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To those who safeguard knowledge.

And to Eunji and Eunwoo:

I hope you’ll always find the extraordinary in the everyday.




King Jeongjo (1752–1800) is considered to be one of the most outstanding and respected monarchs of Joseon dynasty–era Korea, known for his love for the people and his many efforts to reform and strengthen the nation. However, one of his policies (now considered controversial by many scholars) was his push for the restoration of a pure writing style, later referred to as Munchebanjeong (문체반정). Under this policy, fictional writings and the creation of fiction were officially banned, along with other restrictions.

The reasons behind this edict are complex. They include Jeongjo’s personal distaste for novels, the political rivalry between the dominant Old Doctrine faction (Noron) and the Southern faction (Namin), and growing concerns over the influence of Western knowledge and Catholicism. There was a widespread fear that anti-state and anti-Confucian ideas could be hidden within novels.

This royal order banning novels was first declared in 1785 and reiterated in 1786, 1787, late in 1791, and once again in 1793.




The person, be it gentleman or lady,

who has not pleasure in a good novel,

must be intolerably stupid.

—Jane Austen




Chapter 1

SPRING 1792

THE COUNTRYSIDE HAD EXPLODED IN A STORM OF COLORS—shimmering willow tresses, golden shoots of forsythia and bursts of flowering sansuyu trees, and purple-pink azaleas smothering the hillsides and valleys. Warm gusts breezed through the village, showering petals onto thatched rooftops and earthenware pots, drifting down withered streams and speckling the parched earth.

Drawing her veil over her head, Shin Haewon journeyed through the floral downpour, pausing now and then to turn her eyes skyward. A bird glided along the mountain ridges, and she found herself wondering how she must appear from such a height: a young woman walking alone, her jangot billowing like the wings of a silken green butterfly.

No one would see a criminal.

She clutched her travel sack tight beneath her cloak, enjoying the weight of books. What she had in her possession was breaking every rule in the ladies’ etiquette manuals she had read growing up—as well as a few laws.

“Agasshi!” a shrill female voice called out. “Wait for us!”

Haewon slowed to a halt, raising a hand to shield her eyes from the sun’s glare. “Hurry,” she answered, “before the line at the fortress gate grows too long!”

“A lady oughtn’t to walk as vigorously as you do, agasshi,” the sixteen-year-old maid huffed as she finally caught up. “Besides, your elder sister cannot keep up. You know how delicate her constitution is!”

“Don’t trouble yourself over me,” Haewon’s older sister said with a sweet smile, though a bead of sweat trembled at her brow. Her name was Yeonok—Yeon for “beauty” and ok for “jade”—but their family had long ago taken to simply calling her Jade. “I am in perfectly good health, Boram-ah. The fatigue has lessened of late.”

Haewon linked arms with her sister, adjusting her stride to match Jade’s. “Last time, it felt like an eternity just to get through the gates. And Five Willows was already crowded by the time we arrived.”

“All the books I wanted were already gone.”

Haewon patted Jade’s arm. “We cannot allow such a tragedy to repeat itself.”

“I don’t know why your father permits you to visit Five Willows,” Maid Boram grumbled. “Most ladies wouldn’t dare visit a secret book-lending shop themselves; they’d send their male relations. And did the king not reinstate the edict banning all novels a few months ago?”

Haewon shrugged. “The authorities have long abandoned any real effort to enforce the ban. I doubt there will be much effort this time, either—”

“Haewon agasshi,” Maid Boram squeaked. “The way you speak . . . it gives me such severe heart palpitations.” Her hand fluttered to her chest, and she bore the aura of a scandalized middle-aged matron. “Novel reading is a dangerous business.”

“Is it? I’m not afraid of a little danger.” Haewon cast a smile at her sister. “It sounds rather thrilling, don’t you think, eonni?”

As Maid Boram continued to lecture, they took a shortcut across a brittle reed field. The unrelenting dryness had returned this spring, and only the most resilient trees and plants had flowered. Even the stream yonder had thinned into a glistening thread.

Soon, Gyonam Village fell behind them. After their brisk walk, the outline of the fortressed capital began to emerge ahead. The Souimun Gate—one of the main entrances into the city—stood magnificent against the azure sky, and after what felt like ages of waiting, they were finally permitted through. A cacophony of sounds greeted them as they strolled down the streets of the capital: the squeals of pigs, the squawks of cooped chickens, and the piercing cries of peddlers hawking their wares. Endless rows of tables and mats presented by sweaty merchants were adorned with goods of all kinds, from wooden spoons and straw sandals to rolls of silk and glittering hairpins.

The capital never failed to invigorate Haewon. Anything could happen here. Destinies could be changed with the slightest brush of coat sleeves, the briefest of glances. And there was one place in particular, one secretive shop, that had become her safe haven.

Hoisting her travel sack higher, Haewon bit back a smile as she arrived before Five Willows. Anyone could enter the store selling secondhand Confucian texts, but only certain trusted patrons were permitted to explore the secrets behind it.

“Draw your veil closer,” Maid Boram whispered.

Haewon did so as she stepped into the shop and made her way over to Merchant Hyoyang. The gray-bearded man was seated behind a table, glowering down at a book.

“Readers these days have no reverence,” the merchant mumbled to her in greeting. His calloused, ink-stained fingers wagged accusatorily at the scribbles in the margin. “Look at the state of this borrowed copy!”

“Ajusshi, is your daughter in?” Haewon asked.

“She just returned from Myeongrye-bang District. Aigoo, aigoo, this is a disgrace!” he went on, clucking his tongue, flipping through the pages while shaking his head. “This book was in perfect condition just three days ago, and now look—someone has defaced entire pages with their comments and dog-eared the corners!”

Haewon expressed her sympathy, just as she did with every visit, and as usual, found that nothing she said could appease the merchant’s outrage. Excusing herself, she led her maid and sister past the light crowd of patrons to the door at the far end, hidden behind a row of shelves. She knocked three times.

A wooden panel slid open, revealing an eye through the peephole. “Yes?” came a female voice from behind the door.

Haewon leaned in and whispered the code, verses from the great poet Tao Yuanming’s work: “This gentleman does not know where his people have come from / Also doesn’t know his family’s name / At the side of his house grows five willow trees / This is how he got this name.”

“It’s me,” she added quietly. “I brought Jade and Boram, too.”

At once, the door was opened by her friend Mistress Wol. She was a plain young woman with high cheekbones, a long slender nose, and a pair of intelligent and sensible eyes framed by jade-rimmed spectacles. Her hair was always tucked into a chignon, the style of a married woman, though Wol had never married.

“Come in quickly,” Wol urged, a stack of books cradled in her arms. “Before you are seen.”

They stepped into the secret shop lined with wooden bookshelves. Patrons hid in the dusty corners, browsing and reading like hungry mice.

“I’ll be right over there; you go and speak with Wol,” Jade said, her face glowing as she hurried over to the shelf holding romantic literature. Maid Boram trailed behind, nervously playing with her sleeve.

Finally alone with Wol, Haewon walked close alongside her companion. “You must have heard the rumors? I didn’t think much about the edict being reinstated until recently,” she whispered. “There is talk that it will be different this time. More serious, perhaps.”

“Hmm.”

“Are you not worried about the inspectors?”

“I confess, I am more concerned about book thieves finding their way in here. Do you know how many bookshops have closed down because of them?”

“Too many to count, I’m sure. So you are not concerned?”

“Of course I am. But there’s no need to frown, Haewon-ah,” Wol said as they ventured deeper into the maze of shelves. “We oughtn’t be too worried. Some things will change because of the edict. Many will give into royal pressure, condemning novels in public while devouring them behind closed doors. Others will cling to their beliefs.” Wol plucked two books from the pile in her arms and slid them into their rightful places on the shelves. “What will remain the same is the people’s love for novels. Readers cannot be stopped.”

She moved farther down the aisle, then paused again to shelve a few more books. “Besides, many government officials are in my father’s pocket. We have purchased their protection. But never mind about politics and policies.” Casting a glance back, she asked, “Did you bring them?”

Haewon lifted her travel sack. “I did.”

Wol nodded, lengthening her stride while Haewon took her time, drawing in the familiar sight around her. Golden light streamed through the high-set windows, illuminating dust motes drifting in the air. Someone muffled a sob in the far corner, likely moved by a tragic scene they were reading. There came giggles from the opposite end as pages rustled. The shelves stood close enough to allow patrons a semblance of privacy, the aisles so narrow that one could not stretch their arms without bumping into books. And wherever one went in this shop, the comforting mustiness of aged paper warmed the air.

She loved this place.

It was her second home, and whenever she stepped inside the dusty, crowded space, a feeling akin to hunger curled inside her. Books upon books were stacked on the shelves, ten thousand lifetimes pressed between covers. With the turn of a page, she was no longer Shin Haewon. No longer the daughter of a family in financial straits; no longer a helpless sister witnessing an overwhelmed Jade, the government soon to force her to get married quickly, quickly; no longer the keeper of a younger third sister who was prone to recklessness. A page turned, and all fears and anxieties fell away. Her mind became sheer mountains and cliffs and the raging sea. This hunger awoke her even in the early hours of the morning, when the cold predawn light illuminated her room just enough. She would read with haste, turning the pages quietly, afraid to wake the household, and when the room turned golden, she’d feel full enough, just enough, to begin her day.

“How many copies did you manage to transcribe?”

Haewon glanced back at Wol. “Four.”

“Only four copies in seven days? If you wish to make a respectable living from transcribing, you must work as quickly as my own scribes. They can complete four copies of a novel in a single day.”

Haewon sighed. “Madam, your scribes needn’t share a room with two sisters. Especially one like Yeonhee.”

Wol let out a soft grunt as she pushed aside a reed veil, holding it as Haewon passed through. They entered a tiny transcription room where scribes worked tirelessly to mimic the printing press itself, the use of which was forbidden to any but the government. Once they were in the small, private adjoining room, Wol asked, “Do you still hide your work from your mother?”

“She knows,” Haewon replied. “But every time I sit down to work, she calls me to help in the kitchen or insists I escort my sisters somewhere.”

After setting the travel sack down on a table, she unwrapped five books, four of which were her painstaking transcriptions of Black Lotus’s latest romantic adventure novel. She then stepped back to wait as Wol examined her work.

“You will keep transcribing, then?” Her friend adjusted her spectacles and flipped to the next page. “It’s not easy work, as you have experienced. It will ruin your eyes and your posture in due time.”

“And so will making embroideries and weaving mats to sell in the marketplace,” Haewon countered, wandering over to the wall lined with narrow shelves. She brushed her fingers lightly over the spines of the books all requiring mending. “I make more transcribing books. I get to read as I do. You let Jade and Yeonhee borrow whichever books they like, and the only payment is that I transcribe a copy.” Then with a little smile, she added, “It’s not hard work to me. It feels rather like I’m carving a corner in my life. A small place where I am mistress over my own fate.”

Like you, Haewon did not say aloud.

Wol was only a year her senior. She was the illegitimate daughter of a gisaeng who had amassed enough to pay off her debt and have her name removed from the gisaeng registry, regaining her commoner status. A few years before passing on to the next life, Wol’s mother had married a wealthy merchant, whom Wol now called Father. The older girl, who claimed the freedom of a married woman without being married herself, had declared more than once to Haewon that she intended to devote herself to her first and only love: books.

“When you introduced me to novels,” Haewon said softly, “I realized how small my world had been. There’s so much more to life than what Mother and other ajummas talk about—marriage, childbearing, cooking . . .”

Wol shook her head. “Transcription work is also dangerous work.”

“I know. But you once said so yourself, the authorities have long abandoned any real effort to enforce the ban. I want to believe that will not change, despite all the rumors.”

“I told you that last spring. The edict was reinstated since then, and a ban is a ban. To go against His Majesty’s wishes is . . . unthinkable to most. And yet, you still wish to transcribe?”

“I work under a pseudonym,” Haewon reminded her friend. “What could possibly happen? Some archenemy, intent on my ruin, scours for my handwriting, uses it as evidence to uncover my identity?” She let out a soft, wry laugh. “Who would care to do that? I am but an inconsequential woman.”

Wol snapped the books shut and set them aside. “If you insist, I will not deter you. Your writing is always neat, and the readers prefer your transcription work over that of other scribes.” She set a stringed bundle of tarnished coins on the table next to Haewon. “One nyang for your hard work.”

Haewon bit back a smile as she took it. Such a bounty could purchase a small luxury—a modest hairpin, perhaps, or a bit of fabric for new clothes. Her sisters would be so pleased with such a gift. It would be a welcome change from their relatives’ castoffs.

“But most importantly,” Wol added, “Black Lotus appreciates your transcription of her work. She says you make few errors, if any—” She frowned, then murmured, “That reminds me. I returned this morning from visiting Black Lotus.”

Haewon shot her a glance. “You did? I remain astonished and greatly wounded that you know the identity of the author and yet refuse to tell me.”

“Black Lotus made me vow secrecy, and I keep my word.” Wol rolled her shoulders, massaging her right before continuing. “She has ignored every letter I’ve sent, so I went straight to her house and waited until she had no choice but to grant me an audience. It was as I feared. I, too, could not sway her—there will be no more books.”

Haewon winced. “But . . . surely, with time, Black Lotus might change her mind.”

“But will the readers wait for her?”

“I would wait. I could wait two, three years. Even a decade.”

Wol laughed. “You would wait a decade?”

“I am a most devoted reader.”

“Well, at least there will be you if Black Lotus ever decides to write the last volume.” Wol riffled through a drawer full of papers, then set a small booklet before her. “Here, to cheer you up. You can make a copy of this book catalogue if you’d like.”

Haewon gasped, delight rippling through her. These catalogues allowed her to have a comprehensive idea of what new books had been published. Such knowledge was why fellow readers sought her out for recommendations—and made her feel particularly useful. Every patron of Five Willows knew that Shin Haewon could share all of the best and recent trends.

“Where is this catalogue from?” Haewon asked, barely able to hide her glee.

“Our broker purchased it from a bookshop on Liulichang.”

“Liulichang,” Haewon whispered, a little wistfully.

Every Joseon reader knew of the famed bookselling district in the empire across the sea, Qing China’s emporium of the most sought-after books.

“Make me a list if you see any books not yet widely known or introduced to Joseon,” Mistress Wol said.

“Even at a glance I can tell you there will be over a hundred volumes to include.”

“Then a hundred we will request. Last time I requested over a thousand. I can’t make this shop survive on the popularity of a few local authors like Black Lotus. I split her manuscript into as many volumes as possible.” Then to herself, she muttered, “Perhaps I ought to have waited until she actually wrote an ending . . .”

Haewon expelled a dramatic sigh. “Everyone is waiting for the tenth and final installment. They have no idea, do they? That they may have to wait a decade for the last volume, if it ever happens at all?”

Wol’s lips thinned into a grim line. “I have readers hounding me daily. Those who’ve read the ninth volume always tell me they’re in sheer torture. Some even lose appetite for days when I warn them that Black Lotus might never finish this series. I have an entire drawer reserved for all their letters begging Black Lotus to continue writing.” Wol reached under her spectacles, rubbing her eyes. “I pity the readers. She never answers them, so I have stopped sending them. And I pity myself for the barrage of frustrated customers I must endure daily.”

Haewon bit her lower lip, pushing a strand of hair behind her ear. Everyone knew that Black Lotus was secretive, even going so far as to order that her original manuscripts be destroyed once transcribed. Black Lotus had never responded to a reader.

None, that is, except Haewon.




Chapter 2

THE CHAMBER WAS QUIET, SAVE FOR THE STEADY RUSTLE OF paper as Minister Yu reviewed a stack of letters spread across the low table before him.

Seojun tugged at the stiff collar of his robe, all too aware of the envelopes. Each one bore the name of a distinguished household, sent by parents of eligible daughters who inquired after his father’s health and hinted at interest in a union between their families.

“You are a prime target in the marriage market,” Minister Yu observed, his tone as solemn as a war strategist. “We must select your bride with care. Marriage is not merely a personal matter but the binding of two households, and of great consequence to our descendants.”

“I understand, Father.”

“Therefore, everything concerning your prospective bride and her family will be investigated. A focus will be placed on the moral behavior of your future in-laws. All family secrets must be uncovered.”

The weight on Seojun’s shoulders grew heavier, but he kept his posture rigidly upright.

“Matchmaker Okshi has interviewed each family, but most have failed to satisfy me,” Minister Yu said with great condescension. “We cannot have you marrying into a family with any ties to the Southern faction, or with any roots in the Gwanseo region. And especially not one with daughters known to roam about the streets in broad daylight.

“There is, however, one family of note: The Minister of Rites has a daughter who is perfect in appearance, character, and position. She is said to be most superior to any other young lady. She has excellent needlework; she is skilled at meal preparation and managing a household. She is perfectly obedient, perfectly virtuous. And doesn’t talk too much. A great sin in any woman,” continued Minister Yu, who had been speaking since Seojun’s arrival with barely a pause for breath. “She will bring honor to our household. When I die, you will inherit this entire estate and she will be a trustworthy mistress of it all.”

Slight movement caught Seojun’s eye. He glanced down and watched as an ant crawled across the silk of his robe, the gold-threaded floor mat, then across the immaculate floor. Alone, and entirely lost in the expanse.

“You are quiet, Son.” Minister Yu’s voice prodded his attention upward. “Speak. What is your opinion on this matter? You cannot reject every inquiry of interest.”

Seojun tugged at his collar again. He couldn’t tell his father what exactly was on his mind at the moment. The thought of marriage was merely another note on his growing list of obligations, and the lowest priority of all. His primary concern was his sister’s happiness. As for his own . . . he had long ago put it aside.

“The opinion of children ought not to matter,” his father barreled on. “I could very well choose a wife for you. Have I given you too much say and spoiled you? How long will you continue to turn the proposals down?”

“I would prefer to consider marriage after I pass the civil service exam—”

“That will take years, and I do not have the luxury of such time! My health has grown frail over the winter, and I wish to see a grandson before my death.”

Seojun felt the collar of his robe tightening around his neck, and he glanced back at the ant, now traveling with quiet determination across the golden squares of sunlight. The shadow of a bird fluttered past.

“It is said that a son’s foremost filial duty is to wed the bride chosen for him by his parents,” Seojun said, voice low. Since birth he had been taught that filial piety was the root of all virtue. He could not simply wander wherever he wished. “I will meet with the Minister of Rites, if that is what you want.”

“But that is not what you want,” Minister Yu said, frustration edging his voice. He expelled a heavy breath and straightened his three-tiered hat of black gauze. “Return to your studies. I will write to the Minister of Rites regarding this matter.”

Head bowed, Seojun retreated from his father’s chamber. Once the servants drew the door shut, his rigid shoulders drooped. Attendants scurried away as he stalked down the hall, and he held his composure just long enough to unlock and enter his study.

He tried not to slam the sliding doors shut, then began to pace.

And pace.

What did it matter if he married now? Marriage was just like any other rite or ritual. It was simply another step in the ordered progression of life. And even if he married now, his bride would be no more than a guest in his house—a guest he would hardly ever see. He had passed the entrance exam for Sungkyunkwan Royal Academy in the first rank. He would enter the academy next month. And once enrolled, he would live there, only permitted to return home on the eighth and twenty-third days of each month.

He tugged at his tight collar once more, then sat before his low table, his heart thundering as he mindlessly flipped through the book he had to study. He had planned on finishing his review of the Book of Documents by the end of this month.

But he couldn’t focus.

The words shifted under his eyes, took on wings, and flew away—

Close your mind to distraction, he reminded himself, having been disciplined to focus on his studies since the age of five. Focus on the Way. On propriety, on structure and order, on pursuing virtue . . .

His hand ached to pick up his brush and write stories instead. To wrestle with his thoughts on paper.

Against his better judgment, he found himself crossing the room to the red pinewood chest. He unlocked its small double doors and stared into the deep recess where his unfinished manuscript lay hidden alongside a stack of letters from Magpie. He had forced himself to abandon these pages for weeks. But now his hand reached, fingers hovering over the words he’d written.

Everything in him contracted with pain. He wanted to write. The desire was like a demonic possession, haunting every corner of his mind, leaving him restless and without appetite despite his every effort to resist. If he believed in shamans, he would have traveled to the farthest reaches of the kingdom for an exorcism, to eradicate the hunger before his secret ruined his entire family.

He shoved the chest shut, then fastened a lock through the metal ring.

Once the oppressive pull to write began, he knew focus would be impossible. He knew he would sit before his desk to study, but no matter his efforts, his attention would remain fixed upon the pinewood chest.

It was no use.

Seojun snatched up his hat and donned it, the long jade-beaded string bumping against his chest as he strode out of his study and locked the door behind him. He needed to escape. The walls themselves seemed to be closing in around him.

“Namgil-ah,” he called out, and at once his young manservant scurried over from down the hall. “Bring me my horse.”

“Where are you going, doryeonnim?”

“To the House of Bright Flowers.”

“The gibang house?” Namgil’s voice pitched high as they crossed the courtyard. “Did you not turn down the invitation for this evening, doryeonnim?”

Seojun’s old friend Byeongho had finally returned from exile, the punishment his parents had imposed after he had failed the civil service exam yet again. Though illegitimate, he was a direct descendant of royalty and had been granted a rare exception to take the exam, a privilege most in his position were denied. But no matter how many times he took the test, he had failed. Now, with his father’s passing and the mourning period over, Byeongho had wasted no time in summoning his friends to abandon their studies and join him at the entertainment house.

“It will be a small gathering,” Seojun muttered, “and I am in desperate need of distraction.”

“Begging your pardon, doryeonnim, but you look truly unwell. Perhaps you should rest today—”

“I am soon to be married.”

“Oh.” Namgil blinked, then scratched his head. “Well . . . I’m certain you will be very happy. And whom will I be addressing as mistress of Myeongwoldang one day, may I ask?”

“My father hopes it to be Mistress Deokkyung.”

Namgil’s brows shot high. “I have heard of her. Who has not, I suppose. They say she possesses a beauty so exquisite that flowers are made to feel ashamed.”

“Indeed, so I have heard . . .” Seojun murmured. He’d spotted her in a palanquin three days ago, window open, her eyes peeking out at him. Their gazes had locked. A sheepish smile had curved her pink lips.

Mistress Deokkyung was, he supposed, quite beautiful. But in truth, darting silver-scaled fishes and the little wildflowers flourishing across the fields and forests moved him more. He had such a deep fondness for fishes and flowers.

I know the flowers by their names.

Sunlight slanted across the brim of his hat, blinding him for a moment. Words from Magpie’s letters continued to beckon, words from the scribe whose friendship had embraced him in his darkest hour.

Forsythias, sansuyu, plum blossoms, pear blossoms, apricot flower, mugunghwa, the blossom from heaven . . .

He shook his head.

He had stopped writing to Magpie, just as he had to stop writing novels. He had to disassociate himself from what his father called “vulgar matters.”

Running a hand down his face, Seojun stepped out of the compound, then gazed beyond the road at the sun illuminating the capital. The bright sky loomed large, empty and lonely. He remained lingering under the eaves of the mansion gate for a moment longer—until he looked down and was startled to find a stray mutt sitting by his feet, looking as lost as he in the vast city.

Seojun swept aside his robe and crouched by the creature, so thin with prominent ribs, white coat tangled and dirty. Gently, he reached out his hand, and the dog scampered closer. Its wet nose trailed his palm, tail wagging in frantic delight.

“Namgil-ah,” he called out as his manservant approached, leading his horse. Seojun took the reins, then paused before mounting. “Find some scraps for this creature, then give him a good wash. Cleanliness and perfection is expected here at Myeongwoldang. Father tolerates nothing less.”

As the very words left him, he felt an uneasiness coil deep within his chest, a troubling thought that kept him awake some nights.

What would his father do if he ever learned the truth, that Yu Seojun was Black Lotus?




Chapter 3

THE FIVE WILLOWS SECRET BOOK-LENDING SHOP HAD BECOME a second home not only to Haewon, but to many others. After leaving Mistress Wol’s little workroom, she rejoined her sister and wandered the shelves, all the while observing the quiet hum around her.

Patrons of various ages flipped hungrily through pages of prohibited books by Joseon and Chinese writers, of Catholic literature and controversial history books. Most of the customers were men, many of whom were husbands or brothers sent by their female relations to borrow a book for them. But there were also a few bold girls, like the pair standing a few paces away, who came of their own accord, their maids wringing their skirts nervously, urging their mistresses to hurry.

“It isn’t proper, this place! And these books . . .” Maid Boram pulled one from a stack, and her eyes widened as she stared down at the title: The Tale of Lady Jeong and Her Forbidden Desires. She nearly dropped it. “Good heavens! Who would dare read such lewd tales?”

Haewon suppressed a laugh. “Boram-ah. More than one very proper noble lady has ended up in financial ruin from borrowing novels such as these.” Her smile dimmed as she glanced at Jade, whose eyes were pinned, unfocused, on the page of a book, as though her mind was somewhere adrift. Somewhere troubled.

“What is it?” Haewon asked, though she already suspected.

Her sister remained silent, gripping the book tight. She was not one to voice her troubles freely; she would rather bear them alone than burden others.

“Come.” Haewon guided her sister deeper into the aisle, away from Maid Boram, who had picked up The Tale of Lady Jeong and Her Forbidden Desires again and was sheepishly flipping through it. “Tell me.”

“It’s nothing.” Jade hesitated. “It’s . . . it’s silly.”

“You’re thinking about the marriage edict,” Haewon whispered.

Jade’s shoulders tensed. Of course, as Haewon had already guessed. It was why she had insisted on bringing her sister to the bookshop, to pry her away from their mother’s fussing.

For months now, government officials had been making their rounds, interrogating unmarried men and women, compiling names. The decree had been announced last year: All unmarried men and women who had entered into spinsterhood—over twenty-nine years old for men, twenty-four for women—were required to wed. The order stretched across all five districts of Hanseongbu, and Jade had been named among 281 spinsters in the capital.

An edict on marriage, so soon followed by a ban on all forms of fiction writing . . . it was all too much.

Jade attempted a smile, her doe-like eyes lifting to meet Haewon’s. “I oughtn’t to be so distressed, I suppose. I still have one month to become betrothed.” Her smile faltered. “And twenty days after that, I must marry, or Father will be punished.”

Haewon racked her mind, searching for a way to comfort her sister.

“Villagers say the drought will end when all the spinsters are married,” Jade went on softly. “Even the shamans claim it, and the government must think so, too. It is my duty to marry . . . But you see, Haewon-ah, I believe I have read one too many novels. Marriage determines the course of a woman’s life, and I’ll have little say in it. This is simply how it is and yet . . . I find myself terribly unhappy.”

Helplessness sank into Haewon’s stomach. Of the two of them, Jade was the romantic. She was the one who had picked up novels first, who had introduced Haewon to Wol and this bookshop, to this world of fiction where she could go anywhere, be anyone she wished to be. Jade was the one who had told her, in words that had left a deep impression: Follow your heart . . . without breaking too many rules.

She had no idea how to help her sister in this moment. She could not protest before the palace gates. She could not find for her sister a gentleman who might love and cherish her. She could do nothing . . . except one thing.

“Books are the best cure for a troubled heart,” Haewon declared as she continued to browse, then stopped at The Tale of Hong Gildong and pulled it carefully from under a stack of other books. Like all volumes in circulation, the cover was wrapped in sambae, a sturdy hemp fabric. She flipped through the pages, oiled with sesame extract to keep them from tearing so easily, and ran her finger over the paper. “You should borrow this today. Everyone in Joseon has read it except you. Go bring it to Wol, and I’ll transcribe it as payment as usual.”

Jade looked at it hesitantly.

“I’ve spoken with other readers,” Haewon said, pressing the book into her sister’s hands. “They say this book makes them feel powerful no matter how hopeless their circumstances. Hong Gildong was an illegitimate child, forbidden even from calling his own father ‘Father,’ his fate determined before he had any say in it. It’s a book about defying the impossible, about overcoming, no matter the odds. And there’s magic, too, so fantastical—”

She stopped mid-sentence.

A finely dressed woman had stepped into view, garbed in a short and fitted pink jacket glimmering with flower prints, and a voluminous skirt of multilayered sheer red fabric. She was a gisaeng entertainer, recognizable by her large, conical bamboo jeonmo hat. A veil flowed from the wide brim, like black smoke that offered only glimpses of her red lips and a pair of disapproving eyes. “You are the Shin sisters,” she said, her diction sharp and crisp. “I saw you last time by the creek.”

Haewon blinked, then glanced uneasily at Jade.

“Yes, we were there,” Jade said. They had gone to where gisaeng entertainers were bathing to retrieve their sister, Yeonhee, who had befriended many of them.

The gisaeng’s red lips thinned. “I came to return a few books, and then I saw the pair of you. You are fortunate that I would even bother to stop and warn you. Yeonhee is at the gibang house. At the House of Bright Flowers.”

Slowly, Haewon shook her head. “You must be mistaken.”

“Wh-why”—Jade’s voice wobbled—“why would Yeonhee be there—”

“She is there,” the gisaeng said, voice clipped. “And you have to retrieve her before she ruins your family’s name.”

Haewon felt weak at the knees. A woman’s reputation was as brittle as ice. One false step, and she could be plunged into the frigid depths, swept away into endless ruin.

And her entire family would drown in it.




Chapter 4

HAEWON HURRIED WITH ONLY ONE SHOE ON AND COULD NOT say when she had lost the other. Perhaps it had slipped off when she stumbled over a jutting stone in the road, or when she had veered off the path to take a quicker, alternate route, leading her maid and sister down a small hill and across a trickling stream.

But one shoe was gone, and quite frankly, she did not care.

“Your family is doomed,” Maid Boram gasped, holding Jade’s arm as they scurried down another path. “Do you remember Lord Yi Eun’s family? There was a rumor of impropriety circulating—a mere rumor!—that his niece-in-law was seen flirting with men other than her husband, and that was enough for the family to do away with her. The men tied her up and tossed her into the river!” Boram quickly dabbed Jade’s perspiring forehead with a handkerchief, then her own. “I told Yeonhee about this so many times. And yet still she decides to do something this reckless!”

As her maid spiraled, and as Jade grew paler from panic and exertion, Haewon tried to focus on her steps. As unbearable as her younger sister sometimes was, Yeonhee was family, and family was Haewon’s entire world, the beating center of her being.

She could not let her family fall apart. She could not.

The House of Bright Flowers rose ahead of them, like a shroud of large, creamy-white magnolias in full bloom. In any other circumstance, she would have gazed in awe upon the majestic establishment, with its sturdy pine structure and flowing eaves, a beauty of lines that harmonized with the surrounding mountains and river. But all she felt was sheer terror as she strode around, surveying the area surrounding the walled compound.

That silly, reckless girl.

“What are we to do, agasshi?” Maid Boram cried. “Shall—shall I climb over the wall? S-search for her? Though, I do think I twisted my ankle a little—”

“She’s our sister,” Haewon whispered, her attention landing on a small gate where servants were passing in and out. “She’s our sister, so she is our responsibility. You wait here, somewhere nearby.”

“I—I—” Jade tried to catch her breath, still clinging to Boram’s arm for support. “I will—go with you—too.”

“No, I’ll be quick. You both stay here in case . . .” Haewon searched her mind, anything to convince Jade not to follow. “In case Yeonhee comes out.”

“Very well,” Maid Boram blurted, tugging Jade toward a cluster of trees. “Be careful, agasshi!”

Haewon kept her veil low over her head. She didn’t even know what to say as she approached the gate. But as it happened, no words were required. A few servants eyed her curiously but shuffled back to let her pass, mumbling, “Are you the new girl? Just head into the main house and ask for Madam Seolhwa.”

Haewon passed through what seemed to be the servants’ courtyard, which was connected to the next by a low gate, and the House of Bright Flowers opened before her in all its glory. It sprawled luxuriously across the courtyard, a vast wooden structure rising from a stone foundation, its latticed doors marching down the wooden terrace, each one a gateway into secrets exchanged between noblemen, whispers of clandestine dealings and conspiracies. It was an exclusive house a common man could only dream of entering. Here nobles intermingled with some of the most highly educated gisaeng, women known for their arts, for the ability to entertain, fan dance, and hold intellectual conversations. A world, a gilded cage, into which her sister had wandered.

A scuffle of hurried footsteps approached. Haewon quickly tucked herself behind a pillar and watched from the shadows as a posse of young women in colorful silk gowns appeared, fluttering their fans, whispering and giggling among themselves.

“I heard Lord Yu might come. The girls have placed a bet.”

“A bet on what?”

“Winning a kiss from him.”

Snickers ensued.

“I have a feeling he’d make an excellent kisser—”

“Hurry, the gentlemen will arrive soon!”

Their fragrance wafted by Haewon in a rush, like an armful of sweet-smelling flowers. Then they were gone and she was left in further panic.

The gentlemen will arrive soon . . .

The sun had begun its descent. A servant was already hurrying down the veranda, lighting floor lanterns. A wave of pressure and tense excitement charged the grounds as another crowd of girls hurried by with trays of liquor bottles, a rush of footsteps stormed down a hall, doors opened and slammed shut, and gisaengs warmed up their instruments, the earthy timbre of flutes trilling while someone pounded on the soribuk drum. In mere moments, the evening’s revelry would begin: dancing, music, and drinking all night. Officials had likely abandoned their posts by now, moments away from spilling into this space. Once they arrived, it would be impossible to search discreetly.

Haewon hesitated for the barest moment, then hurried up the stone steps onto the veranda that wrapped around the establishment. She snuck through a back door and into the hall, which was blessedly empty. All she could hear was her own racing heartbeat and words that seemed to float on the melody of a distant gayageum being played.

Do not boast of your speed,

O blue-green stream running by the hills

She had never stepped foot in an entertainment house before, but she had read the poems written by famed gisaeng entertainers. Words always soothed her, and more than anything now, she needed to be calm. She knew, from observing her mother, that rarely could any good decision be made when one’s emotions were running high.

Once you have reached the wide ocean,

You can return no more.

Why not stay here and rest,

When moonlight stuffs the empty hills?

She tucked the veil tighter around her face and paused before each hanji-screened door, which were thin enough for her to hear any murmurings within. But there was nobody. She pressed onward, cold perspiration clinging to her back. Then, at the farthest door, she heard a snort followed by a muffled giggle.

“He has read the Seonggyoyoji, too, and he frequents bookshops as well! Our minds are so alike it is incredible!” came the whisper of a familiar voice, followed by more giggles. “We are both passionate, curious, and unafraid. He is as fascinated by Western teachings as I am. He says, ‘The more unorthodox it is’”—the girl’s voice lowered in mimicry—“‘the more intrigued I am.’”

Haewon bit her lower lip as she inspected the hall, reining in her anger, her outrage. She gripped the brass handle so tight her knuckles ached, then slid the door open and entered. Yeonhee and a gisaeng entertainer were before a low table, staring at her over a drinking bowl filled with liquor.

With deadly quietude, Haewon said, “Put the wine bottle down. We are leaving at once.”

Haewon then shot the gisaeng a glance, and it took a moment for recognition to dawn—it was Yeonhee’s childhood friend Jongbi, who had been sold to the gibang house. The news had shaken Gyonam Village for months, and the parents had since then been all but shunned. “We must not be seen or recognized,” she said, less sharply this time. A lump of sadness had formed in her chest. “You will not say another word and follow me—”

“We can’t leave yet—I promised we’d wait for Lady Sunghyun,” Yeonhee cried. “She promised to tell us more about the teachings from the West; it claims all people are equal. Equal! Can you imagine that? Apparently in Catholic gatherings, men and women sit together! They believe that the highest noble to the lowliest servant are all equal in the eyes of the Heavenly Father. Of course, I don’t believe in this Heavenly Father, but imagine such a life! A life in which we are free to live like men!”

Haewon heaved out a breath, then shook her head. “Right now is not the time or place to be discussing reform. We need to go.”

“There are gisaengs who have attended these gatherings,” Yeonhee chattered on, “and I need to hear more. Don’t you see how important this is? It’s for all those girls in our village that we tutor, who live with their eyes downcast, who believe that the sole purpose of their existence is to marry and bear sons—!”

“And make it their sole purpose to worship this Heavenly Father from the West instead? Foolishness. Come, now. If you don’t, you’ll be ruined. Our whole family will be ruined.”

“Aigoo, Older Sister.” Yeonhee waved her hand, her breath reeking of rice wine. “There is no need to be so dour.”

“Perhaps you should listen to your elder sister,” Jongbi nudged.

Finally Yeonhee staggered up to her feet.
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