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Dedication

There are those who believe that we all have an already predetermined destiny and those who think that our fate is created by our choices.

I don't know what the truth is, but I believe that it is destiny for some people to cross our path, to teach us, to help us, to support us, or even just to accompany us, during our life's journey.

There are several people who have sustained an important role in my life, accompanying a good part of it: my irreplaceable best friend Francesco, Martina, Roby, or Chiara, but there is one person among all of them, who has always supported and encouraged me to cultivate my dreams, my sister Rosy.

To you, who are my most kindred souls... In this life, in the next and in every moment to come, I love you and will always love you.                                      



Elodie
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Welcome,




to the world of Abyeorum where Eastern mythology and legends merge with my imagination and bring to life a story that will take you, along with the protagonists, on an epic adventure full of thrills and twists.



Characters in order of appearance:


Gungsang

Lost God of the Sun


Shinamori/Shin

Ancient water dragon, best friend of Gungsang.


Kang/Kang Soon

Construct/Golem, created by Gungsang, his lifelong friend.


Dosumunjang


Father of

the All, Ruler of Aeleum, God of the Life and of the Creation.



Jacheon/Jacheongbi

Goddess of the Nature, Hunting and in some areas of Abyeorum also of the Love.


Haen/Haen-gul

Chollima, magical winged horse of extraordinary power and speed. Assassin, mercenary.


Sobyeol

Sovereign Emperor of the Earths to the Sun of Abyeorum, God of the Earth and All Creatures.


Hyun-gu/Jung Hyun-gu

Samjokgu, a creature resembling a large gray wolf with luminescent body parts, has amazing magical properties. Paladin of the Goddess Eopsin.


Daeng

A lion-like creature of peace of enormous stature, with a velvety cream-colored coat. The creature possesses a thin, long horn in the center of its forehead.


Jamira

Warrior and druid, Daughter of the Nature Goddess Jacheongbi.


Mu, Black Warrior of the Snake

Son of the God Sanshin. Once a single individual, the mythical creature Genbu, the turtle/snake, together with his twin brother Hyeon.


Hyeon, Black Warrior of the Turtle r

Son of the God Sanshin. Once a single individual, the mythical creature Genbu, the turtle/snake along with his twin brother Mu.


Ryeong-ho

King of the Gumiho, white nine-tailed fox with mythical power. High-level enchanter.
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Prologue.





The Way of Destiny





GUNGSANG


He walked slowly and surely through the forest.


It was a clear, warm day, and thanks to the current rainfall-free season, the ground beneath his feet was firm and well-trodden. The rays of the sun high in the sky played with the thick foliage of the trees, passing through their dense windblown foliage, then descending to brush against his body in places, touching it with a soft light; warm and pleasant.

It had been a long time since he had felt so motivated and inspired.

Up to that point, his long life had been peppered with adventures and excitement, but nothing he had experienced came remotely close to the feat he was about to accomplish.

When, in the distant past, he had left his abode and taken to traveling around the Great Continent of Abyeorum, he had done so to get to know all the living races and learn their customs and traditions; to understand how they lived, how they thought.

 During that pilgrimage he had seen millions of faces, shaken thousands of hands, spoken hundreds of different languages. He had watched, learned, taught, fought, loved and hated, and the cycles had passed quickly; but suddenly, as happened to several creatures of his nature, in the long run Abyeorum had lost interest in him.

And so, in the last cycles of his life, there had not been much left to astonish or interest him, nothing worth bothering about, and the impatience with that situation of boredom, had almost driven him mad.

In fact, since the day of its creation, there had been very few things that had seriously attracted and interested him, they could perhaps be counted on the fingers of both hands; the rest, what he had done, experienced, had been a side dish, an eternal waiting for that something that would make him feel truly alive and involved.

Fate had been one of those things that had always fascinated him.

Destiny, that fine line that guides the step of Abyeorum's living creatures, but which, at its creation, did not embrace him, because he was part of those, who created the line of destiny; a condition he had not always liked. So, in the long term, he had taken to wondering how much more interesting his existence would have been, if he had that invisible road walking one step ahead of him.

Many of the living creatures believe that destiny cannot be changed; that no matter how hard one may strive to change it, the point at which it will arrive will always be the same point to which one is predestined to arrive from birth, but he did not think the same way, and from the earliest times, he had wondered, if he ever had the opportunity to have a destiny for himself, whether he would be able to change it. And so, when this curiosity of his, had become almost an obsession, he had gone on a quest to find a way to be able to enter the circle of creatures influenced by fate. Search that had quickly turned to impatience when he had found no solution for quite some time, but then, suddenly, his wish had been granted, the fate line so longed for had come to him, unexpectedly, as a gift he had never thought possible.

The early days of that new condition of his everything had been exhilarating and fun, for fate had taken to sending him visions showing him glimpses of a possible future and their term; a term that could be changed by him when, the vision having passed, he remained aware of the alternatives that awaited him and that he could sift through, and then choose one to attempt to alter his course.

That first time spent with fate in his life had run fast and crisp, fully satisfying him, but then as the cycles passed, even that way of life had bored him, and he returned to feeling dissatisfied.

And so, the visions had gradually, slowly faded away, until they disappeared, perhaps because of his disinterest, and for many cycles he had felt nothing more, not a throb, no sensation that made him feel inspired; until one night a tremor had shaken him.

Something in the universe had changed, then a voice had reached him, and someone who had come from afar had appeared as an uncertain, blurry apparition. That someone needed his help and wanted him to reach him.

Unfortunately, that call for help came from another world, a distant world that he did not know at the moment even how to reach, but he wanted to go along with it and had to find a way therefore to leave Abyeorum.

From the very moment that creature had appeared to him, he had understood that he would do anything to help her, and having welcomed that realization, he had set out consciously and determined to do everything to achieve his goal.

The determination, the challenge, the urgency and the exhilaration born in him, in front of the new mission he had set himself to complete, had brought him there, to Puddles of Jigan; because a journey, an adventure, such as the one he had decided to undertake, could not be undertaken alone. He needed help, he needed companions.

At the moment, he had no idea where and how to find and recruit, a company of individuals willing to leave their world and follow him in what might seem like a crazy and uncertain undertaking; however, he knew where to start in order to get the wheels of the machine of his destiny moving and he was certain that soon his quest, would appeared sharply before him.

As he approached the place he wanted to reach, he heard the lapping of water that he still could not see then, as he reached the end of the forest, the trees above his head thinned out until they ended and the warm sunlight hit him, but it did not hurt his eyes, the sun could hurt him.

He then paused for a moment, wandering with his gaze around him, and the first thing that jumped to his eye was the tree that, not far from him, dwelt in the center of the Puddles and towered high in the sky.

The auburn branches and golden leaves of the ancient Ginkgo of the Ardor reflected the sunlight and seemed almost fiery. As he gazed at the tree from afar, a vague hint of unease seized him, but once again he ignored that feeling and continued straight toward his goal, averting his gaze. He had not come all the way there to rehash and regret the past, which by the way, he would never do, he was there to reach his future.

As he approached the main pond of the Puddles, the shape of the being that was immersed in it and that he sought, began to become sharper and more visible through the light sulfurous vapor rising from the water, and a smile lifted the corners of his mouth as a feeling of peace and pleasure warmed his heart.

He knew he would find him there; he always returned to that place where he was born, whenever they quarreled and drifted apart.

There were many evi who had seen his footsteps, his travels, his life, flowing alongside that faithful companion.

Every adventure he had embarked on in the past had started with Shinamori by his side, and as soon as his best friend agreed to follow him, he was certain, the wheel of fate would start turning and he would stir the gears that would help him accomplish his mission.

He aimed his gaze at the familiar serpent-like figure floating on the surface of the water, as if the creature's imposing bulk was weightless. A slight nostalgia surfaced in his heart.

He had missed it-only… now did he really notice it.

Shinamori breathed heavily and the scales on his back, in different shades of blue, became wet as they sank into the murky water, following the movement of his breath; only to return to the sun and reflect it like a mirror, shining even brighter than just before. He knew that he had already felt his presence, but he continued to float in the puddle unconcernedly, pretending not to care, for to punish him.

Reaching the body of water, he stopped a few steps away from it, crossing his arms over his chest, staring slyly, insistently at his dragon friend. "Are you pouting at me?" he asked after a really long time, left waiting for a reaction.

Shinamori continued to ignore it for a while longer, then a brilliant sapphire blue eye opened to observe it indifferently; its long wattles floated at the surface of the water, creating a kind of fan around the mighty snout, and when it turned its head slightly in his direction, they moved like little snakes. "Are you talking to me by any chance?" The deep, hoarse, sleepy, resentful voice of his best friend was so cavernous that it seemed to come directly from the center of his muscular chest.

"Come on, cut it out! It wasn't me who kicked you out, I simply didn't stop you when you threatened to leave," he retorted, making a grimace at once annoyed and amused.

A long puff of air came out of Shin's nose, raising two sprays of intangible water droplets which in the sunlight took on the colors of the rainbow, then his eye closed without further repartee.

"Do you want an apology?" he continued at that point impatiently. "All right," he spread his arms wide. "Sorry I wasn't in the mood to put up with you at that time, but you're annoying sometimes. I didn't tell you to stay away for so long."

Shinamori moved as he spoke, turning his face in the opposite direction from his, then muttered resentfully, "What a lousy apology."

Crossing his arms again, he retorted in a low voice, in an equally resentful tone, "As you get older, you've become really touchy," then let himself fall down sitting on the shore, staring stubbornly at the huge head in front of him. He needed Shinamori, it was true, but he was not there for that reason alone. That stubborn dragon was truly his best friend, and he would never embark on a new journey without him. Despite Shin's annoying and difficult character, he would never give up his presence.

He allowed a few moments of silence to pass as he thought again about the mission he was about to undertake. It was all still very uncertain and confusing. He was unclear about what he was supposed to do and what, those who had sought him out, wanted from him, but he wanted at all costs to begin that journey.

He did not know where that call would really take him, but he would still follow it, because his instincts told him it was the breakthrough he had been waiting for long time.

If he had explained to Shinamori what had really happened the night he had met the creature who had sought him out, he would not have fully understood, so he decided to give him an adjusted version of the encounter. Shin was one of the few people who knew about his visions and would not question if he explained what had happened in a way that he would understand. "I had a vision," he said in a calmer tone and in the confidential, brotherly manner he used only with his closest friends.

Shinamori's head flowed back into the water in his direction.

"There is a creature who needs help, her life is in danger, and she claims that only we can help her."

Shin's eye opened again. "We?" he then asked curiously.

Forcing himself not to smile in satisfaction at the obvious interest shown in that simple 'we,' he merely nodded. "That's right. This creature needs brave heroes to reach it and protect it."

Shinamori moved again heading toward him. "Reach her? Where?"

"Far, far away. Her is not on this world, her does not live on Abyeorum."

His revelation caught Shin's attention altogether, he deduced from the glint that shone in his eyes. "Do you intend to leave Abyeorum?" asked these again with a slight intonation of anxiety.

Tightening his shoulders he replied, "It is easy yes, but it is too early to say; for now I don't even know if it is possible to do it. I only know that I have to look for a way, no, that I want to, look for a way to do it. Until now, the idea of leaving this world never crossed my mind, but I admit I wouldn't mind. Think about it Shin, think about how many interesting things we could find in a world other than our own!"

Now he was getting carried away with excitement and feeling elated, but his friend retorted harshly, "What is so exhilarating about the prospect of leaving our world? It's just a risk you shouldn't take. If Abyeorum forgets about you, you know what could happen to you."

Shinamori then returned to huffing, but he did so more forcefully and with the intention of wetting him; which he succeeded in doing in fact, but he did not react, by merely wiping his face with the sleeve of his camisole.

"I am aware of that, but we will make sure Abyeorum never forgets us, you have my word," he replied patiently.

"You talk as if I would go along with you and follow you," Shin mumbled again.

He smiled in response, genuinely amused. "You talk as if you really wanted me to leave without you."

At his affirmation, his friend merely dived and rolled underwater in the center of the puddle and went back to ignoring him.

At that sight he shook his head condescendingly. He was going to make him pay for much, that distance of recent times.

"Shin," he called after a short while, softly. He didn't need to raise the pitch of his voice, he knew Shinamori could hear him well even submerged. "I don't want to leave without you," he said in a warm tone.

It was true, as they both knew, that Shinamori would finally give in, but only after much flattery.

"I would never leave you behind, you know that, but I also don't want to give up this new challenge. Follow me once more my friend and I promise you that you will not regret it. You cannot seriously think of living in a world where I will be gone, just as I really cannot think of having to leave without you by my side. Who will have my back if you are not there?"

After what seemed like an eternity, Shinamori resurfaced, reached the shore, and helping himself with his forepaws, emerged from the puddle, a short distance away from him. When his entire body was on dry land, the dragon form began to lose substance, turning into a cloud of vapor, from which he reappeared moments later in his naked human form. Tapping a hand on his tilted head to remove the water from his right ear, his friend then approached him, then taking off his tunic, he handed it to him, remaining wearing only his smock and pants. Shinamori took the tunic, dressing it begrudgingly; his body was more powerful than his, so he struggled to put it on.

As he scrutinized its figure, marked by battle scars, Shin peeked out with a puff from the opening of his tunic and shook his bluish hair for free them of the water, then imitated the gesture of beating his head on the opposite side from the previous one. "Who says we will find good things in a new world? It could be worse than ours!" he syndicated afterward, dissatisfied.

Squeezing back into his shoulders he replied, "I can't know, but I want to try my luck."

Shinamori rolled his eyes in annoyance. "Why do you want to indulge such an uncertain vision? Who is this creature who needs us?"

"I will not tell you for the time being. You have to trust me."

His friend at that point stared at him insistently, conveying with his gaze the resolution of someone who wanted answers, but he would not be persuaded to talk, and they both knew who would win in the end. If he did not intend to bring him up to speed, he had his reasons and would not do so.

"Ah!" blurting out in frustrated exclamation, Shin sat stymiedly by his side, turning his body toward the sun's rays. "All right," he then decreed resignedly. "I've always trusted you and I'll trust you again," he said as he lifted his face to the sky, letting go of his back, thus resting it against his shoulder, weighing down on him with his weight.

Smiling again, grateful for that friendship and trust, he decided to say directly everything he had to, without further tergiversation. "I think you will have to give up your true form for a while though. In the journey we will take we will find ourselves in situations that cannot sustain and face, the fearful presence of a dragon," he confessed.

"No!" Shinamori displeased, turned his face slightly in his direction. "For how long?"

He twisted his lips into a grimace; it was useless to lie. "Quite a bit, I guess."

Grunting in disappointment, his friend returned to basking in the sunshine, taking an exaggerated and resigned sigh. "All right. Whatever." He would have done and accepted anything for him, and he reciprocated. "It will mean that you'll feed me then, it's hard to get meals in this miserable shape, and I don't intend to give up my treasure, for a mission I didn't want to undertake. Mind you, I will want only first-rate food and I will not be limited in my demands."

"Ouch!" he replied, going back to wrinkling his nose in annoyance. Shinamori was insatiable when it came to food; he could never have enough; it was not easy to feed him.

"Take it or leave it, Gungsang!"

"All right," he agreed inwardly despairing, then moving Shin's back with a shrug, as if reluctantly humoring him.

No easy task lay ahead for him. There was only one single thing, after their friendship, that with his lifelong friend could not be joked or transgressed about, and that was food. He would have to dip into his coffers of gold to please and feed him.

He smiled.

Still, it would be worth it and his journey now, could begin.
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Chapter 1.




A Lost Legend




GUNGSANG

As he gazed somberly at Lake Kyro stretching out before him, Shinamori's snout came close to his left shoulder. That lake was the largest on Abyeorum and was located in the northern part of the Great Continent.

"So Gungsang, could Kang be at the bottom of these waters?"

"It could, yes Shin." The words struggled out of him. He couldn't look away from the body of water, whose stillness and placidity was at moments disturbed by the leaping of a fish, or the surface-walking of an aquatic spider.

The scenery around him on that cool, misty morning was very quiet and gloomy, and it certainly did not help his bad mood.

A duck glided over the water a few shaku* from the shore, creating a wake as it passed that rippled the surface, forming a light foam.

"The last memory I have of him is when he left us for that trip to Seimen."

Shinamori's statement was followed by a heavy silence again. The remorse and anger he felt at that moment prevented him from being good company. Since he had had the vision, questions and recriminations kept coming up in his mind.

He followed the ripples created by the duck with his eyes until the water became placid again as he thought back to what had happened a dozen days earlier

He had dozed off against the trunk of the oak tree in the garden of his palace, with the book he was reading clutched in his hands, while Shinamori in dragon form, was rolling around in the grass not far from him, and in his sleep he had had a vision. In fact, he was not sure if it had really been a vision, it might have just been a vivid dream. Anyway, during that half-conscious state, he had found himself on a beaten path, with Shinamori on his right side and Kang on his left. They were talking about a being they had encountered in the village they had just left behind, and from their talk, it appeared that the bizarre fellow they had seen, had caused quite an uproar in the marketplace by magically taking possession of the body of a young man, guilty of annoying a maiden by paying too much unwelcome attention to her. The individual who was the subject of their conversation, once he had taken control of the bully's body, had made him strip naked and then dance around the square, his private parts flapping in the wind, using him as if he were a puppet at his command. Some village guards had then intervened to capture both men, but the man who had intervened in defense of the girl had suddenly disappeared just before he was nabbed.

In his memoirs, on the path, as they walked, his two friends discussed the incident, and Shin argued that the boy ridiculed, had deserved the punishment, because of his unwanted attentions to the maiden, but Kang retorted that the way to punish the aforementioned, had not been appropriate. Kang's willingness to always want to follow the laws and justice, following his own strict parameters, had at that point led him to intervene in the discussion, and the diatribe born of his conflicting opinion, had then accompanied the company's steps, all the way back to the palace.

As he relived those moments in his half-wakeful state, he remembered that day vividly; he had really gone through that experience together with his friends, and the pain his heart had felt, in seeing Kang's face so vivid and real again, had made him feel anguished and guilty. The last time he had seen Kang, it had also been for him, the time the latter had left to join Seimen, and that day their parting had not been the most serene. When he had revisited that moment in his memory, and he had aimed his gaze at his friend's back as he walked away from him, his heart had screamed for him to stop, but he had been unable to.

Shinamori did not know the real reason why Kang had left them, but he remembered it well, and what had happened then still haunted him.

So underneath the oak tree, as his consciousness fully awakened, shaken by grief, he had seen as his last image Kang's body, resting on an aquatic bottom, surrounded by a mass of dark, murky water.

At that sight, he had risen sharply, jerking his head and back away from the trunk, and suddenly his fully awake self had become aware of a truth that until that moment, he had been unable to perceive... Kang, whom he thought long dead, was still alive!

From that moment they had begun search, and retracing the steps taken by Kang on his departure from the palace, they had thus come to the area of Kyro Lake, in front of which they were standing at that moment.

As a dull rage mounted inside him, he narrowed his eyes furiously with himself. Could Kang really be at the bottom of that lake?

Maybe so.

It almost seemed to him that he could feel its presence now, or was his, was it only vivid imagination?

He could not understand.

Why was it that when he had tried to get in touch with Kang at the time of his disappearance, he had not perceived him to be alive, yet now he was certain that he was!?

When his friend, had not heard from him for a long time, he had tried to contact him and after searching and not finding him, had given him up for lost, resigning himself to his inconceivable death.

"Can you call him back now?"

Shinamori was staring at him; he could see from the corner of his eye its muzzle, turned slightly in his direction.

"No, the magic that binds us inexplicably does not work. I've already tried several times, but I can't connect with him," he explained, as his anger touched unimaginable heights.

He would have loved to vent that rage against something or someone, but that would not have been fair, since the instigator of that fury was only him, and it was himself he should have taken it out on.

How had he been able in the past to give up so quickly and not look for his friend's body until he found it?

How had he been able to accept its disappearance so superficially and go on unconcernedly?

He was his creator! Kang was his creature!

He should never have accepted his death so lightly!

Blame devoured him like a voracious woodworm, causing a trickle of bitter sour bile in his mouth.

He was disgusted with himself, and it was not even the first time he found himself in a similar situation.

Shinamori walked toward the water, distracting him from the painful memories that were about to resurface and that he had better not relive.

"I'm going to check, wait for me here," Shin told him as he moved, but he stopping him with decision, "No. Wait."

Shinamori stopped and turned his face away to look at him.

Normally the power of his magic call would have brought Kang to him; there had to be a reason he could not reach him.

"Why don't you let me go, Gung? It would take me a moment to make sure he's here."

"I have to do it. I've already explained it to you," he replied more harshly than he should have, but he was not quite himself at that moment.

His friend rolled his eyes impatiently, then huffed and dropped to the ground as he took to undressing.

He did not want to be harsh, but Shinamori could not understand how he felt at that moment.

Left wearing only his pants, he approached the water, and when he passed in front of his companion's big head, he punched him lightly. "Don't make me repeat myself all the time, stubborn beast." He used a light tone in scolding him, to let him know that he was sorry for mistreating him.

Shinamori merely grunted, following him with his gaze.

"If I'm not back within an acceptable time..." he said before diving into the water, "...you can come and see what's happening."

As soon as the lake lapped at his thighs, he mentally prepared the spell that would allow him to breathe underwater, while Shinamori muttered, "How long would an acceptable time underwater be for you earthly beings?"

He did not answer him, not knowing how to give an answer to that question, and dived as soon as the spell took shape and effect. Shinamori would understand if he was in danger, he was sure.

He swam vigorously. The water of Kyro Lake was dark and murky; other creatures could not have seen clearly in those conditions, but he could. The fish moved swiftly away as he passed, while some bogi, small freshwater aquatic creatures, followed him curiously, at a proper distance.

Bogi resembled frogs, had elongated bodies and large lateral gills on the sides of their heads, and their tonnage did not exceed two shaku in length. The creatures' eyes were protruding and luminescent, and their backs were crisscrossed with small pointed leathery plates, similar to the scales of dragons, very sharp, which they used as weapons of defense when they rolled over themselves. They were harmless and peaceful beings; he had nothing to fear from them.

He had to go all the way to the center of the lake, into its depths, on his quest. The spell cast allowed him to breathe, but it did not protect him from the cold of the deep waters, and at one point, long shivers, began to run through his body.

It was when he had given up hope that he saw him.

He froze suspended in the water, while the bogi following him, with their eyes, created a kind of luminous circle around him.

Faced with the sight before him, a new wave of regret, sorrow and anger seized him, driving away even the rigor of the water.

Kang Soon stood motionless and dull in the center of the lake, his mighty armor, once of a shiny coppery metal, now opaque, covered with mud, lichens and aquatic plants. 
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It had been a long time since his soul had been shaken by such devastating emotions, and in his mind, one sentence kept echoing, like a litany.

How could I give up and abandon him like that!!!?

Trying to keep his emotions at bay, he moved on reaching Kang, who was in his enlarged form and his height reached at least thirty shaku.

He lifted a hand, resting it on the center of his helmet, and the feeling of emptiness and anguish that that contact conveyed to him made him feel really small, guilty and ungrateful, toward the one to whom he had given his life; the one who had walked by his side for so long, serving and protecting him with honor and loyalty.

I'm sorry my friend. I'm very, very sorry.

Closing his eyes, he summoned his magic, causing the bogi around him to flee, then the lake began to shake.

SHINAMORI

With his muzzle resting on the ground, he stretched his alerted senses toward the lake.

He possessed no real perception of the passage of time, Gungsang should have known. His days were punctuated and divided by the demands of his stomach. When he opened his eyes in the morning, the first thing he had to do was eat. Once his hunger was satisfied, he would take to resenting it knocking when the sun was high in the sky and so he knew that the first half of the day was near. When his stomach rumbled for the third time and the sun was halfway to the horizon, he knew it was afternoon and when he had an urge to get something under his teeth and it was beginning to get dark, it meant that night was about to fall. Finally there was the last snack, the one that tingled his stomach with the moon high in the sky, and that was the signal that after eating something good, he could go to sleep.

How much was it then, an acceptable time to intervene to help Gungsang? His best friend, he should have been more specific before diving, so it would have saved him from having to be on alert.

The water had no secrets for him, and he knew that in case something happened to Gung, he would sense it immediately through the noise, movement, and energy transmitted by it, but he had to remain focused to be ready to act in case it needed his intervention.

He sighed and released the air from his nostrils with a puff, making with the same, bend the barrels of the sprouting reed on the shore. He knew that Gungsang could not rest in peace for Kang, because according to him, they had not searched for him enough, but that was not the case. He recalled the time when they had noticed their friend's disappearance and remembered that Gungsang had sent a large group of creatures to look for him, despite the fact that the golem* was not responding to its creator's call portended the worst.

They had surrendered to the evidence that Kang must be dead when none of the searchers had found him.

He had wondered a few times since then why Gung never mentioned Kang, as if he had never existed, but he had never given it undue weight. Beings like Gungsang did not have the same perception of the passing of seasons and cycles that ordinary mortal creatures had, nor did they have the same attachment to existence. So, in the end, he had accepted that way of his best friend's behavior as natural and had never mentioned Kang again, so as not to dredge up memories that could hurt and bring sadness.

Gungsang did not have to blame himself for what had happened. He, too, felt infinitely sorry for Kang, if indeed he had been stuck for all those cycles at the bottom of the lake, but he did not wear himself out.

A change in the energy giving off the water alerted him to what was happening, moments before the phenomenon occurred, so he was not surprised when a vortex formed in the center of the lake.

He lifted his head and chest. Something was emerging from the whirlpool, and after a few moments, the mighty figure of Kang, took to emerge from the lake, and beside it, suspended in the air by its magic, was Gungsang.

The golem's armor was really badly tanned, and despite its impressiveness, that shabby appearance made it a very miserable sight.

A knot of emotion and sadness blocked his throat.

Kang Soon did not deserve that ending. He really didn't.

He moved, stepping aside, when with his power, Gungsang deposited the golem on the shore. Lake water flowed out of the armor, bringing with it seaweed, debris, and mud.

"What an ugly sight," he whispered at that sight.

He could not restrain his comment, even though he knew it would be much wiser to keep silent, because Gungsang, have a face more serious and pulled than just before.

When a muscle darted over his friend's clenched jaw, he cursed himself for speaking out of turn once again.

As soon as he placed his feet on the ground, Gungsang retorted harshly, saying, "Do me the favor Shinamori, shut up. Don't make me regret bringing you." He did not scold him with malice; his voice was sorrowful and hoarse, and on his face visibly alternated the emotions that shook him.

He lowered his muzzle and gaze a little, without retorting. It had not been his intention to annoy him, but he had really failed to restrain himself.

Gungsang took to dressing, he had goosebumps, perhaps from the cold, or from the 'ire' he evidently felt.

He stood silently looking at him.

Being an immortal creature, his best friend had not changed at all since the last time he had left him at his palace, before their long separation. Gungsang still had the perfect, unchanged appearance of a handsome young human man in his thirties, with wavy, shoulder-length light brown hair, which he always kept partially tied back in a high ponytail; his complexion was lightly tanned and his build solid and well-proportioned. As he watched, Gung untied his hair, brightening it and wringing it out to lift it from the weight of the water.

When he had also donned his boots, Gungsang stood with his arms folded in front of Kang, legs slightly apart, and took to scrutinizing his figure from top to bottom. "Let's see what I can do for you," he finally said, touching one leg of the armor. He then closed his eyes, concentrating on his magic.

He moved closer so that he could better observe the scene, and under his watchful gaze, the metal of Kang's armor slowly cleared. On the coppered breastplate, the blazon depicting the sun, which represented Gungsang, became visible again, along with the various battle scars, and when a ray of light, filtered through the clouds, struck the now polished metal, it illuminated the armor, making it glow, as if it had come back to life.

The glare that produced the ray of sunlight reflected on the metal wounded his eyes, causing them to squint, while slowly, commanded by magic, the golem's bulk began to shrink, until it reached the reduced size that Kang assumed, in his human form. At that point Gungsang, who had jerked his hand away from the metal, froze and it fell back along with his arm, heavily, down his side.

He knew that a fierce inner struggle was going on inside his friend at that moment, because the latter was staring at Kang's helmet intensely, but his eyes moved imperceptibly, as if following an argument, or a heated discussion, that he was making to himself.

"It's not your fault, Gungsang, and he knows it."

At the sound of his words Gungsang turned to look at him confused, as if he had forgotten his presence, then a grimace distorted his handsome face and his hands clenched into fists in a gesture of anger. Anger directed against himself and not against his words. "I should have looked for him more doggedly, Shin. I should have looked for him until I was sure of what had happened to him!" he then replied through half-clenched teeth.

He looked at him kindly and compassionately retorting, "Perhaps you could have done so yes, but the reality of the facts gave Kang as missing and you followed the evidence. We both did." He turned to look at the golem gently, then spurred, "Come on do it Gungsang, bring him back to us, I know you can. He won't blame you, no one will."

Gungsang also returned to stare at Kang's helmet. "I'll do it. I already do it…I should have found him." Those words were little more than a whisper, but in the silence returned around them, he heard them distinctly.

"He will not. You know him. We know him. I'm sure you do," he reassured.

Gungsang remained motionless and tormented for a long time more, then sighed heavily. "I know, Shinamori," he finally admitted, "But that does not alleviate my guilt and regret."

He merely nodded with a throaty sound in reponse; he knew that, too.

Gungsang lifted his hand again, holding it up in front of Kang's helmet, as his gaze grew more confident and resolute. "Sosamshin," he pronounced in a clear, high voice. "Gungsang claims you and asks for your help. You who watch over birth and life and accompany the path of the born to the light, help me bring him back to me."

When Gungsang invoked the help of the Goddess of Birth, the metal that made up Kang's armor began to glow with its own light and trembled.


"Dosumunjang, Father of the All, you who create and shape our world and watch over us from Aeleum, lay your hand on mine."


Gungsang summoned to himself the power of the God of Creation.

Now even the ground trembled and the lake water began to ripple.

"By the will of Sosamshin, Dosumunjang and Gungsang, Kang Soon, awaken!"

A loud roar erupted from the golem in front of the conclusion of the magic ritual, and a powerful wave of energy radiated from it, creating a mighty energy boost.

He clenched his eyes shut, to cash in on the magical wave produced by the power of the gods that washed over him, and when he opened them again, the earth and the armor had stopped shaking.

The slits in the eyes of Kang's helmet were now lit with a vivid purple color, which also illuminated Gungsang's face, still standing in front of the golem.

Gungsang lowered his hand as the light went out, then slowly, Kang moved and raising his arms, bringing his hands to his helmet, he took it off.

The smiling, serene face of his old friend warmed his heart.

"Welcome back." Gungsang greeted Kang with warmth and emotion, bringing tears to his eyes.

Kang Soon had indeed returned to them!

At last their trio was back to complete!
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Chapter 2.




In Search of Legends




GUNGSANG

He was walking briskly through the streets of Osam, the capital of the Center, and urgency led him to ignore faces and stores.

His visit to the city had only one purpose and he did not wish to linger, or slow down.

Osam was a capital city rich in all kinds of services and entertainments, and he often went there for shopping or leisure, but his favorite destination, the one he was headed for at that time, had been the Great Library.

That day his haste was fueled by his desire to seek help, answers, and some relief.

Relief, because Shinamori distressed him every waking minute with questions about the mission, or complaints about inactivity, and because Kang-because Kang was still hard for him to watch and distracted his mind.

In the first few days after Kang was found, he had seemed to be in serious difficulty even in performing the simplest of gestures, such as moving, or communicating with words, and even now, after quite some time, he did not seem to have been able to fully recover his perfect form. At first he had tried to help him by curing him with magic, but it seemed that much of his friend's discomfort, came from his mind and the consequences of the long period of immobility he had experienced at the bottom of Lake Kyro, not from his body; so he had failed to give him any relief

As soon as Kang mental state had become fully alert and conscious again, he and Shinamori had asked him what he remembered of the events that had brought him to the bottom of Lake Kyro, and Kang had recounted that he had come across a group of shady individuals on his journey to Seimen who had some maidens with them. Instantly noticing the imprisoned state of the female creatures, Kang had stalked the caravan escorting them for some time and after ascertaining that they, were indeed in danger and being held unjustly, had intervened to free them.

Kang remembered starting a clash with the evildoers, which at first turned out to be very easy, but at one point, when he seemed close to victory, two individuals had appeared out of nowhere, who had taken over the battle, a female of humanoid features hooded, wearing a long white tunic and her face covered by a veil, and a warrior in complete samurai armor very ancient. The two newcomers, had immediately revealed themselves to be of far greater power than the thugs he was fighting, and the clash against them, had immediately become fierce and violent. The battle had lasted a long time, and somehow finally, despite his stamina, strength and skill, the enemies had managed to immobilize him.

Unable to do anything but stand by and watch, Kang had thus found himself being thrown into Lake Kyro, transported by the female creature's magic, and there his memories were interrupted, it seemed, but he was not convinced that Kang were telling the truth. The way his friend had truncated questions whenever he or Shinamori had raised the subject about the past and what had happened, and the fact that he had asked them to stop talking about the nefarious event, made him assume that it was not entirely true that he did not remember.

If Kang remembered being thrown to the bottom of the lake, it meant that his consciousness at the time the event occurred was still alert and alive, which led him to ask himself questions.

It was not easy to stop and block a being like Kang, much less kill him, so what had really happened during that confrontation? What had happened at the bottom of that lake?

Kang, you couldn't just shut down in a handful of moments just, a golem like him, would have survived perhaps dozens of cycles in that forced immobility in which he had been bound.

That practitioner of magical arts who had been able to block and stop him, shielding him from his sight for so long, must have been very powerful. He did not know the spell that might be able to shield a creature's existence for so long, but evidently there was such a spell, and when it had dissolved for who knows what reason, he had been able to sense Kang's still-living, slumbering essence.

He really hated to think that somewhere on Abyeorum perhaps, those two beings who had procured that torturous agony for his friend were still alive, but it had really been too long now since that confrontation for him to be able to follow the trail of the two and track them down.

At that point he wished both creatures were dead, and if not, he wished them never to cross his path.

Since the day he was found, Kang had told him over and over again that he was not to blame for what had happened and that he should stop thinking about their past and the way they had broken up, but really, he could not forgive himself. It hurt to think about what had happened to him and it hurt to see him reduced to a specter of himself.

And here was one of the reasons that had prompted him to leave the palace to join Osam, which was in addition to the many other issues that plagued him.

Since Shinamori had agreed to follow him on his adventure, he had begun to think about how to assemble a company of high-level creatures that would accompany him on the journey he had to make, but in his heart, he did not really know where to begin the quest.

It was an inconceivable thing.

He knew perhaps one-tenth of the population of Abyeorum, yet he had discarded, almost every possible candidate.

Hiring a creature to undertake an unknown mission, of which he could not give in-depth details; which was directed towards a distant world, in some unspecified point of the universe… was not an easy task. Only a madman or a desperate person would have agreed to follow him, or as in the case of Shinamori and Kang, a trusted friend, or an ally and he had a small number of allies eligible for the required task and very few friends. Some of the creatures he had the pleasure of calling friends, in reality he had not yet eradicated from the list initially drawn up of possible companions of adventure, but even if at the moment he wanted to try to hire them, it was not an easy task to find them and above all to reach them.

All the time he had spent thinking about how and where he could find worthy companions, he had hoped to receive some vision for help, but after days and days of waiting, no sign had come from Destiny, so he had decided to move. He hoped to find the help he was looking for in Osam.

When he arrived at the library, he took the staircase leading to the upper floors and quickly climbed the wide marble steps until he reached the oldest part, where the rarest books were located.

He would find Wise Drum among those shelves, he was certain.

At one time Drum was the High Priest of the most magnificent temple that stood on Abyeorum, dedicated to the Sun God. If there was a valid creature to compare and consult with in the Earths of the Center, it was definitely Drum.

As expected, he found the man at the top of a sturdy staircase, intent on running his index finger over the tallest tomes in the library. He approached him silently and before he reached him, the latter proclaimed in a low and solemn tone without looking at him, "Gungsang, Lost God of the Sun, how much torment your steps reveal."

He looked over his shoulder, as if searching for troubled footsteps behind him, then made a small grimace of disappointment, returning to look up at the sage. "You don't have to be a fortune teller, or listen to my footsteps, to guess my mood; the twenty missives I sent you, begging you to join me, already anticipated my discomfort," he retorted, stopping at a proper distance from the staircase.

Locking his finger in front of a red leather-bound tome with gold lettering on the spine, Drum carefully pulled it out of the line, without answering him.

The priest had aged a lot in recent times, but that old age seemed to have matured more with wisdom than with past cycles. Drum had a long gray braid swinging down his back, still wore albino tortoiseshell-rimmed glasses, and always wore the clerical garb that once served for temple services. Although over and over again he had told him that he no longer needed his prayers, the priest still revered him, as if that task was to this day, one of his primary responsibilities and life missions.

"I must have forgotten about your request. You know, with age, memory starts to play tricks," Drum replied distractedly as he took to descending the staircase again with the taken tome under his arm, but the slight amused smile that popped up on his lips spoke volumes about the truthfulness of his words.

"Don't insult my intelligence, wise one! I know you had no desire to see me." He tried to show himself more annoyed than he actually was, but it was not easy to take it out on his devoted servant.

Drum waited until he had both feet on the ground before looking at him. "If you know this and you are here My Lord, I must assume that you do not intend to indulge my desire to ignore your requests," he replied with serenity, smiling.

Curling his lips in disappointment, he retorted, "Don't ignore me, Drum. Aren't you the one who claims that serving me is still a great privilege and honor?"

Approaching him slowly, the sage smiled at him more, nodding. "Always, My Lord, but you know well that I expressed my intention not to want to meddle in this absurd mission of yours when I answered your first missive."

In response he squinted his eyes, poorly concealing his discontent. "You owe me nothing, wise Drum. You can go about your repairs peacefully, continuing to ignore me, you know, but think about it, if I were no longer here, on this world, you would be even freer to feel relieved of your old obligations, don't you think? Help me leave and you will finally feel completely absolved of your moral obligations to me."

Drum did not flinch, but set off, passing him. "I will not help you leave Abyeorum, Supreme Gungsang. I long to return to fulfill my duties to you."

"Come on, Drum!" Followed the sage trying to change his tone, becoming more pleading. "I need you. None of my brothers will help me, I'm sure. Tell me at least if there is a way to leave Abyeorum." He tried to use his best acting, pretending to be very desperate.

"I will not help you, because I am still hopeful for a miracle. I hope that before my death, everything will return to the way it was and you will return to the Aeleum. I may not be able to resume my place in the temple, but I will die happy in knowing you are back in your rightful place."

He followed Drum to the wooden desk, where the latter usually repaired ancient tomes. "I'll never be the Sun God again, I'm sorry, but you've got to get over it," he retorted, trying to mask the irritation that mounted inside him every time that speech came up again.

The sage sat down at his chair, then lifted his gaze to him, his glasses lowered on his nose. "One day, you told me that you love to learn new things, right? It happened when you realized that, despite your belief to the contrary, there were many things you did not know and had yet to learn from this world," the old man told him slyly; then he lifted his hand toward the shelves laden with tomes, while he nodded doubtfully, foreshadowing a continuance he would not like at all. "Then do it now too, study." The old man's mouth assumed a slight sarcastic curve. "There are things written in these tomes that you do not know. I am sure you will find answers."

His lips tightened strongly in an attempt not to retort harshly, then without further insistence he turned sharply and headed for the nearest shelf. He had to keep calm or he would not extract anything from Drum. So, he decided to pretend to take his advice and started scrolling through the volumes in front of him, looking for hints and inspiration in their titles. He even leafed through some of them, but after some time and several pages turned to no avail, irritation again threatened to overwhelm him.

That damned old man!

Fetching back yet another book on magical studies with stinginess, he cast a malevolent glance at the address of Drum, who was delicately restoring the cover of a sizeable volume brought to him by one of the booksellers on the lower floors a few minutes earlier.

Whenever a tome was damaged, it was Drum who lovingly fixed it, and the man seemed to have an innate gift for doing so-he really admired his devotion and patience. If only both of those gifts could have been one of the many things he did not know and could learn!

Taking a long exaggerated sigh he returned to the volumes before him, reading their titles. He possessed neither devotion nor patience; he had never possessed such qualities.

Among the volumes he had just consulted, he had found numerous treatises on planar and interplanar travel by teleportation, or magical portals, but none that mentioned travel between worlds. Surely the Goddess of Space and Time, Oneuli, could have helped him if she had wanted to, but he had no doubt that she never would. Oneuli often traveled the universe, but she certainly would not have helped him, especially now. Since he had left Aeleum, many of his brothers no longer spoke to him and barely supported him in his divine magics; the other gods, on the other hand, had banished him from their lives altogether. More than once that joker Byeorak Jang-gun, instead of helping him invoke lightning, had sent him showers of frogs or worms in response.

He wrinkled his nose.

He thinks he is really funny the God of Lightning and Storms.

He put the useless book he had just consulted back on the shelf and glanced back toward Drum surreptitiously.

"Kang Soon claims not to remember anything from his time at the bottom of the lake," he said aloud to be heard by the sage as he moved toward the texts on star studies.

"It could be. Why don't you believe him?" replied the priest, passing the large needle held between his fingers, through the paper he was sewing.

"There is something in his gaze and the way he evades questions that makes me doubt," he replied, grabbing a small booklet that dealt with the Guardian Constellations. He did not think he could find anything useful in that book, but he loved reading the stories about the five Legendary Guardians of Abyeorum.

"I believe you should give it time to heal, Gungsang. There are many invisible wounds that your magic, cannot heal. Try to forgive yourself and move on, only then can you help him do the same. If Kang Soon does not want to share his experience with you, he will surely have his good reasons and you should respect them," retorted Drum with his usual wisdom.

Opening the small volume in his hands, he absentmindedly took to reading, muttering, "It's not easy. It destroys me to think about what he may have experienced down there." The first chapter of the booklet was dedicated to Ŏryŭ. He knew by heart the legends about the guardian of the Center Ŏryŭ, the Great Golden Dragon, but he scrolled through the pages anyway, reading excerpts of the text here and there.

"What is the status of your search for fellow adventurers?" asked after several pages of reading, Drum.

Shaking himself from the page he was focused on, which was about Byakkŏ, the White Tiger, Guardian of the West, he retorted distractedly sustained, without looking at the old man, "Why do you want to know? You don't want to help me anyway."

The sage replied solicitously. "I guess just out of curiosity. There aren't many things that give zest and adventure to my days nowadays." At that point he gave him a shifty look, then made a contrite grimace in reply, "I'm at a dead end. I have to find someone strong and crazy enough to follow me, and diplomacy and dialectic have never been my best weapons; I don't know how to convince my possible future companions." He went back to reading and Drum replied, "Perhaps you should bring something more to your allies than a dose of poor diplomacy and dialectic to secure their cooperation."

Looking up again, he turned in the direction of the desk, then resting a shoulder on the shelf at his side, he asked, "What do you mean?"

The sage stopped sewing and looked at him. "Perhaps you could offer those creatures, in return for their help, something that they could never get on their own and that only the Lost God of the Sun can give them. Perhaps you are not approaching this path in the right way, or you are trying to convince the wrong creatures. I don't think it will be enough to tell them that they only have to trust you and your guidance to make them agree to follow you. If you want them to do this, to follow you, without revealing anything to them about what they will have to do and face, you will at least have to offer them something worth risking for in return."

As Drum spoke, the memory of a legend began to surface in his mind. There was a creature he had heard of with a history behind it of drama and persecution. He remembered well the tales about that being and they all extolled its power, as well as its unfortunate past life.

A smile appeared on his face.

That being was undoubtedly one of the most powerful creatures in Abyeorum.

"Where can I find the area on legends, myths, gods and magical creatures?" asked the old cleric.

Drum smiled slightly as he nodded. "Third aisle, last shelf."

He hurried to follow its directions and only once he reached the shelf did he realize that he still had the book on the Guardian Constellations in his hand. He laid it down on the shelf in front of him, promising himself to finish reading it once he found what he was looking for, then climbed the ladder beginning his search, from the top shelf.

There must surely have been something written present in the Great Library about that creature he was interested in.

He scrolled through all the headlines while parading those that tickled his curiosity and instinct, inspired by Drum's words.

He descended three floors of the bookstore before finding something that suited him. "Perfect!" Beaming, he picked up the volume, reading its satisfied title: "The Gumiho Who Devoured a Hundred Villages."

There was only one gumiho, a nine-tailed fox, who could leave behind such a legend!

He did not doubt for a second that the tome was about the magical creature he was looking for, even if the title found a slight blemish, which was not so slight after all.

He was about to open the book to confirm his hypothesis, when he noticed something strange out of the corner of his eye, which stopped his movement. From the spine of one of the volumes next to the one he had just picked up, something was hanging down.

Reaching out, he grasped what appeared to be a lock of silky horsehair, then scanned the length of the tuft, which slipped fluidly through his fingers, and a small shiver snaked up his neck in surprise.

Intrigued by that reaction that might have anticipated a positive insight, he grabbed the tome while reading its silver heading: "Creatures of the Gods." He opened the volume, there where the tuft had been placed as a singular bookmark, and glimpsed the chapter heading. "The Creatures of Byeorak Jang-gun: The chollima, winged horses of unparalleled power and speed."

Intrigued, he began to read.

He was familiar with the chollima race, although he had never directly dealt with one.

The text began by telling how and why Byeorak had created those magical creatures, and sneeringly he shook his head muttering, "Stupid airhead, what one does not do for a capricious goddess." He was about to close the volume again, since he personally knew the story those pages were going to tell, when his eye fell on the word 'universe'.

Excitedly scrolling through the paragraph that talked about the magical gifts of chollima, he found a small paragraph that made him exhilarated, so he read aloud, "Their teleportation ability is unparalleled; it is said that chollima can even travel through the worlds of the universe with their rider on their back."

He couldn't believe it! It was really amazing news!

If what the legend said was true, all they had to do was hire a chollima and they were done!

Quickly closing the book again, he then descended the staircase two steps at a time.

Now he had a lead, something to build on.

Once on the ground, he went back to staring at the volume on the gumiho he was holding.

In fact no, two leads, he had two leads! Two chances to find good companions for his adventure. All he had to do was find a chollima and convince it to follow him, and in the meantime he would set out on the trail of the nine-tailed fox king, the gumiho, Ryeong-ho.
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