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According to legend, the Soldier once drowned entire kingdoms in darkness.

A thousand years ago, the city of Nava – The Ninth City; the eternal city – flourished in the land today known as Ik-Song. It was ruled in tandem by the Bearer of the Moon and Bringer of the Dawn, kept in balance by the Dragons of East and West. 

Until the Moon Bearer slaughtered the Dragon of the East in his search for power, and the City fell as consequence. The Dawn Bringer was never to be seen again. 

This is when the storms began; deadzones appeared. The land warped and changed. 

But the most dangerous effect of all was a new weapon that rose from the spilled blood – a mercenary known as the Soldier … 
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One Year Ago

The unnerving part was that she woke with no blood on her hands.

She examined them carefully, trembling, turning over the knuckles double-bound in wrapping that extended all the way up to her forearms. Spotless. Perfect. As if they had never touched anything before.

Breaths coming short, her hands slammed down roughly on the ground behind her, holding herself up. Gravel gritted against the underside of her palms. The right side of her face felt like it would split in two, from eye to lip; blood ran hot in the pocket of her mouth; cold, dank cavern air seeped into her clothing.

And the body lay cooling mere paces away.

I’m sorry, she wanted to say, but her voice wouldn’t return. Not yet. She’d only awakened minutes ago, but this time felt different – this time felt like she’d risen out of the ground itself, compact dirt and slabbed stone somehow colliding underground to form her body, impossibly, like a red-rusted canyon: limbs heavy as stone, vision muddled as an eroding river. This time felt slower, weightier, harder than all the other times.

‘Can you stand?’ echoed a voice suddenly.


She startled, scrambling back against the wall, hitting it with a hard slam. Usually she was quieter than this, stealthier; now, the maw-dark cellar loomed in front of her like the jaws of a beast, and she squinted into them.

Panting sharply, she couldn’t reply.

In the moments that followed, a foot came into view under the sliver of moonlight striping through. Bare, sandalled. Wrinkled. An old woman’s foot, tough and leathery skin appearing from nowhere.

What was an old woman doing here? She tipped her head back against the wall, eyes darting from the body and back. There was no way to explain. She wouldn’t be believed. She – an unkempt, dirtied, unbloodied killer – beside the corpse of a saint. Facedown on the ground, long brown hair tangled around her arms.

She waited for the inevitable screaming, the panicking. But the old woman came into view, and she did neither. Her eyes remained unalarmed, demeanour calm. ‘I asked if you could stand,’ she said, not without some irritation. ‘Don’t you hear me, girl?’

She stilled. Searched this old woman’s face for some familiarity. Horror at the scene, or curiosity, even. But it stayed stagnant and closed. 

And she felt immeasurable relief at this unreadable face, a face that withheld answers. 

So, she stood. 

One hand braced against the stone, the other dangling as her legs folded up beneath her. Shaky. The rest of her body worked perfectly well – only the pain in her face made her want to pass out. 

Who are you? she wanted to ask the old woman, who only stared dispassionately. Aren’t you afraid of me?

‘My name is Sae,’ the old woman announced, already turning her back. ‘And you’ll come with me.’

After a long moment, she followed. Then the two figures – both somewhat hunched and crooked – made their way out of the underground. And the moonlight around them seemed somehow warmer – stronger, effusive, more golden. Later, she would wonder if it had been a trick of the light. 
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Shadow came back to herself over a steaming stone pot of ox bone broth.

The earthy aroma reminded her sharply of where she was: the busy town markets of the capital city, Yosae, wedged in a narrow alleyway. 

It had been the sand, she thought, that had unmoored her for a moment. Kicked up, maybe, by one of the ritual performers during their Mourning Day dance in the public square. It swept up a cresting wave of brilliant orange that had glittered right in front of her eyes before the wind scattered it in her face – already covered thickly by a black veil – and her body had simply frozen. Shut down. The soft impact of it had trailed like ghostly fingers across her eyes, making her hands clench into fists, the line of her back rigid. The right side of her face ached with phantom pains.

Willing her tight grip on the wooden slats of the stall next to her to loosen and release, Shadow tried to slow her breathing, looking around inconspicuously to see if anyone had caught her slip.

But it was far too busy for that. To honour the martyr Saint Desert Rose, the market proved a thriving world of its own this afternoon, a sea of dark heads and reed paerangi hats, the rustle of hemp hanbok sleeves and the ruckus of haggling bargainers once again filtering back into her hearing. Enormous white Lei cattle-pulled carts carrying steep terracotta pots dragged their way across the narrow roads, barely giving her room, as townsfolk branched off into smaller interweaving footpaths. Under grass-thatch roofs the smell of fermented cabbage wafted beside clusters of fresh enoki mushrooms, seedless black grapes and buckets of watercress. 

Smoked blood sausage and pig’s trotters were strung up and laid out on hay, curiously examined by flighty children while they chewed on small grilled smelt fish skewered on sticks. A seller across from her – a man with his hands clasped behind his back – stood behind a low-lying table of colourfully bound books. The slap of sandalled servants labouring cargo, vendors’ shrill voices, and mothers with crying babies bundled across their backs intensified the cacophony. Mock bamboo puppets of the Dragons of East and West whisked past her, carried by performers. The Dragons were kindhearted water-dwellers, and local legend had it that they kept the old world in balance, rising only on the flower moon – though their paper imitations did not nearly do them justice, and true flower blood moons came by only rarely. 

In the midst of it, moved roughly along by the crowd, Shadow enjoyed her invisibility more than she probably should have. Discomforting, yes, but a small thrill still ran through her at this close contact with so many people, in a city still unfamiliar to her. 

At night, the Yosae markets would transform into a place shrouded in smoke and fog, a raucous affair of workers and sellers on break disappearing into establishments where they could kick off their shoes on bamboo-woven floors and sit cross-legged around low tables to indulge in domed bowls of rice and cool barley tea – glass bottles strewn across the surfaces, a relaxed ambience.

At least, that was what she imagined the markets to be like at night; she’d never actually been. That was too risky – she couldn’t stay out so long, not with the Moonbearer’s people roaming around looking for her. The false ruler of Ik-Song.

The crowd moved in front of her like silver-stream fish, too fast to bother pausing for a glance, to parse her out. She was invisible – a widow, maybe, or a servant. She rejoined the masses smoothly, situating herself beside a nondescript stand, pretending to browse through trinkets. A few paces beside her a lithe, dark-haired boy with a farmer’s hat milled around, silently examining the tables. She hadn’t noticed him until now, which was surprising – usually she was quick to pick up on her surroundings. There was something off about his stance, tense, like he was waiting for something.

‘Git,’ sniped a voice from behind. A middle-aged woman, hair plaited back, swatted a schoolboy’s hands away from where she moulded sweet rice cakes across a powder-strewn surface.

‘I have coin,’ the boy protested.

‘Sure,’ she said, ‘and I’ve a palace.’

Shadow recognized the boy – he always haunted the carts on Sundays, trying to sweet-talk his way into treats, bare-handed. She smiled briefly to herself. Hair mussed and fingers sticky, he was still trying to covertly sneak something behind his angled back. 

Shadow moved along the stall, curious at the myriad of small goods. A squatting, beer-bellied man with a long beard and topknot eyed her cloaked form with mild suspicion as she approached. Packed on his tables were jackets lined with animal fur, cotton-wadded boots, wool scarves, palm-sized sacks of black beans to warm over a fire and pamphlets on how to maintain fire with nothing but forest wood. Shipping these sources of warmth and fur was needlessly expensive, especially to their island nation of Ik-Song where temperatures stayed high all-year round and the humid sun ruled the days. 

Yet, it was all here. And more importantly, it was all selling. Temperatures here hadn’t plummeted since the neighbouring nation of Asanai had attacked Ik-Song nearly a decade ago in the White Ice Invasion. But with encroaching deadzones swallowing entire forests and the threat of another invasion with the coming flower moon, it was no surprise that people were nervously stockpiling. 

Beside all the winter gear lay jewellery. Carefully, she fingered the jade-inlaid earrings, opal and spinel gems. A stunning piece caught her eye: a small, elliptical handheld mirror with the carvings of vines curling around its edges, culminating in a flowering rosebud handle. 

She picked it up, looking into the reflection: her veiled face. The schoolboy’s laughter echoing behind her, she imagined for a moment that she was looking at herself uncovered and sweating in the sun. She was no stranger. She was just a girl sent to the markets to fetch scallion and lotus root for her grandmother, whom she would merrily skip home to at the end of the day, after wasting a coin or two on something she wasn’t supposed to indulge in – like ginger candies, buns filled with red bean paste, or glutinous rice cakes of buckwheat jelly. She would’ve swiped them like the schoolboy, swift and excited. And her most pressing problem would be the scolding on these small divergences, a slap on the wrist when she returned home, before she started to prepare dinner. Then a good night’s sleep. A sunrise. 

In another life.

‘A mirror of faith,’ the man with the topknot said, the prospect of a sale warring and winning over his suspicion. ‘Dedicated to the Desert Rose. When you look into it, you look into Her memory.’

The man was trying to peer past her veil. Despite the packed crowds and close proximity, so close that you could see tiny beads of sweat across foreheads, people watched one another carefully. Everyone was on edge, and it was hardly because of a smuggling schoolboy. Mourning Day, Shadow thought, was less about grieving Ik-Song’s lost saint, the Desert Rose, and more about what they thought had killed her. Her hand fell a pace with the mirror. Slowly, it dawned on her that nearly all of the ornaments on the table were adorned with the same rose carvings.

She wasn’t a schoolgirl sent by her grandmother. Her face burned, fingers clutching the mirror tightly. It was time to head back. She’d already risked herself by staying out so long; she’d only wanted to feel the beat of the sun against her, but not for the first time that day, she thought about how she shouldn’t have come.

‘Five hundred won for the mirror. You’d best have it before the flower moon. And furs, if you’re interested.’ The vendor said, scanning her rather heavy outfit. ‘Though you don’t seem to be in any shortage of layers.’ 

At her silence, the man looked irritated, but he didn’t continue his pitch – he was distracted, instead, by a Guard moving near his stand, examining both of them. He sat back with a wary eye, and she stilled, too. In her peripheral she caught the Moonbearer’s symbol across the Guard’s chest – the thin, curving crescent insignia – over intricately scaled black armour, inlaid with gold, gleaming like it had been scrubbed by a thousand hands. His helmet bore the same sign, curving over his head, showing off the telltale white section of hair that all the Moonbearer’s remades sported.

A few weeks ago, he may have been just another peddler in Yosae, bustling around like the rest of them. Now, having been taken to the palace and gifted power, the crowds parted for the moon on his chest. 

Shadow kept her back turned, pretending to be absorbed in the goods. After a few tense moments, the subtle relaxing of the seller’s stature signalled that the Guard had moved on.

She finally moved to return the mirror when something in it caught her eye.

Someone – behind her. A figure that looked familiar. It was the farm boy behind her that she had noticed before, browsing. But why hadn’t he moved on? He lingered near the stall, unspeaking. Staying beside her, instead of moving with the crowd. 

She angled the mirror slightly and watched, eyes narrowed. Over the course of a few moments – in quick succession, so subtle it was almost unnoticeable – he stole surreptitious glances over at her.

Shadow put the mirror down. His hawkish gaze was trained at the goods, and he looked about her age – although he couldn’t see her face, she looked directly at him.

He looked back. 

She turned and plunged into the crowd without hesitation, a cold sense of control settling into her.

Shadow didn’t need to look back to know that he was hot on her heels. She wove between stalls and narrowly missed a stand weighed down with fruit as she ran towards the main road. Curse these heavy clothes – she needed to shed them. She leapt nimbly over a stream of water as waste sloshed out of an emptied bucket, charging past an oxen-cart and desperately squeezing into a claustrophobic alley. She discarded parts of her clothing as she went: first the long, robe-like hanbok skirt, revealing thin pants underneath, followed by her cloak. 

She tried to keep her veil over her face as passers-by shot her curious glances, though the crowd remained mostly directionless. Pressing through people, harried footsteps sounded behind her.

They grew more distant as she forged on. But if her pursuer was really one of the Moonbearer’s men, he would know Yosae better than her. She had only been in the capital for a year, after all – one precious year of being awake again in this changed world. 

Leaving the busy markets and crowded city behind, she plunged into the winding residential streets. The hilly roads gave no respite as she climbed and skidded at intervals, trying to hurtle down as many different corners as she could.

But the footsteps – light, steady – gave no hint of letting up.

By the Dal, how to lose him? The edges of roofs blurred by quickly overhead, tiled and sloping – and she realized her plan.

Thinking quickly, she folded herself into yet another gap between two storied houses and swung onto the piping of one, hoisting herself up quietly until she grasped the edge of the roof. She pulled herself up and over, crouching down low on top of the home, close to the edge. 

She waited.

A few moments passed before the footsteps rounded the corner. 

The sweep of sparkling sand that struck up over the roof would have paralysed her again, if she wasn’t prepared for it. The wind of it pitched her backwards, nearly knocking her off her feet, and she flung an arm up to shield her eyes against the gusting blow. Shadow regained balance halfway across the roof, dislodging one ancient tile, and faced down her opponent.

‘He said you’d seek height,’ said the boy. He had landed on the roof first, fingers simmering with heat. A Guard: a dark-haired youth who stared her down determinedly, jaw jutting out. How long had he been following her back there, flicking dirt with skilled hands and gauging her reactions? He carelessly flung his fake farmer’s cap to the side, shedding all pretence, revealing the white in his hair. 

‘My name is Crow. You’ll come with me without resistance, or risk death,’ he said bluntly. 

A hundred moves played out in her head. Shadow could try to knock him off with a well-placed strike, but the fall from the roof could be fatal to an unprotected head. She needed to get him off her tail as efficiently as possible, because if she ran, something told her he wouldn’t give up. He seemed to take her inaction for nervousness, and slowly straightened with confidence.

‘I know what you are,’ Crow continued. ‘A sakasa.’

She was silent.

He continued: ‘I’m here to ask for your help.’

Help? she stopped short. Impossible. The Moonbearer didn’t ask for her ‘help’. She had known him long enough to understand that. He wanted her helpless, in bindings, at his mercy. He wanted to take her by force and issue his commands, as he always had. The Moonbearer did not give people a choice; especially not her. 

‘You know that the flower moon approaches,’ Crow said, lunging on her hesitation, ‘and Asanai will invade us again. Your ability could prove useful for the Stronghold. The Moonbearer is offering you a proposition.’ 

That caught her off-guard. She felt – suddenly, surprisingly – a sick satisfaction: that even after all this time, the Moonbearer thought her powerful enough to send undercover Guards after, to drag her back to his palace. What kind of new ruse was this? These days, she was only a half-scarred girl, a girl who panicked at mundane reminders like sand and woke up most nights drenched in sweat, twisting around her blankets. And he wanted …

She almost laughed. Crow looked fight-ready and sharp. But still, anxiety thrummed beneath his skin – he didn’t know what to expect, not really. Sakasa were the stuff of dark legend, manipulators of darkness. Both of them were winded from the chase, but her breaths slowed down, calmed. 

His own were rapid; when she didn’t talk, he filled the silence himself. ‘There hasn’t been a sakasa in a long time.’ He didn’t even name it: the Soldier. Since the Soldier walked a thousand years ago. It was strange that all this time later, she was no longer a real person, not a girl – only a myth. ‘We need you.’

And then: ‘But I can just bring you in forcefully, too.’

She decided to test it: she raised a hand, as if to attack. 

His reaction – wide eyes, a startled flinch – told her everything she needed to know.

In the end, Shadow did nothing but throw up a churning mirage, a dark wall that hid her departure for only a few moments. She slid down the gables and piping, taking off on the ground. The shadows would churn viscerally for only seconds before fading away, Crow watching with an open-mouthed stare. And then she ran, making her way back to the house. 


She would meet the Moonbearer on her own terms; or not at all.

Before going inside, she circled the street three times to make sure the pursuit was well and truly over, that no strangers lurked in the daytime. But no one lingered or watched. 

Shadow slid the wood door gently shut behind her. The house was shot through with light and humid air clambering through the back. Vines curled along its edges and the unbolted windows. An open home like this would be a sniper’s dream, and, in theory, her own worst nightmare: totally unprotected, exposed, and vulnerable.

And yet – stepping inside gave her the impression that nothing could ever reach her again. Not the Moonbearer, nor the neighbouring country of Asanai, nor the freak weather rumoured to be tearing through the south with unprecedented hunger. None of it was real; all of it melted away in the face of this simple sliding door. Her shoulders loosened; her eyes shut briefly in relief.

‘You smell of sweat,’ came the sharp, familiar voice. ‘That was a close call, girl.’

She startled. And turned to Sae, cross-legged on a mat against the wall, having assumed a strange meditative position with one eye cracked open. Her fine white hair was tied behind her head; her brown, wrinkled face giving the illusion of serenity. The eye closed again. Around her sat a half-circle of small bowls of water.

‘Why are you sitting so close to the door?’ Shadow asked. ‘And why the … water?’ 

‘You left your mirrors uncovered in the morning, girl.’

The mirrors covered at night, bathroom door closed, bedroom door open. Shadow could hardly keep track of all the superstitious antics of the old woman. ‘I forgot to cover them.’

‘You barely escaped your pursuers.’

Unnerved by her insight, Shadow paused. ‘They were hardly pursuers. It was just – a boy. They sent a child after me.’ Never mind the ‘child’ was the same age as her. 

Sae made a noise that said she clearly didn’t believe her. 

Shadow might’ve caught onto the spying if the markets hadn’t been so crowded. And they’d been crowded because … ‘You didn’t tell me today was Mourning Day,’ she said stiffly.

‘Why would that be of importance?’

‘It’s … not. It only seemed like a big deal for the town.’

‘There would have been more Guards than usual patrolling today.’

‘I was covered from head to toe, you couldn’t see any part of me. The Guard just got lucky. He happened to be nearby.’

‘Guard?’ Sae said archly. ‘And here I thought it was just a boy.’ 

Shadow was silenced. The movements of Sae’s hands over the water bowls grew fast, a dance of their own. ‘You’re bound to get hurt. You are a green frog, girl.’ An old folktale, about a frog who never obeyed his mother until her death. ‘When I die, you’ll bury me on the riverbank.’

‘There’s no riverbank near us, Sae.’ Indeed, the closest water was the Seochon Sea. 

Even as they talked, Shadow chanced a glance down at herself: now that the adrenaline wore off, tiredness inched forward, making itself known. One of her feet throbbed, and she felt a gash on her leg – maybe she’d scraped it climbing up to the roof. She looked back up. ‘I don’t think you should be on the floor like that. It’s bad for your joints.’

‘Wise words from one chased out of Mourning Day,’ Sae scoffed.

‘It was hectic – people were lining up for furs and things. You need some, too. Next time, I can bring some back.’

‘I don’t need those.’

‘You’re not prepared for a winter. Not even a week-long one.’

‘There won’t be a winter,’ Sae said. 

‘A decade ago, there was. You were there, weren’t you?’ Shadow said, exasperated at her stubbornness. ‘Who’s to say it won’t happen again?’

A long silence. And then: ‘It’s too dangerous for you to keep going into town.’

Shadow paused. This, she couldn’t refute. This, she knew with dread mounting day by day.

Sae had never forbidden her – and never would forbid her – from leaving the house; she’d never forced her to stay hidden, chastised her, or accused her of endangering them both. But it was dangerous all the same. Shadow only prolonged the inevitable. 

Against the wide backdrop of the house, Sae looked small. 

‘I’ll start preparing dinner,’ was all Shadow said as she stepped away towards the back of the home, bare feet padding softly over the bamboo floors. The small yard greeted her enthusiastically: the lilting tunes of songbirds, clucking of spotted hens stomping around the wild garden. Some patches of the dirt had been disturbed where Sae might have pulled vegetables up, but otherwise remained intact. Beside the garden was a small koi pond under the sun, sparkling green with long algae so the fish looked like they were grazing across an open field, a soft meadow of water grass. Emersed plants curled out of the water towards her, climbing up the roots of the small persimmon tree that centred the space. 

She plucked a persimmon and sat, the flesh sinewy under her teeth. The hens approached curiously. She liked to sit here for hours on end, beaten by light and watching the hefty fish circle, the gently swaying leaves. The sun would soon sink in the sky, and she would wash jasmine rice, slice radishes at the root. They would eat at the low table – Sae, slowly, and her, rapidly, as if it would all disappear – and retire to bed, settling comfortably on the floor. The lull of night, the cooing of hens would put her to sleep. And she might have a nightmare, or she might not – but if she did, she would sit up and assess the surroundings – and always, cool relief would flood her, seeing this house. And she might come out to the garden to stare back at the great white eye in the night sky with her own, where she could recall stories about the great Moon Rabbit Daltokki and Fire Dogs, bulgae. She could even imagine seeing the Rabbit up there, its colossal white ears turning while a great red eye opened up at her.

Sae knew that Shadow was a fugitive. She had found her half-dead in an alley, after all. But she never asked questions. She didn’t even seem to care. Still, Shadow shouldn’t have risked endangering her by going out today. On Mourning Day, of all days, and straight into a chase. The prospect of Guards trailing her back here, appearing at the door to invade the old woman’s space – it made Shadow see red. What would they do to Sae, if they found her harbouring a criminal? What would they do to this small garden, its many inhabitants, the persimmon tree? They would take Sae away somewhere and throw Shadow in front of the Moonbearer.

All Shadow wanted to do was to stay here for eternity, resting and eating and watching the pond day by day. She could have a lifetime of it, and it still wouldn’t be enough. But with each passing day, it grew more dangerous to stay. The Moonbearer persisted in his search, drawing closer. She couldn’t risk Sae’s safety.

‘Ik-Song grows nervous,’ said a voice behind her. Shadow startled again. All her own years training for stealth, and it was baffling how quietly the old woman moved. ‘But that is the ebb and flow, isn’t it? War breaks and wanes like the moon; nations fragment and become new. It doesn’t concern us.’

It occurred to Shadow that she had no idea how old Sae was. To her, maybe it was just a changing of hands, be it Guards or Asanai, the monsoon or dry season. But the Moonbearer was different. The Moonbearer was ancient. 

‘At the markets today, all anyone was talking about were the deadzones. Are they actually real?’ Whispers of woodland in the South growing strange; unassuming villagers wandering in and disappearing for days, sometimes never coming back out. Peculiar trees. 

‘It doesn’t concern us.’ 

‘Of course it concerns us.’ She looked at the gentle garden, imagined it destroyed. Sae tended to it preciously day after day; how could she not care? 

‘We aren’t dynasts or emperors. Those already exist, in a faraway place. We’re just an old woman and a girl, you and me. What can we do?’

Nothing, really. ‘I know. You’re right.’

‘Of course I’m right. You’ll learn in your later years, girl. Things come to me in dreams. Wisdom assaults me.’

‘Well, I’m sorry you’re plagued by all this knowledge,’ Shadow said dryly.

‘Yes, it’s hard.’

Shadow turned, then, to really look at her. Sae was slightly hunched, but still managed to be the same height as her. She wanted to say many things: Thank you for everything you’ve done. She wanted to say: Thank you for saving my life. But she didn’t say any of those things; she was too cowardly. Instead, she said, haltingly: ‘Dinner will be ready soon.’

Because Shadow had already decided: she would leave tonight, after they ate. Sae would never throw her to the wolves, and Shadow had already taken enough. She wasn’t sure where she would go; she would take nothing, leave nothing. She would go out on her own; she would manage. Somehow. 

Because some things, Shadow could never forget. 

She could not forget being the Soldier. She could not forget the Moonbearer’s commands, fragments of what she had done. The cold floor of the cellar and how the Desert Rose lay lifeless beside her. She did not want the long nightmare to continue. She needed to leave this place far behind: she would rather have the entire world forget her, than risk Sae. 

So she would have Sae forget her, too.
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Shadow pulled watercress and cabbage by hand in the garden, rinsing through the rice. Occasionally she dropped a bundle on the ground, and rinsed off the dirt, fine tremors running through her hands. The textures of things like silken tofu were too soft and slippery, reminding her of the tender skin of a neck’s jugular: delicate, vulnerable. There was a violence to preparing food that she indulged in: the shredding of leaves, the knifing, the hot piping steam of fire-powered pots. She watched Sae take out a hen in the back to twist its neck sharply, sitting for a moment to honour it. 

The walls here breathed with the summer heat. Sae’s traditional hanok home was made entirely of the natural material that surrounded it, walls of wood and tree pulp and straw. Its life cycle would end by simply collapsing and becoming one with the ground again, like it was supposed to. The garden might overtake the house quickly, spreading from its centre to overtake it all, building the start of a new forest, the koi multiplying. 

When Shadow had first woken in the home, battered and cold, she could hardly speak. Sae left her bone broth and plain rice porridge in the morning with chestnuts and soy sauce. She thought it was a sort of trick at first, meant to detain her here until she confessed. 


But over time, she began to talk more, to get used to her own voice. Her power eventually returned to her – even though her memories had not – and she played with it by creating shadow figures across the walls like a child. Sometimes the old woman would let her sit at the corner window and discreetly watch passers-by on the street. And when she got stronger, she would stand in the middle of the garden and gather her darkness within herself, closing her eyes, doing nothing but staying still and breathing. 

‘You are a shadow when you do that,’ Sae had said once. ‘An apparition.’

She took the name desperately. It was something to hold on to now, when before, she had always just been an imprint of something else, something more real. Like she might have faded away at any moment. 

Their relationship was somewhat unusual, she knew. In Ik-Song, one was to bow to their elders, to address them by formal speak. But she didn’t do that with Sae. It always seemed futile. And Sae was no ordinary elder, either. Sometimes Shadow wondered what Sae was hiding in her past, perhaps trying to seek redemption; there was no other reason, after all, why she would take a girl under her wing that she’d found half-dead on the ground at the site of the killing of a saint, no less. 

But she never asked. She did know, however, that Sae was, ironically, an avid believer of Nava, the Ninth City. She hoarded piles and piles of books. Most of Ik-Song knew little about the magic, the ancient civilization that had supposedly birthed the Moonbearer and his ways. But Sae held onto the tales, the Daltokki, Moon Rabbit, and massive waterfalls and rulers of light and dark. It had been a different world then, but all of it lost now. Shadow traced the pictures, wondered if Sae believed in the Soldier, too. But she didn’t like to look at them much.

It was an old story. About how the city was kept in balance by the Dragons of East and West, until civil war broke out between its rulers, the Moonbearer and the Dawnbringer, and the Moonbearer created the Soldier to turn the tide. The Dawnbringer had been forced to use all of the light of Nava to defeat the Soldier, destroying the city in the process. 

But Sae wouldn’t know any of the truth. After all, Nava was gone; the Dawnbringer, too. The Moonbearer remained, and no one knew what he had done. What he had created. The darkness he had unleashed into the world. Shadow remembered the early months in Sae’s house, her first trip to the markets. How she had seen the gleaming crescent moon insignia from every corner, jumping out at her. In the time she was gone, he had completely overtaken the city – hailed as a saviour for emerging victorious in the White Ice, fending off the vicious Asani invasion under the greedy Bloodbird Emperor a decade ago. 

Shadow would clean tonight after dinner, trimming the garden herbs and scattering handfuls of seeds out. Sweep the house, throw buckets of water down the front. Clean her room – sparsely decorated, with almost no belongings – and arrange her floormat bed, smoothing out the sheets in clean lines. Afterwards, it would look like nobody had ever lived there at all. 

She tore another cabbage leaf in two. She sensed that Sae stood behind her, coming out to watch her work. Shadow remained silent, continuing in her quiet routine. 

‘You’re leaving soon.’

Her hands paused mid-air. She turned. ‘How could you possibly—’ 

‘I can sense it.’

No use in trying to evade now. ‘It’s dangerous for me to stay here,’ Shadow said. ‘You know this. They’ll find me eventually, and then you.’

‘What does that matter? Ik-Song will be underwater in a few months’ time, or under siege by Asanai. Either way, the nation will die.’

This plain admission shocked her. Sae had never spoken so bleakly about the future. ‘I thought you didn’t believe Asanai would attack.’ Briefly, she considered telling Sae about what had really happened today – what the Guards had offered her. But she couldn’t – it opened up a ridiculous possibility, a dangerously impossible notion that lingered in her mind, this small chance, maybe, at revenge— 

But no. She was a coward. She would run. ‘I’ve overstayed,’ she continued. ‘I won’t be a burden on you any longer. Once I go, you’ll be safer.’

She didn’t expect Sae to protest. That wasn’t her way. Instead, she turned back to her preparations and waited for the old woman to think. 

After a long moment: ‘When you leave, where will you go?’

Shadow considered. ‘I’m not sure.’

Yosae was a coastal city. South would bring her to the rural countryside of Ik-Song and vast plains. She’d be less likely to run into any Guards around those verdant, sloping hills. But she’d also be less likely to find any help, and superstition ran more wildly down there against powers like hers. And on the off-chance she ran across pockets of deadzones, heavily guarded, or burgeoning storms – it would result in immediate capture, or worse, being eaten by the elements. 

West only led to barren land.

East: the Seochon Sea, and the nearest nation an ocean away.

And north – north was a death sentence. North had always seemed a whirlwind of tension, one she knew little about, with the Queen Dynast situated on one corner and the Moonbearer’s Stronghold on the other, every village in between fraught with phantom pains of the White Ice and under constant watch of opposing forces that wanted the island nation for themselves. 

‘South, maybe,’ Shadow murmured.


‘South,’ Sae considered behind her. ‘Perhaps. Or perhaps north.’

North? Shadow turned, but Sae was already returning back inside. Was she that angry with her, then? Condemning her to death in the north? 

Or did Sae believe something was waiting for her in the north?

And then suddenly she felt it: an icy draught blowing against her bare arm, like a shard in summer heat.

Goosebumps pricked up. It was gone as quickly as it came, and for a moment she dismissed it as a night gale, a trick of her mind – but no. 

Unmistakable. A cold, polar wind. 

Shadow hurried inside. Was it her mind, or had the interior grown chillier? ‘Sae,’ she said urgently. ‘Did you feel that?’

Inside, Sae sliced up a squash across a board, impassive. She nodded.

‘What is it?’ Shadow asked, though they both knew. The sun would set soon, and she moved to the front sliding door, placing her fingers on the surface. 

‘It can’t be,’ Shadow said, mostly to herself, dread rising in her gut. ‘It can’t be an attack, it’s too early, the boy on the roof – he said until the flower moon …’ Ik-Song would not be prepared. Yosae would not be prepared. 

‘It’s dangerous out there,’ Sae said warningly.

The winds were unmistakable now. Immediately Shadow darted around the house, closing the open windows, stuffing stray blankets into any cracks. Insulation, fire, shelter. She cursed herself – she should’ve bought furs at the market. It was upon them, and they needed to take cover. And yet, now that it was here, all she could think about was running out the door, headfirst into the cold. Her fingers itched to do so.

Shouting outside. Alarmed screaming, movement, the high-pitched whistling of wind picking up. There were hundreds of stalls in the markets, crowds milling about. Children. Everyone would be unprotected.

She had to help, somehow. She found herself at the door. ‘I’m going to go,’ she said. ‘I’ll bring back furs and supplies. There might be people in the market in danger.’

‘Haenyeongsan,’ Sae replied.

It was the name of a mountain range near them, famous for its jutting stone and intricately pressed red canyon layers. ‘What?’ 

‘A century ago, they say the devout found its composition so unnatural they ordered all travellers to cover their eyes when crossing by the foothills.’

Impatience gripped her. This was no time for a proverb. ‘Sae – I’m going. I will be back.’ She meant it. 

‘But perhaps, you will see the mountains up close now.’

Shadow opened the door. ‘Please stay inside.’ 

‘If you go, you may not be able to return. So, take this.’ And something was pressed into her palm – a stone, perhaps, or a jewel. Already halfway out, Shadow didn’t stop to look at it – only pocketed it close and pushed out onto the streets, wind biting at her cheeks.

It was not like any cold Shadow had ever felt before. Not the snapping seawater of a chilly morning dive along the coast; not nighttime fog that rolled in during the wet season. It was a kind of cold that seeped inside unnaturally and awakened the underside of Shadow’s skin. 

Shadow welcomed it. She ran back to the markets, streets emptying around her as people disappeared within their homes, boarded up their windows. A mother holding her daughter by the hand brushed past, hanbok skirts trailing behind her; a crying teenage boy tugged on people’s sleeves, asking for the whereabouts of his brother. Most ran against her, to the opposite direction, while she forged forwards. A few brave souls cleared a path to the markets brandishing tools like axes and blades, though these would be futile against any Asani Bone Warriors, the huge half man, half skeletal guards of the Asani Emperor

And where were the Guards? Nowhere to be seen. 

Was that a flicker of snow, or the light changing? Shadow heard prayers in the streets, murmurs, but overwhelming them was the snarling air, homes rattling in their wake as the wind picked up. 

As she reached the outer edge of the market, it seemed like she approached the epicentre, the force of it clear. But there were no Bone Warriors and their icy plumes, no signs of battle anywhere: only this incessant cold, without a source. She cast her gaze upwards. 

She had to find out what was going on.

But furs. She was here to get furs. Frustrated with herself, she tore her gaze from the rooftops, tried to reorient her direction, before she realized— 

Cold air stayed low to the ground. It sank. But higher ground would give her a vantage point, and relieve her of the chill, if only for a moment. She once again hooked onto a nearby house, climbing up onto its roof. 

She clambered onto her feet. Looked out over the city. 

She could oversee the entire market from here, but still, she saw no attackers, nothing. Only people taking cover. Was the enemy hiding? Had the Stronghold not been alerted yet?

Shadow folded one leg under herself, crouched, ready to push off and leap to the next rooftop, and froze.

At the same height as her – another roof, in the distance – stood a cloaked figure. Maybe they had had the same idea as her, trying to see farther. She squinted, trying to make out the silhouette, and raised her arms, preparing to yell out— 

Before registering, with shock, the fluid motions of the figure’s arms, their hands. Not tall enough to be a Bone Warrior, but it was as if – as if they were controlling these winds. 

She began to run towards them. 


Feet drumming hard on the tiles underneath, it didn’t take long for the figure to notice her. When they did, she threw out a hand, willing her feet to move faster, and shouted at him to stop. 

Momentarily interrupted, the figure stopped moving, and all the wind around them died. They began to run. 

Then: a shrill scream, from down below.

Along the outskirts of the stalls, a woman stood gesturing frantically outside a low-lying house that looked like it was about to keel over. The side of it was punched in – the wind had dragged down a spiny tree that now threatened to cave it in. The woman screamed again, and Shadow realized: there was someone stuck inside the beaming. A child.

She cursed. The mysterious figure was already far ahead – too far to catch up to. She slid down to the ground and her feet moved, carrying her closer to the scene. 

The child – she recognized him as the schoolboy from the markets. Eyes wide, he desperately tried to tug his leg free from underneath a beam as the roof slowly caved in towards him, as if it was malleable. It would crush him whole – bury him under a mountain, and she would have to watch him, helpless where she stood. 

Shadow didn’t think about what she was doing until she’d already started – as the slab finally collapsed above them all, a mountain of rubble descending towards the boy, the woman falling to her knees – Shadow pulsed forward, pushing between two bystanders, landing on her feet, and sending – without hesitation – a vast arc of darkness towards the structure. 

It collided with the skeleton house, pushing the entire roof clean off the rest of its framework and forcing it to slide backwards into the street behind, before dissolving. Part of it cracked and sailed to the side, thudding against the wall of a neighbouring house. It was like a glacier slowly backsliding into water, huge and immoveable.


Already she was running into the remnants of the house, which lay like a flayed, open thing, reaching the boy and offering one hand.

This would only be the first – there would be countless more flimsy buildings, people in danger. She needed to hurry. Quickly she devised her plan: to clear a perimeter around the market itself, search for civilians under an already-heaping destruction. She looked down at the boy … 

… who only stared back, eyes wide.

Belatedly, she remembered her uncovered face, her power. ‘It’s all right,’ she tried. ‘You’re safe.’

After a long moment, the boy blinked and began to reach out his hand tentatively. His fingers came up slowly to meet hers, almost there, grabbing— 

‘A sakasa,’ snarled a voice behind her. ‘Stay away from her!’

She whirled. A crowd had gathered, witnessing the destruction: and in the front, Crow pointing to her from the centre. Shocked and frightened murmurs rippled through the people.

She turned back to the boy. He’d snatched his hand back, just as quickly, moving to scramble away from her. 

Crow approached slowly. Voice low: ‘Knew we’d flush you out.’ 

Curse these Guards. With a single word, he had turned an entire crowd against her. He glared at her, willing her to submit. Now that the winds had abruptly ended, everyone was coming out of their homes, desperately trying to find out what had happened, who was responsible. And she stood here in the open like a nightmare come to life. Trapped on all sides but behind. No – she refused to be taken like this, exposed. She wouldn’t go back. 

So, she took off again. Shooting through the ruined house and weaving through the growing mass of disoriented people, she was once again pursued, though this time passers-by openly stared, and she was no longer invisible, just another person swept up in the town. 

She threw quick glances over her shoulder, trying to gauge how close Crow was. 

Shadow was again preoccupied with her pursuers, which was why she didn’t notice, really, what was going on around her. The odd behaviour of the people. She didn’t notice Yosaeans slowly turning to face the same direction, stopping in their tracks, clearing the way. Falling rapidly to the ground on their knees, like leaves from a tree. Their muted surprise and disbelief, attentions entirely focused. She only continued through them, stepping deftly between and over, thoughts drifting – who was the figure on the rooftop? – and as she craned her neck one last time to glance back for the Guards, she collided with something large and immoveable in her way. 

She was pitched to the floor, catching herself by the palms.

What first met her sight – making her reel back – was a great, black, dewy nose. Round and extremely close. Attached to a snout and two enormous lashed eyes, pitch-black on either side, too dark for any light to escape. Its mouth parted for a quick moment, revealing a pink tongue. Large, elegant antlers wound out from the crown of its head, beside ears that flattened down while examining her. Around this Feng deer’s head lay a thin golden circlet with a sun symbol in its centre, the image repeated across its brown harness again and again. It was tall, taller than a horse, towering above the crowd. 

The symbol of light was shocking to behold: like a long-forgotten artefact thrust in her face. The Dawnbringer’s.

The sun blazed low behind the brown deer, so that for a fleeting moment she couldn’t discern the rider sitting on top – only a dark silhouette. It was only when the rider tugged gently at the reins and the deer circled away a bit – blocking the sun – that she saw the polished riding shoes, slanted up slightly at the toe. The spotless, white-plated armour layering up the arms and neck, underlaid with crimson as if a thin layer of blood wept out from under each scale. The uniform was intricate and must have taken a long time to make, because it wasn’t overtly held together by visible buckles or straps or wrappings, so the workings must be thin, hidden, strong underneath: the markings of great wealth.

Dazed, Shadow studied the armour for a moment before it finally occurred to her to look up and when she did, she stared straight into the face of the Desert Rose – the same one she had murdered a year ago. 
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Shadow scrabbled back on the ground, heart crescendoing. The Desert Rose was dead. She had killed her a year ago, her lifeless face against the ground, slack-jawed with a mouth full of sand, rivulets of it pouring down the sides. How? 

She blinked frantically, trying to get her bearings. This wasn’t her. It couldn’t be. Her face was so similar, but it wasn’t her. This girl was younger, for one – she looked around Shadow’s age. 

And her expression. It was of arrogant boredom, of distaste. Most people avoided looking directly at Shadow’s face – this girl looked down straight at her from her high-saddle seat, lip sneered, as if she were scum on the ground.

The Desert Rose never had – and never could – look like that. 

Shadow began to stand, slowly, not breaking her gaze even against the harsh glare of the sun. In the deathly silence around them, people dropped to the ground, lowering themselves to a bow, fear like a live and pulsing presence. She rose above them all – even as her peripheral caught Guards moving towards her like red blurs, dismounting, stark uniforms shining brilliantly. Hands grabbed her neck and arms, forcing her to the ground, pushing her head down face-first into the dirt. She resisted, muscles cording tensely along her back. 


‘You will show respect to the Royal Keeper,’ a Guard snarled from behind.

The words sent a chill down her spine. Royal Keeper? Who was this girl? Unable to control herself, Shadow again looked up. 

She’d seen that sort of expression before – on the faces of patrolling Guards, the occasional passing yangban nobles who cast cursory glances over the city through the windows of their carriages. It said everything without needing to speak. And it was all the more repulsive on this girl’s face – not just because of her resemblance to the Desert Rose, but because she was beautiful. 

Her blue-black hair bore none of the white of the remades. It was pinned back in a complex arrangement of pearls and sundrop pins, circuitously braided; her circlet much like her deer’s but redder, a slash of blood across her forehead. Shadow was all too aware of her own raggedly cut hair, the way the broad daylight must illuminate every contour and groove of her scarred face, leaving nothing to the imagination. Her clothing, ripped and dirty. Everyone around them was prostrated now, no one daring to reassume a standing position.

A knee to Shadow’s back made her see stars as she was forced into a mock bowing position. Instinctively, she twisted in protest and was met with a sharp kick to her side. 

‘Skittish, aren’t we?’ came the voice – mocking and smooth, amused. It grated on Shadow’s ears.

Then the girl must’ve made some dismissive gesture, for the hand on Shadow’s neck was removed. She found that the world had quickly narrowed down to this figure; everything else was muted. The girl circled her magnificent buck once again, eyes drifting lazily over the scene, before settling again on Shadow. Under the high collar, a pale sliver of skin was visible; Shadow watched the unmoving column of her neck.

The girl dismounted in one swift motion. She wasn’t extraordinarily tall, but among the low crowd, she seemed so. The tension mounted; two Guards exchanged looks. 

Shadow eyed her, wondered if she might be able to overtake her momentarily to escape. Despite the intricate armour, this girl didn’t seem to have ability and looked like she’d never been in so much as a street brawl, much less won one. She wouldn’t be quick in a chase, not with that ornamental uniform. Yet Shadow also knew better than to assume on appearance only; she couldn’t stop studying her face, wondering where she’d come from. 

She had the peculiar feeling that she couldn’t run, even if she tried.

‘Why don’t you bow?’ the girl said. ‘Not impressed by the sight of your Keeper?’

Keeper. Shadow blinked. 

‘Mute?’ 

She didn’t respond.

‘Deaf?’ And then a tilt of the head. ‘Or maybe you don’t speak the language?’

For her third bout of silence, Shadow received a stunning backhand from the Guard to her left. She felt the burn of this girl’s eyes roaming slowly over her and fought the urge to shrink into herself.

‘I speak it,’ she said finally, face smarting. ‘I just don’t know who
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