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			Author’s Note

			It means so much to me that you’re holding this book in your hands. The God and the Gumiho is nothing if not a love letter to the K-Drama, to the sparkling romance, vibrant fantasy, and lovable characters found in many of my all-time favorite productions.

			Here in the city of New Sinsi, you’ll encounter many mythical creatures. Gumiho, haetae, dokkaebi, gwisin, and many others wander the cherry-blossom-strewn streets and are so eager to meet you. Yet as you enter the city limits, please do keep in mind that while the stories of New Sinsi and beyond are based on traditional Korean mythology, their depictions in The God and the Gumiho diverge from the original folklore.

			For the purpose of this story, I have taken some creative liberties. A notable example of this is that our grumpy caffeine-addicted trickster god, Seokga, is not the younger brother to Hwanin in the original mythos. It is important to me that I gently remind the audience that my books are never intended to be a complete and accurate guide to this beautiful and intricate lore. Instead, they are intended to reinterpret and retell, to inspire interest in the traditional tales through a new twist.

			I often say that retellings keep stories alive. I also often say that to retell, the writer must understand the original cultural context of the folklore they work with. Please do rest assured that I have an earnest appreciation for the traditional tales of my heritage and have carefully researched the centuries of history that inspired them. New Sinsi welcomes you. The story of a grouchy god and a cheerful gumiho awaits.
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			Chapter One

			New Sinsi, South Korea, 1992

			On the mortal realm of Iseung, a lone cherry blossom is carried on a soft breath of wind. Its petals ripple as it rides the gust, twirling and tumbling and twisting through the narrow street of New Sinsi. It brings with it a sweet, saccharine aroma of nectar and ambrosia, so at odds with the smell of the city—the sour tang of gasoline, the greasy sizzle of frying meats, and the perpetual undercurrent of cigarette smoke that never quite seems to fade.

			The city is small, but it’s not quaint. As the cherry blossom flutters through the city, weaving through iron lampposts and sagging newsstands, it narrowly dodges haggard-looking pedestrians who carry battered briefcases and lukewarm cups of coffee in their ink-stained hands. Their worn shoes trudge toward the towers of smudged glass and reinforced concrete, their minds already preparing for a day of rustling through mounds of paperwork.

			The cherry blossom floats through a honking intersection, past the woman selling roasted sweet potatoes, past the uniformed schoolchildren hopping over cracks fissuring through the dull sidewalks. It is so very far from its home in the city’s park. The blossom sighs softly, weary and homesick.

			It is losing momentum now, teetering precariously on the supporting wind, dipping down to the pavement below. The cherry blossom has emerged in New Sinsi’s shopping district, hovering just outside of a boxy black building harboring a sign reading Weapons, War Armor, and Other Wants in the blocky script of Hangul. In smaller lettering at the bottom are the words No Mortals Allowed.

			The owner shouldn’t have worried. The shop is, after all, invisible to the common men of Iseung.

			With a final weary flutter, the cherry blossom begins to tumble to the sidewalk just outside the shop. Its adventure has ended; now, it is time to rest. Its delicate pink petals wither and curl inward as it floats down, down, down…

			…and lands not on the sidewalk as it had so aimed, but on the shoulder of a black-haired man with cruel green eyes who stands before the shop with his mouth set into a hard, thin line.

			Impatiently, the man flicks the flower away from his sharp black suit with a slender finger. He has had enough of those infernal flowers. To his displeasure, they bloomed early this year. It is not even April yet. It is the second of March.

			It is clearly the work of Jacheongbi. The man mutters a curse under his breath. The goddess of agriculture has allowed the flowers to bloom early simply to spite him. She knows how much he despises the damn things. They make him sneeze uncontrollably, like some sniveling mortal. “Does she not fear me?” the man asks under his breath, adjusting his grip on the glossy black cane he holds in one hand. He tilts his green gaze up to the heavens and sneers. “Insufferable,” he hisses.

			There is no response.

			The man returns his gaze to the shop before him. “ ‘No mortals allowed,’ ” he reads then laughs under his breath. He clucks his tongue once, twice. This statement is not a bother to him—for he is not mortal, after all.

			The door is locked. The man looks at it in distaste, and with a sharp flick of the wrist, breaks the knob to allow himself entry. There’s a sharp clatter on the other side.

			“Jae-jin,” the not-mortal calls sharply as he strides into the shop, the bell above the door chiming in a high, sweet voice to announce his presence. The shop’s dark walls groan under the weight of polished weapons: sharp jikdos, small yedos, curved woldos, and an assortment of other Korean armaments that the common men have not used in quite some time. The not-mortal strides over to the counter, across a creaking wooden floor, frowning at the chubby, young dokkaebi whose cheek rests on the register’s cold glass, his eyes closed in sleep. Undoubtedly, he has spent the night working himself to exhaustion.

			Unlike most other dokkaebi, Jae-jin has no life.

			Sighing in exasperation, the not-mortal lifts his cane slightly—and pounds it into the floor.

			At the abrupt thump and reverberation that shakes the weaponed walls, Jae-jin lurches upward, spluttering as he rubs his sleep-bleary eyes. Their pupils expand considerably as he takes in the sight of the tall figure before him: the mouth constantly curled in displeasure, the sharp jawline harboring a pulsing muscle, the strong brow arched slightly upward as if to say good morning.

			“Detective Seokga,” Jae-jin pants, hastily rising from his perch on the stool behind the register and dipping into a respectful bow. “I—that is to say—we’re not open yet…”

			Seokga the not-mortal smiles ever so slightly, but it is not a friendly smile. It is a wolf’s smile, all sharp edges and flashing white teeth. “Not open yet?” Seokga purrs, patently ignoring the door handle currently spinning in slow circles on the floor. “I suggest, then, that you lock up your shop.” He watches in interest as a bead of sweat trickles down Jae-jin’s neck, wetting the collar of the boy’s rumpled white shirt. “And invest, perhaps, in deodorant.” His grin grows.

			Jae-jin swallows hard. “What…what can I do for you today, sir? Another sword polish, perhaps?”

			“Ah.” Seokga twirls his cane’s hilt around in his hand, spinning the silver handle in his palm. It is no ordinary handle—it is a rendering of a snake, an imoogi. The monstrous serpent coils around the staff’s glossy black material, encircling with meandering grace until it finally rests its head on the cane’s hilt, content to remain underneath Seokga’s fingers. Its black eyes glitter with malicious intent as Seokga ceases his spinning, instead stroking the imoogi’s head with a tender, almost reverent touch. “My sword,” Seokga murmurs, tightening his grip on the silver imoogi, “took a beating last night.” Snap. With a flick of the wrist, Seokga has transformed the cane into a weapon, the imoogi hilt glinting in the morning sunlight streaming through the shop’s window, and the long, silver blade shining as Jae-jin sucks in an appreciative breath. The sword’s sheath, the cane, has disappeared. The imoogi now coils down the blade’s length, scales as sharp as teeth. Seokga levels his sword in both of his hands and places it gently on the counter. “Fix it,” he demands. “I will need it again by tonight.”

			Jae-jin frowns slightly, bending down to examine the weapon. “I don’t see where it took a beating, sir.” Indeed, the sword seems spotless, no marring in sight.

			Seokga heaves a long-suffering sigh and impatiently points to a small spot on the very edge of the blade—a dent that, to the average creature, is not noticeable without a magnifying glass. “There,” he says as if Jae-jin is a particularly dumb child. He wonders if the dokkaebi has lost the acute vision that all goblins possess. “Have it fixed within the hour.”

			“Oh,” Jae-jin says hastily, squinting. “Yes, yes. I see it now.”

			Seokga lifts a brow, half-sure that the dokkaebi is bluffing and will reach for the magnifying glass after he has gone.

			“Was it an Unruly gwisin?” Jae-jin asks eagerly as he lifts his gaze to Seokga’s. “A baegopeun gwisin? Or”—here, Jae-jin’s voice drops to a hushed whisper—“was it an Unruly gumiho?”

			The excited tremor in his voice disgusts Seokga. His job is not as glorious as the foolish dokkaebi believes it to be. Its long hours and unending violence leave him in a perpetual state of what his haetae comrades like to refer to as crankiness.

			“It was a dokkaebi,” Seokga warns coldly, “who asked too many questions.”

			Jae-jin winces. “I’ll have this done in a half hour,” he mumbles. “Would you like to add on a sword polishing, as well, sir?”

			“Just get it done.” Seokga is already making his way to the door.

			“Yes, sir!” the dokkaebi calls as Seokga steps onto the street outside. “I’ll get it done, Detective! I promise you that!”

			Seokga the not-mortal rolls his eyes and exits the shop, doing his best to hide the slight limp without the support of his beloved cane. His limbs were once mangled and ruined by his fall from grace, and although he has since healed, his right leg has never quite recovered, throbbing with a persistent, dull pain. He presses his mouth into a firm line to hide his discomfort as he continues on his way.

			The mortal realm of Iseung disgusts him, but there is one feature—and, mind you, one feature only—that he finds he does not loathe with the entire expanse of his bitter soul.

			Coffee.
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			Chapter Two

			Hani

			Kim Hani hates coffee.

			Hates the smell of it, hates the look of it, and most of all, hates the sound that the coffee grinder emits—the insufferable GRRR GRRR GRRR that only ceases when the beans have been pulverized to the dark dust that resembles dirt. It smells like dirt, too—bitter and rich, with that distinct odor of mulch.

			You see, then, how unfortunate it is that Kim Hani works in a café.

			The Creature Café can be found just a few blocks away from Weapons, War Armor, and Other Wants. The small red-brick building is lodged between a fried chicken restaurant and a bustling noodle shop, and much like the weapons shop, is invisible to the mortal eye. Round wooden tables fill the tiny café to the brim and are occupied by creatures who slurp at their steaming coffees and teas with all the enthusiasm that one can summon on a Monday morning—which is not a lot.

			Not a lot at all.

			Kim Hani stands morosely behind the counter underneath the chalkboard menu, plugging her ears against the GRRR GRRR GRRR and steadfastly ignoring Nam Somi, her coworker, who is urging her to unplug her ears.

			“It looks bad,” the young gumiho insists, tugging on the folds of Hani’s light brown apron. “You won’t be able to hear the customers’ orders when they come up, and then Boss will find out, and then you’ll be fired, and then I’ll have to work here all alone serving the creepy grim reapers…”

			Of course, Hani doesn’t hear any of this. She only hears a muted roaring against the fingers that are plugging her ears, and a high-pitched whining that belongs to Somi. It is only when that muted roaring finally falls to a complete silence that Hani lets her hands drop to her sides. She casts Somi a glance. “Were you saying something?”

			“Never mind.” Somi scowls and stomps off, her black curls bouncing as she retreats to the coffee grinder to collect the disgusting bean dust. “Aish,” Hani hears Somi mutter behind her back. “One lives for one thousand four hundred and fifty-two years and forgets their manners.”

			Hani snorts. She is actually much older than one thousand four hundred and fifty-two, but she likes to keep her true age…secret, for various reasons. A small smile plays on her lips as she leans against the counter and observes the café.

			There are only a few empty tables, the vast majority taken by the impeccably dressed jeoseung saja—grim reapers cherishing their last few moments of morning freedom before setting out to do the day’s work of collecting deceased souls and filling out underworld paperwork in order to send them on their way to King Yeomra’s realm. At least five black bowler hats have been deposited onto the café’s hat stand, ready to be donned by the jeoseung saja as they head out on their way to work.

			It is amusing, Hani thinks, that the jeoseung saja all order the same drink: a small coffee, black, no milk, no sugar. Black, she thinks wryly as a grim reaper enters the café and precariously balances his black hat atop somebody else’s on the hat stand, like their souls. Corporate jobs do have a tendency to suck the life from people.

			Demigods lounge back in their seats, slurping their coffees in the self-important ways that all demigods do. They may look ordinary and human for the most part, but the way that they carry themselves with pompous smiles and upturned noses clearly indicates their godly heritage.

			That one there, the boy currently preoccupied with hissing at a wide-eyed jeoseung saja to put down the sausage biscuit he’s eating and save the cows, is probably the son of the cattle god, Hasegyeong. Hani would place good money on it. She moves her gaze away in boredom. Demigods don’t do much but wander around and sometimes slay a few Unruly creatures for shits and giggles.

			Most of the time, they’re just doing what normal people do—university, jobs, trips to the supermarket…while also trying to get their godly parents’ rare attention by wrecking cars and throwing extravagant parties. Despite their divine heritage, they’re probably the dullest creatures to exist. Hani doesn’t bother herself with them very often, except to attend their parties when she’s in the mood for some absolute chaos.

			There are a few haetae within the café, too, clad in the standard precinct uniform, their walkie-talkies buzzing with static noise every few seconds to give updates on the city’s supernatural crime occurrences. The guardian creatures rub their trademark golden eyes wearily as they sip at their drinks and poke at their pastries. Those eyes have always intrigued Hani. When the haetae shift into their beast form, an enormous horned and scaled lion, those eyes burn as brightly as a midsummer sun.

			Dokkaebi visit the Creature Café, as well, but Hani does not see any here today. The goblins rarely emerge in the mornings, preferring instead to wreak havoc and mischief at night, dancing in the city’s nightclubs, and sleeping the entire next day.

			Hani sighs as the door to the café is pushed open by another group of grim reapers. Behind her, she feels Somi stiffen. The reapers are harmless (they guide the dead; they don’t murder the living), but that hasn’t stopped the young gumiho from flinching each time one of the creatures orders a small black coffee, no milk, no sugar. “Service with a smile,” Hani reminds Somi under her breath, turning to grin mischievously down at her friend as the café’s bell chimes again, signaling another entry.

			But Somi is gaping at a point past Hani’s shoulder. “Unnie,” she breathes, “look who it is.” Hani sighs inwardly. The duality of both fear and fangirl seeping into Somi’s voice lets Hani know that it can only be him.

			Only one customer has a tendency to turn Somi so pink with admiration. He has been coming for a year or two now, yet it is impossible to know when to expect him. Unlike the others, the regular jeoseung saja and haetae, Seokga the Fallen may pay a visit to the café for a week consistently, only to disappear for three months afterward. Hani is fine with this, for the fallen trickster god is as fickle a customer as she’s ever seen—ordering an iced coffee with one cream and one sugar, only to return a few moments later and (wrongfully) accuse, with that cruel glint in his green eyes, that Hani put two creams into his coffee and demand a refund that, despite Hani’s best efforts, he usually receives.

			It is no surprise that the god of trickery and treachery is silver-tongued—and it is also no surprise that his heavenly kin threw him from the godly kingdom of Okhwang. The deity is the biggest pain in the ass that Hani has ever encountered during her very long, and very immortal, life.

			She takes pleasure in the fact that if she was not retired from her time as the most notorious gumiho in Korea, she could have easily devoured Seokga’s liver the first time he accused her of putting one too many creams into his drink. Alas, Hani has not been able to consume a man for one hundred and four years.

			Her little binge in 1888 has left her unable to eat anything more since. She is, simply put, overstuffed.

			Very, very, very overstuffed. It is quite clear that she will not be hungry for many more years to come.

			Yet she considers taking a break from retirement as Somi turns a brilliant, blazing red—a sure sign that Seokga the Fallen is waiting at the counter. “Hani,” Somi near-wheezes, her keen eyes darting from the god to the gumiho with lightning-quick speed. “Hani, he’s waiting. Should I serve him? I’ll faint if I serve him. Hani? Hani?”

			Somi, to Hani’s great disappointment, is a fangirl for all things pantheon. Her bias, as she’s told Hani many times, is Yongwang—the blue-haired sea god and ruler of the underwater kingdom of Yongwangguk. But that doesn’t mean that Somi hasn’t written fan fiction about Seokga the Fallen. Hani saw it on Somi’s computer once, and considered deleting the entire 150k-word document, if only to save Somi from herself.

			It had been titled The Smutty Prince: A Dark and Delicious Romance.

			Hani’d wanted to scrub her eyes with soap after she’d skimmed the fic. Somi used the words bulging, moaned, and growled too many times for her own good. And, of course, sexy.

			Seokga—at least to Hani—is not sexy.

			He’s fucking infuriating.

			Gritting her teeth, Hani turns and her hair smacks Somi in the face. “Hello,” she manages to say through her teeth as Somi makes a noise of distinct disgruntlement. “Welcome to the Creature Café. What can I get for you this morning?”

			“Service with a smile,” Somi whispers from somewhere behind her, sounding immensely peeved. “You hypocrite.” And then she giggles, looking at Seokga. “Hi, Seokga,” Somi whispers.

			Hani swats at her from around her back, glaring at the deity. He is dressed, as usual, in a crisp black suit and is currently examining a silver pocket watch with that sharp green gaze. Upon Hani’s words, the god glances up, snaps his pocket watch closed, and looks down at her over the length of his thin, pointed nose.

			“I see that timeliness is not one of the Creature Café’s strengths,” he says. Hani has always found his voice strange, for it is perennially hoarse, an eternal rasp.

			Perhaps he had been screaming when he fell from the sky.

			Somi sighs dreamily.

			“Welcome to the Creature Café,” Hani repeats, clenching her jaw. She knows that if she allows herself to go off-script, then there is a very big chance that she will be fired. “What can I get for you this morning?”

			Seokga sneers slightly and tilts his head up so he can examine the menu.

			Hani waits as thirty seconds tick by. A minute.

			Two minutes.

			“If there was a line,” Hani snaps, finally losing her patience, “you would be holding it up.” She drops jondaemal with a certain amount of gusto. The formal speech falls and shatters on the ground. There’s really no point in displaying the typical deferential manner shown to customers when she would like, very much, to kick this customer in a very sensitive bodily area.

			The god snaps his eyes back down to her, and his lips curl in sour derision, letting Hani know that he’s noticed her utter lack of respect and is not pleased. “The key word, there, is ‘if.’ If you had a line, I would be holding it up. If you were more pleasant to me, I might consider tipping. If a rabid bulgasari hadn’t tried to bite my sword, I wouldn’t be dealing with your questionable customer service.”

			Hani straightens in indignation, anger warming her cheeks. “If you continue to piss me off—” she bites out, and Seokga’s eyes gleam in interest, as if he greatly anticipates whatever Hani plans to say next.

			But Somi, ever so timidly, peeks over Hani’s shoulder and whispers, half in awe, half in girlish longing, “A rabid bulgasari?”

			Hani arches a brow, her anger slowly replaced by smug satisfaction at the fact that Seokga has encountered a bulgasari. The creatures do have a tendency to go rabid, which can only be expected when one eats rusted metal for breakfast, lunch, and dinner. A bulgasari had entered the Creature Café once, and had been escorted out by Hani herself after he had tried to devour the silverware.

			It had been amusing and concerning all at once.

			“Let me guess,” Hani purrs, tilting her head. “It ate your sword for its dinner. So sorry to hear that.”

			Seokga scowls.

			It is common knowledge that ever since his fall some six hundred years ago, Seokga the Fallen has been attempting to regain Emperor Hwanin’s favor by ridding Iseung of supernatural beings with a tendency to terrorize mankind (or, simply put, Unrulies). Cruel dokkaebi, vengeful gwisin, rogue jeoseung saja, ravenous gangcheori…any supernatural being who disobeys the Laws of the Creature is fair game. Nothing is out of the question.

			Including hungry gumiho.

			But even during the peak of her terrorization of Korea and beyond, Hani had never been caught by the fallen god. And, Hani thinks smugly, the Scarlet Fox is only an urban legend now. He doesn’t know that he stands in front of her, complaining about customer service. He doesn’t know that if I wasn’t so full, I could make his life miserable.

			She would take such joy in munching her way through the city and cleverly evading the fallen god who would no doubt try to hunt her down. It’s truly a pity that she’d overeaten in 1888.

			The thought spreads a smug smile across Hani’s face, even as Seokga leans forward and, in a voice cold enough to freeze over the entirety of South Korea, says, “I want an iced coffee with one cream, one sugar.”

			Hani cocks her head. “Fine,” she retorts sweetly. “One iced coffee with one cream, one sugar, coming right up.”

			Behind her, Somi bustles around, snatching a plastic coffee cup and reaching for the bottle of brew. Hani sends her a pointed look. “Let me,” she offers—only it’s not an offer. It’s a demand. Somi’s eyes widen, as if she knows what Hani plans to do…but it’s too late. Hani is preparing the god’s coffee and making a point to dump three creams and four sugars into the disgusting drink.

			“Hani,” Somi warns in a panicked undertone as Seokga hands her his black credit card at the register. Hani ignores her.

			Coffee is bad enough hot, she seethes as she stirs the ice, coffee, sugar, and cream together in the plastic cup with a plastic straw. Why would you make it cold?

			Hani slides the drink over the counter to Seokga, who eyes it warily.

			“The coffee is too light to only have one cream,” he says sharply. “I said one cream, one sugar.” A muscle in Seokga’s jaw jumps. “You repeated it back to me. Are you daft?”

			Oh, for fuck’s sake.

			Hani shrugs. “If you were more pleasant to me, I might have considered following your order exactly.” She grins cheerfully at the seething god. “Funny how that works, isn’t it?”

			With a sharp, stiff motion, Seokga hands her back the coffee. He is clearly not amused. “Make it again.”

			Only vaguely aware that Somi is practically hyperventilating behind her, Hani grabs the coffee and violently shoves it back toward Seokga. “No,” she snaps—and watches in horror as the plastic lid flies off, releasing a torrent of ice and coffee that splatters across the god of mischief’s face and stains his suit.

			The entire café is silent, so incredibly silent, as Seokga stands before the counter, dripping with iced coffee…and three creams, four sugars.

			A few jeoseung saja shift uneasily, as if preparing to collect Hani’s soul after her inevitable murder by Seokga’s hand.

			I’ve gone too far. Hani holds her breath as Seokga slowly raises a shirtsleeve to his forehead and wipes away the coffee. I’ve gone too far this time.

			Drip.

			Drip.

			Drip.

			Drops of the drink fall to the floor from the god’s damp hair. He raises his gaze to Hani, and the fury burning there is enough to send Somi scuttling to the storage room, leaving Hani alone before the wrathful deity.

			Hani offers a smile that is more like a grimace than anything else. “Well,” she says, “at least you’re wearing black.”
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			Chapter Three

			Seokga

			“Detective Seokga,” Chief Shim Him-chan says. Confusion, disbelief, and amusement flicker across his wrinkled countenance as he looks up from his desk and pushes up his thick glasses.“You…You look…”

			Seokga seethes as he stalks into the haetae precinct, his knuckles white around his cane’s hilt. “Do not,” he warns, “speak of it.” The dark markings all over his cherished black suit are infuriatingly noticeable, as is his ire. It is an effort not to stalk back to that damned café and show that girl the true power of his wrath. She is nothing, she is nobody—a mere café worker, most likely a simple dokkaebi or an inept gumiho.

			And yet that inept gumiho had dared to throw coffee in his face.

			Enough had trickled into his mouth for him to know that there certainly had not been one cream, one sugar like he demanded. And that, that on top of everything else, is the final insult.

			“Apologies,” Chief Shim says hastily and quickly bows his head. The swathe of gray hairs there may very well be from years of handling the trickster’s dour disposition.

			“Apologies received,” Seokga mutters, leaning on his cane as he observes the precinct’s morning goings-on. The building itself is rather drab—a concrete rectangle squashed between a massage parlor and a flower shop that Seokga predicts will be out of business within the month. The linoleum floors are scuffed and worn, covered in an eternally grimy sheen. Predictably, the overhead lights are no better—harsh and glaring, they emit a high-pitched buzzing noise akin to a fly. One would have thought that the gods would have supplied their beloved guardian creatures with a building that wasn’t decrepit, but alas. This concrete rectangle is where Seokga is doomed to work for at least a half century more, until the building inevitably ends up crumbling into dust. And then it will be on to a new city, a new precinct, until Seokga has sent a total of twenty thousand Unrulies to King Yeomra in Jeoseung.

			Seokga does not like to dwell on the fact that he has only sent ten thousand and fifty-two Unrulies to the underworld, and that consequently, his sentence on Iseung is long from being done and over with.

			Officers are bent over their creaking wooden desks, flipping through manila folders and files, thumping impatiently on the sides of their slow desktop monitors. Around the corner, Seokga can hear muffled sobbing—witnesses, no doubt, brought in for questioning—and around the other corner, in the holding cell, he can hear wet hisses and vicious threats.

			“What do you have for me today?” Seokga asks the chief, frowning as he adjusts his damp suit. If there’s anything that he despises more than his brother Hwanin, emperor of the gods, it’s not looking his best. And thanks to that gumiho, he is far from looking like his usual dashing self.

			“Ah.” Chief Shim rummages around in one of the many overstuffed drawers in his desk. “A mul gwisin is suspected to have been drowning people in the Han River. Two victims this morning were pulled from the water. The witness”—here, he waves to the corner around which is the sobbing—“has been drawn in for questioning.”

			“The water ghost will fare better, no doubt, in the Seocheongang,” Seokga replies, naming the rushing red river within the underworld realm of Jeoseung. He takes the file that Chief Shim hands him and glances through the contents. Kim Min-a, age twenty. Death by drowning. Kim Jong-hyun, age twenty-two. Death by drowning. “Anything else?”

			Chief Shim sighs, eyeing Seokga with what he recognizes as concern. “You work too hard, Detective. You know that, don’t you?”

			Seokga smirks, the portrait of nonchalance even as a part of him hisses that of course I work too hard—that’s my eternal punishment. “Worry not, Chief. Ridding the city of Unrulies is my greatest passion.”

			It is not.

			Chief Shim doesn’t look convinced. “Have you given any thought to acquiring an assistant?” As Seokga sighs through his nose in annoyance, the old man hastens to further explain his urgings. “Somebody to get you coffee, to clean up the messes that the Unrulies leave behind, somebody to do the paperwork for you…”

			“I told you,” Seokga says coolly. “I do not like people. I work alone.”

			“Yes, yes.” A sad smile tugs at Chief Shim’s lips. “You have. But with an assistant, Seokga, your sentence could go so much faster. You would not slave over the paperwork that comes with the disposal of Unrulies, you know. Instead, there’d be more time for you to devote to your penance.”

			Seokga finds that he does not quite enjoy the fatherly look of weary concern that tumbles around in the chief’s eyes. To him, it is ridiculous. Seokga may look like a twenty-something-year-old boy in desperate need of a father figure, but in reality, Seokga is a deity. The god of mischief. The god who snuck twenty thousand Unruly monsters from the Dark World into the godly realm of Okhwang, instigated a coup against Emperor Hwanin as the monsters tore into the palace, ruled on his throne for approximately five minutes, and then was promptly dethroned in a fashion that was both humiliating and highly offensive as his cowardly monsters fled back to this realm, where he’s now tasked with tracking and disposing of the spineless things. Seokga closes his eyes and pushes the memory away. When he opens them again, Chief Shim is still speaking.

			“I can put out an advertisement this afternoon—”

			“Don’t,” Seokga snaps, finally losing his grip on his temper’s already frayed and short leash. He makes it a point to speak in the informal, reminding Shim that Seokga is, in fact, much older than him. Shim always uses jondaemal around Seokga, but that warm look in his eyes has disgusted Seokga enough that he considers explicitly reminding Shim that Seokga was alive before his great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-great-halmoni was even conceived. “An assistant would only get in my way. And, truth be told”—Seokga smirks, but it’s not an amused smirk; it’s a smirk that tells Shim to run while he still can—“they would probably be killed right away. The bulgasari last night dented my sword.”

			Chief Shim’s eyes widen in concern. It is rare that an Unruly lands such a blow, and the chief haetae knows it. “Really?”

			“Yes. I took it to Jeong Jae-jin this morning to get it fixed.” Seokga hands the files back to him. “No assistant,” he reminds the chief coldly before making his way toward where the witnesses have been gathered. “I’ll take care of the mul gwisin,” he adds over his shoulder. “Send anything else that comes in my way—Unruly dokkaebi, imoogi, more bulgasari, all of it. I want a minimum of ten—no, fifteen—before the day comes to a close.”

			Already well on his way, Seokga does not see Chief Shim watch him go with a sad shake of his head that would surely cause him disgust. Does not hear Shim’s racing thoughts—that Seokga makes it so hard on himself, that he deserves to return to his home amongst the other gods, that he deserves…a companion. A friend. Somebody to pass the hours with, to soften his hardened heart. An assistant that could bring out the best in the grumpy fallen god, could turn his hard green eyes warm and sparkling. Seokga does not hear any of this, and perhaps it is a good thing—for if he did, Seokga would most definitely not be pleased.

			Nor does he see the same chief boot up his computer and type, with wrinkled fingers: Help Wanted: Detective Seokga, Haetae Precinct, New Sinsi.
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			“There, there,” Seokga says half-heartedly, gingerly providing a tissue to the sobbing woman and snatching his hand away before it can touch hers. “There, there.”

			Consoling weeping mortals has never quite been his forte.

			He watches in disgust as the human buries her face in the tissue, snuffling back snot. Humans. So weakhearted, so despicably pathetic.

			The sniveling creature believes that she is in New Sinsi’s official police precinct thanks to the glamour laid over the concrete building by a shaman and specific only to humans. Once she leaves, her memories from both her time in the precinct and her encounters with the supernatural will be erased, leaving her confused and weary.

			Seokga shakes his head. So easily fooled.

			Once, this city had been exclusive. He’d quite enjoyed the days of member-only access into New Sinsi, enjoyed that only creatures and the occasional shaman were allowed into the metropolis located just below Seoul and above Suwon. It had been the closest thing to Okhwang on the mortal realm, until humans (much in the way that they always do) infiltrated the streets like fat, scuttling cockroaches.

			It’s what they’d done to the original Sinsi, after all—the city of gods and spirits founded by Hwanung on Mount Taebak. And they’ve done it again to New Sinsi, ensuring that creatures and gods must hide in their own homes from the invading roaches.

			Roaches that Seokga would rather like to step on and hear crunch.

			He inhales thinly through his nose and attempts to gather his waning patience.

			“Tell me what you saw,” Seokga demands after a few moments, drumming his fingers impatiently on the silver imoogi’s head. “Please,” he adds as a reluctant afterthought. Humans seem to like that word. They respond to it like flies to honey.

			But this human’s wailing only grows louder.

			Fine, then. A different tactic shall do the trick.

			Seokga once had power rivaled only by Hwanin himself. He’d had the ability to worm his way into human minds, to detect their every lie, their every sin. He’d been able to sift through their shameful longings, their cruel deceits, their every trickery. It had all been so very entertaining, especially when he seized control of those minds and made the connected bodies dance like puppets on his strings.

			And his illusions. Oh, his illusions. How he misses duplicating Hwanin’s clothing, weaving their likenesses from nothing, and letting the emperor don the fake attire. The look on his face when Seokga waved his hand and the illusion faded, leaving the god-king naked in front of his court, is a memory that Seokga cherishes dearly.

			Shape-shifting had been one of his favorite tricks out of many—particularly using it to take the form of another and wreak chaos in various realms. Pretending to be the much-beloved goddess of the moon in the heavenly kingdom of Okhwang. Flitting as a dark butterfly through the dreary crevice of the dead that is Jeoseung to see the many lost souls collected there. In the form of a water dragon, Seokga even visited the underwater realm of Yongwangguk—although shifting into an imoogi was extremely uncomfortable as it involved sprouting scales.

			And then, of course, there had been that other realm he’d oft visited disguised as any one of the beasts inhabiting that dark plane…such as the jangsan beom, tiger spirits who mimic human voices to lure mortals into their salivating maws. Ah, yes. Gamangnara. The Dark World. Realm of monsters.

			A familiar, bitter feeling twists Seokga’s stomach. Best not to dwell on what happened there any more than he must.

			Yet every day that Seokga spends on Iseung is a teeth-grinding reminder of that lost realm.

			Iseung. Seokga is filled with a disgust that somehow manages to be both resigned and furious all at once. The inane mortal world has always been his least favorite. Especially ever since Hwanin took over its rule in place of their sleeping mother.

			For Mago, goddess of the earth, has been asleep for quite a while.

			Her nap first started when Hwanin and Seokga imprisoned their tyrant father, Mireuk, in Jeoseung. “I’m tired of all these testosterone-fueled battles,” Mago had grouched. And Seokga sees now that she really had been tired, because Mago has been slumbering for thousands of years. In her place, Hwanin wears the crown, placing down decrees for creatures to follow with the help of his son Hwanung, god of laws.

			What would Mago say now if she were to see how much power her youngest son has lost?

			Seokga sighs. Teleportation had been wonderful, too, giving him the impressive ability to commit a heinous crime and promptly flee far, far away—all while cackling maniacally to himself under his breath.

			But ever since his fall, he’s retained only a pale imitation of his former abilities. A few party tricks, and nothing more.

			Seokga closes his eyes in concentration and lets the remnants of his power drift toward the human. He must calm her down long enough to coax a testimony from her, and judging by her hysterics, there is only one way to do that.

			One entirely annoying pitfall of his capabilities has always been that he’s unable to compel the truly good.

			Those who have been wicked, however, play right into his hands…for a certain amount of time. The more sinful they have been, the longer Seokga can retain his hold over them. It’s a relief, then, that so many mortals indulge in the forbidden. He will be shocked if this woman is not amongst them.

			Seokga narrows his eyes as his flickering emerald tendrils, invisible to all but immortal creatures, crackle around the mortal. Tell her to calm down, he demands of those flickering emerald threads. And to shut up.

			A thin sheen of sweat coats his skin as his power listens and wraps around the sobbing woman, restraining her shaking movements.

			Calm. Down.

			He grits his teeth, struggling to maintain his hold on her. If she has been wicked, it is not enough to make this easy—especially with the limits imposed on him by Hwanin. Although he has been able to keep this power in some capacity, it is utterly exhausting him. If Seokga does not pass out immediately after this heinous ordeal, he will be entirely shocked.

			Finally, the woman’s sobs cease, although there is still the stray hiccup here and there. “There we go,” Seokga purrs, his brows pulling together tightly as he eyes the human with disdain and relief. Oh, how he wishes he still had the power to riffle through sinful minds. He’d like to know what this woman is hiding. “Now”—he reaches for a paper pad and a pencil—“why don’t you tell me what you saw, and where, specifically, you saw it?”

			“I…” the woman murmurs, barely audible over the noises of the precinct.

			“Louder,” Seokga snaps. He does not have the time to strain his ears. The mul gwisin is still out there, and is undoubtedly scanning the city for more prey. With something that could possibly pass for remorse if you squinted, Seokga wonders why his army had included so many water ghosts. Dealing with them often included various levels of sogginess for which he has no fondness.

			Although Unruly creatures existed on Iseung long before the monstrous members of his army fled, many of the ones he hunts down are his former subjects—the Unrulies who once preferred residing in the Dark World, the creatures who composed his battalions. In their haste to retreat, the senseless things fell onto this damned plane of existence and are miserably trapped.

			With him.

			Forever.

			A fitting punishment for all parties involved.

			At his tone, the human stiffens. His powers might be restraining her from returning to hysterical sobs, but they lack the ability to bend her to his will entirely. Seokga scowls as the woman sends him a sharp, almost matronly, look.

			Now that she has stopped wailing, Seokga makes careful note of her appearance. She is perhaps thirty, or thirty-five, wearing a mud-stained white turtleneck and thick black spectacles that are splattered with tears, dirt, dust, and other grime. Tear tracks run through her face’s layer of BB cream in zigzag patterns, and her black mascara has been smudged in circles around her eyes. He finds, amusedly, that she reminds him of a panda.

			An emotionally perturbed panda who has witnessed two drownings.

			“What are you smirking at, Detective?” she demands hoarsely, adjusting her sweater’s sleeves so that her hands are visible. There is a small silver wedding band on her fourth finger. It would appear elegant, had her hands not been stained with dirt and her nails not bitten down to the cuticle.

			Seokga lifts a lazy brow, even as he feels his energy draining significantly. He won’t be able to hold her for much longer. “Nothing,” he lies smoothly, and taps the notepad with a pen. “What’s your name?”

			The woman blinks, but eventually draws herself upward. The emerald bands around her flicker at the sudden movement, and Seokga grinds his teeth together as he forces them to remain wrapped around the woman, restraining her tidal wave of emotions. “My name is Lee Choon-hee.”

			Seokga doesn’t bother to write this down. All names but his own are trivial, especially human ones. “The Han River. You’re the witness to two drownings. I’d like to know where, when, and how these drownings occurred. Do be specific,” he adds, leaning forward. “Don’t leave any details out. Especially the grisly ones.”

			“The grisly ones,” Choon-hee repeats, her face paling slightly. The emerald bands have begun to slip.

			“Yes,” Seokga grinds out, sweat trickling down his forehead and his vision beginning to swim. “Especially the grisly ones.” He will not pass out before this mortal. He must hold tightly to the little dignity he has left.

			“This morning, around eight…” Choon-hee swallows. “I…I was sitting on a bench in the city park, just near the edge of the river. There was a couple close to the water. They were having a picnic. They were eating hotteok, I think. They were drinking sikhye. My boyfriend…I was waiting for him.”

			Seokga flicks his gaze to the wedding ring on Choon-hee’s finger and swallows a dark chuckle. So that’s why he is able to control her. How spectacularly naughty.

			Following his gaze, Choon-hee reddens. “I-I m-mean—”

			Lazily, Seokga waves a hand in dismissal. “I am Seokga, not Yeomra.” And that is a small comfort to him. The god of judgment and the dead is like cardboard personified. “I won’t send you to the seven hells for mere infidelity. Continue.”

			She looks confused, clearly having no idea what Seokga is referencing. It’s a pity, Seokga thinks, that these insufferable mortals do not remember their gods. He scowls as Choon-hee takes a deep breath. “I didn’t see the first one when she was taken. I just heard a scream. A scream, and a splash. When I looked up, the water was rippling, and the man…her boyfriend…He was frozen. And then he started screaming.”

			“Yes, they usually do,” Seokga snaps, adjusting his tie uncomfortably as sweat continues to roll down his neck. He squeezes his eyes shut, and then reopens them. The room spins. “What happened next?”

			“He went into the river, screaming his girlfriend’s name. Min-a. I thought that she had fallen in, and I was going to call for help…I had just started to scream when it came out of the water.”

			“It,” Seokga repeats softly. It is most definitely a mul gwisin, the spirit of a drowned victim who now leads others to their own watery graves. But he has to make sure, for he is unwilling to spend any precious time chasing a false lead. “What was it?”

			“It was almost a woman,” Choon-hee whispers, “but not quite. Her skin, it was…bloated and blue. And when she stretched out her hand, her fingers were webbed, almost like a f-frog.” The woman has begun to shake, the bonds around her struggling to remain secure. Seokga scowls, for her eyes have regained that glassy, faraway look, and her lower lip trembles violently. “And her eyes…Oh, God, her eyes…They were black, completely black. She took him, grabbed the man by his waist and…”

			“Oh, gods,” Seokga wants to correct her, but he holds his tongue. Most mortals of Iseung have forgotten him. It is impossible for him to wage a battle against the singular God, the one who has replaced him in human minds.

			Now, the Korean pantheon is worshipped only by the creature community, who publish inane articles in Godly Gossip about their workout routines or raunchy speculation about their romantic liaisons, and hire sly photographers (who are usually dokkaebi) to snap pictures of Iseung’s resident fallen god. These pictures typically go hand in hand with wild hearsay about his dating life. Somebody at the gossip rag seems to really enjoy pairing Seokga with whatever unfortunate individual happens to be nearby. In the past, it has been rumored that he was in a tumultuous relationship with an elderly dog-walker. He hadn’t heard the end of it around the precinct for days.

			Godly Gossip’s photographers rarely meet pleasant fates. And although he despises his photo being taken, his ire is only exacerbated by the fact that oh-so-perfect Hwanin seems to grace almost every other magazine cover. He truly doesn’t understand Iseung’s fascination with Hwanin. Perhaps it’s due to his shiny silver hair.

			Apparently, men and women love shiny silver hair.

			Even if it’s bleached and dyed and fried.

			And this woman is still babbling. Seokga returns his attention to Choon-hee. “…and she…she grabbed him and she…”

			“And she drowned him,” Seokga says instead and sets down the notepad. This information is not news to him, merely confirmation that the Han River indeed harbors a mul gwisin. He struggles to keep his eyes open as fatigue settles deep within his bones. The cost of using his power is high, but fortunately, it is nothing that a slightly sweet, but mostly bitter, cup of chilled coffee (and possibly a few hours spent unconscious) won’t fix.

			“Yes,” Choon-hee wails. “She dragged him into the river and pulled him under…Oh, God…Oh, God!” The emerald power containing her frays, and Seokga sags in exhaustion as he loses his hold over her. Released from the bonds, Lee Choon-hee erupts once again into her waterfall of tears and senseless blubbering.

			Humans.

			Seokga does not bother to say goodbye as he rises unsteadily from the desk, a firm grip on his cane. He does not have the time, nor the patience, to continue talking to the mortal.

			No, he has a mul gwisin to kill.

			But first, a nap.

		

	
		
			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			Chapter Four

			Hani

			“I cannot believe that you threw a cup of coffee at Seokga. I can’t believe you did that to the god of mischief,” Somi laments for the tenth time as she scrubs the café’s glass counter with a rag and acerbic-smelling cleaning spray.“And that you spoke to him like that! The disrespect! Really, Hani, I cannot believe that you did that. You’re so fired—so, so, so fired. Boss is going to kill you when she finds out.”

			Hani grins from where she is snacking on a cherry tart and reading Somi’s Godly Gossip copy, tipping her chair back so it wobbles a bit more than precariously. It is a blessing that, despite being stuffed to the brim with livers and souls, human food is still very enjoyable to her. “She’ll only find out if you tell her. Hmm. It says here that Yongwang was seen visiting Iseung and eating a fish sandwich. Isn’t that sort of cannibalism?” She never would have pinned the sea god down as somebody to enjoy mackerel.

			Somi shakes her head, determinedly rubbing at an invisible patch on the counter. At her silence, Hani lifts a brow and throws the magazine down. It lands face up on the table. This month’s cover is a picture of the god-king Hwanin grinning with his arms around Hwanung, his son and the god of laws. In bolded letters, the headline reads: father and son bond over hair care! what’s their top-secret routine? Hani snorts.

			Both gods have long, glossy silver hair that she would kill for. She wonders what salon they go to. Her hair is due for a touch-up soon. The natural roots have begun peeking out, and it’s ruining the overall effect of an otherwise fabulous style.

			Hani wears her hair in an expert blowout: the sort that has taken the nineties modeling world by storm, and the sort that Hani has decided looks even better on her. The big locks have been colored rich chocolate brown, since her ordinary deep red makes her feel naked—as if with one look, the world would point at her and announce: The Scarlet Fox!

			She’ll really need to get her roots touched up soon.

			“You’re not going to tell her, are you?” Hani demands.

			The younger gumiho flushes a pale pink. “In our contract, unnie, it says…”

			Hani rolls her eyes. “I know what it says.” The contract given to the café workers by Hak Minji, the dokkaebi who founded and owns the Creature Café, explicitly states (more than once) that should a fellow employee act in a questionable manner and it somehow escapes her eye, it should be brought to her attention immediately.

			Despite being a dokkaebi, Minji is anything but the fun and spontaneous type. She is the only dokkaebi that Hani has ever encountered who does not party all night. Sometimes Hani wonders if her boss really is a goblin at all.

			“But the point is, Somi, that what Minji doesn’t know won’t hurt her.” Somi’s eyes widen, but Hani continues on unwaveringly, taking another large bite of her tart. “Look, it wasn’t as if it was done completely on purpose. The extra creams and the sugars, yes. That god is a pain in the ass, and I daresay that he deserved a bit more lactose than needed. But spilling it all over his face, his hair, his suit? That, I promise, was at least half an accident. And the upside is, I doubt he’ll be coming back ever again, so…” Hani grins through a large mouthful of sugared cherry. “If anything, you should be thanking me.”

			Somi makes a small, unintelligible noise through thin lips. Hani frowns, noticing that her friend has gone worryingly pale.

			A dreadful realization settles upon her shoulders and she sighs in defeat. “Boss is right behind me, isn’t she?” At Somi’s stiff, jerky nod, Hani lets the chair legs crash to the ground and twists to meet the stare of Hak Minji. Oops.

			Hani fights back a wince. She hadn’t heard, nor sensed, Minji’s arrival, but dokkaebi are notorious for being particularly stealthy. “Hello, Boss,” she says, hastily rising to her feet and dipping into a respectful bow.

			Minji does not return it.

			The dokkaebi scowls instead, folding her arms and clucking her tongue in disapproval. Behind her thick, purple cat-eye glasses decorated with glittering rhinestones that probably cost more than a year of Hani’s rent, dark eyes narrow to slits. They’re fake glasses—Minji’s eyes are perfectly acute, as are all dokkaebi eyes—which somehow adds a comedic effect. But icy blue fire dances in their black depths. Dokkaebi fire. Hani prays that it is not unleashed on her. “Kim Hani,” Minji says through hot pink lips, “would you like to repeat, exactly, what you just told young Somi over there? Hmm?”

			Minji has always reminded Hani of a gossipy aunt—quick to judge, and even quicker to spread around said judgment. Hani grimaces, her mind whirling with possible statements that could save her. Her eyes dart to Minji’s handbag, an enormous pink pleather bag studded with sequins and an unholy amount of glitter. Compliment her bag, Hani tells herself, even as disgust makes her nose crinkle. It’s the ugliest bag she’s ever seen. Compliment the bag, get in her good graces.

			Hani opens her mouth, summoning the words with notable difficulty. “I like your bag,” she says feebly. “It’s so—achem—gorgeous?” The word nearly gets stuck in her throat, but she forces it out in a weak croak.

			Minji preens. “Oh, thank you. I bought it in the shopping district last week.” But then her lips curl. “Don’t distract me, fox. Are you insane?” She swats at Hani with a perfectly manicured hand, the long pink nails nearly scratching her cheek. “Seokga the Fallen is a god, you idiot. When he returns to his full power and decides to blast this place to smithereens, just know that it is your doing.”

			Hani bristles, disliking the way that Minji scolds her. At one thousand and seven hundred years old, she is at least one thousand, six hundred and seventy years Minji’s elder. But Minji is still her boss. And so Hani bows in apology, and reminds herself to use the formal tongue. “I’m sorry, Boss,” she mutters. “It will not happen again.” Please don’t fire me. Hani needs this job, having not been very wise when the idea of credit first emerged. She supposes that she can always don a new identity, forge more files, or find a new well-paying job, like a position as a doctor or a lawyer, but all options require far too much studying. Hani does not like studying, and hates reading anything but the trashy romance novels she imports from American drugstores. “I will be on my best behavior from here on out. I promise.”

			Minji sighs through her nose, adjusting those ridiculous glasses. A few excruciatingly silent moments tick by, and Hani cannot help but shift guiltily underneath the goblin’s gaze. “Bring me some memil-muk tomorrow,” she finally demands, “and all will be forgiven. But one more strike and you’re out, Hani.” She scowls. “Throwing coffee all over gods. Aish,” she mutters under her breath, turning away.

			Hani exchanges a relieved look with Somi.

			So she’s not fired.

			Yet.
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			“I have never understood the dokkaebi obsession with buckwheat,” Hani mutters to Somi as the two girls stand in line at Yum Mart to pay for the container of memil-muk. The line is long and crawling at an excruciatingly slow pace. Tinny pop music plays from the supermarket’s speakers. More than a few people are nodding along to “I Know,” a newly released single by Seo Taeji and the Boys.

			Somi shrugs. “Dokkaebi are born from bloodstained, discarded household items,” Somi says. “They’re bound to come out a little bit fucked up. I mean, that’s what happens when you were a spoon once.”

			Hani snorts. “Not as fucked up as us,” she says with a vast amount of pride. “I think that our ability to turn into a nine-tailed fox definitely exceeds a liking for buckwheat.”

			“And the fact that we were a fox for one thousand years before getting a human form,” Somi adds in a whisper, glancing around to make sure that none of the surrounding mortals hear her.

			“That, too,” Hani agrees. “And our tendency to eat men’s livers.”

			Somi gapes. “That’s an outdated practice, unnie.”

			Ah. So it is. Hani laughs under her breath as Somi’s eyes widen farther. “You’ve never eaten a man’s liver?” she asks curiously. “Ever?”

			“Of course not,” Somi hisses. And then the blood drains from her face. “Have you?”

			“Yes,” Hani admits with a clandestine grin.

			“How many?”

			Thousands. But Hani just smiles a secretive little smile. “Enough to satisfy me for a lifetime.”

			“Hani!”

			“What? It wasn’t always an outdated practice. Nowadays, people are so sensitive about that topic.”

			Which may or may not have something to do with the fact that a particular gumiho treated 1888 like it was an all-you-can-eat buffet.

			Somi chews on her bottom lip nervously. “What…what was it like?”

			Hani pauses and examines Somi’s face curiously. The young gumiho is as innocent a one as she’s ever met, and looks the part, as well. Her eyes are wide and round, framed only by a thin coating of mascara. Her cheeks are slightly chubby, and flushed with both shock and a petal-pink cream blush. The younger girl’s hair is short and curly, falling just to her chin in a cute bob, and she wears a soft white sweater that she has somehow managed to keep devoid of all stains. And yet, there is an undercurrent of morbid curiosity rippling beneath the guileless, heart-shaped face…One that Hani finds she quite enjoys.

			“It was wonderful,” Hani whispers back, her red-brown eyes dancing with mischief. “Delicious, really. The amount of power you can absorb into your fox bead by eating men is unparalleled. Regular bulgogi is nothing compared to their livers. And their souls…” She lowers her voice. “Their souls are the tastiest things imaginable.”

			Stealing souls had once been Hani’s greatest hobby. A gumiho steals a soul through a kiss, holding her fox bead in her mouth and absorbing life and energy from her victim. The fox bead is a kernel of power possessed by all gumiho, and is able to expand in size and potency depending on how many souls and livers the gumiho consumes. Hani’s fox bead is, needless to say, bursting with raw power.

			“Did you know the Scarlet Fox?” Somi asks, her voice hushed, eyes wide. “They say that she ate the most men out of any gumiho alive and is thrice as powerful as the average fox.”

			Hani smirks. “I can only wish that I knew her.”

			The two gumiho pay for the memil-muk, Hani fishing around in her purse for some spare change and mercifully saved by Somi, who is a bit wiser when it comes to credit.

			“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Somi offers as they stand outside the grocery store, the night air cold on their skin, and the yellow glow from the lamplight laden with fluttering moths who flock to its warmth.

			“Do you want me to walk you home?” Hani asks, glancing at the darkened street before them as she tucks the jelly into her purse. Somi might be a gumiho, but the world is full of dangers for both human and inhuman women alike.

			“No, no, it’s fine,” Somi says with a reassuring smile. “I can take care of myself, really. See?” She holds up her right fist, and with a grimace, produces three small curved claws, each one protruding from the spaces between her knuckles. Snick.

			Hani grins. “That’s my girl.”

			“I can use my fox bead, too, if I have to,” Somi adds, retracting her claws. They sink back into her skin, leaving only angry red marks in their wake. “I’ll blast whoever I need to with energy.”

			Hani’s grin falters. For a gumiho like Somi, who has never taken another’s soul or eaten someone’s liver…Her fox bead is undoubtedly quite small. “Use the bead sparingly,” she warns. “You don’t want to deplete it.” Because if she does so, she will die. A gumiho cannot live without their fox bead.

			But Somi doesn’t look concerned. “I’ll be all right,” she says and gives Hani a cheery little half-wave. “Tomorrow, then.”

			“Tomorrow.” Hani winks before the two gumiho depart in different directions.

			As she makes her way into the city’s heart, her black boots crunching on gravel, Hani pauses to admire herself in a shop window underneath a streetlamp. Vanity has always been her sin. Even when she’d lived as a fox, she had spent hours by a lake’s surface, peering at her triangular ears and red fur, grooming herself to perfection.

			Now, she takes in the most beautiful woman she’s ever seen in the shop’s window. Hani preens, batting her angular, tilted eyes—fox eyes—that harbor a glittering mischief within their red-brown depths. She chose a matching lipstick that morning and
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