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Death has a student.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Part One: The Lost Soul
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Chapter 1 – The Boy With No Name

The white corridor had no beginning and no end.

Jun-ho knew this because he had been walking for what felt like hours, and nothing had changed. The walls if they were walls glowed with a soft, endless light that came from everywhere and nowhere. His feet made no sound on the floor. His breathing echoed back at him from a distance that seemed infinite.

He didn't know how he got here.

He didn't know his age. His name had come to him like a whisper from somewhere deep Jun-ho but he couldn't remember who gave it to him. He couldn't remember anything. No mother. No father. No bedroom. No favorite food. No first kiss. No last words.

Just the corridor.

And then, a door.

It hadn't been there a moment ago. Now it stood in front of him: plain, white, handleless. But it opened anyway. On the other side stood a woman. She was young maybe mid-twenties with dark hair pulled back and eyes that had seen too much. A silver badge glowed on her chest. In her hand, a scythe.

"You're awake," she said.

"Am I dead?" Jun-ho asked.

The woman tilted her head. "Complicated question. Short answer: yes. Long answer: you're standing in the Celestial Bureau's intake corridor, which means you're dead enough to be here but alive enough to talk. My name is Hana. I'm a Grim Reaper. And I collected your soul approximately..." She checked a small pocket watch that appeared in her hand. "Forty-three minutes ago."

Jun-ho waited for panic. It didn't come.

"I don't remember dying," he said.

"You wouldn't." Hana stepped aside, gesturing for him to enter. Beyond the door was an office small, cluttered, with a desk and two chairs and a window that looked out onto nothing but gray sky. "Trauma does that. The mind protects itself. Sometimes the memories come back. Sometimes they don't."

"And if they don't?"

Hana sat down behind the desk. She gestured to the other chair. Jun-ho remained standing.

"Then you build new ones," she said. "That's what the apprentice program is for."

She slid a document across the desk. Jun-ho picked it up. It was a contract—his name at the top, Hana's signature at the bottom, and in the middle, a long list of terms and conditions he couldn't quite understand. The words seemed to shift as he read them.

But one section was completely blank.

"The terms of your service," Hana explained. "Normally, a probationary Reaper has a clear contract: collect one thousand souls, earn your freedom. But you're not a normal probationary Reaper. You're something else. Something we don't fully understand yet."

"What am I?"

Hana was quiet for a long moment. Then she stood up and walked to the window. Outside, the gray sky had begun to darken.

"You're a Variable's echo," she said. " A few months ago, a woman named Ji-ae collected a Reaper's soul something that should be impossible. When that happened, the Reaper's power had to go somewhere. It settled on the closest unprotected soul. That was you."

Jun-ho looked down at his hands. They looked normal. Human. But when he flexed his fingers, he felt something humming beneath the skin a vibration, like a plucked string.

"So I'm a Reaper now?"

"No." Hana turned back to face him. "You're a Revenant. A dead person brought back to serve the living. You're bound to me until your contract is fulfilled. And your contract." She pointed at the blank space. "Is currently empty."

"What happens if I refuse?"

Hana didn't answer. She just handed him a scythe smaller than hers, but identical in every other way. It was warm to the touch.

"Welcome to forever, Jun-ho," she said. "We start training tomorrow."

Chapter 2 – The Apprentice Program

The training room was a nightmare.

Not literally Jun-ho had seen enough nightmares in his brief existence to know the difference. But it was close. The room was circular, with no doors and no windows, and the walls were lined with photographs of the dead. Thousands of them. Maybe millions. Their eyes followed him as he walked.

Ji-soo stood in the center of the room, holding a tablet. She was older than Hana, with sharp features and sharper eyes. Her badge was gold a full Reaper's badge, not a probationary one.

"Jun-ho," she said without looking up. "Age unknown. Origin unknown. Death date unknown. Status: Revenant. Do you know what that means?"

"You explained it already," Jun-ho said. "A dead person brought back to serve the living."

"I explained the definition. I didn't explain the implications." Ji-soo finally looked up. Her gaze pinned him in place. "Revenants are rare. In the entire history of the Celestial Bureau, there have been exactly seven. You're number eight."

"What happened to the other seven?"

Ji-soo's expression didn't change. "They're dead. Properly dead. Permanently dead. Every single one of them."

Jun-ho felt the humming in his hands intensify. "How?"

"By refusing assignments." Ji-soo tapped her tablet, and the photographs on the walls began to shimmer. They rearranged themselves into a timeline seven faces, seven names, seven endings. "Revenants cannot refuse a collection. The contract won't allow it. If you try, you start to die for real this time. Your soul unravels. Your body disintegrates. Within hours, there's nothing left."

Jun-ho looked at the faces on the wall. They were young, like him. Forgotten, like him. And every single one of them had died screaming if the frozen expressions on their photographs were any indication.

"Why would anyone create a Revenant?" he asked.

"They wouldn't. Not on purpose." Ji-soo set down her tablet. "You weren't created, Jun-ho. You were an accident. When Ji-ae collected Eun-ha's soul, the power transfer was unstable. It should have dissipated. Instead, it found you the closest unprotected soul in the vicinity. You absorbed that power by accident. And now you're stuck with it."

Jun-ho thought about running. He thought about disappearing into the white corridor and never coming back. But the humming in his hands had spread to his chest now, and he could feel the contract blank though it was pulsing beneath his ribs like a second heartbeat.

"Is there a way out?" he asked.

Ji-soo nodded. "Complete your contract. One thousand souls. The same as a probationary Reaper. After that, you're free."

"And if I can't? If I refuse?"

"Then you die." Ji-soo said it simply, without cruelty. "But not quickly. Revenants don't get the luxury of a fast death. Your soul will unravel one thread at a time. You'll feel every strand break. It takes approximately three days. Most of them don't make it past the first twelve hours."

Jun-ho closed his eyes.

"When do I start?"

"Tomorrow." Ji-soo picked up her tablet again. " Hana will be your supervisor. She's done this before she trained under a Variable, fought the Bureau, and survived. If anyone can keep you alive, it's her."

"Does she know that?"

Ji-soo almost smiled. "She knows everything. That's her problem."

The photographs on the walls shifted back to their original positions thousands of faces, watching Jun-ho in silence. He wondered how many of them had been collected by Revenants. How many had felt the cold hand of a dead person guiding them into the dark.

He wondered if he would become one of those faces someday.

"You're thinking too much," Ji-soo said. "That's your second problem. Reapers don't think. They act. If you hesitate on an assignment, the soul you're supposed to collect can become corrupted. Trapped between life and death. Suffering forever."

"I don't want to hurt anyone."

"Then don't hesitate." Ji-soo walked past him toward the wall which opened into a doorway that hadn't been there before. "Come. Hana is waiting. Your first assignment is in six hours."

Jun-ho followed her into the corridor, the photographs still watching, the humming still pulsing, the blank contract still burning beneath his skin.

He had the strangest feeling that he had just walked through a door he could never close.

Chapter 3 – The First Assignment

Busan was gray.

Not the sky the sky was clear, a pale winter blue that would have been beautiful anywhere else. But the city itself felt gray. The buildings. The streets. The faces of the people hurrying past, bundled in coats and scarves, their breath fogging in the cold air. Jun-ho stood on the sidewalk and felt none of it.

He was dead. The living world was just a stage.

Hana appeared beside him, her scythe concealed in the folds of her coat. "The hospital is two blocks east. Follow me. Don't speak to anyone. Don't touch anyone. Don't "

"I know the rules." Jun-ho's voice came out flatter than he intended. "You explained them four times."

"Then I'll explain them a fifth time." Hana started walking. "You hesitate, people suffer. You refuse, you die. You collect the soul cleanly, quickly, and without attachment. Do you understand?"

Jun-ho understood. He didn't agree. But he understood.

The hospital was
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