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      To my family. Because no matter how bad things got, I always knew that I was loved.
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            The Smell of the Sea

          

        

      

    

    
      The dead man is wearing cherry-red high-top sneakers. They’re in good condition; the leather is glossy and uncreased, the tread still intact. The laces are tied loosely, probably to make the shoes easier to slip on and off. The rest of the body is covered by a white sheet, in stark contrast with the black pavement of the parking lot.

      Han-gil breathes in and tastes saltwater in the air. He grips his right hand with his left, pressing his thumb into the scar that runs across his palm. He traces the edge where the faded scar tissue cuts through the base of his thumb.

      “You know,” Wonshik remarks from his place at the other end of the dead man’s body. “I read an article once that said suicide is the fourth-highest cause of death in South Korea.”

      Han-gil’s new partner, Choi Wonshik, could be the poster boy for a police recruitment program. Bright-eyed and energetic—the ideal fresh-faced newcomer. Han-gil feels old and tired in comparison, despite the fact they’re both twenty-eight. Even Wonshik’s tidy crew cut makes Han-gil self-conscious about his own disheveled and overgrown mop of hair.

      Han-gil cranes his neck back, squinting as he takes in all twenty floors of the dead man’s apartment building. It’s one of those luxury high-rise apartments with a pretentious name, Seyang Garden Le Ciel, as if tagging some random English and French words onto the end of a corporate brand name will make it sound more appealing.

      At least the Le Ciel is somewhat removed from the general public—surrounded by resident-only outdoor facilities and private park grounds. There are significantly fewer onlookers hovering around the police cordon and making a nuisance of themselves as a result.

      One of the building residents found the body, identified as Hwang Do-hyun, in the visitor’s parking lot earlier this morning. Forensics has already sent people up to collect the rest of their analysis from the man’s apartment, as well as the roof. Han-gil wonders how long it’ll take for them to make it all the way up there.

      The seawater smell still hangs thick in the air.

      “People usually take off their shoes before they jump,” Han-gil says. The sound of his own voice seems bland and far away to him.

      “I suppose that’s true,” Wonshik concedes. “Not everyone follows that tradition, though. Maybe he just really liked the shoes and wanted to die in them.”

      There is the sound of a water droplet hitting the surface of a very still pool. It rings sweetly, like a bell.

      Han-gil turns his head.

      A boy stands at the far side of the parking lot. He looks young, probably middle school age, and he’s wearing a summer school uniform, even though it’s already well into the fall. He seems unconcerned with the police cordon. None of the patrol officers act like they notice him. The boy’s face drips red, his hair plastered to his forehead. His arms are skinned raw with road rash burns. He stares at Han-gil.

      Han-gil meets the boy’s eyes and inclines his head in acknowledgment.

      Wonshik clears his throat. “Actually, I wanted to ask you about something,” he says. “I was in the break room the other day, and some of the guys were swapping work stories. And your name kind of came up?”

      So it’s begun. Han-gil’s surprised the others held out for this long. They’re already on week three since Choi Wonshik’s arrival at the station. Usually the other detectives waylay newcomers with the full force of all the gossip from day one. Han-gil is genuinely curious how many of the different “crazy Kim Han-gil” stories Wonshik knows about now, especially considering how much juicy ammunition everyone has after what happened to Han-gil’s last partner during the Changshin Station case.

      Wonshik adds awkwardly, “Well, your name came up a couple of times actually, but—”

      The boy ghost points to somewhere near the side of the apartment complex, his form flickering in a way that’s almost insistent.

      “What are you looking at?” Wonshik asks.

      Han-gil very intentionally doesn’t react, keeping his body language bored and disinterested as he turns to Wonshik. “Nothing.”

      “You’re not even listening to me, are you?”

      Han-gil cracks a half smile. “I’m listening.” He glances back across the parking lot. The blood-covered boy has vanished.

      “Why don’t you head up to Hwang Dohyun’s apartment first? I’ll meet you there in a bit,” Han-gil says.

      “What? Wait, where are you—”

      Han-gil doesn’t wait for Wonshik’s reply, already heading in the direction the boy had gestured.

      “Maybe they weren’t exaggerating about him after all,” Wonshik mutters behind him.

      Han-gil huffs a mirthless laugh but keeps walking.

      Seoul is a landlocked city—the Seyang Garden Le Ciel apartment complex is over thirty kilometers away from the sea. And yet, all Han-gil can smell is ocean water and brine.

      He knows what killed this man.
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      Han-gil finds the ghost in the Le Ciel’s residential playground. The boy stands weightlessly on the top end of a seesaw.

      “Hey,” Han-gil says.

      The boy moves toward him, walking down the slope of the seesaw. It doesn’t move or even shudder beneath his feet.

      Han-gil pulls a box of incense and a lighter from one of his field jacket’s many pockets, knocking a stick of incense out like a cigarette. He lights it, gently blowing out the flame to leave only an ember burning. He holds it upright in one hand, returning the box and lighter to his pocket with the other. “You wanted to tell me something?”

      The boy’s eyes fixate on the white thread of smoke that begins to unwind from the glowing end of the incense stick.

      Ghosts cannot speak. They cannot communicate in any form of human language. The soul doesn’t have the means after becoming severed from the living body. It’s like all understanding of language stays behind in the brain.

      “Hwang Dohyun, the man who died here last night,” Han-gil says. “Did you know him?”

      Han-gil hears that waterdrop sound again as the boy stares at him. The incense smoke remains placid and unaffected. Han-gil takes this as a no.

      “Then did you see what happened to him?”

      The tip of the incense glows brighter, the smoke twisting a little faster.

      “There was something latched onto his soul, wasn’t there? Something like a parasite.”

      The smoke blooms outwards, quivering. Han-gil takes that as a yes. Then it branches off, winding out in two separate tendrils.

      Han-gil exhales. “There were two.”

      It’s bad enough he’s found another worm possession case while his sister Azuna is back in Kyoto. They’ve never seen multiple worm spirits working together before.

      “Were there two spirits burrowed inside of the same person? Or were they possessing two different people?” Han-gil says urgently. He’s not really sure which option he would prefer, but at the very least if it’s the former, he won’t have to chase down two different possession victims while he’s on his own.

      The smoke reverts to a single plume, going back to neutral. It seems he’s wrong on both guesses.

      The boy’s eyes sharpen, the ripples-in-water sound of his presence growing louder, more focused. The smoke roils in agitation before it splits again, but this time, the divide is uneven. Han-gil watches as a narrow thread of smoke breaks away from the main column, spiraling out and rising up.

      But then, impossibly, the thread of incense smoke flows downward as if falling. The larger smoke column engulfs the thread again, swallowing it up.

      Han-gil stares. “So it was two, but not really,” he says slowly.

      He and Azuna have already seen how the worm spirits can reproduce, splitting themselves like flatworms. Copy after copy. He hasn’t seen a worm using a complex strategy like this before, though. It’s like a salamander dropping its tail.

      “Was the smaller one inside of Hwang Dohyun?” Han-gil asks.

      The smoke ripples in agreement.

      A fragment would still have at least some degree of the same mind-controlling abilities of the primary worm spirit. Han-gil thinks of the parasitic cordyceps fungus that infests the body of an ant, influencing it to climb up somewhere high where it can die and provide nutrients for the fungus’s fruiting body. In the case of the worm spirit, Han-gil imagines the worm fragment forcing the victim to climb up somewhere—just to hurl themselves to the ground below. An easy kill for the primary worm, waiting to feed.

      “There was someone else, wasn’t there? Waiting for when he hit the ground.”

      The smoke twirls faster. The ashes from the end of the incense crumble, sprinkling down Han-gil’s fingers. The stick is already half gone, the boy’s more complicated answers burning through the incense rapidly.

      “You saw what happened to his soul, didn’t you,” Han-gil says quietly.

      The boy’s face twists, his eyes looking far older than his age. Han-gil wonders how long this ghost has been here, how long ago it was that he died.

      “Who was it? Can you tell me how to find them?”

      It’s bad phrasing, clumsy and imprecise, but Han-gil is running out of time. He can see the boy growing translucent and hazy, his entire being going out of focus.

      The lines of smoke start to splinter, coils roiling and colliding with one another, sending some of the smoke scattering in nondistinctive spirals.

      “Oppa?” says a small voice that feels like a wind in the reeds.

      The boy turns his head.

      A little girl is standing at the edge of the playground, maybe six or seven years old. Her arms are wrapped snugly around a white stuffed rabbit with buttons for eyes, one blue and one pink.

      She runs up to the ghost boy. “Oppa, can this ajusshi see you too?” she whispers to him. Her voice is just a little too loud to be properly secretive, and her glances in Han-gil’s direction aren’t exactly subtle.

      The corner of Han-gil’s mouth twitches. He’s only twenty-eight, but he’s already getting called “ajusshi” like he’s a middle-aged man. He supposes that, to a small child, the age difference between Han-gil and the ghost boy must seem astronomical.

      Hot ash showers across Han-gil’s hand. He turns back to see the incense stick has burnt down to his fingers. The smoke blooms into a chaos of colliding threads, corkscrewing out in all directions.

      The boy’s gaze is sharp and insistent as he stares at Han-gil before he points at the little girl. Then he vanishes.

      The ember at the end of the incense stick dies. Han-gil lets the remaining stub fall to the ground, shaking his hand out to knock some of the ash off his skin.

      The girl makes a noise of protest, her hand outstretched to where the ghost had just been.

      “It’s okay,” Han-gil says quickly. “Your oppa was just answering some of my questions, so he used up a lot of his energy. He’ll be back later.”

      The girl turns in place, searching around the playground as if hoping her friend might just be hiding from her as a prank and will jump out and surprise her any second. When she realizes this isn’t the case, she scuffs one of her shoes on the playground’s rubber-tiled ground cover.

      “But he was supposed to play with me,” she says. She hugs her stuffed rabbit closer, pressing her chin into the top of its head.

      Now that she’s closer, Han-gil can see her eyes are red and puffy. The breath goes out of him as his chest constricts, and his pulse rises to a dull roar in his ears. It could just be from crying, allergies, normal things, but the boy drew Han-gil’s attention to this girl for a reason.

      Please, not her. She’s so small, Han-gil thinks.

      “I’m sorry,” Han-gil says. “If you’d like, I could play with you for a bit instead.” He kneels, getting to her level. “I’m Kim Han-gil,” he says. “What’s your name?”

      “Dajung.” She peers up at him through her bangs shyly. “Ajusshi, you can really see them too?”

      Han-gil smiles. “Yeah, ever since I was born. My mom was the same way.”

      Dajung’s eyes widen. “That’s so cool,” she says. “My mom can’t see them at all. Even when I try to tell her about the songs they make, she just gets all confused and acts like she doesn’t believe me.” Her voice trails off a little toward the end.

      Han-gil’s smile turns a little rueful. “That must be hard, I’m sorry.” He leans in a little closer, pitching his voice a little lower like he’s sharing an exciting secret. “But I believe you. When I see them, I hear things too. Sometimes it’s music, sometimes it’s just weird noises.”

      Dajung brightens again. “Really?”

      “Yeah. There are smells, too, for some of them. And sometimes it’s like there’s a taste in my mouth out of nowhere.”

      “You can taste the ghosts?” Dajung whisper-shouts. “That’s so weird!” She looks delighted.

      Han-gil laughs. He listens to the sound Dajung’s soul makes, reeds rustling softly in the breeze. There’s a musical clarity to it that Han-gil usually only finds in ghosts and spirits, but in living humans, it’s a sign of their potential. Dajung could become a powerful spiritualist if she chose to go down that path.

      Han-gil leans forward, scrutinizing her face. The morning sky is clear, the sunlight unfiltered. Her pupils constrict against the brightness, still responsive to light. He can’t smell any seawater, but he thinks about the threadlike strand of incense the ghost boy showed him. If the worm is very small, he might not be able to sense it.

      “Hey, Dajung, do you remember the last time you went to the eye doctor?” Han-gil asks, pulling his phone out of his pocket and tabbing through his apps.

      “Yeah, back in the spring,” she chirps. “If I ever get glasses, I want blue frames like my dad. But the doctor said my eyes are good.” She says this with a hint of almost disappointment.

      “Blue would look very nice on you,” Han-gil says. “Then, could you cover one of your eyes real quick?”

      She complies without even questioning him, holding her hand up in front of her right eye.

      Han-gil’s heart melts a little. Just a couple of shared secrets, and he’s gone from being a stranger to an adult who is safe. He really should be warning her against trusting so easily.

      “All right, now look at this chart and go down the list for me.” He holds up his phone, showing Dajung the screen. He watches her eye flick to him, then back to his phone’s screen.

      “A house, an apple, a circle, another apple, a square,” she says, her eye scanning down the rows of symbols as they get progressively smaller. “Apple, square, house, circle, square . . .” She keeps going without any difficulty.

      She tests safely within average range for both eyes, in terms of visual acuity. Han-gil switches over to the contrast sensitivity version of the test, where instead of getting smaller, the symbols gradually become lighter and lighter against the white background as they go down the chart. Dajung has no problem with that, either.

      When he switches over to the color vision assessment, though, she hesitates.

      Han-gil’s fingers clench around his phone. The image on the screen is a dense circular array of colored dots, each with subtle color differences. “Look carefully. Do you see anything in the center?” he asks, willing his voice to stay even.

      “Twenty-seven,” Dajung reads slowly, enunciating each syllable carefully.

      Han-gil’s grip loosens just a little. He taps the screen, triggering the randomizer so the screen shuffles to a new image. “How about now?” he says.

      “Six,” she says.

      He taps the screen again.

      “Nine.”

      She gets all of them right. Her eyes are working fine. Her vision is perfectly fine.

      There’s a slight tremor in his hand as the tension that seized his muscles releases, and he’s left feeling even more tired and wrung out than before. His arm drops down to his side.

      “Have you ever felt like you could sense the ocean here at the apartment?” Han-gil asks. “Maybe a song that reminded you of the sea or something like that?”

      Dajung shakes her head.

      He sighs and sits down, grateful for the playground’s padded ground cover. The clamor of anxiety has subsided for now, leaving only a faint ringing in his head. The vision test isn’t a perfect evaluation method, but at the very least, she’s not exhibiting the physical signs of worm spirit possession.

      Han-gil expects her to ask him about vision tests or maybe ask him more about his experience with spirits.

      “Ajusshi, are you scared of the ocean?” Dajung says instead.

      That startles a chuckle out of him. “Not exactly,” he says, running a hand through his hair.

      “My mom is scared all the time,” Dajung says. “She wants me to stop seeing and hearing scary things and be normal instead.” She squeezes her stuffed rabbit, nuzzling her cheek against it. “But Junhee-unnie helped me not be scared. She showed me that oppa was really nice and just wanted to play.”

      Han-gil sits more upright. “Is your Junhee-unnie like us, too?” he asks.

      Dajung nods. “Yeah! She’s the first person I met who could see them. She said just because the other kids make fun of me and call me a liar doesn’t mean I am. She said that we’re different, but different isn’t a bad thing.” Dajung holds out her stuffed rabbit, a shy smile on her face. “And she made Apple for me. To keep me safe from the ghosts that aren’t nice.”

      Han-gil realizes the ringing in his head from earlier hasn’t stopped. If anything, it’s become more distinct, less of a ringing, and more like an echo of something musical caught in an endless loop. It’s the sound Han-gil has come to associate with a protective ward. Now that he’s focusing on it, he notices a slight aroma of fresh ink, that blend of charcoal and incense that inksticks give off when freshly ground against an inkstone. He can also make out the smell of freshly cut grass.

      He considers Apple more carefully. The source of the protection is most likely tucked inside the rabbit’s stuffing, maybe a talisman or an amulet. He also notes the additional embroidery on the rabbit’s ears that appears to have been copied from a spell for repelling calamity spirits. It’s a little unusual, considering most people are primarily concerned with trying to ward against resentful ghosts—human spirits bearing grudges. A calamity spirit is something else entirely. Something that was never human.

      The threadwork hums more quietly than whatever is sewn inside. There might be two different energy signatures here, but it’s always hard for him to tell when they’re entwined like this.

      “Your Junhee-unnie sounds really nice,” he says. “When did she give this to you?”

      “For my birthday, last month.”

      Han-gil smiles. “Does she live nearby? I’d love to meet her.”

      Dajung presses her chin into the top of Apple’s head. “I don’t know where she lives. She never told me. She said her apartment isn’t a good place to play and that it’s better to meet outside.”

      Han-gil’s thoughts race. Maybe this Junhee set up these wards herself, or she was the client of a practitioner. Either way, these protections she gave Dajung are a bit too specific to have been a general precautionary measure.

      Still, though the wards on Apple are professional grade, worm spirits often can find ways to wriggle through the seams of most standard protections. Han-gil draws a multicolored bundle of kumihimo braided cords from one of his jacket’s many inner pockets.

      “Your unnie is right. Being different doesn’t mean anything bad,” Han-gil says to Dajung. He separates out one cord that’s a sunflower yellow. He holds an end in each hand, focusing his intent, before yanking them apart. The cord snaps down the middle.

      One segment of cord he wraps around his left wrist, positioning it just below his watch so he doesn’t have to roll up his sleeve. He pinches the ends of the yellow cord together, sending a spark of energy through it that seals the fibers together as if they’d never been split.

      Dajung’s eyes go round with awe. Han-gil can’t help but smile a little at the sincere wonder in her expression. It makes him feel like he’s performing a simple magic trick purely for entertainment. He wishes that were all it needed to be.

      “Sometimes, though, because we’re different, bad things can be drawn to us,” he says. He holds the other length of cord to Dajung, who wordlessly offers him her own wrist.

      “This will let me know if something happens to you,” he explains, securing the yellow cord to her.

      He hesitates only for a split second before he reaches into his shirt and pulls out his personal omamori that Azuna made for him. Energy thrums through the brocaded silk and intricately knotted cord, smelling of ozone and the chill of a mountain breeze. He removes it from his neck and ties a new knot in the string to shorten it. He leans forward and loops the amulet over Dajung’s head. “And just in case, this will also help keep you safe. Just like Apple,” he says.

      Dajung studies the omamori and the yellow cord. “If it’s not the ocean, what’re you so scared of?” she asks.

      Han-gil tries to smile in a way that won’t be fake. It’s difficult to figure out how to be reassuring while still being honest.

      Since as early as Han-gil can remember, he was able to see “scary things.” But he never felt scared because his mother was there. She was the person who helped him not be afraid.

      But now, he’s always a little bit scared.

      He hands Dajung one of his business cards.

      “If your eyes ever start to hurt, your vision gets blurry, or you’re having trouble being able to tell what colors things are, give my card to your mom or dad, okay? And if your Junhee-unnie comes by, ask her to call me too.”
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            Crimson Ink on Yellow Paper

          

        

      

    

    
      Han-gil walks through the entrance to Hwang Dohyun’s apartment unit and is immediately struck by a charcoal ink smell he recognizes from the playground, the musical hum of spirit energy prickling down the back of his neck. He spins around, scanning the doorframe for any markings or talismans, but finds nothing except for a hand-embroidered tapestry of a ginkgo tree hanging from the inside of the door itself.

      It’s soothing to look at, the ginkgo’s fan-shaped leaves elegantly stitched in a blend of spring green and gold thread that makes them seem to glow, but there is nothing in the design that would account for the barrier he’s sensing. He lifts the bottom of the tapestry up and finds a peachwood panel painting of Shen Tu and Yu Lei. They’re the two oldest Chinese menshen, door gods depicted as warriors of heaven, dressed in armor and flowing robes. The peachwood is saturated with spirit energy, the charcoal ink presence so distinct Han-gil can make out a sound like a calligraphy brush whispering across paper.

      He tilts his head to one side, brow furrowing. Traditionally, door god charms were meant to protect against outside threats. But for some reason, the wards on this piece are directed inwards, as if these guardian spirits have been tasked with protecting the outside world instead.

      It could just be a mistake. A painting like this could have drawn the eye of an average consumer simply interested in Chinese cultural traditions. Any spiritualist with a moral compass would have avoided selling the real deal to someone that didn’t know any better, but there are people of all types in any community.

      Han-gil spots what looks like a signature stamped into the corner of the wooden panel. It’s not something as straightforward as a name, more of a stylized logo with an equally stylized Chinese character that could be the hanja for a Korean name, or it could be a hanzi for something in actual Mandarin or Cantonese. He snaps a photo of it with his phone.

      He hears footsteps behind him, coming down the hallway. Han-gil lets the tapestry fall back into place.

      “Oh, I didn’t hear you come in,” Wonshik says.

      “Find anything?” Han-gil asks in lieu of a greeting.

      “Forensics checked the balcony but didn’t find any sign that he jumped from here, so they headed off to the roof. I was just going through his bedroom. No suicide note yet. Where’d you go earlier, anyway?”

      “Just checking something,” Han-gil says, keeping his tone casually disinterested. He walks past Wonshik, heading into the hallway where he can already feel the musical hum of more spirit wards.

      “No sign of the girlfriend so far,” Wonshik calls after him. “Neighbors say she didn’t come back last night, but that’s not unusual. Apparently, she works crazy long hours and rarely comes home. And they’re not exaggerating. Her room is legitimately dusty compared to the boyfriend’s.”

      “Separate rooms, huh,” Han-gil muses absentmindedly.

      Energy reverberates throughout the hallway. The sensation of ink brushes on paper fills his ears and whispers across his skin.

      Han-gil glances at the picture frames on the walls and notes that none of them are photos. He would’ve expected at least one couple photo, but he only sees more pieces of embroidery art and one image that actually might just be the stock photo the picture frame came with.

      He unhooks one of the picture frames and turns it over.

      The back of the frame is plastered with paper bujeok. The crimson ink of the seal script characters stands out vividly against the traditional yellow paper. Half of the paper talismans are spelled with protection against calamity; the other half are designed to absorb and suppress energy.

      Han-gil replaces the picture frame. He goes to check another and finds the exact same array of talismans. It’s a strange combination. And just like the wards he found inside of Dajung’s stuffed rabbit, there are no protections against ghosts.

      “What’s that?” Wonshik says from the end of the hallway.

      Han-gil twitches, but it’s too late to put the frame back now.

      Wonshik comes closer. “Wow, I didn’t realize they were so superstitious.” He glances around the hall, taking in the other wall hangings. “Are they all like this?”

      “Looks like it,” Han-gil says.

      “Huh. Okay, that’s . . . ” Wonshik trails off, peering at the layers of yellow paper and the spidery red script of the intricately layered characters. “Kind of creepy.”

      Han-gil makes a generically conversational humming sound. “You think so?”

      “Yeah, I don’t think I’ve ever seen this many packed together like this. And it’s kind of weird that they’re all sort of hidden.”

      “Well, who knows,” Han-gil says in a bland voice, returning the frame to its place. “Maybe they were trying to avoid looking creepy.”

      “Right,” Wonshik clears his throat. “So, about what I was trying to ask you earlier,” he says. “Some other detectives at the station were telling me some things about your last partner, Kang Seongmin, and I kind of wanted to ask you about it?”

      Han-gil keeps his eyes on the wall. He wonders if he can get away with pretending he isn’t listening again. But he can’t exactly put off having this conversation indefinitely. “Sure, maybe later,” he says. He shoves his hands into his pockets. “Which room is Hwang Dohyun’s?”

      “Hm? Oh, it’s that one.” Wonshik gestures over his shoulder. “The girlfriend’s is the one across from it.”

      “Thanks,” Han-gil says as he skirts around Wonshik.

      The charcoal ink painting smell gets fainter as he goes deeper into Hwang Dohyun’s room—it doesn’t seem like there are any talismans like the ones in the hallway hidden in here. What Han-gil notices instead is a lingering scent of greenery.

      He traces the smell to the trash can in the corner of the room by the nightstand. There’s an embroidered handkerchief inside, half-covered by some empty eye drop bottles. The handkerchief also rings of protective wards, but these ones are less refined and give off the sweet aroma of grass that has just been cut. Han-gil stares at it for a moment.

      He turns around and crosses the hallway to the girlfriend’s room.

      The girlfriend’s bedroom is neat and tidy to the extent it seems barely lived in. There are two laptop computers set up at the desk alongside an external monitor—presumably, one of them is her work computer. Han-gil also notes the sewing machine set up in the corner and the folded piles of fabrics and other sewing materials. There are also various sewing projects that all appear to be her attempts at creating her own talismans, all of them giving off that same freshly cut grass presence he remembers from Dajung’s stuffed rabbit.

      “What was the girlfriend’s name again?” Han-gil asks.

      “Lee Junhee,” Wonshik replies. “Why?”

      “I have to go make a call,” Han-gil says.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The Le Ciel’s roof is vacant. It seems the CSI’s already finished collecting evidence from up here and went to rejoin the rest of the forensics team on the ground. The section of railing where they found what are likely Hwang Dohyun’s fingerprints is sectioned off. The space is empty aside from an open-head steel drum tucked against the stairway bulkhead.

      Han-gil leans against the rooftop’s parapet off to the side of the cordoned area, his phone pressed to his ear as he listens to it ring. The view of the surrounding residential area is cramped, with the other apartment buildings overlapping. The white rectangle of the sheet-covered body in the parking lot below resembles a distant coffin.

      Distantly, it occurs to him that she might not answer. She is in Japan attending important meetings on behalf of the Kamiki family, after all.

      Azuna picks up on the fourth ring.

      “Hello?” she answers in Japanese.

      A gust of breath escapes Han-gil that’s half relieved sigh and half laughter. “So, funny story,” he says. “I found another worm spirit.”

      There’s a brief pause as Azuna processes this. Han-gil is well aware that she isn’t scheduled to fly back to Korea until next week. He can imagine her calculating whether she can cut down on the time it will take her to finish the consultations and rituals she’s been tasked with by the family head. He also knows it’s very unlikely she’ll be able to get away with leaving early—

      “Noona, I don’t know what to do,” Han-gil says. It’s all started to hit him now, the dread surging up like an unbearable rise in pressure. He grips the roof’s railing.

      “Hey, listen to me,” Azuna is saying, this time in Korean. Han-gil has always found her Japanese-accented Korean fascinating. Her syllables are always just a little too crisply segmented. “Gil-ah,” she says in a firmer voice, shortening his name and addressing him more familiarly.

      Han-gil blinks—his mouth is dry, and his chest is starting to feel tight—Azuna’s accent has always made his shortened name sound more like “Gira.” It’s something like a childhood nickname, from when the Kamiki family first took Han-gil in and brought him to Japan.

      “Gil-ah,” Azuna repeats. “Box breathing, remember? Counts of four.”

      She only calls Han-gil that when he’s in trouble and she’s about to scold him. The thought makes him smile a little as he dutifully counts to four while he breathes in through his nose, holding it for four seconds, before exhaling on four. He repeats this count over and over until, eventually, his breathing levels out again.

      Azuna doesn’t say anything, not rushing him. Han-gil has always been amused by this breathing exercise—four is such a profoundly unlucky number, after all—but it’s certainly easier to remember than any other ones his therapist has had him try.

      After a minute or so, Han-gil takes one more deep breath before exhaling. “All right,” he says.

      “Tell me about the case so far,” Azuna prompts him, still speaking in Korean. While earlier she’d switched over to Han-gil’s first language out of concern, the two of them also have an established system for conversations like these, taking advantage of being multilingual for the added layer of privacy.

      Han-gil straightens up a little. “One body, a man named Hwang Dohyun,” he says in Japanese. Even if he’s alone up here on the roof, he should be better about keeping up the habit. “His girlfriend Lee Junhee is a psychic, but I haven’t been able to interview her yet.”

      “Is she your primary suspect?”

      Han-gil and Azuna are well acquainted with the worm spirits’ preference for hosts with higher concentrations of spirit energy. Any psychic with raw potential but no training, no defenses, would be irresistible.

      Han-gil scrubs a hand over his eyes. “That’s the thing, she definitely has some experience as a spiritualist. I think she even knew what to watch out for. I found calamity-spirit-repelling wards all over the apartment. They’re professional grade, so they should have been enough to keep the worm out.”

      “Do you recognize the maker?”

      “No, I haven’t run into anything by this one before. Seems like they have a background in Chinese folk religion, judging by their use of menshen iconography.”

      Azuna hums thoughtfully. “What did you think of the wards?”

      “They seemed pretty solid.” Han-gil pauses. “It’s weird though. The door god charm was placed with the menshen facing the wrong way. That could’ve just been a simple user mistake, but I also found spirit energy suppression bujeok everywhere. I guess the idea was to try and suppress or drain the worm’s power if the calamity spirit wards ended up not being enough to repel it. But with this kind of set up, the talismans would’ve affected Lee Junhee too.”

      Azuna is quiet for a moment. Han-gil can practically feel the gravity of her concerns and suspicions. It’s not the most common occurrence, but there have been cases of spirit practitioners actively seeking to cause their customers harm, either through manipulation and exploitation or outright sabotage.

      “Do you have any other leads on the identity of the talisman maker?” Azuna asks.

      “The door god charm had a signature at the bottom, actually. I’ll send you the photo.”

      He puts Azuna on speakerphone briefly while he uploads the image. It’d be a lot easier if he could just ask her, Do you know of a practitioner that has a spiritual presence like an ink brush painting? But unfortunately, that wouldn’t translate very well.

      For Han-gil, it’s like his spirit sense is entangled with his other senses—mostly centering on sound, smell, and taste. All of it becomes a mess of crossed wires. But Azuna sees spirit energy as colors, like different shades of colored flame. She says it’s not an exact comparison because it’s not as if everything with spirit energy looks like it’s on fire to her. It’s more like she can see it burning, but only on the inside. Every spiritualist perceives spirit energy differently. It makes cross-referencing in the community very difficult.

      “I haven’t seen this signature before,” Azuna says. “Have you tried sending it to Sandara?”

      Han-gil sighs. “Yeah, I messaged her earlier. Haven’t heard anything back yet.”

      Sandara is one of the most prominent admins of “Muhanshin,” the internet forum that serves as the primary networking platform for spiritualists in South Korea. She’s been an important contact for the Kamiki family ever since she set up Muhanshin’s first cross-lingual message board to encourage the exchange of information between international practitioners. She’s also very involved in the local Seoul community, particularly known for her network of independent contractors and part-timers—psychics who work in other, non-spiritual professions, but have the aptitude and the necessary skillsets for assisting full-time practitioners on a variety of jobs.

      Sandara’s part-timers are some of the most prolific gatherers of information, and word spreads amongst them as fast as an internet cafe’s upload speed. This makes Sandara something of an information hub when it comes to most practitioners operating in Seoul. It’s not all-encompassing—many of the more traditional practitioners are not a part of Muhanshin, but Sandara is still Han-gil’s best shot at a lead right now.

      Azuna says, “I’ll try and see if someone else from the family can take over for me here in Kyoto. I might be able to find an earlier flight back.”

      Han-gil knows he should be saying that he’s fine and that she doesn’t have to do that. After all, Azuna is the only daughter of the Kamiki clan matriarch, making her the family’s official heir. It won’t reflect well if she leaves so suddenly—even worse since she’s dealing with their Kyoto contacts, who are already pretty stuck up and can be difficult to reason with. But mostly, Han-gil just wishes Azuna were in Seoul with him right now. He settles for making a noncommittal noise.

      “Don’t give me that,” Azuna chides. “Or are you planning on exorcising this worm spirit all on your own?” Her tone is gentle, with a hint of teasing.

      That gets a half smile out of Han-gil. “I don’t know, maybe I’ll give it a shot. The new exorcism method was my idea, after all. It can’t be that complicated to do it on my own,” he drawls.

      Azuna lets out a huff of breath that’s as close to a snort as her professional demeanor will allow. “Well then, I see how it is.” She continues thoughtfully, “I suppose it would be nice to take it easy and let you do the hard part for a change. All the purification rituals, the fortifications, filing all the paperwork—”

      “On second thought—there are no excuses that can justify my words, and I sincerely apologize,” Han-gil says, switching to Japanese honorific speech mid-sentence to play up being overly contrite. It sounds hilariously unnatural, even to his own ears. Han-gil almost never uses honorifics, in Japanese or in Korean. He switches back to plain speech, “How about I just capture the host for you. I can wrap them up in stasis wards and have them waiting for when you get here. It’ll be like a ‘welcome back’ present.”

      But instead of a witty retort, Azuna goes quiet.

      “Gil-ah, I know how important this is to you, but you have to wait for me,” she says, her voice serious. “You can pursue the case, investigate leads, and narrow down the suspects, but you cannot chase the possession victim down on your own. You identify the worm’s host, but you do not approach it. Understand?”

      On some level, Han-gil does understand. In all their previous cases, the chase and attempted capture of the worm and its host have often resulted in various counts of bodily harm to everyone involved.

      But—

      They’ve pursued nine different cases of worm spirit possession before now. Of those nine possession victims, seven are dead and two are still comatose. Han-gil and Azuna’s success rate of actually saving people from the worms is already abysmal, and as more time passes, the host’s chances of survival continue to go down. Intentionally delaying and waiting for Azuna to return is like a death sentence for the possession victim.

      “There’s something else,” Han-gil says. “When I was at the victim’s apartment, I met the ghost of a young boy who pointed me in the direction of this little girl, Dajung. She can’t be older than six, but she already has a lot of raw spiritual power. I think he knew the worm was targeting her.”

      “Is she showing any symptoms of possession?” Azuna asks, her voice tense.

      “No, nothing yet. I couldn’t smell anything from her spirit energy, and her vision tested out fine,” Han-gil reassures her.

      Azuna exhales. Han-gil knows how she feels. Of all the cases they’ve encountered so far, the only relief has been that none of the possession victims were children. Han-gil would like to keep it that way.

      “That’s why,” Han-gil says. “You can’t expect me to wait and just do nothing.”

      Azuna sighs. “I know.”

      “I gave Dajung one of my alarm bells so I can keep an eye on her.” Han-gil rotates his wrist to double-check that the yellow cord is still intact. None of the fibers have snapped, the bright sunshine color untarnished. “I gave her your omamori, too,” he adds.

      “Do you have the backup one?” Azuna asks.

      “That was the backup,” Han-gil says sheepishly.

      Azuna doesn’t say anything for a moment. Even without being able to see her, Han-gil knows she’s looking skyward in exasperation.

      “You’re making it very difficult for me to trust you to not get yourself killed,” she informs him.

      “That seems unfair. In all the time you’ve known me, I have never died. I’ve got a great track record,” Han-gil says with a cheeky grin. He knows Azuna can hear it in his voice, just like how he knows she’s currently closing her eyes for a second to compose herself, instead of letting out yet another sigh.

      “I can still ask Sandara to send you someone to watch your back in the meantime.” The way Azuna says this makes it sound like a warning. In a way, it kind of is.

      Han-gil wrinkles his nose, “One of the part-timers?” He almost wants to say he’d be better off working with Wonshik.

      After the fallout from the last case of worm spirit possession he and Azuna investigated together, the general opinion of Han-gil in the community seems to have shifted from him being just an eccentric conspiracy theorist to him being a potentially dangerous interloper. The Changshin Station case really did a number on Han-gil’s reputation, both among spirit practitioners and his fellow police officers.

      With all of that going on, Han-gil can just imagine all the ways one of Sandara’s part-timers could make everything worse. They’re good at gathering information, but many of them also love gossip far too much and can get ruthlessly creative with the stories they spread via word of mouth. Han-gil already gets more than his fair share of that at the police station.

      “I’m done with trying to convince people I’m not crazy. So, hard pass on that,” he says dismissively. “Thanks for reminding me, though, I still need to contact Sandara about following up on the kid ghost here. He seems like he’s in stable condition, so he might be able to move on in his own time, but I’d still like someone experienced with child ghosts to check it out—”

      “You wouldn’t have to convince Shin Yoonhae of anything,” Azuna says, not letting Han-gil change the subject.

      Han-gil’s rejection is immediate and visceral. “No.”

      But Azuna continues anyway. “He’s one of Sandara’s top-tier part-timers. You already know I’ve been in communication with him for years without incident, and I’ve met him in person several times—”

      “Noona, I said no,” Han-gil snaps. He’s switched back to Korean, but right now, he’s not thinking about privacy. He’s not thinking at all. Tension pulls every nerve in his body taut like a bowstring.

      Azuna says nothing for a moment. “It’s not safe to work alone,” she says.

      Han-gil breathes in for four seconds, holds his breath for four, and exhales on four. His smile is only half-forced. “I’m not alone though, I have you,” he says.

      Azuna sighs again. She doesn’t push further. “How’s the new partner?” she asks instead.

      Han-gil leans against the rooftop railing and accepts the peace offering for what it is.

      “Better than the last one, I guess. For now. But I’m pretty sure that’s going to change soon.”

      The few cases he and Wonshik worked on together before this one hadn’t involved anything overtly supernatural. This time, though, Wonshik is going to see firsthand what the others have been so “helpfully” going out of their way to warn him about.

      “The other detectives have the betting pool open already on how long it’ll take him to run for the hills,” Han-gil continues. A bitter grin pulls at the corners of his mouth. “Wish I knew who bet what. I could skew the results.” He’s not above that. Spite is one of his few reliable sources of motivation.

      “Well, maybe you could actually try communicating this time—don’t make that face at me.”

      Han-gil is indeed making an extremely incredulous face at her.

      “You don’t have to tell him the whole truth,” Azuna says. “But even without getting into the topic of spirits, you don’t have to let your coworkers be the only ones to influence and shape his opinion of you. He’s your age, isn’t he? Maybe he’ll listen to you.”

      Han-gil scoffs. His past attempts at convincing his fellow police officers that he isn’t unhinged have only yielded a plethora of negative results. Han-gil has gone through four partners now. It’s always the same.

      “I wouldn’t count on it,” he mutters.

      Azuna sighs for the umpteenth time. He can tell she’s probably pinching the bridge of her nose.

      “My current flight back to Seoul is next Wednesday,” she says. “If you get yourself killed before then and don’t show up at the airport to pick me up, I’ll be very annoyed.”

      Han-gil laughs.

      The rooftop door opens behind him. He glances over his shoulder to see Wonshik making his way across the roof.

      Han-gil says to Azuna, switching to Japanese again, “Just worry about finishing your fancy Kyoto job. I’ve got Seoul covered for now.”

      “Just because you said that, I’m expecting to find the city in ruins,” Azuna says in a dry voice.

      “We can go to that pork belly place when you get here,” Han-gil continues, smiling. “See you soon.”

      He ends the call just as Wonshik walks up to him.

      “That your girlfriend?” Wonshik asks.

      Han-gil wrinkles his nose.

      While using Japanese has been an effective way to have phone conversations with Azuna in relative privacy, even within earshot of other police officers, the downside is the misconception that Han-gil has a Japanese girlfriend. That particular rumor has been bouncing around the station for years and has been painfully resistant to Han-gil’s many attempts to correct it.

      “She’s my older sister,” Han-gil says.

      Wonshik blinks. “You were speaking in Japanese, though.”

      Han-gil feels incredibly tired. “Yeah, because she’s Japanese. I’m adopted.”

      Wonshik goes quiet. Han-gil can practically hear him shuffling this bit of information through the Rolodex of gossip he was likely briefed on by the other detectives.

      “And just so you don’t have to ask,” Han-gil says, his tone light. “The rumor about my mother being murdered when I was twelve is true.”

      With that said, he claps Wonshik on the shoulder before turning and heading off to the roof access door. “You ready to head back?” Han-gil looks over his shoulder.

      Wonshik stays rooted to the spot, his eyes wide.

      Han-gil can’t help the flicker of bitter satisfaction that ripples through him, but that feeling soon gives way to guilt for cutting off what he knows is just curiosity. It’s not Choi Wonshik’s fault their coworkers think Han-gil is unhinged. It’s not even really Wonshik’s fault that he’s going to join their ranks later. That’s just the way it goes.

      Azuna did tell Han-gil to try to communicate.

      “If it makes you feel any better,” Han-gil begins. He holds up one finger. “The story the others probably told you about my old partner dying gruesomely is made up.” He pauses, then adds, “The version where I stabbed him is also false. He was stabbed, just not by me.”

      Wonshik’s eyes go round, and he looks very much like he wants to ask further about that particular detail, but Han-gil doesn’t feel like elaborating on the Changshin Station case right now or what happened with Kang Seongmin, so he keeps going, ticking off fingers.

      “The rumor that I’m the captain’s secret love child and made detective at such a young age because of nepotism, false—all Korean National Police University graduates are awarded the rank of inspector. Plus, I was exempt from military service due to mental health reasons, so I had a head start,” Han-gil says.

      Captain Yeo is notably more understanding of Han-gil’s actions, but this is largely because she has some degree of experience with the supernatural, albeit secondhand. It’s quite possible this is the only reason Han-gil hasn’t faced harsher disciplinary action for the shit he’s pulled in the past. But while that might count as favoritism, technically it still isn’t nepotism.

      “Me having a history of juvenile delinquency and getting into a lot of knife fights, false. Me getting suspended for punching another detective in the face, true,” Han-gil continues. “Me being gay, false. I’m bi.” He’s also asexual, but he doesn’t really feel like needing to explain that part, so he doesn’t mention it.

      Now he’s blanking, though. There are so many rumors he can’t be bothered to keep track of. He figures that’s good enough, though, as far as peace offerings go.

      Han-gil swings the roof access door open. He glances back at Wonshik, who looks almost winded from everything Han-gil just dumped on him. “You coming?”

      Wonshik hurries over. “Sorry,” he murmurs in a subdued voice.

      Han-gil just waves his hand dismissively. He’s officially exhausted his communication stamina for the day.
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      The Jong-ro Police Station’s violent crimes unit makes the most of its limited floor space. Desks and half partitions are placed strategically to delineate each team’s work area in as efficient a configuration as possible.

      Despite all this, Han-gil is granted an overly generous amount of space in his corner. The work area for his “team” comprises four desks, two of which are always unoccupied. Even though all the other violent crimes unit teams have four to six people, he’s never had more than one other person assigned to him at a time. This is probably for the best; Han-gil’s had a terrible track record of getting even just one team member to listen to him.

      He can understand it to an extent—his higher rank technically makes him their senior, but it’s difficult having to act respectfully and defer to someone who looks like they’re fresh out of university. Then there is, of course, his station-wide nickname, “crazy Kim Han-gil.” The healthy amount of distrust he gets from newcomers isn’t surprising.

      Han-gil ends a phenomenally unhelpful phone conversation with the apartment manager of the Le Ciel and sets his phone on his desk with a groan. He leans back in his chair and stretches, a chorus of dull pops and cracking noises running down his spine. His head brushes against the bookshelf behind him that’s packed with old case files.

      They’re still trying to track down Lee Junhee. They know that she’s thirty-two and works at a game development company. She underwent gender reassignment surgery eight years ago and successfully filed to have her gender corrected to female on almost all her legal documents, except for her family registry. She’s been living with Hwang Dohyun at the Seyang Gardens Le Ciel apartment complex for the last two years, but surprisingly few of the neighboring residents have anything to say about her aside from commenting that she seems to make herself scarce.

      Han-gil peers around his computer monitor at Wonshik, who sits at the desk directly across from him. Wonshik doesn’t seem to notice, too preoccupied with his own phone call with one of Lee Junhee’s coworkers.

      All people have a spirit presence to them, to varying degrees of intensity. For “normal” people, it’s a lot subtler and can be difficult for Han-gil to pick out when there are far louder sources of spirit energy around. However, it’s much quieter in the Jong-ro violent crimes unit. No one working here has a speck of psychic potential. So, if Han-gil focuses, he can pick out a very faint humming sound coming from Wonshik that reminds Han-gil a little bit of a bumblebee.

      Han-gil had honestly been a bit surprised Wonshik chose the spot across from him as his workspace. Han-gil’s last partner had gone out of his way to avoid that desk, instead choosing to sit diagonally across from Han-gil—as far from him as physically possible. It had been very telling of the kind of working relationship they would have. Perhaps it was fitting that Han-gil inadvertently got the man stabbed in the end.

      In contrast, Wonshik came over to Han-gil’s corner with his box of things and introduced himself with all the slightly nervous but earnest energy of a greenhorn. He sat down without hesitation and asked in a guileless voice, “Where’s the rest of the team?” which was around when Han-gil realized Choi Wonshik had no idea how short the short end of the stick he’d been given actually was.

      That had been almost two weeks ago, though. Han-gil is pretty sure Wonshik has started to catch on by now, especially if the stories have started to sink in. He’ll certainly learn after this case. It’s almost sad; Wonshik seems like a decent guy.

      Han-gil sighs. He turns his attention instead to the list of contact information for Lee Junhee’s family and calls the next number.

      “Hello, is this Lee Junhee’s mother, Lee Jangmi-sshi?” Han-gil says in his practiced telephone voice.

      There is a long pause.

      “I am Lee Jangmi,” she says, in a halting, stilted tone.

      Han-gil’s brow furrows. “This is Detective Kim Han-gil, with the Seoul Police Department. I’m calling to ask if you might know your daughter’s whereabouts.”

      Silence.

      “Her boyfriend Hwang Dohyun unfortunately passed away last night, and we would like to ask her some questions.”

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know anyone by that name,” Lee Jangmi says. She hangs up.

      Han-gil blinks, taken aback, before he sets his phone aside and annotates his list of contact information with “Lee Jangmi, mother—not receptive/wrong number?”

      Across from him, Wonshik ends his call with a sigh.

      “Any news about Lee Junhee from the coworker?” Han-gil asks. Wonshik shakes his head, his shoulders slumped.

      “Did you know, on average, the employees at Lee Junhee’s game dev company work almost ninety hours a week? They don’t call it mandatory overtime on paper, but with all the company pressure, it basically is,” Wonshik says in a tired voice. “And it’s all unpaid too, of course—video game crunch culture at its finest. The team manager is downright abusive. An employee literally died of heart disease a couple months ago. He was in his twenties, no underlying conditions or symptoms, just constant overnight work and overtime for months on end. But the company’s still trying to deny his death was from overwork, even though apparently two other employees also died just last year. Also from health complications.”

      Wonshik tosses his phone onto his desk in disgust.

      “According to her coworker, Lee Junhee often volunteered for more overtime because she didn’t want the extra work to go to anyone else. She was pretty good friends with the guy who died, and she took it pretty hard. Plus, the team manager apparently liked to single her out anyway,” Wonshik continues gloomily. “And it sounds like Lee Junhee didn’t have much reason to want to go home anyway. Because of course her boyfriend would also be a shitty person.”

      Han-gil sits upright. “Was he abusive?”

      Wonshik’s shoulders slump. “The coworker didn’t know anything for sure, but they said they’d overheard some pretty harsh phone conversations between him and Lee Junhee where he’d just start tearing into her.”

      Han-gil’s insides sink. “I see.”

      Wonshik looks down at the floor. “Do you think maybe we can’t find Lee Junhee because she committed suicide, too?” he asks.

      Han-gil grimaces. He’s certainly considered the possibility that Lee Junhee is already dead. The wards she set up could have failed somehow; maybe they crumpled, buckling under pressure due to faulty design. Maybe Lee Junhee was attacked and infected at the same time as Hwang Dohyun, then killed and devoured at a different location.

      He doesn’t know, though. He needs to find another lead.

      He already tried to access the parking lot’s security footage to see if any of the CCTV cameras had a good vantage point of where Hwang Dohyun landed, and, more importantly, if any of them recorded whoever was waiting there for him. The Seyang Garden Le Ciel had recently added several new cameras to upgrade their security system. Unfortunately, too many cameras were hooked up to a single power line during installation, resulting in an insufficient power supply to a whole slew of cameras. As a result, several of them were nonoperational at the time of Hwang Dohyun’s death, including the ones in the parking lot.

      But almost every South Korean car owner has a “black box,” a dashboard camera, primarily for insurance purposes. Han-gil imagines at least one of these luxury apartment residents might have even invested in one of those fancier four-way cameras that covers every angle. The only problem is, though the parking lot seemed to require residents to have parking permit stickers matching that specific lot, Han-gil doesn’t remember the spots being numbered individually. If parking is unassigned, there will be no way to know which cars had a clear vantage point. He’ll have to check all of them.

      “That’s going to be so annoying,” Han-gil mutters.

      Wonshik glances up at him. “What was that?”

      Han-gil blinks. He was about to say “nothing, never mind” out of habit, but it’s occurred to him that he can actually try and exercise his “senior” privileges and coercively get some help from his assigned partner for once.

      “I was just thinking,” Han-gil says. “Since the CCTV footage is a bust, we should check the black boxes of the cars in that parking lot. Even if we don’t have a view of the roof, we might be able to get video of where Hwang Dohyun landed.”

      Wonshik pauses. “Is that really necessary?” he says weakly.

      It won’t look like anything to Wonshik, just footage of a person standing there doing nothing while a man’s body hits the pavement, but for Han-gil, it could mean being able to determine the identity of the worm’s host.

      “Even a bit more information makes a difference,” Han-gil says.

      “Okay,” Wonshik says slowly, though his expression looks more like he wants to ask Han-gil why, why would they do this. “Are the parking spots assigned?”

      “Nope. I’m pretty sure residents are assigned a zone instead of an individual space. So we’ll have to check them all.”

      Wonshik stares. “That’ll take hours.”

      Han-gil just smiles serenely.

      “But, it’s clearly a suicide,” Wonshik protests. “You read the forensics report. They confirmed the fingerprints on the apartment rooftop railing are Hwang Dohyun’s, no one else’s. No sign of a struggle either, just one clean set of prints from him grabbing it to jump over.”

      Han-gil hums in agreement. He certainly isn’t disputing that part. “It never hurts to be thorough,” he says cheerfully.

      Wonshik lets out a defeated sigh, his shoulders slumping. “I understand. I’ll start looking into that as soon as possible.” He shoves his chair away from his desk. “I’m going to get some coffee,” he grumbles.

      It makes Han-gil feel a little bit like a monster, but he’s looking forward to having the help. He’s never really been able to delegate tasks to his “team” before. Every detective that’s been assigned to Han-gil in the past was older than him and refused to take Han-gil’s role of team supervisor seriously.

      Han-gil goes to take down a couple more notes, mostly writing question marks on some scratch paper. He pulls up the next phone number on the list of contacts, the younger sister this time.

      “I’m sorry, who?” Lee Younghee says. Her polite tone sounds forced.

      “Your sister, Lee Junhee,” Han-gil repeats. “I’d just like to ask her some questions.”

      “Oh, you mean Junho. But he’s not—”

      “No, I mean Junhee,” Han-gil says. “Your sister.”

      Lee Younghee splutters, indignant and flustered. “Well, we were never close. And I haven’t exactly kept in touch with him. Since the whole . . .” her voice trails off.

      Han-gil can imagine her fruitlessly gesturing in the air, unable to say something like “gender reassignment” or “transition” out loud for reasons he doesn’t care to understand.

      “Her,” he says again.

      “What?”

      “You mean, you haven’t really kept in touch with her. Not him,” Han-gil says.

      “Look, I’ve answered your question,” Lee Younghee snaps. “I don’t know anything. Okay? Now leave me alone.”

      “I understand. Thank you very much for your time,” he says.

      She hangs up.

      Han-gil scratches some more notes down, the tip of his pen digging into the paper and possibly into his desk as well. He should probably get a notepad to save the wood varnish from further abuse.

      Across the room, he sees Wonshik with three other detectives, clustered just outside the break room door. They’re chattering just loud enough for Han-gil to hear the general tone of amusement, but he can’t make out any words.

      They all turn their attention to Han-gil as one. He stares back at them blankly.

      A collective guffaw ripples through the group. Wonshik laughs along with them, his hand rubbing the back of his neck. One of the older detectives shoves Wonshik in the shoulder playfully.

      Han-gil reminds himself that it’s always better not to know too many details about what people say about him. He focuses instead on contacting Lee Junhee’s father.

      “I don’t have a daughter by that name,” Lee Kangdae says over the phone. “And my son was dead to me a long time ago.”

      This time, Han-gil hangs up first.
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            Small Gods

          

        

      

    

    
      Han-gil’s apartment smells like the ocean.

      He stares at the crimson paper in his hands as he meticulously folds it into the shape of a butterfly, trying to focus solely on the process of infusing the paper with his intent.

      A nature documentary about underground ecosystems is playing on the TV across from him—time-lapse footage of bone-white roots growing into an intricate network, spreading throughout a cross section of earth. The narrator explains something about microbial life in soil, but the words blur into meaningless background noise.

      With each crease of the paper, Han-gil folds his spirit energy into the butterfly, willing himself to ignore the salt water he can practically taste in the air. He layers his power into the origami paper again and again until the shikigami is complete, and he sets the butterfly on the coffee table in front of him in the pile of all the other ones that he’s finished. The stack of red origami paper he’s using to make them has gotten significantly shorter over the last couple of hours.

      He’s sitting on the floor in front of his couch, his elbows propped up on the coffee table that also serves as his worktable. Sheets of notepaper filled with annotations for his original talisman designs are strewn across it. At the corner of the table is the cheap mixing bowl Han-gil uses to store all the thread for his kumihimo braided cords. Two of his kumihimo weaving discs rest on top of the pile of thread spools in the bowl. The third foam disc with the still-in-progress cord occupying it is probably wedged somewhere between the couch cushions behind him.

      The TV across the room is now displaying close-up shots of earthworms wriggling through the dirt.

      Han-gil leans back, resting his head on the seat of the couch. Without looking, he grabs his right hand with his left and digs his thumb into the scar on his palm. He knows there’s not much point in massaging a scar that’s sixteen years old, but at this point, it’s something of a self-soothing exercise.

      He knows the seawater smell isn’t really there. It can’t be. The boundary line Azuna set up for him all around his apartment’s perimeter hums with power, vibrations singing faintly of air in the mountains before an oncoming storm. It’s familiar and comforting. The whispers of ocean-sound and the rumbling pressure in his ears are just his imagination.

      He grabs a fresh sheet of red origami paper from the stack on the table and starts making another shikigami. He always has a healthy supply of ones he’s already completed stashed into the various pockets of his jacket, but he’s eager for any kind of distraction right now, and doing things with his hands usually helps, even if it’s just a little bit. And it doesn’t hurt to have extras, especially now that he doesn’t have Azuna’s omamori with him anymore.

      The nature documentary on the TV shows earthworms emerging from the earth in search of leaves to eat, carefully dragging the fallen leaves back underground with them. Han-gil’s lips quirk into a faint smile as he watches the screen. Earthworms and other creatures like them seem so very much like tiny nature spirits to him. As the documentary narrator talks about the vital work these earthworms are doing to redistribute biological matter throughout the soil, Han-gil wonders why only the biggest and most powerful spirits are considered to be gods.

      There are all kinds of spirits. Some are born from the towering majesty of the mountains or the distant stars and are revered as nature gods. Some spirits bring about disaster through their very existence and are called gods of calamity. But in the end, they’re all spirits, and surely even the smaller spirits are just smaller gods.

      He asked his mother about it once. He told her he thought there should be gods of the small things too, like the fern frost that forms on windowpanes, or the way dust motes floating in sunbeams catch the light and seem to glow. He still remembers how she’d smiled at him, pride glowing in her eyes. She cupped his face in her warm hands and said in a wistful voice, “I don’t know why the gods haven’t called on you already by now. You’re more than ready to hear them.”

      Han-gil’s smile fades. He’s so very far from that path now. He is the son of one of Korea’s most powerful mudang, yet everything he practices now is what he learned while living in Japan with the Kamiki family. Like the partially formed butterfly shikigami in his hands that he’s been folding completely on autopilot.

      He still remembers all of the ceremonies and traditions his mother taught him. He can perform the songs and dances of a mudang, but his mother’s affinity for communing with the gods was not something she could ever teach him. Even though he never demonstrated any potential for it, she’d always held on to the hope that he would be able to go through his initiation one day.

      Han-gil is overtaken by an abrupt restlessness and a sudden aversion to the sensation of sitting still. He tosses the partially folded shikigami onto the table and gets to his feet, shuffling over to his kitchen.

      He opens the refrigerator, mostly just for something to do. He already knows what’s inside: a jar of old kimchi that’s probably overly fermented by now and an assortment of drinkable konjac jelly pouches of varying flavors. His stomach is too knotted up right now, though. Dinner will have to happen later, tomorrow maybe. He closes the fridge. Azuna would call him an idiot, saying his stomach bothers him because he doesn’t eat. Han-gil would tell her that they should just agree to disagree.

      He passes by the countertop where his empty prescription bottle for his anti-anxiety medication sits—he keeps forgetting to request a refill. It’s been four months now. His therapist might have opinions about that, but Han-gil wouldn’t know since he’s canceled his appointments with her four times in a row.

      That, he thinks, as he flops down on his couch, is also a problem for later. He recognizes that it probably would be helpful to have his Ativan around now, but he doesn’t, and there’s nothing he can do about that for the immediate future, so it’s fine. Azuna would call him an idiot for this, too.

      On the TV, the nature documentary has transitioned into a segment about an invasive species of flatworm. The flatworms are unlike anything the local soil ecosystem has ever encountered before, and thus, none of the native organisms have any means of defending against them. Han-gil stares vacantly at the footage of a flatworm devouring an earthworm whole as the documentary narrator talks about how the flatworms can also reproduce very quickly via fragmentation, making their growing population impossible to mitigate.

      Well, if there are small nature gods, then it would make sense for there to be small calamity gods, too, Han-gil thinks dully. He grabs the remote and shuts the TV off. The seawater smell in the air comes back in full force in the resulting quiet. This time, it’s accompanied by the acrid stench of blood.

      Han-gil knows he should try and sleep. He’s exhausted, the level of tired that feels like he’s been carved out hollow. But he also doesn’t want to close his eyes.

      He grabs his discarded field jacket that’s draped over the armrest of his couch and drags it over himself like a blanket as he curls up on his side. He stares into space, breathing in and out on a count of four.
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      Han-gil remembers his mother’s last dance on the edge of a blade.

      Kim Iseul was dressed in white and red, the long flowing sleeves of her hanbok swirling around her as she spun in place, dancing barefoot along the razor-sharp edge of the jakdu, a massive straw cutter. The blade of the jakdu pressed into the soles of her feet with each step, but she did not bleed.

      Han-gil was sitting with his mother’s other disciples, each of them playing the instruments to accompany her dance. The crashing cymbals and rhythmic pounding of the hourglass drums were like the heartbeat of the universe. The notes of Han-gil’s bamboo flute floated on top of the rising pressure in the room, the smell of mulberries and bronze wind chime sounds of his mother’s spiritual presence filling the air. Han-gil could almost hear a breeze rustling through the mulberry tree’s branches, the wind chimes ringing sweetly, mingling with the music.

      And floating over it all was the sound of cloth streamers flapping in the wind that Han-gil knew to be the sign of Weolju’s presence, the god his mother had called upon to lend her strength.

      His mother held her fan in her right hand. Pinned to the bottom of the fan’s handle were five colored banners: blue, yellow, red, white, and black ribbons fluttering with every sweeping arc of her arm. Her other hand brandished her rattle of brass bells, the bells dangling from the end of it ringing brightly as she chanted, halfway between speaking and singing.

      Across the room from her was the boy, Shin Yoonhae. He was the victim of a mysterious kind of spirit possession that had sealed away his hearing, his sense of touch, taste, smell—everything except for his vision—leaving him deaf and numb to the world. He sat on the floor with his knees pulled up to his chest, his bony shoulders hunched.

      Han-gil watched his mother step down from the jakdu. She set down her fan and bells on the table altar behind her, taking up instead her pair of spirit knives. Their blades of polished bronze shined mirror-bright. She held one in each hand as she walked toward Shin Yoonhae. Her gaze was piercing, as if it too had been honed into a cutting weapon.

      She swung the knives, slicing the air around Shin Yoonhae, never touching his skin, but close enough to try and cut away the spirit that was clinging to his body.

      “Come out,” she roared, her voice like the tempest itself.

      Han-gil remembers thinking his mother looked invincible in that moment. He misses that feeling.

      He knows better now.
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      Han-gil wakes up to his phone alarm and a tension headache.

      He lies on his couch, staring up at his ceiling. His eyes are wet, but not enough for any tears to fall. He blinks rapidly, breathing in and out until the blaring sound of the alarm starts to become a bit much for his developing skull pain. He throws out an arm, groping for where his phone sits on the corner of his coffee table. He whacks his fingers blindly against the touch screen over and over until the alarm stops.

      The next thing he does is check the yellow cord on his wrist—no fraying or discoloration. Dajung is still safe. He lets his arm drop again, resting his forearm over his eyes for an extra second before he peels himself off the couch, half rolling and half sliding until he’s kneeling on the floor.

      The square coffee table in front of his couch has four drawers. Three of them are packed with various materials for spell crafting, papers and inkstones all in a disorganized mess. But the fourth drawer is different. All that’s inside is a framed photograph of his mother, her fan, her Seven Stars rattle, and her spirit knives.

      Han-gil brushes his hand across each of his mother’s old tools. He thinks he can still make out a hint of mulberry tree scent from the spirit knives, the slightest echo of a wind chime contained inside the metal. It’s so faint it could just as easily be his memory that’s supplying the details.

      There is no hint at all of the sound of cloth streamers in the wind. Han-gil supposes that’s to be expected. The gods only come down to visit. Their presence would never come so close as to leave a mark behind.

      Han-gil has always wondered where Weolju went, if they knew his mother was dead. Every mudang has their own individualized pantheon of gods, powerful spirits they’ve communed with and formed bonds with. But Weolju was the one his mother had been the closest with and called upon the most.

      When Han-gil was younger, he used to try praying to them for answers. He has no idea if they even noticed. Han-gil has never had any aptitude for communing with the gods.

      He leaves the tools where they are. He picks up the picture frame instead, holding it gently in both hands.

      It’s one of the photos he took of her without telling her. They’d been in Jeju, visiting Hallasan. She’d been facing away from him, admiring the view of the mountain. He called out to her and took the photo the instant she turned to look at him, her smile still open and relaxed, locks of her long hair fluttering in the breeze.

      It’s one of his favorite pictures of her. She’d always been so stiff in front of the camera, and she made him get rid of so many of the shots he took of her because she disliked how she looked in them. He regrets listening to her and deleting them. He barely has any photos of her, and almost none have the two of them together. It had been just Han-gil and his mother, so whenever they were traveling or spending time together as a family, most of the pictures were ones he took of her or she took of him.

      One of his mother’s older disciples set up a Jesa ceremony for her first-year death anniversary. The head of the Kamiki family offered to fly Han-gil back to Korea for it. But he couldn’t bring himself to go.

      A Jesa is meant to honor the spirits of the deceased family. It’s a ceremony to invite ancestral spirits to come to visit, to sit down at the altar table and have a meal. But his mother’s spirit doesn’t exist anymore. Not in this world, and not in the next.

      Han-gil saw what the worm did to her.

      His phone goes off again, buzzing against the table. It’s a text notification this time.

      Han-gil places the picture frame back inside the drawer and closes it gently before grabbing his phone to find a message from Sandara.

      Found the talisman maker you were asking about. His name is Zhao Yichen, Sandara says, followed by an address for a fortune teller shop in Hongdae.

      Han-gil squints at the Chinese name spelled out first in Korean, followed by the Chinese characters. That would certainly explain the familiarity of Lee Junhee’s talisman maker with Chinese folk religion and use of menshen. He copies the information and sends it to Azuna to keep her updated.

      Be careful, Azuna texts back.

      Han-gil sighs, setting his phone down on the coffee table. He hangs his head.

      The possibility of Zhao Yichen being a perpetrator in this case aside, Han-gil isn’t looking forward to having to do this interview on his own. Azuna would be the better choice. She’s usually the one who handles interactions with other members of the community since she’s actually seen as respectable. In contrast, Han-gil’s reputation right now is the worst it’s been in a while.

      Han-gil rolls his neck a couple of times before he marches himself through the process of making himself into more of a human being. He brushes his teeth, dunks his head in his sink, and changes shirts.

      Then he calls Wonshik.

      “Hey, there’s something I have to follow up on for another case, so I probably won’t be at the station until later,” Han-gil says.

      “What? Which case is it?”

      “Oh, you know,” Han-gil says, examining the half-full pot of coffee sitting on his kitchen countertop. He has no idea how long it’s been there. “Just one of the older cases. I haven’t brought you up to date on it yet, so it’ll be easier if I just look into this on my own.”

      “I thought I was caught up on all of our ongoing cases,” Wonshik says slowly.

      Han-gil continues without acknowledging Wonshik’s comment, “Anyway, while I’m gone, I need you to start looking into the black boxes from all the cars in that parking lot.” He dumps the ambiguously aged coffee down the sink.

      “By myself? But I don’t even know how to begin with something like this,” Wonshik protests.

      “Just start with one side and work your way down row by row,” Han-gil says encouragingly as he sets the now empty pot in the sink to wash later.

      “But—”

      “I’m just asking you to start without me for now,” Han-gil reassures him, although he isn’t sure if he’s lying or not. It depends on how his meeting with the talisman maker, Zhao Yichen, goes.

      He’s mostly hoping to get some more information on the nature of Zhao Yichen’s relationship with Lee Junhee and the efficacy of his talismans. If Zhao Yichen turns out to be a suspect, or if Han-gil is able to get a new lead on Lee Junhee’s whereabouts, he’ll have to leave Wonshik to his own devices for longer.

      “I’ll join you later. Good luck!” Han-gil ends the call, cutting off Wonshik’s weak objections.

      Han-gil feels guilty already. He resolves to try and make it up to Wonshik by treating him to barbecue sometime soon. If Wonshik sticks around for that long.
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      The address Sandara sent him leads Han-gil down a side street in Hongdae lined with stalls and tents, vendors advertising practices such as palm reading, face reading, and tarot. Nearly all of them also offer Saju fortune-telling, a practice from Chinese cosmology and the most popular mainstream fortune-telling method in South Korea. Han-gil even walks past a Saju cafe.

      The street is a chaos of spirit energies—sounds, smells, and tastes all clashing together in an incomprehensible mess that blurs with the sounds and smells of the material world. It’s almost impossible for Han-gil to distinguish between what’s “real” and what is a product of his spiritual awareness, which doesn’t do his growing headache any favors.

      He thinks he can hear something like the sound of rain pattering against a windowpane. Logically, that would be from someone’s spirit energy, but there could also be a tent with a speaker playing rain sounds just for the ambiance. Han-gil has learned the hard way that he should never assume. There’s a reason the other detectives gave him the nickname “crazy Kim Han-gil.”

      Most street fortune-tellers use opaque vinyl tents to create an enclosed space to give their customers more privacy from the rest of the street and make them feel comfortable enough to open up about their personal lives. However, a number of vendors choose to go with literal transparency, using tents made of clear plastic, or ones that are completely open at the front.

      One tent has its plastic curtains pulled to the sides like the curtains of a stage. The young vendor inside is performing a tarot card reading for a pair of high school girls.

      Han-gil slows his pace, watching the tarot reader’s hands. The tarot deck they’re using is small, the same dimensions as a deck of poker cards. They’re also holding the deck in a mechanic’s grip, commonly used by dealers, card cheaters, and magicians. Han-gil shifts his focus to the tarot reader’s face, watching their eyes flick between the two teenage girls sitting across from them. All the while, their hands lay out the beginnings of what looks like a ten-card spread on the table in front of them with a seemingly effortless fluidity.

      Han-gil can’t tell for certain, but he suspects this person is tailoring the cards to better suit their customers’ emotional and spiritual needs, using sleight-of-hand tricks to manipulate the deck and cherry-pick the cards they want to use. The two girls sitting at the table don’t seem to notice anything. They keep turning to look delightedly at one another as each new card is revealed.

      For many fortune-tellers, it’s less about the actual fortune-telling method and more about the fortune teller’s ability to glean insight from the customer’s spirit—like cold reading of the highest caliber.

      One of the girls smacks the other girl on the shoulder. “See? I told you so,” she exclaims, jabbing her finger at the table. The two of them devolve into a fit of snickering.

      Their amusement is contagious, and Han-gil finds himself smiling as well. He turns away, resuming his trek down the street.

      There is nothing inherently wrong with people using fortune-telling to entertain or comfort people, in Han-gil’s opinion, but the spiritualist community is tumultuously divided on the subject.

      Fortune-tellers occupy an interesting position in the community. Some fortune-tellers are the genuine article, oftentimes professional spiritualists who need the extra income to support their practices. However, a significant number have only a minimal amount of psychic ability and little to no training. There are others with no spiritual aptitude at all.

      But regardless of psychic ability, almost all of them are a part of the network. While many mainstream customers seek out fortune-tellers as a more socially acceptable alternative to psychological counseling, a number of customers come to fortune-tellers for help with actual spirit-related problems. The understanding is that fortune-tellers will then refer their customers to more qualified spiritualists who can handle things such as exorcisms or fortification rituals.

      Han-gil comes to a stop in front of Zhao Yichen’s store.

      He scans the storefront, eyes skimming over the wooden boards set out that list services like Saju, as well as I Ching divination and feng shui consultation. Gaudy, eye-catching trinkets hang on display in the front window.

      Han-gil steps inside.
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      The shop’s interior resembles that of an eclectic souvenir shop, the shelves lining the walls full of things like stylized bottle gourds and various types of Chinese coin charms. A side table displays a variety of handcrafted money trees, each metal tree sculpture about the size of a bonsai, with shining gold coin charms arranged intricately on the metal trees’ branches like leaves.

      It would seem ordinary, if not for how the whole room smells like a freshly made ink painting and vibrates with power. For a moment, all Han-gil can hear is the whispering of brushes gliding across paper that echoes from all sides of the space.

      Across the room is a man who looks to be somewhere in his late fifties. He’s wearing a navy blue tangzhuang like a casual outerwear jacket over a plain crewneck shirt—all of the tangzhuang’s frog buttons left undone so it hangs open. He stands in front of a square table that has a copy of the Chinese almanac at its center with a stack of blank Saju charts beside it.

      The man turns at the sound of Han-gil entering, interrupting his task of gathering up the pile of dried yarrow stalks laid out on the table, tidying up after what was probably an I Ching divination session.

      “Welcome,” the man greets Han-gil in flawless Korean. His body language is cordial, but his eyes are sharp and assessing. “My name is Zhao Yichen. How can I help you?”

      Han-gil wonders how Zhao Yichen’s spirit perception works. Perhaps he looks at Han-gil and sees colors or spectral shapes, or maybe he can hear or smell something, too. Regardless, it’s clear Zhao Yichen is reading Han-gil’s spirit energy to determine whether he’s a mainstream casual customer or a practitioner. Han-gil imagines there’s a different menu offered for each category.

      “Hello, I’m Detective Kim Han-gil from the Jong-ro Police Department. I have some questions about one of your clients,” Han-gil says.

      Zhao Yichen looks surprised, before his disposition switches, a reserved caution shuttering his expression.

      Han-gil takes out his phone to show the photo he has of Lee Junhee. “Do you remember this woman?”

      “Ah yes, Lee Junhee-sshi. She comes here often,” Zhao Yichen says, his voice blandly pleasant even as his eyes flick between the picture and Han-gil with a sharp alertness.

      Han-gil swipes to the photos he took of the various talismans from the apartment. “Did you sell these to her?”

      Zhao Yichen’s eyes narrow. “Yes. These were all made by me.”

      “Did she say what she needed so many wards for?”

      “She said she wanted to create a safer space around her and asked me for advice, so I gave her recommendations,” Zhao Yichen says, his brow furrowed. He is reassessing Han-gil. “I’m sorry, is this official police business?”

      “Her boyfriend, Hwang Dohyun, is dead,” Han-gil says. “He jumped off the roof of his apartment building yesterday, and Lee Junhee is currently unaccounted for.”

      Zhao Yichen’s eyes widen. The reaction seems genuine enough, as far as Han-gil can tell.

      “That’s terrible,” Zhao Yichen says. He hesitates. “But forgive me, what does that have to do with my merchandise?”

      “I’m just curious how Hwang Dohyun could have been killed by a spirit when Lee Junhee had fortified their entire apartment with your wards,” Han-gil says mildly. “I’m especially curious about why she had so many energy suppression talismans put up, considering those would have weakened her spiritual power considerably.”

      Zhao Yichen stares at him. Recognition dawns in his expression. “Oh,” he says. “You’re that onmyouji Kamiki Azuna’s little brother, aren’t you? The ‘spirit detective.’”

      Han-gil ignores the prickling irritation at the title. It’s been circulating throughout the spiritualist community for years and is only ever said with an air of dismissal or derision.

      “Yeah, that’s me,” Han-gil says. “I’m the detective in charge of Hwang Dohyun’s case. I know it wasn’t a suicide.”

      Zhao Yichen’s gaze slides to look over Han-gil’s shoulder. “Should I be expecting any other police officers storming in after you?” he inquires sardonically, though there is a hint of wariness in his body language as well.

      Before the Changshin Station case, Han-gil would interpret this as a possible indicator of guilt. But now, the sense of caution is justifiable, considering how Han-gil’s involvement got the Rainbow Hotel temporarily shut down.

      This is why Azuna would have been the better person to do this, Han-gil thinks despondently. Though Azuna was working with him on that case, the disastrous conclusion was almost entirely because of Han-gil’s connections to the police, so the fallout has been attributed solely to him.

      “You didn’t answer the question,” Han-gil persists. “Explain your intentions with the wards you gave to Lee Junhee.”

      Zhao Yichen sighs. “It’s just like I said. She came to me with concerns about a source of resentful energy that she wanted to suppress, so I gave her energy suppression talismans. She was also worried about nonhuman spirits, so I sold her calamity spirit wards as well. Nothing more than that. I certainly didn’t tell her to hang them all up on the walls of her home.”

      “What about the menshen charm you sold her?” Han-gil says. “She had it facing the wrong way, inwards, not outwards. Is that also something you didn’t tell her to do?”

      Zhao Yichen’s brow furrows. “What are you talking about?”

      He could be feigning ignorance, but Han-gil is starting to think this could be a case of Zhao Yichen just being negligent.

      “I have reason to believe Lee Junhee knew she was being targeted by a malevolent spirit, so she came to you for help,” Han-gil says. “But that door god charm would’ve been significantly less effective against outside threats, oriented the way it was, and all those energy suppression talismans would have drained her power, making her more vulnerable to spirit possession.”

      Zhao Yichen bristles. “Lee Junhee-sshi said absolutely nothing to me about trying to defend against spirit possession. If she had, I would have sold her wards specifically designed for that purpose. Which would not have been difficult, considering I also make those.” He scoffs. “As for the ward setup in her apartment, I explained each talisman’s function and purpose to her when I made the sale. I cannot be held responsible if she chose not to listen to me.”

      Han-gil will concede on that—if Zhao Yichen is telling the truth. At the same time, the more he thinks about it, the more inconsistent the story becomes.

      Lee Junhee clearly wasn’t stupid, and she wasn’t a raw beginner when it came to wards and talismans. She must have known what she was doing, at least to some extent. So, assuming the ward setup in her apartment was fully intentional . . .

      Han-gil thinks about the menshen, fearsome defenders against evil, facing the inside of the apartment. As if to guard the rest of the world outside.

      “How long has Lee Junhee been coming to your shop?” Han-gil asks.

      Zhao Yichen blinks. “A couple of months now, why?”

      Han-gil hesitates. “Did you notice anything off about Lee Junhee lately? Any changes in her behavior or her presence?”

      Zhao Yichen is quick on the uptake. “Considering she’s been a regular customer of mine for months, I’m pretty certain I would have noticed if she was possessed,” he says flatly.

      “It would have been very subtle,” Han-gil presses. “They can camouflage themselves to match the host’s soul, synchronizing their energies so they blend in.”

      “Ah, that’s right. I remember hearing about your exciting theory.” Zhao Yichen shifts, leaning against the table behind him. A patronizing look creeps into the corners of his eyes. “What was it again, invisible parasite spirits? Mysterious entities no one else in the community has ever heard of. And no one can detect them except you—that part’s a nice touch,” he says, looking amused.

      Han-gil’s jaw clenches.

      One of the most frustrating things about the worm spirits is that they’re nothing like any calamity spirit in previously recorded history. Han-gil’s looked, but he hasn’t been able to find any existing literature about them. The worms are immune to all detection charms and have a higher resistance to most barriers and wards. Just like an invasive species burrowing into an ecosystem that has no developed defenses for dealing with them.

      Zhao Yichen smiles in a way that manages to appear both polite and mocking. “If they’re so impossible to detect, how can you tell one’s involved here? What makes you so special?”

      Han-gil doesn’t have an answer for that. The worms perfectly align themselves with the energy wavelength of the host’s spirit, blending seamlessly with the sound, smell, color, shape, or texture of the host’s soul. Even Azuna can’t detect any difference in the colored flames of spirit energy that she perceives. And yet, no matter how well the worms camouflage themselves, Han-gil can always tell. The smell of the worm’s origin, the ocean, always lingers in the wake of their carnage. But Han-gil has yet to find anyone else who can sense what he can. He doesn’t know why.

      The almost smug look on Zhao Yichen’s face makes Han-gil want to body-slam himself through a wall out of sheer frustration. He told Azuna on the phone—he’s had enough of trying to convince people he’s not crazy.

      The thing is, he understands. When he was younger, he used to go back and forth on whether it was just a trauma-induced hallucination. But even though he knows it’s real now, there’s still no way for him to describe it to someone else in a way that sounds convincing. He just ends up sounding like an attention-seeking idiot.

      So, instead, Han-gil tries a different angle. “Does the name Kim Iseul mean anything to you?”

      Zhao Yichen sobers. “Of course. She’s that famous mudang who murdered her son,” he says.

      All thought of what Han-gil had originally planned to say burns up into white-hot static.

      “My mom’s not a murderer!” The words rip from his throat.

      Zhao Yichen freezes.

      Han-gil is trembling, fists clenched and eyes burning. “It wasn’t her fault,” he whispers.

      After that night, when Han-gil was still in the hospital, Kamiki Tomoe, Azuna’s mother and matriarch of the Kamiki family, came to visit him. She’d been close friends with his mother, so when she asked him if he would like to come live with her in Japan, he said yes. The moment he was recovered enough to travel, Kamiki Tomoe took him straight from the hospital to the airport.

      It had been a blessing at the time. But Han-gil only realized years later that because he had left the country so soon after the incident, the rumor mill had been free to spiral out of control. People preferred the more dramatic story of a murder-suicide. They didn’t care if it was true or not.

      “A family came to us from Jeju island,” Han-gil says with lips that feel numb and disconnected from the words they’re forming. “Two parents who were desperate. A son who’d lost his hearing, sense of taste, smell, and touch—he’d been infected with a worm, a parasitic spirit.”

      Zhao Yichen is silent, regarding Han-gil with his full attention. Han-gil wishes he could feel satisfaction from finally wiping that patronizing look off Zhao Yichen’s face, but mostly, Han-gil just feels like a raw, exposed nerve.

      “My mother recognized it as a case of possession,” Han-gil says. “But she didn’t realize how different the worm spirit was from anything she’d ever encountered before. She performed an exorcism, and it looked like it worked fine, the possessed boy made a full recovery and regained all of his senses.”

      He still remembers how the parents openly wept and thanked his mother so profusely.

      “She didn’t know that normal exorcisms don’t work on the worms,” Han-gil says.

      How could she have? As far as Han-gil can tell, the boy, Shin Yoonhae, was patient zero.

      In the days that followed, Han-gil’s mother started having problems with her vision. It got progressively worse until her eyes weren’t focusing on anything at all.

      She laughed it off and told Han-gil she’d go see the optometrist about getting an eyeglasses prescription. She joked that it must be old age finally setting in. Even though she was only in her mid-thirties.

      And Han-gil believed her. Because he was twelve and too young to know any better.

      Han-gil says, “I didn’t—no one realized the worm had actually just moved to her body instead, until she—”

      His throat clicks, stuttering convulsively.

      “She—”

      Han-gil swallows, fighting to regain control over his voice.

      “After she died, the worm escaped. It’s been multiplying ever since, splitting itself and infecting more and more people. Not just in Seoul—they’re spreading. They’ve been killing people for the last sixteen years and practically no one’s realized it.”

      For a while, Zhao Yichen says nothing. He clears his throat, takes a breath, pauses, then lets it back out again. Instead, he goes over to the checkout counter, stooping behind it to pull out a cardboard box. He retrieves a small bundle from it.

      “Lee Junhee bought all those wards from me over a month ago, but she also would come by every week to buy these in bulk,” Zhao Yichen says. He hands Han-gil a straw effigy doll. “I just assumed she was using them for her own personal projects, a side business maybe. I never asked. But maybe it will mean something more to you.”

      Han-gil turns the effigy doll over in his hands, examining it. It’s barely larger than his palm, the straw woven and bound tightly to form the head, arms and legs. The doll is further wrapped in white linen, the folds of the cloth almost resembling traditional burial garb.

      Straw effigies are a common component in a number of protection or cleansing rituals. They’re oftentimes used as stand-ins for people, sometimes serving as decoys to draw the attention of malevolent spirits away from actual humans. They are also used to redirect curses, functioning as replacement sacrifices or scapegoats, absorbing any harmful spiritual energy.

      Zhao Yichen seems to have tailored this straw doll for the latter purpose. The spells for containment inside the doll are like a flurry of never-ending calligraphy brushstrokes. The result is a vast storage capacity for spirit energy confined inside of a very small object.

      It’s impressive, but Han-gil won’t say that out loud. He’s not that big of a person.

      A new layer of exhaustion weighs down his thoughts, but underneath it, his mind buzzes with the question of why Lee Junhee needed so many of these that she had to come and buy them in bulk on a weekly basis.

      “You can keep that one, if you want,” Zhao Yichen says. “Free of charge.”

      Han-gil slips the straw doll into his pocket. “Thank you for your time, Zhao Yichen-sshi,” he mutters. He turns and heads for the door.

      “Kim Han-gil,” Zhao Yichen calls after him. “I’m sorry.”

      Han-gil pauses in the doorway. He knows he should say something back, but he never knows how to reply to condolences, so he just leaves without another word.
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            A Familiar Song

          

        

      

    

    
      Han-gil walks out of the shop and hears something like a glass harp being played. Water singing against crystal. It echoes gently, a familiar sound that he can’t quite place.

      The source of the glass harp sound is the man waiting at the curb. He looks young, bird-boned and long-limbed and dressed casually in a heather gray sweatshirt and joggers that make him seem like a university student. He holds himself with perfect posture as if he’s standing at attention.

      The young man meets Han-gil’s eyes for a second before he looks down.

      Han-gil can’t see any visible injuries on him, no obvious cause of death. He could have died from something subtle that didn’t leave any marks—he also just as easily could not be dead at all. The problem with psychics is the more concentrated their spiritual power, the harder it is to know the difference between them and ghosts. In this case, Han-gil honestly can’t tell.

      He walks over to the young man. A polite “Can I help you?” is just on his lips, to see if he can get a verbal response—the easiest test to find out if someone is alive or dead. But he stops short. He knows why he recognizes this person’s soul.

      “Shin Yoonhae,” Han-gil says. His voice feels dislocated from his body. He thinks of his mother’s blade dance, and the boy huddled on the floor in front of her with his knees pulled up to his chest.

      Shin Yoonhae inclines his head, his expression neutral and unreadable. “Kim Han-gil-sshi,” he replies softly.

      He got taller, Han-gil thinks distantly. They’re the same height now. It makes sense. It’s been sixteen years, after all. He didn’t recognize Shin Yoonhae at all, but Han-gil’s always been better at remembering people by their spirit energy than by their faces.

      The last time they met was in a hospital room, a bouquet of white chrysanthemums on the side table, Han-gil sitting in the bed with nearly 200 stitches across his arms.

      The musical water glass sound of Shin Yoonhae’s soul flickers, switching to a smell like damp soil just after a rainfall, the earthy smell of geosmin in the air. The change only lasts for a moment before it fades away, and the glass harp song returns.

      Han-gil pulls out his phone, eyes barely seeing as he thumbs through his apps. He holds the screen out. “Tell me what this is.”

      Shin Yoonhae’s eyes snap to focus on the phone. “A nine,” he says.

      Han-gil lets his arm fall back down to his side. He knows he should be able to trust Azuna at her word. She wouldn’t let Shin Yoonhae anywhere near Han-gil if she thought there was even a remote possibility of a threat, but Han-gil still had to check at least once.

      “My sister called you, didn’t she?” Han-gil says.

      Shin Yoonhae dips his chin, the gesture halfway between a nod and the slightest of bows.

      Han-gil looks away.

      His primary strategy has simply been to avoid ever encountering Shin Yoonhae again. That strategy had not included any contingency plans for what to do or say if it failed. Now he doesn’t know what to do. He has no idea what to say.

      His phone rings.

      Han-gil attempts to answer the call at a normal, not-desperate speed. He doesn’t know if he succeeds. Shin Yoonhae’s face is impassive.

      “Hey,” Wonshik says. “So, the head manager of Lee Junhee’s game development company is dead. Witnesses say he jumped off the roof of the building.”

      Han-gil has never in his life been so grateful for someone else’s death. His relief is tempered by the feeling of the answer to this case clicking together in the back of his mind, however, and the conclusion is taking a shape he doesn’t like.

      “Got it. Text me the address, and I’ll be right there,” Han-gil says.

      He ends the call and turns back to Shin Yoonhae. “That was my partner. Calling about a dead body. I have to go.”

      “I understand. If you could share the address of the body’s location, I can meet you there,” Shin Yoonhae says, his voice even. For all his polite appearances, it does not sound like a request.

      Han-gil rattles off the address, half-hoping that Shin Yoonhae won’t hear it correctly before he makes a hasty retreat to his car.
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      The first time Han-gil saw Shin Yoonhae, there was no singing water glass music.

      Shin Yoonhae’s parents had brought their eleven-year-old son to Kim Iseul out of sheer desperation.

      Four years ago, their son had been out swimming in the ocean when he abruptly lost his sense of hearing, taste, smell, and even touch.

      They went to over half a dozen doctors and other specialists, but no one could find any medical explanation for it. Nothing showed up on any scans or tests. Their son was “perfectly healthy,” aside from the fact he’d lost nearly all his senses except for his sight in the span of an instant.

      Four years of that, with no change. No hope. Shin Yoonhae’s parents didn’t put much stock in spiritualism, but they had run out of options, and Kim Iseul was one of the most respected mudang in Seoul.

      Han-gil hovered in the hallway, peeking around the doorframe to the living room where his mother met with her clients. He was supposed to stay upstairs when she was conducting business since he wasn’t one of her official apprentices, but he’d been curious when he heard that the client was younger than him.

      The boy sitting on the couch across from Han-gil’s mother was paper-thin. He seemed less like a boy and more like a spindly wire frame with a boy’s clothes draped over it. He didn’t speak or move. His eyes were vacant and unfocused as the adults around him talked about his fate.

      It was a strange thing. Growing up, Han-gil learned early on that every human being had some kind of spiritual presence, living or dead. Even for people without any aptitude, their spirit energy unfocused and less concentrated, Han-gil could always pick something out about their spirit energy. A smell, a sound, even something very faint. Everyone had a soul, after all. Ghosts were souls.

      But even though Han-gil could see the boy sitting there on that couch, all he felt was a void.

      Then Shin Yoonhae looked up, his eyes meeting Han-gil’s. His face was blank, an unbearable fatigue weighing down his shoulders.

      If there was a soul in there, it was like it was sealed inside of a specimen jar, airtight and soundproof. No sign of life able to escape. Han-gil raised a hand to wave a tentative hello.

      At first, there was no reaction from Shin Yoonhae, not even a blink. But then he pulled his lips into a faint smile as if by residual habit. He lifted a willowy hand from his lap and gave Han-gil a tiny wave back.

      Han-gil still remembers the exact moment during his mother’s last exorcism when that specimen jar inside of Shin Yoonhae cracked open, and the sound of water singing across crystalline glass broke through. It was a pretty sound. And it was accompanied by the smell of seawater.

      Han-gil didn’t think anything of it, back then. He just assumed it was an aspect of Shin Yoonhae’s spirit energy.

      Even when he noticed that the seawater scent was lingering around his mother, Han-gil still let himself think it was nothing.

      He was so fucking stupid.
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      “You called him,” Han-gil accuses Azuna, starting the conversation in Korean right off the bat because he’s driving in his car, and he can yell anything he wants in relative privacy.

      “Yes,” Azuna replies, also in Korean, unfazed. “Shin Yoonhae’s been one of Sandara’s part-timers for years, since before you graduated from university. He has the experience, and his skillset is especially useful for investigation. He’ll be able to help you until I get back.” Her tone over the phone is direct and unapologetic. He knows her facial expression would tell him the exact same thing, if he could see it.

      Han-gil’s more annoyed with himself for being surprised. It’s not like she told him that she wouldn’t. He just said “no,” and she said nothing. She never lied. She never made any promises, either. She must have been planning to arrange this all along.

      “You can’t just keep avoiding him,” she says. “It’s been years now.”

      “So, what, it’s been so long, I should grow up already and just get over it?” Han-gil snaps.

      “You know that’s not what I mean,” she says, her voice sharpening. “But fine, if you want to play it that way. You avoiding Shin Yoonhae and pretending he doesn’t exist solves absolutely nothing—if anything, it’s sabotaging our investigation. He can help. He wants to help. And more importantly, of all the people in the spiritualist community, he is the only psychic alive who has actual personal experience being possessed by a worm spirit. He’s already sent me valuable information and tipped me off about cases of worm activity on numerous occasions. He’d be even more useful if he could get directly involved, but because he knows you don’t want to see him, he’s been keeping his distance all this time because he wants to respect your wishes.”

      She pauses, exhaling. When she resumes speaking, her tone is gentler, without the steel edge of frustration. Somehow, that makes Han-gil feel even worse.

      “Last time, the worm’s host stabbed your old partner and broke two of your ribs,” she says. “You can’t do this alone, Gil-ah, you’ll die.”

      “Noona, I can’t work with him,” Han-gil says. His voice sounds small to his ears.

      He doesn’t know what to say. He doesn’t even know if he can look Shin Yoonhae in the eye. There are still echoes of the old resentment and anxiety, but mostly, there’s just the sinking feeling of guilt—

      “I know,” Azuna says. “But you can. You just don’t want to.”
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      The last time Han-gil saw Shin Yoonhae was in the hospital.

      Shin Yoonhae came into Han-gil’s room holding a bouquet of flowers. White chrysanthemums.

      Han-gil stared at him silently from the bed. His hands rested uselessly in his lap, his arms encased in thick white gauze from his fingertips all the way to his elbows. He wondered if the flowers were supposed to be a get-well-soon gift for him as a patient, or if they were for his mother’s funeral.

      Shin Yoonhae set the flowers down on the room’s side table before he got down on his hands and knees and bowed low enough that his forehead must have been touching the floor. He stayed there, unmoving, for a long time.

      “I’m sorry.” Shin Yoonhae’s voice was a dry croak.

      Han-gil didn’t know what to say. He didn’t think he had anything to say.

      But the words came pouring out anyway.

      He doesn’t remember all of it. He knows he was screaming, feeling like he couldn’t breathe, something burning inside his chest, behind his eyes. He could hear the sound of his own voice and the things it was saying, but it felt disconnected from him.

      He knows he said, “Are you happy now?”

      And, “You get everything back, but what about me? What about my mom?”

      He remembers saying, “You’re sorry? Then go and die.”
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      The address Wonshik sent brings Han-gil to the heart of a commercial district in downtown Seoul.

      As Han-gil approaches the scene, he can see the patrol officers struggling to establish a police cordon around the area, due to the high volume of pedestrian traffic. There are many morbidly curious onlookers that keep trying to get closer. Han-gil notices several of them with their phones out, snapping pictures despite the patrol officers’ best efforts to get them all to disperse. He shakes his head, continuing on to where he can see Wonshik standing over yet another dead man covered in a white sheet, this one sprawled on the sidewalk instead of a parking lot.

      There is fresh blood on the ground, seeping through the sheet in places, and there are all the accompanying smells that seep from a body that has smashed into the ground and burst open like a rotten fruit.

      But of course, the smell of the sea is what overpowers everything else.

      “Well,” Han-gil says as he approaches his partner. “I guess it’s like you said—South Korea is the fourth-most suicidal country in the world.”

      “I didn’t phrase it like that,” Wonshik objects. He sighs. “This one’s pretty cut and dry, though. Oh Byungchul, forty-three years old, development manager for Epic Marble, generally disliked by everyone he worked with. We have several eyewitnesses who saw him jump off the roof of the building.”

      Han-gil hums absentmindedly, noting the blood smears on the surrounding pavement not covered by the white sheet. The blood forms a trail behind the body, albeit a very short one. It looks like Oh Byungchul wasn’t fortunate enough to die on impact with the ground—he managed to drag his broken body almost a full meter before he died.

      “So, you think this is just a coincidence then,” Han-gil says, genuinely curious. “Lee Junhee’s boss commits suicide right after her boyfriend, same exact method, only a little more than a day apart.”

      “Maybe it was guilt. After abusing and exploiting his employees for so many years, it finally got to him,” Wonshik says, though he doesn’t sound confident.

      It’s unfortunate, Han-gil thinks, glancing up. This office building Oh Byungchul jumped from is a mid-rise building, only five stories tall. It’s a stark contrast to the Le Ciel apartment complex with its twenty floors. The worm spirit must have followed the same strategy as before with Hwang Dohyun, splitting a smaller fragment from itself to infect and control its prey, forcing Oh Byungchul to commit suicide by jumping off the roof of the building.

      The problem is, the worms don’t always seem to have a solid grasp of what the human body can or can’t withstand. Just like how the worm didn’t realize it could have simply made Hwang Dohyun jump from the balcony of his apartment—he’d been living on the fifteenth floor, after all—in a similar fashion, the worm didn’t seem to understand that a fall from only five floors up might not be enough to kill its prey. Or maybe it just didn’t care. Han-gil honestly hasn’t been able to get a clear sense of whether the worm spirits are even sentient. They never seem to pay much attention to the limitations of their host’s body, often pushing the host well beyond human limits until the body just gives out.

      That was how the possession victim from the Changshin Station case died. The possessed man’s body just gave out from the sheer amount of physical trauma and strain the worm spirit had already put it through before Han-gil and Azuna could even try to perform an exorcism to help him.

      Han-gil’s phone buzzes with a text from an unknown number:

      I apologize for the delay. It took me longer than expected to reach the address via public transport. I will search the surrounding area and let you know if I find anything.

      It takes Han-gil a second to realize, with a flicker of irritation, that, of course, Azuna gave Shin Yoonhae his phone number. And it makes sense—how else would they be able to work together?—but it still makes Han-gil bristle. Out of pure childishness, he makes a point of not adding Shin Yoonhae’s number into his contacts list and shoves his phone back into his pocket without sending a reply.

      Han-gil returns his attention to the body. The direction of the blood trail makes it seem like Oh Byungchul was trying to move away from the street. Han-gil turns in place, scanning the surrounding area again.

      Unlike Hwang Dohyun, Oh Byungchul died in the middle of the afternoon. There had been eyewitnesses for when he jumped. People would have clustered around where he hit the ground.

      The worm would still have needed to get close in order to feed on its prey—maybe there was someone who noticed a bystander acting unusual, trying to stand too close to the corpse and just staring at it for a very long time.

      Granted, that kind of behavior might not be unique. Han-gil notices yet another pair of onlookers trying to take photos of the scene with their phones. It wouldn’t surprise him if someone watching from the street had even recorded a video of the jump.

      Which reminds him—

      “Oh, by the way, how’s it going with the black box footage?” Han-gil says.

      Wonshik blinks. Then his whole face darkens. “Do you have any idea,” he says slowly, “how many different black box camera apps I have downloaded to my phone right now? I’m still working on just getting permission to access most of these people’s footage. No one’s getting back to me.”

      “Yeah,” Han-gil laughs. “It’s never fun.” He considers extending the offer to treat Wonshik to barbecue later as an advance apology, since Han-gil doubts he’ll have any time to help with that part of the investigation at all. There might be a limit to how much grilled meat can placate, though.

      He’s interrupted by another text from Shin Yoonhae:

      I found something you should see.

      Han-gil looks up, scanning around until his eyes catch Shin Yoonhae standing outside the barrier of yellow tape at the edge of the scene. He’s just waiting there, unmoving, not making any attempt to speak or call Han-gil over, not even making any beckoning gestures. Shin Yoonhae emulates a lot of the body language of a very patient ghost, Han-gil decides. Waiting to catch Han-gil’s attention as if he isn’t capable of communicating directly.

      Wonshik follows Han-gil’s line of sight.

      “Your boyfriend?” Wonshik asks. It’s the same casual levity as when he made the equivalent comment about Azuna. As if remembering how that last conversation went, he winces. “I mean—”

      Han-gil says, “No. He’s—” but he stops. He doesn’t have a word for what Shin Yoonhae is. “I have to go check on something,” he says instead. “I’ll see if I can meet up with you again later. Good luck with the black box footage.”

      He leaves before Wonshik can fully register what he just said.
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      Shin Yoonhae leads Han-gil to a back alley.

      There is a dismembered hand on the ground, still attached to splinters of the radius and ulna protruding from the wrist. Like an unwanted scrap of meat.

      Just ahead, twenty paces or so deeper into the alleyway, half of a man is writhing on the pavement.

      His head is like the shell of an egg, crushed open in the back, the yolk cleaned out and eaten but the braincase left behind. His legs are just stumps, gone from just above the knees. He is missing his left arm as well, and there is a whole chunk taken out of his middle section. His stomach has been carved out, and his rib cage and spine are exposed. It’s like staring at a partially eaten mackerel, the flesh picked away from the spine.

      The man’s right arm is the only one of his limbs that remains whole. He tries to drag the rest of his body with it, pushing at the ground with his stumps. He is crawling like a beetle. Miserable, exhausted, dragging motions that come from sheer desperation as he tries to move deeper into the alleyway.

      It’s like the worm nibbled at parts of the soul all over but mostly just went after the juicy bit in the center.

      It makes sense, Han-gil thinks, even as his stomach twists like a roiling knot. It hasn’t been long since the worm fed on Hwang Dohyun. Perhaps it’s getting full.

      “Oh Byungchul-sshi?” Shin Yoonhae says, taking a step closer.

      The ghost’s ruined head turns at the sound of its name. The face is untouched. It almost looks like there is still a person there, looking back, even though all that’s left of this soul is just surface material.

      Han-gil could burn his entire box of incense sticks, and he’d still never get an intelligible answer from this ghost. There isn’t much of Oh Byungchul’s presence left, just a sound like river stones scratching together.

      But somehow, Shin Yoonhae manages to match it. One moment, Han-gil can hear that musical water glass sound shimmering as softly as ever, and the next, the sound has shifted into scraping river stones.

      Yoonhae’s knees buckle, his legs going boneless and limp as if they are no longer there. Han-gil grabs onto him to keep him from falling, and they nearly go down together, but he manages to regain his balance. Yoonhae clings to Han-gil with his right hand—his left dangling uselessly—but he doesn’t seem to notice. Yoonhae’s eyes are locked with the ghost’s. The rise and fall of his chest speeds up, matching tempo with the frantic twitching of the ghost’s exposed rib cage.

      “You bitch, you think you’re worth anything? No, don’t kill me, I didn’t do anything wrong,” Yoonhae says, as if he’s reciting lines from a disjointed script that only he can see.

      Han-gil has heard about Shin Yoonhae’s abilities and style of spirit channeling from Azuna, but it’s different seeing it in person.

      Many practitioners use things like smoke, water, pendulums, or even dice as a medium for spirit communication, but Shin Yoonhae synchronizes himself with the soul directly. He feels what it feels, thinks what it thinks—all he has to do is figure out how to put that into words.

      “That idiot volunteered,” Yoonhae hisses. “Wasn’t my fault he couldn’t take it.”

      There are other practitioners that use similar methods—spirit mediums who go into trance states and channel the ghosts of deceased humans that still have things they want to say. Mudang like Han-gil’s mother went even further, opening their souls up and welcoming in the gods in order to channel their strength. Sometimes, Han-gil wonders if that was why the worm was able to slip past his mother’s defenses.

      But Shin Yoonhae doesn’t need to let any spirit in—he just synchronizes his own soul with whoever or whatever he wants to connect with, like tuning in to a radio frequency. Even for a soul that has been reduced to mere scraps strewn across an alley.

      Yoonhae’s nose wrinkles, his mouth twisting into a snarl. “Fake bitch. How can you do this to me? Fucking tranny.”

      Han-gil’s heart sinks. The fact that Oh Byungchul was killed out of resentment and revenge is unsurprising—a lot of people probably had reason to hate him. But there is only one employee he could be talking about right now.

      “I know who it is,” Han-gil says. “That’s enough. You can stop.”

      “I always knew you were a freak,” Yoonhae mutters darkly.

      Han-gil squeezes his shoulder. “Shin Yoonhae, you can let go now.”

      Yoonhae blinks. The glass harp song returns. He sways a little in place, disoriented as he tries to regain his bearings. When he registers just how close they are and that Han-gil is literally holding him upright, he tenses and springs backward, stumbling a little in his rush to get his feet back under him. “Sorry—”

      “It’s fine,” Han-gil says. The awkwardness is already becoming more painful now that they’re drawing attention to it. “Let’s just—” he makes an abortive gesture. “Not.”

      Yoonhae dips his chin in acknowledgment, his composure already back in place.

      “So, the worm’s host is Lee Junhee,” Han-gil says, pushing on despite the bad taste in his mouth. The answer clicks into place like something inevitable—he didn’t want it to be her, but it doesn’t matter what he wants or doesn’t want to be true. “We should check out her apartment again and see if there’s anything that can give us an idea of where she’s headed next.”

      “Of course,” Yoonhae says. “If you could give me the address, I can meet you there.”

      Han-gil hesitates for a second before he forces his shoulders to relax into a casual slouch as he gestures in the direction of his car. “I’ll drive you.”

      Yoonhae blinks, taken off guard. “Are you sure? I—”

      “It’s fine. It doesn’t make sense to split up when we’re going to the same place anyway,” Han-gil says, before either of them can think about it too hard.

      Yoonhae dips his head, “Thank you very much.” He hesitates, turning back to the alley. Han-gil follows his gaze to the shuddering remains of Oh Byungchul’s soul.

      “I don’t have the power to send spirits to the next world,” Han-gil says.

      The ghost has stopped crawling, huddling against the wall instead.

      “I’ll text the location to Sandara,” Yoonhae says. “There are a couple of people in the area who can take care of him.”
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      The display screen on the dashboard of Han-gil’s car constantly emits a faint, high-pitched whining noise. It’s barely perceptible. Usually the sounds of the road and the rest of the city are enough of a distraction to drown it out. Other times, Han-gil will play music to cover up the noise if it starts to bother him. But right now, somehow, it feels like that would be even more awkward.

      In the passenger seat beside Han-gil, Shin Yoonhae fidgets quietly, running his fingers back and forth along the smooth, silky strap of his seat belt.

      In the awkward silence, Han-gil finds himself listening to the water glass music of Yoonhae’s presence like he would a song on the radio. It’s a soft, ethereal sound with a gentle kind of resonance Han-gil would probably find soothing under normal circumstances.

      Then, Han-gil notices the song flicker. It changes again to that sweet, earthy smell he sensed from Yoonhae before, outside of Zhao Yichen’s shop.

      “What is that, anyway? That thing you’re doing with your spirit energy,” Han-gil asks, not taking his eyes off the road. From the corner of his eye, he sees Yoonhae startle slightly.

      “Sorry,” Yoonhae says. His soul reverts back to the glass harp sound again.

      “You did that earlier when you were reading Oh Byungchul,” Han-gil persists. “And you did it for a second when I was walking up to you in front of Zhao Yichen’s shop, too. Your spirit energy changed suddenly.”

      “Ah.” Yoonhae lets out a weak laugh. “That’s just something that happens when I’m concentrating on something. I don’t really know why.”

      Han-gil’s shoulders tense. “Are you reading me right now?”

      Yoonhae shrinks in on himself. “No, not exactly.”

      The light is red at the intersection in front of them. Han-gil pulls the car to a stop and turns to look directly at Yoonhae, his gaze expectant.

      Yoonhae meets his eyes for only a moment before he looks down at his lap. “For me, other spiritual presences are normally just a generalized feeling of pressure,” he says slowly. “I don’t perceive any details most of the time. In order to read anything like thoughts or emotions, I’d have to make an actual connection. It’s—I don’t know personally what it feels like from the other side, but you would definitely notice it.”

      Han-gil’s hands relax their grip on the steering wheel a fraction. “So then, what’s the flickering thing?” he asks.

      Yoonhae twists the strap of his seat belt between his fingers. “Well, even without making a connection, if I just concentrate on someone’s spirit energy a little more, the pressure becomes more distinct, and I can start to make out things like textures and temperatures as well. Nothing more than that, though. It’s just that my spirit energy always shifts to match with whoever or whatever I’m focusing on, no matter what. I’m sorry.”

      “It’s fine,” Han-gil says. He would be a hypocrite if he blamed Yoonhae for doing essentially what Han-gil does 24/7 without even needing to concentrate.

      The synchronization part is unusual, though. It reminds Han-gil of how people will sometimes imitate or mirror the body language of someone they’re talking to without realizing. He wonders if it’s the same thing.

      But that would mean—

      “Wait, so that geosmin smell—that’s me? You’re mirroring me?” Han-gil asks incredulously.

      “Geosmin? No, it’s—” Yoonhae cuts himself off, his eyebrows going up a little in realization. “Ah, so for you, it’s smells?”

      Han-gil makes a noncommittal noise. “Sometimes. Smells and tastes. Sounds too.” He pauses. A part of him is curious and wants to ask Yoonhae to describe what texture he perceives Han-gil’s spirit energy to be. That seems a bit too personal of a question to ask someone he’s only just started speaking to as of today.

      “Kim Han-gil-sshi, the light is green,” Yoonhae says politely.

      Han-gil jolts. “Right, sorry.” He pulls his gaze away from Yoonhae and back onto the road in front of him.
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            Needles Buried in the Sand

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a strange thing for Yoonhae, seeing Kim Han-gil again like this. Yoonhae has spent so much time trying to make sure their paths never crossed in any way, doing everything in his power to stay out of Kim Han-gil’s sight. The memory of the last time they exchanged words all those years ago in that hospital room looms over Yoonhae still.

      But then Kamiki Azuna contacted Yoonhae and told him her brother was going to be taking on a worm spirit all by himself and needed help. So here Yoonhae is, following several steps behind as Kim Han-gil leads him through the hallways of the Seyang Gardens Le Ciel complex to Lee Junhee and Hwang Dohyun’s apartment.

      They come to a stop outside of the apartment door. Yoonhae can feel a soft pressure from some kind of a ward or spiritual barrier. It’s barely perceptible, almost like the sensation of a gentle breeze. The moment they cross the threshold, however, Yoonhae suddenly feels the full force of pressure from the ward. He turns around in surprise, facing the door again. Now that he’s standing on this side of it, it feels like he is physically being pushed back into the apartment.

      “Yeah, there’s a door god charm here from that talisman maker, Zhao Yichen,” Kim Han-gil says. He lifts the embroidered tapestry hanging on the inside of the door to reveal a peachwood board underneath it that is decorated with an intricate painting of what appear to be two Chinese deities. “I think Lee Junhee set it up so the menshen would protect the rest of the apartment building from her,” he adds. “There are some other talismans along the hallway, too, that I’m pretty sure were meant to suppress both the worm spirit’s energy and hers as well.”

      Kim Han-gil’s face twists into a sorrowful grimace. Yoonhae agrees with him.

      They walk further into the apartment. On the left is the kitchen, on the right is the living room area with a flat-screen television, a couch, and a balcony. Straight ahead is the hallway, lined with two doors on the sides and one door at the very end. Yoonhae can feel the sense of gravity coming from the hallway, the kind of feeling that makes his body feel the slightest bit heavier as he draws nearer.

      Kim Han-gil comes to a stop in the center of the apartment, equidistant from the kitchen space, the balcony, and the hallway. He reaches into his pants pocket and draws out a straw effigy doll around the size of his palm.

      “I also wanted to follow up on this,” Kim Han-gil says, holding up the doll. “Zhao Yichen mentioned Lee Junhee purchased bulk orders of straw effigies like this one from his shop on a regular basis. If she was stockpiling them, they might be hidden somewhere in the apartment.”

      Yoonhae watches as Kim Han-gil reaches into one of his jacket’s inner pockets and draws out a bright red origami butterfly. It radiates a subtle vibration of pressure that almost tickles. Han-gil presses the piece of origami to his lips, whispering into the paper.

      The red butterfly flutters to life, taking to the air and flapping in tiny circles in front of him.

      The humming pressure is more resonant now, like a sound so deep Yoonhae can feel it in his chest. He can’t resist. He concentrates just a little bit more on Kim Han-gil’s spirit energy again and—

      It’s like standing in a sunbeam, bright warmth he can feel on his skin, but at the same time, he feels the light pinprick droplets of drizzling rain. Like a sun-shower.

      Yoonhae notices Kim Han-gil glancing back at him—clearly, he’s noticed. Yoonhae ducks his head sheepishly and drops his concentration, the sun-shower draining from him in an instant. A habit, he called it earlier. But Yoonhae is also guilty of finding that bright warmth and soothing rain comforting. Even though that comfort isn’t his to reach out for.

      Kim Han-gil seems to shrug off the distraction easily enough. He extends his hand that still holds the straw effigy to the butterfly. The paper construct alights on the straw doll and balances there for a moment as if learning the effigy doll’s “scent,” before taking to the air once again.

      The red butterfly circles the room, first in wide cursory arcs as it surveys the space before it seems to zero in on something and makes a beeline for the air vent at the base of the far wall. The butterfly lands on the outside of the vent’s grille, fluttering its wings insistently.

      Yoonhae follows Kim Han-gil as he goes over to kneel on the floor by the wall. The paper butterfly flies back into his hand, its wings going still once more before he tucks it back into his jacket’s inner pocket. He glances briefly at Yoonhae before he hooks his fingers into the slats of the vent cover and pulls. The grille is loose, the screws there just for show, and the whole thing pulls out with ease.

      Behind the vent grille is a box made of peachwood. It seems perfectly innocuous. Yoonhae can’t detect anything from it. Kim Han-gil seems to feel similarly, judging by his slightly puzzled expression and furrowed brow as he drags the wooden box out and sets it on the floor.

      The instant Kim Han-gil opens the box, resentful energy comes pouring out. All at once, the air around the box feels laden with pins and needles. Yoonhae recoils. Kim Han-gil scoots backward as well, throwing a hand over his nose and mouth as if to try and shield himself from inhaling noxious fumes.

      The whole interior of the wooden box is scorched black. Tucked inside are bundles of unused effigy dolls, still wrapped in Zhao Yichen’s store packaging. There is also a pile of dolls that have clearly seen some use, going by just how much concentrated, resentful energy is leaking from them.

      “Well,” Kim Han-gil says, lowering his hand from his nose. He turns over the lid of the box he’s still holding. “This explains how we didn’t notice this earlier, at least.”

      There’s an ornate bronze mirror on the lid’s underside. It’s not any kind of talisman Yoonhae recognizes.

      “I think it’s designed after a fangzhu—‘the mirror that collects dew from the light of the moon,’” Kim Han-gil explains. “Although, in this case, it looks like this mirror was collecting resentful energy and keeping it contained.” He sets the mirror lid down on the floor and scoots closer to the box with a grimace. Whatever kind of a smell he must be perceiving, he’s pushing through it.

      Yoonhae braces himself and moves closer as well, resisting the instinct to flinch away from how sharp the air feels.

      Kim Han-gil swipes a finger along the inside of the box. It comes away coated in black soot. “Wood charcoal,” he says. “Also explains how the box was so good at absorbing and containing all of this.”

      He reaches inside again, this time to pick up one of the used effigy dolls. He scrutinizes it, the furrow in his brow returning in full force. “Hey, that synchronizing thing you can do,” he says. “Can you do it from just the spirit energy inside of something? Or does it need to be the actual person’s soul?”

      Yoonhae sits up a little straighter. “I can read whatever is there,” he says.

      Usually reading talismans can be a bit limited, but it looks like Lee Junhee was using these dolls as surrogates for herself, treating them like vessels for her resentful energy so she could keep siphoning it out of herself.

      Kim Han-gil places the straw doll in Yoonhae’s hand. Yoonhae stifles his reaction to the needle-sharp sensation of the straw making direct contact with his skin.

      “She poured a lot of herself into these,” Yoonhae murmurs. He forces himself to wrap both hands around the straw doll, breathing through the piercing-stabbing feeling as he concentrates. Until finally, he is no longer putting up anymore resistance. The needles sink right into him. And then—

      Like cool, fine-grain sand. Untouched by the sun. The needles are still there, mixed in with the sand. They slide even deeper into him and—

      He remembers gripping this straw doll so tightly his knuckles went bloodless and white, the straw creaking under the strain. His hands shook from the tension, the force of frustrated, concentrated violence inside of him that made him want to rip the straw doll in half, to strangle it, dismember it, mutilate it in all the ways that would make it hurt, to enact whatever vengeance he could, because—

      “It’s not fair,” Junhee whispers.

      Yoonhae sees himself—sees Lee Junhee, dragging armfuls of used-up straw effigies to the roof, dumping them into the steel drum up there and setting them aflame, like a criminal trying to hide the evidence of a crime, trying to erase her sins. But even as she watched the flames eat away at the straw, cleansing them, cremating the resentment bottled up inside, she couldn’t help but wonder why she needed to do this at all. Why did she have to hide it? Why did she have to do so much to kill these feelings, scraping them out of her soul like a poison?

      She remembers getting slapped in the face and being dragged across the kitchen floor by her hair, her legs frantically kicking underneath her to try and ease some of the agony ripping through her scalp; her boyfriend Dohyun telling her she should be more grateful for him because, “Who else is going to love someone like you?” And deep down, she believed him. Still believes him.

      She remembers endless hours in the office, her love of creation eroding under the relentless crunch of overwork. She’d look up over her computer monitor and smile at Go Jae-eun sitting across from her, commiserating over their matching dark circles under their eyes. Until one day, Jae-eun didn’t show up for work. Her boss, Oh Byungchul, ranted all day about how young people were all so entitled and lazy, with no respect for their colleagues, and thought they could get away with not pulling their own weight. But it turned out Jae-eun wasn’t guilty of any of those things. He was just dead.

      Distantly, Yoonhae can hear the gutted noise of someone sobbing.

      And then there was Junhee’s father, his eyes cold and face like stone as he said, “Well, then my son is dead. I don’t know you, get out of my house.” She turned to look at her mother, begging, pleading for just the smallest bit of understanding, even just a scrap of pity.

      Junhee will never forget how it felt when her mother looked away, refusing to meet her eye.

      She hates them. She hates them all so fucking much and it’s not fair not fair not fair—

      Yoonhae feels a touch on his hands, a gentle tug at the straw doll he has in a stranglehold. His head snaps up, teeth bared at whoever dares to touch him, tears streaming down his cheeks. “Why do I have to be the one to die?” he whispers hoarsely.

      “Shin Yoonhae,” Kim Han-gil says. He pulls on the doll again.

      But Yoonhae doesn’t let go. Not yet. Because underneath it all, there’s a glimmer of something else. Something important.

      Yoonhae sifts through the cool sand, in among all the needles and barbs of resentment, he finds that important something, a cluster of thoughts and feelings that’s weathered and worn, beaten down and pounded by waves of time and suffering and heartache. It’s like touching his fingertips to a piece of sea glass, a thing that had once been sharp, all of its cutting edges now made gentle and smooth.

      “Shin Yoonhae, that’s enough,” Han-gil says.

      Yoonhae blinks. His face is wet with tear tracks. His throat feels like it’s been scraped raw from his uncontrolled sobbing. The needles slide back out of his skin, Lee Junhee’s spirit draining from him like the sand from a broken hourglass.

      Han-gil is gentle as he eases the straw effigy out from Yoonhae’s grip. “Are you okay?” he asks.

      Yoonhae swallows. “It’s her parents,” he says. “She’ll go after her parents next.”

      “Got it,” Han-gil says. “Do you know which one she’s going to first?”

      Yoonhae wipes his face with his hands. “I don’t know. Her feelings about her mother and father are all twisted together. I just know it’s them.”

      “Okay. That’s fine. We can work with that.” Han-gil grips Yoonhae by the arm, about to pull him to his feet.

      “Wait,” Yoonhae says.

      He takes one of the blank effigies from the peachwood box. Then he reaches back for the effigy doll Kim Han-gil took from him, pressing his fingers into the straw. He digs through the sand and the needles until he finds that smooth sea glass fragment again.

      “Got it,” Yoonhae whispers, gripping it tight.

      He pulls it out of the old effigy, physically drawing his hand away from it as he does so, before shifting his focus to the blank new straw doll instead. He wraps both hands around it as he carefully lays the fragment inside.

      “What is that?” Kim Han-gil asks.

      Yoonhae blinks, staring down at the straw doll as he struggles to articulate its contents into a sequence of words.

      The fragment had been entangled with many sharper thoughts and emotions. Things like: I’m so sick of this, I hate them so much, Why should I keep protecting them, and I don’t want to do this anymore. But buried underneath all that bitterness was a feeling like a quiet, persistent heartbeat.

      “‘I don’t want to hurt anyone,’” Yoonhae translates haltingly. “It got drowned out by all of her resentment, but it was still always there.”

      Kim Han-gil makes a tiny, wounded sound, his expression crumpling under the weight of a memory—Yoonhae thinks he has an idea of which one.

      “I’m sorry,” Yoonhae says.

      Kim Han-gil shakes his head, either in response to Yoonhae or simply to try and dislodge the memory that seems to have taken hold of him. “It’s fine. We should get going,” he says. He hauls himself up from the floor. “I have access to the addresses of all of Lee Junhee’s family members. We can figure out a plan on the way over.”

      Yoonhae nods, following quietly.

      He probably shouldn’t have said anything. It will only make it harder if they can’t save Lee Junhee in the end. Still, he cradles the effigy gently in his hands before slipping it into his pocket. The fragment seemed important. Something worth preserving.

      If Lee Junhee does die, Yoonhae thinks at least someone should know about the parts of her that were kind.
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      With how many scraps of Oh Byungchul’s soul were left over from the worm’s last attack, Han-gil would normally guess that they should have at least a couple of days before the worm needs to feed again. But considering how quickly Lee Junhee went after Oh Byungchul in the first place, Han-gil suspects this is less about hunger and more about spite, which makes things a lot more difficult to predict.

      To make matters worse, while Lee Junhee’s parents are still married, Lee Jangmi and Lee Kangdae live separately in different apartment buildings over an hour’s drive apart.

      Han-gil and Yoonhae drive to each of the parents’ apartments and set up some of Han-gil’s “alarm bells.” Five braided cords for each parent—four set at equidistant points in a radius around the building and one hidden near the main entrance. Luckily, there is a decorative potted plant in the entry area of both buildings, which makes it a lot easier.

      Han-gil’s kumihimo cords are based on the traditional Korean color spectrum, all of them in varying shades of the five cardinal colors and their variants. Aqua, maroon, magenta, green, and amber for Lee Junhee’s mother, Lee Jangmi. Black, white, red, indigo, and canary yellow for the father, Lee Kangdae. Han-gil splits them between his arms—the cords for Lee Jangmi join Dajung’s sunflower yellow cord on his left wrist, Lee Kangdae’s go on his right. It’s not the most crowded his arms have ever been, but it’s getting there.

      Then he drives himself and Yoonhae to the midpoint between the two apartment buildings and finds parking at a nearby convenience store.

      Any one of the strings will react the moment the worm spirit comes within range, at which point they’ll know which direction Lee Junhee is coming from and, more importantly, which parent she’s targeting next.

      But until then, they can only wait.

      It’s quiet in the car. Unlike Wonshik, who prefers to fill the air with inane chatter, Yoonhae gives off an almost polite silence even as his soul sings its gentle glass harp melody. It would feel peaceful if Han-gil wasn’t already on the knife’s edge of adrenaline and anxiety.

      It’s killing him a little that he and Yoonhae can’t just split up and watch over each parent’s address separately. But though Shin Yoonhae is an effective spirit medium and channeler, he has no offensive or defensive capabilities to speak of.

      Also, when Han-gil texted Azuna earlier with the most recent updates, she replied immediately with, Don’t even think about splitting up. As if she could read his mind from across the sea. Han-gil tries not to roll his eyes. In fairness, the last time they had to split up, Han-gil ended up with broken ribs and a concussion. But still.

      His phone lights up in his hands with another text message from her.

      You should eat something.

      Han-gil snorts. Azuna sees and hears all, as always. He can picture her deadpan expression.

      Under normal circumstances, he would probably heed her advice and order some jjajangmyeon from the nearest delivery place—it’s the classic food to have while on a stakeout, after all—but he honestly thinks he might throw up if he tries to eat anything right now. He does consider running into the convenience store to grab a drink packet of some kind, but the fear of not being ready to start driving the instant one of the kumihimo cords starts reacting keeps him in place.

      Han-gil fiddles with the brightly colored strings a little, making sure they’re all lying flat. He has his jacket and shirtsleeves rolled up so he can see the cords clearly at all times.

      He notices Yoonhae watching him.

      “The second any of the strings go off, we’ll head straight over,” Han-gil explains. “The possession victims always move on foot, so we should be able to get there in time.” Hopefully. It’s still a bit of a distance, hence Han-gil’s anxiety-induced nausea.

      Yoonhae blinks. “Ah. Yes, of course.” He looks away.

      Han-gil noticed him staring earlier as well, back when they were setting up the alarm bells, and Han-gil first rolled up his sleeves. It occurs to Han-gil, as he twists one of the brightly colored strings back and forth, that Yoonhae was probably focused more on the many scars crisscrossing Han-gil’s arms.

      It makes sense. It’s not like Yoonhae’s ever seen the extent of Han-gil’s injuries before—they were all covered in bandages the last time they saw each other.

      The thick lines of scar tissue cutting across Han-gil’s forearms and his right hand have faded considerably over the last sixteen years. The angry reddish purple is now a pale, silvery color. They still look worse than they normally would—Han-gil’s skin just doesn’t heal very well.

      He traces his thumb along the slash mark on the palm of his right hand. There are some smaller scars on his fingers as well, but those are less noticeable. He considers trying to say something, to address it somehow, but he thinks calling attention to it might only make it worse.

      Instead, Han-gil pulls a bundle of bujeok out from his jacket’s main inner pocket. The paper talismans are folded up and slightly crinkled at the edges like a wad of bills. The spells are Han-gil’s design but are bolstered with the sharp ozone of Azuna’s spirit energy.

      “Here,” he says, dividing the bundle and handing one half to Yoonhae. “These stasis wards should be able to hold it. So long as one of us can get close enough.”

      Yoonhae accepts the paper talismans, his head bowed.

      “If the worm’s already split itself and infected the parent by the time we get there, we might need to multitask,” Han-gil adds. “There’s enough power in these wards to burn out a smaller worm entirely, so you should be fine on your own while I go after the main host.”

      Yoonhae’s brow creases. “Kamiki Azuna-sshi told me very explicitly that we should not split up under any circumstances.”

      Of course she would tell Yoonhae as well. Han-gil just makes a dismissive, noncommittal sound.

      He’s spared from needing to elaborate further on that particularly stunning counterargument by the sound of his phone buzzing. Wonshik is calling—Han-gil realizes with muted guilt and surprise that he’d completely forgotten about his coworker and partner.

      “Hey, so I finally found that dashcam footage you asked me to search for,” Wonshik says. “I thought you might want to check it out?” His tone sounds odd.

      Han-gil’s phone pings with a link to a video file.

      The video segment starts at 3:19 in the morning with a clear view of the apartment complex’s parking lot. There is a woman in a white dress standing in frame, facing away from the camera. She has long black hair that reaches midway down her back. Her arms are flat at her sides as she waits there, unmoving.

      At 3:23 AM, Hwang Dohyun slams into the pavement just ahead of her.

      She still doesn’t move.

      Han-gil doesn’t expect her to. He drags his finger across the screen, skipping forwards.

      At 3:42 AM, she finally turns away from the body, and her face becomes visible to the camera. It’s Lee Junhee. Her expression is blank.

      Han-gil closes the video and presses the phone back to his ear.

      “Great job finding this,” he says. “This helps a lot.”

      “Does it?” Wonshik asks. His voice comes out a couple pitches higher than normal. “Because I don’t really understand what I’m even looking at.”

      “We have visual confirmation that Lee Junhee was not responsible for Hwang Dohyun’s death in any way. She was on the ground when he jumped, and she didn’t go anywhere near him. We can remove her from the person of interest list now.”

      What isn’t shown in the video is what happened to Hwang Dohyun’s soul during the time Lee Junhee’s body was just standing there. But that’s irrelevant. The important thing is, however this case ends up resolving, Lee Junhee won’t be faced with any criminal charges.

      “Well, I guess,” Wonshik says. “But—”

      “It’s just like you said,” Han-gil cuts him off. “Just a normal suicide. Thanks for tracking down the footage. I’ll take care of all the paperwork from here.”

      He hangs up.

      “Do you really believe that?” Yoonhae asks.

      Han-gil turns to find Yoonhae looking straight at him, his gaze intent. “What?” Han-gil says.

      “Do you really think she holds no responsibility at all for what happened to Hwang Dohyun?”

      Han-gil stares at him. “It wasn’t her. She was possessed. You saw all of those wards she set up in her apartment. And you said it yourself, she didn’t want to hurt anyone.”

      There’s a tightness around Yoonhae’s eyes. “You can’t know that for certain.”

      Han-gil presses his thumb into the scar on his right hand with more and more force. “What are you trying to say?”

      “Even Lee Junhee isn’t certain,” Yoonhae says. “She hates them so much—she’s wanted to kill them with all her heart for months. She might have tried to bleed off the resentful energy, but that feeling came from her, not the worm. The worm is still limited to manipulation and suggestion.”

      Han-gil’s thumbnail digs into the scar on his palm so deeply he imagines the old scar splitting back open again. Like taking a seam ripper to his old wounds.

      Yoonhae says, “There are some people who wouldn’t cross that line on their own, but they’ve always wanted the excuse. Even a passive participant isn’t completely blameless.”

      On some level, Han-gil does understand. The last worm spirit’s chosen host was a man who resented a young woman for turning him down so much that he stabbed her eight times in the bathroom of Changshin Station. He went on to stalk and murder three other women before Han-gil and Azuna caught him. It’s hard to think of that as being only because of the worm’s involvement.

      But if it’s not, if it really is because of something inherent in the host—

      “So you’re saying my mom tried to kill me because she always wanted to,” Han-gil hears himself say. “She was just waiting for an excuse.”

      Yoonhae goes still.

      Han-gil can barely think over the pounding in his ears.

      “Let me ask you this,” he snarls. “All the worms we encounter use subtle manipulation and kill their prey indirectly. So why was my mother so different?”

      Yoonhae meets Han-gil’s eyes. “Because it was ravenous. I’d been starving it for four years, and it was out of its mind.”

      They lapse into silence. Han-gil is incandescent. Yoonhae is a voiceless ghost.

      The magenta cord on Han-gil’s wrist sears hot, the threads beginning to fray and unravel. So Lee Junhee’s next target is her mother then.

      Han-gil starts the car and peels out of the convenience store parking lot.
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      Han-gil’s car is parked illegally and crooked, but he doesn’t really give a shit.

      They tear into the apartment building lobby. For a moment, Han-gil is ready to throw himself through the door to the stairwell and run because surely the elevator can’t move fast enough, but Lee Junhee’s mother lives on the nineteenth floor.

      The magenta cord on his wrist has completely disintegrated. The amber cord is blackening, the fibers splitting apart and crumbling as if they’re being devoured by a flame.

      Han-gil slams his hand into the elevator buttons so hard he nearly cracks the plastic.

      The slow progression of dinging sounds as they ascend the floors one by one is painfully at odds with the drawn bowstring of Han-gil’s nerves.

      “Fuck.” He almost forgot.

      He draws his retractable utility knife from the back pocket of his pants and slashes open his index finger.

      Yoonhae makes a noise of protest. Han-gil ignores him, writing the protective ward against possession across his own forehead with his blood. Then he turns to Yoonhae.

      “Hold still,” he orders. He reaches forward and sweeps Yoonhae’s hair back from his forehead.

      “You don’t have to—”

      Han-gil doesn’t even bother telling him to shut up, focusing on painting the symbols onto Yoonhae’s skin. His hand might be bleeding a bit more than he planned—he put more force into that cut than he should have, but it works out. He’s bleeding enough for the both of them.

      “Just because I’m pissed at you doesn’t mean I’m going to let you go in there unprotected,” Han-gil mutters, stepping away.

      Yoonhae ducks his head, his bangs falling back into place.

      The elevator doors open just as the last threads of the amber cord snap apart.
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      They find Lee Junhee standing alone in her mother’s kitchen. She is still wearing her shoes, not having bothered to take them off when she came in. Much like Han-gil and Yoonhae hadn’t.

      She’s taller in person. Her long black hair hangs loose and spills over her shoulders. Her white shirt dress is decorated with flower chains embroidered in pink and baby blue thread. Just like the stitching on the stuffed rabbit she made for Dajung.

      But unlike with the rabbit, Han-gil can barely make out any trace of the freshly cut grass fragrance of Lee Junhee’s soul. It’s been completely drowned out by the smell of the sea. The air of the apartment is thick with the acrid, sulfuric smell of decaying marine plant life like a mist of sea spray has filled the space. Han-gil can taste salt in every breath he takes in.

      Lee Junhee’s head turns in their direction, alert to the sound of their movement, but her eyes don’t track them at all.

      Her mother, Lee Jangmi, is nowhere in sight.

      “Lee Junhee-sshi,” Han-gil says.

      She smiles.

      “I grew up here, you know,” she says.

      She walks along the side of the kitchen island, her hand sliding across the countertop.

      “This is our old apartment, from when we were a ‘family.’ I don’t know why she kept it when all she ever wanted to do was forget and pretend I never happened.”

      She chuckles, still moving across the kitchen.

      “I didn’t expect it to smell so familiar, I got distracted. But I have to start heading down.”

      Her hand finds the handle of the biggest kitchen knife. She draws it from the knife block.

      “My mom could be hitting the ground any minute now. I don’t want to miss it.”

      Han-gil turns and meets Yoonhae’s widened eyes. He can see the rapid-fire series of conflicting thoughts cross Yoonhae’s face. It’s dangerous. Yoonhae doesn’t want to leave Han-gil alone with her. But they have to save all the people that they can.

      “Go,” Han-gil barks.

      Yoonhae hesitates for just a second before his jaw tenses, and he grabs Han-gil by the hand, shoving the straw effigy doll he took from Lee Junhee’s apartment into Han-gil’s palm.

      “Be careful,” Yoonhae says before he bolts for the door, sprinting out into the hall.

      “So, you’re siding with her too,” Lee Junhee says.

      “I’m not taking sides.” Han-gil slips the straw effigy into the back pocket of his jeans for now. Instead, he reaches into his jacket’s inner pocket and draws out a sheaf of crimson origami butterflies. “I’m going to save you both.” He palms a stasis ward talisman in his other hand.

      Lee Junhee bursts out laughing.

      “I know you don’t want to hurt anyone,” Han-gil continues. “All those months, you did everything you could to try and keep the worm under control.”

      Lee Junhee smiles brightly. “That’s right. I spent so long saying that to myself. ‘I don’t want to hurt anyone. I would rather die.’ Over, and over, and over again.”

      She shuffles toward where he’s standing.

      “But after a while, I started to wonder,” she says, her eyes wide and glassy. “Why do I have to be the one to die? It’s not fair. They should be the ones to die, not me.”

      Han-gil watches as she adjusts her grip on the knife.

      “I’m the monster that has to be stopped. They get to be the innocent victims that need to be saved,” Lee Junhee whispers. “What about me, though? Who saves me?”

      Han-gil whips out his hand, releasing his shikigami butterflies into the air, where they come to life and swarm Lee Junhee in a flurry of paper wings. She raises her arms to shield her face. Each butterfly trails behind it a thread of Han-gil’s binding spell, and together, the swarm winds around Lee Junhee, creating an invisible net to hold her in place.

      Han-gil dashes forward—if he can just get a stasis ward on her, he’ll be able to get the worm to go dormant, at least temporarily. He’s almost close enough when Lee Junhee turns toward him, dropping her arms.

      A pale blur of jagged teeth bursts through her face as the worm spirit lunges at him.

      The bloody symbols on Han-gil’s forehead burn to life, his anti-possession wards holding fast, but the force throws him backward and sends him slamming into the wall.

      He wheezes, getting up on his hands and knees as he tries to force air back into his lungs. He remembers only now that he gave the omamori Azuna made for him to Dajung, which makes charging straight at the worm’s host significantly harder. He really should ask Azuna if she can make him some extra backups for next time. If he doesn’t die here.

      In his peripheral vision, Han-gil can see the clouded glass-like body of the worm lashing like a whip as it retracts back inside Lee Junhee’s body.

      Then, slowly, she starts to walk toward him.

      Han-gil slices a hand through the air in front of him, trying to draw a boundary line to keep her away. But he can’t concentrate, can’t breathe—the only thing he can see is her getting closer and closer.

      She looms over him now, the edge of the kitchen knife glinting in the light, and suddenly Han-gil is twelve years old, and he is cowering, holding his arms up as his only shield, begging for it all to stop.

      Han-gil reaches into his back pants pocket and finds the effigy doll. He yanks it out and shoves it in Lee Junhee’s face, pressing it to her forehead.

      She freezes.

      “‘I don’t want to hurt anyone,’” Han-gil recites, gasping. “This is yours. This feeling is from you.”

      The straw doll feels hot in his hand.

      “Before it all got distorted and twisted,” he says. “Back when you set up all those wards and burned all those effigies. When you made that rabbit for Dajung. You wanted to stop it. You wanted to protect them.”

      “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” Lee Junhee echoes.

      She steps back.

      “I don’t want to hurt anyone,” she says again. “I would rather die.”

      She digs the knife’s edge into the side of her neck and pulls.

      Arterial blood spurts like a fountain.

      It’s all over him, his clothes, his face. It’s all he can smell. He can taste it on his lips. A static sensation presses up behind his eyes like a dull roar.

      Han-gil is covered in his mother’s blood. Her body hits the floor like a discarded puppet.

      Distantly, Han-gil recognizes through the roaring in his head that Yoonhae is running past him, moving to kneel beside Lee Junhee’s collapsed form. Her white dress is soaked through, the delicate flower chains drowned in red. Yoonhae clamps his hands over the wound on her neck. Stop the bleeding. Pressure on the wound.

      Han-gil doesn’t know if it occurred to him to try and put pressure on his mother’s wound. He can’t remember if he froze up or if it was a conscious choice.

      His throat is sandpaper, shallow rapid breaths scraping it dry. He can’t feel his hands, his fingers are numb and refuse to respond. He’s far beyond the point of trying to breathe on a count of four.

      “Call 119,” Yoonhae is shouting. He isn’t looking at Han-gil. He’s screaming at the open hallway door, at the neighbors.

      Perhaps he’s recognized that Han-gil is not someone who can help anybody.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            That Night

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, Han-gil’s mother came into his room holding a kitchen knife.

      He’d been at his desk, doing his homework. He remembers turning at the sound of his door being opened and asking if she needed help with preparing dinner.

      When she swung the knife at him, he raised his hand up in front of his face purely as a reflex.

      It took him a moment to understand what had just happened before he processed the searing agony in his palm from where the knife had split the skin and muscle at the base of his thumb.

      He toppled out of his desk chair, trying to scramble away, but his mind didn’t know where he should go, and his limbs wouldn’t cooperate.

      When his mother turned to Han-gil, it was not to look at him—her eyes were glassy and sightless—she was tracking the sound of his sobbing.

      She swung the knife at him over and over. He held up his arms as a shield, wailing as the blade sliced through his skin, severing muscle. Han-gil begged and pleaded. He said, “Mom, please stop, it hurts.”

      And she stopped.

      She lowered the knife.

      She knelt in front of him and reached out a trembling hand that was covered in Han-gil’s blood.

      He didn’t move. Didn’t breathe. He felt her fingertips touch his forehead as she drew the symbol of protection against possession there with his blood.

      Han-gil thought, for one stupid moment, that maybe it was over. Maybe it would be okay now.

      His mother whispered to him, "I’m sorry. I love you. Be good.”

      Then she slashed her own throat.
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            Dried Blood

          

        

      

    

    
      Han-gil is sitting in one of the plastic chairs in the hospital hallway, staring down at his bloody boots. He can feel the blood drying on his face and in his hair, crusty and flaking.

      One of the nurses gave him butterfly stitches on the finger he had sliced open to paint the anti-possession wards. It’s almost funny to Han-gil—blood all over him from head to toe, and yet the only injury he actually has is a tiny little cut.

      He hears footsteps drawing nearer, echoing in the empty hall. An equally bloody pair of sneakers comes to a stop a short distance from where Han-gil’s legs are sprawled out.

      He looks up.

      Shin Yoonhae stands in front of him, waiting to be noticed, as always. Now he truly matches the part of a silent ghost, blood all over his face, his hands, and his clothes. The carnage shows up dramatically on his light gray sweatshirt, the front and sleeves are soaked all the way through, the vivid red growing darker as the blood dries. It’s less obvious on his sweatpants, which are a darker gray, but the bloody patches that stain them are huge, spanning from his knees to his ankles. He’d been kneeling in the pool of Lee Junhee’s blood the entire time they’d been waiting for the ambulance to arrive.

      “You lied,” Han-gil croaks. “You said that effigy doll contained her will not to hurt anyone.”

      Yoonhae meets Han-gil’s eyes. “It did. She said it herself, ‘I don’t want to hurt anyone. I would rather die.’”

      “You knew she’d try and kill herself,” Han-gil says. It’s meant to be an accusation, but his voice comes out hollow and frail.

      Yoonhae doesn’t respond.

      Lee Junhee was still breathing when the paramedics arrived, her breaths rapid and extremely shallow, but she’d been completely unresponsive. Her surgery is still ongoing.

      “What, you think she deserves it?” Han-gil asks bitterly. “Because she resented the people that hurt her? Is that it?”

      Yoohae doesn’t even blink. “It was better than her killing you.”

      Han-gil stares at him.

      “Fuck you.”

      Yoonhae inclines his head. “I’m glad you’re uninjured. But I’m sorry for what happened. And for the bad memories it might have brought up.” He bows.

      Shin Yoonhae doesn’t get on his hands and knees this time; he simply bows at the waist. But it’s too many similarities for Han-gil  to handle, even with the differences. A hospital hallway instead of a room, Lee Junhee instead of Han-gil’s mother.

      Han-gil wants to scream, but that would complete the recreation of the scene, and he doesn’t want any more reminders right now.

      Instead, he covers his face with his hands and whispers, “Get the fuck away from me.”

      Shin Yoonhae leaves without another word. Ever the obedient ghost.

      At least there are no white chrysanthemums this time, Han-gil thinks dimly.
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      Han-gil wishes his memory of that night ended when his mother’s body hit the floor.

      He lay collapsed on the floor of his room, staring at the massive red pool spreading from his mother across the hardwood. It started to overlap with the puddle of his own blood. His arms were still bleeding profusely, his mind growing hazy.

      The next moment, he was looking up at his mother’s ghost as she stood over the empty shell of her corpse. She gazed down at her blood-coated hands before she turned to Han-gil, an unreadable expression on her face.

      But before Han-gil could try and speak to her, a pale wormlike shape began to emerge from her dead body on the floor.

      It was a semitransparent cloudy white, like a moon jellyfish. Its slender body writhed and coiled, winding around itself. Han-gil looked at what he could only assume was the spirit’s head—smooth and featureless, no eyes or eye sockets—and he realized that all of his mother’s vision problems had been because of this wormlike thing that had burrowed into her soul, like a parasite.

      The worm spirit’s head split, jaws opening to reveal a gaping maw lined with long, glassy teeth. And it lunged.

      Ghosts cannot speak. They cannot communicate in any form of human language. So Han-gil’s mother couldn’t say anything to him. She couldn’t tell him to look away, or to close his eyes.

      The ward against possession she painted on Han-gil’s forehead kept him safe, but he was too weak from blood loss to move. He could only watch as the worm devoured his mother’s soul, shredding her apart, piece by piece.

      Even though ghost voices can’t be heard, Han-gil could see his mother was screaming the entire time.
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      Han-gil hears more footsteps coming down the hospital hallway. A different pair of shoes stops in front of him. Black patrol boots, just like Han-gil’s, only these ones don’t have any blood on them.

      This time, Han-gil doesn’t look up.

      “So, you and I are both suspended,” Wonshik says.

      A better person might apologize for getting their partner in trouble. Han-gil is too tired and hollowed out to be a better person right now.

      “Seriously, how has the captain not fired you yet?” Wonshik says.

      That startles a bark of laughter out of Han-gil. “Honestly? I think it’s just pity at this point,” he says. Even if Captain Yeo has some amount of personal experience with the supernatural, there has to be a limit to how understanding a person can be. Han-gil scrubs at his face with the back of his sleeve.

      There’s a pause. Wonshik shifts his weight from one foot to the other.

      “The day I got assigned as your partner,” Wonshik says. “The other detectives at the station all got together and made me a ‘condolences’ card. They have a running bet for how long it’ll take before I request a transfer like your last partner did.”

      Han-gil knows. “They always do,” he mumbles.

      They say Han-gil is bad luck, when they’re being kind. They also call Han-gil a walking calamity. And they’re right.

      During the Changshin Station case, Han-gil’s old partner Kang Seongmin got fed up with Han-gil’s constant unexplained solo detours and absences. He tracked Han-gil down, stumbling right into the middle of Han-gil and Azuna’s operation in the process, interrupting the trap they’d laid for the worm spirit. The worm’s host broke free and stabbed Kang Seongmin before escaping again.

      Wonshik would be better off transferring right now, before anything happens. Han-gil’s already given him adequate reason, and the captain is used to processing transfer requests from Han-gil’s partners by now.

      “The thing is, if you’d just told me you were going after Lee Junhee, I would’ve backed you up,” Wonshik says.

      Han-gil finally lifts his head, his skull heavy like a stone. He meets Wonshik’s eyes.

      He doesn’t know what Wonshik sees, if Han-gil is making any kind of facial expression that says one thing or another. He doesn’t know what kind of response Wonshik might be searching for.

      Wonshik sighs, “I can’t do anything to help if you don’t tell me anything.”

      Han-gil lowers his gaze back to the floor, to the tops of his blood-encrusted shoes.

      He doesn’t watch Wonshik leave, just listens to the sound of his footsteps echo and fade down the hallway.

      If Wonshik does request a transfer now, he’ll set the new record for shortest time putting up with being partners with the walking disaster. Han-gil hopes he does. Choi Wonshik deserves better than him.
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      “Well, the city’s not in ruins, I’ll give you that.”

      Han-gil’s head shoots up.

      Azuna stands in the hallway, her black pantsuit just slightly creased from her flight. The only thing that telegraphs her fatigue is the way she leans on the handle of her rollaway briefcase, using it as an armrest.

      “Hey,” he rasps.

      She walks up to him and nudges his shoe with her own.

      “Stand up,” she says.

      He drags himself upright. He’s barely on his feet when she grabs him and hugs him tight.

      “Noona, I’m covered in blood,” he says.

      Azuna thwacks him on the back.

      “You’re an idiot, Gil-ah,” she says. She doesn’t let go.
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            A New Plan

          

        

      

    

    
      Azuna hands Han-gil a new omamori that is vibrant with the scent of a storm brewing in the mountains. He clutches it tightly. The humming promise of lightning is reassuring against his skin.

      “I checked in on Lee Jangmi,” Azuna says. “Shin Yoonhae was able to intercept her on the roof and subdue her with the bujeok you gave him. She’s clean, the smaller worm was eradicated. She’ll have some body aches and fatigue for the next couple of weeks, but otherwise, she’s fine.”

      Azuna pauses, looking into Han-gil’s eyes. “Lee Junhee’s surgery went well. They were able to stabilize her, so she’s been moved to a recovery room. But you need to prepare for the very real possibility that she is still going to die.”

      Azuna says this in a very soft voice because she knows that Han-gil feels like he might break. But she still says it because she knows that he won’t. Sometimes Han-gil wishes his sister would believe in his mental fortitude just a little bit less.

      She’s right, though. Shin Yoonhae put a stasis ward on Lee Junhee while they were waiting for the paramedics, which has kept the worm in check for now, but that’s a stopgap measure at best.

      Han-gil’s stasis wards are of a unique design. He created them to induce a freezing effect on the possession victim’s soul, slowing the flow of their spirit energy pathways to the point of suspended animation. This, in turn, triggers a state of dormancy in the worm spirit.

      But the human soul can’t withstand being in this state for long. Especially Lee Junhee, who is already so weak. They probably can’t afford to leave her in stasis for more than a couple of days without causing severe damage, but—

      “She won’t survive an exorcism,” Han-gil says. His voice is brittle, his lips dry and cracked.

      Azuna nods. “And even if she were strong enough to withstand it, the preparations for the ritual are still going to take time.” She grimaces. “Even just finding a location to use is probably going to take longer, after what happened with the Rainbow Hotel.”

      They burned a lot of bridges in the spiritualist community by getting the Rainbow Hotel shut down, even if it was only temporarily. “A police officer got stabbed here by a wanted criminal” is not the kind of attention any business owner wants. Finding a location provider willing to risk dealing with Kim Han-gil and Kamiki Azuna right now is probably going to involve Azuna pulling a lot of strings. But Lee Junhee doesn’t have that kind of time.

      Han-gil wants to deny it. He wants so desperately to have something else to say, a different answer for this merciless equation. But his mind whirs and spins its wheels and comes up with nothing.

      “I can take it from her,” Shin Yoonhae says.

      He’s washed the blood from his hands and face, his hair still wet and dripping. It looks like he’s attempted to wash his sweatshirt as well, the light heather gray garment now dark and sodden with water, bundled up under his arm. There’s probably just as much blood on the black thermal shirt he was wearing underneath the sweater, but it’s less obvious. Less of a nightmare to look at. He stands several paces away from them, not making any move to come closer.

      “It would be the same as it was sixteen years ago, when I was possessed the first time,” Yoonhae continues, keeping his eyes down. “Once I have it, I can keep it in stasis indefinitely. You’ll be able to complete your preparations without any time constraints, and you can perform the exorcism ritual on me whenever and wherever would work best.”

      “What,” Han-gil says.

      Yoonhae’s eyes flick up to meet his, offering him a rueful smile before he looks away again. He fidgets with the cuffs of his thermal shirt, twisting his fingers into the fabric. “There is still the chance that the worm might not want to risk trying to jump to a new body, though,” he continues. “Once the stasis ward is lifted, it might choose to stay with Lee Junhee’s body and feed off of her soul first to regain some of its strength before moving on.”

      “I can take care of that. Especially with your skill set, we can easily disguise you as more attractive bait,” Azuna says, as if she’s already agreeing to this plan like it’s not insane.

      “Wait,” Han-gil says. “Are you serious?”

      Of the cases of worm possession Han-gil and Azuna have pursued in the past, the times they’ve been able to attempt a full exorcism are comparatively low. But every instance has demonstrated how delicate the process needs to be and how painfully unforgiving the margin for failure is.

      Yoonhae keeps his gaze on the floor. “I can do it.” He speaks softly, but there is a resolute certainty in his words.

      “It’s a solid plan,” Azuna says.

      “Can I talk to you for a second,” Han-gil hisses at her in Japanese.

      Azuna exhales through her nose but allows him to pull her aside, moving them farther down the hallway. Yoonhae stays behind without a word, rooted to the floor like a location-bound ghost.

      “Are you sure about this?” Han-gil asks.

      Azuna looks him in the eyes. “If we want to save Lee Junhee’s life, it’s the only option we have left.”

      “But—” Han-gil trails off. It’s true, he can’t argue with that. But still.

      It’s not enough to perform a standard exorcism on the worm to try and force it out. The parasite, when pressured, will seek refuge further inside the host, and will only cause further damage to the person’s soul as it burrows in deeper and deeper. Even if the worm is eventually extracted by force, it thrashes and resists the entire time, shredding the host’s soul on the way out.

      Han-gil and Azuna have tried removing the worm while both the host and the worm were under a stasis ward. The two people they successfully exorcised using this method survived, but both of them have remained comatose ever since and haven’t shown any signs of improvement. Their newest exorcism method is different. It’s based on Han-gil’s idea for a better-tailored way to address the delicate conditions of a worm possession, but—

      “We’re not even sure it’s going to work,” Han-gil says weakly. They haven’t exactly been able to run a test trial on anyone.

      Azuna sighs. “I know. But Shin Yoonhae is the one person who’s been possessed by a worm spirit, gone through an exorcism, and lived. He says he can do this, and I think he’s right.”

      But what if you’re wrong, Han-gil thinks helplessly, trailing after Azuna as she walks back over to where Yoonhae stands waiting.

      She says to Yoonhae, “I do have to warn you, it won’t be like a normal exorcism. This new method is like trying to get something to jump out of a pot by boiling the water that’s inside. Only in this case, you’re the pot and the water, and you’re not supposed to boil.”

      Han-gil watches Yoonhae for his reaction.

      “It’s going to hurt,” Azuna says.

      Yoonhae just smiles. “No, it won’t,” he says.
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            It Came from the Sea

          

        

      

    

    
      Yoonhae remembers loving the ocean.

      It was his second home, his other house. His grandmother was a haenyeo, a free diver of Jeju. Even though her hair was almost all silver, she still went out every day, diving and collecting abalone and other prized seafoods. Yoonhae loved to tag along with her. He couldn’t swim out as far as her and the rest of the free divers, but he liked to think he was helping by at least keeping them company.

      He would sit in the sand at the bottom of the shallows and gaze up at the sunlight filtering through the water’s surface, a gentle radiance that shimmered and twisted with the waves. He liked to stay down there, testing how long he could hold his breath. His goal was to last three minutes. His record was only two minutes and fifteen seconds.

      That day, he was sitting there in his favorite spot with his legs crossed, ankles hooked under the corner of an overhanging rock to keep himself anchored.

      Then something found him.

      It was like a thread running through the spine of his soul snapped. He could no longer feel the cold of the ocean around his body. There was no pressure, no weight to the water overhead. He couldn’t feel the sand under his feet. When he panicked, his lips parting in shock, seawater rushed into his mouth, but he tasted nothing at all.

      He shoved away from the seafloor, kicking frantically to the surface. He didn’t notice the impact of his legs slamming into the jagged edge of the stone on his way up, scraping both of his shins.

      He breached the surface of the water and ran up the shore.

      He doesn’t remember if he said anything—if he was screaming for help in his panic or if the all-encompassing fear had sealed his voice.

      All he knows is that he tore his feet raw and bloody from running and running. But he didn’t feel a thing.

      Later, Yoonhae told his grandmother that at least he was able to keep his sight. He tried to smile as he said it because he knew he had to be brave. He doesn’t know if he succeeded. His grandmother just kept sobbing, clutching his hands in hers.

      He thought she was probably holding his hands very tightly because he could see that her knuckles were white and her fingers were trembling, but he wasn’t sure. He was just doing his best to guess.

      He has not been to the ocean since.
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            Blood in the Sink

          

        

      

    

    
      Yoonhae is cold as he sits in the passenger seat of Kim Han-gil’s car. Even from the short walk from the hospital to the car in the parking lot, Yoonhae’s one thermal shirt is not enough to hold up against the late autumn chill. His sopping hair and the cold, wet sweater draped over his arm certainly don’t help.

      Kamiki Azuna parted ways with them back at the hospital to go and make some last-minute hotel arrangements. Normally, it seems she stays with Kim Han-gil when she’s visiting Seoul, but they’ve all come to the consensus that Yoonhae will be staying with Han-gil while Azuna goes through the preparations for the exorcism. Yoonhae feels equal parts guilty and grateful for this. He hates to inconvenience anyone, but he also would rather not be alone, at least initially. It’s been sixteen years since he’s had to live with this. He’s not sure if he remembers how.

      Yoonhae crosses his arms over his chest, hugging himself against the cold. The motion causes his blood-encrusted shirt to pull, scraping against his skin. He tries not to wince.

      He hadn’t really been thinking when he’d gone to the hospital’s bathroom to try and clean himself up. He’d washed his hands, his face, but when he found himself looking up into the mirror, he was overcome by just how much blood had drenched through the pale gray fabric of his sweatshirt. The smell of it was suffocating, so he pulled the sweater over his head and crammed it into the sink, flooding it with tap water.

      Yoonhae can still remember the warm blood soaking into his sleeves as he desperately pressed his hands over the gash in Lee Junhee’s neck, trying to keep pressure on it. She looked up at him, and their eyes met just for a second before the blood loss set in, and she was too delirious to focus on anything at all.

      Yoonhae wraps his arms around himself a little tighter.

      Kim Han-gil glances at him, before reaching over to crank up the heat in the car.

      “So,” Han-gil says slowly. “Once you have the worm, you’ll be—?”

      “Most likely, all of my senses will shut down, yes,” Yoonhae says. “If it goes just like before.” He laughs slightly. He’s not sure why. It’s more of a reflex than anything at this point.

      It won’t be for long, though, he reminds himself. Just a couple of weeks. He can survive that. Compared to four years, this should be nothing.

      Kim Han-gil adjusts his grip on the steering wheel. “I see,” he says.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The first thing Yoonhae notices about Kim Han-gil’s apartment is how strongly protected it is. The wards encircling the space are heavy with a tingling pressure that thrums with energy, like static in the air before a lightning strike. Yoonhae recognizes it as Kamiki Azuna’s unique texture of spirit energy.

      There is a moment of awkwardness when Yoonhae and Han-gil enter, both of them struggling in the entry area as they try to remove their blood-encrusted shoes. Han-gil, in particular, has to fight with his bootlaces, the dried blood making them especially difficult to loosen.

      Han-gil sends Yoonhae off to shower first, pointing him in the direction of the bathroom.

      Instead of a typical wet bathroom like in Yoonhae’s apartment, Han-gil has a bathroom with a more Western-inspired design. There is a glass partition around the shower area, and there are two floor drains, one in the shower and one directly beneath the sink. The plastic shower slippers at the door are familiar enough, at least. Yoonhae slips them on absentmindedly.

      He stands there, taking everything in. It belatedly occurs to him he has no other clothes to change into. The three of them had agreed that the transfer of the worm from Lee Junhee to Yoonhae should happen as soon as possible, so Yoonhae hadn’t even thought about trying to fit in a quick trip back to his own apartment to grab some things.

      There is a knock on the door shortly before it swings open a crack. Han-gil’s arm shoves through with a bundle of clothing clutched in his hand.

      “You can borrow these,” Han-gil mumbles. He waits like that, holding the clothes out like an offering.

      Yoonhae shakes himself and accepts them with a softly spoken “Thank you.”

      Han-gil closes the door again.

      Yoonhae runs his fingers through the fabric of the loaned clothing. Han-gil has given him garments very similar to what Yoonhae was wearing before—sweatpants and a long-sleeved t-shirt. They’re well worn, the old material now smooth and soft. He savors the comforting texture for a moment before setting them carefully on the countertop of the bathroom sink.

      Stripping off his blood-covered clothing makes Yoonhae feel a bit like a snake shedding an old skin made entirely of a scab he’s finally able to rip off. While he’d done his best to drown himself in the hospital bathroom sink, there is still plenty of blood that runs off him in the water that spirals down the drain in the shower floor.

      Yoonhae slips quietly out of the bathroom, carrying his bundle of bloody clothes. He’s not really sure what to do with them at this point. He supposes he could still try hand-washing them, but they might be a lost cause.

      He finds Kim Han-gil sitting on the floor of the living room area, undertaking the arduous process of emptying every single one of his bloodied jacket’s many pockets.

      Yoonhae watches with fascination as Han-gil keeps pulling out different kinds of talismans and materials, laying them on the floor around him in a sprawling array. Yoonhae can’t tell for certain, but he suspects the jacket must have at least twenty pockets.

      Han-gil reaches into the small zippered pocket on the jacket’s left upper sleeve and pulls out a single plastic package of green-grape-flavored hard candy. He stares at it with a total lack of comprehension. It’s very apparent to Yoonhae that Han-gil has no idea how he came into possession of such a thing and also has no idea how long it’s been in that pocket. After another couple of extra seconds, Han-gil appears to give up on figuring it out. He sets the candy aside amongst the chaotic pile of spiritual items he’s dumped on the floor around him.

      Seemingly having emptied out the last pocket, Han-gil lifts the jacket up by the shoulders and gives it one last shake. He looks up, finally noticing Yoonhae standing there. Their eyes meet, before Han-gil drops his gaze down at the blood-covered clothes Yoonhae is holding.

      “I can take that for you,” Han-gil says. He hauls himself up from the floor, jacket in hand.

      Yoonhae hears possibly every joint in Han-gil’s body make a slew of dull cracking sounds as he stands up. Han-gil acts like he doesn’t notice, either because he genuinely doesn’t register it, or he’s willfully ignoring it. He plucks the laundry from Yoonhae’s grasp and adds his own jacket to the bundle before going over to the kitchen sink.

      Han-gil stops briefly to move the empty coffee pot sitting in the sink out and onto the countertop before he plugs the sink and shoves the clothes inside. He turns on the tap, running cold water over the pile. Then he pulls a jug of what looks like white vinegar from one of the kitchen cabinets and dumps a healthy amount of it into the sink that is gradually filling with water. He swishes the water and vinegar around a bit until he deems the water level high enough and turns off the faucet.

      He fiddles with the hem of his shirt, and for a second, Yoonhae thinks Han-gil might just strip and dump his own clothes into the sink as well right here and now, but Han-gil seems to think better of it. He turns back to face Yoonhae.

      “It’s been a bit, so it might not get all the blood out now, but it’s worth a shot,” he says, waving a hand over his shoulder at the whole sink situation behind him. He looks Yoonhae over. “I can lend you a jacket, too, hang on.”

      He briefly disappears into what is presumably his bedroom, returning with a black hooded soft-shell jacket that he hands to Yoonhae.

      It’s one of those jackets that has a fluffy sherpa lining the inside of the hood and torso. Yoonhae rubs his fingers into the soft material.

      “Anyways, I’ll just—” Han-gil makes a vague gesture in the direction of the bathroom.

      “Right, of course. Excuse me,” Yoonhae says quickly, moving out of the way.

      But as Han-gil goes by, he hesitates. “Are you really sure about this?” he asks.

      Yoonhae blinks. “I’m sorry?”

      Han-gil doesn’t look at him, instead staring down at his hands. He grips his right hand in his left, dragging his thumb along the scar that cuts across the span of his palm.

      “The new exorcism method Azuna was talking about—she didn’t mention we haven’t actually used it before,” Han-gil says. He traces the line of the scar back and forth. “We were going to try to exorcise the possession victim from our last case with it, but—” He glances at Yoonhae briefly, before looking back down again. “I’m sure you heard about what happened.”

      Yoonhae is familiar with the story. As well as all the more dramatic versions of events circulating through the gossip mill.

      Han-gil says, “In theory, the new method should work. But that’s all it is. Just a really elaborate theory.”

      Yoonhae is certain if he said he didn’t want to do this anymore, Kim Han-gil would accept his decision without question or any resentment. That is why Yoonhae says, “Thank you. I understand and accept the degree of risk involved.”

      Han-gil sighs, his shoulders slumping. “What about your family? Is there anyone you want to contact before we do this?”

      The words in case something happens and you won’t be able to speak to them ever again, go unspoken.

      “Not really,” Yoonhae says.

      He’s not necessarily on bad terms with his mother and father—they call him on his birthday, he calls them on the Lunar New Year—they’re just not extremely close. He loves them, of course, and they tell him they love him too. He just thinks all those years of having to do so much to take care of him simply took their toll.

      In just one afternoon on a perfectly sunny day, Yoonhae went from being a “normal” child to having multiple disabilities and chronic conditions. Suddenly, his parents had to check him for injuries every day to see if he’d accidentally bitten his tongue or lips, scratched his eyes, or broken any bones. They took his temperature regularly, monitoring him for any signs of illness because he wasn’t able to tell if he wasn’t feeling well.

      Yoonhae thinks his parents’ refusal to accept that his condition could be permanent was something of a survival mechanism. They focused solely on keeping their son healthy and whole, and on finding a cure. It’s probably also why they never learned more than the bare basics of Korean Sign Language. Because why learn something like that when this was all just temporary?

      Yoonhae has so many memories of watching his parents talking to each other, unable to really follow any of what they were saying. Lipreading has always been difficult for him.

      He was loved. He understood that. But it was in the way that a precious, delicate object was loved. So he got very used to not talking to his parents about anything.

      He thinks his grandmother would have tried to learn sign language, but she passed away only a few months after his last day in the sea.

      To Kim Han-gil, Yoonhae says, “If something does happen and I am deceased or permanently incapacitated, I would prefer if you kept the truth from my parents and provided them with an easier explanation that has no mention of spirits.”

      His parents have more than earned the right to have some peace of mind when it comes to their son. He can give them that, at least.

      Han-gil blinks, uncomprehending. “‘An easier explanation?’” he echoes.

      Yoonhae nods. “Yes, I would like to avoid bothering them unnecessarily.”

      Han-gil stares at him. “I see,” he says, very slowly. He looks like he might want to say something else, but can’t figure out how to phrase it.

      Yoonhae tilts his head to one side, eyeing the clock on the wall. “We’re supposed to meet up with Kamiki Azuna-sshi at the Le Ciel Apartment Complex in less than an hour now, are you going to have enough time to get ready?”

      Han-gil jolts. “Right, I’ll just—” He gestures awkwardly in the direction of the bathroom door behind him. “Feel free to sit down. There’s a couch,” he says to Yoonhae. Then, almost as an afterthought, “Also feel free to grab a drink from the fridge, if you want.”

      Yoonhae feels the corner of his mouth twitch a little. He gets the impression Han-gil has a basic understanding of what hospitality is supposed to look like but has never had to act it out in real life before.

      Rather than say anything else to try and conclude this thread of conversation a little less awkwardly, Han-gil settles for a single tacit nod at Yoonhae before walking backward into the bathroom and closing the door immediately.

      And so, Yoonhae is left to his own devices.

      He takes a second to hug the jacket Han-gil has lent to him, burying his face into the fluffy sherpa lining of the jacket’s hood. Yoonhae likes soft and warm things. And maybe he can admit to himself that he’s also trying to gather as much sensory comfort as possible, like he’s making a mental archive to help tide himself over for the weeks to come.

      That justification is more than enough to embolden him to go over to the coffee table where Kim Han-gil’s talismans and works in progress are all laid out among piles of materials.

      Sheets of design notes have spilled from the table and are strewn across the floor. Yoonhae doesn’t even try to read them, Han-gil seems to randomly alternate between writing in Korean and Japanese, and either way, his chaotic handwriting is difficult to decipher. But even at a glance, Yoonhae can tell Han-gil’s approach to designing spiritual constructs is very unique. It’s unsurprising, considering how much technical knowledge he demonstrates. Yoonhae smiles at one of Han-gil’s particularly frustrated notes that devolves into scribbles and then random doodles halfway down the page.

      There is a pile of red origami butterflies lying in the center of the cluttered table. Yoonhae picks one of them up, cradling the paper butterfly in his hands as he lets himself bask in the sun-shower contained inside. Part of him wishes he could wrap himself in it like a blanket.

      That’s when he notices something else. Something faint and barely there.

      Yoonhae circles around the square table, stopping in front of one table’s drawers. He shouldn’t. He knows that. But somehow, he finds himself opening the drawer anyway.

      Inside, there is a fan, a rattle of bells, and some ceremonial knives. He recognizes them as the tools of a mudang’s trade. In the middle of it all is a framed photograph of a woman Yoonhae only got to meet twice. His hand hovers above the glass-covered photo, his fingertips just short of touching it.

      Kim Iseul was only thirty-three years old when she died. In just six years, Yoonhae will be the same age, and after that, he’ll always be older than she ever got to be.

      His hand shifts, passing over the fan, the bells, and the bronze knives. There is a flicker of spirit energy lingering inside each of them, but not enough for him to get anything more than the almost intangible feeling of his hand moving through a plume of smoke.

      He hadn’t been able to sense Kim Iseul’s spirit energy in either of the memories he has of her. Just like so many of his other senses, his ability to perceive spirits and spirit energy had also been muted and shut down, so he never got to know what hers was like. He wonders if it was anything like Kim Han-gil’s warm sunshine and rain.

      Yoonhae thinks about Lee Junhee, and how hard she tried to keep the worm spirit inside of her from hurting anyone else. He thinks about her thoughts coming from that breaking point of exhaustion, where all that’s left is a voice inside saying, “I can’t do this anymore.”

      When he was eleven years old, that exact same voice inside of him said, “I can’t, I can’t, I just can’t anymore.” It whispered, “Please, please, someone take this problem away from me.”

      He got his wish. Kim Iseul took the problem away from him. And then she died. Someone died just because Yoonhae was tired.

      He closes the drawer.

      He does not have the right to be forgiven yet.
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            A Paper Mask

          

        

      

    

    
      The disguise ward is a blank white mask made of paper and wood. It is mostly featureless, with only two slits for eyeholes. The spell runs in three vertical lines down the mask, one line cutting through each eye, the line running down the center ends in a rounded hollow at the center of its forehead.

      Han-gil stands off to the side of the playground outside the Le Ciel Apartment Complex as Azuna kneels in front of Dajung, showing the little girl the mask.

      Even after showering and changing clothes, Han-gil still can’t seem to get away from the lingering smell of blood. He even swapped out his bloody boots with his off-duty sneakers. He’s pretty sure it’s just in his head at this point, but part of him is still self-conscious and hesitant to get too close to Dajung, just in case she can smell it, too. He keeps imagining her looking up at him and asking, Why do you have Junhee-eonnie’s blood all over you?

      A guilty conscience is a powerful thing.

      Shin Yoonhae stands a couple paces further behind Han-gil, still keeping a respectful distance.

      Dajung turns the smooth paper mask over in her hands. Apple is tucked against her side, the plush rabbit’s paws hanging over the crook of her elbow, head tilted, as if Apple is also examining the disguise ward with curiosity.

      “Is it my fault Junhee-unnie got hurt?” Dajung asks Azuna. “Was it because she was protecting me?”

      Han-gil’s throat goes dry. He is hyper-aware of Yoonhae’s presence behind him, his ears straining to detect any kind of reaction. But aside from the soft music of water on crystalline glass, Yoonhae does not make a sound.

      “No. It’s not your fault,” Azuna says. Her voice is gentle. “She wanted you safe more than anything.”

      “But I want her to be safe, too,” Dajung says.

      “Of course. That’s why we need your help. Even if it might seem scary.”

      Dajung peers down at the mask. “So I just prick my finger on a needle, like the princess in Sleeping Beauty?” she says.

      Azuna smiles, “Almost. But you’re doing this to help save your unnie. That makes you more like the prince, doesn’t it?”

      That gets a tiny giggle out of Dajung.

      Azuna always seems to know how to help someone be brave. Even back when Han-gil was first adopted into the Kamiki family, and all he could do was sit curled up in the corner of his room, week after week. Azuna kept coming to see him. She dragged him outside to see the koi pond, the garden, until one day they discovered a bird’s nest together on the house grounds, and Han-gil found himself smiling for the first time in months. It was like Azuna saw him and decided she was going to make him live like a person again, no matter how impossible that had felt to him back then.

      Dajung holds the mask to her face with one hand, Apple still tucked securely in the crook of her arm. The mask is too big for her, designed to be worn by an adult. It makes her look even smaller. She offers her other hand to Azuna.

      Azuna draws a small plastic vial from her suit jacket’s inner pocket that has a sterilized needle inside. She takes Dajung’s hand, delicately pressing the needle’s point into the side of her fingertip. A bead of blood swells up from the puncture point in her skin.

      Azuna raises Dajung’s hand up, to press to the forehead of the mask, right where the hollowed indent is. The blood is vivid against the white of the mask, and its smooth surface soaks the blood up greedily, leaving only a brilliant red stain blossoming at the center like a third eye.
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      It’s unnerving, looking at Yoonhae wearing the mask. It’s even stranger to see him and hear Dajung’s wind-in-the-reeds sound instead. If Han-gil closed his eyes, he would swear that Da-jung was walking together with him and Azuna down the hospital hallway right now. He supposes that’s the point.

      It took Yoonhae less than a minute of holding Dajung’s hand to synchronize with her. Concentration melted away into serenity as his soul became a whisper of breeze rustling in the reeds instead of musical water and crystal. He’s been holding pattern flawlessly since. Han-gil suspects Yoonhae could maintain it indefinitely.

      Yoonhae is carrying a bouquet of daffodils this time, the warm sunshine of the flowers a bright contrast to the white paper mask on his face.

      The three of them come to a stop just outside of Lee Junhee’s hospital room.

      Azuna hands Han-gil one end of a long black kumihimo cord, holding onto the other. “Remember, don’t let go of it, and don’t make a sound,” she says.

      Han-gil winds the cord around his hand several times, gripping it tight. He feels the wards of concealment envelop him like a sudden chill.

      Yoonhae enters the room first. Han-gil and Azuna follow several paces behind, shifting to stand in the corner, unseen.

      Lee Junhee lies prone in the hospital bed, a cervical collar stabilizing her neck that’s wrapped in fresh gauze. Glowing script from Han-gil’s stasis ward hovers in the air just above her sternum, the cold ozone of Azuna’s spirit energy embedded in the spellwork remaining steadfast. The smell of seawater and brine is muted, still present, but subdued. Even though the paramedics discarded the physical paper talisman, the contents of the spell are locked into Lee Junhee’s body.

      Amid the tense balance of spirit energies and the harsh antiseptic of the hospital room, Han-gil can only barely make out a trace of Lee Junhee’s cut grass smell underneath it all.

      “Junhee-unnie?” Yoonhae says, but it’s Dajung’s voice that comes from the mask, clear as a bell. “My mom told me you were hurt. I wanted to see if you were okay.” He sets the flowers down on the side table before he approaches the hospital bed.

      “I’ve missed you, Junhee-unnie,” Dajung’s voice says. “Get better soon so we can play again, okay?”

      Azuna holds out her hand, two fingers extended. She slices through the air. The glimmering stasis ward shatters like candy glass.

      Yoonhae’s head snaps backward like he’s been struck. He falls flat on his back, gasping as the wind is knocked out of him. The mask clatters across the floor.

      Han-gil also feels like he can’t breathe. Azuna is equally silent and unmoving beside him as they both watch Yoonhae’s every movement. The smell of the ocean and the wind-whispering reeds are gone. But the water glass melody he’s become so familiar with now also does not return. The abrupt loss feels like a ringing in Han-gil’s ears as if the hospital room has suddenly become a vacuum.

      Han-gil stares at the rise and fall of Yoonhae’s chest, but there’s nothing, just a static negative of canceled noise.

      Yoonhae starts to laugh. It’s a weak sound, more like a stuttering exhalation. “Got it,” he says.

      “Are you okay?” Han-gil says.

      Yoonhae doesn’t answer.

      Han-gil lets go of the black cord and goes over to Yoonhae. Azuna moves to check on Lee Junhee’s condition.

      “Hey,” Han-gil says.

      Still no response. Han-gil grabs Yoonhae by the shoulder and pulls him so he’s sitting upright. Finally, Yoonhae reacts, his head turning.

      “Yes?” Yoonhae says. His eyes meet Han-gil’s.

      “Are you okay?” Han-gil repeats. He strains to make out anything at all, but he can’t hear even an echo of Yoonhae’s soul. Just like sixteen years ago—it’s like everything inside of Yoonhae has been sealed away in an airtight jar.

      Yoonhae’s eyes flick down, focusing on Han-gil’s mouth when he speaks. He smiles helplessly. Han-gil notices there’s blood in Yoonhae’s mouth, in his teeth. He must’ve bitten his tongue or the inside of his mouth when he hit the floor. Yoonhae doesn’t seem to care. Or maybe it’s that he hasn’t noticed.

      “You’re bleeding,” Han-gil says.

      “I’m sorry,” Yoonhae says. “I can’t hear you.”
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            A Conversation

          

        

      

    

    
      With the worm spirit safely contained inside Yoonhae, they all leave the hospital together. Han-gil and Azuna stay close on either side of Yoonhae as they walk to the visitor’s parking lot.

      Han-gil watches Yoonhae stare at the pavement with a dogged focus, concentrating on each step. It’s like seeing a robot struggling to maneuver through all the complexities of bipedal walking, every movement a work of labored coordination.

      They arrive at Han-gil’s car. Yoonhae stumbles, tripping over his own feet. Han-gil grabs him by the shoulder to steady him.

      Yoonhae peeks up at him with a faint smile that is a cross between apologetic and embarrassed. “Sorry,” he murmurs. He’s speaking very softly, as if he’s afraid of talking too loudly.

      “It’s fine,” Han-gil replies reflexively, before he remembers again that he’s speaking to someone who is fully deaf right now. He grimaces.

      “Well, I should be getting back to work then,” Azuna says. “I trust you’ve got this handled?”

      Han-gil shoots her an incredulous look over Yoonhae’s head, with also maybe a hint of mild panic.

      “Okay, maybe not necessarily handled,” she amends. “But I know you’ll figure it out. I’m going to be a bit busy with setting everything up.”

      “A bit busy” is something of an understatement. In order to prepare for the exorcism, Azuna needs to go through a rigorous and rather time-consuming purification process and period of meditation. The space they’re going to use also has to be similarly purified and fortified, and there are materials they are going to need that will require a bit of travel. But before any of that can happen, they have to get approval for a space to set all of this up. Which means paperwork.

      “I can help,” Han-gil begins, but Azuna is already shaking her head.

      “Someone needs to stay with Shin Yoonhae,” she says. “Both to help him adjust and to monitor his condition.”

      “Then I can help you try and find a space, at least,” Han-gil offers.

      Azuna makes a face. “That will probably go better if I’m the one doing the asking.”

      Han-gil winces. It stings a little, but it’s true. It was the police involvement that got the Rainbow Hotel temporarily shut down, so the whole incident is largely seen as “that wannabe spirit detective Kim Han-gil’s fault.” A lot of Han-gil’s bridges with the spiritualist community are still in ashes because of that case.

      “Right, of course. That makes sense,” Han-gil says. He just feels so useless right now.

      Azuna reaches over and flicks him in the ear. “Stop that. It’s fine, I can take care of it.”

      Han-gil wrinkles his nose at her, mildly offended. In the corner of his eye, he can see Yoonhae glancing between them curiously.

      Azuna smiles. “Just treat me to some pork belly after this is over and we’ll call it even,” she says.
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      They make a quick stop at Yoonhae’s apartment on their way back from the hospital.

      Han-gil sits waiting in his car. Yoonhae had politely declined Han-gil’s offer to go up with him, saying it wasn’t necessary. Still, Han-gil wonders if he should have insisted on going anyway. Yoonhae’s gait and movements overall still look deliberate and careful, like his sense of balance and proprioception have been compromised. But he said he was fine.

      Han-gil massages the scar on his hand absentmindedly. He imagines Yoonhae might also like to have a moment of privacy before coming to stay with Han-gil for an indeterminate period of time. While they’re not exactly strangers, Han-gil doesn’t think they would qualify as friends. They’re barely work acquaintances at this point.

      Yoonhae comes back down with a navy blue duffel bag slung over one shoulder. Han-gil notes that the bag looks like it’s been packed with at least a week’s worth of time in mind. Possibly longer, if Yoonhae is one to travel light. It’s a sobering reminder of how Yoonhae is prepared to be living with this for however long it will take.

      Yoonhae smiles somewhat self-consciously. “I apologize for making you wait,” he says. “Thank you for accommodating me and giving me a ride here. I know this place is a bit out of your way.”

      It’s not actually that much of an imposition, Han-gil thinks. But he doesn’t really know how to convey that through gesturing.

      There is blood in Yoonhae’s teeth again. Either the cut on his tongue is still bleeding, or he reopened the wound at some point.

      Yoonhae notices Han-gil looking. He swipes a finger along the inner line of his lip and sighs when he sees it come away red.

      When they arrive back at Han-gil’s apartment, Yoonhae politely excuses himself to the bathroom.

      Han-gil hesitates before going into his kitchen. He walks past the sink that’s still full of vinegar-water-soaked clothing, heading instead to his refrigerator. There’s a small whiteboard stuck to the front of it, originally intended for keeping track of things like groceries or other kinds of to-do lists that Han-gil never manages to remember. He pulls the whiteboard from the fridge door, also retrieving the magnetic dry-erase marker.

      He writes How are you holding up? on the whiteboard as he walks back over to the bathroom. The door is ajar. Han-gil can hear the sink running inside.

      Yoonhae is leaning over the sink, rinsing his mouth. He spits blood and water into the sink before he straightens up, opening his mouth and scrutinizing the inside of it in the bathroom mirror. He sticks out his tongue, and Han-gil can see the cut on the side of it. It looks painful, but the bleeding seems to have mostly stopped.

      Yoonhae looks up into the mirror and notices Han-gil standing in the doorway. The polite smile slides back over Yoonhae’s face as he turns around. His eyes catch on the whiteboard in Han-gil’s hands.

      There is a moment where he just looks at it, not quite seeming to be able to read it. Han-gil’s pulse picks up for a second—his thoughts racing toward eyesight evaluations—when it occurs to him that Yoonhae might simply be having a hard time reading Han-gil’s messy handwriting.

      “Oh, I’m fine, I think,” Yoonhae says, deciphering the message on the whiteboard at last. “The cut doesn’t look too bad.”

      Han-gil nods and erases the message on the board. He makes as if to write another question, feeling like he should follow up with something else, but he pauses, the dry-erase marker pressed to the board but unmoving. He’s unsure of what else he should even ask.

      “That brings back some memories,” Yoonhae remarks.

      Han-gil looks up. Yoonhae’s smile is still in place, but an air of melancholy is weighing it down, turning the forced smile into something more desolate.

      “My parents used a whiteboard to communicate with me,” Yoonhae says. “It was easier for them, since they didn’t end up learning much sign language.”

      What do you mean they didn’t learn it, Han-gil wants to ask. You were deaf for four years.

      He imagines Yoonhae as a child, sitting and watching his parents speak to each other, waiting for them to write a message out on a whiteboard that he could actually understand. Perhaps Yoonhae’s habit of playing the silent ghost started all the way back then, always just patiently waiting to be noticed.

      Something must show on Han-gil’s face, because Yoonhae adds, “They were more focused on my physical well-being. I don’t think they had much time or energy left over to learn a whole new language on top of everything else.” He says this with such a calm, absentminded acceptance. Like he thinks nothing of it.

      Han-gil’s grip tightens on his dry-erase marker. He can’t believe he hadn’t thought about Korean Sign Language before now. He is careful to make his next written message on the whiteboard as clean and legible as possible, Are there any KSL signs I should know?

      Yoonhae blinks as he reads the message. “You don’t have to,” he says. “If you have any questions for me, you can just write them out like this, and I can answer them verbally.”

      It doesn’t seem right to just leave it at that, but Han-gil doesn’t want to ask further and risk being pushy, so he lets it go. It’s not like it’s Yoonhae’s responsibility to educate him or anything. Han-gil resolves to look up online resources for Korean Sign Language on his own.
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      Han-gil finishes rinsing out his and Yoonhae’s clothes that’d been soaking in his kitchen sink. The vinegar solution seems to have done its job, only the slightest bits of discoloration left. The rest should come out in the wash. He gives all the garments another once-over before tossing them into his washing machine.

      His task complete, Han-gil glances over at the living room area where Yoonhae sits on the couch by the coffee table, looking down at something on his phone screen. Han-gil takes a couple of shuffling steps toward the couch, before he hesitates, backtracking.

      Han-gil opens and closes his cupboard to check in on the status of his single packet of jjapagetti before moving on to the fridge, even though he already knows what’s inside. Its contents, the pile of drink packets and old jar of kimchi, still haven’t changed. He’s going to have to go grocery shopping or commit to ordering some actual takeout food.

      Han-gil calls over his shoulder, “Hey, what flavors do you—” before he stops, kicking himself. Instead, he grabs one of every drink packet flavor before heading back to the couch.

      Han-gil is halfway through laying the packages of jelly drinks on his coffee table when he remembers that on top of being unable to hear or have a sense of touch, Yoonhae also still can’t taste anything, so the flavor doesn’t matter.

      Yoonhae watches him with a bemused look on his face, his phone still in his hand. “No, thank you,” he says. “I’m fine.”

      Han-gil picks up the whiteboard. You should drink or eat something though, he writes, knowing full well how much hypocrisy he is putting forth into the world right now. He can practically feel Azuna looking at him with that judgmental expression of hers, from however many kilometers away she is right now.

      “Yes, well—” Yoonhae stops. “I’m sorry. I just . . . don’t really like gelatin?”

      Han-gil stares at him. You literally don’t have a sense of taste right now.

      Yoonhae flushes. “It’s not about the taste. I just don’t like the consistency,” he objects.

      Han-gil can’t help it, he starts laughing. It might be the sleep deprivation or just the overload of stress in general. He covers his face, trying to regain composure. He’s trying so hard not to be an asshole right now, and here he is, laughing at such a serious situation.

      But when he turns back at Yoonhae, ready to write an apology to him, Yoonhae is smiling too. There’s a warmth in his eyes—genuine delight and appreciation that Han-gil is so amused.

      Then Yoonhae’s phone starts ringing.

      It strikes Han-gil how strange it is to watch Yoonhae sit there with his phone in his hands, not hearing the chiming ringtone or feeling the phone’s buzzing vibrations.

      Yoonhae follows Han-gil’s gaze and jerks when he sees the contact name lighting up his smartphone screen. He accepts the call immediately and brings the phone up to his ear. “Yes, Sandara-sshi?”

      He stops abruptly. Han-gil sees the exact instant Yoonhae processes the major obstacle here. It makes Han-gil feel microscopically better about repeatedly making an ass of himself today. Apparently, it’s difficult for even Yoonhae to remember.

      “Ah,” Yoonhae says, awkwardly drawing the phone away from the side of his face, holding it more like a handheld radio instead. “I’m sorry, Sandara-sshi. If this is a call about my other work commitments, I think you will have to find someone to replace me. I know I postponed them very last minute, but the case I’m assisting on got somewhat complicated, and I will likely be out of commission for the foreseeable future.”

      Han-gil can hear the muted sound of Sandara’s voice from the other end of the line, but he can’t make out the words.

      “I plan to return to work as soon as the situation is resolved,” Yoonhae continues, not registering there are words being spoken at all. “Unfortunately, I can’t provide a definitive timeframe just yet. I apologize for the inconvenience.” He pauses. “Oh, also, I am completely deaf right now. So if there is anything you wanted to communicate in more detail, text or email would probably work better.”

      Sandara’s voice increases sharply in volume.

      Han-gil reaches over Yoonhae’s shoulder and taps the “speakerphone” button.

      “—is something you generally say at the beginning of the conversation, not as an afterthought,” Sandara says, with a mixture of exasperation and concern. At the same time, there is also a distinct fondness in her tone that Han-gil has not heard from her before. It makes him feel awkward, like he’s intruding on something personal.

      “Hello? Sandara-sshi?” Han-gil says. “This is Kim Han-gil. Sorry to interrupt, but if there are any immediate questions or concerns you want relayed, I can transcribe them and help you two communicate right now.”

      “Kim Han-gil?” she echoes. She sounds taken off guard. Then, she makes a noise that’s a cross between a laugh and a sigh. “That boy. He just dropped everything, saying he had a personal emergency. I should’ve known it was for one of your cases.”

      Just a few days ago, Han-gil would have told himself he didn’t know what she meant by that. He almost wishes he could still say the same. Instead, a sinking feeling of guilt is starting to settle into his stomach.

      “Your sister contacted me to ask about finding any possible locations for an exorcism. It’s for him, isn’t it?” Sandara says.

      The knowing tone in her voice makes Han-gil curious about what other kinds of trouble Yoonhae might have gotten himself into in the past. He’s becoming very aware of just how little he knows about Shin Yoonhae’s life.

      Han-gil says, “Yeah, he volunteered to have the spirit transferred to him.”

      Sandara lets out a dry chuckle. “Of course he did. And what’s his condition like?”

      Han-gil glances at Yoonhae from the corner of his eye and finds that Yoonhae is watching him intently, all his focus trained on the lower half of Han-gil’s face. He can’t tell if Yoonhae can actually read lips, or if he’s just trying to get even the faintest clue of what is being said.

      “He’s stable,” Han-gil says to the phone screen. “The worm’s fully contained and doesn’t seem to be causing him any harm for now.”

      “Well, he wouldn’t be able to tell even if it was, would he?” Sandara says flatly.

      Han-gil doesn’t know what to say to that.

      Sandara continues in a lighter, more casual tone, “Lucky for you, my Haerang would be happy to set up a time for you to use their clinic as a space for your exorcism. As early as you need it to be. So you can tell your sister she can move her timetable up.”

      Han-gil blinks. Dr. Nam Haerang is phenomenally difficult to get a hold of for even just a consultation. He’s never heard of a practitioner being allowed to go to them for something like an exorcism before. Sandara has been very strict about moderating and setting boundaries on the amount of interaction between her partner and the rest of the spiritualist community. On message boards, Sandara has said, I’m far too familiar with this profession and what it can do to people, and left it at that.

      As if hearing Han-gil’s surprise, Sandara says, “I’m allowed to play favorites. Just don’t go spreading it around.”

      “Right, of course,” Han-gil says. “Thank you very much, Sandara-sshi.”

      She makes an absentminded noise of acknowledgment. Han-gil can hear the sound of rapid-fire typing on a keyboard. “I’ll notify the other part-timers and settle his remaining work assignments. But tell Yoonhae I expect a proper phone call from him after this is over.”

      She pauses for a moment, the sound of her typing also going quiet. “I’m going to want my part-timer back, Kim Han-gil.” Her voice remains cordial, but there is a faint edge to it. “Try not to break him.”

      She was the one who had to smooth things over with the Rainbow Hotel, in the aftermath of the Changshin Station case, and she’d helped with a number of worm spirit cases before that. She knows how they often go.

      “Understood,” Han-gil says.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            A Quiet Moment

          

        

      

    

    
      Yoonhae has learned that Kim Han-gil has a propensity for watching nature documentaries. He always asks Yoonhae first if there’s anything he’d like to watch, and every time Yoonhae says he doesn’t have any preference. So, Han-gil passes the time with documentaries about bees, fungi, and humpback whales, the closed captions already turned on by default.

      The TV displays footage of a whale fall, a massive whale carcass decomposing at the bottom of the ocean. It is a feast for roaming scavengers, teeming with the slender gray bodies of wriggling hagfish and sleeper sharks.

      Han-gil sits on the floor on the opposite side of the coffee table. Yoonhae made sure to scoot over to the far-left corner of the couch to make room, but Han-gil just flapped a hand at him dismissively and plunked down on the floor in a half sprawl. Currently, Han-gil is holding a foam disk, using it like a handheld loom to weave an intricately braided cord. It’s a bit similar to the one Yoonhae recalls seeing Kamiki Azuna use at the hospital earlier, though the cord Han-gil is working on right now is more slender and is comprised of bright blue thread.

      Han-gil explained that not only have Sandara and Dr. Nam given them free-rein access to a secure location much earlier than expected, it seems the space at Dr. Nam’s clinic is already protected with significantly higher-grade protections than standard exorcism sites, which should also reduce the amount of time Azuna needs to spend on preparations. As a result, they should be able to perform the exorcism much sooner than they originally thought.

      The guilt over being an imposition quickly loses to Yoonhae’s immense gratitude and relief that this whole experience is going to be much shorter than he had mentally prepared himself for. It certainly doesn’t hurt that he’ll also get to see Dr. Nam. It’s been a while since he’s been able to visit them.

      Han-gil’s head snaps up suddenly in reaction to something. He twists in place, stretching his arm out across the table. Yoonhae realizes Han-gil is trying to reach for his phone without getting up from his spot on the floor, but the device is just out of range of his groping fingertips. Yoonhae moves to hand it to him, inadvertently glancing at the screen as he does so—“Choi Wonshik,” the screen reads.

      Han-gil seems genuinely surprised to see the name, staring at his phone for a couple of extra seconds before answering the call.

      Yoonhae tries not to make a show of staring, but he finds himself absorbed in trying to glean whatever he can from a conversation he has almost no way of being able to understand. He never was able to get the hang of lipreading. A lot of it has to do with being familiar with the speaker’s body language and mannerisms, but Yoonhae doesn’t spend much time looking at people’s faces in general.

      Han-gil mumbles all of his initial responses, so Yoonhae can’t even begin to guess at what he’s saying. Then Han-gil just sits there, listening. First he looks surprised, then pensive. There’s a hint of cautious hope in his eyes. Han-gil says something that might be “thank you,” and something else Yoonhae can’t figure out, before he ends the call.

      Han-gil turns to Yoonhae with a conflicted expression. He grabs the whiteboard and writes, Lee Junhee is awake, apparently. I’m going to go visit her. Do you want to come with me?

      Ah, so that’s what it was about, Yoonhae thinks. He guesses Choi Wonshik must have been the detective partner he saw Han-gil speaking with at that crime scene.

      “That’s all right. I will remain here. Please wish her well for me,” Yoonhae says.

      He wants to go, to get some kind of reassurance that Lee Junhee is alive and okay, but he doesn’t want to bring the nightmare sealed inside of him anywhere near her. Even with the worm locked away, it would be wrong to allow for even the slightest bit of risk.

      On the TV screen, a hagfish burrows deep inside the soft, ruined flesh of the whale corpse.

      Han-gil still looks conflicted.

      Yoonhae smiles. “Really, it’s fine.”

      And even if he did go, Yoonhae imagines getting only visual confirmation of Lee Junhee’s survival might not mean that much to him. Right now, his whole world is just a film reel of moving shapes and colors. No sound, texture, or smell, or any spirit sense of any kind. It’s like seeing the world of three-dimensional space flattened to only two dimensions. Everything is just a bit wrong and seems strangely far away.

      Han-gil is writing on the whiteboard again. Okay, I’ll be back soon. Text me if you need anything. He stops for a second mid-thought, pulling his phone up to tap something onto the screen quickly.

      “Of course,” Yoonhae says. He won’t, of course. He knows he won’t need anything.

      Han-gil nods, but there is reluctance and concern in every aspect of his body language. Throughout the process of getting ready to leave, he glances back at Yoonhae over half a dozen times before he finally heads out, and the door closes behind him.

      And so, Yoonhae is left to his own devices in Han-gil’s apartment again.

      Yoonhae looks down at the coffee table in front of him, the half-finished talismans, designs, and materials strewn across it. The foam disk Han-gil was using lies haphazardly on top of the lightly organized chaos; the braided-cord in-progress on it is already half a foot long. And in the center of it all is that same cluster of red paper butterflies.

      Yoonhae reaches to pick one of them up again. He moves slowly, staring at his hands like they belong to someone else as he wills his fingers to curl gently around the origami butterfly, careful not to exert too much force and crush it accidentally. He sits there, staring down at the paper butterfly, focusing on its bright red color.

      He can’t feel anything anymore. Not the sun-shower warmth of Han-gil’s spirit energy contained inside, the texture of the origami paper, or even just the weight of the butterfly in his hands. He knows there is a magnetism humming in the walls from Kamiki Azuna’s warded protections, but all of that is closed off from him now. It leaves the apartment seeming hollow. Even though nothing has changed.

      Yoonhae is suddenly very tired. Even so, he does not make any move to lie down on the couch. Because if he closes his eyes, he closes off his last major connection to the world around him, and then he really will have nothing to distract him from the fact that he is trapped inside of his own body.

      He has the worm sealed inside of him, but he is in here, too, right along with it. He can’t even feel where it is. Maybe it’s fully dormant and immobile, or maybe it’s writhing and squirming around inside of him, coiling around his soul.

      He tells himself it doesn’t matter what the answer is, because either way, there is no escape.

      It’s just a few more days, Yoonhae reminds himself. No matter how hard it is, this won’t kill him. So he’s fine.

      Yoonhae thinks about sun-showers and tries to conjure the memory of being warm.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            The Smell of Freshly Cut Grass

          

        

      

    

    
      Han-gil is lingering in the hallway just outside of Lee Junhee’s hospital room, because he’s a coward and he knows it. He checks his phone again, just to make sure he doesn’t have any messages from Yoonhae—whose phone number he has finally properly added into his phone’s contact list.

      The call from Wonshik earlier had been a surprise. Honestly, Han-gil had fully expected the next time he heard anything from his partner to be when Wonshik submitted his official request for a transfer.

      Instead, Wonshik had called and said, “Hey, so the thing is, I left my contact info with the attending nurse before I was told we were suspended. I didn’t think to update the hospital staff about it, though, so I guess they still think we’re on the case? Anyway, they just called me to say that Lee Junhee is awake and is in good enough condition for us to visit and get her ‘statement.’ Just thought maybe you’d like to know.”

      There were probably a lot of things Han-gil should have said. Apologies, definitely. Explanations, maybe. But he couldn’t even begin to articulate any of it, so he just said, “Thank you.”

      It didn’t seem like enough, but maybe it was because Wonshik replied, “Of course. I’m glad I could help.”

      Han-gil shakes his head. He doesn’t let himself think any further on that. It feels too much like hope and he hates doing that.

      He steels himself and knocks on the door to Lee Junhee’s room.

      “Come in,” Lee Junhee calls from inside.

      Han-gil shoves past the last bit of hesitation and steps through the doorway.

      Lee Junhee’s neck is no longer immobilized by a cervical collar. Her neck is still wrapped in gauze, though, and Han-gil imagines she’s meant to be keeping herself as still as possible. She seems like she doesn’t have the strength to lift a finger, let alone turn her head.

      Even so, her eyes widen in recognition when she sees him.

      “Well, this is awkward,” Lee Junhee croaks.

      But even though her physical body is weak, her soul blooms with the sweet smell of freshly cut grass, her presence gently filling the room with a feeling of spring and green. The relief hits Han-gil harder than he was prepared for, and he finds himself crossing the room on shaky legs to sit in the chair at her bedside.

      “I think I owe you an apology,” Lee Junhee says.

      Han-gil says, “No, I should be the one apologizing.” He pauses. “How much do you remember?”

      Lee Junhee averts her eyes. “Everything.” Her voice is quiet.

      “I see,” Han-gil says. The answer doesn’t surprise him, but he also doesn’t know how he feels about it, exactly.

      It’s so strange. After all these years, Han-gil finally has the chance to speak to someone who had been possessed like his mother was. And yet, now that he’s sitting here, he doesn’t know what to say. He doesn’t know how to ask something like, How much of it was you? How much of it was the worm? Do you even know?

      There’s a vase of flowers in the corner of Lee Junhee’s hospital room, an arrangement of purple hyacinths and cotton flowers.

      “Those are from my mother,” Lee Junhee says, following Han-gil’s gaze. “The nurses told me she came by while I was sleeping.” Her voice breaks.

      Han-gil looks back at her. Lee Junhee blinks rapidly, her eyes bright. She inhales shakily, before exhaling. By force of habit, Han-gil counts the seconds—Lee Junhee also seems to be measuring her breaths on a count of four.

      “I never stopped loving her, you know. My boyfriend, too,” she says. “And even when it got really bad, and I started hating them, I still—” She has to stop again, swallowing. “I think that’s why it hurt so much. And it just kept growing and growing until I just—It wasn’t that I wanted to kill them. I just needed it to end. And it felt like it would only end when everyone was dead.”

      Her next exhale comes out more like a stutter. Han-gil just barely recognizes it as her broken attempt at laughter.

      “Maybe killing Oh Byungchul was easier, by comparison. It was so much simpler. A friend I loved was dead, and there was someone alive who I could blame and hate, but I didn’t want this—”

      She’s crying now.

      Han-gil reaches for her hand without even thinking. She squeezes his hand back as the tears roll down the sides of her face and soak into her pillow.

      “It wasn’t your fault,” Han-gil says.

      Lee Junhee looks like she wants to shake her head, but remembers last minute that she can’t.

      “Thank you for stopping me,” she says.
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      The thing is, Han-gil has other memories of his mother—ones that aren’t bathed in warm nostalgia and yearning, and ones that aren’t of that last night of blood and teeth.

      There were times when she got frustrated with him, when it all got to be too much for her, and she’d just snap, long before there was a worm spirit to blame.

      One time, she threw a glass cup onto the kitchen floor, shattering it. She didn’t throw it at him—she never hit him—but she was so angry, screaming and shouting at him. He doesn’t even really remember why, what it was he did. All he remembers is sitting there at the kitchen table, frozen in place. Watching her.

      Eventually, she stopped, her voice winding down and all the anger draining back out of her. Then she turned to him and apologized. She cleaned up the glass shards, making sure to get every piece, refusing to let him come over and help because she didn’t want him to accidentally cut himself on any of the broken glass.

      She always apologized after. She’d calm down again and say she loved him. And he believed her every time.

      He misses that feeling.

      But now, ever since that night, Han-gil wonders.

      Maybe she was lying. Maybe she resented that he’d been born. He doesn’t doubt that she loved him, but she’d only been twenty-one when she had him. It must have been hard raising him all on her own. She must have made a lot of sacrifices. And yet, Han-gil couldn’t even inherit any of her abilities to follow in her footsteps and carry on her legacy.

      His mother might have loved him, but maybe all along, there was also a little part of her that wanted to be rid of him.
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      Han-gil walks out of Lee Junhee’s hospital room and finds Dajung standing in the hallway, waiting to come in. Dajung has her bunny rabbit Apple tucked under one arm and is holding a simple bouquet of daisies with the other. Her face brightens when she sees him.

      “Ajusshi!” she cheers, a slight bounce in her step as she comes up to him.

      Han-gil grins at her. “Hey Dajung.” He glances up and down the hall but doesn’t see anyone that looks like a guardian or chaperone. “Did you come here all by yourself?”

      Dajung shakes her head, Apple’s ears flopping back and forth slightly. “My mom is a nurse here, so I asked her if I could come visit Junhee-unnie,” she says.

      Han-gil nods in understanding. Her mom must be busy working then. He crouches down, beckoning Dajung to come a little closer.

      “Listen, I think your unnie could really use some cheering up right now,” Han-gil whispers, like it’s a secret mission. “You think you can do it?”

      “Of course,” Dajung agrees immediately, in a much louder whisper. “But what should I say to her?”

      Han-gil smiles. “Well, you can tell her, ‘Thank you for protecting me.’”

      He doesn’t say, I love you, I’m sorry, I miss you so much. Those words are for someone else.

      He says to Dajung, “And I think you should tell her, ‘Thank you for surviving. I’m so glad you’re still here.’”
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            An Apology

          

        

      

    

    
      Han-gil returns to his apartment to find Yoonhae sitting in the exact same spot on the couch where Han-gil left him. The only thing that’s changed is he’s now holding one of Han-gil’s red butterfly shikigami in his hands, staring down at it with an indecipherable expression on his face. He hasn’t noticed Han-gil yet.

      Han-gil watches him from the doorway for a moment. He imagines Yoonhae sitting there for hours doing absolutely nothing, just waiting.

      For some reason, Han-gil feels like he’s back in the hallway outside of Lee Junhee’s hospital room, lingering and hesitating before steeling himself to go inside. Which is ridiculous because this is his apartment. He kicks off his shoes and walks straight toward Yoonhae and, more importantly, the coffee table where he left the whiteboard and dry-erase markers.

      Yoonhae sits up a little straighter when he sees Han-gil approaching. “Sorry,” he says, placing the butterfly shikigami back on the table.

      Han-gil just shakes his head, hoping that conveys how little of a problem it is. Instead, he grabs the whiteboard and starts writing out a brief summary of updates about Lee Junhee’s condition. His handwriting gets a bit smaller and more cramped toward the bottom, where he starts to run out of space, but he does his best to keep it all legible.

      Yoonhae’s eyes seem to scan through his message without any issue. “That’s a huge relief, thank you for telling me,” he says.

      Han-gil wipes the board clean and writes, Everything okay here while I was out?

      “Yes, everything was fine.” Yoonhae’s smile is a static, brittle thing, but Han-gil doesn’t call him out on it.
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      Maybe Han-gil has tired himself out more than he thought today, or maybe the lack of a structured schedule now that he’s been suspended from police work is setting off some of his depression symptoms. Either way, it’s only half past nine but he’s already crashing.

      I’m going to sleep early tonight, Han-gil writes on the whiteboard, You sure you don’t want me to set the couch up for you? He already knows the answer, but it feels like he should extend the offer anyway. The couch is a pull-out for a reason, after all.

      Yoonhae smiles. “No, that’s all right,” he says.

      It’s the same exchange they’ve had every night Yoonhae has been staying here. Han-gil wonders if he should insist on making the bed up anyway, but considering how often Han-gil also sleeps on this couch without converting it to an actual bed, he feels like his hypocrisy would show somehow.

      All right then, good night. He sets the whiteboard down on the table, hauls himself up off the floor, and starts heading toward his bedroom door.

      Yoonhae says abruptly, “I still owe you an apology.”

      Han-gil stops, turning back.

      Yoonhae is staring down at the floor. “That conversation we had in the car, I upset you,” he says. “I apologized for what happened to Lee Junhee-sshi afterward, but not for that. I’m very sorry about what I said. It wasn’t my place.”

      He pauses. He isn’t waiting for Han-gil to reply, though, because he’s staring straight down at the floor. He takes a deep breath, then he closes his eyes.

      “Back in that hospital room all those years ago, when I first tried to apologize to you,” Yoonhae says. “You said if I was sorry, then I should go and die.”

      Han-gil flinches. But of course, Yoonhae doesn’t notice.

      “And I’ve thought about it a lot,” he says. “If I’d just tied a stone to my feet and stayed at the bottom of the ocean back then, maybe it could have ended with just me. Instead, I brought it back with me. And now, so many people are dead.”

      There is a raw trembling in Yoonhae’s throat that he doesn’t know to try and hide, not when he can’t hear or feel how his own voice breaks.

      “But I am sorry,” Yoonhae says. “I’m so sorry. And I would kill myself if that made everything okay again. I wish it would. But it’s too late for that now. I have to help fix this first.”

      There’s no way to communicate anything to Yoonhae right now while he has his eyes closed. Even if Han-gil went over to him and shook him by the shoulders, it wouldn’t make a difference. But that’s the point. This is Yoonhae’s version of a hearing person covering their ears with their hands.

      Han-gil thinks about the first time he saw Shin Yoonhae—a spindle-framed boy sitting on the couch across from Han-gil’s mother, his eyes glassy and distant as his parents talked about him like he wasn’t even there. He remembers thinking Shin Yoonhae looked like someone who was just quietly waiting to die. He guesses that hasn’t really changed, even after all this time.

      Yoonhae has finished speaking, but he still doesn’t open his eyes.

      Han-gil retreats to his room.
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      That night, just as Han-gil is plugging his phone in to charge, Azuna texts him:

      Preparations done. Meet me at Dr. Nam’s clinic tomorrow night.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Clinic Visit

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning is awkward.

      Han-gil forwarded Azuna’s text to Yoonhae last night, so they’re both already on the same page, at least. But the whole day is spent with the two of them not knowing how to look at each other. Han-gil turns the TV on and finds a random documentary on the Galapagos and just lets it play.

      Eventually, the sun sinks back down beneath the horizon, and the city around them starts to go to sleep.

      Just before they head down to the car, Han-gil goes over to his coffee table and opens the drawer again. His hand passes over his mother’s photograph, the fan, and the bells. Instead, he reaches for the spirit knives.

      Two smooth blades of polished bronze taper into slender handles of bare metal that fit easily in one hand. Han-gil holds them up to the light, the knives overlapping slightly like two primary feathers on the wing of a bird.

      He doesn’t ask his mother to lend him her strength, because he knows there is no one to talk to. Instead, he tries very hard to find that glimmer of her presence lingering inside the knife. Even though he knows it’s mostly just in his mind, a product of memory, he wants to believe that familiar scent of mulberries is still inside.

      He can feel Yoonhae watching him.

      Han-gil tucks the knives into the back of his belt, secure against the small of his back.
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      They drive to Dr. Nam’s clinic at night, well after closing. The front windows are dark, and the parking lot out front is empty. They’ve been instructed to take the back entrance, so Han-gil parks in the small lot behind the building that is clearly labeled “staff parking only.”

      The instant they enter the clinic, Han-gil is inundated with an array of energy signatures he recognizes from several other powerful spiritualists from Sandara’s community network. This clinic is at least three times more fortified than Han-gil’s apartment.

      Dr. Nam Haerang is waiting in the receiving bay area, standing beside a gurney. They aren’t wearing a white coat. Their navy blue medical scrubs almost resemble comfortable street clothes with the way they hook their thumbs into their pockets, slouching casually. But the silver head of the stethoscope looped around their neck stands out distinctly against the dark fabric. Usually spiritualists and physicians operate in separate spheres, but Dr. Nam is one of the few medical professionals who bridges the gap.

      Though the entire clinic is warded with the work of various other practitioners, the air around Dr. Nam, in particular, is crisp with the tang of lemon and grapefruit from Sandara’s protections. Like a mist of bubbles concentrated around them in a force field.

      “Hey,” Dr. Nam says, nodding at the two of them. The dark circles under their eyes make their face look slightly grim under the harsh lighting. But when they turn to Yoonhae, their entire expression softens, and they start gesturing in what Han-gil assumes is Korean Sign Language.

      Yoonhae’s eyes light up, his hands flying through a series of rapid-fire signs as he replies.

      Han-gil watches them, marveling at the difference in Yoonhae’s body language as he signs, his facial expressions becoming more animated in tandem with the movement of his hands. Han-gil is unable to follow any of their silent conversation. He imagines this might be similar to how Yoonhae felt during that phone call with Sandara.

      Dr. Nam proceeds through what looks like a basic checkup of Yoonhae’s physical condition. They have him turn so they can examine the back of his head, feeling gingerly with their fingertips for what Han-gil guesses might be bruising from Yoonhae’s fall in Lee Junhee’s hospital room. Then Dr. Nam pulls out a penlight and gestures for Yoonhae to open his mouth so they can see his tongue.

      They use the penlight to check his eyes next. It’s here that Dr. Nam pauses. They tuck the penlight into the front pocket of their scrubs before signing something at Yoonhae. He blinks, before looking both resigned and also a little bit sheepish as he signs his response.

      Dr. Nam turns to address Han-gil. “So, it seems out our Yoonhae’s given himself a corneal abrasion. Most likely he got careless and rubbed his eye too hard,” they say.

      Of all things, Han-gil hadn’t exactly expected to hear that Yoonhae had injured himself by scratching his own eye, but Yoonhae doesn’t even seem surprised.

      Dr. Nam continues, “It’s nothing too serious, but I’m going to prescribe him some eye drops for later. So long as everything tonight goes according to plan.”

      Even as they acknowledge the possibility that this could still go sideways and treating Yoonhae’s corneal abrasion may no longer be necessary, Dr. Nam’s expression remains calm, and there is nothing foreboding in their tone. There is just tacit acceptance that there are no absolute guarantees with any procedure.

      “Even so, since I imagine he’ll be a bit out of it later, I’ll probably hand the prescription over to you, sound good?” Dr. Nam says to Han-gil.

      Han-gil straightens up a bit, as if that will be enough to make him appear more responsible or trustworthy. “Yeah, of course.”

      Dr. Nam continues running through Yoonhae’s checkup. It turns out Yoonhae is also running a slight fever, which is news to both Han-gil and  Yoonhae.

      The number of things Han-gil hadn’t even thought to be concerned about is bringing up a new surge of guilt. He’d asked Yoonhae how he was doing and pretty much left it at that. Sandara herself had pointed out to Han-gil that asking Yoonhae a question like that was almost pointless.

      Then it occurs to Han-gil, and now he feels even more like an idiot—

      He scribbles on the whiteboard he brought with him from his apartment, Are there any KSL signs Azuna and I should know for during the exorcism, if there’s an emergency?

      Because even though Han-gil learned a couple of basic signs by watching some beginner-level Korean Sign Language videos, none of those are even remotely relevant to the kinds of vocabulary they might need during this exorcism.

      Dr. Nam notices him writing and signs something that has Yoonhae turning to face Han-gil. Han-gil flips the board around and watches as Yoonhae reads it.

      Yoonhae squints quizzically at the message. “I don’t think so? It’d be much easier for you both if I kept answering verbally like this, right?”

      Han-gil scrubs the board with his sleeve and writes, But what if you have questions for us? He underlines the last word twice.

      Comprehension dawns on Yoonhae’s face. He smiles “If the situation is urgent, please don’t worry about consulting me at all. You and Kamiki Azuna-sshi should just go ahead with whatever you think needs to be done. I can’t feel anything anyway.”

      Han-gil’s brow furrows, and he scrubs the whiteboard clean with his sleeve, getting ready to write his next concern, but Yoonhae is already shaking his head.

      “I trust you,” Yoonhae says.
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      After Dr. Nam finishes assessing Yoonhae, they lead Han-gil and Yoonhae over to the examination room reserved for “special cases,” where Azuna is waiting.

      As they reach the door of their destination, Han-gil half expects Dr. Nam to give him an amicably veiled warning of their own, to echo the sentiments of Sandara. But unlike their romantic partner, Dr. Nam just nods to Han-gil in wordless encouragement before stepping aside.

      They take an extra moment to ruffle Yoonhae’s hair as they pass him.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            The Ritual

          

        

      

    

    
      Azuna is dressed in all white, the samue she wears for rituals is crisp like fresh snow, and she is barefoot. She nods at them both as they enter but otherwise says nothing. Her eyes are sharp, and her breathing is slow and rhythmic. The brewing mountain storm around her has become distilled.

      The special examination room is outfitted with a hospital bed that has full-length side rails and medical restraints, wrist and ankle belts fastened to the sides of the bed. It’s the same setup as always, but Han-gil suddenly feels awkward.

      Yoonhae heads toward the bed without hesitation, sitting down. He slips off his shoes first, tucking them under the edge of the bed. Then he swings his legs up and begins the process of securing his ankles.

      It’s a strange sight for Han-gil. Usually the people undergoing an exorcism ritual like this are rendered fully unconscious. They don’t walk in on their own two feet and climb onto the bed and help restrain themselves. Yoonhae is just a unique existence in every aspect of Han-gil’s life, it seems.

      Azuna closes the door behind them. She kneels, drawing her boundary line across the entryway, completing the seal around the room’s perimeter. The barrier hums with power, filling the room with the reassuring presence of ozone and cold mountain air.

      In the far corner is the large metal bowl filled with seawater.

      Yoonhae has finished buckling his legs in. He pauses briefly before shifting to lie down on the bed. He twists, propping himself up on one elbow as he fastens the restraint onto his left wrist with his free hand.

      Han-gil sets the whiteboard and dry-erase markers on the side table before moving to the other side of the bed. He waves a hand, catching Yoohae’s attention. He points to the buckle and then at himself.

      “Ah, thank you,” Yoonhae says, slipping his remaining wrist into the strap for Han-gil to tighten.
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      The incense smoke spirals and plumes, dispersing in a haze throughout the room.

      Azuna’s voice is low as she repeats the mantra, her focus narrowed to a pinpoint. Her hand hovers over Yoonhae’s chest, energy flowing through her fingertips in a constant, stable current.

      The worm naturally conforms to the soul of its host, matching it in order to blend in. If there are two soul “wavelengths” overlaid in one body, however, the worm will be torn between the two and be forced out.

      Yoonhae hasn’t made a sound or reacted at all, but Han-gil can tell that he’s starting to zone out, growing more disoriented as time passes.

      Azuna falters mid-chant. Han-gil’s ears prickle at the sudden quiet.

      “Shit,” she says.

      Han-gil tenses. “What is it,” he says.

      She waves a hand across Yoonhae’s field of vision to get his attention. Yoonhae blinks slowly, dazed.

      “Tell him he has to stop mirroring me,” Azuna says to Han-gil. “We need two distinct energy signatures for this to work.”

      Han-gil realizes with a jolt that Yoonhae’s singing water glass sound has shifted into a storm in the mountains without him even noticing.

      He writes Azuna’s words as clearly as he can on the whiteboard and holds it in front of Yoonhae’s face.

      Yoonhae’s eyes struggle to focus as he reads. “But I’m not doing anything,” he says, confused.

      It occurs to Han-gil that if Yoonhae has none of his senses, including his spiritual awareness, there is no way for him to control whether his soul synchronizes with Azuna’s soul or not. He can’t control what he can’t feel.

      “This is never going to work,” Han-gil realizes.

      Azuna takes in a deep breath, then lets it out in a wordless yell of frustration that comes out harsh and raw from her already overused throat.

      “Give me your hand,” she orders. Han-gil obeys without thinking.

      Her fingers are frigid as they wrap around his. He starts to feel a tug on his spirit, and he realizes she is drawing on his energy as well, directing it to flow in tandem with hers.

      “Wait,” he says.

      There’s a reason Azuna spends several days meditating and purifying herself before an exorcism. By honing her soul and tuning out all extraneous noise, she refines her energy into a precise surgical tool. Han-gil has done none of that.

      “If we use two different wavelengths, it won’t matter who he tries to match.” Her face is grim.

      “But—” Han-gil is untrained, and his mind and soul are a haphazard mess. If Azuna’s spirit is a scalpel, Han-gil’s is a dull boxcutter.

      She tightens her grip on his hand, a reassuring squeeze that might be just as much for her as it is for him.

      “There’s not enough time,” is all she can say.

      She resumes chanting. Han-gil watches as she starts to channel both of their energies into Yoonhae.

      The effect is almost immediate.

      Yoonhae’s body tenses, his chest rising and falling more rapidly.

      But as the worm struggles between their two souls, so does Yoonhae. Ozone and cold mountain air flickers rapidly to an earthy scent like soil after a rainfall that takes Han-gil a second to recognize as his own.

      “Azuna,” Han-gil says.

      At this rate, they’re going to exorcise Yoonhae’s soul from his own body, alongside the spirit.

      “I know,” she snaps, her face white with exertion.

      Yoonhae starts to bleed.

      Blood flows from his nose, pooling where his lips are parted, dripping down his chin as his gaze wanders around the room.

      Han-gil watches, remembering what Yoonhae said with his usual smile, “I can’t feel anything anyway.”

      A blood vessel in Yoonhae’s left eye bursts, a patch of red spreading across the sclera.

      “Azuna,” Han-gil repeats.

      “If we stop now, it’ll just burrow in deeper,” she says through gritted teeth. “He won’t make it either way.”

      Yoonhae coughs, spitting up blood that Han-gil hopes is from the nosebleed, but judging by the raw, shredded sound of it, something in his throat must have torn. Then he starts coughing up clear liquid. The rusty smell of blood is overtaken by the smell of salt, of the ocean.

      Yoonhae is throwing up seawater.

      As if sensing his rising panic, Yoonhae turns his head, meeting Han-gil’s eyes.

      “It’s okay.” Yoonhae tries to smile at him, lips glistening with blood and salt water. “It doesn’t hurt.”

      Han-gil notices with a start that Yoonhae’s cheeks are also wet. Han-gil can’t tell if the liquid pouring from Yoonhae’s eyes is also seawater or just regular human tears. He isn’t sure which option would be better.

      If Yoonhae dies here, it will be Han-gil’s fault.

      His mind flashes back to Yoonhae sitting on Han-gil’s couch with his eyes closed, seeming just as small as he did when Han-gil first saw him all those years ago. Still looking like he’s waiting to die. But he can’t, there’s something Han-gil still has to say to him.

      The pressure in the room skyrockets. A deep rumbling strains Han-gil’s eardrums almost to the point of rupturing.

      The worm explodes from Yoonhae’s chest.

      It writhes in the air just above him, its long translucent body coiling into an agonized knot, like an eel going into toxic shock. The spirit’s head twists wildly around, unseeing. Its face is featureless, no eyes or eye sockets. All it has is a gaping mouth lined with curved, needlelike teeth that are clear as glass.

      The worm slowly unwinds itself.

      Then it bursts into motion, lunging at Han-gil’s face, jaw open wide. Han-gil can see the spirit’s endless teeth, row upon row that line the spirit’s whole mouth, continuing all the way down its throat.

      The ink on his forehead burns to life at the same time Azuna’s replacement omamori around his neck crackles like a live wire. Han-gil reaches behind his back, grabbing the handles of his mother’s spirit knives in each hand, drawing them in two wide, slashing arcs.

      The worm recoils, its pale, translucent skin splitting open in two long gashes crisscrossing along its side. It writhes, contorting itself into knots again before it starts to shudder, its skin starting to peel away in strips, ribbons of its flesh curling into long squirming threads that break off to form over a dozen different roundworms. They scatter, half of them whipping through the air toward Han-gil and Azuna, the rest spiraling toward the walls.

      The smaller spirits that come rushing at Han-gil and Azuna incinerate in a flash of white fire the instant they get close. The ones that go for the wall go up in sparks against the boundary line.

      Azuna slashes the air with two extended fingers, alternating between horizontal and vertical—nine cuts that burn in lines of gold, searing into the worm’s other side.

      The worm reels back again, but this time, it bounces off the boundary line behind it with a sizzling hiss. The spirit thrashes, darting frantically around them, only to collide with that same boundary that runs across every surface of the room around them. The worm hovers in the air for a moment, writhing in place, before diving into the vessel of ocean water in the corner, its serpentine body coiling up as it plunges inside.

      Azuna points her finger at the bowl with a shout. The water ignites in a pillar of white flame.

      They watch it burn as they all collectively try to catch their breath.

      Then Azuna says, her overused voice cracking, “Yoonhae-ya. We are never. Ever. Doing that again.”

      Yoonhae lets out a weak chuckle. His water glass song has returned, crystal clear.

      Han-gil thinks it might be the sweetest sound he’s ever heard.

    

  




  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            First Meeting

          

        

      

    

    
      Yoonhae remembers the first time he saw Kim Han-gil.

      He doesn’t have many clear memories of what he was thinking or feeling back then. The whole world around him was just shifting planes of colors and shapes, and nothing that happened around him seemed real. The shapes of his parents talking with stranger after stranger, an endless rotation of unfamiliar rooms.

      But Yoonhae does remember that moment when he was sitting on the couch in Kim Iseul’s house, and he looked up to see a boy around his age peering around the edge of the doorframe leading to the hallway.

      Their eyes met. The boy waved at him hesitantly.

      And after a long pause, Yoonhae found himself lifting up a hand and waving back.

      It was such a small thing, but somehow, just for a second, it meant the world to Yoonhae. It was a moment where someone said hello to him, and he got to say it back. A moment where someone looked into his eyes and said, “I see you,” and Yoonhae got to remember that he really was still alive. He still existed.

      It probably didn’t mean anything to Kim Han-gil at the time, barely even an afterthought, maybe long forgotten. But Yoonhae remembers being overcome with a feeling of warmth and gratitude.

      He remembers thinking how much he wanted to go see that boy, after everything was over. He thought it would be nice to introduce himself properly. And maybe Yoonhae could ask him if he’d like to be friends.
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            In the Sunlight

          

        

      

    

    
      Yoonhae wakes up in an unfamiliar bed.

      He blinks blearily up at an equally unfamiliar ceiling. The vague understanding that this is not his bedroom in his apartment flickers through his lethargic brain. He also registers an annoying, gritty sensation in his left eye, like there’s some sand in it. He rubs his eye for a good couple of seconds before he remembers that he’s not supposed to do that in case he makes his scratched cornea even worse and yanks his hand away from his face.

      The sudden movement sends a surge through the network of pain that’s threaded throughout his entire body, every branch of it lighting up and burning like a Lichtenberg figure from a lightning strike.

      Yoonhae rolls onto his side with a barely stifled moan, awareness flooding back into him that he is once again very capable of processing physical sensation. He can also feel the cut on his tongue for the first time. As he imagined from his visual evaluation before, it does indeed hurt quite a bit. And the back of his head is definitely bruised, though thankfully, Dr. Nam confirmed with him that he doesn’t have a concussion.

      Yoonhae lies there for a while, blinking at the room around him and trying to recall anything about where this is or how he might have gotten here. He’s still drawing a blank. Just as he’s starting to consider being concerned, though, he registers two familiar voices coming through the door.

      “Maybe I forgot, once or twice,” Han-gil is saying.

      Yoonhae drags himself upright, his movements agonizingly sluggish. It feels like every vein in his body is bruised. He does what he can to straighten and smooth out the bedding before leaving the room.

      Daylight streams in through the windows, stretching across the floors of Han-gil’s apartment in strips of gold.

      Han-gil and Azuna are in the kitchen area. Han-gil is leaning against the counter, his posture lazy and relaxed, while Azuna holds up an empty orange prescription bottle.

      “The filled date on this is clearly from over four months ago,” she says, exasperated.

      “Well, then I forgot about it four times,” Han-gil amends, unbothered. He’s strategically placed himself in the center of a sunbeam, content as a cat. The sun lights up his hair, making it glow a dark copper instead of the usual black.

      The pullout couch in the living room area has been properly converted into a bed. Both sides of it appear to have been slept on.

      Han-gil notices Yoonhae hovering in the doorway and stands more upright.

      “Look at that, he lives,” Han-gil says. There’s a genuine smile on his face, as well as open relief to see Yoonhae awake.

      “Did you two sleep out here?” Yoonhae asks, moving toward them slowly. There is a slight tremor going through all the muscles of his body. His legs are only just supporting his weight, so he proceeds at a very gradual shuffle.

      “Yeah, we figured you deserved the bed since you almost died,” Han-gil says, his eyes still on Yoonhae. “And Dr. Nam gave very firm instructions for you to rest, although you might not remember much of that. You were pretty out of it.”

      Yoonhae distantly recalls Dr. Nam checking his vitals after the exorcism. Beyond that, it’s hazy. If he concentrates, he thinks he might have a vague memory of being carried on someone’s back.

      Azuna taps a finger on a different bottle sitting on the countertop. This one is solid white with a pointed cap. “We also have some eyedrops for you,” she says. “Dr. Nam said you should schedule a follow-up with them in a couple of days.”

      Yoonhae has only made it halfway across the room when his legs abruptly decide they’re done. His knees buckle.

      Apparently Han-gil saw this coming, because he’s just in time to catch Yoonhae before he hits the floor. They teeter together for a moment before Han-gil regains his balance.

      “Yeah, I thought you looked a little shaky still,” Han-gil laughs.

      “Need a hand?” Azuna asks, coming over. She moves to stand on Yoonhae’s other side, hooking an arm around him to help support his weight.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Han-gil says. “Let’s all migrate over to the couch-bed then, shall we?”

      Yoonhae is, embarrassingly, unable to do much to help keep himself upright. The two of them carry him over to the fold-out bed, where they carefully set him down.

      Han-gil sits down next to Yoonhae. Azuna, however, remains standing. Her eyes flick from Yoonhae to Han-gil, who she fixes with a look that seems pointed somehow. Han-gil wrinkles his nose before giving the tiniest of nods.

      “Well then,” Azuna says. “I have to go and make a couple of calls, actually, so I’m going to step out for a bit.”

      Yoonhae finds himself genuinely impressed by the efficiency of the exchange that just happened between them. Before he knows it, Azuna has already closed the door behind her.

      Han-gil fidgets beside him, clearly struggling with something. Yoonhae starts to brace himself internally for whatever might be coming.

      Finally, Han-gil says, “So, I’ve been meaning to say this for a while now, but—” He hesitates. Then he brings his right hand’s thumb and forefinger together, touching them to his forehead, before lowering the hand in a slow, downward chopping motion to touch the back of his other hand that’s curled into a fist.

      It’s the sign for “sorry” in Korean Sign Language.

      Yoonhae’s breath catches.

      “I’m sorry,” Han-gil says to Yoonhae. “For everything I said to you back then. For blaming you.” He smiles, his gaze sliding back down to the floor. “I just needed it to be someone else’s fault.” He’s running his thumb along the scar on the palm of his right hand again, tracing the raised edge of it back and forth. “I wanted to be able to tell myself that my mother would have never hurt me, if not for you. But I think deep down, I knew that was wrong. I was just too scared to own up to it. And that was wrong of me.”

      “You’d just lost your mother. You were grieving,” Yoonhae says. “You were just a child.”

      “But so were you,” Han-gil says.

      Yoonhae knows he should say something else, but there’s too much in his chest for him to identify. Han-gil must see something in Yoonhae’s face, though, because he scoots closer until he’s right beside Yoonhae, their sides pressed together, shoulder to knee.

      It’s a comforting pressure that makes it undeniable that there’s someone there, solid and warm. The only clear thought in Yoonhae’s mind is that he is so grateful to have his senses back so he can feel this right now.

      “There might have been a part of my mom that wished I hadn’t been born,” Han-gil says. “But the last thing she ever said while she was still in this world was that she loved me.”

      Yoonhae can feel the gentle vibration of Han-gil’s voice through where their bodies touch.

      “And then she saved my life. Just like she saved yours,” Han-gil says. “So I’ve decided to believe her. If that’s all I have left of her, then I want to cherish it. Even if there were things about her I didn’t understand.”

      Yoonhae doesn’t know when he started crying. Han-gil doesn’t say anything, he just presses his knee against Yoonhae’s in a way that feels reassuring.

      There is a pause. Then Han-gil remarks, “You know what? Even after sixteen years, I don’t think we ever properly introduced ourselves to each other.”

      That takes Yoonhae off guard—the thought had never occurred to him before—and suddenly, he is laughing. It’s a breathy, barely-there sound, but it’s enough to ease some of the squeezing ache inside his ribs.

      “Let’s start over,” Han-gil says. He scoots back a little, holding out his hand. “Hey, my name is Kim Han-gil.”

      Yoonhae smiles. “Hello,” he says, taking Han-gil’s hand in his. “My name is Shin Yoonhae. It’s very nice to meet you.”
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