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Part 1:
Emotional
Landscapes
 



1
A doe urged her fawn into the forest clearing, sunlight dappling their fur as it poured through the canopy. Nearby, Hae waited, watching as the animals stopped to nibble at the fresh spring grass. She nocked an arrow to her bow. The breeze in the branches masked the sound of her moving into position. With her thumb, she drew the bowstring past her chin and to her shoulder.
A steadying breath.
The wind shifted and the doe raised its head. Hae released. The arrow flew from the brush, striking the deer in the rear flank. The doe bleated and the fawn froze in fear. She cursed as she readied another shot. This one landed somewhere in the woods beyond.
As she prepared to fire again, an arrow came from somewhere to her left, striking the deer in the side and putting it down. Hae aimed at the fawn, but missed. The animal finally broke and ran into the woods. As she drew a fourth arrow, a hand closed over her shoulder.
“We’ll let it go,” a man’s voice said. “It will be ready next season.”
She sighed, slipping the arrow back into the quiver and unstringing her bow.
“Yes, uncle.”
They entered the clearing and the man knelt at the deer, sweeping his great plaid out of the way. Hae did the same, resetting her hair and smoothing the smaller fly-plaid at her shoulder. Both wore the blue and white tartan of Clan Yuen, as well as the etched badges of gold falcons. Her uncle wore the additional badge of ranger, a pair of gold bars set in a circle.
“You want to take the deer just behind the shoulder,” he said, pointing as he pulled the arrow free. “You’ll strike past the muscle–,”
“And hit the heart. I know.” Hae jerked her arrow from the animal’s rear. “I just can’t do it is all.”
“You can. You just need more practice.”
“I’ve had practice.”
The man said nothing for a moment.
“Go find a bamboo and we’ll carry her home.”
“Yes.”
Hae stood and went into the woods. Once out of earshot, she began cursing to herself again, tearing dead branches from trees and swiping at the undergrowth. She found a patch of wild bamboo and drew her sword.
The weapon was short and thick, unlike the graceful long swords used for combat. It was designed more for utility than self-defense, and after a few swift chops, one of the bamboo trees fell to the forest floor. Hae cut it down to size and carried it back to the clearing.
Her uncle had the deer jointed when she returned. They lashed the body to the pole and hoisted it to their shoulders and started out of the forest. They came into the open in the mid-afternoon, the sun shining bright upon the green valley walls. The wind rippled through the grass and pushed the small clouds through the sky.
They dropped the yoke and stopped to rest. Hae rubbed the soreness from her shoulder and went to inspect a nearby shrub. The erica’s pink flowers had bloomed. She pulled a sprig free and tied it into her hair.
“Hae.”
“Yes, uncle?” She was taken by his use of her name.
He seemed to be thinking, as if trying to find the right words.
“You will be tested soon.”
Her heart tightened as her eyes went wide. She drew a breath and recomposed herself.
“I see…When?”
“We are to be at Sentinel’s Ring on the new moon.”
“Oh. That is soon.”
“Little more than a week. Most of that will be travel.
“I see.”
“I know it’s sudden. I don’t like it either, but the clan chiefs have been talking. You’ve taken your adult rites, the moon is in place, and another ranger has returned from abroad and agreed to help administer the exam. So, it seems it’s either now or never. I got word just this morning.”
“From abroad?”
He nodded again.
“She went west years ago. Back now, it seems.”
“Who is she?”
“Clan Hyung. Tae-Kim? Seo-Bin? I don’t remember her name, but I remember when she tested.”
“Did she do well?” Hae pulled another sprig of erica and toyed with the flowers, turning them between her fingers and counting the petals.
“Yes, but that is beside the point. I wanted you to know so you could be ready. I’ve done all I can to prepare you for this. We need you to pass. I’m getting older, and the clan needs another ranger.”
“I know, uncle.” She slipped the flowers into the plain leather sporran at her hip. “I will do all I can to bring honor to the Yuen name.”
The remainder of the journey was made in silence, the pair accompanied only by the wind and the sounds of distant livestock. They arrived at the village just before sundown as lights were coming on behind the paper walls of the boxy houses, torches being lit along the low, stone fences. Village sentries greeted them, patting fingers to the clan badges at their chest. Hae and her uncle did the same, the man following the gesture with a second tap at the ranger badge.
As they passed through the gates of the clan house, Hae’s attention was drawn to the shape of a young man waiting beside one of the outbuildings. He waved, smiling. As she waved back, she felt the stare of her uncle on her shoulders. She turned and he paused a moment before removing his bow and quiver.
“Take these back to the armory,” he said. “But don’t be gone long.”
“Yes, uncle.”
She went to the shed where the boy waited.
“How did the hunt go?” He asked.
Hae opened the door and stepped inside without speaking. The armory was dark, lit by a single candle that cast long shadows into the corners and danced light on the walls.
“Hae? The hunt?”
“It was fine.” She began unloading her gear onto a desk, counting arrows, and listing off the pieces under her breath as she pulled them out.
“You missed the shot again, huh?”
“Oh, shut up Seung!” She threw the empty quiver at him, catching him in the chest as he began to laugh.
“Don’t worry about it. You’ll get it next time.”
“I am worried about it.” She looked away, resting a hand onto the desk and idly thumbing the fletches of an arrow.
“Why? What’s going on?”
       He stepped in, craning his neck in an attempt to see her face.
“The ranger exams are on the next moon.”
“Really? When was that decided?”
“Just recently. Uncle only told me on the way home.”
“That’s great!”
“It’s not. I can’t even shoot a fawn without choking. How am I supposed to survive two weeks in the field with another clansman noting my every move?” 
“You’re going to be fine. You just need to relax.”
“It’s not that easy.”
Seung put his hand on hers.
“You’ll be fine.”
A blush rose to her cheeks and he leaned in, putting his lips to her neck. Her heart jumped as her knees weakened. She turned, kissing him back and feeling the warm need between her thighs. Seung held her close, his hands trying to go beneath her robes.
With a sigh, she pushed him away.
“Sorry. Not now, I don’t have time.”
“Later then?”
“Maybe. I have to study before I go to sleep.”
“I might see you at the library then.”
“You might,” she said with a soft smile.
Hae left the armory, padding across the courtyard to the main house. A bath had been drawn, and she washed and redressed for dinner. The main branches of the clan were gathered in the great hall, the most prominent members taking the head seats at the front of the chamber.
She sat at one of the low tables next to her uncle, dressed in a woman’s hanbok of thick cotton, the skirt of which bore the Yuen tartan of blue and white. Bowls and plates lined the tables, filled with rice, vegetables, and roasted meats. Family members helped themselves and passed food between one another, sharing glasses of warm tea and makgeolli.
Briefly, she made eye contact with her parents down the length of the table, seated next to two of her cousins, which were under their supervision and learning their role as clan historians. She raised a glass to them, bowed her head, and the three shared a silent toast.
Her father beckoned her over. She stood and walked to join them.
“Mother. Father.” She bowed.
“Hae,” they said together, bowing in return.
She took a jar or the milky liquor and poured two glasses, pushing them forward.
“Jong told us you’d be tested,” her father said, taking her offered glass.
“Did uncle tell you when?”
“The new moon, correct?” her mother asked.
“Right.”
“Are you sure about this ranger business? Once you become certified, you won’t be able to change your mind. And you have so much aptitude for clan historian.”
“No, I want to be a ranger.”
“But are you sure?” the woman continued. “We could still take you on as an apprentice. If you’ve been following our study guide, you wouldn’t be too far behind your cousins. Have you been following the study guide?”
“I have.” She kept her head bowed.
“Then I wish you’d reconsider. Jong tells us about your progress, and you’re very skilled, but…We wish you’d reconsider.”
“Thank you, mother. I wish to continue towards becoming a clan ranger.”
“Very well,” her father said. “We said we would support the decision if you studied in your spare time. And you have studied, so we support you.”
“Thank you, father.” She bowed. “And speaking of studying, I should go.”
“Yes, of course.” Her parents bowed in return. “Don’t keep yourself up too late.”
She stood and went to her uncle where he sat at the long table.
“Uncle, may I be excused? I have some studying to do before bed.”
“You may.” He emptied a cup of the milky liquor and wiped his face. “But don’t let Seung keep you out all night.” 
Her face turned red and she stared at the floor.
The air was cool outside, smelling of mud and far off rain. Clouds hid the stars, and thin sheets of mist crept across the fields. The light breeze made Hae thankful for the thick clothes as she crossed the yard.
She lit a candle and entered the library. It was a good-sized room arranged with wracks of scrolls along the walls and desks in the center. She went around the shelves, pulling down several texts and carrying them back to a table where she sat and began reading by the candlelight.
       After some time, the door clattered open again. Hae turned towards the sound.
“What are you reading?” Seung asked, stepping inside and closing the door behind him.
“A history of the Hundred Year Clan Reformation.”
The boy came and sat next to her, an arm around her shoulder.
“What’s that?”
“After the clans established themselves as the governing body of…” she realized he wasn’t listening. “It’s history.”
“I don’t like it in here. It’s dark and musty–reminds me of Ghost King stories. Either him or goblins.”
“Goblins are just stories to scare children.”
“They work.”
“Well, I like it here. It’s cozy.”
“Whatever you say.”
He cradled her face, bringing their lips together. Hae drew a deep breath, parting her lips and feeling his tongue against hers. Her hands closed around the cloth of his back, and as he moved to her ear, her body warmed and her nipples rose.
She turned, leaning against the desk as he kissed her collar, his rough hands parting the front of her jeogori to expose her breasts and shoulders. He took her gently, his thumbs working her nipples and making her tremble. She felt a tug on her sash and the chill air on her stomach as he opened her skirt.
Despite the boy’s lack of finesse or endurance, he was handsome and made her laugh. Having been friends most of their life, their meetings had begun several years ago out of adolescent curiosity and continued now out of a shared sense of availability. Finding another partner for a casually intimate relationship, while likely easier for Hae than for Seung, seemed an immense effort. They both lived in the clan home, and as her only outlet for sexual stimulation, Hae felt she could do much worse.
Yet, she couldn’t shake a growing boredom with their meetings. She often considered turning him away. But it was nice to be held. And it was comforting to be desired within the rigid social structure of collective clan life. So, she relaxed and enjoyed the moment for what it was.
Seung suddenly finished and Hae’ thoughts returned. Stepping forward, he wiped at her with a cloth. She took it from him and cleaned herself.
       “Spirits be,” he sighed, pulling his pants back on. “Maybe it’s not so bad in here.”
Hae smiled to herself.
“How was it for you?” Seung asked.
“It was good.”
“Good.” He took a moment to catch his breath. “It’s a shame. Once you’re a ranger I won’t see you as often.”
“Whatever will we do?”
“Suppose you might bed down with someone else on the roads.”
“Not likely.” She threw the towel where she thought he was and hoped it hit him. “As if I’d bed down with another clansman.”
“No?”
“No.”
“Not even in the cold mornings? Sharing a tent? Snuggling for warmth in some secret place?”
“How did we end up in a tent?”
He must have shrugged.
“Who knows? Strange things happen out there.”
“Or so they say.”
“You’ll tell me all about it, won’t you?”
“Depends. I have to get certified first.”
“Ugh, you’re still worried about that?”
“Yes! I…I don’t think I can do it. And neither do my parents, apparently.”
“There’s more to being a ranger than just shooting, right?”
“I guess.” She rested her head on the desk.
“And your parents don’t think anyone can do anything unless they’re holding their hand. Your cousins complain about it too.”
“I’m just scared. If I blow this, then what happens?”
“You try again?”
“But the shame it would bring to the clan…”
“If you’re worried about blowing it, then don’t. Just do what you’re good at and you’ll pass. Easy.”
“Thanks.” She propped herself on an elbow. “If nothing else, I can come back and be a historian.”
“You won’t have to. You’ll do fine, and then you’ll be out wandering the countryside, hunting down cults and goblins and whatever, just like you always wanted. And I’ll be here waiting for you.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“I am.” He came and put his arms around her. “You want to go again?”
“I guess.”
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“Knife?”
Hae touched the dirk sheathed at her side.
“Knife.”
“Sword?”
She touched the blade at her hip.
“Sword. Bow. Quiver. Plaid. Belt. Clan badge. Bedroll. Waterskin. Pack. Sporran.” She touched each of the items as she listed them off.
“Check your straps.”
Hae pulled on the harness of her pack, as well as the buckles of her belt and gambeson.
“Secure.”
“What’s in your pack?” Her uncle asked.
“Rope. Traps. Flint. Tinder. Pot. Change of clothes. Salt. Dried meat and vegetables. Rice. Whetstone. Sujeo.” She raised a finger before her uncle could cut her off. “Which has the spoon and both sticks.”
He smirked. 
“Good.”
They’d run through the list every few hours on their journey to Sentinel’s Ring. Jong insisted it was important to know exactly what you have and where it’s at while in the field. Because relying on a tool that’d broken or gone missing might mean the end.
The days had come and gone quickly, with travel and hours of practice, training, and review of everything Hae knew. Sentinel’s Ring was a week’s travel from the Yuen holdings, and she was now further from home than she’d ever been.
They passed through forests and rivers she’d never seen, and over hills and through fields she didn’t know existed. Her uncle led, never once losing his way. The nights were warm by the fire, with the sounds of the woods around them and the stars and moons overhead. The mornings were chilly with mist that faded into clear skies as the day went on. They hunted game and foraged for roots and berries, testing Hae’s skills before the exam began.
They arrived at Sentinel’s Ring at midday on the night of the new moon. The area was a clearing at the base of several low hills. Large stones had been erected into a circle centuries ago, and a pair of cairns stood next to a large archway. Men and women were splitting logs and heaving them into a large pile to be burned.
Hae noted the tartans of several clans. She tugged at the end of her new great plaid and stared at the dark grass. It had been woven for her and given as a gift to celebrate her testing. It felt suddenly heavy and she shifted under its weight.
“There’ll be a feast tonight. To celebrate before you go out.”
She studied the people cutting wood. They wore servants’ sashes in the colors of Clan Kim and took orders from a man in a matching fly-plaid.
“Will the Kim be supplying the food as well?”
“Some, but not all. They have the honor and responsibility of tending Sentinel’s Ring–building the fire, keeping the cairns, supplying tools for the feast. But each clan is meant to hunt. It brings us together.”
“I see.” Hae chewed her lip, recalling the squirrels and rabbits she’d failed to down over the past three days.
“Everyone will be hunting for game.” Her uncle put a hand on her shoulder. “We’ll focus our efforts elsewhere.”
Her mood lifted. 
“We have several hours before the event begins, but it will take time to find enough. Leave your pack, I’ll speak to the Kim clansmen and let them know we’re here. Keep your badge visible while you’re out and come back before dark.”
Hae nodded and dropped her pack, heading across the clearing. Several figures moved towards the woods as well, dressed in plaids from all across Yeon. She went the other way, gathering greens and edible flowers as she went, folding a part of her plaid into a pouch and tucking them away.
The woods were busy with the sounds of animals, scurrying about in search of food and mates. Squirrels passed overhead, leaping between budding tree limbs and frightening the alighted birds.
Hae smiled to her self. She was alone in a strange wood, days from home. This would be her life for the next two weeks, save for the company of a different clansman. Her childhood dream was almost real. When her elbow touched the arm of her bow, she came back to reality.
She busied herself with collecting roots, nuts and berries–tucking them away in her pouch. The hours passed and the sun sank lower, casting orange light and long shadows between the trees. Feeling the bulge of her haul, she decided it was time to turn back before night set in. On the return journey, she knelt at a stream to fill her waterskin, taking the opportunity to wash her hands and face.
There was a rustle in the bushes.
Looking up, a woman emerged from the brush, bow drawn with an arrow ready and two more in hand. Hae reached for her sword.
“Don’t. You’ll scare him.”
She turned slowly, her eyes following the point of the arrow through the trees. She saw antlers through the branches and beneath them a large, young stag.
“I’ve been tracking him a while now. Please don’t ruin it.”
Hae held her breath, not wanting to make any noise that might scare the creature away. She took note of the woman’s green and yellow tartan, and the long black queue she wore over her shoulder. Her gambeson was worn and patched, paired with mismatched bits of foreign armors.
The woman stared into the forest, unblinking, unmoving. Suddenly, the arrow was freed, whistling over Hae’s head and into the distance. The second arrow was drawn the next moment, ready to fly after its brother.
There was a wounded grunt in the distance, and she relaxed her bowstring. Tucking away the arrows she stepped forward, kneeling to cup water from the stream to her mouth.
“Finally,” she sighed. “We can relax now.”
She smiled and Hae noticed the strange woman was incredibly pretty, with strong features and an oval face. Her eyes squinted with the smile, and she showed a set of well-kept teeth. She also noticed the tiger badge of Clan Hyung. They stood, Hae corking her waterskin.
“Here for testing then?”
The woman spoke the words like they were difficult, as if she had trouble remembering how.
“Yes.” Hae tapped her falcon badge. “Hae of Clan Yuen.”
“Bae-Jin,” she tapped her tiger and unstrung her bow, “Clan Hyung.”
Hae felt herself coil, standing so close to another clansmen. She noticed the time that had passed and broke the silence.
“Bae-Jin…Are you her?”
“I am a her.”
“But are you the one? The one who left?”
“I’m that too.”
       “My uncle mentioned you.”
“It’s true.” She pointed at Hae’s pouch. “What’s all that?”
“Forage.”
“Smart. Everyone else will have scared the big game off. And a feast needs more than meat, after all.”
“I should be going.”
Bae-Jin smiled again.
“Me too. I have a stag to clean.”
She crossed the stream in a single stride–graceful as the deer she’d just downed. Or maybe more like the tiger she wore. As she walked into the woods, she waved over her shoulder.
“Send help my way, if you could. I’m strong, but not strong enough to haul a full buck.”
Hae watched her go, gripping her plaid as the woman faded into the foliage. With a breath and a shiver, she came to and headed back to Sentinel’s Ring.
       The fire was lit and visible from the edge of the woods, its flames leaping high into the moonless twilight behind a column of smoke. Hae smelled the wood, oak and camphor, and felt its heat as she approached. Clansmen watched her passing, their eyes devouring her as they touched their badges. She did the same, keeping a hold on her plaid near her dirk.
“Uncle, where should I put these?” she asked when she found him
His face was red, and he was sharing a jar with a clansman badged with the haetae of Jeong.
“Over there.” He pointed at a row of long tables where local peasants were preparing the food. Heaps of meat and greens were piled there, as well as a number of jars. “Did you find much?”
“I did alright.” She started for the table, but stopped. “I met someone in the woods. A ranger. She shot a deer and asked if I would send her clansmen to help carry it back.”
“Oh? What clan?”
She paused.
“Hyung.”
He grunted recognition.
“I see. Well, the Hyungs are mostly gathered over yonder,” her uncle said, pointing.
Hae stared at the group, fidgeting.
“It’s acceptable to speak with other clans, Hae.”
“I know. But…”
“Things are different here. Different for us.”
“You mean for rangers?”
“Yes. The interclan politics are...less strict. You don’t need to be so rigid as you were before.”
“Maybe, but still…”
“Mm. Do as you will. Feel free to explore, but don’t wander too far. We’re long way from civilization and the woods can be dangerous if you’re not prepared.”
“Isn’t that what I’m here for?” She smiled.
“It is, but not until tomorrow. Tonight is for feasting.”
Hae went to the tables and deposited her load of greens and roots. The servants took them from her, bowing as they scooped them into bowls and carried them off to be washed. Brushing the dirt from her plaid, she looked back towards the woods, thinking she could see the shape of someone moving across the clearing with a set of antlers.
The night began and the food was served–skewered animals roasted over the massive pyre, barrels of kimchi and rice, countless soups, and a seemingly endless supply of liquor jars. Hae ate and ate, impressed by the Kim’s cuisine, and searching for dishes that might have her ingredients. 
Clansmen took opportunities to show their skills and talents. They shot targets and wrestled. Some dueled with staffs and others carved wood into rough sculptures. Hae was encouraged by her uncle to stand and recite myths and histories of Yeon. 
She picked stories of the old heroes and young gods, the founding of the clans, the overthrow of Do-Yun, and the establishment of the natural order, feeling them most appropriate. The audience applauded and toasted to her name, asking for tales of famous rangers from the old times. Her chest swelled, in spite of her nerves.
She held back from drinking as best as she could, but the clansmen insisted she toast with them. Soon, she was red-faced and dizzy and a man from clan An was asking for one more drink.
“No,” she said, holding out her hand.
“Come now,” his breath was strong with the wine, “one more. It will strengthen the bonds of our clans.”
“I really can’t. I’ve had too much and I have to get up early.”
“One more won’t hurt.”
“She said ‘no’.” The voice was calm but assertive.
Bae-Jin materialized from the shadows of the firelight. She put a hand on the man’s shoulder, turning him around and pointing to a cluster of laughing men.
“I heard that Kwon say he could beat you in ssireum.”
“What!? By the spirits of the mountains, I’ve never been outwrestled by a Kwon and I never shall!”
“Then you’d best set him straight.”
The An stumbled off across the clearing, ripping away his plaid and girding it at his waist. Hae took a seat at a table, crossing her arms.
“I had that under control.”
“You’re welcome.”
Bae-Jin took a seat next to her.
“Where’s your deer?”
“Somewhere up here, I think.” She pointed at the dishes of meat on the table. “I gave the rack to the Kim as a sign of respect, then told the servants where to find him. Thanks for the help, by the way.”
“I forgot.”
“It happens.”
“You respect the Kim?”
The woman shrugged.
“As much as any clan, I suppose. Though it’s mostly formality.”
“Formality?”
“I shot it on ‘their’ land. They host the exams, so… you know.”
“It’s not their land, though. It’s neutral ground shared by the clans.”
“Right, its everyone’s land, but the Kim tend to it because they’re closest. For all intents and purposes, they own Sentinel’s Ring.”
“Sounds like something they would say.”
Bae-Jin smiled to herself, her eyes squinting. She’d dressed down to her robe and plaid and Hae noticed the way the loose cloth hung around her shoulders, showing a defined collarbone and the beginning of her breasts. Pulling her own clothes closer, she looked away, seeing the two men in the distance trying to throw each other to the ground.
“You cold? That’s what your plaid is for.”
“No,” Hae said. “A little, but I’m okay. A shame about the deer, it was a good rack.”
 “I’ve collected better. But around here, eight points will look nice on someone’s wall.”
“Around here?”
She nodded.
“It’s a good rack for a Yeonese stag. But they’re a bit small compared to other places.”
“So you really did leave, then.”
Bae-Jin turned and smiled.
“The stories are true.”
“Why, though?”
She put a hand to her chin, looking at the stars.
“That’s a big question. The easy answer, I suppose, is that something piqued my curiosity. After that, Yeon wasn’t enough. And I never wanted to come back.”
“But now you are back.”
“And now I’m back.”
Something moved in Hae’s stomach. 
“What more could you want? You get to serve your clan and live on your own skill. It’s one of the most fulfilling and prestigious jobs available to a clansman outside the head family.”
“And yet…” Bae-Jin opened her palms, freeing imaginary ashes to the wind. “Is that why you want to be a ranger? Prestige?”
“I lean more towards fulfillment.”
 “So you’re an adventurous spirit?”
“I just don’t want to be a historian.” 
Hae stood, steadying herself on the table. The older woman offered a hand. She pulled away.
“I’m going to bed. It’s late.”
“Is it?”
“It is. For me.”
“Sleep well, then. I’ll see you in the morning.”
Hae left, trekking across the dark field to the pair of tents that had been erected and designated for her and Jong. Her breath seemed loud in her ears, and she swore she felt the woman’s eyes on her back. Inside the tent, she removed her tools, aligning them on the floor. She opened her pack and did the same, taking inventory of everything she was meant to have.
Through it all she heard the soft birdsong of Bae-Jins voice. And as she went to sleep, she was followed by visions of her strong collar and squinting eyes.
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Hae awoke at dawn, tangled in her plaid and hot in the morning chill. She put a hand between her legs and found herself sticky, recalling the blurry and hectic dreams of the night before, though unable to remember the specifics.
Her body wanted attention, but the idea of her arousal made her uncomfortable. Instead, she packed her gear and donned her gambeson, wrapping the long, woolen sheet around her waist and shoulder. Grabbing her bow and quiver, she exited the tent and went towards the great fire that was still burning.
Servants hurried about, adding fuel and checking pots as they prepared the great breakfast. Soup was brought to her as she took her seat at a table. Few others were awake, and those that were seemed to be nursing hangovers or finally coming down. She hoped she wouldn’t be paired with one of these clansmen. Just as she was ready to judge the other clans for their mistakes, she noted her uncle’s absence as well.
Slowly the others began to arrive, crawling from their tents with plaids and robes disorganized. Some stopped to vomit in private. Some began drinking again. By mid-morning, they had all eaten their share of eggs, rice, greens, and meat. With the meal completed, the tables were carried away, and while the peasants doused the fire the clansmen were guided towards the wooden arch.
They formed a wide circle, each Ranger standing with their apprentice and blocking themselves out by clan. Spread out like this, in a rainbow of tartans, Hae realized how small their clan was. She and her uncle were the only pair of Yuen while other clans such as Kip and Pak and Kim had several pairs to send out. It dawned on her then, the importance of her succeeding in her role as ranger.
The great plaid felt heavy again.
Across the circle Bae-Jin stood with a young man. Her eyes met Hae’s and she smiled faintly. Hae jerked away, staring ahead.
A rough-looking old man with the colors and badge of Kim stepped forward, holding a gnarled staff. The rangers clutched their fists and bowed, the apprentices doing the same.
“Welcome, fellow clansmen, to the hallowed Sentinel’s Ring. For generations, it is here that we of the ten clans of Yeon have administered the rights of passage for all new rangers, so as to ensure the continued maintenance of the natural order within our lands. And it is for that reason we have gathered here today.  You have each come with an apprentice whom you have deemed ready to receive examination in the field. And it is only through partnering with a ranger of a separate clan that those merits may be tested and observed. Is it upon this we agree?”
The circle gave their agreement in unison.
“Before we begin the pairing, I will make it perfectly clear what is to be expected during this time. Apprentices,” he looked at the young faces in the circle, “you will join a ranger from a clan different than your own. They will take you into the wilds where you shall live off your talents and skills. But fear not for your safety–though our clans have often been at odds, and blood has been shed, rangers during a testing are to keep their charges safe and to not lead them knowingly into danger. Any found in breach of this trust will be excommunicated and lose their station as ranger. Is it upon this we agree?”
The circle agreed again.
“And once your testing is complete, and you have been found satisfactory in your abilities, you will have the station of ranger, with all its rights and privileges. You shall wear the badge and walk between the clans, doing your people’s work, and sharing their words. You shall watch for magic and all that is unnatural in your clan’s holdings. You shall represent your clan on the roads and the forests, going where others may not. And in doing so you shall be safe from feuds and attack. Is it upon this we agree?”
Agreement again.
“And so it is. You shall leave here and return no sooner than two weeks and no later than three. At that time you shall be recognized and your achievements judged. We shall now begin the pairing.”
One by one the apprentices were called forward. They entered the middle of the ring and the old Kim asked which ranger would be willing to pair with them. Hae’s uncle volunteered himself for a boyish young woman from Clan Maeng, beating out offers from several other men.
Finally it came Hae’s turn. With a deep breath, she clenched her fists and marched into the center. She felt the clansmen’s eyes on her, each waiting for the bidding to open.
“Your name?” the old Kim asked.
“Hae of Clan Yuen.”
“And who would take Hae of Clan Yuen as their ward?”
The moment after the question seemed to last an hour.
“I will.” A woman’s voice like birdsong. Hae flinched. “Bae-Jin of Clan Hyung.”
“Done.”
The men grumbled and Hae turned to meet the woman’s gaze. She smiled at her, and Hae felt a sudden flash from the dreams. Her heart jumped as she started forward. She felt the woman’s presence as she stood next to her.
“Thank you for accepting me as apprentice,” she whispered.
“Not at all. You’re a good catch.”
“What makes you say that?”
“Shh.” She put her fingers up. “We’ll have plenty of time to talk later.”
The pairing continued until there was no one left. There were not enough senior rangers to pair apprentices one to one, and so the drunken An from the night before volunteered to accept two wards. With that, the ceremony closed. Each apprentice found their master to say their good-byes and glean any last-minute advice before they set off.
Hae went to her uncle, stomach dancing.
“Uncle.”
He turned to her and they met eyes. She thought she saw something there. He touched his badges.
“This is it, Hae. This is what you’ve trained for. Remember everything I’ve taught you.”
She touched her badge in return and forced a smile.
“I will, uncle. I’ll make the clan proud and come back a ranger.” She looked over her shoulder to where Bae-Jin stood waiting.
“Use the skills you have. You’ll be in good hands.”
“Are you sure?”
“Odd as it may be, Bae-Jin has left and come back. We all only know Yeonese ways. You may learn much from her.”
Hae bowed, fist in hand.
“Then I will go with her and bring that knowledge back with me.”
Her uncle returned the bow.
“See that you do.”
Hae went to join her new master. Bae-Jin gestured forward through the arch and the hills with a smile. Hae crossed the threshold and felt the change it implied–half excitement, half nerves. Sentinel’s Ring faded behind them as the pair marched across the open fields.
It was a long time before they broke their silence.
“So, I suppose I should find out what you know.” Bae-Jin’s words were heavy in the quiet field.
“What do you mean? I can hunt, I can trap, I can track game.”
“I need to know what you’re capable of. Just like it’s important to know what’s in your pack, you need to know the skills of those around you. And yes, I’ve heard you mumbling to yourself.”
“It’s habit now,” Hae said, looking down to hide her blush.
“Hunting, tracking: those are useful. Can you set a bone?”
“I’ve never had to. But I know how it works.”
“Suture?”
“I can mend robes.”
“Close enough. You know how to forage.” The woman winked at her over her shoulder.
 “These are all first aid skills.”
“First aid is important,” Bae-Jin nodded. “I can do some healing magic, but it’s not much and I won’t always be there. You fall off a cliff, get gored by a boar, you’ll need to know how to fix yourself up.”
Hae pulled to a stop, stomach tight.
“Magic?”
“Yes. ‘Unnatural,’ I know.”
“Very,” she said, eyeing the woman, fists clenched.
“Get used to it. I did. And you’ll find it’s pretty useful in a pinch.” Bae-JIn started walking, but Hae didn’t move. “Come on. Are you going to stand there for the next two weeks?”
“Just keep it away from me. Alright?”
Bae-Jin rolled her eyes.
“Fine. If anything happens, I’ll let you die.”
“…Well, I didn’t say that.”
The woman laughed and they started walking again.
“Clan Yuen. I went there once, but I don’t remember it well. A small holding in a valley, right?”
“It’s not that small.”
She smiled.
“Of course not. I like valleys. Especially at dawn, or when it’s cloudy. I like the mountains too.” They came to a stop. “Look at that.”
Ahead of them, the highlands loomed in their misty blankets, daylight pouring through rents in the clouds overhead and painting the fields of moss and heather a warm gold between the white of shale. Hae felt a stirring in herself as she stood on the windy plain, watching the clouds and hearing the distant grasses sway. Mountains rose behind mountains, caught in a perfect moment of sublime tranquility.
“That’s why we do it, Hae. At least, that’s why I do it.”
Bae-Jin started walking again and the moment was over. Hae waited, watching, silently hoping it would return. She started after the woman.
“Don’t use my name.”
“No? Why?”
“You don’t know me. You shouldn’t use the name of someone you don’t know.”
“Sorry. We’re going to be together for two weeks, I just assumed I’d jump ahead. Should I call you Yuen?”
“No. You can call me Hae, I guess. It just took me by surprise.”
“You learn to get comfortable quick in The Manifest. Not much choice when you’re counting on others to watch your back.”
“Is that where you went? The Manifest?”
“It is. Surely you’ve heard of it.”
“Some.”
“It’s beautiful there. And terrible. Like nature intended.”
“How could you learn magic?”
“I had a teacher.”
“That’s not what I mean. Our job as rangers is to track down the unnatural within Yeon. How could you stomach to learn magic?”
“Easy,” Bae-Jin said. “I wasn’t in Yeon. After that, it’s just practical.”
Their march across the moors was uneventful. Hae kept to herself, enamored by the open spaces–miles of field, the striping of distant, terraced, rice paddies, the occasional flight of grouse from the brush. After their first night sleeping on the muddy ground and waking to chilly dew, the novelty had worn off. Rocks and boulders appeared as they neared the highlands, and on the evening of the second day they camped among a range of foothills. Hae was sent to gather food, placing snares, and collecting greens and mushrooms while attempting to track game. She found birds and rabbits, but failed to shoot any. Cursing to herself, she gave up for the night and started back. When she returned to camp, Bae-Jin was busy leafing through a set of papers.
“What’s that?”
“Nothing.” She folded the papers and tucked them inside her sporran. “What did you manage to find?”
“Not much, but it will do.” She set her collection of forage on the ground next to the cook fire. Bae-Jin stared at the pile, then back to Hae. She pretended not to notice. “You know, saying ‘nothing’ isn’t very convincing.”
“You’re right, but it’s just some old papers I found out west. I was looking them over.”
“Found?”
“In some ruins we explored.”
“Can you read them?”
“Yes and no. I can’t read them exactly, but I have a decent idea of what they say.”
“And?”
“They seem to be a map. At least that’s what I got out of it.”
Hae watched the woman as she began dropping the forage into their boiling pot.
“A map to what?”
“Ruins.”
“And treasure?”
“Possibly.”
“So, you’re leading me on a treasure hunt.”
Bae-Jin laughed.
“You think so?”
“You leave for the Manifest, find a map, and then return to Yeon. It’s the only logical conclusion.”
“And you’re always logical, aren’t you?”
“You said yourself that you left because Yeon wasn’t enough. It hasn’t changed, so why else would you come back unless you had a reason? Now I find out you have this map.”
Bae-Jin stood, brushing the dirt from her hands. She crossed her arms and stepped forward, nodding.
“Alright.” She smiled, eyes squinting. “You caught me. I have a map I believe leads to ancient Yeonese treasures and I intend to find them.”
“And why am I here?”
“You tell me.”
“Convenient support.” Hae realized suddenly how close they were. “With the ranger testing, you’d have an excuse to roam the countryside and enlist free help.”
“Exactly.”
“Why pick me?”
“Because you’re cute.”
Hae struggled to ignore her.
“Shut up. Why me?”
“Because you’re smart. I could tell that just by your choice to forage rather than hunt at Sentinel’s Ring.”
“That’s a lot of information to draw out of a short meeting.”
“You get good at that in this job. And then you spend the night reciting old stories, the selection of which was…interesting.”
“You saw that?” She was unprepared for the way her heart jumped.
“I did. That’s when I decided.”
Hae shook the sudden pride from her head.
“Either way, you’re using me.”
“Yes.”
Hae wasn’t prepared for such an easy admission either. She turned away, staring back across the moors to where Sentinel’s Ring lay, already dark in the setting sun. A storm was gathering on the horizon, its clouds pulling together in thick, black masses.
“So, what now?” Bae-Jin asked.
“I won’t let you use me.”
“You’ll go back, then? Back to Sentinel’s Ring, back to your clan? Go back and wait for the next batch of rangers to be tested? That storm’s no joke either.”
She watched weak flashes of lightning high in the sky and said nothing.
“Sleep on it, Hae. It’s too late to travel. Give it the night and think it over.”
“Fine.”
Hae grabbed her bow and quiver and stomped off to the edge of the field and began firing at trees. She shot until her quiver was empty, then collected the arrows and started again. Soon her anger waned and she focused on shooting smaller targets. With each attempt she choked, and her arrow missed the mark.
“You’re going to have to be better.”
She started, turning towards the woman’s voice. Bae-Jin rested against a tree, watching her.
“Thank you,” Hae said. “That’s very constructive.”
“It is, if you open your mind.”
“What do you want?”
“I may have my own reasons, but I’m still your advising ranger.”
“In that case, I’m fine.” Hae fired again and missed.
“Stop trying to shoot, and shoot.”
“What?” 
She came forward, her boots crunching on the dead weeds and fallen twigs. Hae stiffened as she felt her hands, heart pounding as Bae-Jin put her arms around her. She felt the woman’s breath and the heat of her body as she moved her into place, raising her bow arm and taking her firing hand in hers.
“First, you need to relax. Don’t yank the string–ease it back with the arrow. This is an art, after all.” She guided her through the motions. “Don’t think so long about the target. Trust your instincts. Trust yourself to know.”
Bae-Jin made her pull the string and loose an arrow in a single motion. The arrow whistled through the trees, striking directly in the center of a knot.
“See? Turn off your mind and let your nature guide you.”
Hae stared at the arrow, trembling in the older woman’s embrace. She shook herself free.
“Thank you,” she whispered.
“You think too much. Get out of your own way and let your body give you what it wants.”
“I struggle with that. I always think too much.”
“I can tell. Thinking is a good thing–spirits know not enough people do it. But if you constantly think you’ll never do.”
A quiet moment passed. Bae-Jin turned and started back towards the camp.
“I think you’re wrong about me,” Hae called after her. “I didn’t choose to forage because I’m smart. I did it because I can’t shoot.”
“But you can shoot.” She nodded towards the arrow.
“That wasn’t me, that was you.”
Bae-Jin smiled.
“I see something in you, Hae.”
“What do you see?”
“I see myself. I see a desire for adventure that is ill-suited to a clansman of Yeon. I see the potential to do great things.”
“I think you’re wrong about that too.”
“Am I? Why do you want to be a ranger?”
Hae didn’t answer.
“It’s getting late. Whether you come with me or return home, either way you’ll want to be rested.”
Bae-Jin left, her footsteps fading back towards the glow of the campfire. Hae watched her leave, then turned back to the forest. In the shade of the trees she saw the glinting steel of the arrowhead embedded in the trunk.
The next morning, among the mist and dew, she inventoried her gear and packed it away. She went to Bae-Jin, still sleeping, wrapped in her plaid. With a toe she nudged the woman awake. 
“I want to see the world and do great things.”
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They continued into the foothills that morning, passing between the growing rocks and boulders and up the inclines of moss and heather. The storm growing at their backs drew closer.
“It’ll be on us by tomorrow. We need to make as much progress as we can, and hopefully the mountains will help break it up when it gets there. We should be able to find shelter, if we’re quick enough.”
“What makes you say that?” Hae asked.
“It’s on the map.”
“I agreed to come with you, but I need to know what’s going on.” 
“When we break I’ll tell you everything. Until then, focus on moving.”
Hae did as she was told, keeping her mind on her feet and their endless trek up the hillsides. From the peaks, she saw streams passing between the rises and stretches of wildflowers. Further on, the highlands were fully visible, their fog swept away by the wind of the coming storm. Bae-Jin pulled close and pointed.
“That’s a traveler’s cairn ahead. We’ll break there.”
Hae squinted, just able to make out the hard shape of the landmark. They continued on, reaching the stack of stones after midday.
“No time to hunt down food today.” She pulled a set of pouches from her pack, tossing one to Hae. From her own she pulled out a few bits of dried meat. “Alright, what do you want to know?”
“Everything,” Hae said, taking out a pinch of dried greens. “If I’m going to be a part of this, I need to know what we’re doing.”
“Of course.” Bae-Jin pulled the papers from inside her robe, spreading them across the top of a stone.
“Is this what Yeon looks like?” Hae asked, staring at the shapes and markings. Despite her time in the clan library, she’d never seen a coastal map.
“It matches other maps I’ve seen. These are very old, so some things have changed. But,” she pointed, “you can see the Serpent River. The Iron Mountains. And the northern highlands. We’re probably about here.”
“So where are we going?”
“Here.” She pointed to the symbol in the far north. “These symbols are almost always ruins. We followed similar maps back in the manifest.”
“Well, if your map is right, those would be the Ghost Lands. I’m not going there. ” Hae shook her head.
“Ghosts aren’t so bad. They usually leave you alone.”
Hae looked at her a moment, then shook her head.
“No. People don’t go there–it’s for the dead. Not to mention all the Grayman stories.” She drew her finger through a region of the Ghost Lands south of the mark.
“Look, unless you’re willing to brave some dangers, you’re better off staying home. Great things don’t come easy.”
Hae sighed. They swapped pouches. 
“What is this place then?”
“Hard telling. But if the ancients of The Manifest marked it, it must be something pretty neat. And it’s in a part of the country that specifically no one goes, so it’s likely untouched.”
“Because it’s in the kingdom of a crazed death god.”
Bae-Jin raised a finger.
“A god who, as you should know, was driven to imprisonment once the other gods got tired of him.”
“He’s still a god.”
“Look, we’ll be in and out. Nice and easy. Two rangers moving across vast open land?” Bae-Jin stretched out on the moss. “No one, not even a crazed death god, would know we were there.” 
“This can’t be just treasure to you,” Hae said, regarding her and reaching into a pouch of nuts. “You could have found treasure in the Manifest.”
“You’re right. This is about more than treasure.” Bae-Jin was thoughtful a moment, trying to pick the right words. “This is important. What we find here could be important.”
“I don’t know that I believe you’ve gone from adventuring tomb raider to noble archeologist just because it could help the clans.”
“You’re right. I don’t care about the clans or our history. But others do. And when I find this place and report it back, everyone will know that I found it first. Then I’ll care about history, because my name will be on it. And yours will be right next to mine.”
Hae’s chest swelled at the thought.
They finished eating quickly, both of them now eager to be on their way.
“Do you really not care about the clans?” Hae asked as they took their first steps into the highlands proper. Looking back she saw the moors spreading out wide below them, a wash of deep green beneath the ceiling of black cloud.
“No.”
“Not even Clan Hyung?”
“Not even Clan Hyung. Is that unthinkable?”
She stopped and looked back, and the two met eyes. The wind tangled the loose strands of Bae-Jin’s hair around her face and ears, black against the grey sky. Hae started walking again.
“To me it is. I’ve never met anyone who didn’t care about their clan and lineage.”
“Neither had I, until I left.” Bae-Jin followed, walking next to her now. “When you’re the only clansman for countless miles, it suddenly matters less. I mean, look around. There’re no clans here. It’s just you and me.”
“I don’t think I could do that. Being a part of Clan Yuen is important to me.”
“Because you don’t know who you really are yet. Once you find out, your identity becomes much more fluid.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means the way you define yourself isn’t predicated on where you come from or your job title. Here, I’m Bae-Jin, ranger of Clan Hyung. In reality I’m Bae-Jin, the woman who eats and drinks and tells dirty jokes. I’m Bae-Jin, who goes first into caves and protects her friends. I’m Bae-Jin, who’s determined and clever and often has good luck.” She looked over her shoulder at Hae. “And none of those are because of my clan.”
“The skills you used to survive were passed down by your people.”
“Huh.” The woman laughed. “Well, you got me there.”
Hae smirked and tapped at her badge. Bae-Jin did the same, giving a slight bow.
“But really,” she continued. “You’ve never thought of leaving? You’re happy living the rest of your life in your clan holdings?”
“I didn’t say that.”
       “You’re right, you didn’t. You’re too busy trying to pick me apart. It’s your turn to tell me something about you.”
“What do you want to know?” Hae’s voice was shaky. She told herself it was from the climb.
“We’ll start easy. Why do you want to become a ranger?”
“My parents are the clan historians, so I did a lot of reading when I was growing up, and I want to see what there is to see. The things they sing about in traveler’s songs. The ocean, the Serpent’s Glen.” She stopped as they reached the crest of a hill, staring at the imposing landscape ahead.
“The mountains?” Bae-Jin smiled and put a hand on her shoulder. “I assumed as much. I doubt anyone becomes a ranger without being a little romantic.”
She felt the woman’s touch down to her skin.
“What does romance have to do with it?”
“You’re blushing, Hae.”
“I’m not,” she said, pulling away and starting down towards the next rise.
“It’s a different kind of romance, the kind about big emotions and a love for the sublime. But who are you thinking about?”
“I’m not thinking of anyone.”
“No? There’s no one back home waiting for you?”
“Not really. There’s a boy, but it’s not much.”
“Hm. Nice to know you haven’t been married off already. Enjoy your time with this boy while you can. Is he good to you?”
She shrugged.
“I suppose. We’re friends. He works as an apprentice quartermaster at the clan home.”
“Come on, you’re far too pretty for any boy to want to be ‘just friends’.”
“I didn’t say we were just friends.”
“Gods and ancestors, you’re a task. How is it, then?”
“How’s what?”
“The fucking!” Bae-Jin’s voice echoed across the hills and Hae recoiled from the sound. “If you’re going to be difficult, I’m going to be blunt–how’s the sex?”
“It’s fine.”
Bae-Jin looked her over then shook her head.
“Ah. He’s no good. I’m sorry.”
“He’s fine.”
“No he’s not. If he was you’d say so.”
“I’m satisfied.”
“I doubt it. How many times do you cum in a session?”
“That’s crude,” Hae groaned.
She shrugged.
“I am what I am. How many times?”
“I don’t have to answer that.”
“Wow. Not even once? I’m so sorry.”
“How many times I… you know–,”
“Cum.”
“Whatever–when we have sex isn’t important. It’s about the shared experience and being together.”
“Oh, wait a minute.” Bae-Jin pulled to the front, giggling. She took Hae by the shoulder again. “You’ve never had an orgasm, have you?”
A new blush in her cheeks, Hae pushed forward. Bae-Jin followed.
“You haven’t, have you? Oh, spirits be! No wonder you don’t think it matters. Let me guess, does that mean you don’t masturbate either?”
“Why are you asking me this?”
“Oh, no!”
“Just drop it, okay? This is none of your business.”
“I say this as your instructor and as a woman: you need to start.”
Hae growled and broke into a run. Bae-Jin followed, laughing.
They continued up and down the hills, slowly rising higher and higher over the landscape. They reached a pass between the hills just as the sun began to sink. A path of aged cobblestones led to a small shrine like a lamppost. Moss covered the sides and top of the little stone post, birds’ nests crammed into its mouth. Something had been carved into the side in a long-forgotten version of Yeonese that the weather had worn smooth. Mist hung around the area, and far behind them they heard the roll of thunder.
“I think this is it,” Hae said. “If we go any further we’ll be in the Ghost Lands.”
“I think you’re probably right. We’ll make camp here and enjoy the dry weather while we can. There are probably some caves or overhangs around. You go that way and I’ll go this way, and we’ll meet back here in about half an hour.”
They split apart. Hae spent the time jumping at shadows and the cracking of branches beneath her feet, but when they rejoined Bae-Jin had found a suitable location for their camp, and they both carried a load of moss and mushrooms in their plaids. The cave wasn’t much, but it was wide enough for them to sit side-by-side, and deep enough to keep them out of the rain when it started. They made camp, ate a rabbit Bae-Jin had sniped on the way, and sat enjoying the warmth of the fire and the chance to rest.
Given the time to think, Hae’s mind went back to their discussion earlier that afternoon. She thought about all the times she’d slipped off with Seung, and how he’d gotten her so wet and how he’d become so hard. Her legs tightened and she shifted in her seat as she became wet now, thinking of his hands. Between the thoughts were brief images of Bae-Jin’s smile and the smooth skin of her neck. Glancing over, she wondered idly what the rest of the woman looked like beneath her robes and mismatched armor.
“I’ll be back,” she said, standing.
“Sure,” Hae’s voice felt weak.
Watching the swing of the other woman’s hips as she left, she remembered the rest of their conversation. Undoing her plaid, she wrapped it around herself, propping her knees to make a tent. Timidly, her hand went beneath her robes and pants, touching between her thighs. Her fingers spread over the warm, stickiness easily, sending shivers through her body. She touched harder, muscles tensing. She wondered why she’d never tried it before. And she wondered if their conversation meant Bae-Jin did it too.
The thought of Bae-Jin touching herself made the heat grow suddenly in her hips. It was followed by the begrudging idea of the woman’s hands between her own legs. Begrudging, but persistent.
Hae’s breath caught as she touched her clitoris. Circling and rubbing, her chest heaved with slow pants. Legs trembling, she wanted more.
Bae-Jin appeared with silent footsteps and Hae’s stomach dropped. Her heart pounded as she tore her hand away and pulled the plaid tight. She stared at the fire as the woman sat next to her, pulling off her own plaid and wrapping herself. They sat quietly, both staring at the fire as the night grew darker around them. Mist settled in, and Hae chanced a look at Bae-Jin who seemed lost in thought about something.
Slowly, carefully, she eased her hand back down. The nearness of the woman excited her. She could smell her, hear her breathing, and feel her heat. Sure she wouldn’t notice, Hae worked her fingers again and shivered.
“You alright?” Bae-Jin asked.
“Yeah,” Hae’s face burned. “Just a bit cold.”
Bae-Jin started talking, some long, winding story about her time out west in frozen mountains. Hae was lost in her voice and the shape of her lips, fingers dancing between her thighs and sending wave after growing wave of newfound self-pleasure and the strange allure of this other woman. Chewing her lip, she decided she could go harder. Her body wanted more, but it became increasingly difficult to fight down the moans that threatened to escape.
Part of her wanted to. Part of her wanted Bae-Jin to hear it. Deep inside, somewhere, part of her wanted the woman to do the same.
She didn’t know this side of herself existed or where it came from. It was curious, alien, but undeniably exciting. And it felt amazing.
“If you want to do that, I have much better stories.”
Hae froze, eyes snapping open wide. Her heart turned to lead, forcing all the blood to her face as it sank to the ground.
“I’m not…I wasn’t…”
“Rubbing off right next to me? I’m pretty sure you were.”
“Oh, gods.” Hae wrapped her plaid around her face and threw herself to the ground.
“It’s fine. I assumed you’d try it eventually. I just didn’t think it would be right here.”
“Stop talking. Just let me die.”
“Come on, it’s hardly the strangest situation I’ve been in. And it’s natural to like that kind of thing.”
“I’m not dead yet.”
“And I’ve done it at least once every night since we left.”
Hae’s embarrassment was replaced by fresh arousal.
“You have?”
“Of course. Why wouldn’t I?”
“Isn’t that something you’d rather do in private?”
“You tell me.”
She groaned, the embarrassment returning.
“I’m going to sleep. Please forget this ever happened.”
They both lied down and were quiet. Hae was too afraid to touch herself again but what she’d learned stayed in her mind, making it very difficult to sleep.
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Hae’s dreams were a blur of emotions and touches. Among the various images she was sure she felt hands and the weight of another body. She awoke slowly, certain the weight was real. Opening her eyes she found Bae-Jin cuddled next to her in the shallow cave.
She watched the woman’s sleeping face, the soft rise of her shoulders as she breathed, and the parted pink lips. The ranger, so hard and experienced while awake, looked soft and innocent.
Gentle rain pattered outside, dampening Hae’s plaid. The fire had long since been killed. She waited in the quiet of the misty highlands, enjoying the moment to be so near this strange woman. There were prettier women in her clan and yet she’d never felt anything toward them. There was something about Bae-Jin’s wildness, some magnetic quality that overrode her alien disregard for their way of life.
Eyes fluttering, she awoke slowly. With a stretch and a yawn, she sat up on one elbow.
“Damn. I’d hoped we’d wake up before the rain got here.”
“It’s not bad yet. We can still cover plenty of ground before the real storm gets in.”
“You’re right. Let’s get to it then.”
They ate quickly from the pouches of preserved food, pulling their plaids into hoods and packing away their bowstrings before stepping out of the shelter of the cave. The rain was cold and the fog was thick. Visibility reduced to scant yards as they arrived back at the cobblestone path.
“We know where we’re going?” Hae asked.
“Yes. I know the map well enough, and there should be remnants of this path along the way.” Her words were punctuated by nearing thunder. “We need to get going.”
“Wait,” Hae said as they passed the little shrine. She took a pinch of greens and a cut of the dried meat from the bags and placed it on a ledge at the base of the post. “It’s not much of an offering, but it will be better than nothing.”
Bae-Jin smiled.
The going was slow. Mud sucked at their boots and the strength of the rain continued to grow until the storm was on top of them. Vision decreased further and they had to shout to be heard. Lightning crossed overhead, chased by booming thunder that shook the stones on the peaks around them. Several times the path was blocked by pooled water and they had to find new ways around. Bae-Jin pointed out unique peaks and rock formations as they went, demonstrating the importance of using static markers to avoid getting lost.
Hae couldn’t help but notice some of the pools they passed looked like footprints. Large footprints. Her blood ran cold as she recalled the terrible stories of the Grayman, the one unnatural thing that survived, and the missing parties that had journeyed into the Ghost Lands to find him. She wanted to speak, but the calm strength of Bae-Jin made her fears seem childish.
The dense cloud cover made it difficult to tell time. They stopped when they were hungry, eating what provisions they had left in whatever shelter they could find. They made camp for the night beneath an outcropping of stones jutting from a hillside. The shelter was weak, and they soaked through the night getting little real sleep. As dawn broke through the grey, they started off again–weary and achy, their nerves frayed.
Around every corner Hae saw shadows. And with every flash of lightning she was certain there were shapes moving in the rocks above.
“I think there’s something here,” she said over the rain.
“You’re just tired.”
She powered on, attempting to wear the older woman’s casual stoicism as her own. Yet each flash of lightning revealed new shadows and new lurking fears. Small game darted from the underbrush as they approached, and rocks slipped from the upper ridges in the mud. Both made her jump. But beyond these, and through the thunder and rain, there was an occasional crunching of stones and branches.
“Do you hear that?” Hae asked, grabbing at Bae-Jin’s shoulder “Do you hear that noise?”
“No. It’s just the storm and your nerves.”
“What about the Grayman?”
 “Just a story to scare people off. They work well in places like this believe me. Keep up and we’ll be there in no time. Then we’ll wring out and have a decent rest.”
“You don’t think he’s real?”
“…No. Now let’s keep going.”
Bae-Jin smiled, rain dripping from her plaid hood and strands of hair clinging to her face. Hae wanted to be dry. She wanted to be rested, to be warm. 
They continued on, plodding through the muck and puddles. The cobblestone path wound through hills and passes, eventually leading to a thin wood covered in moss and vines. Thunder rolled, and behind it came a sound almost like a scream.
“What was that?” Hae shouted.
“Ignore it. Keep moving.”
The scream came again, closer, moving with the thunder.
“It’s the Grayman!” Hae trembled as her body went numb. “It’s the Grayman! What do we do?”
Bae-Jin wheeled on her, face stone as she gripped her by the shoulder. She leaned into Hae’s ear.
“Stay calm.”
“We have to run.” She tried to free herself. “We have to run!”
“Stop it. Be quiet or you’ll lead it right to us.”
“No! We have to run! We have to go back!”
She slapped Hae across the face, and then clamped her hand over her mouth.
“Shut. Up. We need to keep moving and you need to stop panicking or you’ll get us both killed. Do you understand?”
Hae stared into the woman’s hard eyes, blinking away the rain. She saw fear, but felt a determined strength in the hands that held her. With a deep breath, she nodded.
With a crack of thunder came another scream, inhuman as it echoed across the hills. The worry in Bae-Jin’s eyes deepened.
“On the count of three we’re going to run. Don’t stop until I tell you. Not for anything, okay?”
Hae nodded, heart pounding.
“One. Two. Three.”
She turned and the two of them broke into a sprint. Rain and wind clawed their faces, shabby trees and brambles reached out to snag their clothes. They ran, chased by thunder and monstrous shouts.
Hae’s foot found a rock, slick with mud. She fell, cursing. Bae-Jin slid to a stop, rushing back to hoist her from the ground.
Lightning struck the hillside nearby. Looking back, in the brief moments of light, Hae saw it–a large figure like a man, covered in hair and pounding across the hilltops behind them. Its eyes shone in the darkness, its teeth long.
“Don’t look. Run.” Bae-Jin shouted.
Hae ran. Her lungs burned and her muscles ached. She felt the distant sting of thorn cuts on her hands and face. The fear was stronger. 
They climbed muddy hills, sliding back down through the rocks and mud on the other side. Bounding over rocks and ducking tree limbs they fought their way forward, keeping as close to the ancient cobblestones as possible. All the while the scream was behind them.
Leaping over a small ledge, they landed among a heap of brush and dead leaves. Bae-Jin grabbed Hae by her collar, pulling her back into the cover of a small alcove made by the roots of a tree along the rise. They quickly pulled in some of the brush and spread their plaids across their bodies to hide.
“Don’t make a sound,” Bae-Jin whispered. “Be ready to fight.”
Hae gripped the hilt of her sword. Her other hand felt fingers. Opening her clenched fist, she allowed Bae-Jin to lace their fingers together. She felt the strength again and her trembling lessened.
Thumping came overhead, audible through the sound of the falling rain. With a grunt, the thing threw itself off the ledge. It was heads taller than the largest man Hae had ever seen in the clans, and covered with matted hair. Her breath stopped as she watched it tromp the ground ahead of them, searching for its escaped prey. Bae-Jin gripped her hand. She squeezed back. The Grayman tore up bushes at the roots in its search.
Hae’s insides twisted, wanting to scream as her mind tried to make sense of a monster in real life. A thing she wasn’t sure she believed in was searching for her only feet away. The only thing keeping her safe were the leaves, the plaid, and the pouring rain.
Lightning flashed and the monster howled. It jerked its head to the right. She followed with her eyes, seeing a stunted deer cowering in the distance. The beast darted away, the creature following behind it.
They waited for what felt like hours, listening through the storm for the sounds of screams or footsteps. Finally, Bae-Jin nodded and they cleared away the brush.
“We’ll be quick, but we still have to be careful. Are you alright?”
“I’m fine. Just…shaken.”
“Me too. Let’s go.”
Quietly they emerged from the alcove, Bae-Jin taking the lead and looking back over the ledge with her sword ready. Hae did the same. They saw nothing. Bae-Jin tapped her on the shoulder and motioned to follow.
Climbing back over the ledge, they picked their way through the thickening woods, eventually rediscovering the stone path. It led into the forest, and the pair were grateful for the canopy that blocked some of the rainfall. As they journeyed on, the trees became more organized, but it was too early in the season for them to bear their intended fruit. Carved stones with etched markings made appearances along the path, buried in sheets of moss and ivy.
They kept their guard up and swords ready, knowing the monster could return at any moment. Hae jumped when Bae-Jin touched her arm. With a finger to her lips, she pointed. In the distance, the vague silhouette of a building could be seen through the misty rain.
The surrounding walls were wreathed in ivy and roots, reclaimed by the mountainous forest. The great entrance doors had long since rotted away, their few remains lost in the underbrush. Stepping through the entrance and into the courtyard they beheld the crumbling ruins of an ancient fortress.
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Downspouts, man-made and natural, poured through the ruins and hammered streams of rainwater into the gravel courtyard floor. The area was overgrown by weeds, ivy crawling over the exteriors of the walls and buildings, and dotted by a few scattered trees. Hae guessed the area to be roughly half a mile end to end–not much more than her clan home. Ahead, a large central building stood mostly intact.
The entrance was up a short flight of wide stairs, yet to be fully reclaimed by the vegetation. The patio chamber was large and open, and a bell rested on the floor where it had fallen from its rotted timbers long ago. Beyond the bell was a large door. The rhythm of the rain beat overhead.
“The rain,” Bae-Jin said, peeling off her plaid, “is quite beautiful when you’re not in it.”
Hae did the same, wringing the water out of the woolen fabric as she listened to nature’s music. She put aside her fear and weariness and just listened. Rolling thunder. Staccato raindrops on the tile and stone. Pouring water.
“We’ll just hang these here for now and do a little recon.” Bae-Jin slung her sopping plaid over one of the arms of the bell’s mount.
Hanging hers opposite, Hae came to help push open the door. The smell of centuries of disuse wafted out as the heavy wood creaked open. The inside was all crumbling furniture and shifting dust. Their dripping robes spotted the ancient stone floors as they explored the area, swords drawn. 
Opposite the entrance was another set of large doors. On the sides of the room were smaller doors that opened into what must have been offices or chambers once upon a time–these led off into smaller, adjoining rooms.
“Looks clear. Can’t speak for the outbuildings, but we should be safe enough in here if we set up a perimeter.”
“Spirits be praised. I’m ready to be dry again.”
“You and me both, but we can’t rest yet. Find some bowls or jars or vases or something. Clean them out and set them up to collect rainwater. Take our skins, too.”
Hae searched through the rubbish in the rooms, finding a pair of large, bronze cauldrons and an assortment of ceramic urns. Rolling them onto the patio, she shoved the cauldrons off the side and onto the ground. Carrying the urns down, she laid them out and began rinsing them of their dust in the rain.
With the promise of being warm and dry again so near, the storm was no longer the nuisance it had once been. Closing her eyes, Hae felt the cold water splash across her face. She looked to the sky, opening her mouth to catch the drops as she had when she was a child.
There was a stony shifting on the roof above.
Hae opened her eyes to the dark outline of an enormous man leaning from the rooftop. With a flash of lightning she saw the eyes and teeth that had hunted them through the storm. And with the thunder came the scream.
She screamed back as the beast dropped on her. On its great knuckles it loomed over her, roaring and flecking her cheeks with spittle and foam. Its eyes were an unnatural pure black, and it smelled of moss and wet fur.
The creature reeled in sudden pain, turning towards the door of the building where Bae-Jin stood, bow drawn. Hae thought fast, drawing her sword and thrusting it into the creature’s groin at the hip. It howled again, reaching down and taking her in its fist.
Hae was jerked from the gravel and found herself flying through the air. She collided with Bae-Jin at the entrance, the two of them rolling into the inner chamber.
“Are you alright?” Bae-Jin asked.
“No.”
“Good. Let’s go.”
They sprang to their feet as the beast mounted the steps and pulled itself through the open doorway. Across the chamber, the women were pulling the rear entrance open. Once they were outside, Bae-Jin motioned for Hae to man the other door as the beast charged. They pulled, catching it, head and shoulder, between the two doors.
Hae drew her bow, hunting for the wrapped string in her bag. Bae-Jin let an arrow fly in a single motion, followed by another. Both shots sank home in the beast’s neck and face. Still it thrashed, swinging its free arm to force its escape.
Hae got her weapon ready, and froze–waiting, trying to find the moment.
“Get back!” Bae-Jin shouted.
The beast’s massive hand clubbed Hae across the chest, sending her flying down the patio and rolling off into the courtyard again.
Bae-Jin’s curse was lost in the storm. There was a crashing, and Hae assumed the monster had broken loose. She struggled to her feet, realizing her bow had snapped in the fall. Throwing it aside, she staggered out into the yard, swinging around the side of the patio towards the steps.
The creature came at Bae-Jin, swatting and leaping at her. She stayed just out of reach, sticking it with arrows as she slipped between its hands. Hae watched in slow motion as the Grayman brought down one hand in a slow arc. Bae-Jin ducked away directly into the path of the other hand. The monster swept her up, making her scream as it squeezed.
She spotted Hae’s approach, casting her weapon to the ground. Hae’s heart hammered as she rushed for the bow, knowing the woman’s life depended on her. She grabbed the bow, knocking an arrow and aiming at the creature.
She waited and heard Bae-Jin scream again.
Cursing herself, she looked for an opening–the perfect shot. She wanted to fire, knowing she’d never find that moment. She wanted to, but couldn’t. This wasn’t a deer. 
She had to shoot.
She couldn’t.
A better shot would come.
Stop waiting.
Fire!
Bae-Jin cried in pain.
The Grayman growled in sick triumph.
Hae loosed the arrow.
The shot struck the creature in the shoulder. A weak shot, but it got his attention. She readied and fired again, this time hitting the neck. Again and again and again. Arrows protruded from the arms, back, and flanks of the monster.
The Grayman dropped Bae-Jin, turning to face Hae. Its lips curled around its fangs in annoyance as it grumbled. Blood stained its spotty fur as it limped towards her.
Reaching back to draw another arrow, Hae grasped at the air. She tried again, realizing the quiver was empty. She grabbed at her sword too late. The monster’s massive fist struck her again, driving her into the muddy courtyard floor. Lights flashed behind her eyes, and she tasted blood. The second blow sent her across the yard.
Something hard struck her back. There was a cold pressure and a breaking noise as she fell to the ground. Looking up, she saw the branches of a tree, black against the flashing lightning. Ahead, the beast was coming towards her. Her head swam, and when she tried to move found herself unable.
In the moment it seemed strange that she should have a tree branch growing from her stomach.
She coughed. More blood–too much. She felt it, warm in the cold rain as it rolled down her face. The Grayman was lumbering towards her and she knew she would die. She had wanted to travel and do great things. She never saw the ocean. Never saw elves or the Serpent’s Glen. Instead she would die in the ruins of an ancient fortress, one more victim of a monster she hadn’t believed existed but knew to avoid.
As her vision dimmed, she saw the Grayman stumble. It dropped to a knee and began to struggle with something on its back. Bae-Jin appeared on its shoulders, sword flashing in the light of the storm. She stabbed and stabbed until the thing fell and stopped moving.
In her weak tunnel vision, Hae saw the woman running towards her. She was saying something, but it didn’t make sense. It was too far away. There was a brief glow of light, then darkness as she drifted to sleep.
 



7
There were shouts in the darkness–screams. Grunting, coughing, and her own heavy breath. There was cold and warm, and the sensation of water. Occasionally there was a light that eased the dull throbbing. There was an alien hum.
The blackness was deep and everywhere, broken only by fragmented dreams and images; the Grayman; Bae-Jin; the tree; the rain; the smell of blood and mangy fur; cool light and dark rafters; hard floors; the strange music.
Hae rose to the surface slowly, her bleary eyes opening to the glow of firelight casting shadows on the ceiling behind ancient beams above. Nearby, at the fire, Bae-Jin was humming and stitching a robe. The woman turned as she tried to sit up.
“No, no.” She put a hand to Hae’s shoulder, helping her to sit. “I’m glad you’re up, but you’re not ready to be moving quite yet.”
“What… Happened?”
Her voice was hoarse, and her body ached.
“You went and got yourself impaled on a tree. Pretty nasty. Went all the way through.”
“But I’m not dead?”
“As always, very observant.”
She tried to smile.
“Luckily, I was able to get to you in time.”
Bae-Jin went to the fire and ladled out something from a pot. She brought it back and offered some. Hae drank greedily. The soup was thin, but it was warm and washed away the film that coated her mouth.
“My magic isn’t much.”
Hae choked, her wound throbbing as she coughed.
“You used magic on me?”
“Good thing too. You’d be long dead otherwise.”
“Spirits be.”
“Just be happy you’re alive. You can atone later.”
Hae eased back down, staring at the ceiling. Tears welled behind her eyes. She reached to wipe them, and her sob was lost in a groan of pain.
“As I was saying,” Bae-Jin continued. “My magic isn’t much. Neither is my field medicine. But the wound was clean and missed your vitals, so I was able to get you stabilized. Then it was just a matter of time.”
“How much time?”
“About five days.”
“Gods.”
“I’ve healed you each day, but there’s only so much I can do at a time.”
There was a pause.
“Thank you,” Hae said, eventually.
“Don’t mention it.”
“You saved my life. Even if it was with…magic.” She felt the tears gather again.
Bae-Jin laughed to herself.
“It’s what we do out here.”
“No.” She tried to sit up again. “I owe you and Clan Hyung a life debt now.”
“There are no clans out here, remember?” Bae-Jin said, helping her. “It’s just us.”
Hae stared into Bae-Jin’s smiling eyes, the campfire reflected on their surface. Her breath came slow, and her head hung heavy. She felt the heat of the fire on her skin, and the cool breeze of the night drifting through the open doors.
It became suddenly clear, and she looked down to confirm. The plaid had dropped off her shoulders when she’d sat up, revealing her body naked to the waist.
Face burning, she jerked the cloth over herself and collapsed against the floor. She groaned in pain. Bae-Jin laughed as she hid herself away.
“Come on, now. I’ve been tending and cleaning you for nearly a week. I don’t think you have much to be embarrassed about anymore.”
“You’re not helping!” She shouted from beneath the plaid.
They ate, then Bae-Jin insisted that Hae sleep. She did as she was told without much convincing and awoke at late morning the next day. Bae-Jin gave her a healing session before letting her up to dress and move around. 
Hae resisted as long as she could, but the older woman easily wrestled her down and forced her robe off. Her body stiffened as she felt the woman’s hand on her bare skin. Bae-Jin began a slow, droning chant in a language Hae did not recognize.
She trembled as a cool light gathered at the woman’s palm, transferring into the tender wound in Hae’s stomach. The aching pain subsided even as a tear dripped down her cheek, replaced by a freshness that reminded her of mint and monk fruit. Inside, she could feel her body pulling itself together.
Though only slightly, the wound was healing.
When she was finished, Bae-Jin pulled her hand away.
“See, that’s not so bad,” she said.
“It’s still…”
“Unnatural? Yeah, but very useful.”
Hae struggled with curiosity and lost.
“Where did you learn to do that?”
“The Manifest.”
“Of course.”
“I was partied with a Khatapuri priest for a while. Though, he called himself a yogi.”
“Khatapuri?”
“Khatapur is a country–to the far east of Yeon, I think.”
“What’s it like?”
“I don’t know. I haven’t been there. But the yogi said it was hot. Dry in some places and jungle in others. And lots of people.”
“Jungle?”
“Like a forest but with more rain. But the people are dark there. Dark like wood.”
“That’s…kind of scary.”
“It’s a bit of a shock at first, I’ll admit. But you get used to it and realize they’re just people like us. We look just as strange to them. And there are people from beyond the northern seas who look like snow. There are all kinds of people out there, and we all look funny. Hold still, I think I can heal again.”
Bae-Jin made the same chant and the light returned, pouring into Hae’s body. She trembled less, her righteous indignation subtly waning. There was a heat in her despite the coolness, and she wished the healing would never end–that Bae-Jin would never take her hand away.
“So how does it work?” she asked.
“I don’t know,” Bae-Jin answered. “It just does. Something about energy in the universe and the different ways we tap into it. Khatapuris use these droning chants. People of the north use prayers. Other magic can be done with phrases from books.”
“I wonder if our rituals were once like that.”
“Probably. Yeon used to have magic, right?”
“We did,” Hae answered. “But we abandoned it over the years to maintain the natural order.”
“Other cultures see magic as part of nature, so maybe it’s not as alien as you’ve been led to believe.”
Hae thought a moment.
“Am I done?”
“Yeah, you can probably walk now. If you don’t mind, I’ll be using the rest for myself today.”
“Of course. I forgot you were hurt too.”
“It’s fine.” Bae-Jin pulled her robes open, and Hae blushed and turned away. “You were way worse, so I needed to tend to you first. But now we can take it slow.”
“Sure. I’m going to, uh, take a look around.”
She carried herself to the steps of the patio, sitting and listening to the wind in the trees as the flush drained from her face. The storm seemed to have been long over, leaving only puddles and a warm air. After a time, Bae-Jin came and sat next to her.
“It’s quiet here.”
“It is,” Bae-Jin said, passing her a handful of berries. “I’ve done some scouting and haven’t seen any animals since that deer the Grayman chased off.”
Hae noted a heap of branches off along the wall obviously covering something. Long, stiff fingers curled from beneath the leaves. She turned away from the memory of the thing.
“Where did you find these?” she asked.
“There’s a lot going on here.”
“Like berries?”
“And then some. We passed through what must have been orchards when we came in. There’re berry bushes, vegetable gardens, some small rice paddies.”
“I guess that makes sense. People must have lived here at some point.”
“I’m guessing this used to be a military base of some kind. They built all this then planted crops to help sustain themselves. Used a lot of heavy-duty magic to keep things preserved, but it’s started to fade–thus the weeds and rot. Plants overgrew, and now everything’s everywhere.”
Hae grimaced at the idea of being inside the Ghost Lands and surrounded by magic.
“What makes you say it’s military, though?”
“Because I found this!”
Bae-Jin reached behind her and brought out a short bow. She handed it to Hae who examined the intricate carvings and inlays along the arms. It seemed to buzz against her skin.
“Yours broke.”
“This must be hundreds of years old.”
“Probably older. It’s been enchanted with the same preservation spells as everything else I’d guess.”
She pulled her hands away and Bae-Jin caught the bow before it fell.
“That’s what that feeling is.”
“Right. You can always tell magic when you feel it. No idea what it might do, though,” Bae-jin said, handing it back.
Hae frowned as she took it again, testing the weight and balance of the new weapon. It was made in small Yeonese style, though still surprisingly light, and a test of the arms suggested a good draw.
“So,” she said, setting the bow onto the steps. “The ancients came to Yeon, went into the Ghost Lands with an army, and built a fortress in the mountains. Who were they fighting, do you think? They didn’t build and enchant all this for nothing.”
 “I don’t know. But you may be able to figure it out for us.” Hae cocked her head and Bae-Jin stood. “Follow me.”
One of the inner chambers was filled with old books and scrolls. Opening one of the tomes on the table revealed page after page of unreadable text.
“You think I can read this?”
“You’re smart, right?” Bae-Jin smiled.
“Sure, but I can’t read ancient languages.”
“But you might be able to figure it out.” She took an envelope from a shelf and handed it to her.
“I can see how these symbols might have evolved to our modern hanja, but to reverse the process… why does it matter though? We found what we’re looking for.”
“Well…” Bae-Jin pointed at the envelope.
Hae removed the folded contents, pushing the book out of the way and spreading the letters across the table. They were marked with roughly inked illustrations of gates and buildings and captioned in the same ancient text. One picture featured a gateway between two mounds. In the middle of the crossbeam was a skull marked with the Yeonese taegeuk–a two-colored circle, split by a curving line.
“The Ghost King.”
“Or at least someone using his seal. And somewhere in these letters are directions.”
 Hae put the paper back down, trembling.
“I don’t know. Haven’t we done enough? We shouldn’t stay here any longer than we need to.”
Bae-Jin crossed the room and rested her hand on Hae’s.
“Hae, this is big. Really big. There’s a huge piece of Yeonese history that’s gone undiscovered for…ever. And we’re this close to finding it. And once we do, they’ll sing songs and tell stories about us. We’ll be heroes.”
“There’s probably a reason it hasn’t been discovered.”
“Because it was waiting for us.” She squeezed.
Hae looked at the woman’s hand on hers, heart pounding in her chest as it heaved with a slow breath.
“Great things take great risk.” Bae-Jin smiled. “Think about it.”
She was quiet.
“I’ll get to work, but I’ll need to focus.”
“Say no more! This is amazing. I’m so excited!”
Bae-Jin took her into a tight hug. Hae melted into the woman’s body, feeling the tight muscle and the soft breasts. Her hips quivered as she felt her, smelling her scent in the ragged plaid. Emboldened by the excitement of the moment, she allowed herself to hug back and found she couldn’t stop. She wanted to stay in the embrace forever, holding and being held.
Suddenly embarrassed, she pulled herself away.
“I’ll get to work. We’ll have to hurry if we want to get back to Sentinel’s Ring before the time limit.”
Bae-Jin started for the door, looking over her shoulder.
“Honey, take your time. After this they’ll give you anything you want.”
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Hae threw herself into the work of deciphering the old language, matching modern symbols with those most resembled in the ancient text. Some were easy, others paired with multiple possible characters. She spent the rest of that day making an index of the different characters and planning out an estimation of the syntax and grammar.
The next day was spent cluing together simple words and phrases based on reference pictures and maps. Next to the drawings’ captions, she wrote out every word in modern Yeonese that she thought might be what the image was referencing. For the picture of running water, she wrote out: water, stream, river, danger, and so on. After comparing her notes to the ancient text, she struggled to find the similarities.
It was slow going, but she felt confident in deciphering the evolution of the symbols. Many of the characters had seemingly shrunk over the centuries, losing brush strokes and becoming more simplified. This created some confusion when symbols shrank in similar ways. Occasionally they seemed to change form completely, leaving Hae with a dead end. Nonetheless, she had developed a primitive understanding of the impressively complex language.
Bae-Jin brought her food and water and forced her to leave the library throughout the day for walks and healing sessions, the once profane quickly becoming common. Coming in that evening, they ate together and discussed Hae’s progress.
“It’s not so difficult now that I have some of the characters sorted out. I’ve been able to figure out some isolated words and I think I might soon know enough to get some solid directions.”
“That’s wonderful. I’m surprised you managed it so fast.”
“Oh, well,” she blushed, “it’s not like I can read or write it or anything. I can only figure out some vague impressions. The maps have been helpful, I’ve been able to derive their directional system, but putting it into context is going to be the real challenge.”
“Maybe you should have been a scholar.”
“Ugh, I hope my parents never hear you say that.” 
“It’s true. But, you need to get out of here and have a rest.”
“I can’t. There’s still too much to do.”
“It’s fine. You can take an early night. The work will be here tomorrow.”
“No, I’d rather just get this done.”
“Alright, fine. Take these back to the camp at least.” She motioned at the cooking pots and the two pairs of sujeo.
Hae rolled her eyes, standing and taking the dishes. As she stepped outside the room, she heard the door close behind her. The lock slid into place.
“You’re not getting back in,” Bae-Jin yelled through the thick wood.
“Come on, this is childish.”
“Nope. Get out of here. I recommend checking out the northwest end.”
With a huff Hae turned and entered the main chamber of the building. The room felt vast in its emptiness, her footsteps echoing off the high ceiling. Dropping the dishes at the camp she exited to the back patio.
The night sky was clear and dotted with stars, the full moon lighting the overgrown courtyard. At the northwest was a large and square wall, faint clouds of steam rising from behind. Curious, Hae started towards it, noting the cool air as a promise of coming cold.
Hae pulled open a pair of heavy wooden doors, revealing a wide pool on the other side. Steam rose off the water, carrying the faint smell of sulfur. Her breath caught as she looked at the pool, hardly believing it to be real. She’d heard stories of hot springs in the mountains and highlands, but had never had the chance to experience them.
Stepping to the pool’s edge, she knelt and dipped a hand into the water. It was hot, but not scalding–as comfortable as any bath drawn at the clan home. She sniffed at her ponytail, noting how stringy it had become in the time she’d been gone. Looking back at the door, she undid her sash and pulled off her robes.
The strangeness of being naked in the Ghost Lands faded quickly as the cool wind blew again. Her skin prickled as she eased into the warm water, sinking until it rose to her chin. The ache of her wounds eased with the heat. Putting her head under, she felt clean, coming up and gasping for air with a sigh.
“Feel better?”
She jumped, turning to find Bae-Jin crouched above her at poolside.
“Much better.” She turned, blushing again. “Thank you.”
“I was so excited to find this the other day.” She loosened her belt and started shrugging out of her robes.
Hae tried to stare forward, but the growing heat between her thighs told her she would fail. Clearing her throat she tried to think of something to say.
“Oh. Yeah?”
She turned just as Bae-Jin’s gambeson hit the ground. The slow removal of the under-robe showed her flat chest, small nipples, and a collection of scars. With the lowering of her baji, she revealed fine, dark hair and toned thighs.
“You don’t get to bathe much in the field, so this is pretty nice. And you don’t get the chance for a spring in either case.”
“No, no you don’t.”
Fully nude, the woman came to the side of the pool. Hae watched, burning, aching to feel her. She looked very much like the tiger of Clan Hyung, lean and tight, graceful as she lowered herself into the pool. With her body now below water level, Hae was finally able to look away.
“I won’t lie, I didn’t wait for you to get better before coming in here.”
“That’s fine.” Hae hoped her flushed cheeks might be mistaken for a side effect of the bath. “I wouldn’t have waited either.”
“How’s your wound?”
Beneath the water, Hae put a hand to the pale star on her stomach.
“It’s okay. Still a bit stiff, but I’ll be fine.”
“Here,” Bae-Jin moved herself closer. “I can manage one more before the day is out.”
“No, it’s fine.”
But her hand was already on her. Hae drew a deep breath as she began the chant, and soon the cool light shone beneath the murky pool. The rough hand was gentle as it caressed her side, massaging to spread the magic around the area. Hae clenched her legs together, barely able to stand having her so close.
“Is this alright? I’m not pressing too hard, am I?”
“No. No, everything is…fine.”
She stared at the woman, lost in her eyes. Bae-Jin stared back, as if knowing. Her thin lips, so used to smiling, were straight, and the wet strands of her loose hair framed her narrow face.
Hae wanted her. She wanted to kiss the unsmiling lips, and hold the scarred body against hers. She wanted to take the healing hand on her side and push it between her legs. She wanted to give herself to the woman and be devoured by the tiger. And, gods, she wanted to say her name.
“You really are cute, you know?” Bae-Jin’s voice shattered the silence.
“Thank you.”
“I mean it. You’re a beautiful young woman.”
“Thank you.”
“It’s a shame to hear you’re going to waste with an impatient blacksmith.”
“Quartermaster.”
“Whatever.”
She smiled, eyes squinting with the early signs of age. Hae thought she might lunge at the woman she was so beautiful.
“It’s really not so bad.”
“But you deserve more. And like the mountains and the seas, you want more, don’t you?”
Hae thought she felt a squeeze from Bae-Jin’s hand. She wanted it to be real. 
“Yes.”
A moment passed, the two wreathed in halos of steam as the light of the magic faded. Bae-Jin’s hand stayed in place.
“I guess that’s the end of that,” she said, looking down after a moment and taking her hand away.
Hae released, as if suddenly allowed to breathe.
“I should get out. I think I’ve been in too long.”
“Go on. I brought your plaid to help dry off.”
“Thank you. I’ll have a fire ready by the time you get done.”
“That would be great.”
She stood in the pool, gathering her hair over one shoulder. Water streamed down her body and breasts, and she felt Bae-Jin’s eyes on her. Hae moved quickly, wanting to stay but not knowing how. Lifting herself from the bath she gathered her things, wrapping the plaid around her to guard against the cold air.
She crossed the yard quickly, wanting to be inside, wanting to get the fire started, and wanting desperately to be alone long enough to do something about the running heat between her thighs. Inside, she fed a set of small logs to the glowing embers, as well as some bits of easy kindling. The flames crept up the wood and Hae promised herself she’d hear footsteps coming as she spread her legs.
With one hand supporting her weight, she started in–drawing her fingers with a shiver. Her body demanded more and she gave, petting harder and faster. The flames in her grew with each touch, outpacing the lazy campfire that warmed her bare skin. She stopped to grind her fingers against her hardened clit, losing her hold on a gasp. Needing more, she allowed herself to slip inside.
She broke her promise.
At the entryway, Bae-Jin leaned against a wall, watching, plaid at her side. Their eyes met, and Hae felt a moment of panic. It faded and the two watched one another in silence. The older woman’s chest rose with slow breath. Slowly, Hae covered herself and Bae-Jin did the same, wrapping her plaid around her body before coming to the fire.
They stayed awake long enough to let their hair dry, saying little but passing glances that said more. Neither dressed fully, but kept their plaids around their shoulders as they watched the fire. As it began to die down, Hae added more wood then laid out on the floor.
“I should sleep,” she said, snuggling into the wool. Bae-Jin lay across from her.
“It’ll be cold tonight.”
“You’re right.”
“Sleep well.”
She drifted off easily, but woke in the morning to smoking ashes and chattering teeth. The sleep had been weak and shallow, and now mist rose from the yard and drifted through the gaps in the chamber’s walls. She wanted to start a fire, but couldn’t find the strength to leave the blanket. Instead she curled herself closer, breathing into the cocoon for heat.
Bae-Jin’s eyes opened partway. With a gentle motion she extended an arm, beckoning Hae forward. She obeyed, inching across the floor until they were together and closing her eyes in an attempt to regain sleep. The other woman unwrapped her plaid, spreading it over the both of them head to toe. Reaching, she did the same to Hae’s and they were together beneath the cloth, washed in one another’s warmth.
Driven by the cold, Hae allowed herself to come closer–then closer still. She felt Bae-Jin’s breath, could hear her in the cave of blankets. It was still cold, and she moved again, surprised as their knees touched. She softened as the longing of the night before return.
She wanted to hold back. But when she heard Bae-Jin shift, and felt the brush of fingertips on her shoulder, she knew she couldn’t resist any longer.
Eyes shut, she felt a hand forward until she met body. Bae-Jin’s skin was warm and soft, and she didn’t move away at the touch. She moved up her stomach and over her ribs until her hand was on her back. Hae pulled herself in, breathing heavy as she was embraced. The warmth was overwhelming, yet she snuggled closer until their bodies were together.
Feeling the woman’s breath on her skin, Hae squeezed a short hug and found it returned. With the rise of Bae-Jin’s stomach against hers, she nuzzled up to her face. And, feeling the soft stroking of a hand on the small of her back, she pushed herself to touch her lips to the woman’s cheek.
The kiss was brief but electric and followed by another. And another. They both pulled, stirring beneath the wool. Hae kissed a path to Bae-Jin’s mouth and felt the world slip away as the affection was returned.
Her lips were soft, and she held Hae strong as her tongue opened her mouth. Nipping, she moved to her ear and neck, hands wild across her back and middle.
Hae’s body was the sun, burning bright and impossibly hot. Now that she’d taken the first step, the older woman took control. She held Bae-Jin close, unsure what to do as she kissed down her collar, hands working up her body until they found her breasts. She writhed against the stone floor as her nipples were taken between experienced fingers, lips, and teeth. Then they were kissing again.
She ached, desperate for touch. Her sex burned and dripped with the anticipation for action that never came. Bae-Jin teased, stroking her thighs and the thatch of black hair, reaching back to squeeze her ass. Her hips trembled and bucked, near begging.
Lips traveling back up her body, Bae-Jin came to Hae’s face. They kissed, long and deep. Then the woman rested her forehead on hers. They stared into each other’s eyes in the darkness, her hand moving down Hae’s middle.
The fingers were soft and caring. Hae arched against the floor as she felt the first touch. Bae-Jin tested her. And she was ready. The tender stroking quickly grew to fevered petting, her fingers gliding quick between soaked lips. Hae gasped as the woman pressed her clitoris.
 She lunged off the floor, wrapping her arms around her, pulling her close and pressing their faces together. Bae-Jin took her harder, faster, stroking until Hae was moaning into her ear. She touched, felt down the woman, longing to feel her too.
She took Hae’s hand, guiding it between her thighs. She was soaked as well. Knowing this experienced person was aching for her made her burn all the hotter. 
She stroked between the heated lips, not knowing what to do. She tried to match Bae-Jin’s movements and it seemed to be working. Bae-Jin panted and gasped, her body trembling. Hae went harder until her hand was pushed away.
Bae-Jin climbed on top, straddling her leg and forcing her thigh against Hae’s sex. The plaids came off, exposing them to the morning light and cool air. They breathed in the fresh air, seeing one another in that light, naked and exposed and fully taken with the moment. She put their lips together and began to move.
Hae shivered, feeling the strong leg grinding against her body. Instinctively, she reached around to take Bae-Jin’s hips, pulling them together and guiding her movement. She raised her thigh, offering it. Bae-Jin rode harder, pulling away from the kiss arching into the air. Hae sat forward, burying her face between the small breasts, and sucking at the dark nipples.
They tumbled backward, going hard and fast. Hae felt a pressure building in her hips, wanting it to break but wanting the moment to last forever. Her breath came hard, her muscles seizing. Seeing her, Bae-Jin focused her attention, grinding her leg faster and faster, keeping Hae’s body pinned to the floor as she tried to buck away.
Her breath rose to frantic pants, short moans escaping with each one. She wasn’t sure how long it could last, but the pressure continued to build. It wasn’t enough. Whatever was supposed to happen would need more.
As if reading her mind, Bae-Jin rolled off, hand shooting to Hae’s body and continuing the rhythmic stroking. She sucked at the girl’s breasts, biting her shoulder as she rode the side of her thigh.
And then she slipped inside.
Hae felt the slim fingers between the tightness of her body. They curled, searching for something. When they found it, they released a screaming moan Hae never knew she had in her.
Her body clenched, head dizzy at the sudden, painful rush of pleasure and euphoria. Muscles relaxed, tensing again, her sex gushing, pushing, wanting it to stop but begging for more.
Breathless, she looked to Bae-Jin. The woman kissed her. When she pulled away, their eyes locked and Hae saw she was experiencing the same thing–the ragged breath, the clenching muscles, the waves of pleasure.
And just as the sensation began to wane, she found it building again. She wanted it. Now. Forever. And it was with Bae-Jin. And it wouldn’t have been the same with anyone else. And it felt so good.
Hae wasn’t sure how many times she came before they stopped, but she was exhausted, sore, and completely soaked. All the same, after a bit of rest they went again–and again, unable to get enough of one another now that they were together. 
They ate and went by the burning fire. They bathed and tangled themselves together beneath the surface of the heated waters. They made each other scream all throughout the day until Bae-Jin finally rebuffed Hae’s advance.
“Now now,” she said, taking the girl’s hands from around her waist. “Fun’s fun, but you still have work to do.”
“You’re right. Just one more first.”
“No. Otherwise we’ll be here all night. We can fuck after you’re done.”
“I wish you didn’t call it that.”
“What would you prefer?”
“I don’t know. Something else.”
“Lovemaking?”
Hae looked aside, saying nothing.
“You’re adorable,” Bae-Jin kissed her. “Now get to work.”
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Despite her desire to continue indulging in her new drug of Bae-Jin, Hae’s body was grateful for the rest. Everything was sore–especially her seat, making it uncomfortable to stay in the ancient chairs for the hours necessary to work on the letters. Managing to put aside visions and memories of the other woman’s body, she got to work.
Using the key she had been developing, she looked over the documents in the envelope. Repeating sets of characters at the bottom and top of the pages she decided must be names–though had no idea how they might be said. She wished she had access to some of the older texts at the clan home, believing they might shed some light.
Slowly, she deduced the letters from the envelope must have been field notes by a scout. The notes were unclear as to what they were looking for, with the same characters used to reference towns and the fort. She also got the impression of armed resistance, which validated Bae-Jin’s military theory.
There was a name attached to whomever the ancients were fighting, but due to the grammar it could refer to either a group or an individual and it was impossible to tell which without context. Whoever it was used the dread taegeuk during the battles and to mark their boundaries, specifically the gate between the mounds.
That night at the fire, wrapped in one another, Hae told Bae-Jin what she’d learned so far.
“Rebels?” she said, playing with a strand of Hae’s hair.
“That’s a good guess. I doubt the ancients came looking to make friends.”
“And spooky mountains are a good place for a small force to dig in. Carve the Ghost King’s symbol in a few places and you’ve all but scared off the locals.”
“Or maybe they made the new taegeuk on their own.”
“What do you mean?”
Hae rolled over, propping herself on an elbow.
“Whoever this was was clearly in opposition to the ancients’ empire. Naturally the ancients would want to demonize this other faction to keep the population from joining up.”
“I see. And then the authorities start walking around, telling everyone the Ghost King has a new symbol.”
“That would be more than enough at the time.”
“It would be more than enough now,” Bae-Jin said. “Yeonese are terrified of ghosts.”
She contorted her face, groaning and creeping her fingers over Hae’s body, tickling her. Hae laughed, slapping her away.
“And we did a similar thing to the elves later when we drove them out.”
“Oh? Here I thought they were just dangerous infidels.”
“Well, in the sense that they don’t fit the natural order. But…”
“But?”
“The oldest stories have humans and elves living together. It wasn’t until a century or two back that views on the natural order became so extreme that they purged the country. Even then, we cooperated with the elves to exterminate the dokkaebi and other monsters, in exchange for a peaceful relocation. Though, I doubt it went that smoothly. And then, when you told me that some cultures see magic as part of nature, that kind of changes how I look at things. What?”
Bae-Jin was staring at her, grinning.
“You’re so cute when you talk smart.”
“Shut up.” Hae hid her face. After a moment, she asked, “Are they real?”
“Who?”
“Elves.”
“They are.”
“I wasn’t sure. But I guess if the Grayman can be real…What are they like?”
“Hm.” Bae-Jin rolled to her back, hands behind her head. “You can’t really say. There are Elves all over the world, so they’re all different. I only met a few and they were nice enough. Weird though.”
“How so?” 
“They’re not like us at all-unemotional and detached from everything. I guess that’s to be expected. After a few hundred years, you’re probably over it. And they talk really slow.” 
“I wonder what that must be like, living so long.”
Bae-Jin shrugged.
“Might be okay. Hard to make friends though. I was told that’s why they usually stick to other elves and nature. Not much sense in getting invested in a human who’s going to die after a few decades. Better to stick with mountains and trees.”
“Okay. Now tell me about the mountains again.”
They talked until they were too tired to remain awake. Hae got back to work the next morning while Bae-Jin went off to scout and patrol.
The letters were still a wash of vague impressions and possible clues, but Hae did her best to get an idea. The gate was located somewhere near the summit of the mountain, and there were a series of markers and checkpoints the scout encountered on their way to reach it–as detailed in the other illustrations. She eventually made a crude sense of the directions, but was still confused on most of the contents.
Setting the papers and brushes down, Hae went out into the courtyard with her new bow. The early afternoon air was warm and damp, though not yet humid. A shooting range had been left by the ancients and recently cleared of greenery. She strung her bow and took her place at the firing line.
As part of her regular breaks from the research, Hae had been coming to the range to edge in more archery practice and familiarize herself with the new weapon. The bow was short, as Yeonese bows were. Its most interesting feature, aside from the fine craftsmanship, was an extra notch on the arrow rest. Bae-Jin assumed it was the key to activating the bow’s magic, though Hae had been too hesitant to try.
She emptied her quiver at the targets, taking her time and still failing to land a notable shot. Grumbling, she went downrange, collected her arrows, and started again.
“You’re too tense,” Bae-Jin shouted from across the courtyard, coming in through the fortress gates.
“Because I’m mad.”
“No, “ she said. “It’s the other way around. You’re tense, so you choke, and then you get mad.”
“I’ve heard this all before, thanks.”
“Now, now.” She put an arm around her, tapping the end of Hae’s nose. “I’m just trying to help.”
“I know.”
“How’s it going?” Bae-Jin kissed her forehead.
“As good as it’s going to. I’ve deciphered enough of the letters to get us some bad directions. I doubt there’s much more I can do.”
“Fantastic. That’s more than enough.” Her voice changed. “We should leave tomorrow.”
“Why? What’s wrong?”
“I’ve been…seeing things. In the woods.”
“Things?”
“Ghosts.” Hae shrank and Bae-Jin put an arm around her. “It’s fine. They haven’t done anything, but they seem to be getting closer.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“Because you’d react like this and get distracted.”
“Hm. Fair. But you’re right, we should leave tomorrow.”
“First we have to get your shooting sorted out.”
“You can try.”
She thought for a moment.
“Wait here, I’ve got an idea.”
Hae waited impatiently, testing the draw on the bow and inspecting the arrowheads. Bae-Jin returned shortly with three more quivers and another bow. She dropped the load and held up the weapon.
“Figured I should try one of these out too. I’ve had mine for a while, might be nice to trade up.”
“And the arrows?”
“Two sets for you, two for me. We’re going to have a competition. But first,” she knocked an arrow, slipping its shaft into the second groove, “let’s see what this thing does.”
The arrow glowed an angry red as she drew it through the notch. Aiming at a target, she fired. The arrow burst into flame as it left the bow, fire scattering as it sank into the target.
“Nice,” she gave Hae a look. “Have you tried yours?”
“No.”
“You should.”
Hae gave a soft whine.
“Stop that. It’s time to be practical.”
“Fine,” she said with a sigh. 
 Taking an arrow she fitted it to the string and put it through the notch. The magic vibrated stronger than before, moving up her arms. Though alien, the sensation was not uncomfortable.
She released her thumb, and the wind parted around the arrowhead as it sped downrange. A blast shook the trees when it landed.
 “What do you think that was?” Hae asked.
“Force magic, I think. How was it?”
“It was…fine.” She grimaced.
“Don’t worry. Before long, you’ll wonder how you ever lived without it.”
“We’ll see. What about this competition, then?”
“The goal is to shoot as fast as possible. The first one to run empty wins.”
“Hmm.” Hae toyed with the fletches of an arrow, glancing up at the other woman. “And what does the winner get?”
 “Whatever you want.” She smiled.
They took their places and readied their weapons. Bae-Jin produced a small, copper coin.
“We start when this hits the ground.”
She flipped the coin into the air, sunlight catching on its tarnished faces. Hae waited, hands ready. The coin hit the stone, and she snatched an arrow, barely looking at the target before letting it fly. The arrow struck closer than some of her best shots previously. She readied to shoot again, seeing Bae-Jin’s target slowly filling next to her own.
One by one, she fired down the range, taking little time to think about where to aim or how to improve. The first ten shots were nerve-wracking, everything in her screamed to wait and aim. She ignored them, taking one arrow after another, and eventually realized the shots were getting better. Spirits lifted, she grabbed arrows faster and saw her improvements diminish again.
She grabbed at her quivers and found them empty.
“I guess that’s that, then,” Bae-Jin said, grinning. “And I won.”
“But I did better. I really did do better…for a while.”
“Why do you think that is?”
She thought a moment.
“Because I wasn’t thinking about it. I just wanted to get the arrows out.”
“And why did it get worse?”
“Because I got sloppy.”
“Right. Take your time, but don’t take too long. I doubt you’ll ever be a sniper, so find the first good shot and take it.” Bae-Jin leaned over, kissing Hae on the forehead again. “Double or nothing?”
They went another round with Hae managing to come out on top, then went again to break the tie.
“And that’s that.” Bae-Jin laughed, having won the third round. “So you’re mine for the night.”
“I am.” Hae grinned, holding the other woman’s lapels between her fingers. “What are you going to do with me?”
“Hmm. I’ll probably…Make you wash the dishes.”
“Oh.”
“And pack the gear.”
“Uh-huh.”
“And then,” Bae-Jin pulled her close, their tongues touching as they kissed deeply. Hae sank into her, “I’ll make you scream my name one more time before we leave.”
“Only one?”
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The next morning was foggy and gray, shrouded in the clouds that passed over the mountains. Hae and Bae-Jin rose and ate before gathering their things and leaving. They went to the large, crumbling gate in the rear of the fortress, opposite of where they had entered.
       “I’m going to miss this place,” Hae said as they neared the wall.
“It’s fine. We’ll stop here again on the way back.”
“I know, but until then…” she looked at the walls of the bathing pools.
Bae-Jin laughed. 
“Nothing wrong with a little dirt.”
“What about a lot?”
“Less enjoyable, but it comes with the job.”
Outside, the woods were calm, still devoid of birds and animals. They started through the wild orchard, picking the available fruits as they went. Climbing a hill they started towards the first marker, Hae leading the way. Reaching a ridge, she looked down, able to see the fortress laid out like a model. Bae-Jin stopped and put a hand on her shoulder.
“I will miss it. Once we go home, I mean. I think I’ll miss all of this.”
“That’s natural. Your first adventure will always hold something special for you. I don’t think you’ll ever get over this place.”
“What about you? Do you have anywhere like that?”
“I do miss the Manifest. The town was alive there–adventurers, settlers, merchants. There was always something going on, someone looking for a dungeon party, or planning a trip to some distant ruins, or just bar crawling.” She stared west across the falling fields. “You’ll see if you go there. Hell, the trip there was an adventure in itself. Had to travel by foot to the western horse clans, then ride to a port in Mikko just to get on a boat.”
 “I don’t know that I can go,” Hae said, starting again. “It sounds like so much fun, but…I have obligations here.”
“For your clan? I know. I know exactly what you mean.”
“I don’t think I’d be able to leave them. They need me.”
“They would get along without you. The world always does. But, it costs a lot to leave. It means giving up everything to chase what you want for yourself, and most people can’t understand that.”
“I don’t think they would. It’s strange enough to most that I want to be a ranger when I could be comfortable keeping clan records.”
“Not all can hear the call to greatness, Hae. It’s meant only for a few of us. Personally, I wouldn’t have been able to live with myself if I hadn’t gone.”
“And how do you feel now that you’re back?”
Bae-Jin hauled herself up a low cliff, sending a cascade of scree after her. Turning, she offered Hae a hand.
“I wouldn’t trade those experiences for anything in the world,” she said, helping her up. “I can’t imagine what my life would be like if I’d stayed. I’d probably be in some political marriage with ten kids by now.” She gave Hae’s hand a gentle squeeze. “This is much better. And I’m not done yet. I’m only back to hunt this find, then I’m off again.”
“I’d love to go with you, but… I have to think.”
“Of course.” She smiled, starting through the trees. “It’s a big decision and I’d hate for you to make it without the proper consideration. But don’t think too hard, alright?”
Around midday they found the rushing body of a river, still swelled by the days of rain. Hae recognized it from the letters and found their course to the next checkmark. The sound of the water was deafening, and the stones were treacherous as they attempted to cross. Deciding it was too risky, they continued upstream where a large tree had been downed and now spanned the gap.
Several times during the trip, Hae caught Bae-Jin staring into the shadows of stones or the eves of a cliff.
“Are they here?” she asked, finally.
“Yes. Been with us for a while. You should have noticed.”
“I’m sorry.”
“Don’t worry about it now. Just keep us moving. They haven’t done anything yet.”
The next illustration was a large waterfall. Bae-Jin suggested following the river, but the terrain was too rough and steep to follow, and so they had to trek through the rocks and cliffs until they found their way upward. All the while, Bae-Jin kept an eye on the figures that followed them.
Hae began seeing them as well–dark figures, almost human, that disappeared once spotted. They stayed to the sides and the rear, never appearing ahead, and never coming within more than a few yards. The temperature dropped with each occasion, telling when one was around. The unease never faded, but a curiosity did begin to grow.
“I suppose they have to call it the Ghost Lands for a reason,” Bae-Jin said, looking behind a tree where one had emerged after it disappeared.
“I wish they’d leave us alone.”
“They haven’t tried to hurt us or anything. Probably just lonely spirits.”
“I assume they’re the ghosts of the ancients that died here.”
“Probably, though I’d bet there are some clansmen up here too.”
“You think they recognize the bows?” Hae gripped the antique weapon across her back.
“If they do, they don’t seem to mind. But it might be drawing them in.”
Hae’s stomach growled. Bae-Jin gave her a pat.
“Want to break?”
“Not really. We can eat as we walk. They haven’t done anything yet, but still. I’d rather keep moving.”
The shades remained their companions throughout the journey through the woods. As the trees became sparser they became less frequent, disappearing almost entirely once the two women had broken the tree line. The occasional moment of cold shivers told them they were still being followed, but from a distance.
“Seems they’re a little too shy to come out when there’s nowhere to hide,” Bae-Jin said.
“Fine by me.” Hae listened. “I think I hear the river again.”
They followed the noise through a growingly persistent fog and around the mossy rises and stony cliffs. As the sun sank lower, the growing sound of floodwater became their only guide. Eventually they found the river and began following it upstream again. The waterfall was narrow, only a few yards from side to side, but the sound of it crashing into its base pool was too loud for the women to hear each other.
Motioning with her hands, Hae told Bae-Jin to follow. Plugging their ears, they went to the waterfall, finding behind it a path of stepping-stones that led to a cave in the mountainside. Inside was shallow at first, and then quickly changed to a narrow corridor that let out into a bigger cavern. They lit a torch and started in, noting the sudden change in the smoothness of the walls. They dropped their packs and explored the room before doffing their armor.
“This is convenient,” Bae-Jin said, kneeling at a pool of still water. “Is this safe to drink?”
Hae looked to the dark ceiling of the cave. Something dropped, rippling across the surface of the pool.
“No.” Hae wedged the torch into a crevice on the cave wall. 
“Why not?”
“Still water draws bugs and sickness.”
“Very good. But we haven’t seen any bugs for a while.”
“True. I still wouldn’t risk it. We can catch the drip water though.”
They found several drips throughout the cavern and set out their cooking ware to catch the water.
“I think the ancients made this cave,” Hae said. “It would explain why the walls are so smooth in the corridor.”
“And they couldn’t put in a skylight?” Bae-Jin came and put her arms around Hae who was still trying to read the letters by torchlight. They kissed, pulling tight against each other’s warmth. “Put those away.”
“I’m trying to figure out what’s next.”
“We’ll make camp, see about a fire, and then I’ll fuck you in this spooky ghost cave before bed.”
“I meant after that.”
“In the morning? I’ll probably fuck you again.”
“Is that all you think about?”
“As if you’re one to talk.” She gave the younger woman a goose and their laughter echoed off the cavern walls. “But no, it’s not all I think about. But I’ve been walking behind you, staring at your ass all day, so…”
“So?” Hae raised her eyebrows.
“So, you know…” Bae-Jin gave Hae’s backside another squeeze as she kissed her again.
“What’s this? You left with nothing to say?”
She smiled, eyes squinting in the firelight, and Hae melted.
“I’ll admit–I’ve become quite taken with you, Hae of Clan Yuen. It’s been a while since I’ve had a girl that’s had such an effect on me.”
“There have been others, then?”
“Yes, I’ve been with other women. Yes, some of them were important.”
This only confirmed what Hae already felt she knew.
“And men?”
“Them too.”
“You’re very experienced.”
She looked away. Bae-Jin put a hand on her chin and guided her back.
“Do you think differently of me?”
“No. Yes. Not really. I mostly just feel…”
“Go on.”
“I feel… Sometimes I feel like I’m still a child compared to you. I’ve never left the clan territory until now, and I’d only been with Seung. What do I really have to offer someone like you?”
“Oh, now don’t be like that. You have a lot to offer me.”
“Do I? I can barely shoot a tree without screwing up.”
“You do. You absolutely do. I feel great being with you. These past two weeks have been great. It’s some of the best adventuring I’ve done.”
“Why?”
“You make me feel important. I might not act like it, but to me I’m still the weird girl from Clan Hyung. But you listen to my stories and look at me with those big, secretive eyes of yours.” She kissed her on the nose. “I don’t get that from other adventurers. They’re fun in their own way, but this is nice too.”
They kissed briefly, then Hae leaned into their embrace. Bae-Jin was solid and warm against her, her arms gentle and tight. She sighed and kissed again, deeper. Then again.
“Thank you,” Hae whispered between kisses.
“No. Thank you.” Bae-Jin tangled her fingers in the girl’s hair, pulling it free. “Now, about that fucking?”
“What about it?” She let the woman work at her neck, biting her lip at the teasing of teeth on her skin.
“Well,” Bae-Jin sighed, hands reaching up to release Hae’s plaid. “I think we should skip the camp and fire.”
“Why’s that?”
“Because right now I only want you.”
“Hmm. You can’t build a fire in a cave anyhow.”
“Good point.”
Bae-Jin parted Hae’s robes, pulling the chest wrap between her breasts and putting her mouth to one of the stiff nipples. Hae rose, gasping as sparks shot through her.
“And all the wood will be too wet.”
“Very wet.”
The woman’s hand came between her thighs.
“And–,”
“Shut up already.”
Hae pulled Bae-Jin into a kiss as she untied her sash, fingers reaching to touch her naked skin. She gasped as they glided over her, hugging them as they slipped inside. Bae-Jin worked the rest of her clothes open, the damp air kissing her skin as she rode the woman’s fingers.
Bae-Jin’s mouth traveled down her body. Their eyes met as she pulled the finger free and sucked them clean. Hae’s body ached, and her moans echoed off the walls as the other woman buried her face into the straight, black hair between her legs.
Hae whimpered, pushing her hips forward, offering herself as much as she could. Bae-Jin’s tongue was strong and demanding against her, lapping eagerly and desperate for more.
They went to the ground, quickly throwing out the plaid beneath them. Hae parted her legs and Bae-Jin went to work, lapping and sucking at the soft, wetness of her legs and sex. Hae moaned and arched in pleasure, taking Bae-Jin by the head and driving herself forward. As she watched the woman between her thighs, she decided it wasn’t enough.
Pulling her away, Hae brought the other woman up and into a kiss, tasting herself. They rolled over and she tore at the woman’s plaid and robes, freeing the body beneath and pressing her lips to the scarred skin. When she lowered her bottoms. Bae-Jin was ready for her. 
Their eyes met for a brief moment, and Bae-Jin angled her hips in offering. Hae eyed her for a moment, eager to taste but determined to satisfy. She put her lips to the woman’s stomach kissing down to the cleft of her thigh. Bae-Jin writhed against the floor as she worked her way up and back down, teasing the soft and sensitive legs.
She took Hae by the neck, urging her to act. Hae ignored and gave her attention to the other leg instead, kissing and sucking until the older woman was panting and whimpering. Hae kissed back down, parting the legs further, feeling her heat and smelling her lust.
Bae-Jin’s body jerked, squeezing as Hae finally pressed her tongue between the soaking lips. She tasted beautiful and natural, her labored moans like music in the cave. As her legs clamped shut, they laced their fingers together and Hae took as much of her as she could.
Soon, the woman’s bucking became too violent. Hae pulled herself away, pinning her hips to the ground and slipping her fingers inside. Bae-Jin arched again, her body seizing. Her insides gripped Hae’s fingers–soft, wet, and incredibly strong. She pushed, desperate to find the perfect spot.
“Where?” she asked in a whisper.
“Lower. Lower. There. Fuck!”
“Here?” Hae pressed.
“Yes! Gods! Yes. Don’t stop.”
Hae touched, massaging the area, feeling the throb of Bae-Jin’s pulse. She leaned over, beating her tongue against the swollen clitoris. Bae-Jin gripped her hair, shaking wildly.
“Fuck. Harder.”
Hae went harder, from tapping to hammering. Bae-Jin bucked and she lost control. Rushing to her face, Hae kissed her. Bae-Jin kissed back, pulling her close and fighting for air.
Hae put their heads together, watching her lover’s face, knowing she was responsible. When Bae-Jin’s body released, and her eyes rolled back, something changed. She wanted this woman–against her, inside her, all around her.
Lost in the moment, she threw herself on top of the other woman and was met with a mad embrace. They hugged and squeezed, pushing and pulling each other into position until they were tangled together, grinding and riding and panting hot breath against each other’s skin.
“I couldn’t help it,” Hae said. “I wanted you. You were so beautiful. I had to have you.”
“Then take me. Gods, fuck me. I’m yours.”
Hae’s sex ached as she rode the other woman’s thigh. Her body trembled as she felt her climax coming.
“You’re so gorgeous. And when you were cumming...I had to have you. I couldn’t help it. I had to have you.”
“You have me, Hae. You have me.”
“I wanted to make you cum. And when you did...I couldn’t believe it.”
“You did. And I’m. Going to. Cum again.”
“Me too. Please, don’t stop. I want to see you like that again. I want to feel you.”
“Together. We’ll cum. Together.”
Hae felt the woman’s nails, the sweat of their bodies as they pressed themselves together, the heat of her breath, and the vise of her thighs as she squeezed. Bae-Jin’s body locked, and as Hae watched her face change again, she froze–muscles clenched in burning release.
“Fuck. More.”
“I can’t. Move.”
They fought for inches, both doing what little they could to please the other. Finally, their breath released in shuddering moans of the other’s name.
“I feel so good,” Hae said, gripping the plaid.
“So do I. Gods, so do I.” Bae-Jin took her backside, urging her to ride harder.
“I can’t get enough.” Hae rose up, rocking her hips. Bae-Jin grabbed her breast, sucking at the nipple.
“I never want to.” 
“I… I…,” Hae’s breath caught in her chest.
“Yes?” Bae-Jin pulled her faster, reaching around her rear and slipping her fingers inside. Hae’s body squeezed her tight.
“I… Oh, fuck. I…”
“Mmm, say it.”
“I…love…you.”
Bae-Jin stared up at her in the torchlight, face frozen. The world stood still. Hae’s mind was fuzzy and confused, her heart sinking as she realized what she’d said.
Then Bae-Jin took her with her free hand, pulling her head down and kissing her deeply. She rode faster, fingers driving deep inside, making her moan.
“Say it again.”
“I love you.”
“Again.”
“I love you.”
Their tongues fought and her heart pounded as she released. Bae-Jin pushed her over, rolling to the top and burying her face between her legs. Hae arched and struggled on the ground, the woman’s tongue shooting fire and thunder through her body.
“I love you,” she said again. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”
Bae-Jin climbed over Hae’s body, thrusting her fingers back inside.
“I love you too,” she said, kissing her. “I love your sweetness. I love how smart you are. I love your wonder. I love the way you love me.”
Hae put her hand down, reaching inside the other woman’s body. Bae-Jin stiffened, squeezing as she began to moan again. They came together, gushing hot onto one another until the plaid was soaked and they were both exhausted.
Sweating, panting in the light of the single torch, they pulled themselves together–snuggling in the humid air now thick with their scent. Bae-Jin curled into Hae’s arms, her eyelashes tickling the skin of her breast.
“About…what we said. Did you mean it?” she asked after a few moments.
“Yes,” Hae said. “Every word, I think.”
Bae-Jin sighed in her arms.
“It’s not what I was expecting to hear.”
“I shouldn’t have said it.”
“No,” Bae-Jin gave her a squeeze. “I’m glad you did, but…”
“But what?”
“Let’s talk about it later. In the morning. No need to ruin the moment.”
“Okay,” Hae agreed, but inside she felt it was too late.
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Hae awoke the next morning to the sound of Bae-Jin dressing. A new torch burned in the crevice of the wall. She sat up, pulling the plaid around her bare shoulders.
“Morning.”
Bae-Jin started.
“Morning,” she said without turning.
Hae waited in silence.
“Are we going to talk about it?”
The other woman’s shoulders tightened then fell. She sighed and continued tying her sash.
“Do we need to?” She turned, wearing a hollow imitation of her usual smile.
“…No. Apparently not.”
Hae drew a slow breath and reached for her clothes, feeling naked for the first time.
She dressed in quiet and they packed their things, exiting the cave and slipping behind the waterfall and back into the pond clearing. The mist hung heavy around the cliffs and rises.
“Where to next?”
Hae looked at the letters, too distracted to make much sense of them. Shaking the cloud of thoughts from her head, she focused and tried again.
“That way,” she pointed down a pass. “Keep your eyes out for a cleft in the cliff wall. There’ll be some natural arches to signify it.”
“Great. Good work.” Bae-Jin smiled again, but Hae felt no warmth. “Let’s go.”
They started walking, moving slowly through the banks of fog and watching for sudden drops and loose scree that might send them tumbling back down. On occasion they were able to look out and see patches of where they had been before down below. The vague colors of the fort in the brief windows seemed like a reminder of something very long ago and far away.
The corridor presented itself just after midday. They had gotten turned around and lost twice, struggling to find their way back in the mist. Upon finding the cleft, Hae realized she’d misunderstood the description and that it was less a corridor and more a staircase. Large steps had been cut into the mountainside, leading higher up. The arches remained–weathered taegeuks carved into their faces and patched with moss.
Before venturing onto the stairs they decided to rest.
“Do we know how far up these go?” Bae-Jin asked, breaking the silence.
“No.”
“Do you think we could find out?”
“Does it matter?”
“I guess not. We’ll get there when we get there.”
“Right.”
“Do we know what comes next, at least?”
Hae sighed and brought out the packet of letters. She leafed through the pages, pulling one aside and handing it over. The illustration showed rows of stone columns. Bae-Jin looked it over and handed it back.
The two said little else before starting off again up the steps. The passage was wide enough for them to walk comfortably, but not abreast. Bae-Jin took the lead with Hae following behind, and both carried their bows drawn and strung, with arrows ready.
The march up the steps took several hours. As they climbed the steps they felt the return of the familiar chill of ghosts. Looking back and ahead revealed nothing, though occasionally shapes moved overhead near the arches.
Finally they arrived at the top, with the columns looming over them in the fog. The ground was flat, and stretched out on either side until the mountain wall curved around. The pillars were heads taller than either of the women, square, and smooth on all sides. Taegeuk adorned skulls were carved into each face–well preserved despite their age. 
“Definitely man-made,” Bae-Jin said, slinging her bow.
“Probably to break up army formations.” Hae pointed upwards towards the higher cliffs. “I’d bet we could see some kind of guard post if it weren’t for the fog.”
“Where they’d rain down arrows and magic, no doubt.”
“Though, now that I think about it, it seems a bit odd.”
“How so?”
The ghost chill came upon them again. Hae paid it no mind, examining the face of one of the columns.
“The pillars would provide too much cover. If this were a killing pit, it would make more sense to leave it open. And how did they make these anyhow?”
“And why carve the taegeuk into each one?”
Hae pulled out the letters again, examining the notes. She held it over for Bae-Jin to see. The closeness of the woman’s body, and the smell of her braided hair made her heart sink as she thought about the night before, the morning, and what might come in the future.  She cleared her throat.
“And the map. It shows pillars, but nowhere near as many.” She fingered a sketch in the corner. “This little map also ignores most of them.”
“Hm. I’d guess they just couldn’t be bothered. Why do all the work to draw the pillars if you can get the point across with just a few?”
“Could be, but the other illustrations are pretty detailed. And with the map, I’d think the author would want to be as clear as possible.”
“That is strange, but do you think it matters?”
“Um,” Hae pointed over Bae-Jin’s shoulder. “I think it might.”
Ghosts materialized into the forest of stone, each taking its place next to a column. The eyes of the carved skulls began to glow a sick green and the ground rippled.
“Which way to the exit?” Bae-Jin pulled off her bow, drawing an arrow.
“That way.” Hae pointed behind them, pulling her own weapon. “Not sure how far.”
“Let’s say we find out.”
They broke into a run, more ghosts coming to settle next to their columns. The stone eyes burned green and the ground shook. The soil parted as ancient hands broke the surface, clawing their way out of the old graves. Panicked, Hae watched as the dead rose around her.
A pair of bodies exhumed themselves ahead, dirt falling from the crevices of skulls and crumbling armor. Rows and rows came to life, carrying swords and spears and axes.
Bae-Jin fired an arrow, the shot taking a skeleton through the eye. The bolt pierced through the back of the undead’s skull, sending it to the ground. Hae did the same, her shot flying wide and striking a column.
“Stop thinking,” Bae-Jin said, voice tight. “Remember, just shoot. We can look at them later.”
“Right.” She readied another arrow.
The dead soldiers filed in, and the way was soon blocked. The circle shrank. Long-dead bodies shuffled towards them from out of the forest of stone pillars, their ghosts floating idly by. Bae-Jin fired again, knocking another skeleton to the ground. Two more took its place. She pointed at a place in the ring.
“Charge an arrow. Blast a hole in their line.”
Hae’s face twisted as she thought about the feel of the magic thrumming up her arm.
“Isn’t there another way?”
“If you’ve got an idea, I’m ready to hear it.” Bae-Jin switched to her sword.
“Right.” The circle drew closer, the clacking of bones and clinking of armor growing louder with each step. The closest undead readied their weapons. “Spirits, forgive me.”
She drew an arrow through the second notch, the magic pulsing up her arm. Holding the shot, she felt the intensity grow. Behind her, a skeleton raised an axe. Bae-Jin leaped forward, slapping the blow aside with her sword as it came down. The sharpened steel cleaved through the old, wooden haft. The axe head sank into the ground at Hae’s feet.
Eyes wide and chest tight, she released her thumb. The arrow tore through the air. The head planted in a chest piece of ancient lamellar and the magic exploded. A massive wave of force blew the circle apart, sending bones and dust through the air.
Bae-Jin took her by the arm.
“Run!”
They ran, sprinting through the hole in the line as the ranks of undead tried to close the gap, their allies on the ground trying to repair themselves. Bae-Jin took the lead, hacking and slashing at anything that came too close. Hae drew the bow again, holding the shot while it charged. Once ready, she fired behind them, the arrow landing deep within the pursuing army. It exploded, sending undead parts flying.
“Nice work,” Bae-Jin called as she crossed swords with a skeleton.
The creature’s movements were slow and predictable. She forced an opening in its defense, chopping into its skull then cutting it in half across the middle. The bones sank to the ground, still moving. In the mist ahead, reinforcements were coming their way.
“Damn it all.” New bodies were coming in from the sides, surrounding them again. Bae-Jin readied her sword. “I didn’t come all this way to killed by skeletons.”
“We can’t fight all of them.” Hae readied another shot.
“No. But we can fight our way through.”
The frontline of the skeletons lurched towards them. Hae fired blindly into the crowd, normal arrows sticking in armor and bone as she kept the circle from closing again. Bae-Jin hacked her way forward, carving out a path.
As she engaged one skeleton, the broken remains of another grabbed at her feet. She kicked at the body, deflecting the attacker at the same time. Hae spotted them suddenly, charging a shot and firing. The arrow struck a pillar behind them, erupting and cracking the stone as it sent Bae-Jin and the skeleton to the ground.
The ghost dissipated into the air as the column fell. Without warning, an untouched skeleton fell to pieces.
Hae ran to Bae-Jin, pulling her to her feet. She charged another shot and fired at a new column. The stone collapsed, as did a random skeleton in the army.
“Okay, I think I get it,” Hae said.
“Great. But not very practical.” The other woman was readying her sword again.
“No, but I have another idea.” She drew an arrow through the second notch, pointing at the sky. “Be ready to run.”
Hae fired a second charged shot at the upper cliffs of the mountain. The arrow separated the clouds, flying fast. Moments passed before they heard the bang and the rushing crumble of the coming avalanche. Great stones and boulders crashed around them, sending showers of dirt and gravel as they struck the ground and tackled the pillars. Waves of skeletons collapsed, many more crushed beneath falling rocks.
Bae-Jin pulled short, narrowly avoiding a massive stone as it struck the ground before her.
“Maybe not the best idea,” she said.
“Seemed good at the time.”
“I appreciate that you can act without thinking now, but…”
“I know.”
A rock struck Hae’s head. Her vision blurred as she dropped to her knees. Bae-Jin pulled her up and they kept on, dodging stones and skeletons as they ran through the maze of pillars.
“There.” Hae pointed at a gap in the inner cliff wall. “We have to hurry!”
High above, barely visible through the sheets of fog, a slide of rocks was headed towards the opening. They began to fall, stacking almost neatly around the entrance. Bae-Jin sheathed her sword, Hae slinging her bow as they entered into a full sprint. 
The pile of rocks grew, smashing around them as they arrived. Clambering over the stack, the women pushed and pulled each other, both desperate to get through. Boulders fell and cracked until there was only a tiny chute. Bae-Jin arrived first, hoisting Hae to her level.
Hae went to her stomach, trying to crawl. She felt Bae-Jin’s boot on her backside, and a sudden thrust sent her tumbling down the other side. Shielding her face and head, she rolled down the hill of rocks and stone to the blackness of the inner corridor. Bae-Jin landed next to her a moment later.
They sat in the dark, panting as the adrenaline wore off and listening to the last echoes of the avalanche above. Slowly, the light of the entrance was blocked out, and they were left in total black.
“Well,” Bae-Jin said in the dark. “I guess we made it.”
“Yeah.” Hae let out the breath she’d been holding for what seemed like hours. “I guess so.”
She felt familiar hands on her.
“I was worried for a minute.”
The hands held her face, pulling her around to touch soft lips. She gave herself to the moment, then pushed away.
“No. We should talk about that.”
“Okay. We will.”
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Sparks shot from flint and steel, casting brief shadows on the rock walls. Bae-Jin got a torch going and the two women took a few moments to patch up their new wounds. The silence was tense, neither knowing what to say. After a short rest, they started moving.
The tunnel curved through the mountain, gradually sloping upwards. After some time they saw the light of the gray sky shining at the exit where it released onto a windy, cliff-side path. The walled channel below was filled with fallen rocks and wrecked pillars. Troops of skeletal soldiers wandered about aimlessly, trying to find a way to pursue the trespassers.
They camped early after finding a clearing on the rising slope of the mountain.
“Are we going to talk about this?” Hae asked.
“Do we need to?” Bae-Jin asked, trying to get a fire started.
“Yes,” Hae said, holding her head. Her fingers came back freshly wet and she felt dizzy. “I…We almost…I don’t want to go the rest of this journey not knowing how you feel.”
The fire blazed to life and Bae-Jin gave her a look. She came to her and sat.
“Hold still.”
She tilted Hae’s head, placing her palm over the gash in her scalp. The air vibrated with her chant, and the cool light radiated out. Hae felt the throbbing ease, but the dizziness remained.
“I don’t understand,” Hae said.
“It’s complicated.”
“Is it? Really? Because it seems simple to me. I said…what I said, and you said it too. Now you act like it’s was a mistake, even though you told me...”
Bae-Jin said nothing, nursing the wound on Hae’s head. When she was done, she pulled out a jar of salve from her sporran and offered it before turning the magic to herself.
“It’s…” she sighed.
“Is it really this hard?” Hae asked. “I just want an answer.”
“I’m glad you said it. I’m glad I said it. It was a beautiful moment I’m sure I’ll always remember.”
“But?”
“I don’t want to hurt you.”
“Pushing me away doesn’t hurt?”
“I know it does. It hurts me too, but it’s easier.”
“Oh. I see.” Hae opened the jar, dipping out the salve and wincing as she applied it to her wounds. “It’s just for now, isn’t it? We’re not really going to the Manifest together, or doing any of those other things. Those were just words. It’s all just here and now.”
“I didn’t mean for it to go this way. I wasn’t expecting…us.”
“There is no ‘us’ apparently. So it doesn’t matter.”
“It does matter.” Bae-Jin’s voice was firm, the light of the fire and the glow of the magic casting dark shadows across her face. “Don’t think I did any of this just for fun. I do care about you.”
Hae turned away, sealing the cap back on the jar.
“Do you say that to everyone you jump into bed with? Or just the ones you can use?”
“Wow.” Bae-Jin stood and started to walk away. “Okay, that’s it for tonight.”
Hae got up, following.
“Wait, I’m sorry.”
“You should be.”
“I am. I shouldn’t have said that.”
“You’re right.”
“But this is just how it feels right now. I’m miles from home in a place no one is supposed to see and I don’t know if I’ll ever get back. I got impaled on a tree by a monster. I was almost killed by skeletons and falling rocks. All I have out here is you. You’ve given me so much, and then I find out none of it’s been real. I’m scared. And now I have nothing to hold onto.”
Bae-Jin scoffed. 
“That gives you the right to call me a slut?”
“No. That was wrong. I don’t care about that, not really. It only bothers me because…like I said last night, I feel small and inexperienced when I just want to be good enough for you.”
The other woman released a sigh, dropping to sit again.
“What I said last night was true,” Bae-Jin said. “I really feel all of those things. And I meant it when I said I loved you.” She sighed again, putting a hand to her eyes. “Yes, I was using you. Yes, I was trying to seduce you. Yes, it was all so you’d help me. And then, suddenly, it wasn’t. And I wasn’t expecting that. So, I tried to push you away, and that hurt.”
They waited quietly in the firelight. 
“I’m sorry,” Bae-Jin said at length.
“So am I.” Hae dropped to a rock. “What happened? Things were so nice.”
“I think we’re just scared. At least I am.”
Hae nodded.
“Me too.”
Bae-Jin took her hand. Hae looked up, and the woman was smiling, soft and gentle again. She leaned in and they shared a kiss. 
“I guess we’re on good terms,” Hae said, squeezing her hand. “But where do we go from here?”
“Let’s look at it this way–we’re farther into the Ghost Lands than anyone’s been in centuries, chasing something we don’t fully understand. We probably won’t live long enough to worry about it. So let’s deal with that problem when we get home, okay? Until then, let’s just enjoy this.”
“We’re still going to have sex then?”
“If you want to. Do you want to?”
“I do.” She laughed over the wind. “We almost died.”
Bae-Jin smiled.
“Nothing like a near-death experience to make a girl feel alive.”
Aches and scratches were lost and forgotten in the heat beneath the tangled plaids. The cool air was refreshing as they came up to breathe, only to fall into one another again.
When they were finally exhausted, they pulled apart and fed more branches onto the fire. Wood was scarce, with the few bushes and shrubs becoming fewer as they ascended the mountain. The air was also chilling and Bae-Jin felt they might see snow before long.
“Nothing to worry about,” she said, as they lay cuddled beneath the woolen plaids. “I don’t think it’ll cause us any trouble in this season.”
“None of the letters say anything about snow. At least I don’t think they do. We probably won’t have to travel up much more.”
Bae-Jin thought.
“From what I recall seeing of the range during our approach, I think it sweeps back and to the north.”
“That makes sense. We’ll probably be traveling inwards then. There is a problem though.”
“What’s that?” Bae-Jin asked, putting her lips to Hae’s shoulder.
“Food. We’re all right for now, but I don’t think we’ll have much to forage in the future. Not if we’re moving deeper into the mountains.”
“That is a problem. What do we have?”
“About five days worth, if we half ration.”
“Hm. Damn. And no telling for how long it will take.”
“Right.”
Bae-Jin stared, thinking again.
“What do you think?” she asked.
“Well, we’ve come this far–I say we go three more days and collect everything we can on the way. After that, we’ll turn back and try again.”
“Good plan. In that case, we should get our rest and start out early tomorrow.”
They went to sleep, Hae taking first watch. She watched Bae-Jin as she slept, still trying to understand the other woman, and her own feelings, and what they meant. She wondered what would happen when they got home. If they got home at all.
It suddenly dawned on her that the ghostly chill was still present and stronger than ever. She looked around, finding no shades or figures lurking in the darkness of the mountain cliffs. She pulled her plaid closer, huddling to the fire, now feeling very cold.
And then she heard it.
Far away, within the foggy mountains, came screams–not the ragged, primal howling of the Grayman, but the tortured, unearthly wails of impossible suffering. They drifted on the wind, faint but clear. Whatever they were, they were in pain and wanted the world to know.
Hae spent the rest of her watch on edge, her imagination trying to conjure up what might make such noises. When she woke Bae-Jin she told the other woman.
“I guess we’re getting close.” She tried to smile.
When she took her turn to rest, she felt sure it would be hopeless. She quickly discovered otherwise. The sleep was shallow and unpleasant however, tinged with fear of the screams and her close brush with death. Before long she was shaken awake and found Bae-Jin leaning over her. The woman’s face was a great comfort, and the terror of the night fade away into the fog of the mountain morning.
Skipping breakfast, they doused the fire, stored the remaining wood, and got to walking. The path led up and eventually in, just as they had suspected. The peaks of mountains still loomed high above, but the walls around them began to taper towards a valley. Vegetation became less and less, and all the two were able to forage were the thinnest of mosses clinging to the rock faces.
Soon it was all dirt. Just after midday they say their first bones. By late afternoon the ground was littered with them and their breath was visible in the frigid air. And just as the sun was setting, they found the archway.
It towered over them, nestled between two mounds of skulls in a grotesque mockery of Sentinel’s Ring. A massive skull, too big to be human was lashed to the crossbeam, the taegeuk carved into its cranium. 
Through the gate, the path continued. Shapes moved in the fog, and far in the distance, rose a spire of brilliant light.
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They stood before the gate a long while, neither willing to take the first step. It was as if the fog were a wall holding them back from entering–the fog, and the fear of what lay before them.
“All the gods,” Bae-Jin breathed, staring at the pillar of glowing smoke in the distance.
Hae shook her head.
“I think it’s just the one. And everything about this says he doesn’t want us coming in.”
“Do-Yun. You think it’s him? For real?”
“I feel like it has to be.”
“How far would you guess that to be?”
“I don’t think it matters.”
“Three days, I’d say. If we move quick.”
“Bae-Jin…”
“So, six, there and back.”
“Bae-Jin.
“We’ll be hungry for a few days, but we can make it.”
Hae took her by the arm, turning her so they looked into one another’s eyes. Bae-Jin stared down as if seeing her there for the first time.
“No,” Hae said, gripping her wrist. “Let’s go back. This is too much.”
“I can’t. We’ve come so far. Do-Yun’s prison may be right there and we could be the first ones to see it.”
“We aren’t meant to. We don’t know what’s on the other side of this arch.” She motioned at the gate, and as she did a chill wind blew from the valley.
“I don’t know how to make you understand what this means for me, but everything I’ve wanted out of life waits for me just three days march onto that plain. This is it for me, Hae–fate or destiny, whatever you want to call it. I was meant to come here. And I mean to make good on this chance.”
“What are you talking about? All that’s over there is…death. Literally.”
“Remember–two rangers on foot in a vast space. They’ll never know we were here. We’re so close. This is what I’ve come for. This is it!”
Hae sighed, her heart heavy.
“There’s no way I can talk you out of this, is there?”
“No.” Bae-Jin’s smile was soft with melancholy.
“But I can’t let you go alone.”
“You can.” She put her hand on Hae’s face. “I know how stupid and dangerous this is. I won’t make you come with me. Not this time.”
“Do you?”
They were silent a moment.
“I will go with you,” Hae continued. “If I went back home, I’d have to live the rest of my life not knowing what became of you. And that would be worse than dying by your side.”
Bae-Jin’s eyes brimmed with sudden tears. She pulled Hae into the strongest hug she’d ever felt, and the two kissed. They kissed knowing it might be their last. An entire world of myth and terror awaited them on the other side of the gateway, and both knew that neither were truly prepared for the danger they were about to face.
Hand in hand, they shouldered their packs and stepped through the archway.
 



Part 2:
Where I Want
To Be
 



14
The lands of the Ghost King were barren and cold. The mist clung to them, dampening their clothes and hair. Where there wasn’t mud there were rocks and bones. Heaps of skeletons rose around them, twisted and tangled in forgotten misery.
Despite their lack of eyes, Hae felt them watching. The skinless faces and pale smiles were both mocking and pleading. She pulled her plaid tighter, desperate for any sort of comfort she could find.
It helped little.
The skeletal heaps continued for miles. Once clear of them, the two came onto a rock shelf that jutted from the earth and the mountain walls. Climbing to the top and huddling down, they were able to get some view of the land. Through the haze they could see little, but things moved in the distance–things massive in size and adorned with burning lights that illuminated horrible features.  The vortex flashed with lightning, seemingly the only true source of light as well as the cause of the mist that blanketed the valley and blocked the sky.
A great bellow sounded from one of the giant shapes, followed by lances of light from the ground.
“What do you think’s happening?” Hae asked, edging closer to Bae-Jin.
The other woman pointed, and through the fog she saw a blurry clutter like a hoard of ants.
“Armies?” Bae-Jin asked.
“What for?”
“Guarding the prison, maybe? We’ll need to be careful moving forward, though. This place isn’t as asleep as we thought.”
“You don’t say?”
Hae nudged her and nodded.
On the opposite ridge was a mounted figure. Its steed had eyes of glowing red, nearly lost in its burning mane, and a great horn rose from between them. The figure seemed to be searching the land below, and for a moment Hae was sure it was looking directly at her.
She felt its presence, its awareness wash over her as it scoured the land. The sensation lasted briefly before passing, and then the figure spurred its mount on and down the cliffside.
“We’ll need to be fast,” Bae-Jin said, crawling back to where they’d climbed the shelf.
“I think it saw us,” Hae said, following.
“You may be right. It might have run off to tell the others, which means we need to hurry.”
“We can’t fight an army.”
“And we won’t. Two rangers, Hae. Quick and quiet.”
They reached the ground and began moving again, Bae-Jin setting a pace true to her words. They covered several miles before stopping to rest in the cover of another shelf. For a moment, Hae thought she saw the mounted figure again before it was obscured by a bank of fog. When the cloud passed, it was gone.
After a short break, they continued on and all the while she was certain they were being watched.
The rest of the first day continued the same, the two of them moving silently through the fog and rocks, careful not to scatter bones where they lay across the ground in growing numbers. Occasionally they saw flashes of light and heard rumbling bellows in the distance. And while she never saw the figure again, Hae felt the same sensation she had before. The feeling of eyes tracking their movements.
They stopped and climbed a cliff, settling into an overhang. They made no camp that night, and no fire. Their rations were scant and cold, and while on watch Hae stared into the gloom, holding Bae-Jin close for warmth. An hour into her watch, the screaming began again.
It came from nowhere and everywhere at once. Bae-Jin slept fitfully next to her, shivering and jerking. She held the woman close, to comfort herself as much as to comfort her.
“What is that noise?” Bae-Jin asked when she woke for her watch.
“I don’t know, but they’ve been going at it all night.”
“Spirits. Try to sleep.” She kissed her. “I’ll take over.”
Sleep came easily, but Hae’s dreams were plagued by nightmares. Thoughts and images of death and ghosts chased her until she was gratefully woken.
Bae-Jin was standing over her, her hand on Hae’s mouth. She put a finger to her lips. A hollow clicking came from the distance.
“Quiet. Be ready to move.”
Hae readied herself, girding her plaid and taking hold of her pack. The two pressed themselves against the rock as the clicking came nearer. Bae-Jin’s hand closed around the hilt of her sword.
The clicking grew louder, now accompanied by a skittering noise. From around the edge of the wall came a set of skeletal hands, reaching blindly in the air. Hae’s heart dropped as she saw the hands connect to a large skull, busy snapping its jaws. Its eye’s burned green in the fog and behind it crawled the horrible body of something like a centipede. Its legs were human arms, and dozens of them clattered across the rock face as it wove its way past them.
Bae-Jin released her weapon and motioned for Hae to move out of the alcove and down the cliff. She did as she was told, her body heavy as lead. The monster continued on, seemingly unaware of their presence.
Slipping down the side, Hae came to a shelf. Her terror relaxed as Bae-Jin started down after her. Then she heard the clicking again. Turning, she was face to face with the flaming eyes of the monster as it appeared from around the cliff.
Hae screamed.
The thing screamed back, spectral lashes flying from its mouth. The tongues wrapped around her arms as she tried to defend herself. They were cold, yet burning like fire. She stared into the unearthly green as it reeled her in.
Bae-Jin dropped from the wall, landing on the monster’s skull and driving it into the ground. The teeth severed the lashes and the thing bucked to throw her off.
Shaking herself free, Hae grabbed the other woman and leaped off the edge of the cliff. They tumbled to the ground, the monster close behind. Getting to their feet they began to run.
The centipede followed, howling close behind. New tongues flew from its jaws, desperate to catch them. From out of the mist came the sound of hooves and the whinny of a horse. Hae looked towards the noise, seeing the shape of the black rider descending from the mountain walls, wreathed in flame.
They put on speed, willing themselves to move faster. Hae felt the ground sink beneath her feet, and soon she was falling as she slipped on the mud. They splashed into a mire, struggling to get up and keep moving as the muck rose about them. The centipede strafed their position, unwilling to enter the mud itself.
“Come on,” Bae-Jin said, pulling Hae forward. “Come on.”
They started for the other side, the centipede moving fast and the rider approaching. The woman jerked mid-step.
“What’s wrong?” Hae asked.
“Something’s got me.”
Hae felt it now too. Hands closing around her feet and ankles, pointed fingers biting into her skin. Gritting her teeth, she pulled. The claws tore and the mud sucked at her boots. She moved, but slowly. Bae-Jin struggled next to her.
The moaning of the centipede was loud, but becoming lost in the approaching hoofbeats of the rider. And then something else joined them. A great purring huff came from the haze, and with it a massive form on all fours, its head like the skull of a cat with giant fangs. Roaring, it stepped towards the rearing centipede.
Out of the muck rose the shapes of long-dead warriors, mud, and pallid flesh clinging to their bones and armor. They lurched forward, and with one hand Bae-Jin drew her sword. With the other she took Hae’s hand.
Hae drew her blade as well, swinging as the zombies drew near. Their bones broke easily beneath the heavy blade, but for each one she felled, two more arose. Soon they were surrounded and outnumbered, the giant beasts fighting nearby. The circle closed in and the women battled instinctively from all directions, the mud making it impossible to maneuver.
Swinging at one, Hae’s blade glanced off a plate of ancient lamellar. The zombie grabbed at her sword hand, squeezing it in its grip. Wincing with the pain, she dropped the weapon and watched as it sank into the muck. She drew her knife and slashed the undead arm free. Driving the blade into its skull, she turned and began to search for the sword.
Figures rose above her, weapons drawn and ready to strike. Hae lifted her arms to defend herself as the blows fell. Eyes squeezed shut, she heard the clang of steel on steel, followed by the piercing neigh of a horse. She looked to find a mighty Girin rearing above her, its rider wielding a bare sword.
The creature stood on the surface of the mud, clouds of flame and smoke about its scaled flanks. A single antler rose from between its burning eyes, and its beard and mane flowed in a nonexistent wind. The rider was clad in a tattered cloak and armor familiar from its presence in mythic art. Its frame suggested a man, though its face was covered.
The figure waved a hand and a growing light came to life among the bodies of the zombies. The light grew until the undead burst with sudden, violent flame. In their place more climbed from the depths of the mud.
The rider spoke something deep and unintelligible. Hae and Bae-Jin looked at one another, ready to fight. As the new zombies closed in, the figure put out its hands. The women shrank back.
With something like a sigh, the rider spurred its mount forward and sheathed its sword. The creature built to a gallop over the mire’s surface. The horseman took both women by the collar and hoisted them onto the saddle.
Soon they were away, leaving the zombies and the mud behind while the battling monsters forgot their feud and gave chase. The rider turned, thrusting a hand forward and releasing a fountain of hissing, multicolored sparks. The monsters turned in fear, howling and wailing as they shrank back.
The rider bore them forward across the foggy, dead plains. The women said nothing, but clung to one another and the mount. Soon, through the mist, the shape of a fortress emerged. The walls were old and crumbling, and the timbers were swollen and cracked. They passed through the gate, its portcullis dropping behind them, and came to a halt in a barren courtyard.
Bae-Jin leaped to the ground, pulling Hae behind her and drawing her sword again. She held it forward defiantly as the rider dismounted.
The figure spoke, a garbled rumbling. It tried a second time. The sounds were different, but made no more sense than before. Finally, the figure waved its hands, and when it spoke again the sounds took the shape of speech.
“Who are you?” it asked. “Do you bring reinforcements?”
“What?” Bae-Jin lowered her sword.
“Do you bring reinforcements from the empire?”
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       Bae-Jin turned to look at Hae, who stared back just as confused. Slowly she sheathed her sword.
“The empire?”
“Yes. You come as scouts of the empire’s armies, yes?”
His voice trembled with spectral resonance, but his tone was serious. Hae pulled on Bae-Jin’s sleeve.
“He must be one of the ancients.”
“Right. I guess he doesn’t know.”
“Know what?” The rider said. “Speak up. Of what am I uninformed?”
“I don’t know how to say this,” Bae-Jin started, “but…The empire’s gone.”
“Gone? What do you mean gone?”
“Gone as in gone. Fallen.”
He turned, visibly shaken. Pacing he began to mutter to himself.
“Fallen. Gone. How long has it been? How will we proceed? I must tell the others. What to do?”
“Excuse me?” Hae asked. “We’ll be glad to tell you what we know, but we’d like some answers too.”
He stopped and looked at her, as if seeing her only just now. He straightened quickly, regaining his heroic poise.
“Of course. If I may lead, how and when did the empire fall?”
“Oh.” Hae scratched her head.
Bae-Jin stepped in.
“No one knows, but it’s been a long time.”
“A long time? A long time. How long?”
“I…”
“Can you guess?”
Hae sighed, thinking.
“Several hundred, maybe a thousand years?”
The rider stared at her a moment then took to pacing again.
“A thousand years? That can’t be possible. Has it been that long?”
“Alright, your turn,” Bae-Jin said. “We’ll start easy. Who are you?”
“In my homeland I was known as Thenshia’dok. After some time, the natives here took to calling me Dai-Seong.”
“Dai-Seong?” Hae asked. “The Dai-Seong? Like in the stories? A young god?”
“A Dai-Seong, yes. There are stories of me. But a god?”
“And you worked for the empire?”
“Yes. I was a general in the Mag’dian army and one of several leading the campaign to push the empire into the eastern continents. The empire is truly gone?”
“Very,” Bae-Jin assured him. “All that’s left of that world is ruins and artifacts. Your life is the stuff of legends now.”
Dai-Seong slumped.
“The empire was meant to last for time eternal. How could it fall?”
“These things happen. You did a pretty good job, though. Your ruins are all over the place.”
“So, the empire is gone. No reinforcements are coming to aid us.”
“I’m afraid not.”
“Who is ‘us’?” Hae asked.
“The remnants of the Mag’dian army. There are only three others and myself. The rest have fallen and become part of Ghost King’s army.” 
“How have you survived?”
“Survived? We haven’t. Everyone sent to battle Do-Yun has fallen. We remain free only through the might of our sheer will. I’ve watched as many brave and powerful heroes fell victim to his control once they crossed into death. This land is cursed with undeath, as is befitting this Ghost King of yours. And so, my companions and I live on and continue to hold the enemy here. Seemingly, for centuries.”
“Wow. So it really is Do-Yun. And you four are all that keeps all of this from escaping back into the world.”
He nodded.
“It’s true. Our campaign drove Do-Yun’s forces into these mountains and cut off his influence to the outside world. In doing so we have severely weakened his power. He now sits in his palace, nearly sleeping, waiting for the day that misfortune brings him a step closer to escape and a return to power.”
“Palace? He’s supposed to be imprisoned.”
“It is a prison, of sorts. As this place is for all of us.” 
Hae released a slow breath, trying to take everything in.
“Why not take the fight to him?” Bae-Jin asked. “You’re four great heroes of an ancient empire, apparently capable of holding back entire armies of undead by yourselves. Why not storm the palace and deal with him?”
“We’d tried in the past.” Dai-Seong shook his head. “And we lost many of our number. The Ghost King’s influence grows stronger as you approach his place of power. We are able to resist his control by keeping at a distance. It becomes much more difficult as we draw close to the palace. To meet him face to face would guarantee failure.”
“So now you just run around on the fringes keeping him in check.”
“Indeed. We hold him back in an ongoing battle. In the past we have slipped, and lost companions in doing so. Now, though, we are spread so thin that he must commit all his forces to tracking us down. And in doing so, he leaves his forces vulnerable. Thus it has been.”
“If he can turn you just by getting close, why doesn’t he come fight you himself?”
“I cannot speak on the Ghost King’s thoughts. Perhaps he believes it would leave him vulnerable.”
“Huh. How about that?”
“I must leave you for a time,” Dai-Seong said, mounting the Girin again. “The others must be informed. We’d been tracking you since your arrival, but we were woefully unaware of such news from the outside world.”
“Leave?” Bae-Jin asked, voice sharp. “You can’t just drop us here and take off.”
“I shall return. Hopefully not alone.”
“But what about us?” Hae asked. “What should we do?”
“You will be safe here. This, and other outposts are guarded from the Ghost King’s legions through spells and wards. You will be safe. Take your rest easily and gather your strength.”
“How long will this take?” Bae-Jin folded her arms. “Sorry, but you don’t seem to keep track of time anymore, and we have limited rations.”
Dai-Seong considered this a moment, then held out his hand.
“Give me your supplies and I’ll do what I can.” They handed them over cautiously. The hero worked some alien magic over them and handed the food and water back. “You are right. With this unlife of ours, we have lost our sense of the passing days. Your food and water will now suffice much more than it had previously. Eat and drink little, and you will find yourselves sustained, if not filled.”
“Thank you,” Hae said. “What about a fire?”
“Make one if you can, though avoid open flames. Coals would be better suited. This fort is protected, but there is no need to draw undue attention. And now, I must away.”
Dai-Seong reined his mount and spurred it through the opening gate. The Girin’s flames roared as it charged from the fort, its mane billowing. As the gate closed again, Bae-Jin and Hae turned to face one another.
“Well,” Bae-Jin said with a grin, “how do you like that?”
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The fort was small and ruined. Hae and Bae-Jin explored its area easily in their search for dry fuel. They found little–only some furniture and shelving that had escaped the rain and perpetual mists for the past centuries. Choosing a room, they set about building their fire. It took some work, and more tinder than they’d have preferred, but soon it was going and they had soaked wood laid out to dry near the heat.
They kept the flames low and ate slowly, huddled together beneath their plaids.
“Well this is an interesting turn,” Bae-Jin said.
Hae nodded.
“It’s not what I was expecting. To think they’ve been up here alone, fighting all this time.”
“Not to mention it turns all of Yeonese history on its head. The gods are human and Do-Yun is free. Then what about the natural order?”
“Just old politics, I guess.”
“We’re definitely in over our heads.”
Hae put a finger to her chin, pretending to think.
“You know, that sounds familiar.”
“Oh, hush.” She kissed her. “We’re here now, and I intend to go on.”
“I thought so,” Hae sighed. “But how? There’s entire armies worth of undead and ghosts and monsters between us and the palace. And if Do-Yun gets wind of us…It’s been a long time since anything living has been up here.”
“You’re right. I know you’re right. But all the same. Maybe Dai-Seong and the others can help us.”
They stayed up for another couple of hours, talking and poking about the ruins. Dai-Seong’s magic had worked, and the little they ate kept them satisfied. Hae was unhappy to be eating magic, but her hunger won in the end. Eventually, their weariness caught up with the both of them and they huddled together for sleep, trusting the barriers would allow them to go without a watch.
The sleep was weak and fitful, though not as bad as it had been out on the ghostly plain. The magic of the fort blocked some of the evil and allowed them to rest. 
Hae awoke, not entirely refreshed, but better than she had been. Voices came from the courtyard. With a kiss, and a shake on the shoulder, she woke Bae-Jin. The woman squinted at her, questioningly.
“I think they’re back.”
They rose and cinched their plaids, walking to the courtyard. Dai-Seong was speaking to another pair of cloaked and armored figures. One was small, its armor doing little to hide its feminine shapes. The other was larger than Dai-Seong, and wore a tattered, faded plaid of its own, but bore no badge. The figure pointed as the women arrived.
Dai-Seong turned.
“Women, are you rested?”
“My name is Bae-Jin. She’s Hae. But yes, we’re good.”
“I apologize, but am glad you are well. This is Azatla Pom, from the western lands,” he motioned at the female. “She’s known here as Bora Haneul. And Kim-Jeok was a native hero who joined us after our arrival.”
Hae stared at the three, struggling to understand how she’d come to stand before these figures of myth whose names and deeds she’d known since childhood. These were the heroes who slew dragons and battled storms, tumbled mountains and created rivers. They had shaped her physical world with their own hands, and their stories had sent her to bed countless nights. And now they were being introduced.
Kim-Jeok nodded at the two of them.
“I am glad to see the traditions of Yeon are still alive.” He bowed. “You wear your plaids well. And what are these?” He pointed at the badges.
“Oh,” Bae-Jin said, holding hers out. “They signify clan.”
She removed the pin and handed it over for the big man to examine. He took it between his gloved fingers and held it up, examining the golden tiger. Hae did the same, and he looked over the falcon with the same care.
“Beautifully made and expertly crafted. But what is this of clans?”
“Yeon is made of clans,” Hae said, replacing her badge as it was offered back. “Was it not in your time?”
“It was not. We were all of a united Yeon, brought together by Do-Yun’s rule. Why now are we separated?”
“I don’t know. We’re told that after the new gods left, ten families were charged with maintaining the natural order.”
“Natural order of what?”
Azatla Pom grunted.
“Likely politics after Mag’dia drove the Ghost King out. Or after the empire fell. Factions form easily in these situations.”
“I am saddened to think we could divide so easily,” Kim-Jeok said. “Perhaps I was wrong to stand against Do-Yun all this time.”
“Nonsense,” Dai-Seong said. “You fought for the Mag’dian empire, and well. With your aid we spread the empire’s borders through this land and brought the people into our fold.”
“True. But if those people are now divided, and the empire is fallen, was it worth it in the end?”
“Surely,” Hae said. “Do-Yun was mad. You helped drive away an evil god and freed Yeon from his rule.”
The big man laughed to himself.
“The empire is gone,” he said, “but its propaganda yet lives.”
“Go on,” Bae-Jin said, now interested.
“There’s not much to say. The people needed to be convinced that new leadership was in their best interest. And the coming generations needed to know they were better off. Do-Yun’s rule was flawed, but he was hardly an evil god.”
“Then why did you fight him,” Hae asked.
“I lived as a bandit and a rebel. I warred with and stole from local lords and regents. When the Mag’dians came, I saw a chance to leave my life of hiding and joined them. Perhaps I was wrong to do so.”
Dai-Seong crossed his arms.
“You have fought at our side for centuries, Kim-jeok, and you speak treason now?”
“It’s no longer treason. The empire is gone and I see things more clearly for their age. All the same, I am committed to continue our fight against the Ghost King, as the alternative is the corruption of my spirit.”
“This is all very interesting,” Azatla Pom said. “But the war continues, and while we stand here discussing history Do-Yun moves his armies against us. Hearing news from the outside does us little good.”
“You’re right,” Bae-Jin said. “Sitting here doesn’t help anybody. So let’s talk about how we can help each other.”
The cloaked woman laughed.
“How would you help us? Two girls with bows and swords. I sense no great might in either of you.”
“We can do what you can’t.”
“Is that so?”
“We can get close to Do-Yun. And that’s exactly what I want to do.” She looked at Hae, who gave a slow nod. “What we want to do.”
“And the two of you would storm the Ghost King’s palace, through miles of undead armies? Laughable.”
“No. I want you to help us get inside,” Bae-Jin said. She looked at each of the three. “There’s surely some kind of secret pass into the castle. We find it, and once we’re in, we can hit him where you can’t. And that may give you the upper hand in your fight. You came here to fight a god, surely you crafted weapons to do so. Lend them to us and we’ll do what we can.”
“This is ridiculous,” Azatla Pom scoffed. She prepared to leave. “Quite novel to see the living again. However, they are mad and only serve to distract us. The war continues.”
“It does continue,” Kim-Jeok said, stroking his chin beneath the wraps about his face. “As it has continued for centuries, and likely shall remain. Yet here we have a chance. A new approach the Ghost King won’t see coming.”
“Your kinship to these two has gone to your head,” the woman said. “Do-Yun would sense our approach and muster all his forces to stop us.”
“He would. And while he does, we send these brave women through in secret, armed with our strongest tools.”
“We should speak with Spear Dancer,” Dai-Seong said. “If there are such secret paths, he would know them.”
“I hardly believe what I’m hearing,” Azatla Pom said. “This would put all our lives at risk.”
“We have no lives,” Kim-Jeok laughed. “What we have now is opportunity. And we must take it.”
“I agree,” Dai-Seong added. “We have fought the Ghost King for ages now, and have only lost ground. We have the chance here to make a decisive blow. I like this less than a certain victory, but it is all we have and all we are likely to be given. Let us speak with Spear Dancer and we shall decide.”
“You seem set in your path.” Azatla Pom mounted her Girin and pulled her cloak about her. “I will find our ally and send him hence. Perhaps he will talk sense to you.”
The woman spurred her mount through the gate and out onto the plain. Bae-Jin looked at the remaining two.
“I guess we wait.”
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They spent the idle time talking and further planning what an assault upon the Ghost King’s castle would look like. Dai-Seong and Kim-Jeok sent their Girins out to patrol the plains alone and talked with Bae-Jin about the best methods to draw the Ghost King’s attention.
“If a passage exists to enter the palace unseen, Spear Dancer will know, as I’ve said.” Dai-Seong drew a rough map in the dirt of the courtyard.
Kim-Jeok nodded and dropped a set of three stones on the map before the castle.
“Three of us come in strong,” he said. “We bring with us all the fire and thunder we can muster and draw out the bulk of his forces. Meanwhile the fourth of us should be escorting you.” He pointed at the women. “Once safe, they should return to assist in the battle.”
“Do you plan to hold them the entire time we’re inside?” Bae-Jin asked.
       “We’ll hold them as long as we can. An attempt that appears honest should throw him off the scent of any trickery.”
“But I warn you,” Dai-Seong said. “While we shall face terrors in the field, the Ghost King’s palace will not be without its own horrors.”
“I don’t doubt it,” Bae-Jin said. “But we’ll be quick and quiet. In and out. We’ll grab what we need, take our shot, and get out before anyone knows we’re there.”
“That’s a great plan,” Hae cut in, “but we don’t know what we need yet.”
“Right.” Bae-Jin thought a moment. “Kim-Jeok. You would know better than anyone–what could be used to identify the Ghost King today?”
“Identify him? Is he so forgotten?”
“No,” Hae said. “But the memories are old stories and paintings now. We need something to bring back that will offer undisputed proof of where we’ve been.”
“I see.” He was quiet a moment. “As with any sovereign, Do-Yun used a system of stamps and seals to certify his decrees. One of these was the death’s head taegeuk. You have seen it?”
He drew the symbol on the ground, a skull and the balanced circle representing the forces of nature.
“We have.” Hae nodded.
“It was originally used to certify executions and decrees of martial force. As the Mag’dians came in and Do-Yun’s control began to slip, the stamp appeared more and more often. Before long it came to symbolize him and his armies as he embraced his epithet as Ghost King. If you can find the ingam bearing this seal, I can think of nothing better to prove you’ve been within his hall.”
“Perfect,” Bae-Jin said, drawing a new design in the dust. “And it should be easy to carry too. What is the layout of his palace?”
“We have no specifics,” Dai-Seong said, adding to her drawing, “but our reconnaissance has shown it is laid out as such.”
Soon, there was a large square etched into the ground, with several smaller boxes to indicate where buildings stood.
“This is all we can offer,” the hero said. “And I would not put much faith in maps. When our war was in full thrust, we sent scouting parties and cartographical ships to investigate the mountains and the coast. By all accounts, the plain on which we stand is far too large to be held within the peaks of this range.”
“I was wondering about that,” Hae said. “The Ghost Lands haven’t been fully explored by the modern Yeonese, but I was surprised by the size of this place when we got here.”
“As were we,” Kim-Jeok added. “So be not shocked when you enter the palace and find it different than your expectations.”
“Speaking of expectations,” Bae-Jin said. “Hae, historically, what do palaces look like? How are they laid out?”
She thought a moment, then knelt and began sketching.
“There’s no guarantee, but here’s how things are typically laid out according to old records. You two may be able to shed some light on this as well. There’s a main throne chamber near the center, some courtyards, official chambers, banquet halls, pavilions. Clan homes try to mimic this layout, though to a smaller extent. Does any of this look familiar?” She looked to the ancient heroes.
They nodded.
“We saw and built many palaces and mansions when the empire spread over the land,” Dai-Seong said. “This is not far from what I recall seeing, though the particulars are lost on me. This land and its customs were too alien and I simply took it all as buildings.”
“I see. Kim-Jeok?”
“I have spent little time in palaces. But, according to stories known by all, this does not look unfamiliar to me.”
“Okay,” Bae-Jin said. “Smart money says that the big building in the middle with the tower of smoke is probably the throne room. The official chambers are probably located somewhere nearby, but I doubt they could be seen from outside the walls.”
“Agreed,” Dai-Seong said. “But, if this information is taken from ancient sources, and Do-Yun’s rule is itself ancient, it would stand to reason he may have helped standardize these architectural forms.”
“I think you’re right,” Hae said. “If we get in, the first place we should look is around here.” She circled an area north of the throne room.
They continued planning until they heard the sound of approaching hooves some time later. The gates opened and a figured rode in and dismounted. They were tall and slim in their armor, and wrapped in the same tattered cloak as the others. On their back they carried a long, plumed spear.
“Spear Dancer.” Dai-Seong stood. “You have come.”
“Indeed.” The figure’s voice was cool and gave no indication of their character. “Is it true what the living say?”
“We believe it is,” Kim-Jeok said. “Has Azatla Pom convinced you of our folly?”
“She has not. But I do warn caution, though I see you are planning already.”
“We are,” Bae-Jin said. “But a lot still depends on you.”
“‘Tis so?”
“For this plan to succeed, we are in need of a secret pass,” Dai-Seong said. “Some hidden trail that might lead them behind the Ghost King’s walls. Does such a passage as this exist?”
“In my riding I have crossed the plains and scaled the cliffs of this haunted land. There is a path I have found, and when exploring its way I found Do-Yun’s influence growing stronger upon me. While I cannot speak to its exit with absolute certainty, I believe it must lead somewhere near the Ghost King himself.” Spear Dancer looked at Bae-Jin. “And how did you come to guess at the existence of such a path, living?”
She shrugged.
“I’ve broken into my share of ancient places. Most have some form of hidden entrance”
“Clever. Azatla Pom also mentioned your need for effects?”
“We’re not exactly equipped to kill gods.”
“No, you’re not.” The rider looked at the other two heroes. “I like them. The plan has my support, for if we fail, we’ll be little the worse. But we do have a chance to gain an upper hand. What do you need, living? Tell me and I’ll do what I can.”
“What do you have?” Bae-Jin asked.
“We have several stores of weapons and armor, enchanted and blessed, each designed to battle the undead.”
“Armor would be good. Something light.”
“Done. And weapons?”
“We have two of your bows already.” She drew her weapon out. “Arrows, I suppose. Swords if you can manage.”
“Perhaps. Show me all you have and I will say what I think.”
They laid out their gear for the ancient to inspect. Spear Dancer picked over the equipment, looking at each piece. Finally, the rider gathered the things together.
“Assuming I have my companions’ leave in doing so, I shall outfit you thus–leather armors to keep you safe, yet swift; a new sword for you and enchantments will be made on your current blades, for it is unwise to go to battle wielding unfamiliar weaponry; and the bows shall be recharged and recalibrated for the greatest effect. As for ammunition, I will provide you one arrow. Even a short engagement with Do-Yun would prove fatal. You are, by no means, capable of doing battle with him. Thus, you will be given one arrow, imbued with all the power we can manage. You will have one shot at harming the Ghost King.” 
“No room for error, huh?” Bae-Jin said, trying to laugh.
“None.” Spear Dancer turned to Dai-Seong and Kim-Jeok. “Is this suitable?”
“Aye,” Kim-Jeok said, nodding.
“It is,” Dai-Seong added.
“Very well. I will go among our storehouses and gather what I may. Once done, this process will take both time and effort. Each of us, as is able, will be needed to draw out the magics and bestow them onto these new items. In that time, living, rest and ready yourselves. For you plan to walk into the halls of the dead.”
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The time passed slowly as Hae and Bae-Jin waited for the enchantments to be completed. The heroes alternated their positions, with one working on the equipment, one guarding the fort, and the other two fighting in the field. The atmosphere was bleak, the sleep was fitful, and the rationed food was never enough to satisfy.
Bae-Jin soon became restless, but Hae was glad for the opportunity to speak with people from so far in the past. She took every chance she could to listen to their stories and learn what they had to say.
Kim-Jeok told her of the old days of Yeon, and of Do-Yun’s empire. He was amused by the notion that they had all become gods in the modern age, and that the life he knew was now no more than myth. In exchange, she told him of the clans and their history as best as she could.
Dai-Seong told her how Mag’dia had spread during his lifetime, because the empire had been alive and growing long before his birth. Bae-Jin managed to settle herself long enough to listen to what he had to say about their map and the letters. Several hours were spent with him explaining the language and alphabet of the empire, as well as old Yeonese.
Hae scribbled notes with a twig of charcoal, desperate not to lose the valuable knowledge. Kim-Jeok helped in this as well, though was hindered by his limited literacy. Soon, Hae had a more complete picture of how the language worked. Looking at the letters again, she found them difficult, but readable.
Azatla Pom kept to herself, speaking little to either of the women during her stays. Spear Dancer was similarly quiet, entering the fort only to relieve the previous guard before riding out again to patrol the area.
Finally, Spear Dancer arrived carrying a large bundle across the back of their Girin. Kim-Jeok greeted the rider as they entered the fort, and Spear Dancer dismounted and hauled the package out and laid it across the ground. Hae and Bae-Jin came forward.
“Here are your things,” Spear Dancer said, opening the bundle.
Inside were two sets of leather armor, Bae-Jin’s machete and a long sword for Hae, bows, arrows, and a single wrapped cloth tied with a cord. Each item thrummed with the promise of magic, and Hae’s hair rose as she touched the hilt of her weapon, admiring the crafted ring pommel. Spear Dancer lifted the cloth.
“This is your arrow,” they said. “Your god killer.”
The women stared.
“Keep it wrapped. The cloth will suppress its power, but once unbound its presence will be known by all.”
Bae-Jin took the cloth and carefully set it aside.
“We’ll do everything we can,” she promised.
“I trust you shall.” Spear Dancer rose and made for their mount. “I will leave and seek Azatla Pom. Kim-Jeok, you should track Dai-Seong and make him ready. I will fetch you in the morning and bear you to the secret way while the others make their stand. Until then, rest and make yourselves familiar with the new gear.”
Bringing the Girin around, the rider exited the fort and was gone across the plain. Kim-Jeok heaved a sigh and turned towards the women.
“Do as Spear Dancer says. Don your gear and move about. Let the magic know you before we each do our part in this battle.”
The large man looked away, face hidden behind the wraps. Hae cocked her head.
“Is something wrong?”
“No,” he said. “I only worry for your safety. We are kin. Despite the ages and the new clans, we are each Yeonese. I hate to see you ride into such danger, yet I know you must. The call for glory cannot be ignored.”
“See, Hae,” Bae-Jin gave her a shove. “He gets it.”
“That I do. I also know what you risk, and what has become of me. And so, I have a favor to ask of you.”
“Of course,” Hae said. “Anything we can do.”
“I am embarrassed by my request. It is such a trivial thing compared to what we face, and yet it would mean more to me now than all but a final victory.”
“Whatever you need,” Bae-Jin said. “We’ll do it if we can.”
“I cannot see,” Kim-Jeok muttered. “Not as you do. Not with living eyes. And it has been so long since I have seen the face of any, let alone those of my countrymen, and this may be the last chance I am afforded. Yet I can feel and I can remember the shapes as a blind man does.”
“You want to touch my face?” Bae-Jin asked.
“I know how I must sound.”
“Not a problem.”
She stepped forward. The large man brought himself up to his full height, balling his fists timidly as he reached for her. Slowly he traced his fingers across Bae-Jin’s strong features, and felt down the length of her face.
Hae drew a breath and stepped in. Taking his hands, she brought them to herself and let him feel her. He drew a sigh in peace.
“I can see you are both fair and lovely to look upon. Yeon may have changed much since my time, but this remains the same–our women are beautiful and daring.” He called his Girin. The creature entered through the gate and stamped its burning hooves as it waited. Kim-Jeok mounted and looked them again. “I see also that you are close and dear to one another. I have lost many of those close to me in this war, and so I say to you–use this time of peace well, for it is short. I love you both as family and I pray this gambit be fruitful. ”
Spurring his mount, he left the fort and they were alone. As the gate closed, the feeling became stronger. Bae-Jin turned to look at Hae.
“Well, let’s suit up.”
They took off their plaids, lacing the chest pieces over their gambesons and donning the greaves and bracers. Hae found the pieces heavy and restricting, but as she began to move they became supple and light. After enough time of walking about the fort, it felt as though they had become a part of her. She tested also the new sword, learning its balance and length. The weapon was nimble compared to the pragmatic heft of her previous blade. While no great work of art, it was made with skill and care. 
Feeling the day growing late, they started a fire and laid out their food for the night.
“Thank you,” Bae-Jin said as she unlaced Hae’s armor.
“For what?”
“For everything.”
They pulled the thick leather sheets apart and set them on the ground. Hae turned to do the same for the other woman and realized she hadn’t felt any of the prior guilt she had at being wrapped in layers of unnatural magic.
“Why are you thanking me?” she asked.
“Because this was a selfish and stupid idea.” She drew a deep breath once she was free. “And you came along anyway.”
“I’m a selfish and stupid girl.”
She smiled and Bae-Jin put a hand to her face.
“Maybe that’s why I liked you. But you’re so different now.”
“Oh, stop.”
“No, it’s true. If you’re not careful I might lose interest.”
“You only like timid young girls?”
Bae-Jin nodded.
“Not strong, confident women.”
Hae wrapped her fingers around the woman’s lapels and brought her into a kiss. Their lips touched and the gloom of the plain faded away, replaced by a comforting warmth. They kissed again.
“You still seem interested,” Hae said.
“For now, but we’ll see how things go. It is true, though. You are different.”
“Maybe. But it’s also true that we don’t have much time. We should make the most of it.”
“Kind of pushy now, too. This definitely isn’t going to work.”
“Oh, hush.”
They kissed again, tongues touching behind soft lips. With deep, slow breaths they allowed their hands to move over one another’s bodies. Hae cupped the older woman’s face in her hands, moving them down her neck to her shoulders before slipping them beneath the folds of her robes.
Bae-Jin’s body was soft and warm, the scars smooth beneath her fingers. She breathed in her scent as she put her lips to her neck. They held each other and lowered to the ground, spreading one plaid across the dust and pulling the other over themselves as they undressed one another.
Hae trembled as Bae-Jin’s lips and fingers moved over her. Beneath the tent of the plaid, wrapped in this woman’s arms, she felt safe. And as she felt the teeth on her nipple, all thought of the Ghost Lands faded away.
With a slow moan she gave herself over. Bae-Jin pulled her close, offering herself as she parted her thighs. Hae touched, fingers sticky as they glided through the wet heat of the other woman’s sex. She felt nails bite into her skin as she touched her again.
       Bae-Jin gasped, and she moved faster, harder. The woman’s body began to tremble as Hae stroked her, fingers slipping inside almost by accident as her body soaked. When she began to jerk, she knew she was close.
Hae leaned in to kiss, and Bae-Jin wrapped her in her arms. The other woman’s body was hard and warm against her. She felt the heat radiating from between her thighs and desperately wanted to feel her fingers too. Reaching deeper, she hooked her fingers and pressed.
Bae-Jin arched, breath catching in her chest. Hae took her harder until she could breathe, hot air blowing in shallow pants. Bae-Jin held her tighter, hands moving wildly over her body, trying to feel everything at once.
With a last, trembling sigh Bae-Jin kissed her again. Then her hands were on her shoulders, and she was on her back. The weight of the older woman pressed down on her, heavy and comforting. She felt the points of her nipples against her stomach as her mouth tended to her breasts. Long fingers glided down her flanks to part her legs. Kisses moved down her belly and up her thighs until she was writhing against the ground.
She seized the moment she felt Bae-Jin’s tongue, muscles stiff and hands gripping the plaid. Biting her lip, her chest heaved as her body flooded itself with the pleasure of the other woman’s mouth. She reached down, stroking her long black hair and whispering her name.
“Bae-Jin…Bae-Jin.”
“Yes?” She looked up, and Hae knew she was smiling.
“I’m so glad I came with you.”
“Oh really?”
Hae felt the tongue and lips against her and rolled her head as she took a step towards climax.
“I’m so glad. For all of it.”
“I thought you said this was a bad idea?”
The lips moved to the crease of her hip as long fingers entered her body. She drew a sharp breath as they suddenly curled.
“It is.” She gave a soft moan. “It is. But it’s also been, mm, like a dream.”
“Tell me about this dream.”
Bae-Jin’s lips moved up her body again until they met hers. Hae kissed her, feverish in her desire for the other woman. Her sex ached, ready to burst as Bae-Jin drove her fingers harder.
“I’ve found. Everything. I’ve ever wanted.” Shallow gasps broke apart her words. “And only. Because. I’m with. You.”
“Aw,” Bae-Jin kissed her on the cheek. “That’s sweet.”
Hae turned to her side. Bae-Jin slipped her free arm around her and brought her fingers to her clit. Hae took the woman by the head, pressing her lips into her shoulder and breathing in deeply the smell of her hair.
Her body trembled and jerked. Her sex swelled under the attention, and her heart raced. The kisses turned to bites, the massaging to frantic grinding. Her lungs collapsed as she broke through her peak, opening with a sharp cry as her body released.
Hands sticky with her, Bae-Jin continued. Hae rode the wave of her orgasm through the trough and onto the next crest. Breathless, she came again and again until she made Bae-Jin stop.
They laid down together beneath the tartan blanket, holding one another close as they drifted towards sleep.
“I meant it,” Hae said, half awake.
“Meant what?”
“Everything.”
They awoke the next morning, more rested than they had been since nearing the plain. Spear Dancer arrived as they were eating, guiding the Girin through the courtyard towards their small fire. They donned the armor and weapons, leaving the packs behind save for essential tools, and wrapped their plaids around themselves. The single arrow in its cloth was nestled inside Bae-Jin’s quiver. They fixed one another’s badges, looking deeply into each other’s eyes.
“Are you prepared for what awaits you?”
Bae-Jin looked to Hae, who gave her a nod and a smile.
“We are.”
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They joined Spear Dancer on the back of the Girin, riding through the mist and out onto the plain. Undead horrors sprang from the gloom and heaps of bones, wailing and snapping at them. The ancient hero steered the mount between them easily, but kept the plumed spear ready.
Somewhere on the plain, they met with the others. They were similarly mounted, and their steeds were eager to move again.
“Are we ready?” Azatla Pom asked. “The enemy feels us. They know we’re together.”
“Let them come,” Kim-Jeok said. “I am prepared to face them, even if for the last time.”
“With the gods’ luck, it will be,” Dai-Seong added. “And not for our failure.”
“Then the time has come.” Spear Dancer urged the Girin around. “Ride to meet them, friends. Ride fast and battle hard. I shall join you when I am able.”
“Ride fast,” the others said in unison.
Hae looked back as the creature galloped away from the group. Kim-Jeok saw her and touched a hand to his chest. She did the same, feeling the gold carving of the falcon at her shoulder.
The Girin carried them swiftly across the fields of bones and fog. More creatures chased them, being left behind in the beast’s fiery trail. Hae clung to the mount’s neck, its flowing mane parting around her, and its heat making her warm for the first time in weeks.
They crossed the plain quickly and soon were at the eastern wall of the mountain. Spear Dancer found a path that led up the side and spurred the mount on. Its hooves moved over the rocks and skulls with ease, never once threatening to lose its footing. From the vantage of the cliffside, Hae saw the shapes of monsters moving in the valley below.
Swathes of black armor, pale bone, and green magic poured forth from the haze. The tower of mist burned with flashing light and rumbling thunder, casting shadows around the innards of the palace. Long forms uncoiled from the darkness, snaking their way across the sky to join with the army. Giant skeletons lumbered through the mist, dragging clubs and shaking the ground.
“Fear not,” Spear Dancer said, breaking Hae away from her awe. “My companions and I have battled the Ghost King’s forces for centuries. We know his horrors and what they are capable of. We shan’t be bested so easily.”
In the blackness of the valley, great swatches of light exploded through the armies, sending bodies flying. A shooting star passed along the ground bursting in a sudden cloud of rainbow and sparks. The bang shook the cliffs a moment later. The glow of the Girins rode among the undead armies, trampling and goring all in their path. Flashes of magic and blades of color cut against the figure of something like a giant turtle with many heads. A dragon of bone swam down from the sky, met by a lance of lightning hurled from the ground. The beast trembled and curled on itself as it dropped, eventually recovering and flying away to circle around for a new approach.
“Looks like you’re right,” Bae-Jin said.
“They’re doing well. For now. The challenge lies in holding their line. The danger comes when they are surrounded. When that time comes, I shall be near ready to join the fray and take the enemy’s flank.”
“How much time do you think you can give us?”
      “I cannot say with certainty. I only ask that you do not tarry.” Spear Dancer reached into a pocket somewhere and brought out a scroll. Bae-Jin took it as offered. “When you have escaped and made your path into the clear. Open this and one of us shall come to your aid.”
She nodded and tucked the scroll away in her sporran.
They reached the crest of a rock shelf just as a herd of four-legged horrors met with a clap of glimmering thunder on the plain below. Their twisted, humanoid bodies flailed through the air, breaking apart as they landed. Spear Dancer brought the Girin to a stop. They dismounted and walked through a corridor of close stone, eventually coming to a dark cave.
“This is the path.” He pointed into the dark. “I will take leave of you, and ride for battle. We thank you for your courage, and your sacrifice, if it should be so. Once the arrow is loosed, you must away. Go swift and with caution. May luck follow you.”
“You as well, Spear Dancer.” Hae lowered her head as the rider started back.
They heard the whinny of the Girin, followed by the pounding of its hooves and the rumbling of the mist tower. Hae felt certain she heard her heart as well as she looked into the mouth of the cave.
Then she felt Bae-Jin’s hand on hers.
“Come on,” she said, smiling. Her eyes squinted and Hae’s fear subsided for a moment. “This is what we came here to do. Let’s get it done.”
Hand in hand once again, they stepped into the dark. 
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The tunnel was cramped and wet, water dripping from the ceiling, and ages of scum slick on the floor. They walked slowly, feeling their way forward in the dark, not wanting to light a torch for fear of making something aware of their presence. Bae-Jin went first, hand on the knife at her waist. Hae followed close behind, regularly checking their tail.
Their footsteps were loud in the tunnel, and the path led up a flight of carved stairs before curving around and heading downwards. Hae had no idea how far they’d come, or where they were in the mountainside, but she knew they had to keep walking. Kim-Jeok and the others were busy fighting in order to buy them time.
It was hard to tell time in the tunnel, and after what seemed like hours the dampness went away, though the cold remained. Eventually Bae-Jin came to a halt.
“What is it?” Hae asked.
“Listen. I think I hear something.”
They were quiet. Somewhere up ahead Hae heard what sounded like wind and moaning.
“I hear it,” she said.
“Let’s be careful.”
They took a short break, then started out again. Somewhere ahead in the dark came flashes of light, indirect as if around a corner. As they came on, they found the path turned several times before letting out onto the side of a great chamber within the mountain itself. The swirling tower of mist rose through the middle, still blazing and crackling with its light and fury. The flashes cast long, strange shadows throughout the cavern, and things moved there, hurrying to the surface unaware of the women’s presence.
Hae looked over the edge. The pit ran for miles down into the black of the earth, lit only by the pillar. Bae-Jin tapped her and they started walking again, clinging to the wall as they followed the path down a flight of stairs that ringed the cavern. They reached the landing, grateful for the space but fretting the bridge they now had to cross. Catching their breath, they watched the shapes of winged creatures fly with the twisting of the mist from the depths, like bats.
Coming to the edge of the walkway, Hae looked down again, amazed at the depth.
“How do you think he made this? No way it’s natural.”
Bae-Jin shrugged.
“Magic probably.”
“What kind of magic does it take to do something like this?”
“He is a god, after all.”
“Right.” Something caught her eye, a shape moving up the wall towards their position. It was coming quick. “We need to move.”
Without question, Bae-Jin started forward. 
“What is it?”
“Trouble.”
“How much?”
“Enough.”
“Should we run?”
They heard the clacking of the thing’s bones as they dug into the wall. A taloned hand curled over the ledge.
“Yes.”
They broke into a sprint, coming onto the bridge in single file. The bridge was a single slab of carved stone, passing well away from the pillar of mist. Behind them, the creature pulled itself onto the landing. They were a quarter of the way across when they heard the unearthly roar. They ran faster, hearing the stomping footsteps behind them.
Bae-Jin glanced back, then turned and pushed Hae to the ground. A large claw came from the air, crashing into the bridge where they’d been standing. Now on the ground, the two pairs of smaller hands that extended from the monster’s torso grabbed at them.
Bae-Jin drew her sword, slashing at the arms and bringing it up just as the creature’s head swung down on its serpentine neck. The blade lodged itself between two of the many fangs, and the monster leaped over them and now blocked their path. Retracting its head, it spread its larger arms and rose to its full height in animalistic intimidation. The thing towered above them on the bridge and started forward.
“Game plan,” Bae-Jin said, lifting her sword. “I’ll keep it busy. You find a shot and blow this bastard out of our way.”
“What if I miss? A cave-in could lock us out. Or worse, it could lock us in.”
“Then don’t.”
She ran forward. The monster screamed, green light blazing in its eyes. Hae drew her bow and knocked an arrow, stepping back and forth in search of an opening as the fight began.
The creature swung both its arms down, claws bared. Bae-Jin dove between its legs, slashing at its bones and leaving long dark scars. It ignored her and started for Hae. As it came near, she fired an arrow into its face, blasting it back with the charged force magic.
The creature reeled with the blow, and Bae-Jin threw herself against the back of its leg. Her weight brought the thing to its knees, and she mounted its back, jamming her sword between its vertebrae. She lost her hold and fell as the creature thrashed.
One of its massive claws came at Hae. She ducked and crawled back, reaching for a second arrow. As she rose and readied to fire, she felt a clawing at her arm. The bats had left their flight around the pillar and come to harass her. She gathered the hem of her plaid and swatted at them, slapping several to the ground. Still they came, biting and scratching at the exposed skin of her face.
She cursed, trying to fight the things away. In her struggle, she saw the monster get to its feet again and turn towards Bae-Jin. Her heart raced. She gave a final swat at the bats to clear them away and rushed forward, knocking an arrow as she ran.
It’s back was to her as it stood over the other woman, seeming to gloat in the moment. She drew the arrow with her thumb, dropping the head to point at the monster’s leg. The string twanged, and the arrow struck with a bang. The bones scattered as the magic holding it together dissipated with the blow, and the creature toppled to its side, head and arms flailing.
It fell, a single large hand gripping the edge of the bridge. Hae came to Bae-Jin, helping her to her feet. The other woman stepped forward towards the claw. The monster hung over the abyss, the stone of the bridge crumbling.
Bae-Jin drew her knife and forced it between the cracks, prying the stone loose. Hae saw and did the same with her sword. The monster howled as the stone broke and it fell into the bottomless dark.
The bats were upon them again, and Hae cut at the air until she felt Bae-Jin pulling her away. They turned and ran, crossing the bridge and entering another tunnel as other things in the dark took notice of the commotion.
They slowed as the light faded behind them, finding their footing on the strange ground. The path turned and slowly started to ascend. The sounds of the creatures echoed in the tunnel, but none came for them.
Hae reached for Bae-Jin in the dark. She found her plaid and held it. The woman stopped and she felt her hand on her face. It was warm and soothing in the terrifying blackness of the tunnel. They said nothing and went on.
The path sloped upwards, eventually leveling off and becoming a straight passage. The women felt their way down the corridor, eventually becoming confident in their pace. They rested for a time, holding one another.
Hae’s face burned with the scratches. She put her fingers to them, feeling wet and wincing with the pain. It felt like years since she’d seen the sun. At this point she would have been grateful for even the thick overcast of the plain.
After a time they started walking again, faster now, desperate to be out. The passage went on for a long while before curving again. Slowly, it turned on itself and wound its way up. Eventually, the path let out into an open space. The women felt around and found nothing.
There was a shuffling as Bae-Jin rooted in her plaid, followed by the clacking of flint on steel. The flash of sparks roared into a flame as they caught the oiled cloth of a small torch. The light of the flame revealed the bottom floor of a stone silo. A spiral walkway lined the walls, and the stone floor was carved with the Dread Taegeuk. The light did not reveal the ceiling.
As they made their way up the walkway, they began to hear the muffled sounds of battle. Cracks of thunder, and the bang of magic as it met roaring beast. The ceiling materialized out of the shadows, closing off the rise of the pathway. Bae-Jin handed the torch to Hae and tapped at the stone with the butt of her knife.
The stone clanged differently as she struck the place where the path terminated. She prodded with her blade, finding a crack and tracing a path. Accumulated dust shook free as she pried, eventually finding the boundaries of a door.
She gave a shove. The door refused her. She tried again.
“It’ll move,” she said. “But it will take some doing.”
“It’s been closed for a thousand years,” Hae said with a smile, stepping forward.
They got themselves beneath the door, crouching as low as possible. Together they strained under its weight until finally it gave. More dust and loose rock poured around them as the secret entrance came open. There was a crash and thud as they forced it all the way. Coming out, they found themselves in the center of a great chamber, a small table, and an assortment of religious junk scattered on the floor next to the trap door.
“Looks like a temple pavilion,” Hae said. “Must have been a secret escape route.”
“I guess even a god needs an escape plan,” Bae-Jin said, looking around. She turned towards Hae, her face dropping.
“What?”
“Your face.” She came forward, taking Hae’s face in her hands.
“Yeah, those bats scratched me up. It hurts, but I’m fine.”
“No. You’re not.”
“…What do you mean?” she asked as Bae-Jin began feeling at herself. “What’s wrong? Bae-Jin?”
Finally, the woman reached to her head, feeling around in her hair. She winced and undid her braid, turning and parting the hair.
“Look,” she said. “What do you see? How does it look?”
“I don’t see anything.” She was scared again, not understanding what she was supposed to see.
“I hit my head in the fight. There was blood. Find the wound. What does it look like?”
Hae looked harder, pulling the strands of unwashed hair out of the way in her search. Finally, she found it. Dried blood surrounded the small wound, flaking and brown. The wound itself, and the skin around it, had gone black.
“It’s black.” She thought. “Why is it black?”
“Oh, gods.”
“Is my face black?”
“Hae.”
She touched again, groaning as her fingers traced the cuts. There was something loose. She took it between her fingertips, breath catching as she pulled it away. In her hand was a strip of torn skin, black with rot.
“Necrosis?” Her breath wouldn’t come. “I’m rotting. We’re rotting, Bae-Jin. I’m rotting!”
“Hae. Calm down.”
“I’m rotting.”
“Hae.”
“My face is rotting.”
“Stop.” She took hold of her and gave her a shake. “Stop. Calm down.”
Bae-Jin’s grip brought her back to the moment. The world stopped turning and she took a deep breath and swallowed.
“I’m scared, Bae-Jin.” Tears formed in her eyes.
“I know.”
“I want to leave, but I can’t let you do this alone. And now we’re here and…” she broke into a sob.
“I know. Just be calm, we’re not done yet. I’m going to heal you, that should stop the…That should stop it.”
They sat on the floor, and Bae-Jin tried to call the magic out with her chant. Nothing came and she tried again.
“It’s not working. Must be Do-Yun,” she said, quickly tying her hair again.
“It’s the Ghost Lands. There’s only death here.”
“No hope of healing magic then. At least not at my level.”
“Thank you anyway.” Hae swallowed and stood. “We have to keep going.”
“Don’t thank me. It’s my fault you’re here.”
“That’s true.” She gave a weak smile.
Bae-Jin stood and they started towards the temple door. The massive slabs of wood came together to form the dread taegeuk, and opened into a small courtyard. The pillar of mist towered over them, less than a half-mile away. A stone path led between the twisted shapes of dead trees and into the stomach of the palace complex. Hae glanced at the trees as they passed, recognizing the shapes of human anatomy in their gnarled roots and branches. She shuddered and hurried after Bae-Jin who had gotten ahead.
“I’m sorry,” she said, catching up.
“For what?”
“For back there.” She stared at the ground. “For losing myself.”
“Don’t be. It happens.”
“It hasn’t happened to you.”
The other woman gave a light scoff.
“I’ve been doing this a lot longer. It’s not the first time I’ve seen bad work.”
“Still…” Hae’s face burned. “It happened with the Grayman too. I thought I was better.”
Bae-Jin looked back at her and put her arm around her shoulder.
“Back when I was new to adventuring, I went with a party down into a tomb. I had been on, maybe, three or four quests before that. We opened one of the caskets and it triggered something and the darkness came alive around us. I was terrified. I couldn’t move. Someone died protecting me because I couldn’t do anything. The rest of us got out, but I couldn’t sleep without a candle for at least a year after that.”
Hae was quiet for a moment.
“So,” Bae-Jin continued. “It happens to everyone. I’m just happy I didn’t have to die for it.” She smiled, eyes squinting.
Hae tried to smile back.
“Who were they? The party member?”
“He was a dwarf named Quet-azin. That’s all I know.”
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The sounds of the battle raged in the distance, the flashes of light appearing over the top of the walls and buildings matched only by the flashes from the mist pillar. Dragons swam through the air, dodging magic missiles and snaking their way around the plain. Giant skeletal creatures rose from the cliffs, lumbering down to join the fight, pelted with colored bolts of magic.
The courtyards themselves were quiet and empty. The gardens were serene in their horror of human remains and corrupted shapes. Skulls of various sizes and shapes took the place of scholar stones, countless smaller bones and fragments making up the sand. Every facet of the palace served to remind them they lived only to die and that they could not escape forever.
They kept their bows drawn and hands ready on arrows.
“Where are we going?” Bae-Jin asked.
Hae looked around the area. The pillar of mist rose off to their right.
“That’s south,” Hae said, pointing. She nodded to a cluster of buildings to the north. “Let’s look there.”
They swept across the empty yard, trembling with each boom of thunder and each passing whoosh of bone dragon overhead. Each minute not spent cowering, was used in prayer they would not be discovered.
The first building opened to a large dining room, the low tables aligned with the walls, a greater seat raised at the far end. Gold filigree covered the beams and rafters, intricate watercolors painted onto the paper walls. They took a moment to look over the bleached white dishware and sets of silver sujeo.
“Opulent until the end, huh?” Bae-Jin knelt over a table.
“He is a king. Think that’s bone?” Hae pointed at a bowl.
“Have you seen anything here that wasn’t?” She smirked and stood. “Let’s go.”
They exited and passed through a sprawling kitchen, kept mostly intact though no food remained. From there they stepped outside and along a covered walkway to the next building. The first room was empty, save for plush seating arrayed against the walls and a podium that stood near a great set of doors.
They slung their weapons and pushed the doors open. Hae drew a slow, trembling breath.
Braziers hung from the ceiling, lit and burning. Polished wood floors and massive pillars gave way to a high dais, upon which sat a massive desk of stone, jewels, and human bones. Skulls adorned the corners and feet of the desk, and a large screen sat behind it, painted with the dread taegeuk. A carpet led the way to the dais, plush and red and lined with small desks, five on either side. Seated at each desk, as if still hard at work, were the desiccated remains of the Ghost King’s court.
They were dressed in full regalia, the robes of their gwanbok gathered on the ground and badged according to their rank. Large yellow talismans clung to their mummified faces, marked in ink with spells and incantations. At the foot of the dais were two more figures, similarly tagged but dressed in the most extravagant wonsam Hae had ever seen. The ghosts and skeletons of sacred animals were embroidered onto the rich silk of gold and green and black.
“Spirits be,” Hae whispered to herself.
“You can say that again.” Bae-Jin pointed at the head desk. A large rectangle stood from its top, undoubtedly the seal.
“Spirits be,” she said again, louder.
They started down the carpet, feeling it crush beneath their feet. Hae saw their footprints behind them.
“I don’t like this,” Bae-Jin said.
“Neither do I. Let’s just get the seal and get out of here.”
The other woman nodded and they approached the dais, their footsteps loud as they stepped onto the wooden platform. The desktop was laid with goldwork of dragons and skulls. No papers waited for filing–only a pot and pad for ink, a long brush, and the ivory block of the Ghost King’s ingam.
They stared down at the seal, waiting to be taken. Hae looked out at the hall, then back to Bae-Jin. Her stomach shrank with the excitement of the moment.
“This is it,” she said.
“This is it.”
Bae-Jin’s eyes were soft as she stared at the desk. Hae expected her to say something. Instead, she grabbed the block and slipped it into the folds of her plaid.
“Let’s go.” She smiled at Hae.
They turned to leave. As they stepped off the dais to the stairs, a cold wind swept through the hall. The doors shut and the braziers guttered. The paper talismans rattled on the faces of the dead, dropping off, one by one, to feather to the floor.
“Gods and ancestors,” Bae-Jin cursed as the bodies stood, ancient bones creaking audibly in the chamber.
The women drew their bows as the figures turned towards them, arms outstretched. Wheezing breath escaped shriveled lungs as they hopped forward.
Hae drew a steadying breath. Next to her, Bae-Jin knocked an arrow and drew. The arrowhead burned white-hot as she held the draw, bursting to flame as the arrow flew. It struck one of the gangshi officials in the chest, blowing him to the floor and smoldering his robes. The flames died out before they could take hold, and the stiff body rose from the floor. 
“Enchanted,” she said. “Go figure. So much for fire. Try yours.”
Hae knocked an arrow, pulling the string to her shoulder and aiming at one of the Ghost King’s wives as she hopped up the steps. The bow twanged, the force of the arrow throwing the woman’s body down the steps and bouncing her off the floor.
The corpse seized for a moment, then pulled itself to its feet again.
“Okay. Swords it is,” Hae put her bow away and drew her blade.
“Yeah, about that.”
Hae looked at Bae-Jin who held her empty hands out.
“Oh.”
“Left it in that monster underground.” She drew her knife. “I’ll make do. We just need to be quick.”
Hae went down the steps, the ring of gangshi closing in. She stepped into her first swing, bringing the narrow blade of her sword down on the center of an official’s head. The blow struck the skull and glanced off. The undead shuddered, stunned. Hae’s arm reeled and she thrust a kick sending the thing backward.
Opposite her, Bae-Jin took up the ink brush in one hand and gripped her knife in the other. The second concubine was making its way up the steps. She threw herself forward, knees first, tackling the monster to the ground and driving the knife through its neck. Rising, she turned and clubbed an incoming official with the brush.
Dropping the brush, she drew her bow and launched an arrow at one of the hanging braziers. The arrow struck home, and the chain rattled free in its hanging.
“Look out,” she called.
Hae took a step back as the lamp crashed to the ground. Cinders and burning wood flew, singeing the carpet. She swung her sword again, slashing at the neck and shoulders of an official as it came at her. She screamed in pain as its free hand gripped her side.
Life drained into the hand despite the armor. The touch was icy and sharp as needles, piercing deep into her bones. With each second the world grew dimmer, and her body grew weak. The other gangshi were closing in.
A sudden burst of color split the gray, a wall of glowing red and orange. The coming undead stumbled away under the spray of coals and fire. Hae seized the moment and summoned her will, pushing the zombie away and pulling back to defend herself.
Still dizzy, the light of the world came back. Bae-Jin stood holding the brazier, hands wrapped in her plaid, using the metal tray as a shield against oncoming attacks.
“Behind you!” she shouted.
Bae-Jin turned, the wounded official coming at her, its neck a mangled mess. It moved quicker, more fluid, no longer the rigid frame it had been. She ducked its slow attempt to grab her and swung her leg into the back of its knee. The thing fell and she smashed it in the head with the dish.
It fell and she turned to defend against another undead. Before Hae could act, the thing was on its feet again and had Bae-Jin by the neck. The woman choked on a pained scream as the color faded from her skin. Hae charged forward, pulling to a stop as she was suddenly blocked by the other gangshi. She hacked and slashed, watching as the circle close on Bae-Jin, each putting their hands to her.
“No. No. No.” Hae cursed herself, stepping back and drawing her bow. She readied an arrow at the group. “Sorry.”
The shaft thrummed with the building force, and once released, the shot blew the group apart. Bodies flew, landing around the hall. Bae-Jin coughed and sputtered on the wood floor as her life came back. Hae ran to her.
“Get up,” she said, lifting.
“Ow.”
“Sorry.”
“This isn’t good.”
“Worse.”
The gangshi came to their feet. Now fed on Bae-Jin’s life, they moved easily and the group of five spread into a circle, while the remainders hopped forward. Hae passed her knife to the other woman as she put away her bow and drew her sword again.
“What do you know about gangshi?” Bae-Jin asked. 
“Um.” Hae dug through memories of ghost stories around campfires and frightened stormy nights. “Undead. Souls returned to their bodies. Drain life.”
“Right. How do we put them down?”
“Um.” She thought harder, trying to recall what it was that helped soothe those childhood fears. “Talismans! Prayers on paper. If we stick them to their foreheads, they should stop.”
“Great! We’ll just grab the…” Bae-Jin spotted the burning cinders of the old talismans smoldering on the floor. The circle was drawing closer. “Do you know any prayers?”
“Some. I can write them, but not entirely.”
“Better than nothing.”
The zombies leapt. Hae dropped her sword and Bae-Jin shoved her towards the brush where it lay on the floor. She dove and rolled past a pair of hopping gangshi, slipping past their sluggish attempts to grab her. Behind her Bae-Jin was busy dodging the grasping hands of the ministers, sword in hand.
Taking the brush from the floor, a now mobile concubine landed next to her. The woman’s hands came at her and she drew her bow, putting it between them. The undead recoiled from the wooden body of the bow and Hae cursed herself again.
“The bows,” she shouted. “They must be peach wood.”
“And?”
“Peach wood wards off evil spirits.”
Without answer Bae-Jin drew her weapon from her back, clearing the area as she swung it like a staff. Hae turned and ran for the dais, mounting the steps and coming to the desk.
No paper.
She searched, frantic, desperate for something to write on. The gangshi came to the steps. Hae brandished the bow, keeping the woman at bay as she began searching again.
Turning in a circle, she came face to face with the ornate screen, dragons and skulls carved into the lacquer wood surrounding the dread taegeuk. And on the joining panels, in wooden frames, were sections of pure rice paper.
Hae kicked at the frame, busting the molding and breaking the panels apart until she could draw the paper out in ragged sheets. Gathering them together she hurried to the desk. 
The concubine came at her. Hae jerked back, and battered her with the bow, sending the undead screaming from the dais as the wood touched her ancient skin. Spreading the sheets on the desk, she pulled over the ink pot and stirred the brush inside.
Her calligraphy was sloppy and rushed, the characters barely visible. The prayers themselves were only partially represented, with sections missing from her fragmented memory of their recitation. Deciding it was good enough, she grabbed the jar of sealing wax.
The contents were solid, cold from ages of disuse. In the middle of the hall, near where Bae-Jin was still busy with the gangshi, the remains of the brazier still burned.
A figure appeared to her right.
Hae turned and ducked just as the concubine’s hand clawed at her. She shoved the creature back, standing and grabbing the papers and the jar. The gangshi came at her again, growling in undeath. Hae thrust a kick in her stomach, sending her back and buying enough time to grab her bow again. When the creature came a third time, she slapped her across the face with the weapon. The monster howled as it fell back.
Hae mounted the desk and jumped to the floor. She ran for the brazier, sliding to her knees and thrusting the wax jar into the embers. The gangshi noticed her and broke away from their battle with Bae-Jin. Hae looked to the jar, begging it to heat faster.
Bow drawn, she swung at them, keeping the area clear. Slowly the wax softened, a single bubble rising to the surface.
Bae-Jin felt the cold sting again as a gangshi got a hand on her. With each touch they grew faster and stronger. And the fight drew closer to its end. She was tiring quickly, her shoulders becoming weak.
An official sprang at her. She jerked aside, chopping the back of its knee with the sword before bashing it with the bow. The space cleared for a moment and she was afforded a breath. Then another came–its grasping hands quick and well trained in life. She dipped around the attacks, twisting and bringing a limb of the bow around from her hip. The monster pulled back and she swung again. The attack was slow and he moved easily out of the way. Now at her back he had a clear window to strike.
A cry choked in her throat as the zombie gripped her shoulder. She dropped to her knees as her vision went dark.
Hae broke through the circle, waving her bow and leaping through the air to kick the gangshi as it stood over Bae-Jin. The blow sent him reeling, and she charged after him, dropping the bow and taking out the jar. She dipped the paper into the wax and thrust the crumpled, stained talisman onto his forehead.
The official struggled to move, not fully bound by the prayers but subdued. The other gangshi came in, and Bae-Jin was on her feet again, swinging both bows with renewed vigor. The space cleared.
“About time,” Bae-Jin panted.
“Pick one.”
“How about that one?”
Hae went first, Bae-Jin behind her keeping the others at bay. The gangshi swung and grabbed, Hae doing her best to slip past its defenses and get close. Bae-Jin came close behind her, bringing the bows around them and pulling the zombie in. Hae dipped the paper and stuck it to the monster’s face.
“That’s two,” she said as it struggled in place. She pushed it to the ground. “Ten more.”
One by one they separated the gangshi from one another, the peach wood keeping them at bay while Hae stuck the paper. They switched roles as Bae-Jin’s strength continued to fade. More than once they felt the cold, piercing touch again as they struggled with the undead. Before long all the officials and both wives were subdued and seizing on the floor as they struggled with the binding prayers.
The doors were sealed magically once the trap had been sprung but during the battle the spells had waned. The heavy wooden doors creaked open slowly, still trying to remain shut as the women put their weight into them. They brought the brazier tray and wedged it between the door and the jamb to keep it from closing, knocking it free once they had slipped through. The door slammed shut again and they were outside in the cold, misty gray.
“One more thing,” Bae-Jin said, pointing at the pillar of thundering cloud. She drew the arrow, wrapped in its cloth. “And then we go home.”
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The courtyard felt quiet, despite the booming of battle and the roaring of monsters and beasts of twisted myth. Hae’s stomach was heavy with knots as they saw the steps of the throne room’s foundational rise. The tower of mist rumbled with thunder above, flashing lights inside its cold vortex. They passed by, unable to see anything beyond the walls and the tops of the steps.
Situated south and ahead of the throne room was a separate rise. They circled wide and came to the south face of the steps and began their ascent. Step by step, they crept upwards–desperate to remain hidden within the heart of the Ghost King’s realm.
Hae swore she could feel him, a freezing malevolence sleeping nearby. The air grew denser as they climbed and soon she was trembling. Bae-Jin put a hand on her shoulder, but she could see the other woman was troubled too.
Behind them, the battle raged on. Volleys of magic orbs catapulted into the undead hoards from the further end of the field while sudden blazes of light ripped through their center. Hae watched gruesome shapes obliterate and reform in new, terrible configurations and knew they must hurry.
At the top of the steps, they crawled to the doorway of the audience chamber. The doors were shut, yet they kept low and whispered.
“How do we do this?” Hae asked.
“I guess we just do it.” Bae-Jin shrugged.
“But what does that mean?”
“It means we sneak in, find a vantage point, and take the shot.”
“You do it,” Hae said. Bae-Jin stared at her, eyes soft. “Not because I’m scared. I am scared, but that’s not why. You’re the better shot–you should do it. We can’t risk me choking again.”
“Hae, you haven’t choked since the Gray Man. But you’re right, I think it should be me.”
“I’m glad you agree.” She forced a smile.
“Alright then.”
She leaned in and kissed Hae on the lips. They savored one another for a moment that ended too soon. Then, rising to her knees, she pushed the door open a crack.
The ancient wood groaned on its hinges, timbers creaking as the building moved for the first time in ages. The interior was dark, lit only by the irregular flashes of magic and lightning. Long shadows raced across the painted walls, detailing latticework in stark contrast. They crept inside, keeping to the walls.
The entrance led through a series of small chambers before opening to the main hall. They took each room carefully, backs to the wall, and checking every corner. Hae felt as though the entire journey up to this point had taken less time.
When they finally reached the door for the audience chamber, Bae-Jin nudged it open. Light and buffeting wind came through the crack. She sidled closer and peered through.
“No good,” she said, coming back. “The place is wide open. There’s a wall there, but it opens up with a clear view to the throne room. He’ll see us the moment we walk in.”
“If he hasn’t already.”
“Right.”
Hae thought a moment then edged her way to the door. She looked through the crack and waited for a flash of light. It came with thunder, and the shadow of a window cast itself on the wall.
She came back.
“If we go back out and come around, there are windows on this side.” She pointed. “Probably the other side too.”
They slipped back through the rooms and outside to the top of the steps. A narrow pathway wrapped around the building, enclosed in carved stone balustrades. Crawling on their stomachs they came around the building, bursts of light illuminating the interior of the throne room. Horrible shadows twisted there, burning with magic and anger, but Do-Yun himself remained hidden.
Bae-Jin rose from the ground and pulled at one of the window panels. The wood grunted and clung to the building. She took out Hae’s knife and eased the blade between the seam, freeing the panel from its housing. With a jerk, the lattice carved wood came out. Setting it aside she pulled herself over. Hae followed.
The pulsing light cast hard shadows on the walls of the chamber. Carefully, they sidled towards the open archway in the center of the wall. Hae drew panicked breaths, her air visible in the ghostly cold. Her fingers were numb, yet she wiped at nervous sweat forming on her brow. The beads turned to crystals as they dropped to the floor. They crept their way to the edge and stopped.
Bae-Jin turned to look at her, taking Hae’s face in her hands and kissing her forehead. She silently motioned that she would fire, and then the two of them would run for the main door and back for the hidden passage. Hae nodded, chewing her lip as Bae-Jin drew the wrapped arrow.
Once the arrow was uncovered, the world went quiet. The air stood still and the sounds of battle seemed to fade.
 The arrow’s shaft was made of the same peach wood as the bows, yet it held a metallic gleam. Hae could feel the magic radiating from a distance, thrumming with concentrated power. Bae-Jin held it, testing its weight and flex before knocking it to her bow.
All at once, the world came crashing back. The wind shifted and Hae felt a pressure, like a thousand eyes staring at her through the walls of the chamber. Bae-Jin stood, slipping the head into the magic notch and wrapping her thumb around the string.
For a moment she stared into space. Pulling the string to her shoulder, she rolled from cover and froze, eyes wide. A second passed. Thunder clapped. And with a flash of light both bow and arrow clattered to the floor.
Bae-Jin dropped to her knees, screaming. She clutched at her face as she fell to her back, blood seeping between her fingers.
“What’s wrong?” Hae shouted. “Bae-Jin!”
No answer, only screaming. The sounds of battle shifted outside as the wind rose, roaring back from the plain and shaking the audience chamber.
“Bae-Jin, answer me!”
Hae leaned forward, taking the woman by the foot and dragging her back to cover. She pulled her close, fighting past her thrashing arms and legs. Finally, she pried her hands away.
Her heart stopped and she couldn’t find her breath. Bae-Jin’s eyes, smeared with her own blood, had gone black. Hae reeled, her head spinning. Bae-Jin stared back at her, terrified.
“Bae-Jin,” she managed. “What’s wrong? What happened?” The woman said nothing, only mouthing around choking sobs. “What?”
“You’re dead! You’re dead!” Bae-Jin pushed her away, retreating to the corner. She began to weep, the tears mixing with the blood as they flowed down her cheeks. The sobs grew to screams again as she writhed on the floor.
“No, I’m fine,” she pleaded. “Bae-Jin, I’m okay. Bae-Jin!”
Panic pounded in Hae’s mind. Do-Yun knew they were here. His armies were coming.
She looked at the bow and arrow on the floor. Out on the plain Dai-Seong and the others were putting themselves in danger to give them this chance. She had to do what they came here for.
She felt the familiar doubt in herself bubbling up from her gut. She would miss the shot and everything would be wasted. She would miss the shot and they’d die here, lost and forgotten, left only to become part of the Ghost King’s undead army.
She looked at Bae-Jin, bleeding and wailing on the floor, trapped in some tormenting illusion. She’d believed in Hae. They’d believed in each other and they’d come this far.
Pushing aside her fear and the sound of Bae-Jin’s screams, she drew her bow. The world dropped away. She barely felt the cold or the pounding of her heart. The wind ripped through the building and the thunder rolled with flashing light. She rolled from cover, closed her eyes, and snatched up the arrow, putting it to her string and drawing in a single motion as she turned. It’s magic pulsed through her body, almost more than she could bear.
She opened her eyes just long enough to find her target. In that moment, she saw him–Do-Yun, the Ghost King. He sat reposed on his throne, robed in black. Great fires of green burned within his crowned skull. He drew from a long pipe in one hand, playing with the swirling smoke of the pillar with the other. Horrible, nightmare creatures moved around him in the dark. Hae saw him, and knew he saw her as well.
Squeezing her eyes shut again, she released the string. The arrow flew, charged with the magic of the bow. She felt its power leave her, draining in its absence. Legs weak, she ran to Bae-Jin, taking up her bow and hoisting the other woman to her feet. She sobbed, trembling, and fighting in her arms.
She heard the familiar bang of the force arrow exploding. An earth shuddering growl that rose to a roar shook the palace and the mountains. The thunder pounded and the wind shredded the chamber, tearing the panels and windows from their fixtures.
“We have to run,” Hae shouted over the gale.
Bae-Jin slumped in her arms, shuddering with each breath. Hae put the woman’s arm over her shoulder and took her by the waist as she started for the entrance.
She seemed so small now in her arms. The brave adventurer was gone, replaced by the weak and frightened ghost of the woman she’d known. Hae pulled her closer.
“You’re not alone. I’m here.”
Hae wasn’t sure if she could hear her over the wind and the roar, but she spoke.
“I’m here. I’m here. We’re going to get through this. We’re going to get through this together. I’ll keep you safe. I’ll protect you. I’ll protect you.”
They exited the audience chamber and started down the steps. Over the wall, Hae saw the mass of the Ghost King’s army heading for the palace gates. The crowd stretched for miles, a mass of tangled bones and spectral shapes rushing towards her. The heroes’ magic flared in the back, striking them down and chasing them away.
She hurried down the steps, careful of Bae-Jin’s weight.
“Come on. Come on, just a little further. We’re almost there. Once we get underground you won’t see anything. We’ll be okay. I’ll keep you safe.”
Do-Yun bellowed again, the noise shaking the steps beneath their feet. The audience chamber exploded in a wash of green fire and a blast of freezing wind. The two women pitched forward. Hae struggled, but lost her footing. They fell, rolling hard down ancient steps, burning timber crashing around them.
Hae stopped herself before she reached the bottom where Bae-Jin now lie sprawled. She picked herself up and hurried down. The woman was pushing herself up, still shuddering with each breath. She stopped weeping long enough to reach out for something on the ground.
“Are you alright?” Hae asked, taking her by the arm.
She shook her head. In her hand, Hae saw the Ghost King’s ingam. Bae-Jin tucked the stamp back into her sporran. She turned to face Hae, her beautiful eyes now pitch black. Hae saw the sadness there, and the fear, and knew that whatever Bae-Jin was seeing scared her.
“Don’t worry. I’m still here,” Hae said. 
Above, the skeletal remains of dragons and phoenixes soared overhead, shrouded in illusory images of what they had once been. Flying creatures came in low, landing on the paved courtyards around them. Hae drew her bow. An army of skulls and bones clattered into view along every footpath in the complex. 
They were closing in fast, reinforcements only moments away.
Hae fished the scroll out of Bae-Jin’s plaid and cracked the seal. The paper riled with energy, and once she pulled it apart, a beacon of light shot towards the sky.
“Now we wait,” she said, knocking an arrow. “If this is the end…I’m glad I’m with you.”
Bae-Jin huddled into herself, face in her hands. Hae stared down at her in pity as she drew the bow.
Her first shot was charged and blew a gap in a troop of skeletons. The undead regrouped and formed up to continue their advance. She fired again, downing a winged, bat creature. Bae-Jin sat unmoving, quietly sobbing into her hands and rocking on her heels. Hae jerked to the side, plugging a crawling shape with an arrow before it could reach the woman.
“Bae-Jin,” she shouted over the noise. “I know you’re hurt. And you’re scared.” She pulled back to avoid the cut of a sword. “But I need you.”
She forced the skeleton soldier back, charging a shot and placing it right in the horror’s chest. The blast sent him flying and bought the women some space. But the reprieve was short-lived.
Ahead, the palace gates creaked open and the armies of the undead poured in. Hae drew, charging an arrow. She fired into the crowd, readied another, and fired again. The blasts tore through their ranks, but the waves kept coming. The undead came within range behind them.
“I need you!” Hae shouted again. “You have to pull yourself together or we won’t make it. Bae-Jin, please!”
The enemy closed in. Hae started back towards the audience chamber stairs, pulling Bae-Jin behind her. She fired into the crowds until her quiver was empty. Hae placed her last shot into the pelvis of some crawling giant, before slinging her bow and drawing her sword. The thing fell hard, crushing many beneath its weight. At her back, creatures emerged from the building above.
“I love you,” Hae said, gripping her sword.
She kissed the other woman.
Bae-Jin shrank away and stared at her with frightened black eyes.
The skeleton of a tiger leapt at them, wreathed in ghostly light. Hae brought her sword up, catching the blade between the monster’s teeth. Its claws lashed at her, digging into her armor. She twisted to the side, bracing her shoulders and shoving. The tiger fell over the side of the steps, crashing into the climbing skeletons below.
Undead warriors clambered up the stairs, clanking in ancient armor. Bats spewed from the wreck of the chamber at the top of the rise, flying from the catacombs below. Hae pulled her bow, warding the soldiers back with the peach wood as she took to clearing off the ledges of climbing figures.
The armies of undead came onto the steps, falling on Hae’s position. She turned and met their swords with her own. The shock rang through her arms and she pulled away. Their blades came close, glancing off the armor and tearing through her robes.
Stumbling, Hae was dropped by a heavy strike, falling on her back. The skeleton towered over her, sword poised to kill. Suddenly an arrow shaft lodged itself in the thing’s skull.
The monster hissed as it collapsed. Its allies fell beside it.
Hae felt a hand on her shoulder, gripping her armor and hoisting her to her feet. Bae-Jin looked her in the eyes, terrified, but determined.
“Not today,” she said. “Not here.”
The woman turned, firing an arrow into an ancient soldier and taking its sword as it fell.
The army pressed, more and more coming through the gate and from the courtyards. Soon, the women found themselves back to back on the steps, caught in a shrinking circle of bones and phantasmal energies. Their bodies ached. New wounds festered and blackened. The creatures slashed and grabbed, a seemingly endless sea of forgotten Yeonese soldiers now tasked with destroying all life in their domain.
Hae swung her sword, the attack slow and heavy. The blade struck a skull, lodging itself deep within the bone. The undead fell over the side and onto his allies. She readied to strike again and stopped.
The cluttered forces on the steps parted, making way for a black figure. It loomed tall, clad in armor, and a wide brimmed hat, its body wreathed in dark smoke. Its eyes burned the familiar green of the Ghost King’s magic and it carried a massive sword in one hand.
The skeletons stepped aside, falling behind. Hae swallowed, blade ready. Her breath came slow and ragged, her lungs and shoulders burning. Her legs quivered, threatening to give.
The figure stood a head taller than Hae at several steps down. It gripped a giant sword in both hands and readied to strike. Hae moved first, throwing herself down the steps and bringing her sword against the wraith’s middle. The attack clanged off the armor, leaving her open.
She felt a sudden crack against her head as the butt of the figure’s weapon slammed her to the ground. A large boot turned her to her back, and she stared up at the green fires, dazed and bleary. The wraith stood over her, preparing for the kill. From the edge of her vision, she saw Bae-Jin’s shape fly in with bow drawn. 
She brought the length against the thing’s middle and sent it stumbling back down a few steps as the weapon broke.
It turned to her, bringing its great sword around. She ducked beneath the blow, ready for the next.
Hae felt hands on her. Boney fingers and claws dug into her skin, gripping her by the hair and armor and plaid, pulling her over the edge of the steps. Suddenly she was falling, still lost in her concussed daze. Things grabbed and pulled and she landed in the sea of skulls, sinking to the bottom. The monsters encircled her, leering with fixed smiles of missing teeth–ripping, tearing, and biting. The mass blocked the light of the pillar, and the world was dark and painful.
Somewhere above, Bae-Jin was fighting. Fighting despite whatever curse had been laid upon her.
Hae stuck out with fist and boot, twisting and pulling and smashing anything she could find. Ancient corpses landed around her–still clawing, still smiling. She broke them on the ground, pulling herself to her feet by their armor, taking their weapons, and fighting back.
Fighting for her life against the dead.
She hacked and slashed, cutting them down one after another. They came on. She fought to the base of the steps, turning and cutting a path to where Bae-Jin was facing the wraith. She saw them over the heads of the skeletons and monsters. The woman was bleeding, her armor falling apart. Hae broke through the enemy, pulling away her plaid and dropping the sword in her hand.
Leaping desperately, she hooped the cloth over the figure’s face, clinging tightly as she dangled from the end. The wraith thrashed in surprise. Bae-Jin hurled herself forward. The three crashed down the steps, scattering the army in their path.
Hae felt the stones and the heavy wraith pummel her body despite her armor as they fell. The world spun and they were on the ground. Bae-Jin was pulling her to her feet. 
The wraith was standing as well, the flames of its eyes burning brighter than before. It took up its sword, gripping the hilt and swinging in a wide arc. The women ducked, the attack shattering bones and beasts as they crowded around. The wraith swung again. And again. 
It unleashed a violent storm of crazed strikes, heedless of those around it, seeking only to put an end to the two living who had come to this forgotten place.
Hae and Bae-Jin ducked and pulled, barely escaping the wraith’s onslaught. They used the chaos and the scattering army to push towards the gates. 
Monsters and hideous things climbed over the walls with many legs and countless heads on long necks, screaming as winged horrors fell from the sky. The earth shook and the hands of giants curled over the crests of the walls. 
Swarms of legged skulls scurried down the ramparts. Centipedes of ribs and teeth reared from the dirt. Dragons soared overhead. A great light shown at the top of the stairs, as burning tentacles of spectral flame crept from the bowels of the mountain, summoned from somewhere beyond. Icy wind blew. Green flame roared about the courtyard.
And the wraith came to stand over them, sword ready for the final blow.
Shivering, exhausted, they clung to one another as the Ghost King’s army closed around them. The world slowed and they turned towards each other, looking into one another’s eyes one last time.
The darkness split with blinding, colored light. The armies split with it. The flowing fire of a Girin’s mane came rushing through the masses, blasts of color and fountains sparks flying in every direction. Geysers of magic energy burst from the ground, ripping through the assembled forces.
The beast leapt over them, Kim-Jeok mounted on its back. He swung a hammer at the wraith, it’s massive head shattering the undead’s blade as it tried to defend. The Girin landed, wheeling as the hero smashed the wraith with the hammer a second time.
The women watched, awed. The army crowded in, and out of the mass, a centipede rushed towards them. It lunged, hands, and lashes flying from its mouth. The thing stopped suddenly as a spearhead forced its way through the monster’s skull.
“Come!” Spear Dancer held out a hand from atop his Girin. “Mount!”
They did as they were told, the Girin moving away before they had pulled themselves on. Hae clung to the beast’s neck, too terrified to hope they might escape. Behind her Spear Dancer was convulsing, creating wards and casting spells to keep the army at bay while also struggling with the Ghost King’s influence. The hero turned.
“Kim-Jeok!”
“Fly, old friend. Away with these girls.” He brought his hammer down on the skull of a terror then thrust it towards the pillar of mist. “Finally the bastard shall have me. But before he does, he’ll have my maul and suffer two pains this day.”
Spear Dancer nodded and spurred the Girin.
They charged onto the plain, passing the giants and the horrors, outpacing the eagles and the dragons. The massive turtles tracked their retreat, too slow to act but casting beams of dark magic towards them all the same. Riders gave pursuit, each brought down by Spear Dancer’s spells and hexes.
Suddenly Hae saw her shadow cast ahead in the mist as something erupted from behind. Turning, she saw the pillar of mist splitting apart, gouts of light spewing from the rent as it was torn open from within. Fingers reached from the blazing portal, gripping the pillar and pushing it open. Emerging from the gate, a colossal hand, withered and boney, pale as chalk, reached out over the plain. 
Ahead, two Girin rode to meet them. Dai-Seong rushed past while Azatla Pom pulled to a halt with Spear Dancer doing the same.
“Hurry,” Azatla Pom shouted.
The hand, slow in its immensity, fell towards the valley.
“Go with Azatla Pom,” Spear Dancer said, helping them dismount.
“What’s going on?” Hae asked. “Did it work?”
“It worked,” the female hero said. She helped Bae-Jin onto the saddle behind her. “The Ghost King has summoned his entire army to destroy you. I’d say you’ve succeeded in upsetting him at the very least.”
Hae climbed onto the Girin’s back, her head jerking as they started at a full run.
“But he’s not dead,” she said.
“Of course not. But he’s mad, possibly wounded, and that’s victory enough for this day.”
They rode hard, covering miles in minutes. Claws and grasping bones rose from the dirt and muck of the plain, and avalanches crashed from the valley walls as the Ghost King commanded the entire mountain to destroy them. Behind them, the heroes cast their spells at the hand, which continued its fall. 
“Kim-Jeok…”
Azatla Pom was quiet.
“With any luck, the war will turn now in our favor and we can put all our old allies to rest one day.”
“I’m sorry,” Bae-Jin said. 
“Do not cry for him,” Azatla Pom answered. “He was a mighty warrior and a great man. He fought knowing the risks, and would not wish that we weep for him. Instead, revere his name and tell his tales. And make it home alive–he did this for you.”
“What happened to Bae-Jin’s eyes?” Hae asked.
“Your eyes?” The hero turned in her saddle to look at the woman. “Old god. Did you see him?”
Bae-Jin drew a breath.
“I did.”
“And so he saw you. When your eyes met, you were cursed. Tell me, what do you see in this living one.” She jerked her head towards Hae.
Fresh tears started down Bae-Jin’s cheeks.
“As I thought.” Azatla Pom turned back. “We call this the spectral sight. The four…the three of us have it as well. I would prefer you’d died than suffer this. The Ghost King is cruel indeed to have done such a thing to you.”
“Can we fix it?” Hae asked.
“I hope you can, for the sight is foul enough in this barren land of permanent death. But to venture forth into the living world…”
The ground shook as, miles behind, the fingers of the hand cut into the earth, digging deep furrows as it raked the ground. The lights of magic continued to flash, hazy in the ever-present fog. Ahead, the entrance to the plain was coming into view. Azatla Pom, spurred the Girin on in a final burst before reigning to a stop.
“This is as far as I can take you,” she said. “Be swift, but stay vigilant. The Ghost King’s power extends beyond the plain, and he will not likely wish you to escape. I must return to the battle.”
“Wait,” Hae said. Azatla Pom halted. “Can you spare us anything? We’ve lost most of our weapons and didn’t get our packs.”
The hero drew her sword, short and thick and handed it down. She then drew her knife, a small piece of hooked steel.
“Take these. They came with me from my early days in service to the empire. I have been less than welcoming to either of you, and yet you have done a great service for us. Consider this both payment and peace offering. You have my thanks.”
“And you have ours.” Hae kept the sword, handing the knife to Bae-Jin. “All of you.”
Azatla Pom gave a short laugh, then spurred her mount. The Girin charged into the distance, its shape fading in the mist until only its glowing mane was visible.
The women were alone again, the air dense and charged with malice. They stared back into the valley. Their thoughts were cut short by a sudden flash and a following boom.
“Let’s get out of here,” Hae said. “Let’s go home.”
As she turned, she found Bae-Jin staring at her. Her black eyes were wide, her face scared and streaked with tears.
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The war raged miles away, lost in the impenetrable sea of mist. Hae and Bae-Jin ran, passing the mounds of bones and skulls that had greeted them upon their entrance to the Ghost King’s plain. Soon, the shape of the entrance gate loomed through the dark haze. They passed under its beams, the pressure of the air suddenly releasing as the temperature rose.
Hae looked up at the hanging skull, the weathered taegeuk carved on its forehead. She recalled the dread she’d felt upon first seeing it. The fear of the symbol seemed minor now, compared to the power and darkness it represented. Glancing back to Bae-Jin, she saw the woman staring at the ground.
“Bae-Jin…are you okay?”
She didn’t answer.
“Bae-Jin?”
“We have to keep moving.” She started walking. “Do-Yun may still be able to reach us here. We need to get as much distance between us and this place as we can before we collapse.”
Hae wanted to argue, but knew she was right. Fear and adrenaline had allowed her to ignore her fatigue, but now, comparably safe, she felt the weariness settling on her fast. She followed, her feet like lead as she tramped her path through the dust and scattered bones of the mountain trail.
The walking was easy compared to the plain. The fog was thick and the screams could still be heard, but the ground was far less treacherous. They stopped to rest among an outcropping of large stones.
“How far do you want to go?” Hae asked.
“As far as we can,” Bae-Jin said without looking back. “We have no food and no supplies. We need to get back to life and vegetation as soon as we can.”
“We may be able to reach our old camp. We made the trip from there to the gate in less than a day.”
They got to walking again, too tired to say much. The sky began to lighten, and they assumed that day was breaking, though the cloud cover was too thick to see the sun. Hae tried to remember what the sun looked like–tried to recall what it meant to be warm and dry, not shivering and damp from fog and ghost chills.
After several hours, the light was bright enough to see clearly, illuminating the fog into bright walls. Hae shook her head, trying to chase away the stiffness there, and caught a brief glimpse of green on the face of a rock.
She stopped, looking again and stepping forward. There, on the face of a stone, was a weak patch of moss. She stared intently, emotion welling in her chest.
“Bae-Jin!” The woman stopped and she waved her over. “Look! We’re getting close. Bae-Jin?”
 The woman’s face did not show the same enthusiasm. Their eyes met briefly, and she turned away.
“I see it,” she said, “but…”
“Spectral sight.” Bae-Jin said nothing. “I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine.”
“I should have thought about that. I should have remembered.”
“No. You’re right–it’s a good sign. Let’s…Let’s just keep walking.”
Hae nodded and they continued on. The moss became more regular, followed by thin patches of grass. Any joy or hope Hae might have felt from the sight was sapped away knowing that Bae-Jin saw only horror.
Finally, they reached the campsite. They guessed it to be around noon and both nearly collapsed to the ground. With a last effort, they brought out the wood they’d stored during their ascent and collected twigs and brambles from the few remaining scrubs. Attempts to get a fire going were met with failure. The fuel was too little and too damp to be lit by the friction or sparks. They soon gave up, and decided to spend their remaining energy looking for food.
Hae hunted among the rocks and crevices, searching for mushrooms or edible moss. She found little and brought it back to the dry campsite. Bae-Jin sat on a rock, plaid wrapped around her like a blanket. Hae took a seat next to her and held out the meager offering of food.
“It’s not much, but it’s all I could find.” 
“Don’t worry, it’s fine for now.”
“Maybe after I’ve rested I can search for more.”
“No. It’d be better to spend our energy getting further down the mountain.”
Hae already knew that. She’d suggested the idea only as an attempt to bring some kind of hope back to the other woman. It had failed, and though Bae-Jin maintained her façade of hard determination, she knew she was hurting.
“Bae-Jin…”
“Yes?”
“I…I don’t know what you see. But…I’m still me.”
Bae-Jin managed a weak smile, yet refused to look at her. Hae took her by the hand and her body clenched. She brought the hand to her face. Slowly the fingers opened, holding her cheek. The necrotic wounds ached, and Hae winced in silence. She endured the pain. The moment needed to happen.
Bae-Jin smiled briefly, then broke. Thick sobs wracked her body, tears rolling from her black eyes. Hae watched them streak her face in profile and gripped her hand tighter.
“I’m still me,” she said. “And I still love you.”
She let go of the hand and brought her into a hug, wrapping her arms around the trembling shoulders that had been so strong for so long. She pulled her close, resting her face into the woman’s neck.
“I don’t know what you see. But I’m still me. And no matter what happens to your eyes you still see me better than anyone ever has. And I still love you.”
“Thank you,” Bae-Jin said after some time. “But…I don’t know how to go on. It’s bad enough here, but…What happens when we get off this mountain? What happens when we get back to the fields and the towns?” She sniffed, wiping her tears. “All I’ll see is death. Everything is dying now when I look at it. How am I supposed to live like this?”
Hae could think of nothing to say and so stayed quiet, holding her instead.
“I don’t know if I can stand to spend the rest of my life watching you die.”
She pulled Bae-Jin closer, holding her as she cried.
When she could cry no more, Bae-Jin struggled her way into the healing chant. Hae was surprised by the sudden glow of pale light, happy to feel it washing over her face and soothing the sting of her wounds. The magic wasn’t strong enough to heal them completely, but she managed to stop the decay. They went to sleep with Bae-Jin promising to heal more when she could.
Hae awoke the next morning, weak and exhausted, wrapping her plaid tighter for warmth. As she tried to slip back into sleep, she heard the sound of ripping fabric. Sitting up, she cleared the sleep from her eyes.
Bae-Jin sat away on the rock, back turned. She had her plaid fixed around her and pinned already, the drape coiled in her lap. She held the hem in her hands, Azatla Pom’s knife lying on the stone next to her. With a jerk, she tore the thick wool again, finally freeing the strip from the cloth’s body.
“What are you doing?” Hae asked.
Bae-Jin, turned towards her, eyes closed.
“I can’t spend the rest of my life watching you die, Hae.” She brought the strip of fabric to her face, pulling it around her eyes. “And so I won’t.” She tied a knot and stood. “But I won’t leave you here alone either.”
Bae-Jin stood, carefully stepping towards Hae where she sat on the ground. She groped, blind, finding her slowly in her personal darkness and going to her knees. She felt up her body and arms until she found Hae’s face. Fixing her jaw, she leaned in, kissing her long on the lips.
“No matter what happens to my eyes, you’re still you. And I love you.”
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 The going was slow and tiring, with Hae leading Bae-Jin sightless through the fog. They had considered resting longer at the campsite, at least until morning, but decided it would be better to keep moving. They passed more plant life and green on their descent, gathering and storing branches and tinder as they went.
As dawn rose, they found themselves once again on the cliff-side path that wound up the face of the mountain. The mists thinned, only briefly, and for the first time in what felt like forever, they felt the sun. Its beams reached through the gloom and warmed their skin with its light. A breeze came off the expanse of the Yeonese highlands, blowing up the mountain and parting the fog.
The struggling emotions Hae had been keeping in check for so long broke free as she saw the green fields and lush forests spread before her and into the far horizon. Laughing, crying, she fell to her knees. She felt Bae-Jin’s hand on her shoulder. Looking up, the other woman was smiling as well.
“It’s so good to see it again,” Hae said. “I wish you could too.”
“It’s good enough to know you’re happy.”
Hae looked out again. The land remained unchanged, but suddenly seemed less joyful.
“Are you really okay?” she asked.
Bae-Jin sighed.
“No. I hate what’s happened to me. I wish, more than anything, that things were different. I wish I’d fired the arrow. I wish I hadn’t gotten so caught up in my vanity that it outweighed my good judgment. I wish I hadn’t thought that I needed to see him.” She sighed again. “But I did. And I can’t change that now. It’s terrible, but what choice do I have? I can either find a way to live, or I can die. And it’s a ranger’s job to survive.”
She managed a weak smile, and Hae tried to do the same.
“Besides,” she continued, “I’m hardly the first person to go blind. And if others can do it…Well, I’ve made a career out of proving I can do it too. But enough of that for now.” She held out a hand. “We have a ways to go yet. And a tunnel to dig out, if you remember.”
Hae took her hand and stood.
They followed the snaking path down the side of the mountain, buffeted by winds and clinging to the cliff face. Hae held Bae-Jin tight by the hand, leading her step by step and warning her of any obstacles in their path. They reached the mouth of the tunnel around noon. Though still clammy, the weather was considerably warmer than it had been on the plain and both women took comfort in the change of temperature.
Less comforting were their growling stomachs. They had been able to forage little since the mushrooms of the night before. Hae’s knees trembled if she thought of her hunger for too long. She chose instead to focus on moving forward and down the mountain, though she worried how they would dig their way out of the collapsed tunnel.
They entered the cave, Hae no longer concerned by its darkness. She’d faced worse now. Bae-Jin commented on the coolness and the echoing sounds of the mountain winds, the only indication that she’d noticed their entrance at all. In the black, Hae considered her state for a moment. Though dim, there was still light to see by. Bae-Jin’s eyes, wrapped in the strip of tartan cloth, probably gave a similar impression. She did not envy the woman’s future of darkened sight, and again felt her heart sink with a sudden sadness.
Hae sighed to herself.
“Thinking about me?” Bae-Jin asked, squeezing her hand.
“…Yes.”
“You’re a sweet girl, Hae.”
“I feel like this bothers me more than it does you.”
“It might. But probably not.”
“I wish there was something I could do for you.”
“Just hold my hand and make sure I don’t fall. That’s all I need.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”
 The tunnel led them down through the mountain, coming at last to the heap of rocks that blocked the entrance. They felt their way around the mass, pushing and pulling, displacing what they could. The smaller stones were easy enough, but the heavier rocks refused to move. With no other choice, they risked their gear, shoving sword and bow into cracks and leveraging against the weight. The weapons held, and after nearly an hour, they’d pried and shoved their way through the rockslide, finally breaking through to the outside in a shaft of light and a flood of scree.
With the weak beams of light pouring in, they rested, gathering their spent energy as best they could before exiting back into the forest of columns where the skeletons had ambushed them before. The clearing had left them weak and winded, and they huddled together in the half-light, breathing hard. Eventually, they stood, deciding it was time to move on.
Pushing their way out in a plume of dust and a scattering of gravel, they picked their way down the rock pile. Hae guided Bae-Jin by hand and voice, helping her down as best she could. After losing her footing more than once, she decided to lift her blindfold enough to see. She grunted with the discomfort of the sun’s light. Hae kept herself well out of view.
Walking down the corridor, they found the crushed remains of countless pillars, their corresponding skeletons similarly destroyed by the avalanche. As they continued, the surviving columns activated, the green eyes of the dread taegeuk coming alive.
“I’m so tired of undead,” Bae-Jin said, pulling out the knife.
“Something seems…different.”
“Oh?”
“Yeah.”
The skeletons pulled themselves from the ground, sluggish and lethargic. The speed and intensity that had possessed them before seemed to be missing.
“They’re slow,” Hae continued, pulling Bae-Jin forward as she moved into a jog. “It must have something to do with Do-Yun.”
“Maybe you did hurt him.”
“Maybe. Either that or he’s focused all his power on the battle with Spear Dancer and the others.”
“Whichever it is, it’s good luck for us.”
“Finally.”
The undead stumbled after them, halfhearted in their chase. Their attacks came slow, and Hae deflected them easily with Azatla Pom’s machete. She struck the skeletons down when necessary, but despite their numbers, the hoard was easy to avoid. They rose from their shallow graves slowly, trudging behind in a meandering gait that made them little more than a nuisance.
Reaching the stairs, Hae led Bae-Jin down and through the arches. The army of skeletons clattered behind them, still in pursuit but no longer of any concern. They reached the path below, and Hae tried to recall which way they’d come. 
“How are you holding up?” Bae-Jin asked when they stopped to rest again.
“I’m fine. You?”
“Hungry.” She laughed. “Thirsty.”
“Me too. I just have to find our old trail then we’ll be okay. The waterfall shouldn’t be too far away now.”
“Maybe I’ll hear it first. Your other senses are supposed to get better once your sight goes.”
“You sound like you’re almost enjoying this.”
“Just making the most of the situation.” Bae-Jin smiled.
Hae knew what that smile looked like, remembered how Bae-Jin’s eyes squinted. She leaned in and kissed her on the cheek.
“How about your sense of touch? Is that better?”
Bae-Jin reached for her. Hae guided her hand and was pulled into a return kiss that landed awkwardly along her jaw.
“Better than ever.”
They started walking again. The sound of crashing water cut through the fog, along with the wet smell of the pond. They came to the clearing, sighing and both dropping to the edge to drink deep of the cold water. 
Hae cupped the water in her hands, bringing it to her mouth. She felt the cold all the way to her stomach, her teeth sensitive and aching with the chill. Her insides came alive again as the dryness of her throat was washed away. She drank again.
“When did you hear it?” she asked.
“Hear what?” Bae-Jin wiped her mouth.
“The waterfall.”
“Waterfall?” Hae dipped her hand in the pool and flicked water at Bae-Jin from her fingers. “Now that’s just rude.”
She smiled and Hae allowed herself to do the same.
They entered the cave behind the fall, passing through the narrow corridor and into the inner cavern. Hae left Bae-Jin to rest while she went out to forage. Her body ached with hunger and fatigue. She ignored it, focusing on searching between rocks and under the few logs for moss and edible fungi.
There was still not enough dry wood to make a fire, so the two ate their small meal in the darkness of the cavern, huddled together under their plaids. Hae told her stories of Yeonese myth and history, but before long they were laid down to sleep.
“Tomorrow,” Hae said. “We’ll get back to the woods tomorrow, and it’ll be easier.”
“I know. I’m not worried at all. We’ll be back at the fort before we know it.”
“I’ll get you there safely.”
“I know you will.”
“And we’ll have a bath in the spring.”
Bae-Jin smiled in the dark.
“Thank goodness. My sense of smell has improved too, you know.”
Hae poked the woman’s ribs beneath the blankets.
“Hey! You’re no bouquet of roses either.”
“I don’t know what you mean.”
She knew it was true. Hae could smell the both of them, but had ignored it for so long. Her skin was coated in dirt and sweat and blood, and her hair hung heavy with oil. The bath would be nice. Being home would be nice–to feel like a human again.
Next to her, Bae-Jin laughed to herself.
“What?”
“I was just thinking,” she said. “I wonder if they’ll make you a ranger. We’ve blown way past the three-week mark.”
Hae scoffed.
“They’d better!”
“Look at you now. Hardly the same girl I met before.”
“Losing interest again?”
“Hmm, no. I’m coming to appreciate the strong woman.”
“That’s good. Because I don’t think I’ll be able to go back to the way I was.”
“I told you so.”
“There’s something you haven’t told me.”
“What’s that?” Bae-Jin asked.
“Why did you leave Yeon? What was the real reason?”
“Adventure was a real reason. But also because I found some goblins once.”
“Really?”
“A whole nest of dokkaebi. Took me and several other rangers to track them all down. The whole thing was swept under the rug. We never talked about it since.”
“But why leave?”
“I hadn’t thought they were real. When I found out they were, it opened my mind to all the possibilities. What else might be real? And that brings us back to adventure.”
“And The Manifest.” Hae rolled her eyes. “Like all your stories.”
“You asked.”
They laughed, kissing before drifting to sleep.
The next morning they took their time at the pool, drinking as much water as they could before leaving. Their path from the waterfall was easy to find in the thickening underbrush. Moss and fungus became more plentiful as they neared the river, and their spirits rose as their stomachs began to fill. 
Crossing the river proved difficult. Hae moved over the fallen log with relative ease, but Bae-Jin was unwilling to cross while blindfolded. After making it to the other side, Hae hid so Bae-Jin could remove the blindfold and walk across on her own.
She landed safely, hopping off the tree stump and quickly pulling the cloth back on. Hae came to her, taking her in her arms and feeling the weight of her sadness.
“I thought I was getting better,” she said, sniffing.
“It’s alright.” Hae stroked her back.
“Every time I have to take this damn thing off, I’m reminded of what I’ve lost.”
“It’s alright. No one would expect you to be past this yet. It’s going to take time.”
 



25
They arrived at the gates to the fortress late that afternoon, their shrunken stomachs stuffed with the wild nuts and berries they’d gathered on their passage through the forest. The ghosts in the woods seemed more timid and listless than they had before, hardly appearing to spy on them as they traveled. They pushed the gates open and found the fort just as they’d left it.
“I’m going to gather some wood,” Hae said, doffing her armor and plaid.
“I’ll be fine here,” Bae-Jin said, doing the same. “I’ll see about raiding their food stores. Hopefully we didn’t disrupt the preservation spells too bad last time we were here.”
“Just don’t go to the spring without me.”
“I wouldn’t dream of it.”
“I’m serious. If you don’t reek of zombies and BO when I get back, I’ll be very upset.”
“Have no fear, I’ll be just as dirty and greasy as I am now.”
The courtyard was still choked with vines and wild brush. The overgrowth felt comforting now, the late spring air humid and pleasant. The urns were still set in the yard, filled with collected rainwater. She pushed the gates open again and walked into the dense woods. The trees were in full bloom, with bright green leaves and young flowers in bud. Saplings rose from the forest floor, and vines spread new lengths across tree trunks.
Taking out the machete Hae began hacking. She watched the weapon in her hand, saw its strange movement, and felt its weight, the ancient wraps on the hilt, and the countless nicks and scars that covered handle and blade. Finally, she had the time to consider that she was carrying a weapon used by an ancient warrior, now known as a god of Yeonese myth.
The past weeks flashed through her head. She’d been so close to death so often, barely escaping. She stopped cutting and felt the scars that now covered her face. They were closed, but still tender. She’d seen horrible things, things the living weren’t meant to. The weight of those memories came crashing down on her in that moment of quiet reflection.
The tears started slowly, her throat closing and her mouth sticky. Then they came quicker, pouring out as her chest heaved. Dropping the machete, she sank to her heels, face in hands, and wept. She sobbed for some time, draining herself of the fear and dread and hopeless worry that she’d been containing for so long.
And Bae-Jin had been through the same and worse and yet carried herself so well. Hae wondered if she were crying too, now that they were alone. She was strong, and had been strong enough for the both of them more than once. Now it was Hae’s turn. Bae-Jin needed her–needed her to be her eyes in a world she could no longer bear to see.
Standing, Hae wiped her nose and found the machete and began to hack again.
She came back to the fortress with two bundles of wood, tied together with fresh vines and branches. Hauling them into the main room, she cleared out the charred logs from their previous stay and sat down to begin building a fire. Bae-Jin came back as she was grinding two stakes together for heat.
“Good news,” she said, lifting a jar.
“Food?” Hae smiled at her, her tears long dry.
“That’s right. Our poking around did disturb some of the seals last time, but there are more than enough still intact.”
Hae took the jar and looked inside. Dry white rice.
“I never thought I’d be so happy to see plain rice.”
“It’s the small things you learn to appreciate.”
Bae-Jin felt her way into the courtyard while Hae continued with the fire. When she’d returned with a pot of water, Hae had split and notched a small log, and had begun drilling with a stick.
“Run the drill through your hair,” Bae-Jin said, sitting next to her. “It’ll make it easier on your hands.”
She felt over, touching up Hae’s shoulder and neck to her bound hair. She tugged the pin free and let the hair fall, black and thick and tangled.
“Yeah, there should be plenty of oil in here,” she teased.
“You’re one to talk.”
“I don’t even want to touch mine. God knows what I might find. Lost skeleton bits, probably.”
Hae forced a laugh, still not comfortable with her memories. Then she did as she was advised, and wrapped a length of hair around the top half of the drill. The wood glided easily beneath her worn palms afterward.
Her shoulders ached by the time the fire came alive. The small embers glowed red in the dark of the hall, slowly fed with wood dust and shavings until there was a flame. Once it was burning properly, they let the logs burn down to cinders and wedged the water pot among them, adding a fair helping of the rice.
 “Alright,” Hae said, standing. She held out a hand for Bae-Jin. “Time to see what’s hiding in your hair.”
Steam rose from the bath, mixing with the thin mist in the day’s last light. Hae undid her sash pulling her robes open for the first time in days. The cool air greeted her bare skin, goosebumps running the length of her body. Pulling off the boots, she lowered her pants and worked her way out of the small clothes.
She hadn’t seen her body clearly for more than two weeks. She was surprised to see how many ribs she’d grown in that time. Her stomach was sunken, and the muscles beneath her skin were clearly visible. Feet away, Bae-Jin was naked as well. Likewise, she was thinner and her bones showed, but as her braid came undone, her thick black hair falling about her shoulders, she was reminded how incredibly beautiful she was.
And she wanted her.
The close calls, the near misses, and the ever-present danger of death that had hung over her for weeks faded away. She’d gone into danger and come out alive, and in doing so found life more wonderful for the risk.
Bae-Jin ran her fingers through her hair. Hae’s body burned, her life returning. The woman started as she felt Hae’s hands. And she purred when she felt her lips. They kissed deeply, Hae pulling their naked bodies close.
“Let’s get in the water first,” Bae-Jin said.
“Can’t wait.” Hae buried her face in her neck.
“Mm, no?” she asked. Hae grunted. “Not even a few seconds?”
“I’ve waited too long already.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means…” Hae stopped a second then continued. “It means I want you now.”
“Ah. Well, that’s too bad.”
Bae-Jin twisted, catching Hae under the arm. Together, they fell into the pool.
The hot water rushed over Hae’s body, surging up her nose and soaking her hair. In that moment she felt clean again. Not only from the dirt and the blood, but from her past–the girl was gone with the grime and the new woman was free to emerge.
She did emerge, steaming water rushing from her hair. She gasped for air, wiping her face. Her body was alive. Her senses reeled, trying to take in all the wonder of the world at once. But all she really wanted was Bae-Jin, who came up for air a foot away. The cloth about her eyes sagged, and she tugged it off.
“Are you sure?” Hae asked, pushing the woman’s hair out of the way and putting her lips to her neck again.
“I’ll keep my eyes closed.” Bae-Jin pulled her close. “It would fall off anyway.”
“Alright.”
They kissed, arms around one another, bodies together in the hot water. Hae felt her breath, felt her heat. She felt the stiff shapes of her hard nipples against her own. Reaching down, she grabbed Bae-Jin and thrust a leg between her thighs. The woman gasped, face flushing. She offered her own leg and Hae accepted eagerly.
“I love you,” she said, kissing her shoulders. “I love you.”
“I know,” Bae-Jin panted, trembling.
“I love you.” Her fingers moved wildly over the woman’s body, touching everything they could find.
“I’m close,” Bae-Jin said, her voice tight. “Don’t stop.”
“Never. Never going to stop. Not again.”
“Fuck. What’s happened to you?”
“I’m alive.” She kissed her. “I’m alive and I’m with you and I want it all. I want all of you and I never want to stop.”
“Good. Because. I’m about to cum.”
“Me too.” She drew a long breath. “I’m getting close.”
“Fuck. I’m cumming.”
“Cum for me.”
“I’m cumming.”
She felt Bae–Jin’s breath on her face, hot and frantic. She felt her muscles clench, pulse rising in the veins on her neck. Her legs clamped like a vise, and Hae drove herself harder. She ground her sex against the woman’s thigh, desperate for release.
The wind caught in her chest as the orgasm swelled from her hips to cover her entire body. Her mind went blank, left only with Bae-Jin–her sight, her sounds, the smell of her hair, and the heat of her body. The swell broke, flashing behind her eyes as she came, trembling.
Breathless, they leaned into one another and against the rim of the pool. Both were quiet.
“I think,” Hae managed after a few minutes of rest.
“Think what?”
“I think…I need to check the rice.”
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They stayed at the fort for several days, resting in safety and eating as much of the preserved rice as they could. Bae-Jin exhausted her magic to heal the rest of their wounds and Hae regularly went into the woods to forage for nuts, berries, and roots but had yet to venture far enough out of the Ghost Lands’ influence to find game. Though she longed for meat again, she wanted to save it until they were truly away. It would act as a sign that they’d escaped the perils of the Ghost King’s domain. When not gathering or with Bae-Jin, she was busy in the study, sifting through the books and documents left behind.
With her better understanding of the language, she sorted through them to see if there was anything useful. Most were daily reports on staff and inventory, and while a rare insight into the management of the ancient armies of Mag’Dia was interesting, they had little immediate value. Others revealed themselves to be annals of various company chroniclers, as well as missives from generals and regional leaders.
One night, bathed, well fed, and wrapped in one another’s arms and plaids, they stared at the dark ceiling that had now become so familiar. Hae sighed.
“What’s wrong?” Bae-Jin asked. She wore her blindfold.
“I kind of don’t want to leave.”
“No?”
She shook her head, nuzzling into the woman’s shoulder.
“No. It’s nice here, with just us. It’s quiet and easy. If we go back it’s going to be complicated and noisy.”
“It’s not every day that two rangers go missing and return saying they’ve fought the Ghost King and his armies. But, we have to.”
“I know.”
“I’d love to stay here too. I don’t even notice the ghosts anymore.”
“What do you think will happen when we get back?”
“It’s hard to say. Your clan will want you to stay. You’ll be quite a prize.”
“What about you?”
“I guess I’ll go home, if they’ll have me back. I’ll try to find something I can do. I think that’s going to be the worst of it–finding a way to get comfortable with my new life.”
“Will I ever see you again?”
“Absolutely. Every time you come to the Hyung lands, I’d expect you to find me. Assuming you stay in Yeon.”
Hae hadn’t given much thought towards what her life would be like upon her return. She would be a ranger, most likely, but she was unsure what her family would want for her. She couldn’t see herself being married off, not now, not after everything she’d seen and done. Not after Bae-Jin.
“What if…” she started. “What if I didn’t? What if we went somewhere else?”
“Like the Manifest?”
“Or anywhere. The world is big. It could always be like this.”
Bae-Jin smiled and stroked her hair.
“You’re right,” she said. “The world is big.”
She kissed her on the forehead and hugged her close, putting an end to the conversation. Hae drew a long breath and allowed herself to sleep.
The next morning, they rose and bathed in the spring a last time before eating and starting on their way. The armory had several packs that had been preserved, as well as arrows, weapons, and tools. They outfitted themselves and carried off as much equipment and supplies as they needed. Hae made a final visit to the ancient study, gathering as many tomes and scrolls as were practical and fitting them into her bag next to sacks of rice and coils of rope.
Cool morning air and sparkling dew greeted them as they exited the main hall and crossed the grassy courtyard. Outside the main gate, the mist hung thick in the forest. Hae took Bae-Jin’s hand and they walked into the woods. She felt a weight lifting from her chest with each step. They passed through the forest and onto the rocky fields of the highlands. By midday they disturbed their first covey pheasants.
“Did you hear that?” Hae asked, smiling at the silhouettes of the birds as they glided back down into a patch of tall grass and bramble.
“I did.” Bae-Jin smiled as well. “Grouse?”
“Five.”
“And you didn’t shoot them?”
“We’ll let these go.”
“But next time…”
“Definitely next time.”
They carried on, feeling the ground sloping down beneath their feet. The mist grew thin until it was barely present. Finally in the clear, they came to the ridge of a landslip, and Hae saw the dropping highland and gentle foothills laid out before them. Beyond that, fading into the hazy blue of the horizon, was Yeon, green and peaceful in the fresh warmth of spring.
“You can see it, can’t you?” Bae-Jin asked, taking her hand.
Hae nodded, her throat closed by a coming sob.
“Yes,” she said.
“Is it beautiful?”
“The most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen.”
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The fresh logs on the fire spat and hissed. Bae-Jin jabbed them with a stick, guessing as to which parts needed tending. Nearby, Hae was dressing down a pair of pheasants she’d shot down in the afternoon and left strapped to her pack throughout the day. The feathers and innards removed easily, and she forced a pair of sharpened stakes through each and set them to roasting on their spits.
The smell of the meat as it cooked left her salivating and hungry. She wanted them now, but knew she would wait. She’d waited this long, she could wait a little longer to do it right. Even the smell of the blood excited her, for it meant meat. It meant life.
“You go first,” she told Bae-Jin when they were ready.
The woman smiled, tearing off a piece and blowing before taking it into her mouth. She chewed a moment and sighed, smiling wider.
“Spirits be,” she said.
“Yeah?”
“Yes.”
Hae bit into a thigh. The juices of the bird fizzed to the surface, hot in her mouth and on her skin. She ignored the pain, focusing on the taste. The skin was overcooked and the meat was tough.
It was wonderful.
“Spirits be,” she said, her mouth full. She bit in again. “Spirits be.”
Their stomachs full of hot food and life, they lay down together, tearing their clothes off and crying one another’s name in the open field by light of the low campfire. Satisfied, they held each other close, Hae watching the dark sky above, pin-pricked with stars.
The days of travel passed quickly, the trials of the fields now easy compared to what they’d faced. Both were happy to be alive, fed, and with the other. Days were filled with songs and stories, hunting and gathering–the nights with warm fires and hot bodies. The sun greeted them in the morning, and they woke to walk and do it all again.
Hae was happy and at peace.
There were times still when Bae-Jin would leave camp to cry alone. Hae said nothing to stop her. She allowed the woman to have her moments of loss and sadness in peace, and gave her comfort and warmth whenever she returned. 
They came to a stream, eventually, stopping to drink from its cold, clean waters. They undressed, wading into the current and washing the travel from their skin and laid to dry in the sun. Dressing again, they walked until they came back to the road.
“Where do we go?” Hae asked.
“The Kim holdings would be our best bet. They’re the closest and they might lend you a horse to go home.”
“And what about you?”
“I’ll find my way back.”
“Don’t say that. I’ll escort you. It can be my first task as a ranger.”
       “In that case, better to have your family come to you.”
“If a letter was sent, I know my uncle would come. Maybe my parents as well.”
“One thing at a time. Let’s get there first.”
They traveled for days on the road, seeing riders, travelers, and carts as they went. The people stared at them, and despite their strange gear, Hae’s scars, and Bae-Jin’s blindfold, it was their different tartans that drew the most attention. It was strange to see two clansmen of different families on the road together. Anyone who asked was given the truthful answer that they were out for Hae’s ranger test.
The road snaked through the fields and down through the hills, letting out into a clearing between a pair of hills and through a gate. Sentinel’s Ring seemed small and demure now as they entered. The washed, black remains of the fire stood unmoved. The grass had grown back from where it had been trampled by the ceremony attendants. She sighed, and Bae-Jin touched her hand knowingly. Without a word, they continued on.
Coming to the edges of the Kim clan holdings one evening, they were met by guards and outriders. Their horses reared to a stop, spears leveled towards them from a distance.
“Friendly?” Bae-Jin asked.
“Not friendly,” Hae said.
Bae-Jin raised her hands. Hae did the same.
“Who are you? State your business,” the guard said, voice stern.
“I am Bae-Jin of Clan Hyung.” She touched her badges. “This is Hae of Clan Yuen.”
“Why are a Yuen and a Hyung traveling together into the Kim lands? What are you wearing?”
“I was assessing the Yuen’s ranger test. We’ve just come back.”
“The testing was completed weeks ago. Why are you coming just now?” His spear remained ready.
“Check my badges and you’ll see I’m a ranger. I invoke my ranger’s privilege on the matter of our journey, but take us to the Kim’s master ranger, and he’ll confirm our presence at Sentinel’s Ring.”
The guard looked down on them, wary. With a wave, he sent his companions around behind.
“We’ll take you, but you’ll remain guarded. Will you need to be bound?”
“No,” Hae said. “You won’t get any trouble from us.”
They were led into the town and taken to the small jailhouse where they were relieved of their gear and left in a cell. On the walk, Hae noted the similarities of the homes and buildings to those in the Yuen holdings, with their steep roofs and stone bases. The only things noticeably different about the town were the badges and the tartans.
 “I guess Kim-Jeok was right,” she said, once they were alone. “We are all Yeonese.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, there’s all this talk of clans and families, but…”
“Everything is the same?”
“Right.”
“I told you.”
Some time later the outer door slid open, followed by the scuffling of feet. The guard returned with an elderly man dressed in the orange and white plaid and fox badge of Clan Kim. He also bore the three golden bars of a master ranger. He wasn’t familiar at first, but Hae finally recognized him as having presided over the ceremonies at the Starting Ground.
“Spirits be,” the old man said, looking them over. “It is you.”
“What does his face look like?” Bae-Jin asked.
“He looks surprised to see we’re alive.”
“Because everyone took you for dead. Or run away,” the old Kim answered. “What’s happened to you? Why didn’t you return like the others?” 
“We’d be happy to tell you everything,” Bae-Jin said. “But first, we should go somewhere more comfortable.”
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The two were taken from the jailhouse and brought to the old ranger’s house within the walls of the clan home. They weren’t allowed to bring their weapons, but insisted on bringing their packs. Eventually, the old man conceded.
The building was well made and of moderate size, with rooms for the man and his immediate family, as well as others for different functions. They all sat at a low table, each taking an end. The elder’s wife brought them tea.
“Thank you.” He bowed to her. “Please leave the pot and see that no one disturbs us until I say.”
She bowed in return, backing to the sliding door and quietly leaving the room. They sat in silence for a few moments, then the old man cleared his throat.
“We should be alone now. Tell me, then, why you were so delayed and why you felt it necessary to invoke the rangers’ privilege.”
“Because not everyone needs to hear what we’re going to say,” Bae-Jin said. She leaned towards the teacup, breathing in the steam. “They wouldn’t believe us and most likely you won’t either.”
“You’re building my expectations quite high.”
“Not high enough,” Hae said.
Bae-Jin reached for her pack, unlacing an inner pocket and taking something out. She set the bone ingam on the table. The man picked it up, examining it carefully. His face paled as he saw the stamp etched into the bottom. With a long breath he set it down and pushed it back across the table.
“Unsettling that you should carry such a thing, but not illuminating on your experience.”
“This isn’t the seal of the Ghost King,” Bae-Jin said, palming the ingam. “It’s the Ghost King’s seal.”
“Come again?”
Hae sighed.
“Do-Yun isn’t imprisoned. He has a castle in the Ghost Lands and his war with the Young Gods continues. We know because we were there.”
The elder Kim regarded them for a moment, running a hand over his pale beard. He sipped at his tea and regarded them again.
“You’re right. I don’t believe you. But I am intrigued. Start at the beginning.”
Hae and Bae-Jin ran through their story with the old man twice, from beginning to end. He listened intently, stopping them only to ask for clarification on which heroes were present and to send for more tea. They showed him the ingam again, as well as the books and papers. Eventually he sent for their weapons and armor, looking those over as well.
“Quite interesting,” he said at the end. He pushed the magic items away with distaste. “And you really saw him? Both of you?”
“Only for a moment,” Hae admitted.
“I saw. I saw him clearly and…”
“Your eyes, yes. I assumed that might be the case. But you’re not blind.”
“No. The spectral sight is worse.”
“I would imagine it is. I won’t ask you to show me, but I imagine some of the clan leaders will.”
“I don’t like the idea of that,” Hae said.
“A meeting of the clan leaders?”
“No, that’s to be expected. I don’t want her taking off the blindfold.”
“Hae,” Bae-Jin touched her hand, “it’s fine.”
The elder noticed the motion and stood.
“That’s enough for today,” he said, moving to the door. “You’re weary from the road and your travels. You are now my guests here in the Kim lands, and shall be treated as part of my house until the after the meeting is adjourned. Servants shall be set to attend you. They’ll take you to your lodging; arrange food, clothes, and baths. We’ll see that you get proper documentation as well, so you can move about freely in the holdings.”
“Thank you, Master Ranger Kim.” Bae-Jin bowed low.
Hae did the same.
The old man waved a hand and stepped into the hall, his bare feet tapping on the lacquered floors.
“The thanks is mine. But now I have a long meeting with the clan chief to arrange. So consider us even.”
       A servant came to the room shortly, knocking on the door and sliding it open before asking them to follow. They were taken to a pair of rooms, separated by a sliding, paper door.
“Would you wish to bathe or eat first?” the servant asked, head bowed.
 Hae looked out through the courtyard at the dark sky.
“It’s late,” she said. “What do you think?”
“I’m not hungry yet,” Bae-Jin answered. She turned towards the servant. “Baths first. Can you have the food ready when we get back?”
“Of course.”
They undressed, handing over their clothes to be washed. Clean robes of linen were brought, with sashes of cotton and straw sandals. Once dressed again, they were led to a small out-building, smoke and steam rising from a chimney.
The familiar smells of complimenting herbs and flowers greeted them as they entered the bathhouse. The room was small and filled with steam, the water heated by flames beneath the ceramic tub. Undressing, Hae helped Bae-Jin into the water before joining her. The hot water crept up her body, her muscles trembling as they relaxed.
“The old man’s really gone all out,” Bae-Jin said.
“I’ll say. I don’t think I’ve ever had a bath this nice.”
“Definitely smells expensive.” She sniffed. “I think that’s lilac.”
Hae took a floating petal from the water.
“We only ever used heather, sometimes barley and sage, anise maybe. Lilacs are for weddings and births.”
“I guess being the biggest clan has its perks. Though, I think our position as guests might have something to do with it.”
“You think it’s just politics then?”
Hae turned Bae-Jin around, running a wet cloth across her back. The dirt and grime washed away, revealing the pale skin beneath. She was chafed raw at the shoulders and underarms from the armor.
“Maybe. Or maybe he’s just being nice.”
“We’re kind of a big deal, huh?”
“I guess we’ll see. Depends on how things go. If no one believes us, then we’ll just get branded as frauds and have to get on with our lives.”
“They’ll believe us.”
“I hope so.”
“They will. I’ll lead them to the palace myself if I have to.”
She felt Bae-Jin’s hand on her knee beneath the water.
“Look at you,” the woman said, smiling. “Taking up the cause so adamantly.”
“It’s my cause now too. I didn’t go through all of that just to be labeled a fake. I want in those histories, damn it.”
They laughed and continued bathing.
Meals were waiting for them in their rooms upon their return. They pushed the dividing wall open and ate together. It was a simple meal of rice, fish, kimchi, and greens, but Hae had forgotten how good prepared food could be.
Later that evening, tangled beneath the sheets of Bae-Jin’s bed, they stared out the window at the stars in the night sky. Hae rested her face in the woman’s neck, breathing deeply the smell of her body and the faded lilacs.
“Maybe I was wrong,” she said. “Maybe we should stay here forever.”
Bae-Jin stroked her hair.
“You’d miss the wild.”
“I don’t know, will I?”
“You will. It’s funny like that. Give it a couple of days, but you’ll be longing for the dirt and the brambles again.”
Hae sighed.
“You’re probably right. But for now…”
She kissed the soft skin of Bae-Jin’s shoulder, her hand moving between her thighs. Bae-Jin took her gently by the wrist, pulling her back and lacing their fingers together.
“Something wrong?”
“I’m tired,” she said. “I think I’d just like to go to sleep.”
“Okay.”
“By myself.”
“…Oh.”
Hae stood from the bed, gathering her clothes.
“I’m sorry,” Bae-Jin said.
“It’s fine.”
She crossed the room, throwing the door shut behind her. The bed felt big and empty as she tried to fall asleep.
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The days passed slowly, with Bae-Jin growing more distant. They saw little of each other during the day and ate with the Master Ranger’s family at night. The company put more space between them and the partition door had remained closed since the first night.
Hae spent her time reading the ancient documents and drawing up cyphers and guides to their translation, as well as browsing the Kim libraries. She wrote quick notes for each one in Yeonese detailing what she believed the documents to contain. The rest of her time was spent wandering the city and the surrounding lands. It brought her attention and people stared as she passed.
Eventually she and Bae-Jin stopped talking almost completely. Hae didn’t know what the other woman was doing to spend her time, but the short conversations they’d been having had been replaced by a cold silence. The most she saw of her was in brief passings in the hallways.
Other clans began to arrive in small delegations of five or six–old rangers, clan chieftains, and elders. They moved about the town and the clan home, casting curious glances at both Hae and Bae-Jin when they saw them, but saying nothing. Eventually, someone did speak.
“You look like a ranger now.”
Hae turned towards the familiar voice. Her uncle stood in the doorway of the library, his arms cradled in the slack of his plaid. He gave her a rare, warm smile. She jumped from the table and ran to him, catching him around the waist. He held her, and she breathed in his safe, comforting smell.
Finally, he pulled her free and looked her over, examining her scarred face. He patted a hand down her shoulder and her middle.
“You’re smaller, but sturdy.”
“Starvation does that to you.”
“You’ve done well.”
“Thank you.”
They went to the table and sat. He glanced at the papers briefly.
“Everyone is talking about you back home.”
“Are they?” she asked.
“They are. We were surprised to hear you were alive.”
“You had such little faith in me?” She smiled, then realized her tone. “I’m sorry. I mean…”
He held up a hand.
“It’s fine. We are no longer speaking as family. We are two rangers sitting together.”
“Will I be promoted then?”
“I should think so. From what I’ve heard, you’ve done more than anyone should have to. It would be wrong not to give you the title at least.”
“I would agree.”
“It’s true then?”
“I don’t know what you’ve been told, but probably.”
“I won’t ask for the story. You’re likely tired of telling it, and you’ll have to do so again once the other clans arrive. What of your proctor, that Hyung woman?”
Hae bent over her pages again.
“What about her?”
“Did she train you well?”
“…Yes.”
He was quiet a moment then gestured at the documents.
“What is all this?”
“These are ancient books and letters, from old Yeon,” she said, brightening.
“And you can read them?”
“Not perfectly.” She showed him the cyphers she’d designed. “It’s similar to our current writing system so I was able to work out some of the characters myself. I had help with the rest.”
“From the gods.”
“Yes.” She waited. “You don’t believe me?”
“Is it unreasonable?”
“No. I know it sounds crazy. I wouldn’t believe me either, but it’s true.”
“Then I believe you. You’re not the kind to lie. And it seems all the time your parents made you spend studying paid off. They’ll be glad. You can tell them all about it when you see them.”
“They came with you?”
“They did.”
“Who else?”
“Only the Chieftain and a few elders. I was also able to justify the need for a quartermaster on our journey. Someone to keep things in order.”
“Seung? You brought Seung?”
He smiled.
“I thought you might like some comfort from home.”
“You’re right,” she said. Then, she thought about her relationship with the boy, which led to thinking about her time with Bae-Jin. She felt herself sag. “It will be good to see him.”
Her uncle regarded her quietly.
“You’re truly an adult now, Hae.” He stood. “But you’re also a ranger, and rangers travel light.”
“Are you going?”
“Yes. I need to get myself settled in. There’s plenty of time left before the remaining clans arrive.”
“Of course.”
She bowed to her uncle, and for the first time, he bowed back. Alone in the room, she turned back to her papers, feeling heavy. She worked into the evening, losing herself in the faded characters painted onto the parchments. When her eyes could take no more, and her stomach growled in protest, she decided to leave.
Going to her room, she opted for a bath before dinner was to begin. Upon her return, the servant motioned toward a bundle resting on the bed.
“Your clansmen brought this for you, miss.” She kept her head low.
“Thank you.”
The servant left and she opened the bundle. Inside were sets of jeogori and chima from home, as well as a Yuen fly plaid to replace the great tartan she’d been wearing for so long. She dressed, the once familiar robes and skirt now awkward and large, and pinned the smaller plaid to her shoulder with a soft smile.
Walking through the gardens, the sounds of the feast hall were audible from a distance. The glow of the candles and lanterns spilled out through the open doors and into the quiet gardens. Hae pulled her robes closer and smoothed her plaid before stepping inside.
The conversations stopped for a moment as all turned to face her. They bowed respectfully and continued, some still searching her over. The Yuen delegation was seated at the far end of the table. They waved her over and she joined them, taking a seat next to her uncle. Her parents were seated across from her and Seung was nearby. Their eyes met briefly, before Hae turned away.
The elder’s faces were already a bright red, and a pair of empty jars sat in the center of the table. Hae’s uncle waved and another cup was brought for her. She held the cup out with both hands, her head bowed as he poured the dark red wine.
“You may have helped change Yeonese history. So the Kim have given us access to their bokbunja-ju in thanks. Drink well tonight.”
“I will, uncle.”
“We’re all very proud of you,” her mother said. “To think our daughter would make such a discovery. As a parent and a historian, it’s more than we could ask.”
She nodded again, raising the glass to them before turning her head and drinking. The alcohol was sweet and smooth, the taste of the black raspberries strong. She emptied the cup and placed it on the table, feeling the slight burn of the wine as it ran to her stomach.
“Another?” Her father asked.
“Please.”
She drank again. And again, her face burning before the food arrived. Her thoughts were slow and distracted, and it was hard to follow the several conversations directed at her. As she ate the fish and kimchi, the buzz of the alcohol began to wane and her head cleared. She sighed and suddenly felt very tired.
“Hae?” her mother asked.
“I’m fine. But I think I’m going to return to my room for the night.”
She stood slowly, a hand on the table for balance.
“Seung.” Her uncle pointed at the red-faced boy as he watched her. “Escort her back to her room.”
Hae stepped onto the veranda, holding a support beam as she stepped to the ground. Seung came around the table behind her and Hae’s uncle took him by the sleeve.
“Take your time.”
Hae was well into the dark courtyard by the time Seung caught up with her. He put a hand on her shoulder. Hae started, jerking and reaching for a sword she didn’t have. Seung jumped away, hands up.
“Oh. It’s you. It’s only you.”
“Yeah, it’s only me. What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. What do you mean?”
“Why are you so jumpy?”
She looked at him, trying to discern how much he knew. It was hard to tell–her vision was spinning again now that she was walking.
“I guess it’s a ranger thing,” he said.
“Something like that.”
She started walking again. He followed behind.
“I’m supposed to be escorting you.”
“Thank you.”
They made the rest of the journey in silence.
“Did I do something wrong?” Seung asked, once they reached Hae’s room.
She pulled the door open.
“No.”
“I thought you might be happier to see me.”
“I am happy, but…I have a lot on my mind.” She looked at the dark room next door.
“Do you want to talk about it?”
“Not really.”
“Can I come in anyway?”
“Yes.”
They stepped inside and Hae slid the door shut, lighting a candle and dropping onto the bed. Seung wrung his hands, looking about nervously. Hae sat up and undid her fly plaid, tossing it and her outer robe onto the floor. Seung blushed as she removed the large skirt and pulled off the robe.
“You look…different.” He said.
“I am different.”
“You still look good though. Except for the–,” he stopped himself.
“Yes, I have a scar now. A big one. And several more you can’t see.”
She dressed down and pulled on her night robes, revealing the crisscross of pale lines, and the white star where she’d been impaled on the tree. Seung gaped, then caught himself.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to bring it up.”
“It’s fine,” she said, dropping onto the bed. “I’m sorry too. I have a lot going on in my head, and I shouldn’t take it out on you.”
“I’m glad to hear it’s not my fault. So, how was it?” 
“Terrible, mostly.”
“Really?”
“You’re hungry and tired all the time. You sleep in the dirt with only your plaid. It rains and your boots get soaked with mud. There’re bugs and itching grass everywhere. And worse. But I loved it and I’d go back out tomorrow.”
“Spirits be. I guess I don’t get it.”
“Neither did I. I didn’t think I’d ever want to leave a warm bed and hot food again, but here we are.”
“That’s why I’m a quartermaster and not a ranger. I’ve heard the rumors though, are they true?”
“Depends on what you heard.”
“Did you really go into the Ghost Lands? You and the Hyung?”
“It’s true–Bae-Jin… the Hyung ranger and I went deeper into the Ghost Lands than anyone whose come back.”
“Wow. How was that?”
“Awful. I hated every minute. Almost every minute.”
“I’m sure. I can’t imagine what that must have been like. I’m scared enough of ghosts as it is.” Seung relaxed into the bed next to her. “Things have been pretty quiet back home since you left. The news that you hadn’t come back was a bit of a shock to everyone, same for when you came back from the dead.”
Hae grimaced at the phrase.
“Um…”
“What?”
“Can I ask about…” he gestured to her face.
“Oh. I got hurt and…” She recalled the moment when her face had begun to rot. She remembered the fear and panic she’d felt then, and the cool assurance Bae-Jin had given her.
“It must have been pretty bad. I cut myself on one of the arrows about two weeks ago.” He raised his sleeve, showing a red line up his forearm. “I was trying to adjust one of the heads and slipped. I thought I was going to die, but it really wasn’t so bad. Just a lot of blood.”
Hae nodded, hearing Seung talk but not listening. The stories of life at the clan home seemed quaint, for all the enthusiasm he gave them. Likewise, she felt a disconnect when she’d talked about her time in the wild. Something seemed to stand between them, separating their lives and points of view.
Eventually she heard footsteps outside the room, followed by voices and the sliding door. Bae-Jin was coming from somewhere and thanking the servant for guiding her. The door closed.
“What’s wrong?” Seung asked.
“It’s nothing.”
“Is that her?”
“Yeah. That’s her next door.”
“Wow, what’s she like?”
Hae shrugged, clenching her jaw.
“Like anyone else, I guess.”
“Really? I thought she’d be weird, having gone so far from Yeon. Did she do anything, you know, unnatural?”
“…Yes. She did.” Hae drew a breath, calming her nerves and the tears welling behind her eyes. “It’s late. You should go back.”
“Oh. Okay.”
“Thank you for coming. It was good to talk.”
“Well, uh…I was kind of hoping we might do more than talk. We haven’t seen each other for a while.”
“No. I don’t think so. Not tonight.”
“Okay. Maybe tomorrow then.”
“Maybe, we’ll see.”
“Alright. Good night.”
He let himself out and Hae listened to his steps fade into the night. She dressed down and doused the candle, leaving only the moonlight, pale through the window and paper walls. Next door, she heard something soft. She thought Bae-Jin was crying. She wanted to open the partition and go to her, but instead lied down and tried to sleep.
The following days were more pleasant, though bittersweet. She rode with her uncle on horseback across the surrounding fields, hunting with permission in the Kims’ forests. Any game they bagged they brought back to the clan home to give as a gift. She ate with her clansmen and continued to find excuses to keep Seung at bay. She talked with her parents in the library about what she’d learned and taught them to read her cypher for ancient Yeonese.
The days were easy.
But the nights were hard.
In the darkness of her room, the thin light of night obscured by clouds, she had only herself and her thoughts. Her thoughts were always of the person on the other side of the wall.
She wanted her. She wanted to hold her and keep her close after all they’d been through. Every minute not spent in each other’s arms was wasted time. Yet each night she slept alone.
The day finally arrived when all the clans were present. The Hyung were the last to arrive and Hae saw them together in the feast hall, drinking the same black raspberry wine she’d had with her family. Bae-Jin sat among them, a hollow smile on her masked face. Among them, but apart. Alone. Hae watched with sad eyes, knowing there was nothing she could do.
The clans ate and drank, telling stories and sharing songs in the hall. The council would be gathered tomorrow to hear Hae and Bae-Jin’s story. And then they would decide what it all meant and what to do about it.
Hae had her share of soju, the rice spirit turning her stomach. Politely, she excused herself for the evening. Seung accompanied her back to the room. They sat inside, talking by candlelight.
“So,” he said, when the conversation waned. “Do you want to…you know?”
Hae sighed.
“Is something wrong?” he asked. His voice was annoyed. “Are you sick?”
“No, I’m not sick I’m just not interested.”
“Oh. Why?”
“Because I’m not.”
“Is it something I did?”
“No. Things are just different now, okay. I’m different.”
“I’ll say. You’re quiet, you’re moody, and you don’t seem to care about anything I have to say.”
“Excuse me for being preoccupied. It’s not like I just spent a month in constant fear as I ran from monsters and evil gods.”
“Then you should talk to me about it.”
“Should I? Would you even understand what it meant if I told you what I’d seen? You can barely imagine sleeping in the woods, let alone seeing nightmares walking in the dark. How am I supposed to tell you what it’s like to fear for your life every minute of every day for weeks on end? How?” Tears started at her eyes. “How am I supposed to explain the places I’ve been to someone who’s never been outside the clan holdings until now? Can you imagine miles of open field covered in bones? Or a hole that went down forever? Or what about a gate opening, and a hand the size of a city trying to kill you? Can you imagine that? Can you, Seung?”
“I-,”
“No. You can’t.” Hae’s voice cracked. “No one can, because we’re the only two who’ve seen it. And I had to hear her scream when she was cursed. And now… And now she’ll never see the world the same again. She won’t get to look at me again. I won’t see her eyes anymore. And now she won’t even talk to me. And…”
She trailed off into sobs, her face in her hands. Seung sat by, awkwardly. Slowly he put a hand on her back.
“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”
Hae sniffed.
“Neither did I. I didn’t know this was going to happen. I just wanted to see the world. I just wanted adventure. I didn’t know it would be like this. I didn’t know things would change so much. I didn’t know I would meet her.”
“Oh. Is this about her?”
Hae paused, wiping her nose. She nodded.
“I guess I knew it was coming,” she said. “Or I should have. But I didn’t want to. I mean, I thought we were good.”
Seung said nothing, just rubbing her back as she cried. They sat in the quiet light of the candle for a while, until Hae drew a long breath, and wiped her nose on her discarded plaid.
“Thank you,” she said.
“You’re welcome.”
“I’m sorry.”
“It’s fine. I didn’t know any of this was going on.”
“You didn’t. I shouldn’t have dumped that on you.”
“It’s okay. I’m glad you did. You could always talk to me and I’m glad that hasn’t changed even if everything else has.”
“I guess it hasn’t.” She managed a weak laugh.
“You should talk to her.”
“I’ve tried. But she avoids me.”
They sat a while longer. Eventually Seung stood.
“It’s late. I should go.”
“Thank you.”
“It’s okay.”
He opened the door and walked into the dark of the courtyard. Hae closed it behind him, dressing down and sitting at the little table with a selection of letters and scrolls to read through. Her mind was busy, but she was grateful for the chance to lose herself in the work. Eventually she heard footsteps and voices outside on the veranda.
“Anything else, miss?”
“No, thank you. That’s all for tonight.”
Hae’s fist curled at the sound of Bae-Jin’s voice. She focused on the papers, the words not making sense. After a few minutes of trying, she gave up and stood, going to the partition door. She raised a hand to knock, hesitated, then tapped at the wooden frame.
“Yes?” Bae-Jin’s voice was quiet on the other side.
“Can I come in?”
“I’d rather not. I’m tired.”
“Okay. I’m coming in anyway.”
She pulled the door open. Bae-Jin knelt at her table with a collection of leaves. She wore a clean, stitched tartan wrap around her eyes, and a sleeping robe. Her hair was wet, and Hae caught the faint smell of flowers.
“Yes?” she asked, quietly.
“What are you doing?”
“Learning herbology.”
“I don’t care about that.”
“Then why did you ask?”
“Because I do care. But that’s not what I wanted to say.”
Bae-Jin drew a slow breath, preparing for the conversation they both knew was coming. Hae did the same.
“Why?” Hae asked.
She said nothing.
“Bae-Jin? Why have you been avoiding me?”
“Because…”
“You’ve had all this time to think up an answer and that’s all you’ve got? ‘Because’?”
“This isn’t easy for me.”
“And it is for me? Gods and ancestors, this has been our whole relationship. Do you realize that? You reel me in, trick me into loving you, then push me away.”
“I know. And it’s wrong. It was wrong from the start.” Her hand scratched at the tabletop. “I never should have…”
“But you did. And I did too. And now…And now all I want is to be with you. But you won’t let me.” Hae felt the tears coming again.
“We shouldn’t be together. It’s not good for you. I’m trying to do the right thing.”
“And who are you to say that? Why do you get to decide what’s good for me?”
Bae-Jin shrank, as if the words hurt her physically. The edges of her blindfold darkened as tears started down her face.
“Because I know you. You’re young and powerful and you have dreams. There is a great life ahead of you, and that’s what you should have. But you won’t if you’re with me.”
“And I don’t care. I don’t care about any of that. The Ghost Lands, The Manifest, none of that matters if I have to do it alone. None of that matters if you’re not with me.”
“I can’t be with you Hae!” Bae-Jin slammed her hand on the table. “I can’t, okay? I’m broken. I’m done. There is no more adventure for me, not anymore. What can I do? Like this?” She motioned to her blindfold. “What is there for me? Cutting weeds for potions? That’s the best I can hope for, and I can barely manage. I had my adventures and I paid for it.”
“No! You have your whole life ahead of you, and we could spend it together. And we could be happy.”
“Happy? Really? I’ve lost everything, Hae. I finally got what I wanted and it cost me everything.”
“You didn’t lose me.” Hae came to her, dropping to her knees. “You didn’t lose me.”
“No. And I’m glad you didn’t die for my pride, but…I will lose you. I have to.”
“You don’t. I’ll be with you. I’ll stay with you.”
“You say that. You say we’ll be happy. But how? How am I supposed to be happy as your pet? After being what I was, how am I supposed to live as a fragile, broken thing? And how am I supposed to be happy watching you waste your life taking care of me?” 
“Is that all? Is that what this is all about? You think I’d be wasting my life on you?”
“You’re young. The world is waiting for you, Hae, and there’s no place for me in that life. Not anymore.” Bae-Jin swallowed and dabbed under her blindfold. “I want you to get everything you can out of life. But you won’t be able to if you’re carrying me.”
“All I want is to carry you.”
“Please, Hae. Let’s stop this.”
“I won’t.”
“Hae.”
“I won’t. I don’t believe you. I don’t believe this is what you want. You don’t want this anymore than I do, you’re just wallowing in your self-pity. But that’s not who you are. That’s not who I fell in love with.”
“How can you say that to me? You haven’t gone through this.” She pulled at her blindfold, ready to tear it off. She stopped. “You don’t know what it’s like to see everything die.”
“No, I don’t. But I was there for you when it happened. And I led you out of the Ghost Lands. And I’d do it again. A hundred times. I want to be there for you,” Hae said. “But you won’t let me. The Bae-Jin I loved wouldn’t let something like this keep her from what she wanted. But…if you’re not that person anymore, if this has really changed you, then maybe you’re right and we should stop. But I don’t want that to be true.”
Hae stood and went to the door. She sighed.
“The chieftain council is tomorrow. Are you ready for that?”
“Yes,” Bae-Jin said.
“Then good night.”
She closed the door and went to her bed. Too angry to sleep, she pulled her robes and shoes on and went into the gardens. The moon was high and the air was warm. Thin clouds passed in the dark sky, hiding the countless stars behind them. Hae found a stone and sat, listening to the gurgling of the tiny stream that ran through the clan home.
Suddenly a burst of laughter sounded from the distance. She turned, seeing the shapes of many men and women pouring from the feast hall, silhouetted against the firelight inside. They wandered into the courtyard, heading to their lodgings to sleep off the drunk before the morning’s council. Some talked loudly about continuing through the night, but were hushed and led away.
Her uncle was among them, and spotted her, the pale robes bright in the darkness. He started towards her and sat next to her on the stone, breathing heavily.
“Hae. You’re still awake.”
“I couldn’t sleep.”
“I thought…” he trailed off, his face red. “I thought with Seung you might get to bed easier.”
“Oh. No, we’re not…Not anymore.”
“I see. Is it, uh, is it that Hyung woman?”
“Yes,” she sighed.
“I’m not surprised. Time in the wilds brings people close. Every ranger has had a few. Things will work themselves out.”
She looked at him, unsure how to react to his newfound openness.
“I want them to work out,” she said. “But she won’t let me get close.”      
“I assume she’s scared.”
“Sure, but why? We both want to be together, so why is she afraid to let it happen?” 
“Why is she overthinking it? Why won’t she just take the thing she wants? I’d think you’d know.”
“What?”
“Come now. It hasn’t been that long since I was saying the same thing about you– timid little girl, too anxious to shoot a deer. Can’t get out of her own head long enough to just fire. Now you’re a hero. You tell me what changed.”
She stared at her hands.
“I had help.”
“Someone pushing you? Daring you? And waiting to catch you when you jumped?”
“Yeah. I guess you’re right.” She drew a deep breath, letting the night fill her lungs. “I have changed. That’s another thing…”
“You’ve had your adventure and now nothing’s good enough? The only ones you can relate to are other rangers? I know that too. It’s a great and terrible life.”
“How did you deal with it?”
“I didn’t. I kept my disappointment to myself, as any good Yeonese would. I wanted more, but I was too scared to go. And now I’m too old to care, with a family to look after. But I do think about what could have been. And that’s the worst part.”
“Uncle, I want more.”
“Then you should find it, even if it means leaving everything you know behind. They’ll think you unnatural, but those who care about you will understand.” He stood, putting a hand on her shoulder. “It’s late. We should both be asleep.”
“Thank you,” she said, joining him. “I think I can now.”
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Hae woke shortly after dawn. Eyes heavy, she pulled on her clan robes and pinned the blue and white fly plaid to her shoulder. She took a moment to rub her thumb across her clan’s falcon carved into the golden badge. Smoothing her robes, she pulled on her boots and started across the courtyard to the Kim’s main gardens where the council would be held beneath the shade of the pines with the pear trees now in bloom.
The numerous delegates from the different clans gathered at the gate, waiting to be allowed inside. They dressed in their finest robes, plaids, dress sporrans, and the wide-brimmed gats used for court. She found the other Yuen and stood with them. Finally, she saw Bae-Jin being led up the path by an attendant from the Master Ranger’s home. Hae excused herself and went to her.
“Thank you.” She bowed to the servant. “I can take her from here.”
The servant looked from her to Bae-Jin.
“It’s fine. You can leave,” she said, noting the pause. The girl did as she was told. “Good morning.”
“Good morning.” A moment passed as Hae’s stomach twisted. She listened to the murmur of voices and the swaying of the trees. “I wanted to talk to you before we went in. To get our story straight, if nothing else.”
“It’s not straight already?”
“It is. It was just an excuse, really. I want to talk to you again.”
“I’m glad, because I wanted to talk with you too. I’ve been… You were right. I’ve spent our whole stay feeling sorry for myself. I don’t know if I’m done yet, but you were right about that.”
“And the rest?”
“I don’t know. I still need time to sort myself out.”
Bae-Jin shifted as she felt Hae’s hand touch her own. 
“That’s fine. I’ll be here for you. I was too harsh before. I still think you needed to hear it, and I stand by what I said, but I could have done it better. I want to be with you, and I want you to be with me. And, more than anything, I’m here for you. As long as you’ll let me, I’ll be here.”
“I want it too,” Bae-Jin said. “But I don’t want to be selfish with your life.”
“Don’t you trust me to know what I want?”
Bae-Jin was quiet. 
“When you’re ready, I’ll be here,” Hae said. “And we can leave if you want–to The Manifest, or wherever. Just as long as it’s together.” 
The gate to the gardens opened and the crowd filed in. Hae’s uncle cast a glance her way. She nodded and started walking.
“But first,” she said. “We have to get through this.”
The clans divided themselves, taking their seats at low personal tables as kitchen staff brought in the morning’s meal. Bowls of juk porridge with beef and greens floating among the rice, fresh fruits, kimchi, eggs, and cabbage soup were delivered on large trays. Everyone silently noted the quality of the meal taking it as an indication of how serious the Kim were taking the situation. As they ate, a clan orator walked to the middle of the garden, accompanied by a pair of musicians with a zither and framed drum. With the Kim chief’s blessing, they began a story, telling the tale of Do-Yun’s rule, his fall, and his exile into the Ghost Lands.
Hae had heard the story and knew it well, save for the clan specific embellishments. Hearing it now brought a smile to her face. Looking across the garden to where Bae-Jin sat, she saw her smiling too. The Kim believed their story enough to give them proper ceremony, and that in itself was worthwhile. It would also go a long way in convincing the other clans.
The performance provided a subtle time limit to the meal and when it ended, the orator bowed, the musicians packed their instruments and the kitchen staff came to clear the tables. The dishes were replaced with cups and jars of rice wine. When the garden was empty again the Kim chieftain waved the Master Ranger forward. The old man entered the clearing and bowed, first to his clan leader then to each of the clan delegations in turn.
“The Kim thank you all for coming today,” he said. “We know you have traveled far and at short notice. You have given us your trust in the past–trust us now in saying that this matter is of great importance. But…What we prepare to speak of is not for the ears of the young and uninitiated, and there is one among us who yet fits that description. Hae of Clan Yuen–please stand and be counted.”
Hae did as she was told, jaw clenched as she rose.
“I am Hae of Clan Yuen, daughter of Dae-Jeon and Ai.” She tapped her badge.
       “With your clan’s permission, please step forward.”
Her uncle, parents, and the elders nodded. She stepped around the table and into the clearing, coming to stand before the old man.
“You were to test for your position as ranger, yes?”
“Yes.”
“Did you return to Sentinel’s Ring upon the assigned date?”
“No.”
“It is typical for anyone not meeting the requirements of the testing to be denied that rank. However, your circumstances as told to me by yourself and your proctor indicate an occasion less than typical. In light of this, I, Jin-Woo, as acting Master Ranger of Clan Kim, overseer of all ranger testing, am willing to grant you reprieve from this infraction. With this council’s blessing, I confer to you now the title of ranger in full, with all honors, duties, and obligations for your clan and our people. Do any oppose?”
“Clan An opposes,” a woman said, raising her hand. She wore grey and red.
“Clan Pak opposes,” said a short man in green and white.
“Clan Jeong opposes.” The speaker was a scarred man with an eye patch, plaid in blue and green.
“Opposition accepted. Others? No? Is there any to refute this opposition?”
“Aye. Clan Yuen refutes.” Hae turned towards her uncle, his anger clear in his voice if not his face.
“Clan Hyung refutes.” Bae-Jin’s was once again the birdsong Hae had heard at Sentinel’s Ring.
“Clan Kim refutes,” the clan chieftain said. 
The crowd turned towards the clan Chief. He remained motionless.
“We are at a draw in votes. Would any care to cast a deciding vote?”
“Clan Ryo will vote.” A woman raised her hand, her plaid red and green. “Clan Ryo refutes. Our ties to Clan Hyung assure us of their honor and loyalty to the land. If they believe Hae of Clan Yuen is qualified for the title of ranger, we trust their judgment.”
“Any other voices?” Jin-Woo looked around the garden. Some seemed willing to argue, but demurred. “It is settled. Hae of Clan Yuen, please present yourself.”
Hae straightened her back, staring ahead with arms at her side. The old man drew a badge from his sporran and stepped forward. Quietly, he took her plaid between his fingers, fixing the golden bars to her shoulder. Stepping back, he bowed.
“Hae of Clan Yuen, you now carry the title: Ranger of Yeon.”
She bowed lower in return, her hair draping from her back and nearly brushing the ground. Standing, she walked back to her place and sat. Her uncle put a hand on her shoulder. He poured her a cup of the takju, which she accepted with both hands.
“Now that all present are titled and of age, we may continue to the matter at hand. With your clans’ permission, Hae of Clan Yuen, would you please return? Bae-Jin of Clan Hyung, would you join her?”
The women stood. Hae crossed to the center of the garden. A clansmen guided Bae-Jin forward and returned to their seat. They stood together under the assembled gaze of all Yeonese clans, ready to describe the unbelievable.
“It was told to me personally,” the Master Ranger continued, “that these two have been on an unprecedented journey. Their findings may reshape our understanding of Yeonese history as we know it, and similarly define our future. I will not recount their tale myself, but instead offer them the floor. Rangers, if you will.”
He motioned for them to step forward. As they did he moved back to his place with the Kim. Bae-Jin started.
“I returned from The Manifest, a new land in the west, with a map. This map showed locations in Yeon, Mikko, and the lands beyond. Acting as proctor for the ranger testing, I selected Hae of Clan Yuen to accompany me. She was unaware of the map at this time.”
“I became aware of the map, and after a…discussion agreed to seek the location noted. We crossed the countryside, entered the highlands, the Ghost Lands, and scaled the mountains within. Do-Yun is not imprisoned, and we entered his palace.”
Bae-Jin reached into her sporran and drew out the jeok, holding the seal high enough for everyone to see.
“And now we have returned,” she said.
The crowd began to murmur. Jin-Woo stepped out again.
“May the assembled clans examine your evidence?”
“They may,” Bae-Jin said, handing over the stamp. The old man took it to the Paks, the first clan in the circle. “This is but one of several pieces we have brought back. Among others are weapons, armor, and documents. They are remnants from the fallen Mag’Dian Empire, and the Ghost King’s rule.”
“We are to believe this?” said an elderly Pak woman, examining the stamp.
“You don’t have to believe it, but it’s true.”
“So you say,” said one of the Ans. “But replicas and fakes are easy enough to produce. Anyone could provide you with such ‘evidence’.”
Bae-Jin drew a slow breath, touching at the edges of her blindfold. Hae stepped closer to her, slipping their hands together.
“I’m here,” she whispered.
       Bae-Jin swallowed.
“If you don’t believe the jeok of the Ghost King is real, then tell me if you believe this.”
She pulled the band of green and orange tartan from her face, showing the clans her cursed and blackened eyes. Her breath came slow, her shoulders trembling. Hae gripped her hand tighter.
“I saw the Ghost King myself. We met eyes and now…” her voice broke. She started again, stronger, more confident. “And now I see the world as he does. This is my life now–payment for my arrogance. Tell me, is this fake too?”
The crowd recoiled in shock, many cursing under their breath at her unnatural development. When their nerves calmed, they stared, awed by the spectacle. Some started to stand, but Jin-Woo came forward.
“Sit. Sit. This woman is not on display. You have seen more than enough of her burden. Ranger Bae-Jin of Clan Hyung, you may re-adorn yourself.”
Bae-Jin pulled the blindfold back on, breathing easy again once she could no longer see. Hae squeezed her hand.
The crowd murmured speculations of curses and the corruption of the natural order.
“Please,” the Kim chieftain spoke, “tell us the story in full.”
The two women spoke, uninterrupted for most of two hours, telling everything necessary about their plans, their journey, and what they encountered on the way. They spoke of their meeting the night before the test, their trek to the highlands, the storm and their encounter with the grayman, the fortress, the ghosts, and the mountain. They told of their climb through the mist, their escape from the skeletons, the gate, and the plain. Everyone listened as they described Dai-Seong, Kim-Jeok, Azatla Pom, Spear Dancer, and the Girin. Finally they came to the tunnel under the palace, the courtyards, the hall of giangxi, the terror of Do-Yun himself, and their narrow escape.
And once they were finished, they were allowed to rest. They drank takju and water while the clans discussed what it all meant, historians checking the make of the stamp, and most left righteously indignant by the idea of two rangers partaking of magic. Once they were ready, they told the story again, answering questions as they came up. It was past midday when the gathering was satisfied enough to break for the next meal.
After eating, the clansmen milled about to relax and talk with one another as the documents, weapons, and armor were brought in for examination. The magic items, while great curiosities, remained untouched.
Historians and elders came to Hae, asking her new questions or those too specific to bring up sooner. She answered them as best as she could, linking Yeonese orthodoxy to the theories she’d been developing since. They buzzed excitedly, glad to be puzzling together the fragments of myth and history, excited about the new possibilities.
The council officially reopened in the mid-afternoon. They were served warm soju and tea, and the delegations argued about Hae and Bae-Jin’s story. No one seemed to still doubt the validity of their claims, but were more concerned for what it would mean for their clans and the future. Such a drastic change of perspective was frightening, and the oldest members were hesitant to bring this news to the public. As the sun sank lower upon the horizon, the Kim Chieftan called for a stay.
“It is clear from today’s council that this is a matter that will not be settled easily or in short fashion, nor are all present necessary for the conversation. The validity of these claims has been decided, and so I, as Chieftain of Clan Kim move to postpone this discussion until a proper court can be convened. I cast a vote for mid-summer. During this time, we may all return to our holdings and address our priests, historians, and elders, and gather our thoughts. When we return, we can set about realigning Yeon’s past with its present and future.”
“Clan Yuen seconds the motion,” Hae’s mother said.
“And Clan Hyung supports the idea as well.”
One by one each clan offered their support, agreeing to reconvene at mid-summer. They disbanded, the clans shuffling out of the garden as servants lit lanterns along the courtyard paths to guide them.
In the feast hall, Hae ate quickly and dismissed herself to the Kim library. She looked over all the documents, writing down the language cypher and any notes she felt might be important later.
“I hope I am not disturbing you.”
Hae jumped at the voice. She turned, the Kim chieftain was waiting at the door, arms in the sleeves of his robes. The shapes of guards stood in the darkness of the hall. She let out a breath.
“No. It’s fine.” Remembering, she bowed her head.
He bowed in return and entered. Crossing through the rows of scroll racks, he sat across from her at the low table.
“Hae of Clan Yuen, I have a proposition for you. I realize you have just attained your rank as ranger, but you are now also the premier scholar on ancient Yeonese history. It would need to be discussed with your clan of course, but I believe you would be more useful here doing further research on our collective history.”
“You want me to stay in the Kim holdings?”
“I do. Not as a political measure, but as an academic priority. Excuse my saying, but the Kim have the most expansive library of any clan. And we have political ties strong enough to request any additional documents you may need from the others. You would work closely with our historians, indeed, historians of all clans, and lead the research on this matter. By the time we reconvene in summer, we would be much further along in our research. And of course, you would be well taken care of while here, with the freedom to move as you saw fit.”
“Wow.” She stared at the stacks of papers on the table, brush in hand. “That’s a big offer. And a lot to take in.”
“I understand if you may need time to think it over.”
“Thank you, I do.” Thinking of Bae-Jin, she put the brush in its holder. “And I have to talk to someone as well. But I’ll tell you what I can do. You’re welcome to keep all my papers and research. If Yuen held them it would only cause suspicion among the other clans. A neutral party would be better.”
“A wise decision.”
“I had planned that even before you asked me to stay, but now I have no reservations. Please keep them safe.”
“You have my word as chieftain.”
“Thank you. I’ll try to have an answer for you tomorrow.”
“In that case,” he stood, “I will see you in the morning.”
The chieftain left the room and she was alone again, staring at the stacks of paper and the brush and the inkwell. Sighing, she sipped her tea and looked around the library. The dusty shelves and dark wood were cozy and comforting, but through a small window she saw the waxing moon obscured by a single cloud. Stars glittered around it, and a fresh breeze rattled the sheaves of rolled paper.
Hae finished her work, and after a bath she returned to her room. When she opened the sliding door, Bae-Jin was waiting for her.
“Hae?”
“It’s me.” She stepped inside and shut the door. A moment passed.
“Thank you for today.”
“You don’t have to thank me,” she said.
“I do. I’ve had friends and allies. I’ve had lovers. But…Well, it’s easy to stand together against zombies and ogres when there’s something to be gained. But you didn’t need to be with me today. But you were.”
“I wanted to.”
Bae-Jin smiled.
“You’ve put up with a lot from me. And you’re still here. Even now.”
“Because I love you.”
“So you’ve told me. And now…”
Hae sat across from her, resting a hand on the other woman’s thigh.
“You didn’t believe me before?”
“I did, but I didn’t think it was sincere. I thought it might just be the infatuation of a young girl with a sophisticated older woman.”
“Wow, you’re ego has recovered.” She let out a soft sigh. “But you’re not wrong. It was at first, probably. But over time it changed. And you’ve done a lot for me. Now I want to be here for you.”
“I wish you would be. I want you here for me. I want to be with you, Hae. I want our days to be like they were in the wilds. I want it to be us, forever. And if you tell me that’s what you want, then I believe you.”
“That is what I want. I don’t care if you lose your eyes, your legs, or anything else. As long as you’re still you.”
“Ah, well, it’ll take more than ancient evil gods to keep me down. Though, losing a leg may put a damper on things.”
“You’ll be fine,” Hae said, kissing her. “You’ve got two.”
She squeezed the woman’s thigh and they fell onto the bedding together.
Later, staring at the stars through the open window, naked bodies held together beneath the soft sheets, Hae kissed her again.
“I guess we did it,” she said. “We made the biggest and most culturally significant archeological find in Yeonese history.”
“I guess so. And we made it back alive.”
“You’ll be remembered forever now. How does it feel?”
Bae-Jin thought a moment, then smiled, showing her teeth.
“Pretty damn good, when I think about it. Pretty damn good. How about you?”
“Pretty damn good,” Hae laughed. “I wonder what happens now? We talked about it all day, but they still don’t seem to be any closer to an answer.”
“You mean, where does Yeon go from here?”
“Right.”
She shrugged.
“I don’t know. Who cares? I just wanted the credit. They’ll figure something out.”
“You’re right, they’ll figure something out. Eventually.”
“Well,” Bae-Jin pulled her tight, her lips touching Hae’s neck. “Whatever happens, you can rest easy knowing its all our fault.”
“Thanks, that makes me feel better.”
“I thought it might.”
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The morning came too soon with cool wind and warm sun pouring through the window. Hae’s eyes fluttered open. Across from her, Bae-Jin still slept–her mouth slightly open and her blindfold askew. She smiled to herself, her heart swelling, and reached out to pull the cloth into place. The other woman started awake, then seemed to remember where she was.
“Good morning,” Bae-Jin whispered.
“Good morning.”
They lay in bed for a time, then rose and donned bathing robes. After the bath, they returned and dressed in their daily clothes, fixing their fly plaids to their shoulders and walking together to the feast hall. The other clans greeted them as they entered, the elders coming to sit with them and discuss more of their journey. They told them the same story they’d been sharing all yesterday, assuring them they weren’t leaving anything out.
After the meal, Hae and Bae-Jin started back to their rooms. The visiting clansmen were gathering their things, loading horses and carts as needed, and making final preparations to leave. They went to their rooms and gathered their things.
While Hae was filling her pack, there was a tap on the door. She went to the door and slid it open. The Kim Chieftain waited on the other side, with Jin-Woo at his side. Hae bowed.
“Good morning, Chieftain.”
“Good morning, Ranger.” He bowed in return. “Might I enter?”
He stepped into the room, looking towards the opened partition door. Bae-Jin sat on the floor. She lowered her head and he gave her the same respectful bow he’d given Hae.
“I have a proposition to discuss with you, Hae of Clan Yuen. Should we speak privately?”
“No, there’s no need.”
He looked back at Bae-Jin. The Master Ranger grunted to clear his throat, and the Chieftain seemed to put the pieces together.
“Ah. Very well. Have you reached a decision on our conversation last night?”
She noticed Bae-Jin cock her head. Looking back at the Chieftain she nodded.
“I have. You’ve made me a very great offer, one that anyone would be honored to have. But I’m a ranger, and my place is in the wild.”
The old ranger grinned and nodded. The chieftain bowed his head.
“I am disappointed, but I understand. Those of your kind are not meant for libraries and the comforts of the indoors. Or so I have been told.”
“I think it’s true.”
“In that case, I wish you well on your return journey and in your future wanderings. May fortune and luck follow you where you go, and may you bring honor to the name of Yuen.”
“Thank you,” she bowed, hand in fist. “Thank you for all you have done. And you as well,” she said, turning to Jin-Woo.
“And thank you. You have both done something great, the ripples of which Yeon will feel for centuries.”
When the men had finished bowing, and they were alone again, Bae-Jin turned her face towards her.
“What was that about?”
“Oh. He asked me to stay.”
“Yeah? What for?”
“To lead a research team on the new history. Offered to let me live here, work with his people and their library, anything I could need. But I said no.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
“You would’ve just tried to argue.”
“Hm. You’re probably right.”
Hae went to her, kneeling and kissing her.
“I belong out there. I belong with you.” She stood and began packing again. “I can sit in a library once I’m too old to fight monsters.”
They finished packing their things, donning their great plaids, and heading out into the courtyards. The last of the clans were still lingering, saying their goodbyes and helping the Kim drink their wine. The Yuen were gathered at the western end of the hold.
“Are you ready?” her uncle asked as she came near.
“I am, but…I’m not coming with you, uncle.”
“Ah. So it has come to this.”
“I’m afraid so.”
“No, not afraid.” He stepped forward, putting his hand on her shoulder. “I’m proud of you, Hae. I’m sad to see you leave, but I’m glad as well.”
“What’s this?” Hae’s father came to join them. “You’re not returning?”
“No. I can’t.”
“But the clan needs you,” her mother added.
“The clan will be fine,” her uncle answered for her.
“I’m sorry,” Hae said. “And thank you. Without you, I wouldn’t have known all that I do, and that’s helped more than anything over the past weeks. I love you and I’ll see you again one day.”
“Where are you going, then?”
“West, I think. To the new lands of The Manifest.”
Her mother thought a moment.
“That was the seat of this Mag’Dia Empire, wasn’t it?”
“It was.”
“In that case, as Clan Yuen historian, I formally request that you, as a ranger of the same clan go there on a mission of historical discovery. Our history is tied directly to that of these ancient people, and we will need to know as much as we can going forward.”
Hae bowed again.
“Of course.”
They said their goodbyes and left. Hae was alone with her uncle.
“I’m going to do my best,” she said.
“I know. And we’ll be proud of you. You’ve done well enough already.” He clapped her on the shoulder once again, his face flushed. He drew a quick breath and started away. “Seung! Go talk with Hae.”
The boy stood by the cart, pretending he hadn’t been staring at them. He shuffled over now, looking at the ground.
“So, you’re not coming back?” he asked.
“No, I’m not.”
“You always said you wanted to see things. I guess I never thought the day would come when you actually left to do it.”
“Honestly, neither did I. But…”
“I guess you have changed.”
“I guess so. Thank you.”
“You too. Will I see you again?”
“You will. Probably. I hope so.”
They shared a nervous laugh, then she hugged him. When they parted, neither knew what to say. The clansmen busied themselves with not watching.
“I guess I should go then,” she said.
“Yeah. Me too. Just…take care of yourself. And, uh, keep your knives sharp. Don’t let your armor go too long between maintenance.”
“I won’t. Goodbye, Seung.”
“Goodbye, Hae.”
She helped them gather their last bits of luggage, then tapped her badges as they began walking. She watched, silently, until they were out of sight. Bae-Jin slipped a hand over her shoulder.
“The hardest part’s over,” she said.
“I hope so,” Hae mumbled, tears forming at the corners of her eyes.
“It gets easier now.” They turned and started walking east. After some time Bae-Jin smiled. “You know, he came and talked to me.”
“Who?”
“Your blacksmith. That boy Seung.”
“He’s a quartermaster.”
“Whatever.”
“When?”
“The night before last. He came and told me not to hurt you, that I needed to take care of you, to make you happy. That kind of thing.”
“That’s embarrassing.” She put a hand to her face, blushing.
“No, it was sweet. He really cared about you. Enough to track me down and set me straight after he found out he’d been dumped.”
“I didn’t dump him.”
“Hae…”
“You’re right, it doesn’t matter. It was sweet of him.”
“He’ll find someone, I’m sure.”
“No doubt.” She sighed. “But for now, we need to think about us. How do we get to The Manifest?”
“We go east for a long time until we reach Mikko. Then we go north and find a port that has ships sailing that direction.”
“I’ve always wanted to go sailing.” She took Bae-Jin’s hand in her own. “Do you have any stories about sailing?”
“Most of them end with me getting sick.”
“How about Mikko?”
“A few. I could tell you about the first time I met the horse tribes.”
“Tell me everything.”
Hand in hand, they walked through the wild and into the rising sun. The mists rose and parted on the plains, dew scattering off the leaves of grass as they went with packs and plaids and an unstrung bow. Together, they left their home and entered the world–happy, in love, and rangers of Yeon. 
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