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Summoning fire was easy. Mirae had been studying the manipulation of the four elements her whole life. Scorching the woman in front of her, however, was something she hadn’t managed even once in the past three months.

Nevertheless, Mirae raised a hand to the heavens as if pulling fire from the sun. A small white-hot orb appeared in her palm; before its sharp heat could blister her skin, Mirae lobbed it with all her strength at her opponent.

Captain Jia, head of the palace guards, swatted Mirae’s orb into wisps of harmless steam, then glanced down at her barely smoking wrist guard. “Have you considered a career in the sauna industry, Gongju?” she asked wryly. “You seem much more adept at making people sweat than burning them alive.”

Mirae wiped her brow, careful not to pull any more hair loose. The palace women were starting to get suspicious about the “long morning walks” that kept ruining all their hard work, and with tonight’s pre-coronation ceremony only hours away, they would be loath to redo her hair completely. It was a blessing that Captain Jia, at least, could be trusted to keep Mirae’s morning trainings a secret. The last thing she needed was for a crowd of gawking royals to gather on the field, judging for themselves whether their crown princess was truly ready to assume her birthright—to stand between Seolla and ultimate ruin, no matter the cost. It certainly didn’t help that her mother’s recent illness, a generational madness that would incapacitate Seolla’s queen all too soon, meant Mirae needed to prove her skills faster than any of her ancestors ever had. Tonight would determine whether all her work had paid off.

Mirae blew into her hot, red palms, willing herself to focus, but her mind wandered to thoughts of her grandmother, whom she had adored more than anything. The last time Mirae saw her, her weh-halmoni had been standing at the dragon gates to the palace, eyes turned white-hot with uncontrollable madness—the price all her ancestors paid for being gods-touched guardians against Seolla’s ancient enemy.

You were not born to end up like me, she’d said. I see your destiny, my little golden snake, and no one can take it from you. Never forget the dragons in your blood.

Mirae raised her hands for another attack, feeling her heartbeat slow as she willed her body to stay calm and focused, the way a crown princess was supposed to be. Then Captain Jia’s words registered, and Mirae snorted. “A sauna? I suppose it’s good to have a backup plan in case I fail tonight. Assuming I survive.”

Captain Jia waved Mirae’s words away as easily as she did her fireballs. “The Gongju I know fails at nothing. When faced with dire odds, she’ll succeed … creatively, if she must.”

Mirae sighed. “You’re never letting the flying turtle incident go, are you?”

“The flying turtle must never be forgotten.”

“It was one time.”

“Two, if you count the talking turtle you enchanted on my birthday.”

“What, I thought you liked turtles!”

“You’ve trained with me for years, and that’s what you choose to remember?”

Mirae had been studying Sacred Bone Magic—the ability to wield all three of Seolla’s magic systems, a birthright that belonged only to Seollan queens and their heirs—her whole life, but since her mother’s illness, she had postponed all her other studies while Captain Jia did her best to advance Mirae’s talents in her own field of expertise: Jade Witchery, the first magic system Mirae would be tested in that night.

Thanks to Captain Jia, Mirae’s skills had improved to the level of a woman with years more experience than she had. The Jade Witch prodigy was herself the youngest captain ever appointed to the Wonhwa, the palace guards, and was rumored to be on track to become general of Seolla’s army. But both Mirae and the young captain sorely missed the days when sneaking off entailed hanging out with Mirae’s brothers by the river, instead of attacking each other with all four elements as if the fate of the peninsula depended on it.

Of course, despite all her new skills, Mirae occasionally still needed to rely on other techniques to achieve the results everyone expected of her. She couldn’t help but chuckle now at the memory Captain Jia had brought up. “Who knew turtles were so chatty?”

But Captain Jia’s face had sobered. Mirae followed her gaze across the secluded training field and felt her own body fall still.

The royal palanquin was approaching from the west, a bloodred box looming over the shoulders of ten impassive servants. Not even the cheery yellow drapes or black canopy for cooling could draw Mirae’s eyes away from the beaded curtain that hid the woman inside: her mother, Seolla’s enchanted queen. The woman everyone expected Mirae to replace, years earlier than any other crown princess had attempted the Trial of the Gods.

Mirae turned back to the captain. “What is she doing here?”

“The physician said talking long walks would benefit Her Majesty,” Captain Jia said. “It looks like she’s taking a page out of your book when it comes to loose interpretations.”

“She should be resting.” Mirae looked nervously toward the tree line to the south. In truth, she was worried that her mother’s increasingly unstable powers would tamper with her own carefully honed magic.

Today of all days needed to go uneventfully. The Sacred Bone Oracles were already in the forest’s depths, setting up the mysterious Trial of the Gods.

“Do you think she needs to speak to me?” Mirae asked, careful not to glance back at the palanquin, lest she expose her nervousness.

Captain Jia shook her head. “I doubt Her Majesty will get too close. She knows what happens when your Sacred Bone powers interact.”

A few weeks ago, there had been an … incident. Mirae’s mother was found sleepwalking in the ancestral shrine, lighting paintings of past queens on fire. Mirae had been roused from bed and used a soothing Ma-eum illusion to draw her mother out, but her spell had waned too quickly, her skills in Seolla’s second magic system too weak to compete with her mother’s madness. Her mother’s delusions ended up coming back with a vengeance that resulted in the rest of the building catching fire—nearly taking Mirae along with it.

After that, the councilmembers of the Hwabaek had decreed that Mirae’s mother was no longer fit to rule and Mirae’s Sangsok Ceremony would be scheduled for the next full moon, whether she was ready for it or not. It was now only hours away and Mirae could hardly call herself prepared.

“Gongju.” Captain Jia pulled Mirae back into the present and gave her an encouraging nod. “Stay focused and show Her Majesty what you can do. Light me on fire.”

Mirae nodded and held her palms in front of her, readying them for magic. She took a moment to study Captain Jia’s defenses, trying to puzzle out a fresh plan of attack.

The captain’s ensemble was the same as it always was. Over a thick red tunic that signified her status, she wore scale armor, which afforded her more mobility than Mirae liked when they were facing off. Around her waist was tied a bloodred sash embroidered with gold peonies that signaled her rank as captain of the palace guard.

The only weak spot Mirae could hope to exploit was the one she’d been trying and failing to set on fire all morning. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to stand still and make this easy for me.”

Captain Jia snorted. “I’m not a campfire. Pretend I’m an enemy assassin from Josan.”

Mirae held back a retort about how a Josan assassin wouldn’t have magic; its use was forbidden in their land. Instead, she raised a hand to the sky, drawing heat from the sun yet again. Once it had gathered into a sphere in her palms, Mirae hurled the fireball at her opponent, realizing too late that her weary arm had aimed the attack poorly.

Captain Jia blocked the clumsy spell by simply raising her hand. Green flames sprouted out of her palm like dancing petals and easily devoured Mirae’s orange ball, lobbed artlessly like a rotting persimmon.

Mirae clenched her fists, using the sharp pain of her budding blisters to drown out the fear she couldn’t afford to let anyone see. Again, she reached her arm toward the sun, her mind willing her palms to re-create the heavenly orb.

As soon as the new fireball was formed, Mirae hurled it without warning. Captain Jia’s warrior response kicked in; quick as a bamboo switch, she raised her palm, green with fire. Too late she realized that Mirae had released a second spell—a blast of air she’d been secretly preparing.

Mirae hadn’t even had to blink; the only thing easier than summoning fire was channeling wind. Focusing on the morning-chilled tip of her nose, she had drawn that brisk feeling into her hands, cooling her skin with a sharp burst of icy air.

Then, with barely a thought, she had turned that small nip of wind into a narrow gale, strong enough to rush past the surprised captain, forcing the flames in her palm to fly backward. They slipped between her fingers, setting first her brace on fire, and then her whole arm.

Mirae smiled, knowing the captain’s jade fire wouldn’t harm the flesh of its maker, though the same couldn’t be said for her clothes. Captain Jia calmly brushed her free hand down her burning arm, extinguishing every lick of green flame. “I suppose you’re proud of that one.”

“I was being creative,” Mirae said. “You called it my greatest skill.”

“I don’t recall describing it that way.”

“Well, it got you nice and toasty all the same.”

Captain Jia held out her hands, inspecting them for damage. “See, this is why you should build the Sauna of Seolla. Your fire never actually hurts anyone, which is a great selling point.”

Mirae grimaced. “That’s a terrible name for my future business.”

“You’re opening a sauna?” asked a familiar voice from behind Mirae. “Then you’ll need someone to manage your finances, since you tend to treat math like an elusive mystic art.”

Mirae whirled around and beamed at her older brother, Minho, who must have remained hidden behind the palanquin to surprise her. She was glad he had been able to witness her fireball success. “Aren’t you supposed to be keeping Father and Hongbin out of trouble?”

“An impossible task.” Minho gave Mirae and Captain Jia a pained look, not bothering to hide his casualness with the captain around his sister; as his most trusted confidante, Mirae knew everything about their secret relationship. “The Josan dignitary’s just arrived, and you know how annoying Father and our little brother are when they start trying to prove he’s secretly a gumiho.”

“At least they’ve moved on from dokkaebi. Hongbin’s attempts to trick the dignitary into a wrestling match last year were getting disturbingly creative.” Mirae patted her older brother’s shoulder. “I know what you’re thinking, orabeoni, but no, we can’t ask the Josan dignitary to leave, even though no one’s happy he’s here. A representative of our sovereign state must witness the succession of a new queen and swear fealty to the throne.”

“I know.” Minho glanced back at their mother’s palanquin, which waited several yards away in the open field like a ruby lantern containing Seolla’s once brightest light. “There’s just something about his face that makes me wish a gumiho would actually come eat him. If anyone was going to bring back Josan’s history of thwarting the Trial of the Gods and trying to unleash our diabolic enemy, it would be him.”

“He’s no threat, Daegun daegam, I promise,” Captain Jia said, then bowed before crossing her arms over her chest. With the royal palanquin nearby, she had resumed using full honorifics and making proper obeisance to her lieges, just as she did in public. “The dignitary can’t even look outside his chamber without an entourage of my best guards interrogating his intentions. There will be no sabotaging of the Sangsok Ceremony tonight.”

“You don’t have to be so formal, Jia, as if we’re under surveillance, too,” Minho said with a grin. “I’m pretty sure my mother already suspects we’re … more than friends.”

Captain Jia blushed. “I’m attending to official business right now, Daegun daegam,” she said pointedly, and returned her attention to Mirae, whom she also spoke to more respectfully. “Come, Gongju mama. Let’s get back to training.”

Minho exchanged a grin with Mirae at the captain’s expense. It was almost too easy to fluster her. “Actually, Jia, I came here to help with the training. I thought you might appreciate a break from being Mirae’s practice dummy.”

“I told you last night, it’s too risky.” Captain Jia shook her head adamantly. “You don’t have magic like us. You’ll only get hurt.”

“Is that so?” Minho deflected the captain’s concern with a mischievous smile, a trait that Mirae knew annoyed the captain to no end. “Hongbin said I have a magical ability to know when he’s got snacks in his pockets, so I’ve got that going for me.”

“Our beloved Gunju daegam always has snacks,” Captain Jia countered.

Minho crossed his arms proudly. “See, you and I share the same power. Let me stand in for you, Jia, while you take a break. I trust you to step in if Mirae tries to murder me.”

Mirae watched the pair bickering and noticed, not for the first time, how exhausted Captain Jia looked; her high cheekbones looked sharper than they had three months ago, and the bags under her eyes were growing more and more pronounced. Even her tall, muscular form stood a little less proudly. Minho, she knew, was just shielding his concern for the captain. Mirae felt bad that the past three months of training had kept the captain and the eldest prince apart, especially since she’d heard from both of them that the little time they did have usually ended in a fight about the same thing: the fact that Captain Jia was just as devoted to her duty as Minho was to the captain.

“We’ve got one element left to practice,” Mirae chimed in, making a decision for the weary captain, whose leather armor was still smoking. The grass on the field around them also still leaned sharply toward the ground because of the wind Mirae had conjured earlier. “Do you think you can handle me hurling some water at you, orabeoni?”

“You can certainly try.” Minho smoothed his shiny black hair the way Hongbin would do in front of good-looking men. Then he started stretching out his long, lean limbs. “They don’t call me the strongest, most handsome man in the queendom for nothing.”

“I thought only I called you that,” Captain Jia said wryly.

Minho snorted and called for his personal servant, Siwon. Clearly disappointed that his master had remembered he was there, Siwon ran out from behind the palanquin. His smooth, youthful face sported the politest scowl Mirae had ever seen. “Yes, Daegun daegam?”

“I need you to secure my hair.”

Siwon raised an eyebrow. “For running, swimming … or some mixture of both?”

Mirae laughed. “See, not even Siwon thinks you’re going to escape my torrent.”

Minho lifted his nose in pretend offense as Siwon did his best to tighten his master’s top bun and hanbok strings. As soon as Siwon was done, Minho turned toward the trees and, without warning, bolted across the training field, leaving Mirae, Captain Jia, Siwon, and the palanquin in the dust. “Do your worst, Mirae!”

Mirae thought her older brother looked a lot like a rabbit, his zodiac animal, with his lithe body sprinting nimbly through the tall grass. As he ran, morning wind gathered into the scarlet silk bellies of his hanbok, filling the fabric like bloodred sails at dawn.

Mirae and Siwon shared a look. The servant shrugged. “He did say do your worst.”

Mirae smiled and raised her palms, cupping them into tiny wells. Keenly aware of the eyes watching everything she did, Mirae searched for an inciting sense. Much like she’d relied on the cold tip of her nose to summon wind, Mirae needed something to ground her procurement of water.

The sweat on her brow would do.

In an instant, Mirae’s palms began to glitter with tiny, clear pearls that bubbled up on her skin, multiplying rapidly to form two small ponds. She lifted her shallow wells into the air, and all it took was a nudge to give the droplets the power they needed to reunite with their misty forebears across the sky.

Mirae couldn’t help but smile as the tiny pools rose obediently from her hands, greeting and melding with their unseen sisters and brothers above, thickening into a giant, watery pearl looming over her head.

The wind she’d summoned earlier still lingered in cold wisps around her. Mirae flung her arms together and used the gust to lob the translucent orb right at Minho’s head.

It hit him almost instantly. The force of Mirae’s orb and manipulated wind nearly knocked Minho off his feet, but he was nimble enough to remain standing—which only made it easier for the sphere of water to descend and devour him.

Mirae, Captain Jia, and Siwon all laughed as Minho twisted himself around in the giant, watery orb, cheeks puffed out from holding his breath. He placed his hands on his hips, his eyebrows frowning at Mirae the way his mouth couldn’t.

Siwon waved at his master. “So glad you proved your point, Daegun daegam!”

Mirae snorted again, and Captain Jia shook her head at her lover. “That’ll teach him to interrupt Sacred Bone training. Well done, Gongju mama.”

Mirae smiled to see the captain and Siwon in agreement for once. She wasn’t entirely sure why, but the two people Minho kept closest to him had been squabbling a lot lately, especially when it came to what Minho truly needed. Mirae hoped that once her Sangsok Ceremony was over and Captain Jia had more time to spend with her royal lover, this sudden jealousy or whatever it was would subside and all would be peaceful once more.

But first, Mirae had to make sure she didn’t accidentally drown her older brother. She prepared to make a show of releasing Minho in a beautiful explosion of water, but before she could, something tugged on her magic like a bird plucking a butterfly abruptly out of the sky. She froze, staring at Minho. He was struggling in the liquid orb, thrashing and kicking the sides of his prison.

It looked like he was screaming.

“That’s enough, Gongju mama,” Captain Jia said sharply. “Let him go.”

Mirae lowered her damp palms, bidding the elements under her control to disperse. But they didn’t obey. Instead, the water roiled into a whirlpool of rage barely contained within the orb. As the droplets churned each other into a storm of chaos, Minho became nothing more than a flailing blur, fast running out of air.

“Gongju mama, I said that’s enough!” Captain Jia shouted.

“He learned his lesson,” Siwon said anxiously.

“I can’t make it stop.” All Mirae could do was stare in horror alongside Captain Jia and Siwon. Water had no mind of its own. No element did. So why was it disobeying her? That wasn’t possible. Unless—

Mirae whirled toward the palanquin and saw a pale, skeletal arm reaching through the beaded curtains, stretching in Minho’s direction. A second later, her mother’s face pushed past the beads, her eyes white as the moon—her snarling teeth even whiter.

The madness. It had taken hold of her mother, filling her mind with delusions once again. Turning her magic against those she loved. Before Mirae could call out a warning, she felt her mother’s wild power turn on her. With a grip as cold and biting as ice, it froze the magic in her palms and whisked the wind from her throat.

Mirae fell to her knees, gasping for air as her mother’s magic crushed her head and neck. The roar of pressure building in her ears soon became almost as loud as the bang-bang-banging of her heart.

But what frightened Mirae most was what else she could hear—Minho’s voice. Low words, strangely calm. Muddled in her mind as if they were her own thoughts.

Save me, Mirae.

She forced her eyes open and saw Siwon bolting toward Minho. She heard Captain Jia shouting as she ran toward the palanquin, but Mirae knew her mother would hurt anyone who tried to stop her. Only Sacred Bone Magic could compete with the queen’s mindless power.

Mirae was Minho’s only hope.

She slapped her palms to the ground, facing Minho once more, and raised a prayer to her ancestors. This time she didn’t reach for water, fire, or air, focusing instead on the only element her mother hadn’t manipulated yet. With one stiff, ice-cold hand, Mirae gripped the grass beneath her, digging her fingers into cold, packed dirt. The other hand she raised into a fist, ignoring everything except the words ringing through her head.

Save me.

Mirae closed her eyes and struck the ground with all the strength and air left in her body before collapsing into darkness.
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Two hands pressed down on Mirae’s chest, rousing her with the soothing touch of the elements. The warmth of fire was massaged into Mirae’s muscles, loosening them. Refreshing, clean air was pushed gently into her lungs. Drips of cool water were summoned to rinse her burning eyes and throat, while the steadiness of earth raised her up on a low, grassy dais.

When Mirae opened her eyes, she half expected to see her grandmother smiling down at her, her weh-halmoni’s hands ever gentle until her own madness had forced her into exile. But it was Captain Jia who crouched over Mirae now. “Gongju, are you all right?”

Mirae turned her aching neck slowly toward the tree line where she’d last seen Minho. The earth there was now a giant hollow.

“Minho …,” Mirae croaked, her throat burning. “Is he—”

“I’m here, Mirae. I’m fine.” Minho crouched above her, exhausted and soaked but unharmed. Her magic had worked. Mirae saw that the ground around her bruised fist had fissured into cracks of sunken lightning, signs that the earth had heeded her command to rip itself apart. Minho had fallen into the crevasse below, safely drawn out of the bubble of water and the grip of the queen’s misguided magic. Siwon knelt behind his master, massaging Minho’s shoulders ferociously.

“Where’s Mother?” Mirae looked to where the palanquin had been, turning her neck too quickly. Something popped loudly.

“She was taken back to her chambers,” Captain Jia said. She touched Mirae’s neck and sent more soothing heat through it, whispers of fire emanating from her fingertips. “Her magic retreated as soon as you intervened.”

“It’s getting worse.” Mirae swallowed, sending sharp pains down her swollen throat. “She’s never done anything like this before.”

“Tell that to the shrine she burned to a crisp,” Siwon muttered. “I was up till the crack of dawn with the palace women sweeping up the charred remains of priceless, beautiful art.” Ignoring Captain Jia’s glare at his disrespectful tone, he switched from massaging Minho’s shoulders to mourning his master’s matted hair.

“It ends tonight. That’s all that matters,” Minho said, swatting away Siwon’s meddling hands so he could help Mirae sit up. “Once you take over for Mother, her mind can finally rest. I know this is all happening sooner than anyone expected, but maybe because of your willingness, Mother stands a chance of healing before she loses her mind completely.”

“You mean before she becomes like Halmoni,” Mirae said quietly.

You were not born to end up like me.

“We are in an auspicious year,” Captain Jia said encouragingly. “Maybe all this turmoil is a sign that the gods are stirring up the winds of change. You, Gongju, might be the one to finally unite the peninsula, as foretold by the High Daughters of the Sacred Bone.”

“And lead Seolla into its golden future,” Minho and Siwon recited together.

Mirae did her best to smile at everyone’s reassuringing words as she rose laboriously to her feet, but her heart was heavy with the part of the well-known prophecy that they’d purposefully left out. The High Daughters of the Sacred Bone—the mightiest Ma-eum Mage, Jade Witch, and Horomancer to have ever lived—had indeed foretold of a Seollan queen who would unite the peninsula, but not until she destroyed the queendom’s greatest enemy, an ancient evil whose name Mirae wasn’t allowed to utter.

He was the reason for her mother’s fractured mind, for the madness that fell upon all queens of Seolla. The task of keeping his evil locked away eventually led to the dissolution of their sanity.

If Mirae was the queen destined to unite the peninsula, she would also be the queen to destroy their greatest foe … otherwise, her mind would fall just as her mother’s and her mother’s mother’s had.

Mirae shook off all these dark thoughts as she swayed on her feet, suddenly dizzy. She couldn’t afford to be distracted by anything other than passing the Trial of the Gods that night. The fate of the peninsula would have to wait. “I think I’ve had enough training for the day, if you don’t mind, Captain. I should go check on my mother.”

Captain Jia reached out to steady Mirae. “I’d say your training is complete. You just proved that your mastery of the four elements is stronger than Her Majesty’s madness. That’s what Seolla needs from you. You’re ready to fulfill your birthright.”

Mirae glanced back toward the trees where the Sacred Bone Oracles had almost finished setting up the tests that would determine her fate—Seolla’s fate. “I can do this, right? You all really believe in me?”

Siwon raised his hand. “I believe in you, Gongju mama.”

“I do too.” Captain Jia placed a hand over her heart. “After all, I trained you.”

“You’re powerful and benevolent,” Minho said. “Of course, you save lives as dramatically as possible, but no one can say you’re unfit to protect Seolla. Mother least of all.”

Mirae smiled and accepted her brother’s arm as they walked back toward the palace proper. Captain Jia stayed behind in the training field to clean up the mess Mirae had made. As a Jade Witch, she was proficient in the manipulation of wind, water, and fire, but earth magic was her specialty. As she walked back toward the palace, Mirae heard the sound of the grass rustling as it righted itself and the ground rumbling as it stitched itself back together. It wouldn’t be long before the field looked exactly as it had before, heeding the will of a powerful Jade Witch.

Mirae didn’t know what she would be asked to do during the gods’ test of her Jade Witchery, but she hoped it would include earth magic—the manipulation of everything both on and below the surface of the earth, including grass, gems, and even magma. Even though her mother had always been tight-lipped about her own Trial of the Gods, Mirae’s grandmother had proudly shown her the dagger she’d forged the night of her test, one that Mirae now kept displayed on the wall of her chamber.

As Mirae’s grandmother told it, when asked to create a weapon that sundered both the sky and the earth, she had manipulated the winds and the water in the heavens to stir up a storm, until a single streak of lightning struck the sandy path at her feet, creating an instantaneous sculpture of wild glass. Though the sand’s true nature had been burned away by that lightning strike, it had become something new and volatile. Still, Mirae’s grandmother had fearlessly willed it to take the shape of a dagger, white and horned as a coral fossil with all the stinging might of its lightning-conjuring maker.

Mirae had long dreamed of the kind of wonder she might create at the behest of the gods when it was her turn to walk in her grandmother’s footsteps. Never had she imagined that she would enter the gods’ trial barely trained, a princess who couldn’t even light her teacher on fire.

“Here, Gongju mama, you look like you could use a little relaxing.” Siwon, who had been treating Minho’s back with massage-like jabs to improve his circulation, shifted to prodding Mirae’s back instead, only stopping when she threatened to muss Minho’s hair for the second time that day.

Just before they reached the palace gardens, Minho came to a sudden stop, letting out a dramatic gasp.

“I’ve got it,” he said. “Your future sauna: Mirae’s Magic Monsoon. That’s a winner right there. I can’t wait to tell Jia!”

He and Siwon celebrated his stroke of genius while Mirae rolled her eyes.

Mirae and her companions maintained a leisurely pace for their “morning walk,” just in case anyone suspected that the crown princess was still in basic training on the day of her Sangsok Ceremony. Mirae, as usual, enjoyed her slow stroll home over red moon bridges dusted with maehwa, the blossoms pale as snow. She even took a few moments to gaze into the stone-lined ponds below, heavy with lily pads and bright, sunset-colored koi.

If her younger brother, Hongbin, had been there, he would have cheerfully picked flowers—for Minho, the long yellow finger-shaped buds of golden bell trees; for Mirae, he would have chosen mugunghwa. In his honor, Mirae plucked one of the blossoms, admiring its petals, splayed like a pink hand with a dark ombré eye at its center. Knowing the flower would only last until the end of the day, she stuck it ceremoniously in her hair.

Soon enough, despite their lazy pace, the inner walls of the palace came into view. Mirae nodded at the Wonhwa standing guard, who were ordered by their captain to keep her comings and goings to the training ground a secret. They admitted Mirae, Minho, and Siwon without a word.

Mirae breathed a long sigh as she stepped onto the pale sand of the courtyard and rejoined the busyness of the palace. The front-facing buildings around her—halls and offices with thick red pillars, carved green supports, blue-tiled roofs that curved like her father’s mustache, and bright gables with gold trim—hid her return from the private training session. Easily seen over every roof was a magnificent three-tiered pagoda where soon, if all went well, Mirae would be crowned Seolla’s next enchanted queen.

If all goes well. Mirae’s blistered palms began to sweat at the thought of the ceremony, salting the open sores. To mask her pain, she bid the late-morning breeze to condense on her skin and soothe the lingering burn. She would have to come up with a story to explain her wounds—and her carelessness right before the trial—when she visited the royal physician later.

Her hands had barely cooled when someone clamped down on Mirae’s shoulders from behind and whirled her around—scaring the ever-loving gods out of her. Thankfully, she saw the faces of the two men who’d dared touch her, before she sent them flying.

“Your face!” her father hooted. “I wish you could see it!”

“We got her so good,” Hongbin cackled. “Look how mad she is!”

Once her heart no longer felt like it was trying to hurtle out of her chest—for the second time that morning—Mirae crossed her arms and glared at the men before her, slapping their knees like self-congratulating fools. “Aren’t you supposed to be hosting the Josan dignitary?”

“Bah.” Her father swatted the air. “If we were needed, the palace women would have found us. There’s no escaping the shrewd, especially if your mother hired them.”

Mirae turned to the Wonhwa guards. They had to have known that the youngest prince and the queen’s consort were hiding just around the corner, but hadn’t warned her. Instead of meeting Mirae’s glare, the guards looked up at the sky as if they couldn’t quite figure out what color it was.

“We have some important news,” Hongbin said, leaning in to whisper. As usual, both his hair and his bright blue hanbok were immaculate, belying the trouble he was always getting into, even as a full-fledged prince only two years younger than Mirae. “The Josan dignitary is not, in fact, a gumiho. Probably.”

Mirae sighed. “Do I want to know how you came to this conclusion?”

Her father shook his head. “I assure you, you do not.”

Mirae appreciated what her father and younger brother were trying to do; if anyone knew how to get her out of her own head during a stressful time, it was them. But she was not in the mood for joviality, not with what she’d had to deal with that morning.

“Mother’s ill again,” Minho said quietly, interrupting the revelry on Mirae’s behalf. “She almost killed me on the training field. Mirae barely stopped her in time.”

Silence fell like a heavy cocoon around the group. Their father and Hongbin looked at Mirae, who nodded, confirming Minho’s story. After taking a moment to compose himself, their father took Mirae’s hand and patted it. “Well, I’m glad you were there. You’re always right where we need you, the protector of this family.”

He was doing his best to smile reassuringly, but recently, the signs of aging on his face were more pronounced than usual—a toll taken by his wife’s premature illness. At least the changes suited him; gray hairs sparkled on his head, and the wrinkles around his eyes and mouth made it look as if his entire face was carved by laughter, even when he was hearing dire news.

Hongbin recovered more convincingly, hiding his worry with a mischievous smile. “You’re going to be a great queen, noonim. Powerful, fair, and utterly committed to betrothing me to the perfect man, whom I may or may not have met this morning. The best part is, he’s one of the Josan dignitary’s entourage, so our match will bring peace between two feuding nations!”

“Men from Josan are very handsome,” Siwon said with mock grandiosity, “if I do say so myself.”

Mirae rolled her eyes at the servant, who was proudly Josanborn and kept his hair loosely flowing in the tradition of his country. “Why do you encourage him, Siwon? Do you enjoy hurting my and Minho’s ears?”

“Oh, he does.” Minho sighed dramatically. “I can vouch for that personally.”

Hongbin laughed and put an arm around Siwon, leading them both away as he sang an impromptu song about Mirae being Seolla’s greatest matchmaking queen. Their father shook his head as he stared after his son. “I better make sure he doesn’t get into any more ssireum matches with the Josan delegates—or rather, with one of them in particular.”

As their father wandered off, Minho turned to Mirae. “I’ll make sure they all behave.”

Mirae nodded her thanks. As Minho trotted off after the others, Mirae steeled herself for visiting her mother. She didn’t have to walk far; the queen’s chambers, built at the rear of the palace, were already in sight. The palace women outside bowed as Mirae approached.

Remembering the facade of regal confidence she was expected to maintain, Mirae lifted her chin, walking resolutely toward the woman whose duties would soon be hers. As Mirae prepared to enter her mother’s chambers, the haetae statues on either side of the queen’s residence seemed to grin down at her. She hoped to someday be like these protectors of stone, even as her heart beat as wildly as her mother’s fits of madness.

To steady herself, Mirae pulled the mugunghwa from her hair and smelled it. Its aroma was strong, perfect for grounding Mirae’s senses. Sweetly herbaceous. Heady and calming at the same time. Mirae inhaled until she could almost taste the essence of her favorite flower. Once she was certain the smell was caught in her nostrils, filling her with its almost tangible sweetness, Mirae laid the flower at her feet and headed into the queen’s chambers.

Mirae bowed at the foot of her mother’s silk sleeping mat, her face only inches from the floor. “You wished to speak with me?”

“Sit comfortably, daughter.”

Mirae straightened her back and pooled her chima neatly beneath her to be more relaxed as she sat. She studied her mother’s face, wondering if Minho was right—that Mirae’s untimely ascension to the throne meant there was a chance to preserve what remained of their mother’s fleeting mind.

The woman before her barely resembled the mother who had taught Mirae to be proud of the gods-given magic in her blood, powerful enough to protect their queendom from anything, and to be honored by the trust of her people. Now that same woman sat before Mirae like a dragon that had lost its pearl. Her mother’s cheeks had sunken into jaundiced hollows, and her proud neck had faded into a waning crescent that could barely hold up her head. It was a wonder that the thick braided wig framing her face like a dark halo didn’t prove too much to bear.

Mirae’s mother seemed to be studying Mirae’s face as well. After a moment, she gestured toward the glittering collection of ddeoljam spread before her on a red silk cloth. “Which of these should I wear tonight?”

As Mirae examined her options, she kept her expression even, hoping this random request was a simple assessment of her fashion sense and not a sign that her mother’s earlier confusion was lingering.

Each hairpin in the collection was stunning, designed to adorn a queen’s head. Mirae’s eyes immediately went to her longtime favorites: blooming gold lotus flowers set against a blue opal base, her favorite imported gemstone. Pearls rested like milky bees on the curled petals of the gleaming flowers. But Mirae didn’t point at the glittering pair. Instead she reached for a different set of pins—palm-size golden mirrors flashing beneath a dome of polished amethysts.

Her mother raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think I should wear my prettiest ornaments for such an important night?”

Mirae shook her head. “We have a distinguished guest. Although the council’s rules dictate that the Josan dignitary is not to come within two sword lengths of any Daughters of the Sacred Bone, you and I should still try to set him at ease when he is in our presence. After all, he must swear fealty to me when I pass the Trial of the Gods.”

Mirae’s mother smoothed her red chima with her pale, bony hands, making the gold embroidered dragons dance at the hem. “And what do these pins have to do with any of that?”

Mirae knew this was a test of her diplomacy, something she was well trained in. She raised her chin with confidence. “Although it has been over a century since Seolla conquered Josan with its magical army, the people of Josan still detest magic and forbid its use within their borders. It seems prudent to avoid wearing enchanted ornaments tonight, when the Josan dignitary is unhappily surrounded by magic. The pins I have chosen do not contain any spells, and they display Josan’s royal colors. Hopefully this will help to set the dignitary at ease around his high queen.”

Mirae’s mother smiled. “A thoughtful response. Well done.”

Mirae finally relaxed. If there was one thing she was good at, it was keeping straight the complex history between her queendom and its sovereign state, Josan. While relations were perennially chilly, their current accord—that Josan could maintain its monarchy as long as it submitted to the high queen of Seolla—more or less kept the peace between the two bordering nations. Mirae knew she would do well not to incite the generational rage inside the dignitary and his entourage on the night she became their high queen.

When Mirae’s mother gestured for assistance with putting in the pins, Mirae shifted to sit behind her, carefully holding the extra halo of hair steady while her mother fastened the amethyst pins beside each ear. “You surprised me today, Mirae. I hadn’t expected your Jade Witchery to have grown so … impressively under Jia’s watch.”

Mirae smiled at the back of her mother’s head. “She pushes me hard. But this morning, she said I am ready to face the first trial.”

“Excellent.” Mirae’s mother patted the amethyst pins, now securely fastened. “And what of your proficiency with Ma-eum Magic for the second trial?”

“You tell me,” Mirae said, feeling her smile grow as she scooted to face her mother. “How do I smell?”

Mirae watched her mother pause, frown, and then smile. She sniffed the air, taking in the last vestiges of Mirae’s mugunghwa illusion. “I thought you seemed a little too fresh after spending all morning on the training fields. I should have known your perfume was an illusion.”

Mirae bowed humbly, but of course she’d anticipated a last-minute training session with her mother. Captain Jia was hardly her most secret, or dedicated, tutor. “It was a simple but effective spell, Mother. I’m glad you’re pleased.”

More important, Mirae was glad that her illusion had worked. The successful use of Ma-eum Magic—the ability to trick an opponent into sensing something that wasn’t actually there—relied on the wielder’s ability to convince their own mind that what they were projecting was real. That took practice, and hours of memorizing exact details to be recalled without prompting: texture, color, temperature, weight, and shape. In Mirae’s case, she’d chosen something she was familiar with, and she’d only attempted to trick one of her mother’s senses: smell, the easiest and most subtle. But it had worked.

Mirae braced for her mother’s inevitable command to perform another illusion, this one less sneaky, but instead, she took Mirae’s hands, warming them with her own. “Well done again. I’m proud of you.”

Mirae bowed a second time, hiding a blush as she helped her mother secure her wonsam with a red silk ribbon. Her mother grabbed one final accessory, a rainbow of tassels to be draped down her front, and asked, “Are you nervous, Mirae … about tonight?”

Mirae arranged the tassels dangling from her mother’s chest, feeling strangely calm as she worked. “I’m a little nervous about the final test, since there’s no way to prepare for it.”

Her mother nodded. “Tell me what you know about the third trial.”

Mirae bowed acquiescently. “The final Trial of the Gods will test my aptitude for the third magic system—Horomancy, which I cannot learn without the gods’ blessing. Once I earn the gods’ approval and am considered fit to be queen, I will be eligible to learn how to ply the rules of time.”

Of the three magic systems, which exemplified the virtues of cunning, craftsmanship, and foresight, Horomancy was the most enigmatic power. Mirae had never even seen it used outside of her sunbae getting a few small premonitions, though she knew that was for good reason. The rules of time were rigid, dangerous things to manipulate, and Mirae was grateful that she didn’t have to learn anything about them before the ceremony.

Still, it was the part that came after she passed the trials that worried her.

As if reading her thoughts, Mirae’s mother grabbed Mirae’s hands with her pale ones. “Go on, tell me what happens next. After that, I’ll give you a gift to lift your spirits.”

Mirae nodded bravely, intrigued by her mother’s promise. “My first task as the next gods-ordained queen of Seolla will be to take over your duty as warden of the Deep—the dark cage where my ancestors locked away an ancient evil—by fortifying its seal.”

Mirae’s mother nodded for her to continue. Mirae took a deep breath. “It will be my duty to hold this great evil at bay until I die … or the toll of my obligation fractures my mind.”

Mirae could barely get those last words out, choking at the memory of her beloved grandmother standing at the gates with white-hot eyes, forced into exile, and thoughts of her own mother’s mind splintering right in front of her.

Mirae’s mother pulled her into a hug, merging her frailty with Mirae’s warmth in an attempt to comfort her. “You’re forgetting one thing, Mirae. The gods promised an end to the suffering of Seolla’s queens with the birth of the one who will defeat our great enemy once and for all. We do what we must to keep our queendom safe until then. As hard as all this feels right now, remember that we will be rewarded for our courage.”

Mirae rested her head on her mother’s shoulder. “I know. I just wish we knew when all this would end. The queen who will save us may not be born for hundreds of years.”

“Or she may have been born sixteen years ago, under an auspicious new moon.” Mirae’s mother pulled away and offered Mirae a smile that only sharpened the shadows on her gaunt face. “I may be looking at her right now.”

Mirae shook her head but offered a small smile of her own. “If I were the chosen queen, surely the gods would have made me talented like Captain Jia, or resilient like you.”

Mirae’s mother cupped her face with her pale, skeletal hands. “I may be the youngest queen to fall ill, and you the youngest crown princess to take the throne, but I know all this is happening for a reason. Whenever Daughters of the Sacred Bone suffer for the good of the queendom, the gods fly to their aid. Remember that.”

Mirae nodded and wiped away a tear, doing her best to smile bravely. “Can I have my gift now?”

Mirae’s mother chuckled as she gestured toward the glittering pins on the floor. “Pick something for tonight. Whatever you want.”

Mirae took her seat before the ddeoljam, letting their beauty lift her spirits, just as her mother had promised. She scanned the pins carefully before reaching for a pair that caught her eye. They were simple—ebony discs piled with bone-white pearls—but exuded a sublimity that required no magic.

As soon as she touched them, something crossed her mother’s face. After a second, the fleeting shadow passed and her mother nodded. “Those were made in Josan. I think the dignitary will approve.”

Her mother knelt to help Mirae put the pins in her hair, and Mirae closed her eyes, enjoying the feeling of her mother’s hands working on either side of her face. When she was done, Mirae’s mother said, “I have one more gift for you. Would you like to see it?”

Mirae opened her eyes wide and nodded. She watched her mother walk over to a lacquered jewelry box with a mother-of pearl inlay featuring opalescent dragons soaring across a rich mahogany sky, exhibiting the magnificent craftsmanship that Josan artists were famous for. Mirae’s mother opened the lid and pulled out a small silk pouch—similar to one Mirae had seen around her father’s neck once, before he’d tucked it back under his clothes. The queen gestured for Mirae to stand beside her and then handed her the gift.

Mirae accepted the pouch and eagerly opened it, expecting a jade necklace or bracelet for luck. Instead, a fistful of various animal-shaped beads poured into her hand. When she looked up with confusion, her mother smiled.

“These are zodiac beads. Each one has a different power, according to the animal it exemplifies.” Mirae’s mother reached into her palm, pulling out a small ox forged from iron. “This one, for example, will triple your strength. All you have to do is place it on your tongue.”

“So, these will give me powers?” Mirae stared down at the beads with wonder. “What does the opal dragon do?”

“It enhances your magic, but only temporarily. None of the beads’ effects last very long.”

Mirae’s mother returned the iron ox bead to Mirae. “I made these when I was about your age, and they’ve served me in ways that I never foresaw. But you must promise me one thing.” She leaned in close, her face sobering. “Never use these beads until I explain the fullness and cost of their power. After the ceremony, there is much I need to tell you.”

Mirae nodded and poured the zodiac beads back into the silk pouch. “Thank you, Mother. I look forward to everything you will teach me.”

Her mother smiled again. “I know none of this has been easy, but trust me, you’re ready to become Seolla’s protector. You’ve always had a kind heart and a stubbornness for doing what’s right. What more could Seolla ask for in a queen?”

Mirae and her mother held each other’s hands, sharing the strength that had been passed down to them by generations of queens.

Their quiet moment was interrupted by the voice of a palace woman calling softly into the chamber.

“Your Majesty, the royal tailor is here to prepare Gongju mama for tonight.”

Mirae’s mother pulled her in for one last hug. “Go, get ready. And try to enjoy yourself—this is a big night, and you’re going to do us all proud.”

Mirae allowed herself to be shooed down the hall, where an entourage of palace women waited to whisk her away and slip her into trappings fit for a queen.




[image: CHAPTER THREE]

As soon as she was deemed richly adorned enough to step foot outside, Mirae headed back toward the palace garden, where the guests were gathering. As difficult as her morning had been, Mirae considered her ability to remain upright under all the precariously weighted accessories in her hair, tassels, and chima her greatest achievement of the day.

As she neared the back gate, Mirae saw three familiar figures approaching the palace garden ahead of her, and her heart lifted despite the weight of silk and jewels on her body. She hadn’t seen her friends Areum, Jisoo, and Yoonhee since she’d been pulled out of political studies to focus on her Sacred Bone training.

Areum, Jisoo, and Yoonhee were the only girls in the class who’d been unafraid to point out the crown princess’s mistakes and help her do better; it wasn’t long before they grew close. Now her True Bone friends, who were each blessed with the ability to wield one of Seolla’s great magical powers, were preparing to either take their mothers’ places on the Hwabaek or assume some other high-ranking position.

Mirae smiled fondly at her friends’ predictable ensembles. Areum, as usual, had the most serene hanbok. Her soothing, sea-green jeogori cascaded down her arms like a crystal clear waterfall, while her deep blue chima, embroidered with a spiral of silver minnows, imitated the ocean’s inky depths. Jisoo’s dramatic outfit was the most daring; the iridescent black silks draping her body shimmered like oiled ebony, a moody backdrop against which her pale gold norigae and silver binyeo could shine.

As for Yoonhee, Mirae was unsurprised to see that she was still a walking ombré of color. Yoonhee wore layers of pink upon pink upon pink, from her cherry blossom pins to the deep magenta sunset gracing the bottom of her chima, with an ungodly number of jade accents marbling everything together.

Mirae couldn’t hear what her friends were talking about, but she could see they were giggling together in a way she hadn’t been able to for months. At the sound of footsteps, they turned and started at the sight of Mirae with her entourage of palace women. They stepped aside hastily, bowing to her while also clearly appraising her hanbok and jewels with wonder as she passed, almost as if they didn’t recognize her beneath all the regalia.

Mirae told herself not to blame them for staring. This was, without a doubt, the most important day of her life, and the royal tailor had done everything she could to ensure the crown princess’s ensemble was fittingly grand.

As Mirae was ushered quickly past her friends, doing her best not to shoot them a silly face, an early evening breeze billowed out her hanbok like the wings of a swan. The pearly ivory silk of her dangui heralded her pre-ceremony fledgling status, while her dark chima made the silver royal dragons on her sleeves and hem dance like orbiting moons.

Though Mirae would soon wear the same reds and golds as her mother—and train her neck to hold up Seolla’s magnificent crown—tonight she wore a braided halo, ornamented with her mother’s pearl-and-ebony pins. A jade-based cheopji straddled the parted hair on top of her head, and matching green pigment, enchanted to hold its color all night long, had been swept across her eyelids. The lotus-shaped purple gem rising out of her hairpin mirrored the bright sonjjang near her ears, which dripped cascading gold beads down the sides of Mirae’s neck.

Mirae caught her friends’ eyes one last time, hoping to convey the message that she’d find them later, but all thoughts left her mind as she saw the magnificent feast that had been prepared in her honor. Just as her friends had stared at her, Mirae’s mouth fell open with wonder as she crossed into the palace garden.

She gaped up at the luxurious pavilion draped over low tables and silk cushions in a rainbow of colors. Lanterns in the trees shone down on silver bowls of rice, a domed moon for every invitee. It seemed to Mirae that the palace chef had ensured every kind of kimchi sat before the seated guests in an arc of fire-red flowers on bright gold lily pad plates.

Once Mirae had taken her seat across from her mother, the queen stood. “Please, everyone, enjoy this meal prepared in my daughter’s honor.”

As soon as everyone bowed their thanks and picked up their chopsticks to eat, palace women walked around the tables, bending low to offer slabs of kalbi—dripping with soy sauce and honey—on sizzling bronze platters, as well as strips of slow-roasted chicken leg and tender fish that still steamed. With large silver spoons, other servants carefully ladled gomtang that certainly smelled like it had been stewing all day out of ornate bronze vessels into gold soup bowls placed at the right hand of every guest. A few servants stood ready to collect bones on clean silver trays, refill depleted side dishes, and keep the wine flowing into pedestaled cups pierced with dangling gold mirrors.

Mirae wanted to settle into the overstuffed cushions and devour everything in sight. She wished her junior-ranking friends had been allowed to join this feast with their mothers, until she noticed that the crowd was watching her keenly—her mother, political figures, the Josan dignitary, and Hwabaek councilwomen who were, per the will of the gods, True Bone royals not in line for the throne. They were all skilled Jade Witches and Ma-eum Mages in their own right, and Mirae couldn’t help but wonder if behind many of their smiles and well wishes was concern over whether this untested princess was ready to replace their seasoned queen.

But Mirae couldn’t let her own doubts get to her. Not tonight. Instead, she put on a smile and ate with enough gusto to be considered hale and grateful, but not so quickly as to seem young and impetuous. As she began her meal, Mirae stole a look at the Josan dignitary.

Dignitary Yi’s sharp, imposing features paired well with the steel-gray hair at his temples. He pretended like he wasn’t enjoying the food, even though the spicy sea bass and soy sauce salmon dishes were made with Josan’s finest catches. It probably didn’t help that no servants who were born in Josan were allowed near the royal family or their guests that night, either. The traditions surrounding the Sangsok Ceremony were strict for a reason.

After all, rebels from Josan had been known to try to sabotage this important night, when the cage of Seolla’s great enemy would be temporarily weakened by a transfer of power from queen to crown princess. None of these plots to release the evil bent on destroying Seolla had succeeded, thanks to the rules in place, but that didn’t keep the dignitary from souring at the implication that he and his companions were the biggest threat that night.

After about an hour of feasting, Mirae’s mother rose to her feet, signaling that the banquet was over. She towered over the seated guests like a crimson mountain forested with gold and jade. After exchanging a small smile with Mirae, she left the table and led the way back into the palace proper. Mirae and the other guests hurried after her, following her as she passed majestic pagodas and halls. She stopped at the main courtyard, just inside the dragon gates, which had been decorated with lanterns and waist-high tables piled with tteok and summer fruit.

The sunset’s honey-yellow beams, beaded with pink, gleamed off every surface of the courtyard. Rays of warm light turned the pillars and sinuous dragon carvings into gold and ruby statues. Even stepping onto the pale, familiar sand felt like walking on the moon; the ground practically glowed with sunlight, cratered with the imprints of a hundred busy feet.

Warm from food and the beauty around her, Mirae could almost forget the trial she would face that night. Instead, she found herself smiling at every cousin and Hwabaek councilmember who stopped to exchange pleasantries. In particular, she warmly greeted Sangsin Bada, head of the council, who would officiate the second test of the trials, per tradition.

“Gongju mama.” The old woman bowed. Her slight figure, robed in the brilliant green silks customary for her rank, still managed to look particularly imposing, given all the ways she’d ornamented herself with bloodred ribbons. “How are you feeling?”

Mirae had been warned by her mother that Sangsin Bada was highly adept at spreading rumors that couldn’t be traced back to her. It was always unwise to say more than necessary around her. Mirae chose her words carefully. “I feel … ready. I have worked hard to impress you and the rest of the council tonight.”

“I’m sure your achievements will be remembered for generations,” Sangsin Bada said, just as the sound of drums announced that the ceremony would soon begin. Mirae bowed along with everyone else as her mother reappeared at the far side of the courtyard, surrounded by palace women and Wonhwa guards. All could see their proud queen richly robed in jeweled finery, but none were close enough to see that her face didn’t need powder to look so pale.

Mirae’s mother gestured for everyone to continue mingling. “The oracles will be ready momentarily.”

When Sangsin Bada turned back to Mirae, it appeared that seeing Mirae’s mother had sparked something inside the old woman. “Her Majesty seems unwell. Did she have another … incident today?”

Mirae swallowed hard but kept her face neutral, never one to divulge her family’s private affairs carelessly, especially to a shrewd gossip. “If she had, I’m sure you would have heard about it.”

“I do try to stay apprised of the gods’ dealings with you Daughters of the Sacred Bone. After all, it’s through your feats and failures that they make their will known.” Sangsin Bada leaned in close, lowering her voice. “I know what’s at stake tonight, Gongju mama, but rest assured that I’ll be testing your Ma-eum Magic thoroughly. Only the worthy may stand before the gods.”

With that, Sangsin Bada gave a parting bow and walked away. Mirae stood, stunned, as the councilwoman and her mother met each other’s eyes, something unpleasant passing between them. After a moment, Sangsin Bada slipped back into the crowd without even offering her queen a parting bow, as if their exchange had never happened.

How dare she disrespect Mother and me like that? Anger at Sangsin Bada’s insolence gathered like a feverish cloud in Mirae’s chest, making her all the more determined to pass the second trial with f lying colors. She looked around for Captain Jia, needing to talk to someone who believed in her to calm herself down.

She was so caught up in looking for the captain that she almost didn’t see Areum, Jisoo, and Yoonhee standing in her path. They bowed deeply, and Mirae stopped in her tracks, relieved to see far friendlier True Bone royals.

“Gongju mama.” Areum spoke Mirae’s full title with the respect it deserved for the sake of all listening but smiled as she would to a friend. As usual, Mirae’s older and wiser sunbae brought her back to herself without even trying.

Mirae did her best to grin convincingly under the weight of both her wig and Sangsin Bada’s threat. “I was beginning to wonder if you still recognized me.”

“Of course we do,” Jisoo said, her winged eyeliner and smoky eye shadow making her eyes look even more catlike than usual. “We’d never forget the face of the f lying turtle culprit.”

Mirae sighed. “Is no one going to let me live that down?”

“Absolutely not,” Yoonhee said with a laugh. “What are friends for, if not to remind you of all your greatest achievements?”

Mirae gestured at Yoonhee’s ombré pink chima. “What I actually want is for you to teach me the enchantments you put on your clothes. I bet even the nomads of Baljin can see it shining from across the peninsula.” Yoonhee blushed with pride, the lovely peach of her cheeks contrasting prettily with the glittery, pearl-like shine highlighting her face.

Jisoo twirled her own iridescent black chima, its deep green and purple shimmers flashing like lights across the northern sky. “Yoonhee also enchanted my clothes. I shudder to think what will happen when she finally focuses her considerable abilities on something other than fashion.”

Mirae wasn’t surprised to hear that her friends had collaborated on their outfits. Though Yoonhee was the youngest in their group, she had an uncanny gift for Jade Witchery, advancing frighteningly quickly to learn not just how to command the elements, but also to enhance their intrinsic properties—like making a shiny silk chima glisten with a brilliance it could never achieve on its own.

Yoonhee bowed appreciatively to Mirae and Jisoo both, sending her vibrant silks fluttering and making her jade accents jingle. “I have to say, though, that working with Jisoo was a nightmare,” Yoonhee said. “She was very particular about there not being any pink in her outfit, despite that being my signature color. I’ll never understand such a monster.”

“I believe she’s
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