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For my mother.

Mom, I look up to you more
than astrologers look up at the stars.




The ship on which Theseus sailed with the youths and returned in safety, the thirty-oared galley, was preserved by the Athenians down to the time of Demetrius Phalereus. They took away the old timbers from time to time, and put new and sound ones in their places, so that the vessel became a standing illustration for the philosophers in the mooted question of growth, some declaring that it remained the same, others that it was not the same vessel.

—Plutarch, Plutarch’s Lives




AUTHOR’S NOTE

Ahoy there!

I’m thrilled to see you’ve returned for another adventure. The perennially grumpy (and caffeine-deprived) Detective Seokga, as well as other characters both startlingly familiar and wonderfully new, eagerly await your boarding upon the SRC Flatliner. Monsters, magic, and mayhem await, along with a hearty dash of whodunit and, of course, romance.

So very much of it.

Yet before you step foot onto this esteemed cruise ship and are carried through the churning currents of the underworld’s river, please do humor me as I don my captain’s cap and commence my own twist on a safety briefing. After all, these waters can be tricky—even dangerous—if not properly navigated.

The God and the Gwisin is in no way intended to be a guide to traditional Korean mythology. As in all my books, I have taken significant creative liberties. It is a belief of mine that retellings keep stories alive and spark interest in the original lore. It is also a belief of mine that in order to retell, an author must understand the original cultural context of the stories they work with. Please rest assured that I have carefully researched the traditional tales of my heritage and the centuries of history that inspired them.

With that said and done, welcome to your vacation upon the SRC Flatliner! I dearly hope that you enjoy your stay.

All aboard!

(And remember to mind the rails.)




CHAPTER ONE

KISA

Seoul, 2018

THE GLITTERING BEHEMOTH that is Seoul’s Shamanic Hospital towers above the city’s streets, lording over its nightlife with a certain smugness only a building of great esteem can possess. Within this pillar of cold steel, steadfast concrete, and sparkling glass lies a world of bustling paramedics, striding doctors, a symphony of mechanical beeps and white-tiled floors that somehow remain pristine even as creatures and mortals alike are wheeled through the winding halls on gurneys.

Up and up the hospital stretches, pulling itself toward the night, where dark gray clouds smudge the rich navy sky and where a young woman sits underneath the stars and kicks a foot in a calculated motion over the edge.

She has carefully tied her hair back in a low bun, but wisps of dark, mocha-colored curls escape their band and brush against her cheek, accompanied by a cold kiss of wind. The young woman wonders, feeling rather detached from it all (a side effect, no doubt, of pulling twenty-four-hour shifts in the Magical Maternity Unit), if another gust would be enough to knock her over. Enough to send her fluttering down like an autumn leaf from a tree, crumpling on the ground below.

She sighs, leaning her cheek against the knee of her propped-up leg and staring down at the crawl of traffic below.

Yoo Kisa is utterly exhausted with her life. Exhausted from the long shifts with her hands fumbling for the slippery skin of a newborn, the eternal sleeplessness and concerning dependency (addiction, really) on fruity energy drinks and flat whites. Exhausted from being a shaman.

Perhaps, she thinks wearily, she should have specialized in something other than magical medicine. Her former New Sinsi University (Magical Division, of course) classmates seem to be doing well, from what she can decipher through the smiling posts on social media. Yuna, her old roommate, is the city’s top glamourist—and paid in the hundreds of thousands. Jinny, Yuna’s sister, has fulfilled her lifelong dream of being a god’s assistant, running errands for none other than Yongwang the sea god himself and even residing in Okhwang. Kisa’s rival Kim Dae, with whom she was always competing for top marks in the specialty, now works in Hallakkungi’s flower garden and is part of the flower god’s prestigious botanical research team, which is famous for their contributions to pharmacology. None were foolish enough to go directly into magical medicine. It’s at least ten times more difficult, more dangerous, than mortal medicine—the dissimilar internal anatomies of dokkaebi versus imoogi, versus gumiho versus demigods, is only one example of the many, many differences.

Oh, taking this job so soon was a grievous error on her part, a flaunting of her own brilliance. Yoo Kisa, top of her NSUMD class. Yoo Kisa, a prestigious doctor, diving into the hospital mere minutes after graduation. Practically unheard of for a twenty-two-year-old shaman to skip the additional four years of medical training, but Kisa was just that good. One of her professors had fondly referred to her as the “nucleus” of NSUMD’s graduating class of 2017. A powerhouse.

And it’s true.

NSUMD is renowned for taking “prestigious” and “cutthroat” to another level entirely. In any mortal university, sabotage would have been frowned upon. In the Magical Division, it had been encouraged. Kisa is unable to count the number of times her laboratory experiments had been tampered with … or the number of times she’d returned the favor in full. There was no punishment for physical altercations, either. Shamans were in constant competition with one another, egged on by their patron deities. The gods may not be able to fight amongst themselves, or do anything to disrupt Okhwang’s inner harmony, but their shamans? Through their shamans, the gods can be as nasty as they please.

Yet despite it all, Kisa did more than succeed. She excelled.

She could read a massive tome on history within four days and write a dissertation on the subject within three weeks. Her hand flew up in every class, and she received nothing less than top marks every semester. Channeling the power of her patron goddess, Samsin Halmoni, is something Kisa is remarkably adept at. A good mother heals, after all—chicken noodle soup, bandages, kisses on the head—and for Kisa, who had longed to be an obstetrician since her own mother died in childbirth, connecting with the goddess of childbirth comes smoothly, and so does channeling Samsin Halmoni’s magic into her work.

The flesh of a mother can knit itself back together underneath Kisa’s touch. A baby born on the brink of death can be revived, can transform into a wailing infant, flushed and healthy.

Kisa is also one of the leading experts on fetal congenital heart disease, able to detect what the machines sometimes cannot, able to perform the necessary surgeries with skilled hands that never falter, never fail. Yet there’s a catch: She cannot heal mortals. Kisa can heal only creatures, those who believe in the power of the Korean gods.

And that restriction hurts. She aches from it—and for something … more. She knows not what—just that there’s a startlingly new feeling of emptiness within her today, a dark, gaping void waiting to be filled.

Perhaps it’s from skipping her usual order of a flat white this morning in favor of a few more treasured minutes of sleep. The lack of caffeine has certainly done her no good.

Kisa inhales a deep breath of night air but is unable to clear the taste of antiseptics and the surgery room from her lungs. Her head still throbs from the emergency C-section she’d had to give a petite haetae woman. Haetae are notoriously hard to deliver, the guardian creature’s wary streak beginning in the womb. Sometimes the babes are too cautious to even want to come out into the world of danger. Kisa swallows hard.

How long has it been since she left the hospital? Days? Weeks? Ever since the hospital cut their staff numbers, she’s been working herself until she falls from the brink of exhaustion and has no choice but to pull herself back up. Kisa’s vision blurs with tears. It’s not that she doesn’t love what she does, or that she no longer feels the surge of triumph when she delivers a happy and healthy child. It’s that she’s so tired.

Nobody knows she’s up here.

It would be so easy to slip away … to finally rest …

Kisa chews on her bottom lip. A flicker of red intrudes in her vision and she grimaces, pointedly not looking at the red thread that tied itself around her left pinky finger hours earlier, wrapping itself around the little finger in an intricate floral pattern almost reminiscent of a mugunghwa.

It’s no surprise, really, that she’s seeing things. It’s the stress of it all, affecting her nervous system, increasing her vulnerability to hallucinations. Because there’s no chance the thread, the one trailing down the building, winding into the streets below, is real.

She’s seeing things. Feeling things.

Oh, yes. Kisa can somehow feel the smooth cord wrapped around her skin just as she would any real thread. Yet unlike real threads, this one won’t come off. It appeared this afternoon, right when Kisa was creating the C-section’s first abdominal incision. She nearly startled, but regained control of herself, conscious of the repercussions of any jerky movement on her patient.

“Go away,” Kisa whispers now in English to the hint of red she can still see. Obviously, it doesn’t reply. It doesn’t reply when Kisa pleads to it in British-accented Korean, either.

Yet the hairs on the back of her neck still prick up. A slow trickle of anticipation crawls down her spine, and her limbs suddenly feel heavy with dread. Something has been decided, she senses. Something has been etched into stone, and there is nothing she can do to stop it. It’s life-changing, life-altering …

Life-ending. A knife to cleave twenty-two years in half.

Her spine stiffens. As it begins, Kisa sucks in a shallow breath, tasting something bittersweet at the back of her throat. It reminds her of her stepmother’s fixation with anti-aging creams. She stares down at the city below, heart thumping. It all happens so fast. Kisa doesn’t even have time to open her mouth, to scream a plea to her goddess.

For in an instant, her body is sliding off the roof and she is, for a perfect, brilliant moment, weightless and hovering over Seoul. But then gravity grabs her by the ankle and tugs her down, yanking her past rows and rows of gleaming glass windows all stacked upon one another, laughing as it hauls her toward the ground in a perfect swan dive.

Kisa closes her eyes.

It’s over soon enough.




CHAPTER TWO

SEOKGA

New Sinsi, 2025

THE ONLY PART of Seokga’s sessions with the venerated Dr. Jang Heejin he truly dislikes is when, halfway through the session, the grandmotherly shaman-turned-deity-psychologist inevitably asks him how his inability to find Hani makes him feel.

When she first asked him that, approximately two days after the Red Thread of Fate appeared, Seokga had fixed her with his cold green glare, leaned in close to the aging therapist, and demanded (in a voice sour enough to curdle milk): “How do you think that makes me feel, you stodgy old crow?”

Dr. Jang hadn’t even bothered with the pretense of writing something down in her ever-present leather-bound notebook. Instead, she snorted. It had taken Seokga aback enough that he’d finally (and begrudgingly) begun to trust the doctor Hwanin had assigned to him back in 1992 when he reclaimed his godhood in full (to make sure he didn’t “snap” again, as his brother so aptly put it).

Since letting Dr. Jang into his mind, Seokga has discovered he has a plethora of daddy issues, an avoidant-dismissive attachment style (for everyone besides Hani, of course—it seems that she was the exception to everything), and a boatload of trauma from watching the love of his life die in front of him with his hand around the hilt of the dagger that killed her. Fun. And since beginning to treat Seokga some thirty-three years ago, the good doctor has gone significantly grayer. Although Seokga would very much like to take the credit for that, shamans do age. At a slightly slower pace than mortals, yes (a sign-on bonus from their patron deity), but they do wither, acquire depressing wrinkles, and ultimately die. He’s loath to admit it, but other than the storm-cloud gray hair, Jang looks rather sprightly for a seventy-something-year-old.

“Seokga?” Dr. Jang prompts expectantly. Now, seven years after the red thread first appeared, Seokga just rubs his eyes in exhaustion. He’s tired, bone-tired, and even the large iced coffee currently perched on the table between himself and Dr. Jang isn’t helping. “I just got back from Antarctica,” he replies hoarsely. His voice is always raspy, but the bitter winds hadn’t helped. At all.

“Antarctica,” Dr. Jang repeats. Her warm brown eyes, lined with wrinkles, show no emotion save for a calm neutrality that Seokga has grown to appreciate. She tilts her head, and the autumn sunlight from the circular window behind her illuminates her permed gray hair. “You thought Hani would be there?”

Seokga grits his teeth, glaring at the long Red Thread of Fate attached to his pinky. Nobody can see it but him. It’s tangled, twisted, and has so far led the trickster on a wild goose chase all around the world. For a blessed handful of hours after it had appeared, the red thread seemed to have been bringing him to Hani—a clear, straight line with neat turns. Imbued with a lightness and filled with a pure, sparkling cheerfulness that he hadn’t felt since before Hani’s life sputtered out in front of him in that cursed warehouse, Seokga had called Dr. Jang almost immediately, bursting at the seams with the need to tell somebody that everything in his world—everything—was going to be right again. Seoul, he’d panted out loud to the kindly doctor as he leaned heavily on his cane. It was leading him to Seoul. But a few hours after night fell, it was like the damned thing had stopped working. It ran him in circles until it tangled itself, brought him to one place only to twist back and head toward another, and was an overall useless piece of string.

In hindsight, his joy is humiliating. As is his happy-go-lucky phone call to Jang. How dare she have witnessed him cheerful? He’s been working hard to compensate for it ever since by being exceptionally miserable. And it’s easy to do.

If Hani is anywhere on this world, he should be able to find her.

Why can’t he find her?

“It kept yanking down,” Seokga now explains to Dr. Jang, who nods in sympathy. “Antarctica is … down. But there was nothing there except for penguins and fish and ice.” His lip curls. He’d hated the foul, squawking things, but Hani would have loved the penguins. She would have thought they were adorable, and probably would have named each and every one something ridiculous. A familiar ache lodges itself in his chest, and Seokga takes a hasty slug of Creature Café coffee.

He wonders if Hani’s reincarnation—wherever she, or he, is—would name the penguins, too. It’s fine if they wouldn’t, he tells himself. It’s fine if they’re different from who they were in their past life, his Hani, his love. It’s fine. It’s fine. Seokga can’t, and won’t, expect Kim Hani to be as she once was at the other end of the thread.

But you want her to be there, a cold little voice whispers back to him. Waiting for you. The woman from the nineties. The mischievous gumiho. You don’t want anyone else.

Seokga swallows hard and stares at Jang’s desk as he shoves those bitter doubts away. He won’t let himself think about it. Not until he finds Hani. Not until he finds her. All he wants to do is find her—

Dr. Jang leans forward across the polished wooden surface, face serious. “Seokga,” she says, and he’s half-terrified she’ll try to reach for his hand or otherwise comfort him. He has developed a serious aversion to comfort. The one time that Hwanin tried to hug him after a frustrating trip to Australia that yielded nothing, Seokga had nearly jumped out of his skin.

“What are you doing?” he’d hissed at Hwanin.

His brother had made a noise of disbelief. “I was going to hug you—”

“Do it slower next time, then,” Seokga replied, hastily backing away. “I thought you were going to murder me.”

“That’s my line, brother, not yours,” Hwanin replied, lips quirking.

Seokga doesn’t want pity. He just wants Hani.

But Dr. Jang doesn’t reach for him. Instead, she regards him somberly. “You’re burning yourself out. You’re exhausted, and I am seriously concerned about what will happen to you if you keep working yourself like this.”

He stares fixedly at the pictures and accolades on the wall. Her son and daughter-in-law, grinning with their seven-year-old child in a park, the picture of a perfect, happy family. A BS in psychology from New Sinsi University, and a BA in shamanism. A PhD from New Sinsi University, Magical Division in deity psychology. Newspaper clippings of her practice, a cozy office conveniently next to a Creature Café, with headlines applauding her work supporting the pantheon. She’s done a remarkable job reforming him into a god who doesn’t overly obsess about staging coups. Seokga wishes she’d been around when his father, Mireuk, had what Dr. Jang has called in past sessions a “psychotic break” and created all the evils of the worlds.

She might have been helpful.

“I know you miss Hani, Seokga,” Dr. Jang continues, “but some time off is minuscule compared to the amount of time you have to search for her. And …” She hesitates, shifting in her seat. “Well, Hani can find you, too, dear. The thread does go both ways, after all.”

Seokga rips his gaze away from the clippings. “She might not know what it is,” he says, not letting himself entertain the other explanation as to why they haven’t found each other yet. Not considering that she might be running from him. “Statistically, it’s more likely she’s human than a creature. If she’s human, she may not know the stories about the thread.” He swallows hard. Hani, whoever she is now, must feel the same pull—the same longing—as he does. The red thread has turned them into magnets aching to connect. Yet he still hasn’t found anyone with the wine-brown eyes of his Hani, eyes that Hwanin promised would remain the same in this life.

Thirty-three years.

Thirty-three years of grief and longing. Thirty-three years since 1992, that golden year when a woman with a sly smile and a laugh like the tinkling of bells flounced into his life and sent him falling, head over heels. Thirty-three years since they tackled each other in the bamboo forest, since they shared a tentative kiss on a fairy’s mountain, since Hani brought snacks to a stakeout, since she ran her fingers through his hair as he threatened to burn the whole world down, since he held her in his arms …

Thirty-three years since the Scarlet Fox died.

Seokga pushes down a hot stab of bitter emotion, anger, and betrayal. He drowns it in another sip of cold, cold coffee.

Dr. Jang sighs. “I’m going to be blunt, Seokga. You’re falling apart at the seams. If you don’t stop now, you’ll be nothing but a husk. Forgive me, but have you looked in a mirror recently?”

He knows what she’s referring to. The dark circles under his eyes. The bloodshot corners. Finding Hani has consumed his every waking moment. He doesn’t even use conditioner anymore.

And the changes go deeper than that, too. Seokga, although he should possess all of his powers now that he is again a deity, is unable to do one thing—riffle through the minds of creatures. Try as he may, something blocks him each time. Something tells him that it’s the pressure, the desperation and extreme fatigue, interfering with his capabilities. That should he sleep more than two hours a night, perhaps he’d have no trouble at all.

But he can’t stop. He can’t.

For a time, he was better. Before the Red Thread of Fate appeared, he was excited. Eager. Happy. Playing harmless pranks, wandering the streets of Iseung, eager for the opportunity at every corner. Convinced he would see Hani at any second.

Now he’s tired. Depressed. Miserable.

Dr. Jang smooths down her modest black blouse and reaches for the analog telephone at her side, giving him an I told you so look that somehow manages to still be kind.

Yet every part of Seokga stiffens as she punches in a few numbers. “Who—?”

The therapist gives him a stern look. “I’m calling your brother. As your doctor, it is within my jurisdiction to prescribe you with something you dearly need.”

Seokga frowns, thinking of the meds he’s already on—pink pills he takes with his evening coffee at seven each night. “What?”

Dr. Jang presses the phone to her ear. “A vacation.”

*

Tonight, dinner is takeout from Iseung, the mortal realm: deep-fried corn dogs dusted with sugar and drizzled with ketchup and mustard. It is, in Seokga’s opinion, an affront to his holy eyes and taste buds. It was Hwanung’s turn to bring dinner to the monthly pantheon gathering, in which all Okhwang’s gods sit around an overlarge table in Cheonha Palace and “bond.”

Oh, Seokga hates bonding. He prefers the logistics that come first: the scheduling of Korea’s weather with its respective gods, discussion of Unrulies and how the haetae are faring against them, how things are going for Yeomra in the underworld, et cetera. Today’s discourse was a particularly riveting discussion of the shamans: Korean family lines blessed with patronage of one deity or another, tasked with performing the minute duties that the gods themselves can’t be bothered with (such as the creation and maintenance of glamours, healing the sick, and—at least for Seokga’s shamans—causing chaos whenever the opportunity presents itself ) … And there’s also the unspoken obligation of proving their patron deity’s superiority over all the other gods. Seokga’s shamans have been specifically instructed to seek out Hwanin’s shamans and use their shape-shifting magic (generously bestowed upon them by Seokga himself ) to change into birds and shit all over their snobby heads.

(Deity shamanism has, clearly, changed since the ancient days. Many still practice the old ways, but Seokga greatly prefers his shamans to practice modern traditions as it’s vastly more entertaining.)

He sighs, utterly bored and wishing he was watching his shamans unleash their havoc.

Seokga envies Yeomra right now. Unable to leave Jeoseung, Yeomra joins these monthly meetings by using some bizarre mortal contraption that allows his face to be projected onto the screen at the front of the dining room. That means he doesn’t need to eat any of this food. Although right now, Yeomra is watching the proceedings with thinly veiled longing in his black eyes.

Sitting across the low table, pinching one disgusting specimen of corn dog, is Hwanin. The heavenly emperor’s blue-black eyes flecked with stars meet Seokga’s for a brief moment before his lips twitch and he sets the corn dog down with an air of grim finality. Next to him, his son is happily munching away, looking quite proud of himself for his contribution to this month’s dinner.

Seokga rolls his eyes but must admit Hwanung’s cheerful little crunches are a nice break from the heavens-shaking fights Okhwang has been riddled with lately. It’s rare, nowadays, that Hwanung’s mouth is (relatively) shut and not screaming expletives at his father about anything and everything.

Focused on the foul food, Hwanung is also leaving Seokga alone, which is a pleasant change. Ever since Seokga’s return, Hwanung has been by equal turns furious with and terrified by him. Many times, Seokga has caught the law god trailing him as if scanning for any sign of wrongdoing to report to his father. Like a few other members of the pantheon (especially Samsin Halmoni), Hwanung has never quite forgiven Seokga for stabbing his father in the back by leading thousands of Dark World monsters into Okhwang and then having the audacity to call the attempted coup “just a bit of fun.” He’s quite certain that if given half the chance, Hwanung would hurl him back down to Iseung.

Seokga formed this theory after Hwanung explicitly told him that if he was given half the chance, he would hurl him back down to Iseung. The dangerous glint in the boy’s eyes had told Seokga he’d meant it. The boy is always dancing with danger—from dating fierce bear-shifters to challenging Okhwang’s seasoned warriors to cage fights. He looks dangerous now, too: studs in his bottom lip, leather jackets, and hair that is no longer bleached silver like his father’s but is instead a shaggy dark purple.

“Delicious,” Dalnim snarfles. The usually dainty moon goddess is attacking her food like a lion would its prey. Next to her, her twin, Haemosu, stares in delight as the mozzarella cheese stretches to an impossible length as he pulls the corn dog away from his handsome face.

Seokga and Hwanin may be as different as day and night, but proof of their brotherhood is in the way both deities push away their plates. Hwanin takes a sip from his goblet (although inside, Seokga knows, is another disgusting mortal creation: soda) and pointedly clears his throat. Immediately, a hush falls over the spacious room. Habaek, the river god, falls silent mid-laugh. Jacheongbi, goddess of agriculture, straightens to attention. At the motion, a few pink cosmos flowers woven in her hair flutter to the ground.

Hwanin’s throne isn’t in here, but it might as well be. Even though he sits cross-legged on a cushion rather than his sovereign perch, he is still the emperor of Okhwang, and the picture of royalty. His silken hanbok of dark blues and silvers matches his eyes and hair, respectively; hair that reaches his chest in an icy curtain. “Thank you, Hwanung, for the lovely meal,” says Hwanin, patting the law god on his head. Hwanung scowls, jerking away. His father clearly pretends not to see, but Seokga doesn’t miss the flash of hurt in his brother’s eyes. It’s been there often recently.

“Now that we’ve all had a chance to, ah, enjoy the food”—Hwanin’s composure seems to falter as he meets Seokga’s eye, and Seokga pointedly lowers his gaze down to the very untouched corn dog on his brother’s plate—“we have some more matters of business to attend to. Specifically, Seokga’s vacation.”

Seokga is very glad he hasn’t eaten a bite of food, because if he had, he’d be choking on it. It’s been a day since his session with Dr. Jang, and Hwanin has not until now mentioned the damnable thing at all. At Seokga’s shocked expression, Hwanin smirks, and Seokga dearly misses the time when he could be at his brother’s throat without this useless moral compass he seems to have developed holding him back.

It is unfortunate that, since his return to Okhwang, he and his older brother have become almost-sort-of friends, Seokga seethes. (The almost-sort-of condition being there thanks to the role Hwanin played in Hani’s death. No matter how hard Hwanin tries to close the gap, Seokga quickly widens it once more.) Nevertheless, the almost-sort-of friendship is unfortunate, because there is nothing he’d like better, in this very moment, than to strangle Hwanin. Dr. Jang’s “prescription” isn’t necessary and will only hold him back from finding Hani.

“Brother,” Seokga growls, some of that old vehemence brimming to the surface. He wraps his fingers around the cane lying at his side, knowing the blade he can unleash by snapping the silver imoogi handle with the right amount of strength. He won’t, of course, but the motion gives him a sense of comfort. “You overstep. I don’t need, or want, a vacation.”

“Oh, dear,” sniffs Samsin Halmoni in disapproval. “Is that how you speak to your elders, Seokga?”

Seokga turns his wrath to Samsin Halmoni. “Is that how you speak to your superiors?” he hisses back, slitting his eyes. The other deity goes pale.

“You naughty little boy,” she whispers. Seokga fixes her with an unimpressed look that’s more scathing than any words could ever be.

“Ha!” says Hasegyeong, the cattle god, turning to Jowangshin, goddess of the hearth. “I told you she’d say that at least once tonight.”

Jowangshin sighs and passes a few crumpled mortal bills to a gloating Hasegyeong.

Hwanin does not look very bothered at all as he turns to Yeomra, on the screen. “Go on,” he says to the death god. “Tell him what we’ve decided.”

Feeling as though he’s about to be told he’s been sentenced to death (or worse, thrown from Okhwang again), Seokga turns his attention to Yeomra. The death god appears to be sitting in his office, surrounded by the rich black hues of his wallpaper, neat bookshelves, and the cushioned back of his leather chair. The darkness of it all is rather on the nose for the ruler of Jeoseung, but Yeomra himself is anything but.

If Seokga saw Yeomra on the street (which is, thankfully, impossible—the ass is stuck in Jeoseung), Seokga would take him for a young, cocky CEO. A chaebol, perhaps. Yeomra lounges in his chair, the buttons of his dark shirt unbuttoned to show off a hint of his chest, a smarmy salesman’s smile on his face. His hair is supposed to look messy, but Seokga has done that very style to his own hair enough to know it takes an immense amount of time.

“Seokga,” Yeomra says, lifting a hand and waving idly, his silver rings flashing in the light, “nice to see you.” He winks, and Seokga sees that his eyelids are smudged with dark powder. He is unimpressed, and part of him suspects that it’s Yeomra that young Hwanung is looking to for style inspiration.

“No,” Seokga replies, voice as chilly as the Antarctic winds he so recently endured. “It is not. As you well know, Yeomra, I do not like you. At all.”

The god’s eyes narrow on the screen. “We’ve decided that—”

“I’m not interested in whatever proposal your egregiously small brain has come up with.”

“Seokga!” shrieks Samsin Halmoni, hands flying to her pregnancy bump, as if she can prevent the fetus from hearing his razor-sharp words.

Seokga doesn’t apologize. He’s hated the death god ever since he somehow missed an eoduksini escaping his realm in the body of one of his jeoseung saja and left Seokga to deal with it—and the consequences. Hani. Again, that familiar pain.

Yeomra narrows his eyes. “Right. Well. Your brother told me about your situation. If you need a place to relax—”

“I don’t,” Seokga snaps nastily, contemplating the ramifications of throwing a corn dog at Yeomra’s projection. “Mind your own business, cadaver.”

“Seokga!” Hwanung hisses, mouth full. His nephew fixes hateful eyes on him. “Remember your place.”

“You’re dribbling food down your chin,” he clips back coldly.

Hwanung’s cheeks redden, and he almost—almost—curls in on himself, shoulders slumping. Yet Seokga decides not to feel at all bad as his nephew rolls his eyes a moment later, apparently attempting to muster some bravado from what must be deep, deep, deep down in his shriveled little soul.

“Ignore him.” Hwanin tells his son, sending Seokga a chiding look. “Continue, Yeomra.”

Yeomra shifts in his seat, apparently feeling the weight of Seokga’s death glare all the way in the underworld. The leather creaks. “I’m sure you’ve heard of my masterpiece, SRC.” He pauses, as if waiting for praise and applause.

Seokga takes great pleasure in staring blankly at him, although he knows very well what Yeomra’s little pet project is. It’s been in Godly Gossip more times that he can count.

Not that he’s reading Godly Gossip. Dr. Jang’s waiting room is, unfortunately, plastered with them.

And they really know how to write a hook.

SRC. Seocheongang River Cruises. Cruise ships, sailing on the underworld’s Seocheongang River, offering one last festive hurrah to the dead guests before they step off for reincarnation. It’s a clever idea, Seokga supposes. And a lucrative one. With the way Jeoseung works, Yeomra has fashioned himself to be more of a CEO than an emperor. Having an entire realm at your disposal and nobody but the dead to share it with leads to boredom. While an emperor can be waited on hand and foot, a CEO must strive to expand. To make their company bigger and better. Thousands of years ago, Yeomra’s first act as “CEO” was to employ jeoseung saja—creatures who guide souls down to the land of the dead. Seokga’s stomach twists as he remembers Hani’s soul slipping into the hearse, leaving him behind as morning sunlight cracked and spilled over New Sinsi.

I swear on Hwanung, god of laws and kept promises, that the sun will shine on us both once again.

What a cruel joke.

Hwanin sighs, jerking Seokga out of his reverie as he looks at his poker face in exasperation. “You’re not being very mature,” he mutters out of the corner of his mouth.

“Anything to make his fragile little ego squirm,” Seokga replies in an icy, quiet undertone.

Yeomra looks like he’s clenching his teeth together as Seokga withholds recognition. “I’m offering you a spot on my best ship for the duration of its upcoming cruise,” he spits, as if it’s being forced out of him. Indeed, his eyes flick momentarily to Hwanin in unconcealed reluctance. “The SRC Flatliner.”

“It gives me great delight to refuse your offer.” Seokga smiles coldly. “I couldn’t be less interested in taking a trip on your little boat.”

“It’s not a little boat. It has ten decks—”

“I don’t care.”

Yeomra sucks on his teeth, glowering although he’s sinking lower in his seat. Seokga’s don’t fuck with me grin, he is pleased to note, seems to have a universal effect on both mortals and death deities alike. Smugly, Seokga straightens the collar of his slightly rumpled black trench coat and congratulates himself on a job well done.

Yet across from him, Hwanin catches his eye, and his expression has Seokga’s heart sinking before the words even emerge. “Too bad,” his older brother says without an ounce of sympathy. “I’ve already bought three tickets. We leave tomorrow morning.”

“I’d rather skin myself alive,” hisses Seokga on instinct, and then pauses a moment later, brows knitting together. “Wait. Three?”




CHAPTER THREE

KISA

YOO KISA had once thought she knew suffering.

But that was before her first turn-around day.

Aboard the SRC Flatliner, Kisa hustles down the ship’s “I-95”—a long corridor spanning Deck 0, and the main point of travel for loading supplies and luggage on and off the ship. She grits her teeth as she pushes the luggage cart down the humid hall, where even the white-painted walls drip with sweat. One would think the dead pack lightly, but alas. It seems Jeoseung’s CEO insists the Flatliner’s esteemed guests board with every trivial item they could possibly want. Clothing from their past lives. Books. Laptops. Entire TVs. Once, Kisa had the pleasure of loading an entire liquor cabinet onto the ship.

She huffs and puffs through her teeth as she reaches the end of the I-95 and passes the luggage cart on to a solemn-faced grim reaper. He’s dressed in a smart black suit and a bowler cap, which he tips slightly in greeting before wheeling the luggage through the ship door leading to a lowered metal plank, which will deposit him—and the suitcases—onto the pavement of Port Jeoseung, where the disembarking guests will have the opportunity to bring their belongings with them to whatever waits past Port Jeoseung’s terminal. Kisa pants, wiping her brow with a wrist as she lingers by the door, letting a cold kiss of underworld air cool her hot skin.

Death isn’t what she thought it’d be. No, not at all. What she’s seen so far of Jeoseung reminds her of any congested city: towering buildings, cramped coffee shops, narrow streets littered with newspaper clippings, and a central park. The only differences are that the office buildings display buzzing neon signs advertising themselves as the Department of Afterlife Reincarnation (the DAR, said to have agonizingly long lines), the Courtrooms of Hell Sentencing, and an amalgamation of other equally terrifying yet fascinating company names. The newspaper clippings don’t have an obituary column: Instead, they’re drowning in announcements of who was reincarnated as what (Congratulations to Shim Him-chan on his reincarnation into a puppy!) and gleefully gloomy gossip about who was sentenced to what hell and why. The central park’s trees are twisted and skeletal, some bone white and others pitch black. And, of course, the city’s denizens who visit the coffee shops and wander the streets are very, very dead. Ghosts. Gwisin.

She’s a gwisin, too, now. Part of Kisa is still fascinated with this, even after seven years—and she itches to research, to seek into the why. Why, for example, has she maintained a corporeal form? It’s not her original one, but it might as well be, down to the exact hue of her wine-brown eyes and the heart-shaped birthmark right above her left brow. Is the soul inextricably attached to the flesh? And why does she still breathe? She doesn’t need to, but her body still unconsciously sucks in the underworld air. A heart even beats in her chest, despite Kisa’s status as very much deceased. Her working theory: She exists in the underworld as she remembers herself existing in the living realm. And she remembers her heart beating, her lungs working. Oh, if Kisa had access to a lab, she could run so many tests …

“Kisa!” a voice snaps at her back, and she turns—wrenching her gaze away from the miserable black skyline of Jeoseung and the jeoseung saja working the port—to see the cruise director, Lee Soo-min. Soo-min stands in the middle of the I-95, forcing other crew members to squeeze by her as she props a hand on her hip.

In her life, Soo-min was heiress to a technology company before meeting her untimely end at the hands of her money-hungry fiancé. At least, that’s the rumor around the ship: Soo-min has stubbornly maintained that she died saving a kitten from a fire somewhere in Itaewon.

It’s unlikely. Soo-min is a samjokgu—a three-legged dog-shifter. And samjokgu famously despise cats. Besides, diving into a fire would almost certainly go against Soo-min’s fourteen-step skincare routine, the details of which Kisa has been unfortunate enough to overhear at staff meetings.

Regardless of the circumstances of Soo-min’s death, however, it’s no leap to say that she was probably the most pampered of them all: hence her assignment as cruise director, one of the most taxing occupations on board.

That’s the gist of the ship—guests who worked too hard when they were living board the SRC Flatliner and are waited on hand and foot by crew members who barely worked a day in their lives. Kisa has appealed, over and over, to Jeoseung’s CEO to revoke her sentencing as a crew member to no avail.

“You were idle,” she’d been told by a bored-looking jeoseung saja with a clipboard who’d been sent back to inform her of the CEO’s decision.

“Excuse me?” Kisa had snapped, certain she had misheard. She’d been exhausted every single day of her life, had worn herself to death in that hospital. It simply wasn’t possible that she’d been marked as “idle.”

The jeoseung saja rolled his eyes. “Yoo Kisa. Daughter of Volkov, Natalia, and Yoo, David. Annual income by age twenty-two …” He widened his eyes meaningfully.

“Excuse me!” Kisa drew herself up to her full height, which wasn’t very impressive (a mere five foot three) and placed her hands on her hips. “I worked myself to death for that money. Have you ever met any shaman who simply prancercised through life without a single responsibility? If you’re deciding who was idle in their life, I seriously suggest that you rethink your measuring system. In fact, I might suggestion a new metric with a focus on the dimensional attributes of nepotism and—”

“I wasn’t done. It says here,” the reaper drawled, referencing his clipboard, “that you have some built-up karma from your past life. Seems you were—and I quote—‘one of the laziest freeloading women to exist’ and ‘exceptionally skilled at robbing ATMs.’ Due to an anomaly, you got off easy the last time around … But all bills have to be paid eventually. Be glad you weren’t sent to one of the seven hells,” the jeoseung saja had suggested as Kisa’s jaw dropped. “You’ll serve on this ship until the DAR decides you’re ready for reincarnation.”

“Which will be when?” she spluttered.

A nasty smile. “When your karmic punishment is over.”

Kisa is fully aware of past lives, of course, but she simply cannot conceptualize herself as somebody who apparently stole money from ATMs. Rules, thinks Kisa, are the only things that keep society from falling into utter bedlam. She follows them with an almost holy reverence. So the notion that this is karmic retribution for her past life is utter nonsense. How bad, truly, could Kisa have been? It’s complete hokum, really.

As are Soo-min’s next words, urging her to stop “dillydallying” and get back to work. Kisa clenches her jaw but obeys. If she ever wants to retire from the SRC Flatliner, she needs to be on her best behavior.

For the next few hours, Kisa works herself to the bone, as she’s done for years now. Yet there is no satisfaction of a safe delivery, no joy upon hearing the wailing cries of an infant. There’s only a stack of work that keeps piling up, and up, and up … and that perpetually hollow feeling in her chest, that sort of panging ache for something she still can’t quite put her finger on.

Her old life, perhaps? Before the hospital, before it all crumbled to ash in her hands … The misty, rainy mornings at NSUMD, studying in the cavernous library, chewing on the end of her pen and flipping through the thin—nearly translucent—yellow pages of her treasured textbooks. The coffee shop near campus, where creatures clustered and chattered over mugs of macchiato and frappés. Could that be it?

Yet a small voice deep down asks if it’s something else she longs for. Something entirely different from beloved textbooks and campus cafés. It whispers in half-ignored words that if only she sat down and put her brilliant mind to the psychological puzzle, she’d have it solved within no time. Yet time is exactly what Kisa lacks. So this longing … Well, the reason for it is still a mystery, just as it was the day she died. She calls it a longing for what she lost and leaves it at that.

There’s no time for anything else.

After finishing off-loading the rest of the luggage pile, she grudgingly moves on to her next chore of changing the linens in the Deck 6 cabins alongside a few other girls who normally work in waitressing. It doesn’t matter what their usual jobs are: On turn-around day, everybody does everything.

What Kisa wouldn’t give to be on her usual shift in the SRC Flatliner’s sick bay. Some crew members who die particularly violent deaths (like, for example, falling off a skyscraper) receive treatment the moment they are assigned to the Flatliner, so as to not scare away the guests.

None of them are at risk of dying, obviously—the treatments are really for psychological purposes: When a dead soul sees their wounds being treated just like they would be in the world above, their identity becomes less intertwined with the injuries of their death. Thus, their form can return to how they remember it existing before the gunshot, the car crash, the fall, the disease, et cetera. Restoration, it’s called.

It’s dull, tiring work … But at least it’s interesting, to a degree.

As she stuffs the dirty sheets into the wheeled hamper, Kisa jolts in pain, something between a shriek and a swear escaping her lips.

The red thread forever wrapped around her pinky tautens enough to hurt. Kisa gasps, stumbling back. One of the girls worriedly asks if she’s all right.

“I’m fine,” Kisa murmurs, attempting a smile before hastily wheeling the now-full hamper out into the corridor, heart pounding and finger screaming in agony. As she waits in the corridor for the elevator to take her to Deck 3, where the laundry room is, Kisa does everything in her power not to look at the red floral knot squeezing her throbbing pinky.

In the seven years since her death, Kisa has come to the rather unfortunate conclusion that it is not a stress-induced hallucination at all. She’s considering another hypothesis instead: that she is experiencing an extremely rare part of the mythological canon, a physical manifestation of destiny that is meant—in theory—to lead Kisa to her soulmate. It took her a while to form this hypothesis—the red thread, even to shamans, is viewed as little more than a legend. Yet here it is, tied to her finger.

As she gives in and looks at it, it wriggles slightly. Like it’s an anxious caterpillar trying to say “hello.”

Kisa is quite certain her Red Thread of Fate is faulty. Seeing as she is, one, dead (has anybody ever met their soulmate after they died?) and, two, in seven years, it has become incredibly tangled. Perhaps Gameunjang Aegi, the luck goddess, made a mistake.

What a fascinating mistake, though.

There is no end to the scarlet string, which seems to span on forever and ever as matted lines of messy, snarled knots and lumps, winding around corners, curling through the hallways, tangling in on itself before stretching out across the Seocheongang River to a place far away.

She has attempted to study its material to no avail. Whatever its composites, the string is untouchable, and entirely unbreakable. It is no usual thread: no indications of cotton, nor rayon. Both those materials can be neatly severed by scissors rather than passing through them like a ghost. In addition to that, the red thread isn’t visible to anyone but her.

Why has it tightened? In all its years of existence, the string has never squeezed her finger like that. Still puzzled, Kisa dumps the dirty linens in the laundry room, where a plump-faced dokkaebi with pointy ears promptly sets to queuing them up for the next line of washing. The vast room of machinery smells like the gallons of detergent used every week: birchwood and lavender. She lingers for a moment longer, letting the rhythmic churning of the industrial-sized washing machines wash over her. Her pinky still feels as if it’s about to be sliced off at any moment, but she doesn’t let it show. Kisa has become quite good at hiding her pain, burying it under mental recitations of her favorite books, which range from smutty paperback romances to heavyweight volumes on the dokkaebi cardiovascular system.


Dokkaebi are known to have two hearts, both of which pump blood throughout the body. The right heart is responsible for blood flow to the upper body, while the left heart is responsible for blood flow to the lower body. One might be tempted to compare the number of hearts to some cephalopods. However, the dokkaebi’s are not branchial, consisting of more than one chamber. When performing a maze surgery on a dokkaebi patient, it is imperative to keep in mind that …



As turn-around day reaches its peak and new guests file on board, Kisa grows more and more troubled. The string has begun to vibrate and—to Kisa’s utter shock—begins to untangle itself, straightening into a neat red line. A moment later, it’s shaking ferociously … almost in warning.

As if something is coming.

As if something is coming for her.

How very interesting, Kisa eagerly thinks, before realizing that she should possibly be quite frightened.




CHAPTER FOUR

SEOKGA

“SUBTLE,” SAYS SEOKGA, staring through the glass at the mammoth that is the SRC Flatliner. He slides down his sunglasses to take a better look, practically pressing his nose to the window. Not that the glasses are even relatively necessary in Jeoseung, where the sky is varying shades of black and gray—and it’s so early that the blazing red sun is still hidden. The shades are for a dramatic, brooding sort of effect. Seokga is quite peeved about being here, after all.

“The ‘flatliner’ bit is Yeomra’s idea of a joke,” Hwanin says with a sigh, standing next to him on the skywalk that leads into the Flatliner’s maw. Behind them, a steady stream of chattering gwisin file past, excited to begin their journey. “He’s proud of it.”

Seokga says nothing, still glaring with thin lips at the ten-stacked-decks monstrosity, taking in its glittering black hue that reflects the Seocheongang’s crimson waters. Indeed, Seokga is so focused on staring at the ship in reluctant admiration that he doesn’t notice that the Red Thread of Fate is slowly undulating through the air, untangling itself as it finally, finally—after seven years of disorientation—senses a clear path toward her.

“It’s not as witty as he thinks it is,” Seokga mutters, although his neck has craned, eyes flicking past the sparkling light inside dozens of windows to latch onto the ninth (and second-to-top) deck, where there seem to be a number of pools.

“I agree with Seokga,” Dr. Jang says from where she stands next to him, wrinkled hands clutched nervously around her tote bag. For the very first time, Seokga is seeing her in something other than her usual blouses: She’s donned a festive Hawaiian shirt for the occasion, and she’s even wearing pink flip-flops with little flamingos on them. “It’s a bit gauche.”

“Indeed,” mutters Seokga, staring at the flamingos.

Three tickets. One for Seokga. One for his insufferable brother, who’s left his son temporarily ruling Okhwang in his place. And one for his psychologist. Apparently, Seokga’s “vacation” doesn’t entail a break from his sessions with Dr. Jang. It is, in Hwanin’s words, too much of a risk, especially when considering your past antics, brother. Remember that time you led Gamangnara monsters into Okhwang?

So much for having become almost-sort-of friends.

Hwanin shakes his head. Unlike Dr. Jang, Hwanin is wearing his usual attire, earning confused looks from the onboarding ghosts. Seokga rolls his eyes. As much as Hwanin may deny it, Seokga is certain that Hwanin likes to be looked at. That he soaks up the attention like a sponge in dishwater.

Seokga isn’t surprised. They’re brothers, after all. They’re bound to have some similarities.

Dr. Jang rummages around in her purse before pulling out a mint, looking slightly green. For living creatures, the teleportation trip down into Jeoseung is extremely nauseating, and Dr. Jang is only a shaman. Seokga looks at her in sympathy before Hwanin, clasping his hands together, smiles in a reassuring way to his two companions.

“Shall we?”

“Fine,” mutters Seokga. Dr. Jang looks at him with pity, more than she’s ever shown in her office. Seokga bristles, suddenly uncomfortable. “You can take the therapist out of the office,” he snaps as he follows Hwanin into the ship, “but you shouldn’t take the office out of the therapist.”

Dr. Jang’s eyes flicker with hurt and Seokga momentarily feels like a colossal piece of trickster-god shit, but then he’s been swallowed by the SRC Flatliner and his guilt slips away.

The SRC Flatliner’s atrium is startlingly reminiscent of the 1920s’ overindulgent glitz and glamour. The floors on which they stand are tiled shimmering slabs of black quartzite, smoky black tendrils stretching out across the wide expanse. Polished to a shine, they reflect the largest chandelier Seokga has ever seen in his extremely long life, its light dappling the lush velvet chairs artfully arranged below. Massive flights of stairs coil up and around the atrium, leading to what is undoubtedly an equally indulgent beyond. Stressed-looking crew members hustle and bustle on the floors above, visible from their heaving torsos up.

“Hwanin’s tits,” Seokga breathes, taking off his shades. The crowd of passengers seems to think the same. He sees one elderly man staring at the chandelier clutch his chest as if about to have a heart attack.

Dr. Jang, despite being somewhere in her seventies, giggles in unbridled cheer like a schoolgirl. “Quite,” she agrees, whatever hurt she felt forgotten in the face of such grandeur.

Hwanin makes a disappointed face at them both. “I wish you wouldn’t refer to my ti—my chest like that.”

Seokga opens his mouth to reply that it was Hani who taught him that particular euphemism, so he shall never stop—but something very, very peculiar happens first, and a sound embarrassingly similar to an undignified squeak leaves Seokga’s mouth before he can stop it.

“Brother?” Hwanin looks as if he doesn’t know whether to laugh or place a hand on Seokga’s shoulder in concern. In the end, he does both. Seokga’s so shocked that he doesn’t even shy away from Hwanin’s touch. “Are you … ?”

He doesn’t hear the rest of his words. The Red Thread of Fate has tightened itself like a boa constrictor around Seokga’s pinky, enough that all blood circulation has been cut off and his poor finger bulges in protest. But that doesn’t matter. That doesn’t matter because the Red Thread of Fate is no longer tangled or twisted as it has been for seven whole years. No, it’s … it’s leading him toward the winding flight of stairs, one perfect line twining around and around before vanishing. It’s as if Seokga’s heart freezes in his chest for a moment in pure shock, before the ice around it cracks and his heart is suddenly pounding so hard that he’s certain it will punch through his ribs, through his flesh and bone …

“Hani,” he gasps out, legs suddenly weak but always, always strong enough to carry him toward the woman he loves, the woman he lost, the cheerful gumiho with a world of humor and mischief in her wine-brown eyes—the sunshine to his deepest night, the happiness to his immortal misery. “My Hani,” he rasps again, vision blurring as he begins to run, following the Red Thread of Fate toward his lost love.

He can feel it, at the end of the thread.

Someone is waiting.

Someone is waiting for him.




CHAPTER FIVE

KISA

KISA WONDERS HOW, exactly, one should wait for their soulmate. For a good moment or two, she thoroughly contemplates posing on one of the sick bay’s beds, head propped up on one hand and the other resting on her hip. After a brief attempt, the cot squeaking uncomfortably beneath her, Kisa abandons that idea and instead decides to artfully lean against the clinic’s polished-granite front desk, a fixed smile on her face.

Although her heart is racing, she has come to the sensible conclusion that there is no point in running from whomever is attempting to find her. They’re attached by a red thread, for the heavens’ sakes—there is nowhere she can run, nor hide. So really, the most reasonable thing Kisa can do is to make a good first impression. Currently, she is smiling the smile that has landed her internships and jobs. Very professional, and extremely calculated.

“What are you doing?” Her co-worker Kim Hajun is staring at her with abject horror from where he’s restocking one of the white medicine cabinets. The former K-pop star looks unsure as to whether he’s meant to laugh or to stride over and shake Kisa’s shoulders.

Hajun is one of Kisa’s only friends on the SRC Flatliner, despite having met each other just six months ago. He is one of the newest crew members on the ship, having died in April. Kisa had been the one to Restore him, carefully binding his bleeding inner wrists and treating the slender singer for blood loss.

The true treatment, though, should have been focused on his mind. There was such darkness inside of him, a sort that nobody would ever expect from a boy with such a sweet smile and sparkling eyes. Certainly not even the jeoseung saja in charge of SRC recruitment, who took one look at his file, saw K-POP STAR in huge red letters, and plopped him into servitude without a care for the stress Hajun must have been under while alive. Kisa fervently attempted to school herself in the field of psychology with the limited medical journals on board, but she was utterly out of her depth. She is a doctor of flesh and bone, and is terrified of damaging the fragile system of the psyche with indelicate hands. So for now, she can only offer Hajun one thing: friendship.

And it’s so easy to be friends with him. Hajun is a gentle, kind soul who has made her time on board so much easier. He’s quick at learning medicine: Under her watchful eye, he’s becoming a capable ship medic. She likes to think that he’s healing, too, away from the pressures of the entertainment industry. He certainly laughs more these days.

“Kisa?” Hajun repeats anxiously.

“Hajun,” says Kisa, careful not to drop her practiced smile, “I am in a perfectly natural state of pleasantness.”

“You look … constipated.” He shuts the cabinet and turns back to her, eyebrows high on his delicate face. “And your left eye is twitching.”

“That,” she retorts, dropping her pose, “is because of you.” Kisa shifts from foot to foot nervously, glancing at the medical center’s swinging doors that have yet to open. The red thread is growing shorter, tighter. No doubt that signifies that whoever is at the other end is approaching Deck 3. “If you must know,” Kisa says with a sigh to a confused Hajun, “I am waiting for my soulmate.”

He chokes. Hajun is the only person Kisa has confided in, and although he can’t see it, he stares at her pinky where the thread is wrapped. “Right now? The thread?”

“Yes,” says Kisa. “The string is growing shorter by what I estimate to be ten inches per every thirty seconds. If each foot represents space traveled, then—”

“Oh, please,” Hajun murmurs, but he’s smiling softly. “Not the calculations.”

She pins him with a glare. Hajun doesn’t seem to notice, face suddenly stricken with some realization as he hurries over to her.

“Kisa,” he whispers urgently, “what if he’s horrible?”

“Thank you, Hajun, that is precisely what I needed to hear right now.”

“No, really,” her friend insists, grabbing her shoulder with wide, worried eyes. “What if he’s one of the dokkaebi? Or an imoogi? Kisa, what if he shifts into a giant serpent and eats you? Worse … what if he’s one of the demons you’ve told me about? An eoduksini?”

“There hasn’t been a recorded eoduksini spotting since spring 1992,” Kisa replies factually, although a distinct sweat has broken out on the back of her neck, dampening her bun of curls. They are, after all, in the underworld. Although the eoduksini are kept under lock and key in the Torture Department, it’s possible one could slip out …

No. She shouldn’t let her friend frighten her. Hajun has taken the whole creatures-from-mythology-exist learning curve with about as much grace as a beached whale. Kisa is a respected shaman … or she was. At any rate, she is perfectly capable of handling herself.

“What if he’s an inmyunjo?” wails Hajun, who had nearly shat himself the first time he’d come across one of the winged creatures on board—even though Unruly inmyunjo are nonexistent. “Or a gumiho? What if he steals your soul?”

Kisa is exceptionally conscious that footsteps are now echoing down the corridor’s hall, that the red thread is practically choking her finger, that she is very possibly about to experience something hardly ever documented in any academic literature—something that will gain her significant conversance regarding a rare phenomenon and, possibly, impressive accolades should she somehow manage to share such valuable knowledge. And Hajun is ruining it. “Please be quiet,” she mutters to him. “You’re interrupting a pivotal moment in mythos experience—”

Her friend ignores her. Breathing hard, Hajun looks wildly around the clinic’s small front room and, before Kisa can stop him, launches
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