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“The kind of fantasy that first made me a reader. Tender and bewitching, joyous and thoroughly transporting. Zhara and Han are not just protagonists you root for, but characters you feel you’ve known your whole life. S. Jae-Jones weaves a spell on every page.”
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E.K. JOHNSTON, NUMBER ONE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR OF STAR WARS: QUEEN’S SHADOW

“S. Jae-Jones has successfully captured the magic that infused the animes of my childhood with life and depth and breathed it into this gorgeous Young Adult Fantasy! Both Han and Zhara jump off the page to grip at your heart. In a world so complexly built that one could visit, if only they dared. A beautifully crafted story that will set your soul soaring and heart racing!”
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Guardians of Dawn

THE STORY SO FAR . . .


Magic is forbidden in the Morning Realms. When the last emperor of the Mugung Dynasty was possessed by a demon and transformed into a monster known as an abomination, the Warlord declared the Just War and rode down with his northern warriors to raze the capital and install himself as the new emperor. Twenty years later, magicians are hunted by Kestrels and a secret resistance organization called the Guardians of Dawn works to smuggle refugees to the outermost west.

Jin Zhara is a young magician and apothecary’s assistant who stumbles upon the Guardians of Dawn when a mysterious plague begins turning other magicians into abominations. As she struggles to keep her magic under control, she discovers that the source of the plague may be demonic in origin. Demons are forces of pure chaos, and due to a magician’s unique ability to manipulate the void, they are susceptible to possession and transformation. Zhara and the other Guardians of Dawn work to find a cure for abomination, but they are in need of a book of demonology called Songs of Order and Chaos, rumored to be lost after the Just War.

Meanwhile, Zhara’s powers are nothing like those of an ordinary magician. When she transforms an abomination back into a little boy, she realizes she is the Guardian of Fire reborn, one of the four legendary elemental warriors destined to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons. Her newfound status puts her in the sights of one of the Lords of Tiyok, a greater demon, who captures her and reveals that there are four portals to the demonic world open throughout the Morning Realms to facilitate the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons’ incarnation on earth. Zhara defeats the Frog Demon and seals the portal at Mount Zanhei, determined to find the other elemental warriors and Songs of Order and Chaos.

Her search leads her to the outermost west, where she meets Li Ami, a refugee and scrivener working with a mysterious scarred youth, Gaden, to uncover the source of a blight killing the land by translating a fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos. A horde of undead seems to be related to the blight, and Ami discovers that she is the Guardian of Wood, with the ability to control the living and the dead. Together with Zhara, Gaden, and Yuli, the Guardian of Wind, she seals the demonic portal at the Pillar and defeats the Locust Demon, at which point the Warlord dies, plunging the Morning Realms into a civil war.

Up in the north, Yuli struggles with her status as both the Guardian of Wind and the granddaughter of the Warlord. The future of the Morning Realms rests on the outcome of the political games being played among her people; if the Lady of Wild Things wins the Grand Game and becomes the Warlord’s successor, she would enact even stricter anti-magic laws throughout the land. If, on the other hand, Gaden claims their rightful inheritance as the long-lost heir of the Mugung Dynasty, they could bring magician liberation back to the Morning Realms. But Gaden is reluctant to rule, so Yuli must defeat Kho, the daughter of the Lady of Wild Things, in the Grand Game, in order to prevent the further oppression of magic. Complicating matters is the plague of waking dreamers and demon-possessed bodies sweeping through the north, and as the Guardian of Wind, only Yuli can restore these lost souls to their rightful place. Yuli, Zhara, and Ami work together to find more of Songs of Order and Chaos and the location of the demonic portal at the Singing Skies at the same time Yuli loses the Grand Game to Kho, her rival and love interest. But Kho is more than what she seems, and helps Yuli and the others to defeat the Moth Demon and seal the portal, only to become possessed by the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons. The balance between order and chaos is destroyed, and the girls must find the Guardian of Water in the Azure Isles and defeat evil once and for all.
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It had been two long years since the Bangtan Brothers were last in the Azure Isles and Min Suhwa would be damned if she missed their next performance.

Sneaking out of the convent was not an easy task on an ordinary day, but the days had ceased to be ordinary since the start of the civil war. The politics of the mainland did not often touch the everyday lives of the average Azurean, but ever since the Lady of Wild Things declared herself for the Sunburst Throne, not even Suhwa’s small, isolated convent of the Way could escape the war’s encroaching influence. Weekly deliveries of rice and other supplies from the surrounding villages came with news of northern troops occupying the major cities and ports of the Isles, as well as reports of the arrests of magicians by Kestrels in places as remote as Genbu Island. It was the first time the Azure Isles had ever been occupied by an outside force, and its people chafed at the imposition.

But nonetheless, the Bangtan Brothers were scheduled to be in Hwangyeong in ten days’ time, proof that the Azureans liked to laugh in the face of adversity. Word of the performance troupe’s incredible artistry had spread throughout the Morning Realms, to the point that even Suhwa, despite her sheltered existence, was entirely aware and eager to witness it for herself. She had been to Hwangyeong—only a few days’ journey away—once before and was perhaps even more excited to experience the sights and sounds of the bustling port city than she was to see the Brothers themselves. Folk fairs and festivals were fun enough, but Suhwa knew every face and voice in the village at the foot of the mountain, and was hungry for something new, something unfamiliar.

Besides, it would break up the dreadful monotony of convent life.

Duckoo whined as Suhwa rearranged her bedding for the fifth time, his fluffy white tail thumping the floor impatiently.

“Not now,” she said sternly, making sure the pile of dirty laundry beneath the blanket was roughly the same size and shape as her own form. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

The dog grumbled as he lay down, resting his head on his paws and looking up at her with big, imploring brown eyes. The convent was home to several strays, although there were more of the animal variety than human ones these days. Suhwa had been the last human orphan welcomed into these walls six years ago, and Duckoo was the youngest now. He had been babied by everyone since he first arrived as a small, shivering puppy three winters ago, and was now dreadfully spoiled. He whined again, louder this time.

“No. Go play with your brother instead.” Satisfied with the now human-shaped pile on her bed, Suhwa turned her focus inward, to the pool of magic she held at the center of her being, drawing it forth to lay a shimmering veil of illusion over the bundle.

Duckoo huffed.

Suhwa frowned as she tried to recall what she looked like. Vanity was not proscribed among the priestesses, but mirrors were expensive, and Suhwa had only the haziest grasp of her own image. Long, shining black hair with a streak of white by her face, fair skin, dark eyes, but the details were only half remembered from childhood. The pile of dirty clothes rippled beneath her hands as she concentrated, struggling to conceptualize herself from the wellspring of ki within her. The vague form of a sleeping girl emerged beneath the blanket, her features obscured by long black hair with a distinctive streak of white. Duckoo sniffed curiously at the bedding.

“Not bad,” Suhwa said, surveying her handiwork. It was harder placing a glamour on something other than herself, easier to mold her own ki than it was to shape another’s. Whether or not the illusion looked like her, it at least looked convincingly like a person.

Duckoo gave the pile another sniff before turning away in disinterest.

“What, you don’t agree?” Suhwa pouted. “Fine, Yongma will fix it.” She glanced around her tiny room, which was scarcely big enough for the pallet on the floor, let alone another dog. “Speaking of, where is your brother?”

As though summoned, another dog poked its head into her room from the outside corridor, black with white spots where Duckoo was white with black spots.

“Oh good, there you are.” Suhwa reached for Yongma and the black dog nosed her hand, closing his eyes as she stroked his ears. Around the convent, he and Duckoo were called the Jun and Yan dogs, ostensibly for their opposite coloring, which mirrored the bisected black-and-white symbol of the order, but mostly for their contrasting personalities. Suhwa gestured to the sleeping girl. “Do your thing,” she said to the black dog.

Yongma looked at the bundle of robes, then back at her with an aggrieved expression in his blue eyes.

“Come on,” Suhwa wheedled. “Would you do it for a treat?”

Yongma took one glance at her empty hands and sniffed.

“Fine,” Suhwa huffed. “You’re getting chubby anyway.” She rose to her feet and picked up the large empty basket by the door. “I suppose it won’t do any good to ask either of you to stay behind to sell this deception tonight?”

Both dogs gave her an identical grin.

“I thought so,” she muttered. “Ungrateful little ingrates. Just don’t ruin my plan.”

The plan was to pretend to get sick after dinner and sneak out during the evening’s free time. Life in the convent had its routines, but it also had its share of leisure hours. Once their assigned duties were completed, a priestess or acolyte of Do had the freedom to pursue whatever they wished—music, dance, painting, martial arts, history, gardening—provided they were always ready to perform at the rituals of birth and death required of their order in the surrounding villages. Although the days had been growing warmer, the nights were still chilly enough that most priestesses stayed inside after sundown, leaving the main courtyard empty. Suhwa had been slowly but surely gathering her supplies to leave over the past week—a few handfuls of rice from the kitchens during cooking duty, a small pot and a spoon during washing-up duty, a heavy cloak and some blankets during laundry duty, and a knife and rope dart during martial arts practice. All was in readiness; it was only a matter of planting the seeds of illness during her chores and waiting until twilight now.

“Are you all right, Suhwa?” asked Sister Wisteria as she handed Suhwa her robes to be laundered. “You don’t quite seem yourself today.”

Suhwa feigned surprise as she gathered the dirty linens into her basket. “I suppose I’m a bit tired,” she said, flattening her gaze and lowering her voice a few pitches. “Perhaps I have a bit of a cold coming on.”

Sister Wisteria clucked sympathetically. “Well, with the weather being so changeable lately—cold one day and warm the next—it’s no wonder you’re feeling a bit peaky.” She reached down to scratch Duckoo behind the ears. “Be sure to take care of yourself and rest easy. The work can wait.”

“Thank you, Sister,” Suhwa said, affecting a demure attitude. “Perhaps I will retire to bed early tonight.”

“Don’t push yourself, child,” the priestess said. “Go rest.”

“I’ll be fine,” Suhwa insisted with a weak smile. She couldn’t push too much, too soon, or they would send the healer, Sister Magnolia, to check on her with a tonic and treatment. “Truly. I’ll finish up my chores, then I will rest. I promise.”

Sister Wisteria pursed her lips. “If you say so.”

Suhwa felt the slightest pang of guilt at deceiving the kindly priestesses who had taken her in and raised her ever since she appeared on their doorstep all those years ago. They had asked nothing of her except to be healthy and happy, which had been a sort of freedom that nevertheless felt like a prison sometimes. The bonds of affection Suhwa had for the priestesses could be just as confining as the bars of a cage, and she dreaded the reproachful censure she would face from Mother Belladonna when she returned from seeing the Bangtan Brothers at Hwangyeong.

But there were some occasions worth the head priestess’s disappointment.

She went through the rest of the laundry rounds with a listless yet effortful demeanor, as though she were attempting to work through oncoming fatigue. Suhwa could pretend better than anyone, a skill she had learned through years of having no one to play with besides herself and the dogs. It was a little like slipping into a glamour, but instead of her appearance, it was her entire demeanor that changed. Her facial expression, her body posture, her voice, Suhwa could manipulate each of those aspects of herself as easily without magic as she could with it. Magic, of course, was frowned upon in the Azure Isles as it was in the rest of the Morning Realms, but there had been little enforcement of it in places as remote as her convent.

“Up to mischief again, are we?” Sister Larkspur asked as they opened their door. Suhwa had left Sister Larkspur to the very last, hoping to avoid the priestess’s too-observant eyes. They were the only one at the convent who could see through Suhwa’s playacting, perhaps because they knew her all too well.

“I don’t know what you mean, nene,” Suhwa said, keeping her head bowed.

“Of course not,” Sister Larkspur said cheerfully. They were one of the younger priestesses, not quite middle-aged, and had been Suhwa’s closest human confidante ever since she arrived at the convent as a child. “It’s only that you have been suspiciously compliant with all your chores without complaint all week, which usually presages some sort of trouble with you.”

Suhwa suppressed a cringe. It was true she had been careful not to elicit any extra attention while carrying out her duties, mostly so no one would suspect her when it came to counting the rice stores and the other missing supplies.

Sister Larkspur’s gaze softened. “I know it’s been hard these past several weeks,” they said gently. “The civil war has all of us on edge, not just Mother Belladonna.”

The head priestess had been in a particularly anxious mood ever since the arrival of northern forces on the Azure Isles, causing her to be uncharacteristically short with all her charges. Suhwa had borne the brunt of her displeasure more than once in the last month, although she had known it was more bark than bite.

“It would be easier,” Suhwa said in a small voice, “if we were allowed to leave the convent.” Mother Belladonna had decreed that all priestesses were to remain within convent walls for the time being, deeming the roads too unsafe to travel for their ritual duties.

“I know,” Sister Larkspur said sympathetically. “I’ve got manuscripts piling up and a publisher in Hwangyeong who’s probably wondering if I’ll ever get around to finishing The Maiden Who Was Loved by Death.”

Sister Larkspur’s chosen avocation was writing, which they did under the pseudonym Jae Hyun. Apparently their trashy little romances were quite popular on the mainland, a fact that amused Suhwa to no end. “What if we went to Hwangyeong together?” Suhwa suggested. “Traveling would be safer with two.”

For a moment, a sparkle of fun lit the priestess’s round eyes before it was snuffed out. “I’m sorry, Suhwa,” they said. “But you know we can’t.”

“Since when did you care about the rules, nene,” Suhwa groused.

Sister Larkspur grew stern. “It’s not about the rules, mimi,” they said. “It’s about the danger that exists outside these walls.”

“What danger?” Suhwa returned. “In the twenty years since the Just War, the Warlord has never given the Azure Isles a second thought; why would anyone start now? Besides, they’ve got bigger things to worry about, like whether or not the Baron Flotilla will send their ships to the mainland, than the everyday lives of the common Azurean.”

The priestess gave her a serious look. “You are not a common Azurean, Min Suhwa.”

“There are plenty of other magicians in the Isles.” Officially, there were no magicians on the Azure Isles, but the bans of the mainland had never quite touched them and the people had quietly maintained folk practices for years. The presence of Kestrels now was troubling, but for twenty years Azureans had learned to look the other way when it came to magic, and Suhwa didn’t think they would start turning on each other now.

“That’s not what I meant,” Sister Larkspur said quietly, “Min Suhwa.”

Suhwa frowned. “What does my name—” She went still. It had been a long time since she had had to think about the implications of who she truly was. “What does that have to do with anything?”

The priestess gathered their laundry. “There are rumors that the northerners are in the Azure Isles for more than just a tactical alliance.”

Suhwa blinked. “Meaning?”

Sister Larkspur lowered their voice. “They say that the alliance is contingent on one thing,” the priestess said. “The capture of the Fleet Queen’s niece.”

Suhwa stiffened, and beside her, Duckoo gave a quiet growl. Yongma’s hackles rose, his blue eyes glittering dangerously. “Why now?” she whispered. “Why after all this time?”

“I don’t know,” Sister Larkspur said. “But it means that the roads are safe for no one, least of all you, mimi.”

Suhwa went quiet. “No one knows what the Fleet Queen’s niece looks like,” she said after a moment. “So why should we worry?”

The priestess stole a glance at the black dog at Suhwa’s feet. Yongma pressed his ears back and hid his face behind her leg. “I fear,” they said softly, “that the Fleet Queen may have other ways of identifying her.”

Fear rippled through Suhwa, and for a moment, her hold on her sense of self slipped, blurring the edges of her appearance. Yongma gave her a light nip on the ankle and she composed herself. “Why now?” she repeated.

“They say when the world is out of balance, the Guardians of Dawn are reborn,” Sister Larkspur said. “With the stories of abominations, the undead, and waking dreamers coming from the mainland, it would be hard for even the most skeptical of nonbelievers to hold on to their doubt.”

News of the return of the Guardians of Dawn, the elemental warriors of legend, had reached even Suhwa’s isolated convent. The tales of their defeat of monstrous demons were astonishing, but what was the most unbelievable was that they were merely girls. Girls her age. Of the four, the Guardians of Fire, Wood, and Wind had been discovered, but the last—Water—remained unknown.

And for good reason.

Suhwa met Yongma’s blue eyes. The black dog blinked in warning. She turned to the priestess. “You think the Fleet Queen knows where . . .” She trailed off, unable to finish.

Sister Larkspur looked unwontedly serious. “I think,” they said grimly, “that both the forces of order and chaos have a vested interest in finding the Guardian of Water.”

Suhwa fell silent. The walls of Sister Larkspur’s tiny room pressed in all around her, and she suddenly found it difficult to draw breath. Her lungs were collapsing, she was drowning, she needed to get out.

“I have to go,” she managed, hurriedly piling the rest of the priestess’s linens into her laundry basket.

“Oh, mimi,” Sister Larkspur said, and it was the compassion in their voice that was the hardest for Suhwa to bear. “I know it’s hard swimming in the shallow pool of priestess life when you would rather be traversing the wide seas. But you run to higher ground when the waters rise, and the flood is imminent. The convent is safe. And that is where we will all abide until the coast is clear.”

Suhwa did not reply, meeting the priestess’s eyes with a flat expression. “Will that be all, Sister Larkspur?”

Sister Larkspur sighed. “Just . . . don’t do anything rash, mimi.”

Suhwa straightened her shoulders. “I had hoped you thought better of me,” she said.

“I do,” the priestess said. “And that is why I worry.”
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Gommun Yulana was in a bad mood, and she couldn’t help it.

The early spring evening was mild in the southern province of Jingxi as Yuli walked along the harbor, the breeze blowing in from the ocean a breath of moist, living air laden with the scent of fish and brine. Yuli hated it; the humidity clung to her ruddy curls, turning them frizzy and unmanageable, and the silken air was damp and cloying against her skin. It was at times like these when her flesh felt too much that the urge to abandon her physical self and go spirit-walking was the strongest. Everything was uncomfortable: her fur-collared tunic sat heavily on her bones, the weather was both too warm and not warm enough, and the smell of the salty sea was abrasive against her nostrils.

All of this was made worse by the fact that she didn’t want to be here, in Jingxi, waiting for a ship to bear her and her friends to the Azure Isles.

This whole enterprise had started poorly. Yuli had fought with Zhara for the first time since they had become friends, unable to agree on the best next course of action since they settled in the imperial city after the start of the civil war. Zhara had insisted on traveling to the Azure Isles to seal the demon portal at the Lake of Illusion, uncover the last fragment of Songs of Order and Chaos, and find the final Guardian of Dawn—not necessarily in that order. Yuli had thought their efforts would be better spent on finding a way to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons directly by destroying the amulet around Kho’s neck. Her irritation had only increased when both Han and Ami took Zhara’s side, leaving her feeling unwanted and out of sorts. Zhara had made peace afterward, which only made Yuli feel worse about her ungracious attitude.

“I know you want to save Kho,” Zhara had said gently. “And I do too, but we don’t even know how to destroy that amulet; the last time we tried with the Moth Demon, we failed.”

Yuli didn’t appreciate the reminder. It was at the Singing Skies that Kho had sacrificed her soul to seal the portal, leaving her body vulnerable to possession by the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons.

Kho.

Her Kho.

Who was now leading the Golden Horde in a bid for the Sunburst Throne as the new Lady of Wild Things.

Yuli didn’t like thinking too hard about the state of the Morning Realms at the moment. It was all too much, too big, too overwhelming. The world order she had known her entire life was gone, replaced by an uncertain future in which she had too many stakes. Her home. Her heart. Should the Lady of Wild Things win the war, magic would be not only oppressed but eradicated. Should their side—the pro-magic alliance—win, what would happen to her beloved? But even the outcome of the war paled in comparison to the very real consequence of failing to defeat the forces of chaos growing larger by the moment. If she and the other Guardians of Dawn failed to defeat the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons, the world would end.

So it was easier not to think about it and wallow in petty injustices instead.

“There you are,” came a voice behind her. “We’re to leave within the hour.”

Yuli turned around to see a beautiful, bespectacled girl looking at her with concern. Ami, the Guardian of Wood, whose understated appearance belied her ability to physically control ki and animate the inanimate. Ami was the quieter and more reserved one of the two other Guardians of Dawn, and the one more likely to deliver a brutal truth than palliative comfort. It made it harder to indulge in self-pity.

“Zhara’s finished weeping then?” Even Yuli was shocked by the acid in her own tone.

“It’s been nearly a year since she last saw Suzhan,” Ami said. “And the academy of music is here in Jingxi.”

Zhara’s sister had been studying the zither at the academy for a while now, and Yuli couldn’t fault her friend for wanting to see someone she loved before she embarked on a dangerous journey to places unknown. It was just that Yuli was sore for not being afforded the same opportunity.

“Everyone’s getting a reunion,” she said bitterly. “First you and your father back in the imperial city, and now Zhara and her sister and this person Chu or Xu or whatever.”

“Chan Xuhei,” Ami said matter-of-factly. “They’re Han’s advisor and close friend from Zanhei. They apparently also know Zhara pretty well.” Prince Rice Cake had insisted on his friend traveling with them to meet with the Indigo Baron; Xu was familiar with Azurean court customs and spoke a little of the dialect.

“Yeah, well,” Yuli said. “It would be nice if I got to see my loved ones too.” She thought of her auncle Mongke back in Urghud, and wondered if they were even still alive after the city had fallen to the Moth Demon’s army.

Ami said nothing, merely fixing Yuli with her too-intense gaze. It felt a little like being slapped in the face.

“I suppose we should get going then,” Yuli grumbled. “Tides or whatever.”

The two girls walked back to the harbor house in silence. Ahead, Yuli spied the slim figure of Chan Xuhei standing on the dock and peering out over the water. The first time she had met them at the palace in Zanhei, they had been wearing kohl and rouge, but now their face was scrubbed free of makeup and unwontedly grim.

“We have a problem,” they said as the girls approached.

“What problem?” Ami asked.

Chan Xuhei pointed toward open water, where several distinctive squat, boxy armored boats ringed the harbor. Azurean armored ships. “The blockade,” they said quietly, “arrived sooner than expected.”

The initial plan had been to leave Jingxi under the cover of night before the Fleet Queen dispatched her ships to the southern ports, closing them to all traffic in or out. The Azure Isles had declared themselves for the anti-magic cause as soon as the civil war began, and all the southern pro-magic ports had been preparing to withstand a naval blockade by shoring up their cannonry and supplies, but it appeared as though they had misjudged the timing.

“We could have left sooner,” Yuli said, thinking of the time Zhara had spent catching up with her sister, before berating herself for such an ungenerous thought.

“Then we would have been caught on open water,” Chan Xuhei said. “I’m no sailor, but I doubt our craft would have been able to withstand the full might of the Azurean navy.”

Yuli stole a glance at the light Lalang-style passenger ship that would ferry them across the water to the Azure Isles. “What does the captain say?”

“If we could find some way to sneak out of this harbor without being noticed, we might have a chance,” Chan Xuhei said. “Past the breakwater we will have the advantage of speed that heavier, fully armored ships do not. But we have to get past”—they gestured toward the shapes on the horizon—“all this if we hope to outrun them.”

Zhara appeared beside them, her eyes red-rimmed and puffy. “Is something the matter? I thought we were leaving soon.”

“Just a naval blockade,” Yuli said somewhat acerbically. “Any ideas on how to get past it, oh great leader?”

Zhara shot Yuli a look that was half reproach, half annoyance. It was clear their earlier fight was not entirely forgotten.

“Hoi,” said the captain from the vessel. “We’d best find some way to leave soon lest we miss the tide.”

Zhara glanced from their boat to the ships in the harbor. “What do we know about Azurean turtle ships?” she asked quietly.

“You cannot honestly be thinking we can leave for the Azure Isles now,” Yuli said incredulously.

Zhara set her lips in a firm line. “It’s not like it will get any easier to leave if we wait,” she said. “At least now we have the element of surprise.”

“Surely you’re not suggesting we attack a fleet of armored ships,” Chan Xuhei said in alarm. “With what weapons?”

Zhara raised her hands and wiggled her fingers, which glowed a faint rose-gold in the deepening twilight. “With magic, of course.”

It was strange to remember that in the south, magic was no longer forbidden. Yuli had spent her whole life keeping that part of herself hidden, especially among the magic-wary northerners. Although magicians were beginning to live more freely and openly in the southern city-states, magic was still a nascent art form without many practitioners. Han and Gaden had debated endlessly with the other leaders of the pro-magic alliance about whether the use of it was honorable in battle, to which Yuli had said that the north would have no qualms about using whatever resources they had at hand. If there was one advantage to having left the imperial city, it was having left the interminable discussions about war, honor, philosophy, logistics, and politics behind. Yuli had always been more comfortable bashing heads than talking to them.

“I’m assuming you have a plan,” Chan Xuhei said, sounding chagrined.

Zhara tilted her head. “As a matter of fact, I do.”

*   *   *

It all started with fog.

Ami cast the spell, tracing the character for mist in the air, her brush leaving trails of green-gold light in its wake. Of the three Guardians, she was the only one with any real knowledge of the Language of Flowers; Zhara was hopeless with a brush, and Yuli was not much better. As the fog descended over the harbor, the rest of them finished packing their supplies onto their craft and bringing their celestial animal companions on board—all save for Temur, who circled the skies above. Sajah was in his favorite ginger cat form, while Rinqi—unable to disguise her unique appearance—delicately stepped foot on the vessel in all her unicorn glory.

“No lights,” Zhara said. “Nothing that will give our position away.”

“Mistress Jin expects me to steer this boat blind?” the captain protested.

“No,” she said cheerfully. “Yuli will.”

“Me?” Yuli was taken aback.

Zhara tilted her chin toward the skies. “Temur will be able to guide you.”

Yuli grumbled but did not disagree. Her connection with the Eagle of the North allowed her to see through the four-winged bird’s eyes when necessary, but it was hard to wrap her mind around what her body was doing while being guided from above. The captain showed her the basic mechanics of the rudder, which was simple enough, but what would be difficult was steering the others through the Azurean ships around the harbor. Their boat was crewed by a dozen sailors who would be manning the oars and then the sails once they were on open water, and it would be Yuli’s responsibility to tell them where to go.

“Everything ready?” Zhara asked softly. She fiddled with a rose quartz bangle on her wrist, standing nervously beside Yuli at the stern. Ami had traced another spell for mist on the hull of their craft, which would generate even more fog as they rowed silently through the harbor, further obscuring them from view.

“I’ll be . . . belowdecks with Madam Unicorn, in case anyone needs me,” Chan Xuhei said, face ashen.

“Ready.” Despite her irritation with Zhara, Yuli couldn’t help but admire her friend’s calm surety in the face of such uncertainty. In the time Yuli had come to know her, Zhara had steadily grown more confident in herself and her decision-making, and Yuli had to admit it was reassuring to place her trust in someone else’s hands, their personal squabbles aside.

“And away we go,” Zhara murmured as the crew dipped their oars in the water, their motions smooth and slow to ensure that not even the slightest splash would give their position away.

Closing her eyes, Yuli reached for Temur, imagining a thread of white-gold connecting the two of them. She found the Eagle of the North hovering overhead, and through her eyes Yuli saw the world from above. The harbor was a smooth plate of gray, punctuated with dark spots forming a semicircle at its entrance. The Azurean turtle ships. A small speck of white-gold was moving oh so slowly toward the waiting fleet: Yuli’s ki, always visible to her celestial companion.

“Straight ahead for now,” she said quietly to the others, making sure her voice did not carry. “It would be easier,” she muttered, “if we could just turn ourselves invisible.”

“I’ve read a few theories about bending light with magic around a stationary object to render it invisible,” Ami remarked. “But no one’s figured out how to apply that theory to moving ones.”

“What is the good of having magic if you can’t turn yourself invisible?” Yuli groused.

“Shush,” Zhara said. “Just keep us on course.”

And so they rowed on in silence, with Yuli giving adjustments here and there, aiming for an opening between two ships. She cautioned the crew to slow down as they approached, wanting to be extra careful as they moved past the blockade. The fog was less thick out here, and through Temur’s eyes, she could make out the silhouettes of the sailors on board the Azurean ships.

“Something unnatural about this fog.” They were passing close enough to a ship to overhear a conversation between two sailors on watch.

“Bit strange for this time of year,” another agreed, their mellifluous Azurean accent pronounced.

“Moves odd too. See there? There’s a patch thicker than the rest.”

A pause. “Is it just me, or does it seem to be moving?”

Yuli stiffened.

“Looks like there’s a wake too,” the first sailor said.

“Magic,” the other breathed.

“Fire a shot,” said the first. “I just want to make sure there’s nothing funny going on.”

There was a soft whistle as an arrow passed overhead, scattering the mist above them. It splashed harmlessly in the water a few feet away.

“Try again.”

More whistles, more splashes, and then . . . thud.

“Hoi!” the sailor shouted, and there was the clanging of a bell. “There’s something out there on the water!” More whistling filled the air as more arrows were fired their way.

Torches lit up on all the ships and Yuli broke off contact with Temur, returning her sight to her own body. “What do we do?” she asked anxiously.

“Time to flee,” Zhara said grimly. “Yuli, are we in the clear?”

“It’s a straight shot to the open ocean,” she replied. Thud! Thud! Thud! More arrows struck the side of their ship; it was sheer luck that none of them had been shot yet.

“Let’s go,” Zhara said. “Row!” she called to the crew.

“We could use a nice wind, Mistress Jin!” the captain shouted.

Thud!

“Drop the fog!” she said to Ami. The scrivener ran to the starboard side and leaned over the bow, obscuring the character on the hull. The mist cleared, leaving them in full view of the Azureans.

“There!” a sailor called. “A boat! Man the cannons!”

More arrows. Zhara threw up her hands, eyes glowing, and they burst into a shower of petals, drifting harmlessly around them. Beside her, Sajah’s shape rippled and grew as he became the Lion of the South. He roared, his golden eyes like two lamps, and his small silver horns crackling. A streak of lightning cut through the clear night, striking the deck of the ship closest to them as shouts of alarm rose up from the Azureans.

“Raise sail!” the captain ordered. “How about that wind now, Mistress Jin?”

“Ami?” Zhara turned to the scrivener with pleading eyes.

“I need some sort of focus,” Ami sputtered. “A direction, or a talisman to tack onto the mast, otherwise I can’t control—”

“Temur!” Yuli called out with her voice and her spirit. The Eagle of the North dove for their boat as arrows rained down all around her.

Boom! The ship had begun firing its cannons. Splash! The first volley missed, but the Azureans were getting their bearings. Boom! Zhara threw up a shield of fire and the shot exploded, sending them all tumbling toward the deck.

“Zhara!” Yuli cried.

“Pardon, pardon, a thousand pardons!”

Temur floated down behind them, her four wings beating powerfully. A strong current of wind buffeted the craft, sending waves over the railing and around their feet.

“Raise sail!” the captain repeated. “Raise sail!”

The crew tucked the oars away with alacrity, pulling at the rigging, hauling the canvas to its fullest height.

Boom! This time Zhara was prepared and transformed the cannonball into a bubble, batted away by the gusts provided by Temur before it burst.

The sails caught the driving wind, and Yuli nearly lost her balance as the craft surged forward, slicing through the water with surprising speed.

“We’re in the clear now!” the captain crowed. “Onward to the Azure Isles!”

Yuli stumbled back to her feet as the captain reclaimed their place at the rudder. She clung to the railing as their boat turned east, feeling the fine spray of mist against her face and the taste of salt on her lips. Something like joy raced through her heart for the first time since leaving the imperial city, at the freedom of the wide open seas and the endless possibilities that lay ahead. She thought of Kho and the war behind them, but not even the pang of regret could stifle the glee running through her veins.

Zhara came up beside her. “Ready?” she asked softly, her wild waves made even wilder by the wind.

Yuli smiled. “Ready.”
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She wasn’t being rash, Suhwa reasoned as she stealthily made her way to the east gate. She was taking calculated risks.

The courtyard was empty as dusk fell over the convent. Quiet murmurs of conversation filtered through open windows as Suhwa crept past the retiring rooms, where the majority of the priestesses were gathered to partake of evening socialization and other meditative activities. She had feigned an upset stomach after dinner, and no one who had seen her heroically push through fatigue on her laundry rounds earlier that day questioned her as she retired to bed. She had not dared look at Sister Larkspur as she left, wanting to avoid her nene’s keen, all-too-perceptive gaze lest she lose her nerve.

As Suhwa approached the gate, she adjusted the pack on her back and rearranged her thin padded jacket, closing her eyes as she concentrated on the wizened image of Grandmother Yarrow, the oldest person she had ever met—the straggly iron-gray hair pulled back into a threadbare bun at the nape of her neck, the leathery wrinkles creasing around her eyes, the broken teeth, the hunched posture, the oft-mended jacket and skirt with its color washed away by sun and time. Suhwa took that image of Grandmother Yarrow and imagined her ki filling that shape, draping the old woman’s appearance around the essence of herself like a cloak.

Suhwa opened her eyes and looked down at the backs of her hands, the skin liver-spotted and papery with age. She smiled. It had been ages since she’d last attempted a glamour on herself, and she was pleased she could still do it. She pushed open the eastern gate slowly, glancing over her shoulder to make sure there was no one behind her, and made her way into the woods.

The nearest village lay at the foot of the mountain beneath the convent, and Suhwa had made the trek down there often enough for food and other supplies from the marketplace, although the path looked quite different in the growing dark. The trees cast spindly shadows on the still-frozen ground, their bare branches pale and ghostly under the light of the rising moon. Suhwa hadn’t thought to bring a torch with her, and she didn’t relish stumbling down the slope without a source of light.

“You’ve walked this path a hundred—no, a thousand—times before,” she said under her breath. “You swore you could do it blindfolded. Well, now’s the time to prove it. It’s only a mile anyway. Best hurry and get as far as you can before it gets completely dark.”

She was losing her nerve and she knew it.

“You can’t go back at the first sign of hardship,” she told herself. “It will be much harder than this on the road to Hwangyeong.”

But even as she kept putting one foot in front of the other, Suhwa couldn’t help but feel strangely exposed and vulnerable as she made her way down to the village. She had always been accompanied by one of the priestesses on her trips outside the convent and the forest was different at night than it was during the day; not only was the path less visible, but she could have sworn there was an air of menace about it. She was used to constant companionship, so the quiet was oppressive. Her breathing seemed to echo off the trees around her, and there was no birdsong, no chitter of chipmunks or squirrels, only the soft bubbling of the creek that ran along the path, occasionally broken by the vague rustle of some nighttime creature.

Of course, it was now when the stories of waking dreamers and abominations and the undead returned to her.

“There’ve been no rumors of any of that nonsense touching the Azure Isles,” she reminded herself, but couldn’t help looking around her nonetheless. A silvery streak slipped past the corner of her vision and she froze.

A branch snapped to her right and she whirled around. Something dark was slinking on the path, trailing just behind her. Trembling, she untied the red rope knotted around her waist like a sash, sliding her hands along its length, its weighted ends dangling on either side of her. It was said that the priestesses of Do knew as many ways to kill with their hands as they did to heal, and she tried to take comfort in the fact that she’d been well trained by the best, Sister Hemlock.

The shadow paused. Two pale eyes gleamed at her, shining like pearls as they caught the light of the moon.

“Don’t come any closer,” she said.

There was more rustling behind her. She was surrounded. Suhwa slid a glance over her shoulder, trying to make out the shape of the silvery form behind her, when she was attacked.

No, not attacked.

Leaped upon.

By something white and furry.

That liked to lick her nose.

“Duckoo,” she gasped as the dog jumped up again and again to kiss her face. “I thought I told you to stay behind with your brother.”

He sat on his haunches, tail wagging as though anticipating a treat. Beside him, the dark shadow resolved itself into the form of Yongma, his tongue bright red in the dark as he grinned.

“No,” she said. “Go back.”

Duckoo wagged his tail some more, but Yongma gave her a quizzical tilt of his head, his blue eyes concerned.

“No,” Suhwa repeated more firmly. “You can’t come.”

Duckoo whined. Yongma merely smiled.

“It’ll be more suspicious if all three of us are missing,” she hissed. The priestesses called the dogs Suhwa’s twin shadows because the two of them never left her side if they could help it. She had told them both to stay with her illusion to better sell the deception, but Yongma and Duckoo were only of a mind to listen when they were in the mood.

Neither dog moved.

“You’re too recognizable,” she insisted. There were no other dogs in the village with their distinctive coloring, not to mention they had frequently been seen during her occasional appearances at the market. “Especially you, blue eyes,” she said, pointing to Yongma.

The black dog huffed and within a blink, a fox appeared in his place.

“That’s even worse,” Suhwa said. “An old woman traveling with a dog I can explain, but a fox?”

With a grumble, the fox’s image rippled before vanishing entirely.

Suhwa sighed. “I suppose there’s no stopping either of you now.” Duckoo panted, his tail thumping in the dead leaves. “Ugh, fine.” She shifted her pack on her back and retied the rope dart around her waist. “But only if you keep out of trouble, and more importantly, keep me out of trouble.”

Although she hated to admit it, the trek down to the village was made easier with company. Duckoo knew the way, and his nose was a better guide than her eyes in the dark. Although Yongma had gone invisible, she could sense his presence at her heels, keeping careful watch, and she drew comfort from knowing that he would protect her from any danger, just as he had since she was a child.

Presently, the path grew smoother and widened into steps cut into the mountainside that led into a main thoroughfare of the town of Mabuk, the way lit by torches. Suhwa passed the homes dotting the edges of the village, low murmurs of conversation drifting into the air as families settled in for the night. Mabuk was just as different by night as the forest had been; instead of gossiping elders sitting on verandas and aunties gathered on low platforms trimming mung bean sprouts with their fingers, only the occasional cat patrolled the streets. Suhwa supposed the world outside the convent had its routines as well, and was thrilled to see a side of the village she had never seen before.

She continued on her way to the market at the center of town, hoping to find a little shelter somewhere to pass the night before setting off for Hwangyeong at dawn. She remembered staying at an inn in Mabuk with Sister Larkspur the last time they visited Hwangyeong, and while priestesses of Do were given shelter freely wherever they went due to the nature of their duties, Suhwa hadn’t dared disguise herself as a priestess. Not this close to the convent, at any rate. Word traveled too freely between Mabuk and Mother Belladonna.

As she drew closer to the market, the torches gave way to lanterns, and Suhwa could hear voices raised in song and laughter. To her surprise, the village square was thronged with people—people she had never seen before. Instead of the usual farmers and hunters trading with each other and the few merchants in town, several armed warriors dressed in furs and woolen tunics littered the booths, spilling out from the local teahouse into the street. Horses, more horses than she had ever seen in her life, crowded in with their humans like dogs, some of them clearly restless and anxious. Duckoo eyed them all warily, and beside her Suhwa could hear a low growl from Yongma. A few eateries were still open at this hour, but the mood of those serving the strangers was a marked contrast to the merriment bubbling forth from the carousing customers. The strangers spoke with odd, flat accents, and their clothing seemed exotic to Suhwa’s eyes, and with a start, she realized that she was looking at northerners.

Northerners in the Azure Isles.

The last time she was in Hwangyeong, she had seen sailors and merchants from the mainland, mostly from the southern provinces of Jingxi and Zanhei, and they had captivated her with their lilting voices and silken robes, so different from the cotton and ramie tops and bottoms worn by the majority of the Azurean populace. She remembered wondering what their cities looked like, what foods they ate, whether everyone in the mainland was just as colorful and interesting as they were. She felt the same thrill observing these northerners, despite the danger they carried with them.

“Ho, ancient one,” called one of them, a tall, broad-shouldered warrior with a weedy mustache. “Shouldn’t you be in bed at this hour?”

Even the bluntness of their speech was refreshing, but Grandmother Yarrow wouldn’t let such impudence slide. “How dare such a young stranger speak to me in this brazen manner,” she chided, shaking a gnarled finger at them. “Have you no regard for your elders?”

“The Azureans have spirit,” their companion, shorter and slimmer, said. “It’s charming.”

“You find everything charming when you’re drunk,” said the first disgustedly. “They’re probably older than your grandmother.”

Feeling secure in her disguise, Suhwa decided to press a little. Hunching her shoulders, she allowed herself to fully inhabit the persona of an irascible old lady, affecting a slight croak in her voice. “Who are you?” she demanded. “And what are you doing in Mabuk?”

“We are Huntsmen of the Maltak Kang,” the first northerner replied. “And we are here to secure the alliance between the Azure Isles and the Lady of Wild Things.”

She gave them both a beady eye. “If that’s so, then why are you here instead of negotiating with the barons in their strongholds?”

“Well, we are on our way to Hwangyeong to meet the rest of the Red Wing,” the second Huntsman admitted. “But we are on a special mission for our Lady. A favor for the Fleet Queen—ayo!” Their companion jabbed them in the ribs with their elbow.

“We’ve been told to keep our eye on the local population for any signs of trouble,” the first Huntsman interjected smoothly. “There have been rumors of magicians hiding in the mountains.”

Suhwa gave a noncommittal grunt. “And I suppose you have these so-called Kestrels among you to ferret them out?”

“A few of the Black Wing ride with us,” the slimmer Huntsman said. “Having the Taint—” They were cut off when the mustached one jabbed them in the ribs again.

“What does the ancient one know of the priestesses living up there in that convent at the top of the mountain?” The mustached Huntsman pointed toward the slope with their chin.

A prickle of unease ran down Suhwa’s spine, and Duckoo gave a soft growl. “They keep to themselves, mostly,” she said. “Only coming and going for their usual appearances at births and deaths.”

“We hear they also foster orphans,” Mustache said seriously. “There aren’t any young maidens living among them, around sixteen years of age?”

The prickle of unease grew to an unbearable itch. “Why?” Suhwa asked sharply, looking them up and down. “You don’t have any trouble in mind, do you?”

“Your thoughts run along filthy paths, ancient one.” Slim giggled. “We’re just—”

“We hear the girl’s a dangerous magician,” Mustache supplied.

For a moment, Suhwa lost hold of her glamour, and Slim blinked blearily at her as her appearance rippled. “I must be drunker than I thought,” they muttered.

“Well, you’re out of luck,” Suhwa said, regaining her composure. “That convent hasn’t seen fresh blood in twenty years or more. Not a single crone there under the age of thirty. Not a lot of young people around these parts willing to give up their name and take up the veil these days. And who could blame them? Spending the rest of one’s life cooped up in a henhouse doing the same thing day in and day out doesn’t sound like anything a young person would want.”

Mustache gave her a sharp look. “Does the ancient one know much about convent life?”

Suhwa coughed. Too much, too soon. She had to learn how to better modulate her playacting. “I’ve lived in Mabuk for nigh on sixty years, and I’ve seen my share of acolytes come and go.”

“I thought you said they kept to themselves,” Mustache said dubiously.

“I said come and go,” Suhwa repeated. “Like I said, it’s not a life many young people want.”

“Hmm.” The taller Huntsman surveyed her with a critical eye and Suhwa resisted the urge to touch her face, to make sure her glamour was still in place. Beside her, she could feel the invisible press of Yongma’s body against her leg while Duckoo shifted uneasily. “Well, like I said, what is an ancient one doing out and about at this time of night?”

“Can’t an old lady do as she pleases?” Suhwa asked, wishing she had a cane she could thump. It would have completed the disguise. “But if you must know, I had thought to get some tea from the teahouse owner to bring to my ailing daughter in Hwangyeong.”

“Of course,” Mustache said deferentially. Then, “Hwangyeong is quite a far journey for such an aged grandmother, especially one traveling alone.”

“I’ve made that journey more times than you can count,” Suhwa said. “And these bones haven’t failed me yet.”

“The ancient one isn’t afraid of bandits or other trouble on the road? There have been rumors of abominations and the undead back on the mainland.”

“I can take care of myself,” Suhwa said. “I have my ways.” She waved her hand dismissively. “There is more to me than meets the eye, you know.”

Mustache frowned, and Suhwa suppressed a wince. She was letting herself get carried away with her Grandmother Yarrow disguise. The trick to a convincing performance was giving her audience just enough to draw conclusions for themselves.

“It just so happens,” Mustache said slowly, “that we are leaving for Hwangyeong on the morrow, after we pay the convent a visit. The other Huntsmen and I could escort the ancient one to her daughter.”

“Oh, you need not waste your time on me,” Suhwa said, sensing the story slipping beyond her control. “You have more important things to do.”

“It wouldn’t be out of our way,” Mustache pressed.

“I wouldn’t want to inconvenience you,” she said a bit desperately. This Huntsman was too sharp, too suspicious, and she needed to disentangle herself from the situation as soon as possible. The last thing she needed was to be escorted to Hwangyeong by a dozen riders who might or might not have the ability to discern her magic with a touch. “And I had planned to set out for the city tonight.”

“We insist.” Mustache nudged Slim, who had started to nod off. They sputtered awake and tried to look attentive. “Let’s bring this ancient one to Ogodei. I’m sure our leader will want to make sure she is delivered safely to Hwangyeong.”

Suhwa sized up the two Huntsmen, her hand straying to the rope dart about her waist. The drunk would be easy enough to subdue, but Mustache was entirely too sober. “I don’t want to be a burden,” she said, backing away.

Slim stepped closer, but stopped when Duckoo growled in warning. Mustache crowded her from the other side. “Come, grandmother,” they said, extending a calloused hand. “Let us at least buy you a pot of tea and something to eat.”

She ducked out of the Huntsman’s reach. “No need to be so pushy,” she snapped. “I’m not going anywhere.” She surreptitiously put her hand down for Yongma, and felt the cold kiss of his snout against her fingers. She reluctantly followed the Huntsmen into the teahouse, trying hard not to touch anyone lest they were a Kestrel. Holding court in the center was a surprisingly young warrior, not much older than herself. This must be Ogodei, their leader. They sat on a platform in the center of the room, a wolf’s-head helm at their side, while the other Huntsmen ran riot around them. The poor teahouse owner cowered behind the counter, clearly hoping she would be able to salvage what was left of her establishment once the northerners left.

But Ogodei did not join in the rabble-rousing. Instead, they fixed her with an inky black gaze as she entered the room. Duckoo’s hackles rose, but she shushed him with a gesture of her hand, even though she was also uneasy. There was something different, something strange about this warrior that she couldn’t quite articulate, a nothingness in his eyes that was as intense as it was empty.

“Come, grandmother,” Slim said as they led her before their leader. “Say hullo to Ogodei.”

Suhwa gave a trembling bow. “Good evening, Excellency.”

For a long while, the head Huntsman said nothing. She could feel the touch of their eyes on the back of her neck and held her breath.

“Friends,” Ogodei said at last, “who is this young maiden, and why have you brought her before me?”
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Wonhu Han, Prince of Zanhei, was having trouble paying attention.

He had never been a particularly good student, and these endless war councils and meetings in the imperial city were worse than any lecture he had had to endure. Worse, because there was far more at stake now than a bad grade and a reprimand from his father; there was the future of the entire Morning Realms.

And that was just the civil war.

There was also the matter of the Mother of Ten Thousand Demons and the possibility of chaos taking over the world.

Sometimes, the amount of information Han had to remember and act upon was so much his head ached. He wasn’t used to his brain hurting; he was far more accustomed to sore muscles after a particularly tough exercise. But ever since he took over his father’s position as the sovereign of Zanhei, he found his mind more taxed than his body, falling dead asleep at the end of the day not because he was physically exhausted but because he was mentally fatigued.

It had been easier when Xu was around. Han hadn’t realized how much he had taken his best friend for granted until they had embarked for the Azure Isles with Zhara, Ami, and Yuli. Xu was not just smart; they were also organized and efficient. Not only did they act as a go-between for Han and his younger brother, Anyang—who was currently serving as the regent of Zanhei in
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