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Dedication

To my wonderful Mom and Dad, who used to always call me Xena, the Warrior Princess. This warrior wouldn’t be here without you both!

Love, Xena
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1

Kira was on the hunt. Her boots crunched softly on snow-covered ground. Icicles hung like shimmering crystal blades from the bare tree branches above her. Yet the delight Kira initially had for the wild, breathtaking landscape and the beauty of the ancient forest was short-lived. She had no idea where she was and she no longer felt the deep isolation of the eerie woods. There was a trail of human footprints before her.

She was not alone.

Welcome to the Sea of Trees, a voice whispered in her head. Stay here with us forever. Stay. Stay.

Suppressing a shiver, she studied the tracks. One person. Heavy gaited, large in size, and most likely male. The footprints led her to the entrance of a cavern that gaped open in the forest floor—a fierce black maw, as if a gigantic imoogi, a cursed half-dragon, half-snake–like creature, had tunneled its large serpent body and erupted from the ground. Unrelenting darkness layered with cool fog met Kira’s gaze.

She blinked and her yellow tiger’s eyes adjusted to give her night vision, but it was still difficult to see.

She descended with caution down the rough stone staircase, slick and treacherous from the snow. The interior walls of the cavern were made from ancient lava flows and were draped with sheets of ice. The long narrow corridor twisted and turned before entering a large cave. Huge ice formations hung from the black ceiling and lava shelves decorated the walls. Toward the end of the cave was a narrower passage that led down into a chamber filled with red light and pulsing heat. As Kira approached the beckoning light, the floor became wet with melting ice. Although she’d hardly felt the winter cold outside, down here in the caves, she could feel the heat emanating from underground.

Bending low, she entered the narrow passage and walked through. It opened into a wide cave dominated by a pool of molten lava that boiled in the center, shooting up large flames. The lava began to churn and bubble over explosively. From the depths of the fire rose a dark gray column that erupted into the blazing figure of a demonic visage. Once again Kira was faced with the Demon Lord.

“You have failed me!” The voice sounded like the grumbling of earthquakes.

A figure lay prostrate before the Demon Lord. He wore a heavy silk brocaded coat, and his hair was oiled and slicked into a fan-shaped queue topknot that was folded forward. When he raised his head, Kira focused on the long jagged scar etched into his cheek and jaw. Even with his bearded face contorted with fear, he was a cruel-looking man. He displayed a large, jewel-crusted gold medallion on his chest, and the richness of his clothing established his high ranking.

Small winged imps flew out of the Demon Lord’s gaping mouth, launching themselves at the nobleman’s face with sharp talons that scratched, pierced, and pinched his exposed flesh.

“No, my lord!” The nobleman tried to protect his eyes, fighting off the imps that were attacking him. “I have done all that you’ve asked. Please! Spare me! Let me prove myself to you!”

The imps subsided with one last painful gouge. They hovered in the air above him, their claws outstretched in readiness. The nobleman lowered his trembling hands from his bloodied face and prostrated himself again before the Demon Lord, begging for mercy.

“Why should I bother? You will only fail me again.”

At his words, a larger group of imps assaulted the man, shredding his fine robes and ripping chunks of hair. His once immaculate appearance was now a tattered mess. They left him shaking violently on the ground.

“Please, master, please give me another chance,” he cried.

Kira felt a sick kind of pity for the nobleman. He was nothing more than a puppet for the Demon Lord, and yet she felt sorry for him.

The nobleman pulled himself slowly to his feet, keeping himself in a bowing position before his master. “The Guru king and the Hansong prince will die soon. I promise this my lord. I shall not fail you again.”

Kira gasped. This was Daimyo Tomodoshi, the human medium of the Demon Lord. He was the reason for the Yamato invasion of the Seven Kingdoms. He was the reason for the loss of her parents. Her pity disappeared as fury ignited within her.

Now she knew the face of her enemy.

Now she knew who she had to kill.

Another flock of imps flew at the daimyo. They ripped the clothes off his body and slashed his naked flesh with their razor-sharp claws, until he was a bleeding mass from head to toe.

The great demon head laughed. “No, you will not fail me again. I have something for you.” Another imp flew from the gaping mouth holding a long rectangular box in its claws. The daimyo cringed as the imp screeched and flung the heavy metal box at his feet before returning to the flames.

The daimyo opened the box with shaking hands. Inside were seven daggers with long, thin, sharp black blades that came to a wicked tip. Each blade was inscribed with unreadable characters etched along the middle. Smoke seemed to rise from the lethal weapons as they glistened. They whispered of a dark death.

“Don’t touch them with your bare hands if you value your life,” the Demon Lord said. “They carry something very special on them—a part of my essence. Choose your assassins wisely!”

Tomodoshi snatched his hand away and snapped the box shut. “It will be as you command.”

“And what of the girl?” The flames shot higher.

“She will not see another birthday,” Tomodoshi said with an ingratiating bow.

“No,” breathed the voice as the figure in the fire began to fade. “Bring her to me alive. I have other plans for her.” The imps raced into the fire as the demon face disappeared with one last mocking laugh that sent shivers down Kira’s spine.

One imp spun around and came flying at her face, its claws extended. Kira ducked and ran, feeling the claws snatching at her hair as she fled from the overpowering heat.
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Hansong Palace

Ten days had passed since Kira had defeated the evil shaman and his imoogi. Ten days since the Iron Army had beaten the Yamato army and freed Hansong. She was finally home. And yet in those ten days, Kira had not returned to her family house. She’d been avoiding it. Her brothers had asked her to look for her mother’s treasure box, which was hidden in her mother’s rooms. They’d refused to let the servants into the area, wanting Kira to have her private moments alone with her memories. But Kira hadn’t been ready.

She’d been present when her father was killed. It was his heroic sacrifice that had allowed her to save her cousin, Prince Taejo, from Lord Shin Mulchin and the Yamato army. But she’d been forced to leave Hansong without seeing her mother, only to hear that Shaman Ito had murdered her mother and trapped her spirit in the shadow world with his dark shaman magic. When Kira had killed Ito, she’d freed her mother’s spirit so she could alight to heaven. But Kira had never forgiven herself for leaving her behind, even knowing she had no choice. Every day, she was filled with a desperate longing for her parents. She missed their love and wisdom. Being in Hansong again, Kira ached for them with a fierceness that was almost crippling at times. But her guilt had kept her from her family home. Until now.

After a few days of finally feeling safe, the frightening visions had started again. Shaken, Kira sought out the one place that she’d always felt the safest—her mother’s rooms.

Kira stood in the women’s quarters of her family home. Here her mother had sat on the cushioned warmth of the heated floor, embroidering on luxurious folds of colored silk. Now the large lacquered chests that held the silks and threads were destroyed, their delicate contents befouled by the muck of enemy boots.

Kira walked through the doorway that separated her mother’s inner sanctum from the outer chambers. She shivered as the cold winter winds swept through the broken walls.

Entering the room, she was catapulted back into the past, remembering the comfort of a childhood spent hiding in her mother’s sanctuary. Instead of the broken pieces of furniture and slashed embroidery, she saw it the way it once was. At the far wall stood an eight-paneled folding screen of a plum tree painted through the four seasons. Several small and large chests inlaid with mother-of-pearl designs of peacocks and flowering branches framed the room. She could see her mother, sitting beside a low table covered with threads, bits of fabrics, and small embroidery scissors. Her blue hanbok billowed around her as her long slender fingers worked the needle through the delicate silk. Smoothing down the dark, shiny fabric on her lap, she smiled and beckoned to Kira.

Kira stepped forward and the vision faded, leaving her standing in the dusty ruins. The loss of her mother was like a knife through her heart, causing her wrenching pain when she thought of her. Kira wondered if she would ever be able to think of her mother without agonizing grief.

She picked through the debris, hoping to find unbroken mementos to treasure. The Yamato had done a thorough job, but they didn’t know about the secret panels hidden beneath the floorboards and behind the walls.

Kira pushed away the memories and pawed through the torn cushions, damaged hanboks, and wrecked furniture. She paused as she collected fragments of her mother’s belongings. Beads from a broken headpiece, the tooth of a jade comb, a small pair of jeweled embroidery scissors—Kira’s fingers caressed all of them. Each item was a distinct memory of a time shared with her mother. Lessons learned, laughter shared, meals eaten together in private, hidden from prying eyes. She could no longer keep the tears from falling as she sorted through her mother’s things. Wiping her eyes with her sleeve, Kira continued to pick through the remains. Anything salvageable went into a large bag slung over her shoulder, but there was very little left unbroken.

She pulled aside the woven carpet in the far left corner of the room. Underneath, the floor was layered with sheets of thick, oiled paper over large flat stones that covered the network of flues carrying the heat. But this corner contained no flues.

She’d always complained about how cold this one spot had been. It wasn’t until she was thirteen that she’d discovered the reason why, for this was where her mother kept hidden the Kang family treasures. When Kira had asked her mother why she kept them in the floor and not in a locked chest, she’d been told that some things needed to be hidden. She respected her mother’s decision. The locked chest, which had held some coins and valuable silk hanboks, had been completely destroyed, but the floor had been untouched.

Kira ripped the yellowed, oiled paper and lifted up the farthest corner stone. Within the deep cavity lay a large bundled box. Grabbing it by the knot, she lifted it up from its hiding place, coughing as clouds of dust flew all around her. She waved the worst of it off and untied the wrapping cloth, revealing a large rectangular box covered with an ornate design of two dancing dragons.

Opening the lid, she was dazzled by the treasures within the box: jewelry she’d never seen her mother wear, gold coins, and other items worth a small fortune. In the corner, there was a small silk-wrapped parcel with her name written on the cloth. She was glad the Yamatos had not gotten their hands on her family treasure, but she would have traded it all to see her parents one last time.

She leaned against a wooden beam and opened the little parcel. Inside it, there was a small scroll and a black embroidered bag. She unrolled the scroll and found her father’s bold calligraphy of the flowing pictorial characters of hanja. A bolt of emotion shot through her at the sight. Her father’s presence shone through his words, reminding Kira of all she’d lost.

Unlike other noble fathers, who barely spent any time with their daughters, her father had trained her to be a fighter since she was a little girl. He’d always said, “Kira, if you’d been born a boy, you could become the greatest general in all the Seven Kingdoms.” She’d laughed and said, “Just like you, Father!”

Even when the king would make his dislike and contempt of her clear to all, her father had always stood by her side. When the entire court and citizenry had followed the king’s lead and shunned Kira, her father had always protected her.

As a young child, she’d once asked him why everyone hated her.

“They don’t see the real you,” her father had said. “They see only the outside and are frightened by your differences, and in their blindness they can’t see how truly wonderful you are.”

“And my uncle? Why does he hate me?” she’d asked him.

“He doesn’t hate you, he is afraid of you—a small child who can see demon possessions and who was able to save the prince’s life. Instead of recognizing your worth, he fears your strength because they are powers he doesn’t have and can’t understand. But I will help you fulfill your destiny and train you to be the greatest warrior of the Seven Kingdoms, and one day you will be respected and loved by all.”

Her father trained her to be the best soldier and the prince’s bodyguard, which saved her from the king’s enmity. In her heart, she knew that if she had not become useful to her uncle, he would have found a reason to be rid of her long ago. Even the love of her aunt, the queen, wouldn’t have been enough to protect her.

She missed her aunt. Bright and beautiful, she was a larger-than-life figure. The queen had always kept Kira’s mother by her side. They were sisters, but more important, they were the best of friends. Even though Kira had been more likely to clash with the queen, she’d loved her very much. The queen had supported General Kang’s decision to train Kira as a saulabi, a member of the king’s elite army. She was the one who insisted Kira would be the prince’s bodyguard.

For the queen’s sake, Kira had agreed to dedicate her life to protecting her cousin, Prince Taejo. She was seven years old the first time she saved him from a demon who tried to sacrifice him to an imoogi. Despite her uncle, Kira and Taejo had always been close. To Taejo, Kira was not only his bodyguard but also his big sister. And now he was the one, the future king of the prophecy, destined to unite the Seven Kingdoms. Protecting him was the most important priority for Kira. As the Dragon Musado, it was her destiny. It was her father who had first said she could be the Dragon Musado, the one to fulfill the Dragon King’s prophecy—the warrior who would unite the kingdoms and save their world from the Demon Lord. Even when the Dragon Springs Temple monks, who’d studied the prophecy for centuries, had proclaimed that her cousin, Prince Taejo, was the one, her father had believed in her. She didn’t know how he’d known, but he’d been right. Unfortunately, he hadn’t lived to see Kira fulfill her destiny.

“I believe that one person can change the world. Whether he is the Musado or a girl with a tiger spirit. The monks teach that we mere mortals cannot question fate. But I say that we control destiny by our every action. Our power lies in the choices we make.”

If the loss of her mother was a knife through her heart, the loss of her father was the hammer that pounded on it. She missed them fiercely.

In the upper corner of the scroll was an ink brush painting of a tiger. Underneath it, a caption read “Golden Tiger.” Quickly scanning the writing, she realized the scroll was the court shaman’s prediction of her fortune, written at her birth. The characters for death and betrayal leaped from the paper before she rolled up the scroll, unwilling to read any more. She didn’t need to know what was in store. It was bad enough that she was plagued with prophetic visions that nearly always came true. There was a danger in knowing too much of what the future held.

Setting it aside, she opened the little bag and removed a thick gold chain with a small tiger medallion. She’d never seen it before, but it was clearly a gift for her. No one else in the family had been born in the year of the tiger. She wondered why her mother had never given it to her. What had she been waiting for? What would she have said when presenting it to her? Kira’s heart hurt to think of another missed opportunity.

She remembered a long-ago conversation with her mother when she’d been only five years old. They’d been sitting in this very room, her mother embroidering a tiger on a pillow for Kira. It was the first time that her mother had told her about the tiger dream.

“See this tiger?” her mother asked. “It is your animal symbol, your protector.”

“Like me. I am the year of the tiger,” Kira said.

Her mother nodded. “But it is also something more. It represents you as I first saw you, before you were ever born.”

“How is that possible?” Kira asked.

Lady Yuwa caressed the silk before passing it over to her daughter.

“It was in my dream. I was in a meadow bordered by a thick bamboo grove, sitting on a large rock before a beautiful persimmon tree filled with ripe fruit. Chills ran down my spine when I sensed something behind me, stalking me. From within the bamboo grove, I spied two golden-amber eyes ringed thickly with deepest black. Only then did I realize that it was a large tiger, sleek and sinewy, its immense head held low to the ground while its golden eyes stared fixedly at me. Suddenly, it leaped toward me. I was so frightened I fell off the rock and landed on my back. The tiger was right on top of me and I flung my arms over my head, thinking I would be devoured. When nothing happened, I opened my eyes and found the large beast lying on its stomach before me. It yawned and shook its massive head as if it was nothing more than a house cat, batting a paw at a passing insect.

“Slowly I sat up, and the tiger rose onto its front legs. It raised its right paw and placed it gently upon my thigh. Within its razor-sharp claws was a perfect pink peony. It uttered a low purring growl and nudged me with its head, knocking me over and out of my dream.”

Lady Yuwa had a faraway expression on her face, as if she was reliving the vision in her head. Kira waited for her mother to continue.

“It was definitely a good omen, but of what? I called the local village shaman who entered into a trance to commune with the spirits. When she revived, she told me I would bear a child in the year of the golden tiger, who would be the greatest warrior of all the seven kingdoms.”

“That was me?” Kira asked.

Yuwa nodded. “After you were born, your father laughed to hear that the great warrior was an infant girl. But I knew my dream was an omen, for when you opened your eyes at me, they were the same golden amber as my tiger’s eyes.”

Kira was quiet, surprised by the story. Was this an explanation of why she was so different?

“Is that why Father makes me do my taekkyon training?” she asked. “So I can be a warrior?”

She’d been so proud to think she was special.

“Never doubt that you were born to do great things, my child,” her mother said.

Her parents had been right: she did have a tiger spirit. Ever since she was a little girl, whenever she’d been sick or injured, she’d dreamed of a tiger that would comfort her. Now she knew it wasn’t a dream but the spirit of a large gentle tiger that would curl up beside her and emit a golden light surrounding them both. Its ki, pure tiger energy, would transfer into her body and heal and rejuvenate her. Kira and her tiger spirit were deeply connected. Without it, she would have died a long time ago.

The bright golden medallion gleamed in the dim light. Kira heaved a deep sigh. She still grieved for her parents, missing them terribly.

She replaced the medallion in its small bag and closed the box, her hands trembling as she retied the wrapping cloth around it. With a heavy heart, she hoisted the treasure box onto her shoulder, leaving behind the ghosts of her past.
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“Noona, you’re late! Where’ve you been?” Taejo, prince of Hansong, nephew to King Eojin, and heir to the Guru throne, called to her as she entered the elaborate dining hall. This was the first of many dinners to be held for the various political groups coming to honor the Guru king.

Heading toward her cousin, Kira was surprised to note that he wasn’t sitting on the royal dais with their uncle. Instead of sitting in a place of honor, Taejo sat at a lowly table a far distance from all the other nobles. The prince, along with his tutor, Brother Woojin, and Kira’s brother Kwan, sat next to their friends Jaewon and Seung. While Jaewon’s lineage was noble, Seung was a commoner. A rush of affection and relief warmed her to see her cousin’s loyalty and his lack of pretentiousness. Besides, she was always happier sitting with her friends.

She eyed the beautiful court ladies who were being presented to their new king. They reminded her of the old court ladies of Hansong, none of who had ever been nice to her. Although she’d had no interaction with any of their female guests, she was grateful that King Eojin had not placed her in the women’s quarters with them. Already she was aware of the glances and could hear the whispers of the visiting women.

Within the hall, the nobles vied for the attention of their new king. They’d come with the Tongey and Oakcho delegations, and each noble family seemed to have a marriageable daughter in tow that they were eager to introduce to the widower. The king had made clear to Kira and Taejo that he would not remarry. He’d lost his entire family to influenza many years ago and still grieved for them. But looking around the room at the coquettish maidens, Kira wondered if he could stand against their determined onslaught.

Kira knelt by Taejo’s side, noticing that round-faced Seung looked uncomfortable sitting in a royal banquet hall. She exchanged a glance with Jaewon, who smiled at her. Kira averted her face, reminded of her disfigurement.

She touched her eye, feeling the puckered grooves of the scar that ran across her eyebrow and eye and down her cheek, compliments of the traitorous Lord Shin and his whip. It was completely healed now, thanks to her tiger spirit, but her face would be marked forever. Most people flinched when they saw her. Yet she found it a marked improvement from the fear that she used to inspire. She was self-conscious about the ugly scar, but in some ways she thought it suited her. It was a constant reminder of who she was—a demon slayer and the prince’s bodyguard. The only time it bothered her was when she was near Jaewon. And that fact irked her even more.

“Noona.” Taejo sighed. “You’re not answering me—where were you?”

A servant placed a small table setting before her with a bowl of rice, several side dishes, a plate filled with delicacies from the main service table, and a bowl of white oxtail soup garnished with minced scallions. She snagged a pair of silver chopsticks and shoveled a large glob of rice into her mouth before answering.

“Just canvassing,” she said. Hungry, she placed delicate pieces of marinated meat, bean sprouts, soy sauce potatoes, and pickled cabbage into her bowl.

“Is everything safe?” Taejo asked.

Kira hesitated. Safe was a relative term. “We must always stay on our guard.”

He nodded with a serious look on his young face. “Everything must be extra safe for the coming celebration.”

“Don’t worry,” her brother Kwan said. “It will be great.”

He turned his attention to Jaewon. “What’s this I hear about you gambling on baduk again? There have been a lot of unhappy rumblings from the officers.”

Jaewon waved his hand in annoyance. “Hey, I can’t help it that they all stink. You would think trained military officers would be better at a game of strategy.”

Kira hid a smirk. Baduk was a simple game of strategy involving black and white stones on a board. The object of the game was to control as much of the board as possible by capturing or surrounding the opponent’s stones. The rules were deceptively easy—baduk was an extremely difficult game to master. The first time she’d ever seen Jaewon, he’d been raking in a huge win off of a merchant. He was one of the best baduk players she’d ever met.

From across the table, Seung gave her a shy smile and pushed over a small teacup, which smelled of ginseng and honey. Kira sighed but took it with a nod of thanks. Every day Seung had been pushing his herbal remedies on her, insisting on treating her as a patient still. It was a very sweet gesture on his part, and Kira appreciated it. She grimaced as she prepared to drink the tea.

“I put a lot of honey in it,” Seung said earnestly. “It will taste much better.”

She held her breath and gulped it down. Shuddering, she forced herself to smile at him. All the honey did was add a cloying sweetness to what was a strong, bitter, and nasty brew.

“Thank you, I feel better already,” she said. “I don’t think I need any more.”

Seung shook his head. “Oh no, you must drink it every day for at least a month to get its full efficacy.”

Kira blanched as her brother snickered, and even Taejo gazed at her in amused sympathy.

“I don’t think Kang Kira likes the taste of ginseng, Seung,” Jaewon said. “In fact, I’m pretty sure she hates it.”

“No, really?” Seung asked with a shocked expression. “But ginseng is so delicious! It’s earthy and aromatic and so good for you. I can’t imagine anyone disliking it.”

“That’s because you have strange taste,” Jaewon said. “You’re the only one I know who actually likes to eat those nasty Cathay century eggs.”

“They are a real delicacy,” Seung retorted. “Only a person with true gourmet sensibilities can appreciate the depth of flavor that a century egg contains.”

“Sorry, I’m not eating anything that smells of horse urine,” Jaewon said.

As Taejo giggled and gagged with exaggerated disgust, the two friends continued to bicker about food. Kira took the opportunity to share her findings with her brother.

“I found Mother’s treasure box,” she whispered to Kwan.

Kwan’s face brightened. “That’s wonderful! At least we have something left of our family.”

“Were you able to recover anything of Father’s?” Kira asked.

“No, the Yamato burned down Father’s quarters and his office. There was nothing left.” He sighed. “Were Mother’s things hard to find?”

Kira shook her head, swallowing over the lump in her throat. “Although I wonder if we would be better off leaving them hidden. I’m not sure where we could keep them safe.”

“Why wouldn’t you just keep them here?” Taejo asked, his face curious as he pointedly eavesdropped on their conversation.

The siblings looked at each other. Kira knew neither of them would speak about their deepest fear: that Hansong would be taken again.

“Send your family treasures to Dragon Springs Temple,” Brother Woojin cut in. “Master Roshi can keep them safe for you there. There are several of my fellow monks here at Hansong who will be making the pilgrimage to the temple. They will be leaving a few days from now. I’m sure they would be able to deliver them for you.”

Kwan nodded in agreement and thanked the monk, but Kira was hesitant. She sensed that she might never see her mother’s treasures again.

All of a sudden, shouts rose over the drone of conversation. Everyone turned to face the doorway, where a new group of arrivals appeared. Kira recognized the supercilious Lord Yu of the Tongey delegates. She clenched her jaw in anger. He’d once tried to throw her out of a military meeting with the heads of state. When King Eojin had refused his demand and let Kira stay, Lord Yu had never forgiven either of them. The mutual dislike between Kira and Lord Yu was both intense and public.

One particularly brash Tongey nobleman jumped forward and shouted into the crowd, “Your Majesty, the Tongey are celebrating today! After the murder of our beloved King Asin, we believed his bloodline was finished. But we have discovered that we were wrong. We are proud to introduce to you to the late King Asin’s nephew, the lost heir of Tongey, Prince Namhoe!”

There was a loud gasp of surprise and disapproval from the gathered nobles. Glancing toward her uncle, Kira was not surprised to see the king’s impassive countenance, but behind him, she could see the anger in his advisers’ faces.

“The Tongey are rejoicing in our good fortune,” proclaimed Lord Yu. “Perhaps you were premature in naming your heir, Your Majesty.”

Kira gritted her teeth to bite back her temper. The Tongey had made clear their displeasure with King Eojin’s announcement of Taejo as his heir. They’d never been happy pledging their fealty to a Guru king. This was their response.

The antagonism in the room was strong. Guru soldiers, who usually stood unobtrusively in the background, had stepped forward with their hands poised over their swords. Nobles quieted and froze, staring avidly at the tableau before them. The whole chamber radiated discord.

Before emotions could escalate, her oldest brother, Kyoung, intervened, standing before the Tongey prince with an elegant bow. Tall and handsome in his uniform of black and silver, he was a commanding presence. Kyoung efficiently diffused the situation, calming down the rowdy Tongeys and bringing them to a table of honor near the king’s station.

“Your brother is not only a gifted leader but a natural diplomat,” Brother Woojin said with a pleased smile.

Kira nodded, absently flexing her hands, which had been tightly fisted during the confrontation. She noted the worried frown on Taejo’s face.

“Don’t worry about it,” she said with a gentle nudge. “Uncle would not replace you.” Under her breath she muttered to herself, “I’d never let him.”

She felt a tug at her sleeve. Turning her head she glimpsed Kwan’s grim expression. “I don’t like the look on Lord Yu’s face. He looks like trouble. We need to keep an eye on him,” he said.

Kira agreed. Lord Yu had never been happy with Eojin’s forced merger of Tongey and Guru. And he was not alone. Kira could already see what was going to happen next. Tongey would urge Eojin to renounce Taejo and take the new Tongey prince as his heir instead.

Whether or not he was a true prince and heir of Tongey was irrelevant. For this, she vowed, would never happen.
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She could smell the demon somewhere in the palace. The foul odor assaulted her senses, making her eyes burn and tear. But no matter how hard she looked she couldn’t find it.

The corridors began to change. She was no longer in the palace grounds.

She was in a cave, lost in a warren of tunnels. The scent was stronger than ever. It was all around her. She held up her sword, ready for the attack, but the tunnels were empty.

The sound of chanting came from behind her. She followed it down a narrow tunnel that was strangely familiar to her. When it opened into a cave, Kira recognized it immediately. This was the cave where she had first seen Daimyo Tomodoshi speaking with the Demon Lord. In front of the glow of a gaping maw filled with lava stood a man wearing a grotesque mask and dressed in black silk robes, muttering before the remains of an animal sacrifice. Jewels glittered on his hands and around his neck. Kira knew that she was in the presence of a powerful shaman, but was it the daimyo?

Several guards stood to the sides, overseeing a group of prisoners chained to the walls. All the prisoners were young men, ranging in age from sixteen to no more than twenty years old. They looked healthy and strong but terribly frightened.

“Bring the first prisoner!” the shaman shouted. He spoke in the Yamato tongue, and yet Kira could understand every word. It was as if something in her head was translating the words for her.

A guard unchained a young man, who fought hard to escape, punching and kicking until he broke free and ran wildly for the exit.

“Keep him alive!” the shaman commanded. The guard shot an arrow through the prisoner’s leg and dragged him to the center of the cavern.

“Please, just kill me!” The wounded man wept.

The shaman ignored his words, focusing instead on the arrow protruding from the man’s leg. He snatched it out with a twist, causing the prisoner to scream in pain. Blood flowed heavily from the wound. The shaman captured the blood in a brass bowl and then tossed the entire bowl into the fiery pit. A large demon shot up from the lava, its grayish-black leathery skin immune to the flames that licked at its feet. As soon as the demon sighted the bleeding man, it tried to lunge at him but came up short. It roared and raged within the confines of the pit but could not leave.

Two of the shaman’s guards approached cautiously and picked up the prisoner, holding him directly before the demon. The demon licked its lips and tried to leap once again at the offering placed so close, and then it froze in place, bound by the hypnotic chanting that the shaman had begun.

Kira did not understand the words of the chant. It was a language such as she’d never heard before. It sounded harsh and ugly, a tongue made for speaking only the foulest of things. The shaman paced along the perimeter of the lava pit, continuing his binding magic. Only the demon’s black lidless eyes moved as it watched the shaman. The prisoner, who had been whimpering in fear, began to scream in terror as his body floated in the air toward the frozen demon. The shaman’s chants had grown steadily louder as he guided the prisoner’s writhing body toward the demon’s immobile one. At the moment of impact, the shaman slammed his hands together and Kira watched in horror as the two bodies began to meld into one. It was as if the demon body was consuming the human one, absorbing it whole until the screams were silenced forever.

The grayish-black skin of the demon began to bubble and explode, cracking and peeling off to reveal human-looking skin. The binding spell was broken as the demon began to writhe in agony, its body morphing. Curved spine and limbs began to straighten as its head shrank. This was the darkest type of magic. Kira could not look away, riveted by the mutation occurring before her. It was only when the demon stopped writhing that she realized what it had become.

A half-breed.

With a flick of his hand, the shaman moved the half-breed from the lava pit to stand before him. The creature got down on one knee and bowed his head.

The shaman began to laugh. “I will build a new army of half-breeds made from demon fire and human blood. And then we will rule the world!”

At his words, Kira knew who it was. She didn’t need to see under the mask to recognize him.

It was Daimyo Tomodoshi.

And Kira knew that he must be stopped, no matter what. She would bring about his end, or she would die trying.
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Three days later, Kira walked by Taejo’s side as they entered Hansong palace’s magnificent throne hall. In all her seventeen years, Kira had never been allowed inside the elaborate building. It was two stories tall and built upon a multi-tiered stone base. Its red double doors opened into a large room with a vaulted ceiling painted with two golden dragons. Toward the rear of the room stood the king’s and queen’s thrones on a dais. A painting of the sun, moon, and five mountain peaks, the symbols of the king, dominated the wall behind the throne. Kira had peeked into the throne hall many times, but only now could she appreciate the details of the architecture and paintings.

King Eojin stood on the edge of the dais before Kyoung, Kwan, and Captain Pak. The king’s right-hand man, General Kim, stood behind him. As Eojin announced their promotions, each soldier stepped forward to accept a gift of a newly forged sword. Kyoung was raised from lieutenant colonel to general, Captain Pak was raised to major, and Kwan was now a captain.

Kira and Taejo, the only two spectators in the room, clapped their hands loudly as the two Kang brothers grinned and congratulated each other on their promotions. They turned to pound Major Pak on his shoulders with good-humored affection. He stared at the king’s gift, mesmerized by the craftsmanship of the gleaming sword, before replacing it in its ebony sheath.

Then, King Eojin called
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