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ACT ONE


The Demon









CHAPTER 1


REN


East of the Haebaek Mountains
The Valley


REN TOSSED HER paper fan high into the sky, flipping backward onto her hands and landing just in time to pluck the hilt from the air. All around her the villagers erupted into cheers, and Ren imagined the jubilant sounds spreading like a chorus of wind chimes across the valley. Folding her fan across her arm, she winked at the children, who waved hands sticky from the sweet rice cakes they’d been gobbling up all evening.


The village was aglow with red and blue festival lanterns, and as her gaze swept the familiar sight, she felt a pang in her chest. Tomorrow she was leaving—she’d already informed Commander Su of her decision. Once she set foot onto the imperial barge, she’d no longer be Ren of the Valley, but someone whose destiny was much larger and more frightening.


The thought sent a shiver through her, and she quickly pushed it to the back of her mind. Worrying was for the morning. Tonight was for celebrating the recent harvest, and for honoring the spirits of those loved ones who had recently departed.


With a flick of her wrist, she spread her fan, swaying it side to side for balance as she extended one leg and began to spin. As she turned, her Light kindled to a flame within her. It emanated from her core outward, suffusing her with warmth.


The wind swirled around her. She spun faster. Her magic was still so new to her, raw and untrained. There was much for her to learn about how to control it and what she was capable of. She could manipulate wind, heal minor wounds, and wield silver Light, but what else could she do? Only recently she’d discovered she had wings. They’d manifested the morning of the Festival of Light, when she’d used them to save herself.


To save Sunho.


For a moment, it was as if he was beside her. She could see his handsome face, his eyes that shone brightest when gazing at her. She could feel his hand, warm and strong, gripping her own.


Then, just as the sensations arrived, they shifted, her mind flooding with images of teeth and claws. Her ears rang with the agonized roar of a soul being ripped in two.


Breaking from the spin, she stumbled and fell to the ground. Her heart pounded in her chest. She heard the children calling out to her as if from a great distance. Their cries were confused, fearful. She needed to reassure them, to get to her feet and finish the performance. She lifted her head and met Little Uncle’s gaze in the crowd. A week ago, he’d had difficulty sitting upright; now he stood beside Hwi, his curly hair pulled back from his face in a loose topknot. His brow was furrowed, but he gave her a short, swift nod. Go on, Ren, his expression seemed to convey. It’ll be all right—you only need finish what you started.


She rose to her feet. Then, with a flying leap, she flipped twice in the air before landing, breathless. Bending forward, she bowed to the audience. Immediately she was inundated with children, pouring over her like a school of minnows. She dropped to her knees, gathering as many of them as she could into her arms.


“Ren, you’ll come back to visit, won’t you?” Hwi’s gap-toothed brother asked, his eyes bright with tears.


The headman’s granddaughter tugged at Ren’s sleeve. “You’re not leaving forever, are you?”


“Please don’t go,” Hwi’s little cousin cried, her cheeks red from the cold. “Who will play with us when you’re gone?”


“You’ll have Hwi,” Ren consoled them. “And Little Uncle, of course.”


As it had all week, her heart pinched at the thought of leaving them—especially Little Uncle. But she couldn’t take him with her. Little Uncle was still recovering from the illness that had almost claimed his life. The same illness that had driven Auntie on a journey in search of a cure, from which she hadn’t yet returned.


A few of the children had quivering lips, but they nodded bravely. “We’ll miss you!”


“I’ll miss you more!” Ren promised.


“Cheer up, Ren,” Hwi’s brother said solemnly, his expression serious for someone so young. “Everything will be all right.”


Tears pricked the corners of her eyes, and she grabbed him in a fierce hug. “Thank you.”


One by one, the children jumped to their feet. As Ren joined them, picking up her paper fan, she saw Commander Su approach from where he’d been speaking with the village headman, likely discussing tomorrow’s early departure.


She’d only known the commander briefly before he’d pledged his support of her, yet in the past week she’d come to rely on the seasoned warrior, who despite his rough-hewn appearance harbored a soft heart.


As the commander lifted himself from a bow, Ren felt a rush of gratitude. Though likely burdened with an increasing number of responsibilities following the arrest of General Iljin, he’d accompanied her to the valley and had waited with patience and kindness until she was ready to leave. In their short time together, she’d learned that the commander had served the general for years, believing him when he said Ren’s mother had jumped from the edge of the Floating World. In truth, the general had pushed her.


She’d also been surprised to learn that he’d acted as a mentor to the general’s only son, Jaeil, who had remained on the Floating World under guard until the outcome of his father’s trial, which Commander Su reassured her would take place soon after Ren’s return.


She was certain of her feelings about General Iljin—he was hateful, a traitor and a criminal. But Jaeil . . .


She still didn’t know what to think of the captain. When they’d been children, he’d been her friend. And though perhaps misguided in his methods, he had tried to help her once it was discovered she might be alive, going behind his father’s back to do so.


Commander Su shifted his gaze west, to where the Haebaek Mountains loomed in the distance. “There’s a storm gathering over the mountains,” he said. Though it was evening, gray clouds hovered around the highest peaks. “If we leave before sunrise, we should be able to circumvent the worst of it.”


Ren’s smile was rueful. A month ago, she’d have been terrified of the prospect of boarding an airship that would take her into the sky, her fear of heights seemingly insurmountable. Now she felt only a slight shiver of anticipation.


“Whatever awaits us back on the Floating World,” the commander said, “you’ll have my full support.”


“Thank you, Commander,” she said.


A burst of laughter across the circle drew his attention. “Forgive me,” he said. “You should be celebrating with your friends.”


Ren shook her head. “It’s better that I slip away now,” she said. “I don’t think I have the heart for lengthy goodbyes.”


Commander Su bowed again before taking his leave. Ren stole one more glance around the circle, then ducked into an alley. She came out on the river path that ran beside the village. It was peaceful compared to the lively activity around the village center.


Across the river, the long grass rippled like waves in the ocean. A lone thrush called out to its mate, the clear, flutelike sound melancholy in the twilight.


Halfway up the path, her attention was caught by a dozen golden lanterns drifting toward her on the water. They’d come from the villages upriver. Messages of remembrance were written carefully in brushstrokes on the papered sides.


As she gazed at the lanterns, her eyes filled with tears. She also had loved ones who’d recently departed—her childhood nursemaid, Doona, and Big Uncle. She knew she shouldn’t blame herself for their deaths; the demon that had attacked Gorye Village and the assassins sent to Bright Moon Temple were born of the evil decisions of others. But that didn’t lessen her pain.


She didn’t know for how long she stood by the water’s edge, only that after a while the lanterns had disappeared; instead, fireflies appeared over the river. Her breath caught in surprise. It was winter, much too cold for fireflies, and yet she saw that they covered the area around the riverbank as well as the field beyond, winking in and out like tiny stars. She wiped the tears from her eyes and, with the fireflies for company, walked the long way home.


The wind chimes dangling from the eaves jingled as she pressed open the door to the cottage. For a moment, she stood upon the threshold, taking in the familiar sights. The hearth with the ashes raked neatly to the side. The low wooden table where her family had taken their meals together every morning and evening.


She’d packed a few belongings earlier that morning, so it was only a matter of fetching her pack from the room she shared with Little Uncle. Then she moved across the space to the only other room in the cottage, the one that belonged to Auntie and Big Uncle. Since returning, she hadn’t stepped inside, wishing to respect Auntie’s privacy.


Sliding open the door, she registered first the clutter. Most of the items from the traveling cart had been brought inside and pushed against the wall—the large chest where they kept their costumes, as well as Little Uncle’s woodworking tools and Big Uncle’s great barrel drum. She spotted what she was looking for perched atop a low cabinet—a small garment box.


The key was already inserted into the fish-shaped lock; she only had to wiggle it around before there was a click and the pieces fell apart. Slowly, she opened the lid.


The robe was as she remembered it, crimson in color, a red so dazzling it hurt to gaze upon. As she took it into her arms, she braced for a rush of images, but she remained steadfastly in the present. No awful memories of the night ten years ago arose to torment her.


She heard the door to the cottage open, only for Little Uncle to appear a few seconds later.


“I thought I saw you sneaking off,” he groused. “You could have warned me.” He held a brace of onions wrapped in twine in one hand and a satchel across his shoulder. “The matchmaker cornered me with a list, a list—” He broke off. “What’s that?”


“A robe,” Ren said, holding it up for him to see. “It belonged to my mother. She was wearing it the night she . . .” She’d rarely spoken of her past—Auntie had forbidden it, for her safety and theirs—but after Little Uncle had woken from his illness, she’d told him everything. Not just what had happened while he’d been asleep but also all that Ren had witnessed that night.


Little Uncle crouched in front of her, squinting as he examined the robe. “Then how did my sister get it?”


“I don’t know . . .” Her mother had been wearing it when she fell. Later that night, Auntie had discovered Ren hiding in the hollow of a tree. Together they’d fled the Floating World. Had Auntie gone back to retrieve the robe? But when, and why?


“If only I could ask her,” Ren said, gripping the fabric tightly between her fingers. She had hoped that Auntie might return within the week, but she was out of time. Sighing heavily, she released her fingers before placing the robe back into the chest, closing the lid and reattaching the lock.


“If you wanted to leave a message for my sister, I can help with that.” Little Uncle removed the bag he’d been carrying from his shoulder, dropping it into her lap. She lifted the flap to find an inkwell, scroll, and brush tucked inside.


“The matchmaker cornered me by the ink trader’s stall, if you must know,” he grumbled.


Ren dropped the satchel to grab him in a hug. “Thank you! Was she very persistent, the matchmaker? I won’t part with you for just anyone.”


“That’s a lie,” he said loudly. “You’re parting with me tomorrow.” He’d been sulking ever since she’d told him two nights before that she was going on alone.


She studied his downturned face, memorizing his features, his slender eyes and rosy cheeks. She would safeguard this memory of him, for when she might need it most.


She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. As she opened them, she pasted a smile on her face. “Should I not go back, then?” she asked, wrapping her arms around him tighter than before. “We could travel together in our own troupe, just the two of us. What do you think?”


“You don’t mean that,” he said, pushing her away gently and rising to his feet. “Write your letter. I’ll see you off in the morning.”


She waited until he’d left the room before she let her smile fall. It had been difficult the past week to pretend like she was fine. She didn’t want him to know how fearful she truly was.


Reaching for the satchel, she removed the writing instruments, unraveling the scroll and laying it flat with the inkwell. She picked up the brush and dipped the tip into the ink. She’d made a fuss about asking Auntie about the robe, but as she placed the brush to the paper, it wasn’t a question she had for her.


I went on a long journey, and I came home. But it’s not over, she wrote, careful to keep her characters legible despite her shaking hand. Ten years ago, you saved me. I’ve felt safe here, and happy. But in those years the Sareniyans have waged a war that has caused unimaginable suffering.


A war in her name, even if it wasn’t the name she’d claimed for herself.


I can’t run away and hide any longer. There’s a darkness in the world.


She thought of the demon that attacked Gorye Village, leaving Little Uncle gravely wounded. After he’d developed an illness that had turned his blood blue, she’d gone to the Floating World to find a cure for him, a journey that had taken her deep within the mithril mines.


When Ren closed her eyes, she could picture that strange laboratory, the site of horrible experimentation where humans were transformed into monsters, and the scientist she’d met there. He’d taken a vial of her blood in exchange for a supposed antidote—for what purpose, she didn’t know.


And then there was the other darkness . . . the cruelty and corruption on the Floating World itself.


Ren’s gaze traveled to the chest in the corner. In her mind’s eye, she could see her mother standing at the edge of the cliff, but it wasn’t the crimson robe that seized her attention. It was her mother’s expression, as if all the light had left her eyes.


I’m afraid that going back might change me.


In the valley, she was Ren. A troupe performer. Auntie, Big Uncle, and Little Uncle’s niece. On the Floating World, she’d be someone else entirely.


Princess. Queen. Celestial Maiden.


Those were the roles her mother had held, as had the women before her, all the way back to the original celestial maiden herself.


What does a legacy, a heritage, like that do to a person?


In going back to the Floating World, she was afraid of so many things. But what she was afraid of most was losing herself.


There was enough space on the paper to write a few last lines. If she was writing to Little Uncle, she would have written words of affection, but this was Auntie.


I’m sorry for leaving the first time without telling you, and I’m sorry for leaving now without waiting for you to come home. I’ll try to remember everything you taught me.


Her brush hesitated over the paper. There was a sentiment she’d never expressed to Auntie before, but she was too cowardly to write the words, even now.


Thank you, she finished instead. For everything. Your niece, Ren.


REN WOKE THE next morning before sunrise. On the pallet beside hers, Little Uncle slept sprawled out with one leg thrown over a pillow. Lifting the blanket to his chin, she pressed her lips to his cheek. Then, grabbing her satchel, she fled the cottage.


He’d be upset that she left without saying goodbye, but she was afraid that if she did, she might never muster the courage to leave.


The Sareniyan aircraft were moored to the western pasture, each with dozens of ropes. As Ren walked over the rise, she lifted her gaze to the massive airships, hovering several feet above the ground. Their levitation capabilities came from the mithril embedded in chambers at their cores, and each was equipped with extendable rotors and sails to harness the wind. Squinting, she could make out a hazy blue glow surrounding all three of the ships. A cool breeze swept back the loose strands of her hair, and she wrapped her arms around herself.


She spotted Yurhee beside the loading dock of the nearest airship, where soldiers were directing wagons of goods up a long, flat ramp into the hold. She waved to the older girl, who jogged over.


Yurhee was dressed in tight-fitting breeches and a loose shirt, with a pair of goggles strapped to her forehead. As she approached, Ren was reminded of the first time she’d met the rebel, who was three years older than her. She’d thought Yurhee was beautiful; Ren could admit now that she’d been quite jealous of her at the time.


“Where’s Tag?” Ren asked, hoping the brisk air would explain away her flushed cheeks.


Yurhee made a vague gesture behind her. “He’s saying his goodbyes.”


“Oh, I didn’t know he’d made any friends in the village.” Ren swept the field for Yurhee’s silver-haired companion and found him standing by two sheep.


“We put the Sparrow in the hold, hope that’s okay,” Yurhee said, nodding at the Blue Tortoise, Commander Su’s massive airship. After discovering that Sareniyans named their warships, Yurhee had decided that their aircraft—hers and Tag’s—should have a name. “We’ll travel with you as far as the Floating World, and then we’ll go our separate ways. We’d have come with you—I, for one, would love to see a palace—but we’ve been away from Wolryudang long enough as it is.”


Ren swallowed down a lump of disappointment. After much thought, she’d decided to return to the Floating World first before searching for Sunho. She didn’t know where he was, or even how to go about looking for him. Yurhee and Tag had agreed to accompany her, but she couldn’t keep them from their home and Wolryudang’s proprietor, Grandma Jin, any longer. Still, she hadn’t thought she’d have to part with them so soon.


“I’m glad,” Ren said, “that for at least the first part, I won’t be going back alone.”


“Who says you’re going back alone at all?”


Ren whirled around to see Little Uncle standing behind her. A conical straw hat sat crookedly atop his head, and he had a satchel thrown across his shoulder.


Ren gaped. “What are you—?


He lifted the brim of his hat to grin at her. “You didn’t think I’d let you leave without me again, did you?”


“But you—you’re ill!”


“I’m much better now, thanks to you!” As if to prove his words, he cartwheeled across the grass with one hand, holding on to his hat with the other.


Yurhee hollered and Ren laughed shakily. She knew she should refuse him, should insist he turn back, but she felt almost dizzy with relief.


“It’ll be dangerous,” she warned.


“I know,” he said confidently.


“There will be demons.”


“I know,” he said, more soberly. He took a breath, then lifted his chin. “You’re my niece. It’s my responsibility to watch over you.”


“You’re only a year older than me!”


“Exactly. That’s a whole year’s worth of life experience.”


There were probably a dozen reasons why Little Uncle shouldn’t journey with her to the Floating World, but at this point, none of them mattered—she wanted him to go with her.


She must have still appeared unsure, though, because his smile gentled. “What will Auntie say if she comes back to discover that I let you go off alone?” He shuddered. “Honestly, I don’t know what’s more frightening—demons or my sister!”


A HALF HOUR later, all three of the airships that had accompanied Ren to the valley were ready for departure. Before Ren boarded the flagship, the Blue Tortoise, she and Little Uncle bid farewell to Hwi. It was a difficult thing to manage—her friend had two little cousins clinging to each leg and a small ewe nestled by her feet.


“I’ll look out for Auntie and tell her where you’ve gone,” Hwi promised.


“Thank you,” Ren said, taking her friend’s hand and squeezing. “I’ll miss you!”


As Ren and Little Uncle made their way up the ramp to the deck, Hwi waved vigorously, shouting, “Take care of each other!”


Ren caught the railing when the ropes anchoring the ships were cut, falling away as the airship began to lift into the sky.


Sunlight drew her gaze east to where the sun rose, spreading its golden rays over the valley. As she stared at her home for the past ten years, her heart swelled. These were the sights she would cherish most: the sheep roving over the fields like fluffy white clouds; the shining river that wound through the valley like the back of a silver dragon; and the villagers below, so distant now they appeared like small specks, indistinguishable from the flowers or the trees.


Then there was a whoosh as, above her, the sails caught wind, and the airship soared away toward the Floating World.









CHAPTER 2


REN


East of the Haebaek Mountains
The Blue Tortoise, Sareniyan Imperial Barge


COMMANDER SU REQUESTED Ren’s presence on the bridge shortly after leaving the valley, and so she and Little Uncle left the main cabin where Ren’s room was located to navigate the narrow halls. She was relieved that Little Uncle appeared to enjoy flying, effortlessly keeping his balance as the airship rose and fell, the sails and rotors working in tandem to move them speedily through the air. Pressing his face to a porthole, he pointed out a flock of birds flying beneath them.


As they walked, crew members stopped to bow to Ren, addressing her as “Princess” or “Your Highness.” After the third occurrence, Little Uncle grinned. “That’ll take some getting used to.”


Ren sighed, then perked up. “Actually, I was thinking I shouldn’t address you as ‘Little Uncle’ anymore, at least in front of others.” “Little Uncle” was a name her family called him, as did the people of the valley. It was a term of endearment. But on the Floating World, he would act in a more official adviser role. “I want the Sareniyans to address you by name,” she explained, “and with respect, and so I thought I should lead by example.”


Little Uncle placed his hands behind his head, relaxing. “Well, try it out.”


Ren pursed her lips. “Wook,” she said, then wrinkled her nose.


“I guess both of us will need to get used to some things.”


She grabbed his arm, pressing close to him. “I’m glad you’re coming with me.”


“Don’t think I’m coming just for you,” he teased with a wink. “The matchmaker’s list was far too short. I wanted to expand my pool of candidates.”


“I see . . .” Ren rested her head on his shoulder. “Anyone in particular catch your eye?”


He shook his head, heaving a dramatic sigh. “Too many soldiers. You know I don’t want someone with a violent nature; I much prefer sweet-tempered men, like myself.”


“You just prefer yourself.”


He laughed, the joyous sound following them onto the bridge, where Commander Su bowed at their entrance, a warm smile softening his stern features. “Ah, what a pleasant sound. One doesn’t often hear laughter on a battleship.”


Ren released Little Uncle, and he stepped forward to bow. “I hope it’s not an issue that I invited myself aboard.”


The commander was already shaking his head. “Your presence here is more than welcome.”


Shifting his attention to Ren, his expression turned grave. “I just received an urgent missive.” It was then that Ren noticed a courier standing by the wall; her hair was damp, and flight goggles dangled from around her neck. “Volmaran battleships have been sighted near the Cheongdeok Mountains,” Commander Su said, referencing the natural barrier that separated Volmar from the Occupied Territories under Sareniya’s rule. “Once we reach the capital, it is paramount that I resupply the airships and leave to challenge them immediately.”


Ren knew little about the war, only that it had started after her mother’s death. General Iljin, backed by the Floating Council— Sareniya’s governing body of nobles—had begun forcibly annexing the kingdoms that surrounded the Floating World. Once known as the One Hundred Kingdoms, they were now Sareniya’s Occupied Territories. Though it wasn’t until the general turned his eye to the great empire of Volmar to the north that the aggression escalated into a full-out war.


“Please accept my apologies, Princess,” the commander said. “I had promised you my support when we returned to the Floating World, especially with regards to the council.”


Ren grimaced. She had an inkling that Sareniya’s nobles wouldn’t take kindly to the opinions of an inexperienced young woman from a backwater village, even if she was their ruler by birthright.


“Though it reassures me,” the commander continued, “that you’ll have a companion you can rely on to give you sound counsel.” He nodded to Little Uncle, who puffed out his chest.


Ren hid her disappointment with a faint smile. “I understand, Commander,” she said. “Please stay safe, and hurry back as soon as you can. I have a feeling I’ll need all the help I can get.”


LATER THAT NIGHT, Ren and Little Uncle shared a meal with the commander in his quarters. Afterward, while Wook settled into his accommodations in the cabin beside hers, Ren ventured above deck. The air was thick with moisture, cool and brisk. Breathing in deeply, she picked up a heavy scent, a sign that a storm approached.


A few crew members were on the deck, adjusting the rigs for the sails. They bowed when she neared, but otherwise gave her a wide berth. Perhaps they believed she sought privacy, though it was more likely they avoided her for another reason. To the crew, she was a Sareniyan princess—not an equal, but above them. She wondered if this treatment was an indication of how it would be on the Floating World. If she would be held apart from the rest, like a star that was too far to reach.


The thought conjured memories of her mother—not as she was that last night at the edge of the cliff, but in other moments. In every single one of her memories, her mother was alone.


With a sigh, Ren moved to the railing, peering past it to see the other two airships trailing behind, one a little below to the left, the other on the starboard side.


In the distance, the Haebaek Mountains loomed closer than before. A storm had gathered around the highest peak, which was encased entirely in a colossal black cloud. The commander had assured her that as long as they stayed their course, they should bypass it. A spray of cool droplets misted Ren’s face and she shivered.


Turning from the railing, she spotted a familiar figure standing farther down the deck, his hair bright against the night. She’d never spoken more than a few words to Tag, who was a talented mechanic, though they were both seventeen. Still, she found herself walking toward him.


He glanced up at her approach, nodding to her briefly before returning his gaze to the sky. Neither spoke for several minutes. Normally she felt an urgency to fill silences with chatter, but she didn’t feel such a compulsion with Tag.


Maybe it was because he reminded her of Sunho. The two boys weren’t physically alike—Sunho was taller and dark-haired whereas Tag had hair the color of starlight—but they both were quiet by nature and had a calming presence about them.


Though, with Sunho, it wasn’t always calmness she felt.


A longing came over her so acute she winced from the pain. She curled her hands around the railing, letting the cold seep through her skin.


She knew it wasn’t just the reminder of Sunho that drew her to Tag. It was that Tag knew him. He was perhaps the only friend Sunho had, besides her and Yurhee.


He was one of few people who might understand how she felt.


“Do you think he’s out there?” she asked. Instinctively, she knew she didn’t have to explain whom she meant. “When I think about how much pain he must be in . . .” Her breath caught in her chest; she felt an ache at the back of her throat. “Not just physical pain, but the guilt he must be feeling, knowing what happened to his brother, that he—”


She broke off. She’d already told Yurhee and Tag what had occurred in the meadow, the last place she’d seen Sunho. Her magic had unlocked a memory, one that he’d buried deep within himself— the truth about his brother. That he wasn’t missing; Sunho had killed him.


“I’m afraid,” Ren said, “of what the guilt must be doing to him.” To his heart, his soul.


She couldn’t make sense of what had happened next, only that after learning the truth, Sunho had transformed. The boy she’d traveled with to the Floating World, who had begun the journey a stranger to her but by the end had become someone she cared about deeply, had turned into a monster with claws and fangs and wings.


She closed her eyes tightly. It didn’t matter. He was still Sunho. He was still her friend.


“What if I can’t find him?” she whispered. “What if I never see him again?” Her chest tightened and tears pricked the corners of her eyes. She hastily brushed them away. “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to burden you with this.”


Tag shifted beside her. He withdrew a white handkerchief embroidered with small periwinkle flowers from his coat and held it out to her.


“Thank you,” she said, taking it and wiping at her eyes, then blowing her nose into the cloth. When she moved to give it back, Tag shook his head.


“Keep it.” His voice was soft, slightly muffled by the collar of his coat.


Ren gripped the handkerchief in her hand.


“Sunho climbed a world to reach you,” Tag said, and Ren looked up to see he’d lifted his face. He met her gaze. “I don’t think anything could stop him from coming back to you.”


A flush crept up Ren’s neck. Tag looked away, and she noted with amusement that his ears had turned red.


After a brief silence, she cleared her throat. “Yurhee told me of your plans, that you’ll return to Wolryudang.”


Tag nodded. “Both of us have things we need to take care of,” he said. “And . . . I want to check on Haru.” Sunho’s young neighbor, whom Sunho and Tag had saved from a fighting ring. Grandma Jin was watching the boy until Yurhee could return and locate his mother.


“Sunho would be relieved to know you’re looking after him,” Ren said, smiling warmly at Tag, who ducked his face back into his collar.


They stood a while longer at the railing. It had grown darker since she’d come outside. She shivered. The darkness appeared unending, abyss-like. Up and down the deck, crew members lit torches, their flames flickering sharply in the wind.


She winced as a strong gust of wind swept over her, whipping her hair back.


“Sareniya . . .”


“Did you hear that?” she said. It had sounded like a woman’s voice. Ren turned toward the bow of the ship, where the voice had come from.


Tag frowned. “I didn’t hear anything.”


The sails fluttered wildly. It must have been the wind. They were approaching the storm now. In the next few minutes, they’d pass right beside the black cloud. A shudder swept through her body.


“Are you all right?” Tag asked, his brow furrowed in concern.


“I’m fine.” He looked doubtful, so she smiled to reassure him. “I’m just cold.”


“You should head inside.”


“I will,” she said. “Soon. I just want to think through a few things first. You go on ahead.”


Tag appeared hesitant, but then he nodded.


She felt more than heard him leave; the wind felt sharper with his absence.


She wondered if she should have asked him and Yurhee for help once more in searching for Sunho, as she had before. The Sparrow was in the hold; they could leave tonight.


“Sareniya . . .”


She whirled around. She hadn’t mistaken the voice.


Ren raced toward the front of the ship. The wind picked up, blasting in and around her on all sides, strong enough to send her skidding backward. She heard the warning shouts of crew members, but she ignored them, forging ahead, raising her arm to shield her face.


The rain grew fiercer, battering the deck. Her hair came loose, lashing her cheeks. She was almost there, a few more steps. She dropped her arm.


A woman stood at the prow of the ship, her back to Ren, wearing a diaphanous black robe that tumbled from her shoulders onto the deck like spilled ink.


Not a hair on the woman’s head moved. Her robe was still, without even a fluttering of the sleeve.


Raindrops struck Ren’s skin like shards of ice.


“Sareniya.”


She went still. It had been ten years, but she would never forget the sound of her mother’s voice.


Ren stumbled toward the robed figure, reaching out her hand.


A boom shattered the night. She staggered and fell as the airship rocked to the side.


When she looked up, the figure no longer stood at the prow.


She leaped to her feet and raced to the railing, banging her knee against its side. She hardly felt the pain, searching the sky for a glimpse of the figure.


Instead, she saw a light in the darkness. She frowned as she spotted another, then another, hundreds of them, flickering like candles.


The ship jolted again. Ren pitched back from the railing, falling to the deck, as a loud cracking sound came from the starboard side. The sound was unmistakable: Something had rammed into them.


She looked upward to see the black cloud. It towered above her, lit up from within by the same lights as below.


Her stomach dropped as she recognized what they were. Torches, blazing all along the deck of a Volmaran battleship.


They were under attack.









CHAPTER 3


REN


The Haebaek Mountains
The Blue Tortoise, Sareniyan Imperial Barge


REN SCRAMBLED TO her feet, struggling to see through the pelting rain. She jumped as an arrow lodged into the wooden deck with a loud thunk. A whistling wall of sound drew her gaze skyward to where a cascade of arrows plummeted toward the ship.


She didn’t think, holding up her hand and reaching for her magic. Light erupted from her palm, incinerating the nearest and scattering the rest harmlessly across the deck.


The illumination from her Light lasted for several seconds. When it dissipated, shouts arose from the enemy airship.


If the Volmarans hadn’t known her location before, they did now.


She rose to her feet only to stumble, catching herself on the railing as the Blue Tortoise was hit broadside. The resounding crash reverberated in her bones. With a groan, the ship began to list to the side. The Volmarans were forcing them into the storm.


Within seconds the sky grew darker, the rain falling in thick, heavy sheets.


Below in the darkness, she caught sight of one of the Sareniyan airships, alight with flames.


A great shadow fell over the barge, and Ren jerked her head upward. Above the Blue Tortoise loomed a Volmaran battleship, a hulking vessel with black sails, flying so close above them that she could hear the ghostly creaking of its hull.


Rope ladders dropped over the side, their bottommost rungs clattering onto the deck.


The first Volmaran to board the Blue Tortoise took an arrow to the shoulder. He snapped the shaft, roaring as he rushed forward to grapple with a Sareniyan. Ren soon lost track of the battle as more Volmarans flooded the ship, garbed in black armor, their noses and mouths concealed by face coverings. Up and down the deck, they clashed with the commander’s soldiers. Screams were ripped from throats as both Sareniyans and Volmarans were thrown overboard, their bodies hurtling into the night.


Staggering backward, Ren turned and raced toward the nearest stairwell. Rainwater gushed over the slick wood. Her boots squelched as she stepped in trails running scarlet with blood.


She was almost at the entrance when she tripped, hitting the deck hard and crying out at the sharp pain. Drawing her knee to her chest, she saw that she’d snagged her foot on the leg of a wounded soldier.


He was breathing heavily, his back against the foremast. An arrow had pierced his chest, narrowly missing his heart. His armor was black, a silver filigree tiger on his left shoulder. The symbol of the Volmaran empress.


He’d removed his nose and mouth covering. His eyes were young and fearful as they met hers. “Please,” he croaked. He was barely older than Wook.


She looked toward the stairwell. She was so close, a few steps away.


Turning, she crawled to the soldier’s side. As she knelt beside him, he coughed, choking as blood spilled from his lips.


The arrow had perforated his lungs. An inevitably fatal wound, and yet . . .


“Forgive me,” Ren said, then ripped the arrow from his chest. He screamed as hot, viscous blood poured over her fingers. She’d only attempted healing a wound of this severity once before, when she’d first met Sunho. Like then, she let her instincts guide her, drawing on the Light, letting it seep into him. When he slumped back, unconscious, she pressed her fingers to his throat, relieved to find a faint pulse.


Shakily, she stood. That was the most she could do for him. It was up to Fate now whether he survived.


Stumbling toward the stairwell, she collided with a body. Another Volmaran. He whipped out a hand and snatched her wrist.


“So the rumors are true,” he growled, his eyes narrowing. “The empress will reward me handsomely for a prize such as you.”


He dragged her toward the ladders. She tried to wrench free, but his grip only tightened.


Suddenly the warrior jerked, letting go of her. He fell forward, a crossbow bolt lodged in his back.


“Are you all right?” Tag called out, gentle even amid the rage of battle. She twisted around to see him lowering his weapon.


“I’m okay,” she said, rubbing her wrist.


He frowned at the movement but nodded toward the stairwell. “This way.”


She followed behind him. “Let’s find the others and then figure out a plan,” Tag said hurriedly. “I don’t know how much damage the Tortoise can take. If it gets any worse, we might have to abandon ship.” Reaching the end of a corridor, he pressed his back against the wall, checking around the corner before proceeding forward.


The ceiling let out an unsettling groan. Tag picked up his speed, moving south toward the sleeping quarters.


As they turned down a hall, she heard sounds of a struggle, muffled kicks and cries. A Volmaran emerged from a room, carrying a young woman over his shoulder, flight goggles dangling from around her neck. Ren recognized the courier from earlier, kicking ferociously at her abductor.


Tag lowered his crossbow. He met Ren’s gaze, signaling her with an infinitesimal shake of his head. He couldn’t shoot the soldier, not without risking hitting the girl.


Ren racked her brain. Scouring the hall, she spotted a lantern in a sconce opposite the room. She reached for her magic and sent a gust of wind toward it. The flame surged, burning through the lantern and blazing across the soldier. Screaming, he dropped the girl to cover his face. With a shout, Ren raced down the hall, Tag in pursuit. Together, they rammed the Volmaran, throwing him into the cabin. Ren slammed the door shut as Tag grabbed a plank of wood, jamming it under the knob.


She quickly untied the courier’s hands. “I’m so sorry,” Ren said. The Volmaran had likely mistaken the young woman for Ren, as they were the same height and build. Ren felt sick with the knowledge that the courier had been targeted because of her.


The girl leaped to her feet, kicking the door. “That bastard! You should have waited. I would have gotten him.”


Ren stood gaping at her, then choked back a laugh.


“They’re here,” Tag said.


The floorboards rumbled as soldiers with drawn swords thronged the hall.


“Princess!” the courier shouted, panic in her voice. Ren whirled around to see fire licking up the walls.


The flames were growing stronger by the second. Between the fire and the soldiers, they were trapped. Ren reached for her Light, only to feel a flicker of its presence. She must have overexerted herself— she’d never used her magic with such varying degrees in quick succession before. She wanted to scream in frustration at how little she knew of her own powers.


The Volmarans began to press their advantage, easing down the passage. The courier stepped in front of Ren, brandishing a short dagger. Tag lifted his crossbow, his finger primed on the trigger.


A mighty crash came from above.


The Volmarans stopped their advance, lifting their gazes toward the ceiling. A loud groan reverberated up and down its length as pieces of wood and dust fell to the floor. Then, with a resounding crack, it shattered and something large came crashing through.


As the courier leaped to the side, Tag threw himself over Ren, shielding her from the shower of splinters. A large chunk of the ceiling fell across his back, and he collapsed atop her.


“Tag!” Ren shouted.


Scrambling from beneath him, she pulled him, with the courier’s help, out from under the wood.


“He’s breathing,” the girl said.


Ren sighed in relief, only for her eyes to catch on something drifting in the air before her.


A feather, black as night.


The ceiling had collapsed entirely. Rain slanted across the hall, dousing the flames. She’d seen feathers like this a few times before— in the middle of the bridge at Seorawon, in a secret laboratory deep within the mithril mines, and in a sunlit meadow on the Floating World.


She lifted her gaze. On the other side of the hall, the Volmarans groaned in pain, but she ignored them, her entire being focused on the Demon thrashing in the middle.


Sunho.


His feathers were like knives, slicing through the walls, the floorboards.


Ren took a step toward him. She heard the courier call out to her, but she didn’t turn.


“Sunho,” she whispered. Any fear she might have felt vanished beneath a longing so strong it left her breathless. She realized her yearning for him had been like an improperly dressed wound. And now that he was before her, it had reopened, bleeding without end.


She approached him slowly. He would recognize her. If not with his mind or his body, then with his soul. He had to.


He twisted around, lashing out with clawed fingers. Ren leaped back in time, but just barely—blood flowed freely from a gash in her shoulder.


Sunho roared, his wings banging the walls. He rose to his full height, towering over her. She pressed her hand against her wound, straining to see his face through the feathers that covered his body. A few swept past her, and she winced as they sliced at her skin.


“Sunho, please,” she begged. “It’s me, Ren. I’m—” She hesitated. What was she to him? They were travel companions. On their journey, neither of them would have survived without the other. She’d healed him, and he’d protected her. They’d fought side by side, teased one another. They’d comforted each other when they’d needed it the most. Her body trembled, remembering the way he’d touched her on their last morning in the meadow, his hands gentle on her waist, then firmer, his lips sweet like nectar.


“I’m your friend,” she said softly. “Don’t you remember me?”


She was enfolded completely in his shadow. He could crush her at any moment, yet she had to try to make him remember, to bring him back. She reached out her hand, not caring that her shoulder was on fire, that if she didn’t heal herself soon, she’d likely faint from blood loss. If she could only see his eyes . . .


A bolt lodged in Sunho’s shoulder and he jerked back with a scream.


“No!” Ren shouted.


Tag stood behind her, bleeding from his head.


“Don’t shoot!” she yelled. “It’s Sunho!”


With a roar, Sunho lunged forward. Tag released his last bolt and it struck Sunho in the wing. With a howl, he tore back up through the hole and into the storm.


Ren didn’t pause to think, leaping over the Volmarans and rushing toward the stairs.


On the deck, the enemy soldiers had been pushed back to their rope ladders. Commander Su stood near the mainmast, directing his soldiers in pursuit.


“Ren!” She turned to find Little Uncle racing toward her. He swept her up in an embrace. “Thank the gods you’re all right,” he said, his heart thundering against her own.


She squeezed him tight, then stepped back. “Sunho was here. Did you see where he went?”


A clanging bell went off in the distance. Her heart lurched as she raced to the railing. In the sky below, Sunho had landed on a Volmaran airship. He was digging into the wood of the deck, ignoring the arrows that pierced his wings and back. Then he disappeared into the ship, reemerging a few seconds later holding a blue object. Mithril. The blue stone shone brightly in his claws before he opened his mouth, fangs gleaming, and consumed it whole.


Immediately the ship began to fall without the power of mithril to keep it afloat. As it plummeted, Sunho took to the sky.


“What’s that?” Tag said, having come after her onto the deck. He was pointing to another vessel, smaller than the others. She hadn’t noticed it before; its torches were extinguished. Unlike the others, it held only a single large catapult on its deck, manned by three people wearing voluminous black robes.


Ren squinted past the onslaught of rain. “What are they doing?” They’d maneuvered the catapult so that it was aimed at Sunho.


“I think they’re trying to shoot him down,” Wook said grimly.


“Sunho!” Ren screamed as the catapult released a projectile. It broke apart into a net, catching Sunho in the air. He roared, slashing at the ropes, but they only tightened around him. The aircraft then swiftly darted into the storm, dragging Sunho behind it by a cable.


They’d captured him. But why? Where were they taking him?


“Princess,” Commander Su said, approaching her, flanked by two of his soldiers. “We’ve secured the ship, but the Volmarans might resume their attack. Please take shelter in the bridge for your safety.”


Ren nodded dully, her mind in a haze. But as they moved toward the bridge, she tore away, running belowdecks.


She found Yurhee in the quarters reserved for the crew, shoring up the walls with pieces of broken furniture. Ren didn’t waste time explaining. “Sunho was captured. We have to go after him. Please, Yurhee.”


Yurhee frowned, taking in Wook and Tag, who’d followed. “The Sparrow won’t fit everyone.”


Little Uncle pushed Ren gently forward. “Go on.”


Ren’s heart sank. She was leaving him behind again.


“I’ll wait for you on the Floating World,” Wook reassured her. “You and Sunho.”


Together they hurried to the hangar where the rebels had stored their aircraft. It was tinier than Ren remembered, built to carry only a single passenger, let alone two more. Tag settled in the back, roping himself to the side, as Ren crouched behind Yurhee.


The older girl lowered her goggles. “This is going to be rough.” She signaled to Wook, who pulled a winch to lower the hatch. “Hold on tight!” Yurhee shouted as wind flooded the hold before dropping them directly into the middle of the storm.









CHAPTER 4


REN


The Haebaek Mountains
The Sparrow


THE SPARROW PLUNGED downward from the hatch for several heart-stopping seconds before the mithril kicked in, and Yurhee grabbed the yoke, pulling back hard. The small aircraft leveled, teetering in the wind.


Yurhee laughed. “Well, that was exciting!”


A lightning bolt speared the air, close enough that Ren felt its searing heat.


In the flash, Ren spotted the Volmaran aircraft, headed north. “There it is!” she shouted, pointing into the darkness.


“Hang on!” Yurhee jerked the steering gear, and their smaller vessel darted in pursuit.


They burst out of the storm cloud. Immediately the winds died down and the rain lessened to a drizzle. The night sky was clear ahead. In the distance, the Volmaran aircraft bobbed in the wind. It had relit its torches, a point of light in the vast darkness.


Yurhee flipped a switch and the headlights on the Sparrow flickered before shutting off completely.


“I saw three people on the deck earlier,” she said, nodding toward the Volmaran aircraft. “But that doesn’t mean there aren’t more below.” The vessel was smaller than a battleship but twice the size of the Sparrow and had a lower deck.


“We’ll follow them to wherever they’re taking Sunho,” Yurhee reassured her, “then sneak in and break him out. Until then, see if you can manage some rest.”


Ren nodded, prying her hand from the side. Pressing her back to the wall, she slid to the floor. She winced as a searing pain radiated down her arm from her shoulder. The whole left side of her body was covered in blood; Sunho’s claws must have punctured deeper than she’d thought.


Moving quickly, she untucked her blouse from her trousers, ripping off strips that she then wrapped tightly around her shoulder, gripping one end with her teeth and pulling. When she was finished, she collapsed against the wall, breathing heavily.


She knew that she should heal the wound, that she would only grow weaker from blood loss, but she wanted to conserve her remaining magic. She sat up to see Tag observing her with a furrowed brow. He was hunkered opposite her, cradling his crossbow in his lap. If he had thoughts on the state of her injury, or how she’d chosen to deal with it, he didn’t voice them.


He couldn’t have helped her regardless, not without unbalancing the ship. The vessel was so small that any slight shift in weight could send it toppling from the sky.


A memory arose of the last time she’d flown with Yurhee and Tag, when they’d rescued her from Hagye Military Base in the Under World. Then, every crevice of the vessel had been covered with crates filled with explosives. The aircraft was empty now, but it didn’t feel any bigger.


That night, she’d also suffered a grievous wound, though she hadn’t felt any fear. Sunho had been with her. Witnessing his worry over her had chased away the pain.


Sunho. She’d found him. Or, well, he’d found her. How did he come to be on the commander’s ship? She wondered, in her heart of hearts, if he had sought her out, if his soul had longed for her, as hers did for him.


The people who’d kidnapped him, whoever they were, had come prepared, their ship equipped with a single device. Their intended goal was obvious: to capture Sunho. For what purpose? They hadn’t been dressed like the Volmaran soldiers. They’d worn black robes, the details of which were indiscernible in the storm.


She pressed her hand to her arm, the wrappings already soaked with blood. Sunho would never have hurt her, but the Demon was different. Sunho had once described it as a darkness inside him.


What if he was lost to her? The thought was unendurable.


Overwhelmed with exhaustion, her eyelids fluttered closed, and she fell into a fitful sleep.


SOMETIME LATER, SHE woke. It was still night, the moon hidden behind a bank of clouds.


Yurhee glanced over her shoulder. “Oh good, you’re awake.” The older girl had lifted her goggles to see better in the darkness. “The Volmaran ship changed course a few minutes ago. It appears to be descending.”


Ren sat up, ignoring the dull throbbing of her shoulder. “Where are we?”


“Based on our direction and current speed,” Yurhee said, raising her voice to be heard over the wind, “I’d say somewhere near the border of Volmar. There aren’t any major towns or settlements here. If I’m remembering correctly, Volmaria, the capital, is farther north.”


Ren gritted her teeth, watching as the Volmaran aircraft veered to the right. Yurhee quickly directed the Sparrow to follow, dipping low over a pine forest. Soon, lights appeared, flickering faintly from beneath the thick canopy. Sunho must have passed out because he’d stopped struggling, motionless inside the net. The Volmarans flew toward the lights before touching down over a clearing. Ren glimpsed several wooden structures hidden among the surrounding trees.


“It looks like a compound of sorts,” Tag said as Yurhee directed the Sparrow west, away from the clearing—they couldn’t risk being spotted from below. “It’s too small to be a military outpost, and I didn’t see any watchtowers for a garrison.”


“Don’t tell me it’s a secret facility.” Yurhee shuddered. “One was enough.”


After rescuing Ren from Hagye Military Base, Yurhee and Tag had brought Ren and Sunho to the mithril labs, navigating the treacherous mines beneath the Floating World. It was in those labs where Sunho had learned the truth about his past—that he’d been part of an experiment to enhance the scope of human capability using mithril.


“I’m going to land us out of sight,” Yurhee said, maneuvering the Sparrow into a small ravine. She guided the aircraft smoothly over the tall grass before releasing the landing gear. It dug into the ground, slowing their momentum until the aircraft stopped entirely on a rocky riverbank.


Tag disembarked first, jumping off the back before helping Ren down by her good arm. Then he reached for the crossbow he’d set aside and pulled on a rope that opened a hatch in the hull. Ren’s eyes widened at the sight of a small compartment filled with weapons. Tag reached for a prepacked satchel, slinging it over his shoulder. Grabbing a utility belt, he tossed it to Yurhee. For Ren, he plucked a sheathed dagger from a chest, holding it out to her.


She took the weapon, hefting it in her hand—it was the length of her forearm and weighed about the same as her bamboo flute— before tying the band it was attached to around her waist.


“Let’s go,” Yurhee said, tightening the strap of her utility belt as she walked swiftly toward the trees. “We only have a few more hours before sunrise.”


Ren followed quickly behind her, Tag taking up the rear.


She was careful to keep her footsteps light, stepping over withered leaves and avoiding branches that might snap beneath her boots. A shiver racked her body, and she wrapped her arms around herself, ignoring the stab of pain in her shoulder. Her clothing hadn’t fully dried from the storm, and parts of it clung to her skin like ice.


Yurhee set a brisk pace and they reached the compound in under ten minutes. It was surrounded by a wall, at least fifteen feet high. She gestured for them to wait while she approached it, disappearing around the corner and returning a few minutes later.


“It doesn’t look as if they have guard patrols,” she said. “They likely aren’t expecting any trouble. This compound is well hidden.” She turned back toward the wall, lifting her gaze. “This is as good a place as any to climb over.”


She reached into her satchel and pulled out a grappling gun. “Grab on to me. We’ve only got one of these, so all three of us will have to go up at once.”


Ren nodded, gripping Yurhee’s waist while Tag wrapped his arms around the both of them. Raising her arm, Yurhee aimed the hook toward the top of the wall, then pressed the trigger. The hook— attached to a thin wire—catapulted into the air, piercing the stone. With a jerk, all three of them were launched upward, swinging over the top of the wall to land in an ungainly heap on the other side, their fall broken by a large, opportunely placed bush.


“Not exactly elegant,” Yurhee said, brushing leaves off her sleeve, “but it gets the job done.”


They’d landed behind a cookhouse. Large earthenware containers filled with the compound’s winter rations were lined in neat rows against the wall.


“Follow me,” Yurhee said, moving cautiously down a short alley.


Tag joined Yurhee at the front, checking around a corner before signaling her forward.


“Doesn’t this remind you of when we broke into the ninth ward mithril factory?” Yurhee said to Tag as she pressed her back against the wall. “What fond memories. But now Sunho’s a damsel in distress, and what a pretty damsel he makes.”


“He’s a giant feathered demon with wings and claws,” Tag said dryly.


“Shh, we don’t talk about that.” Yurhee tilted her head meaningfully in Ren’s direction. “Really, Tag, you’re so insensitive sometimes.”


As they walked, it occurred to Ren that they were in Volmar, a country she’d never been to, though there was nothing to indicate they’d left Sareniyan territory at all. The buildings were architecturally similar, each consisting of a single story with a curved rooftop.


She realized that though Sareniya had been at war with Volmar for ten years, she knew little of the country itself.


A memory from her childhood arose, from a time before the war.


The delegation from Volmar had arrived on the Floating World to celebrate her mother’s birthday. They’d brought her gifts: a celadon bowl, the crimson pelt of a tiger, and a dagger embedded with white jade from the heart of their tallest mountain.


Ren had watched the procession from the side of the main throne hall, holding on to the hand of her nursemaid, Doona. The Volmarans shared the same features and language, and she remembered thinking, They’re no different from us.


If anything, it was her mother who had appeared distant, standing alone on the dais. Sunlight had pierced the great windows behind her, blinding those assembled in the hall. They’d cast their eyes away.


But not Ren. Her gaze sought out the celestial maiden.


For a brief moment, without the eyes of the assembly upon her, the indifferent mask her mother always wore had dropped, revealing an expression of immense sorrow.


“There’s where they landed.” Ren looked up to see Tag assessing the clearing they’d noticed from above. The aircraft they’d followed sat in the middle of the field, abandoned. On the other side was a building that stood taller than the others. “They must have brought Sunho inside.”


Ren felt her stomach flutter with anticipation. Sunho was close.


“What’s your plan?” Yurhee whispered. “I have a feeling Sunho won’t exactly cooperate with his own rescue.”


“Just take me to him,” Ren replied, her brow knitted. “I’ll take care of the rest.”
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