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Death has no borders.
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Chapter 1 – The Crossing

The border at midnight was a wound.

Hana had seen many borders in her time as a Reaper—the lines between life and death, past and present, memory and forgetting. But this was different. This was a line drawn by men, enforced by guns, soaked in blood. The fence stretched across the landscape like a scar, rusted and cruel, with guard towers每隔五百米 punctuating the darkness.

Their smuggler's name was Mr. Kang. He was a small man with a large coat and no threads.

That was the first thing Hana noticed—the threads. Every living person had them: silver strands connecting soul to body, past to future, choice to consequence. But Mr. Kang's threads didn't exist. Not cut, not frayed. Simply absent.

"You see them," Mr. Kang said. It wasn't a question. His voice was dry, like paper crumbling. "The threads. Most Reapers don't notice until I point it out."

"Who are you?" Hana asked.

"I'm a dead man who hasn't stopped walking." He gestured toward the fence. "Sound carries here. Keep your voices low. Your feet light. And whatever you do, don't touch the fence. It's electrified. Eighty thousand volts. Enough to kill a living person twice."

"I'm not living," Jun-ho said quietly.

"Neither am I, boy. But electricity doesn't care about your existential crisis." Mr. Kang pulled a pair of wire cutters from his coat—ancient, rusted, but sharp. "Follow me. Step exactly where I step. Don't deviate. The ground is mined."

Dae-hyun exhaled slowly. "I hate this plan."

"You voted for it," Hana reminded him.

"I voted for the plan that involved diplomacy, paperwork, and possibly bribery. Not sneaking into North Korea through a minefield."

"Diplomacy would have taken months. The child doesn't have months." Hana looked at the fence. Beyond it, the landscape was gray—grayer than any sky she had ever seen. The trees were bare. The ground was hard. And somewhere out there, a dead girl was walking. "She's been waiting ten years. I'm not making her wait another day."

Mr. Kang cut a hole in the fence. The wire trembled, sparked briefly, then went still. He stepped through. Then Hana. Then Jun-ho. Then Dae-hyun, last and reluctant, muttering about snacks left behind in the garden.

The other side was worse.

Hana had expected poverty. She had expected suffering. She had read the reports, seen the photographs, heard the testimonies. But nothing prepared her for the absence. The land didn't just look poor—it looked empty. As if something vital had been sucked out of the soil and never replaced.

"The threads here are different," Jun-ho said. He had been quiet since they crossed, his new Reaper's badge glowing faintly against his chest. "Thinner. Darker."

"Desperation does that," Mr. Kang said. "When people are hungry long enough, their threads start to eat themselves. They pull energy from the future to survive the present. It's sustainable for a while. Then it's not."

They walked through a village that wasn't a village—just a scattering of huts, some collapsed, some abandoned. Hana saw faces in the windows. Not living faces, not dead faces. Something in between. Souls that had forgotten they were supposed to cross over.

"There's no Bureau presence here," Hana realized. "No Reapers. No Variables. No one collecting the dead."

"North Korea doesn't acknowledge the Celestial Bureau," Mr. Kang said. "Officially, they have their own system. Unofficially, they have nothing. The dead wander. The living suffer. And the powerful get richer by harvesting the souls that fall through the cracks."

Jun-ho stopped walking. He was staring at a child—a small boy, no older than five, sitting on the ground beside a collapsed hut. The boy had no threads. No heartbeat. No breath. But his eyes were open, and he was watching them.

"He's dead," Jun-ho whispered.

"He's been dead for three years," Mr. Kang said. "Starvation. The whole family. He's waiting for his mother. She promised she'd come back. She doesn't know she's dead too."

Hana knelt in front of the boy. She didn't touch him—dead souls were fragile here, unmoored. "What's your name?"

The boy's lips moved. No sound came out. But Hana heard him anyway, the way Reapers always heard the dying.

My name is Yong-chul. Are you here to take me to Mother?

"Soon," Hana said. "I promise. Soon."

She stood up. Her hands were shaking.

"We need to find Ha-rin," she said. "Now."

Chapter 2 – The Walking Child

They found her in a cave.

Not a natural cave—a subway tunnel, unfinished, abandoned when the money ran out. The walls were concrete, stained with rust and something darker. The air was cold and damp and smelled of earth.

And in the center of the tunnel, surrounded by children, stood a girl.

She was small—no taller than Hana's waist. Her hair was black and tangled, falling past her shoulders. Her clothes were rags, layered one on top of another, as if she had been dressing for winter for a decade. Her skin was pale, almost translucent. And her eyes—her eyes were old. Ancient. Tired.

"Ha-rin?" Hana asked.

The girl tilted her head. Behind her, the other children stirred—dozens of them, ranging from toddlers to teenagers, all of them dead, all of them still moving.

"You're a Reaper," the girl said. Her voice was soft, like wind through dry grass. "I haven't seen a Reaper in eight years. I thought you forgot about us."

"I didn't forget. I didn't know." Hana stepped forward slowly, hands visible, scythe at her side but not raised. "I'm Hana. This is Jun-ho and Dae-hyun. We're here to help."

The girl—Ha-rin—laughed. It was a terrible sound, hollow and broken.

"Help? No one can help us. We're dead. All of us. We died a long time ago. We just forgot to stop."

Jun-ho moved closer. His Reaper's badge glowed brighter here, illuminating the tunnel walls. "How did you die?"

Ha-rin looked at him. Her ancient eyes narrowed.

"Starvation. I was six years old. My family had been without food for four months. My mother gave me her last handful of rice. She died the next day. I died the day after that." She paused. "But I didn't stay dead."

"Why not?"

"Because someone made me a Variable."

The children behind her shifted again. Hana saw their threads now—impossibly tangled, wrapped around each other, woven into a single massive cord that stretched from Ha-rin's chest into the darkness beyond.

"Not a Variable," Ha-rin corrected, reading Hana's expression. "A collective Variable. There are twelve of us in this body. We take turns. I'm the oldest. I've been in control the longest. But the others are still here. They still speak. They still remember."

"Can we talk to them?" Dae-hyun asked.

Ha-rin's expression flickered. Her posture changed. Her voice deepened.

I'm Jin-ho,* said a boy's voice from her mouth. *I was fourteen. I died of tuberculosis. The medicines never came.

Her posture shifted again. Her voice became higher, younger.

I'm Soo-ji. I was four. I don't remember how I died. But it hurt. It hurt a lot.

Again. An older voice now, weary.

I'm Min-seok. I was seventeen. I was shot by a soldier for stealing bread. I didn't even get to eat it.

Ha-rin's original voice returned. "There are nine more. You don't need to meet them all. They're shy."

Hana sat down on the cold concrete floor. She didn't know what to say. She had seen many things as a Reaper—grief, rage, despair, hope. But she had never seen twelve dead children sharing one body, hiding in an abandoned subway tunnel, protecting each other from a world that had forgotten them.

"How do you survive?" she asked.

Ha-rin sat down across from her. The other children—the truly dead ones, the ones who hadn't merged—gathered around, watching with empty eyes.

"We walk," Ha-rin said. "We find other dead children. We bring them here. We keep them safe. The soldiers don't come to the tunnels. They're afraid of the dark."

"The soldiers are looking for you," Jun-ho said. It wasn't a question.

"Yes. Minister Choi wants us back. He made us. He wants to finish the experiment."

Dae-hyun's head snapped up. "Minister Choi? Who is he?"

Ha-rin's eyes went darker. The collective stirred inside her—anger, fear, grief, all tangled together.

"He's the man who killed us. The first time. And the second time. And the third." She stood up. Her small body trembled. "He's the Minister of Death. And he's coming."

Chapter 3 – The Collective Death

Ha-rin told them everything.

The story came out in fragments—different voices, different memories, different deaths. Jin-ho spoke first, the fourteen-year-old boy with tuberculosis. Then Soo-ji, the four-year-old who didn't remember. Then Min-seok, the seventeen-year-old who was shot for bread. Then the others—names and ages and deaths bleeding together like watercolors in rain.

The shape of it emerged slowly.

Minister Choi had been experimenting with Variables for decades. He had discovered that
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