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Part I: The Night Visitor
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Juniper incense drifted lazily through coils of hanji paper​[1] that filled nearly every corner of the modest yet immaculate house in the northern district of Bukchon.​[2]

Seol Rok-heon, his legs folded upon the jangpan mats​[3], bent over a rare astronomical instrument imported all the way from the capital of the Qing Empire.​[4] Though the law forbade the possession of objects deemed hostile to Neo-Confucian orthodoxy, Rok-heon valued Western lenses far more than the dust-covered commentaries on the Five Classics that his peers still memorized in hopes of passing the state gwageo examinations.​[5]

Within court circles, people still whispered in dread of the “Western devils” and their black ships haunting the coasts, yet to Rok-heon those brass telescopes and maps were not instruments of invasion, but keys to understanding the mechanics of the heavens—truths the sages of Sungkyunkwan​[6] stubbornly refused to acknowledge.

His fingers, slender and long accustomed to the brush, moved with the precision of a clockmaker.

“Have you ever noticed, Won-tae, that the scent of ink from Gyeongsang Province differs from that made near Hanyang by a faint note of pine resin that only reveals itself after three years of aging?” he asked without lifting his eyes.

Park Won-tae, who had just set down his physician’s satchel after a brutal day at the city infirmary, sighed and sat opposite his friend.

The dull smell of burnt mugwort and infected flesh still clung to his nostrils, a remnant of the afternoon spent at Hyeminseo​[7], where he had struggled to save beggars stricken by a plague the officials preferred to omit from reports to the King, lest it sour the mood surrounding preparations for the royal wedding.

“I came here to drink tea, not to analyze the chemical composition of sediment in your inkstone,” he replied with a faint smile. “Though I admit, your ability to notice things that others dismiss as background still astonishes me.”

Rok-heon raised his head.

His sharp, penetrating eyes seemed capable of seeing not only what Won-tae wore, but what he was thinking. Before he could answer, however, the silence of the evening was shattered by the muffled rhythm of porters’ footsteps.

A heavy, richly adorned palanquin stopped before the gate, and its arrival in this quiet part of the city was as unusual as a phoenix wandering into a chicken coop.

Moments later, a man entered the room.

He was tall and broad-shouldered, dressed in a dark blue silk hanbok​[8] woven so densely it whispered with every movement. His face was hidden behind a traditional tal mask used in folk performances, which, combined with his aristocratic bearing, created an almost grotesque image.​[9]

“Are you Seol Rok-heon?” the man asked in a low voice accustomed to giving orders.

“And you, sir, are Grand Prince Yi Won, though your mask suggests you would rather be mistaken for a demon from peasant tales,” Rok-heon replied without rising from his seat.

The visitor flinched, his hand instinctively moving toward the knot at his belt.

“How... how could you know that?”

“The scent of agarwood, my lord. Chinghyang​[10] incense is reserved exclusively for the palace. And the way you tied the sul at your waist, that knot is used only by senior officials of the royal court. Your mask may conceal your face from the eyes of commoners, but it cannot conceal your habits from the eye of an observer.”

The man exhaled heavily and slowly removed the mask. Beneath it lay a proud face marked by deep fear.

The Grand Prince, the Crown Prince himself, lowered himself onto the mat, forgetting every rule of etiquette.

“Since you know who I am, you must understand that the matter bringing me here concerns life and death... not only mine, but that of the entire kingdom.”

The Prince began to speak, and his words summoned memories of a sweltering summer two years earlier. At the time, he had been resting in a summer palace deep in the mountains, far from the suffocating rigidity of court intrigue.

There, beside a pond overflowing with blooming lotus flowers, he met a woman who belonged to no world he knew.

Lee Rin-ah was no ordinary gisaeng.​[11]

Born to a diplomat father and a mother of uncertain origin, she had been raised among foreign trading enclaves, absorbing languages, music, and ideas that women in Joseon could scarcely dream of touching.

When she sang pansori​[12], even the wind in the treetops seemed to fall silent so as not to drown out her voice.

The memory struck the Prince with almost physical force.

He could see her clearly: standing upon a wooden pier, her white jeogori reflected in the still water below. She had not lowered her eyes when he approached. There had been no submissiveness in her gaze, only curiosity equal to his own.

They shared peaches together, and he, blinded by youth and desire, allowed a wandering painter, banished from court for brushes deemed too bold and naturalistic, to immortalize them together.

The portrait was scandalous.

It did not depict two figures frozen in rigid ceremonial poses, but intertwined hands hidden in half-shadow, glances that spoke more than a thousand royal edicts ever could.

“It was a moment of madness,” the Prince continued, his voice trembling. “I believed our love could overcome the barriers of caste. I was wrong. Now that my father has arranged my marriage to the daughter of a powerful Qing minister, that portrait has become a noose around my neck. Lee Rin-ah possesses it, and she has sworn to send it to the northern envoys on the day my engagement is announced. If she does, the alliance will collapse, and my enemies within the Noron faction​[13] will use it to strip me of my claim to the throne.”

“Why not simply retrieve it?” Won-tae interjected. “Searching a woman’s residence should not prove difficult for a man of your authority.”

“My men searched her estate, the Pavilion of the Hidden Peony, five times,” the Prince confessed helplessly. “They posed as bandits, tax officials, even sanitary inspectors. They found nothing. She is cleverer than all of them. Cunning as a fox and fearless as a tiger.”

Rok-heon stroked his chin, and in his eyes flared a fire Won-tae knew all too well.

This was no longer a political affair. It was a puzzle.

“Lee Rin-ah...” the investigator murmured beneath his breath. “A woman capable of hiding a treasure from the eyes of the entire royal guard. Interesting. Very interesting.”

He lifted his gaze toward the Prince.

“I will accept this case, my lord. But you must understand one thing: your political alliances do not interest me. What interests me is this woman and the place where sunlight meets shadow. Tomorrow morning I shall begin weaving a net with which we will try to capture this... kumiho​[14] of Hanyang.”

The Prince bowed deeply, an act almost unimaginable in itself.

When the palanquin finally departed, Rok-heon turned toward his friend.

“Won-tae, prepare your medical instruments and the worst clothes you own. Tomorrow we shall be neither physician nor scholar. Tomorrow we shall become ghosts haunting the Pavilion of the Hidden Peony.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part II: A Secret Wedding in a Buddhist Temple
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Morning rose over Hanyang cold and veiled in mist, which settled thickly upon the thatched rooftops in the poorer quarters of the city. Seol Rok-heon, only hours earlier a refined scholar, now stood beside the gate of a roadside inn dressed in the patched, filthy jacket of a porter and a straw hat pulled low across his brow. His face, deliberately darkened with coal dust, betrayed not the slightest trace of intellect, while the faint limp in his step completed the illusion of a man whose life had been spent carrying the burdens of others.

In this part of Hanyang, far removed from the manicured gardens of the aristocracy, the air hung heavy with the stench of open gutters and the smoke of cheap pinewood fires, and every official who passed him in a silk nambawi​[15] regarded him not as a human being, but as part of the city’s scenery, no more significant than a cracked roof tile.

For several days, Rok-heon circled the Pavilion of the Hidden Peony. He learned that Lee Rin-ah lived in luxury, yet in a kind of seclusion interrupted only by the visits of a single man.

Kim Do-jin was a young official attached to the council of reformists, a man with clear eyes and a proud bearing who embodied the new blood flowing through the veins of stagnant Joseon. He belonged to the Gaehwapa​[16] faction, the young radicals who whispered of constitutions and reforms modeled after Japan or the West, risking accusations of treason and death at the hands of the conservative palace guard, for whom every change was an assault upon the Confucian order itself.

Watching them from concealment, Rok-heon noticed something Prince Yi Won had failed to see: there was not the slightest trace of calculation in their relationship. There was something far more dangerous to the court’s designs, loyalty.

On the fifth day, shortly after dawn, two separate palanquins arrived before the pavilion. Keeping a careful distance, Rok-heon followed them along winding mountain paths leading toward the slopes of Inwangsan.

Their destination astonished him: a forgotten Buddhist temple, weathered by time and hidden deep among dense pine groves.

Inside, dimness reigned, illuminated only by dying candles. There was no music, no guests, no fragrant dishes. Before a statue of the Buddha stood an old monk, beside him Rin-ah and Do-jin.

Dressed in a simple green won-sam​[17], the woman appeared almost unearthly in her solemnity.

“We require a witness,” the monk whispered, glancing nervously around the empty hall. “Without a third soul unconnected to either clan, the marriage shall remain incomplete in the eyes of Heaven.”

Rok-heon, who had slipped quietly into the vestibule pretending to seek shelter from the cold, was suddenly noticed. Do-jin hurried toward him and seized him by the arm.

“You there, brother!” the young official called, pressing a silver coin into his hand. “Stand beside us. Be the voice of truth in this sacred hour.”

Maintaining his disguise, the detective bowed deeply and took his place in the shadow of a pillar. He watched as Lee Rin-ah spoke her vows. He saw the determination in her eyes; this was not a woman seeking revenge, but a woman fighting for the right to shape her own fate.

And when their gazes met for the briefest instant, Rok-heon felt a strange stab within himself.

For the first time in his career, he sensed that he stood on the side of an order determined to destroy something genuine. Yet the analytical mind within him quickly smothered the feeling. The scandal had to be prevented.

After the ceremony, once the newlyweds departed in haste, Rok-heon returned to Bukchon, where Won-tae awaited him.

“The plan is ready,” the detective announced, removing his filthy robes. “Tomorrow at sunset, when Rin-ah returns to the pavilion, we must force her to reveal the hiding place. Remember, Won-tae, fire is the greatest fear in Joseon. A house made of wood and paper is a trap from which one saves only what is most precious. Since the great Japanese invasions, when smoke above Gyeongbokgung Palace​[18] darkened the sun for days, fear of fire has become woven into our nature. A single careless lamp wick can reduce an entire district to ash and misery within an hour.”

The following evening, during the golden hour before dusk, a sudden brawl erupted outside the gates of the Pavilion of the Hidden Peony. Several street thugs hired by Rok-heon began grappling over a supposedly stolen purse.

In the midst
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