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        “Atmospheric, layered, and rich with emotion, Small Gods of Calamity is a satisfyingly fresh spin on supernatural noir.”
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        “A thrilling five-star read delving into the delicacy of Korean Shamanism and the horror of evil spirit possession. This ethereal glide into Korean shamanism combined with a sensory exploration brings to life a paranormal horror that delivers hope.”
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        “An expertly-layered detective mystery filled with folkloric spirits, rich atmosphere, and a pulsing, emotional core, Small Gods of Calamity stays riveting from intriguing opening to beautiful conclusion. Yoo’s unforgettable debut is a wonderfully queer exploration of grief, trauma, and reckoning with the past that will leave your heart aching in the best way.”
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        “A refreshing urban occult detective story about imperfect heroes and confronting the roots of trauma. It is a tale of aching quiet beauty led by broken souls, yet it is also one of warmth and reconciliation.”

        —Ai Jiang, Nebula finalist and author of Linghun and I Am AI  

      

      

      
        
        “A gripping, absolutely un-put-downable novella. Yoo hooks you from the first page to the last with a riveting supernatural murder mystery that plays out partly in our everyday world and partly in the perilous world of spirits and ghosts. In the midst of soul-destroying danger and darkness, the main characters are infused with a bright and gentle light, and I hope this isn’t the last time I get to meet Detective Kim Han-gil.”

        —Maria Haskins, author of Wolves & Girls and Six Dreams About the Train
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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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