain range, you will have to go the long way around.”

“I think it’s quite brilliant,” Kyoung said. “And Admiral Yi is the best naval officer in all of the Seven Kingdoms. I have faith in him.”

The admiral and his men left the tent, Kyoung walking out with them.

Kwan held Kira back. “I don’t like this. Even if you get to Jindo safely, it’s a trap. The dragon is leading you right to the temple monks who want to kill you!”

“I have no choice!” Kira snapped.

“Let me go in your stead,” Kwan said.

Her eyes widened as she took in her heavily bandaged brother. “You can hardly stand.”

“But they aren’t after me—”

Kira shook her head. “This I know in my heart. It must be me. If Sunim were here, he would say the same thing.”

Her brother closed his eyes. “I’m scared,” he said. “I feel like I might not see my little sister again.”

“Don’t worry,” Jaewon cut in. “I’ll be with her.”

Kwan gave Jaewon a dirty look. “That’s what I’m afraid of.”
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She was in an underground tunnel, like the ones in Hansong. It was dark and empty and stank to high hell of rot and sewage. But the stench couldn’t mask the odor of true evil. There was a demon in the tunnels. And she was on the hunt.

The pitter-patter of small feet caught Kira’s attention. She was surprised to see the form of a child up ahead. Its little girl face turned to her and laughed an unnatural high-pitched squeal. Kira saw the telltale shimmer of underworld magic. The demon form underneath the skin taunted her.

Pulling out her bow, Kira took careful aim. Before she could release the arrow, the demon face disappeared and the child looked at her in horror. Tears fell from her eyes as she began to sob.

“Please don’t kill me! I’m frightened! I want my mommy!”

Shaken, Kira lowered her bow and stared aghast at the child. She had the strange urge to comfort it. She took one step forward but stopped. Instinct took over and forced her to reconsider.

This was not a child.

She raised her bow again. “I’m not fooled by you, demon.”

The child snarled at her with its true demon face. Kira released her arrow but the demon dodged it and raced into the tunnels, Kira close behind. The demon child led her deeper into the tunnels, into total darkness. It was only Kira’s tiger vision that let her see where she was going.

The tunnel descended lower until it dead-ended in front of a large black iron door. There was no sign of the child demon. Kira walked the length of the tunnel again, but it was gone. A soft knocking drew her attention back to the door. Without even realizing, Kira found herself in front of it.

The knocking came again, a little louder this time, as if someone or something was trying to communicate with her.

It was an ancient door, thick and strong and bolted by three large metal rods. Whatever was locked away on the other side was meant to never come out.

Still, Kira was drawn to the door even as her gut raged in warning. There was a chittering sound on the other side, then a sudden hushed quiet. An expectant lull as if the creatures were waiting for her. Kira leaned against the door, listening. Only silence. And then whispering voices that spoke to her. Begging her to release them from their imprisonment. To be their savior. The whispering went on and on, filling her head so she heard nothing else. Her hand was compelled to reach for the first latch and rest there. Three pulls and the door would be unlocked, and they would all be free. The whispering reached a fevered pitch, urging her on. But her hand trembled in place, fighting itself as it touched the lever. And then it was immobile. Frozen by the screaming in her head that finally silenced the whispers. It took all her effort and force of mind to drop her hand.

“No,” she whispered. “I will not let you out.”

At her words, an explosion of shrieks and banging erupted against the door. So loud and so hard that it threatened to beat the door in.

“We will find you and kill you!”

“There is no place you can go to escape from us!”

“You are ours! Our master has promised you to us.”

The creatures banged violently against the iron door; so great was their fury that the top bolt broke in half. They howled and raged against the door with even greater violence, causing the second bolt to break. Kira watched in horror as cracks appeared in the third bolt. She rushed forward, bracing the door against the strength of the creatures on the other side.

Over and over the creatures crashed against the door. Kira’s hands absorbed the impact as the pain numbed her arms. How long would it take before they broke free? They pounded the iron door relentlessly, finally causing the last bolt to start to bend. How many were behind the door? The chittering sounds sent chills down her spine, and Kira pressed her body weight against the last bolt. Suddenly, the pressure abated and the door was still. Had the creatures given up or would Kira be stuck there forever, protecting this entranceway? Long moments passed. Then a powerful surge rammed itself against the door, shattering the bolt and sending Kira flying into the wall. She watched as the door flew open and screaming dark things poured out, engulfing her.

Kira woke up feeling like she was having a seizure, so painful was the unusual tightness of her chest. The fright of her vision was vivid and real. Something about the creatures scared her more than even the Demon Lord.

She paced the small cabin of Admiral Yi’s ship. Looking out the window, she saw that the skies were still dark. Needing a breath of fresh air, she stepped out onto the deck and stood in a quiet corner next to the railing.

They’d left with the evening tide. Jaewon was huddled in the captain’s quarters nursing a cup of ginger tea and praying to the heavens that he wouldn’t get sick. Admiral Yi also gave Jaewon fresh diced ginger to swallow down every hour. It was an old sailors’ trick that the admiral swore would relieve all symptoms of seasickness. Kira knew she should check on her friend, but not yet. She was still too shaken up.

The bracing sea wind was clearing away the last vestiges of her nightmare, but still the fear clung to her. Her visions were not always clear anymore. She didn’t understand what they were supposed to mean. In retrospect, she should have known from her weird dreams that Fulang would break through the cave. But it was only afterward that she understood what they’d meant. It would do no good to be late interpreting another vision. She couldn’t afford another catastrophe. Now they were sailing to Jindo, where so much danger lay ahead of her. If only she knew what her dreams meant. But nothing made sense anymore. She wished she could see her friend Nara. Perhaps Nara’s visions could help her sort through her own. As she thought about her kumiho friend, it surprised her how close she had gotten to Nara in such a short time. Nara was the first true female friend that Kira had ever made. She missed the kumiho’s feminine strength. In many ways, Nara reminded her of her aunt, Queen Ja-young—both strong, beautiful women with a regal demeanor.

She stared up at the sky and wondered what was happening to her cousin and her little dokkaebi. Worry for them gnawed at her stomach. How frightened they must be. She prayed to the heavens that Fulang and the monks would not harm either of them. She prayed that she would be successful.

“I’m so sorry, Taejo. I’m coming for you,” she said to the night. “Gom, please take good care of him for me.”

Fortunately for Jaewon, the ocean was calm and he was able to sleep for most of the trip. By early evening, they were in sight of Modo Island.

Not far from shore, they lowered the wooden dinghy into the water, and Kira and Jaewon climbed down the side of the ship and dropped into the little boat. The crew passed them their bags, bedrolls, and most important, their full water bags. Kira and Jaewon each picked up an oar and began to row the boat to shore. It was low tide and they were able to make it to Modo quickly.

Once on land, Kira and Jaewon dragged the dinghy into the woods and away from sight. Although Admiral Yi had told them that Modo was uninhabited, Kira wanted to check it out herself to be sure. She left Jaewon setting up camp near where they’d landed and went off to explore the island. It took her less than an hour to survey the entire island. It was dense with tall trees and was quite hilly for such a small island. She spotted plenty of birds but held out no hope for any other game. What the island didn’t have were any streams or ponds. Kira could find no signs of running water anywhere.

The northwest side of the island, facing Jindo, was an explosion of color as glorious yellow rape flowers blossomed all along the hills. Kira made sure that they kept well behind the forest line. The admiral had warned them that the Yamato posted patrols along the shoreline of Jindo.

Her keen night vision gave her a clear sight of Jindo. Enemy patrols were stationed at several points along the coast, their lanterns winking in and out in the darkness. If the admiral didn’t create a diversion, it would be hard for her and Jaewon to escape the notice of the patrols. Having seen enough, she headed to their campsite, but Jaewon was not there. He’d set up the beginnings of a campfire but had not lit it. She wandered down to the beach, where she found him in the shallows. His shirtsleeves and pants were rolled up as he wrestled with an octopus.

“I’m impressed,” she said, clapping her hands together. “That’s not an easy feat.”

Jaewon smiled. “I live to serve, my lady.”

Gathering up a little cooking pot filled with clams and abalone, he beamed at her. “If it’s safe to have a fire, I can cook dinner tonight.”

“Yes, it’ll be fine. This island is so hilly and forested that they wouldn’t see anything from this side. But the admiral was right.” She sighed. “There’s no water source anywhere on the island. You’ll have to use our water to cook dinner. I’ll put out our bowls to catch rain, if we’re lucky, and let’s conserve our water until we get to Jindo.”

Jaewon agreed. He filled the metal pot he was carrying with seaweed and water from his water bag and returned to their camp. He tucked the pot into a corner of the fire.

That night, they enjoyed a seaweed stew filled with seafood.

“I’m surprised,” Kira said. “But that was delicious.”

“Why surprised?” Jaewon looked offended. “Seung is not the only one who can cook!”

“Yes, but some of the things you made were not so tasty,” she replied.

Jaewon grinned. “Well, I admit that I’m not so good with meat and rice. But I definitely know how to cook seafood,” he said. “My mother was originally from a little seashore town in Kaya. She is the reigning champion of seafood cuisine in all of Wagay.” His voice petered out as his smile faded.

Kira knew he was thinking of his mother, of how she had tried to kill him when they were in North Wagay Village.

“Well, I am impressed because I can’t cook anything,” Kira said. “I think there is a talent for cooking that you either have or don’t have. And I most certainly don’t have it.”

Jaewon shook his head at her. “Not true. You roast meats.”

“More like burn them,” she retorted.

Jaewon shrugged. “I like my meat well done.”

Kira gave him a disbelieving look.

He smiled back. “Cooking, like anything else, can be learned. Even the worst cooks can eventually make simple yet flavorful meals. I think the truth is you don’t want to cook. You are one of those people who just want to eat the food and not make it.”

“That is very true,” Kira said complacently.

They finished eating in contented silence. The sound of the gentle waves coming in and out was peaceful.

“You know what I like best about this island?” Jaewon asked.

Kira cocked an eyebrow at him.

“Your brother is not here.” He grinned.

“I thought you liked Kwan.”

“I do,” Jaewon said. “But he is always hanging around so I can’t be alone with you.”

“He is very smart, my brother,” Kira teased. “He recognizes a lecher.”

Jaewon was insulted. “How dare you! I’m no lecher!”

With a snicker, Kira pulled out her blanket and laid it next to the fire. It was so easy to joke around with Jaewon. He was a comfort to her.

As she settled herself, she worried about Taejo and Gom. She wondered what was happening to them. If they were eating and how scared they probably were. She needed to get to Jindo as quickly as possible. If only the pathway would appear, it would take far less time to run the miracle bridge than to row over to the island.

“What are you thinking of?” Jaewon asked.

“I’m hoping that this magic path opens up at the right time,” she said. “I’d rather run than row.”

“Yes, but I’d rather row than drown, thank you very much.”

Jaewon unfurled his blanket and lay down on the opposite side of the fire. “What do you think about the admiral’s crazy plan?”

“Kyoung Oppa thinks it’s brilliant,” she said, “so I’m sure it will work. Hopefully, all the patrols will be called away and we can sneak across.”

“Maybe it would be better if we take the boat over,” he said.

“We’ll see,” Kira said, her eyes closing. “My concern is that we need to take advantage of the initial chaos when the patrols will desert their posts. Rowing would take a long time. But let’s get some sleep. I want to wake up early and try to collect morning dew for water.”

“How do you do that?” Jaewon asked.

“I’ll show you tomorrow.” With a tired yawn, Kira fell fast asleep.

It was nighttime. She was standing outside a large encampment full of soldiers. Her body was rigid, her teeth grinding down on each other. With all her might, she willed herself desperately not to move, but she was no longer in charge. An overriding compulsion forced her to enter the campsite and walk through. As she passed the soldiers, they greeted her with respectful bows. But she took no notice of them. Struggling mentally against the force that was controlling her, Kira was in a panic. She had the same sense of invasiveness she’d had when Nara had shared her memories. But this time the intrusion was by a malignant force that overpowered her. She moved as if in a waking nightmare, aware of her actions but powerless to stop herself. Sweat beaded her forehead. Kira tried to open her mouth and scream, but her lips wouldn’t move. Only her legs kept going, cutting through the Iron Army, leading her to the command center. This would be where her brothers were.

She tried to stop herself, but the intruder was like a vise in her head. With mounting dread, Kira knew that she was being forced to do something horrible. Her left hand swept the entrance curtain aside as her right hand gripped her sword. Inside, her brothers were both huddled over a map with several other generals. They looked up at her approach, first with smiles and then with growing confusion. She dispatched the generals first, before they could even register the attack.

“Kira, what’s wrong?” Kyoung asked, his eyes wide with alarm. “Can you hear me? Are you still our sister?”

Kwan circled around Kyoung with his sword drawn. It tore at Kira’s heart to see the agony in his face.

“What have you done to our sister?” he shouted.

Finally a slip by the intruder, a lessening of the vise grip on her head. “Help me,” she croaked out in a harsh voice. “Kill me now before I kill you both!”

As soon as the words were released, the viselike hold gripped her again. And then Kira realized her mistake. She’d paralyzed her brothers. Inside her head, she shrieked in horror, desperately battling the intruder, but her body wouldn’t listen. In their momentary confusion at hearing their sister’s voice, Kira attacked them both. First she felled her eldest brother, her sword slashing across his neck. Without losing any momentum, her sword swung down next onto Kwan’s arm, severing it.

Kwan stared at her in horror.

“No, Kira. No!” His words choked on a death rattle as Kira stabbed him through his gut. She heard an evil laugh filling her head and recognized it as the Demon Lord’s.

And then she was screaming, her mind freed at last.

Harsh cries tore from her throat as Jaewon shook her awake. For a moment, she didn’t know where she was. It was still dark out but for the stars glinting in the inky sky.

“It’s all right, it’s just a dream,” he said soothingly. “Hush now, it’s not real.”

Broken sobs shook her body as she clung to him. It had felt so real. The foreign intrusion into her head. The absolute control over her mind and body, forcing her to kill her brothers. This was not a vision that could ever come true. She was never going to let this happen. She would kill herself first.

She wept for a long time, unable to speak of her vision. But Jaewon never pressed for details, only holding her in his arms, providing her comfort and solace. She finally fell asleep, still wrapped tightly in his embrace.
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In the morning, Kira woke up in Jaewon’s arms. His face rested against the top of her head. He was sound asleep, his breath tickling the back of her neck. Kira freed herself gently, careful not to wake him. She needed some private moments alone.

She gathered her things and walked up the mountain so as not to be disturbed. She used a small amount of water from her water bag to wipe her face and clean her teeth. She held a cold wet cloth against her eyes, feeling how swollen they were from all of her crying. The mere thought of her nightmare caused her to shake once again. Pure unadulterated fear shot through her body. This was worse than when she’d heard the voice of the Demon Lord talking to her constantly.

She tried to push the vision from her head and returned to camp. Jaewon lay sleeping. His face in repose was so young and carefree. The sadness that she’d associated with him for so long had mostly disappeared. There was a lightness about him that hadn’t been there before. She hoped she’d never see that deep sadness within him again. And yet, she worried for him. She didn’t want to be the one to hurt him again. He meant too much to her.

Waking Jaewon, she showed him how to collect dew. There had been no rain overnight, so their bowls were empty. Kira walked over to a large open field of grass and began to wipe the blades with a clean rag. They were moist with dew. She then squeezed her rag into her bowl. Within ten minutes, her bowl was full. They collected enough to fill their metal pot. After gathering more firewood, Jaewon lit a fire to boil the water.

“You can only collect the dew in the early morning, while it is still cool,” she said.

“Clever trick,” he said. “Who taught you that?”

“My father,” Kira said. “All my survival lessons came from him. He would take us hiking into the mountains to hunt and teach us everything he knew about nature.”

“He sounds like a great man.”

Kira nodded. “The best,” she said simply. “I miss him every day.”

Jaewon reached over and enfolded Kira in his arms.

“You helped me reunite with my father, and I thank you for that,” he said.

“I didn’t do anything,” she mumbled into his chest.

He squeezed her tight. “Yes, you did! I wouldn’t have had the courage to seek out my parents if I hadn’t met you. I would still be running away from my problems. But now I feel like I have my father back, and to hear you talk about missing yours breaks my heart,” he said. “I know he’s not like your father, but I would gladly share mine with you. And I know he would embrace you like the daughter he never had.”

Kira snorted. “That sounded suspiciously like a backhanded proposal.” She pushed away and sat down, arms folded as she gave him the stink eye.

A flush crept up his neck and into his cheeks as he sat across from her.

“I’m not trying to insult you,” he said. “I feel closer to you than anyone else in the world. I have felt so lost for a long time. Yet when I’m with you, I feel I’ve found my way. You’re the reason I can make it through the day. Your face is the one I see when I fall asleep at night. And the only one I want to wake up to in the morning.”

Jaewon rose up to his knees and moved closer, bringing his face inches away from Kira’s. He threaded his fingers through her short, thick hair and stared into her eyes with an intensity that brought a sharp ache to her chest and uncomfortable heat everywhere else. His action shocked her into stillness. She couldn’t deny her attraction and the desperate desire for another kiss. His lips hovered out of reach for a long moment, causing her body to sway forward and bring her lips to his. The warmth of his mouth brought a tingling to her navel that spread rapidly through her body.

His hands, which had been holding her tightly, began to wander the length of her body. Kira recoiled violently and punched Jaewon in the face.

“How dare you!”

“That was an accident,” he said, rubbing his sore chin. “I didn’t mean to do it! I just lost my head—”

“You’ll lose something for sure if you try that again,” Kira said through gritted teeth. She jumped to her feet and stomped away in a rage mixed with the mortification of knowing she’d enjoyed his caresses.

Awkward and uncomfortable, Kira stayed away from Jaewon and spent the day hunting and digging for water. It took all afternoon, but she was able to dig out a small well and see it fill with groundwater. Filling her water bags, she returned to camp with two birds she’d caught.

Jaewon sat beside the fire, whittling away at a piece of wood. “What have you been doing all day?” he asked.

Ignoring him, Kira quickly cleaned her kill and prepared a makeshift spit that she placed over the fire.

Jaewon rose suddenly and came up behind her, hugging her tight around her waist.

“Don’t be mad at me,” he mumbled into her hair. “I hate it when you’re mad.”

Kira sighed and tried to shake him off. “You’re always saying that! Let go!”

“No, I won’t! Not until you stop being mad at me,” he replied.

Kira turned her head and held Jaewon’s gaze. “I said let go,” she repeated in a quiet voice.

Jaewon released her immediately. “I’m sorry,” he said.

Kira could see his sincerity and the bubble of anger in her heart dissipated
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