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Author’s Note
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(Special Edition)

When I first sat down to write this story, I thought I was chasing a simple mystery. But what I found—what found me—was far richer: a blend of culture, comedy, unexpected friendship, and a reminder that the best discoveries aren’t always buried underground.

This book is a thank you letter.

To Seoul. To South Korea.

To the K-Dramas and variety shows that became my sanctuary when I was at my most fragile—physically, emotionally, spiritually.

When I was deathly ill, they healed me.

When the world shut down, they opened something in me.

And during those long, uncertain nights of the pandemic, when the idea of ever getting to say “thank you” in person felt impossible... I wrote.

What started as a daydream turned into a story.

And what started as a story became this book.

The humor? That’s me.

The riddles? My nod to wisdom and play.

The characters? They are inspired by the kind of people I’ve known, admired, or wished I could meet in person.

I wrote this hoping that even a native Korean might smile, laugh, or feel seen. That anyone who has ever found solace in a show, a city, a story might recognize that healing is often quiet... and sometimes wears a rubber chicken as a tie.

Margins Abound LLC is my next chapter — my leap into publishing stories that stretch beyond categories. Stories filled with soul, surprise, and sincerity.

This Special Edition reflects everything that was felt, feared, learned, and loved along the way.

May you laugh, swoon, raise your eyebrows, and whisper “just one more chapter” at 2 a.m.

And when you finish... may you carry the mystery with you.

With gratitude beyond words,

Em  Green

“Even the deepest wounds can become the soil where new dreams grow.”

“가장 깊은 상처도 새로운 꿈이 자라는 밑거름이 된다.”

To You Holding This Book

Thank you for choosing to wander these pages with me.

May your journey be filled with laughter, awe, and quiet discovery.

Let the story unfold—and feel free to lose yourself for a while.

––––––––
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Margins Abound LLC proudly brings you stories that wander, wonder, and awaken.

More mysteries, more meaning, and more magic—coming soon.
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Prologue: I shine bright, yet beneath me, secrets hide in plain sight. What am I?
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Seoul. The city was alive, a vibrant mosaic of tradition and modernity. The hum of motorbikes wove through the chatter of street vendors, while the soft glow of paper lanterns cast shifting shadows over ornate hanok doors. The air buzzed with anticipation, the kind that promises something extraordinary—though no one could yet pinpoint why.

At the Nation Museum’s Lecture Room, Historian Park Joon-ho stared at his phone, irritation mounting as his childhood friend and daily nuisance, Kim Dae-hyun’s overly raspy voice finally broke through the static.

Dae-hyun’s voice crackled through the line.

“Hyung, you’re a lifesaver,” he said, his words punctuated by a poorly stifled cough. “Seriously, I owe you big for this.”

“I haven’t even agreed yet,” Joon-ho said, adjusting the strap of his satchel and stepping to avoid a grandmother carting a basket of fresh herbs. “Why are you dragging me into your mess?”

“It’s not a mess!” Dae-hyun insisted. “It’s just... a slight hiccup. You know, the kind that happens when a hardworking tour guide gets sidelined by death’s grip.”

“You have a cold,” Joon-ho said flatly.

“Hyuuuuung,” Dae-hyun groaned, dragging the syllable like a child pleading for ice cream. “Just think of it as a way to expand your horizons. Show off that historian brain of yours to a bunch of Latin American tourists. They’ll be so dazzled they won’t even notice my script is better than your lectures.”

“I don’t need your script,” Joon-ho snapped, already regretting his existence. “And I definitely don’t need to explain why you compared the Joseon Dynasty’s royal court to modern K-pop.”

“That joke kills,” Dae-hyun wheezed. “And so will my fever if you don’t help me.”

Joon-ho sighed, rolling his eye. The scent of fried mandu wafted from a nearby food cart through his office  window, taunting his empty stomach. “Fine. But you owe me dinner. And it better involve actual meat this time. Oh, and if the ‘highlight’ involves a rubber chicken, we’re no longer friends.”

Camila adjusted the strap of her camera bag as she stepped out of her boutique hotel into the spring sunlight. The streets of Seoul unfolded before her like the opening pages of an unwritten novel, bustling with life and rich with possibility. Visiting Seoul always felt rejuvenating, every time, like an internal clock knew to reset upon arrival. 

By midday, she was lost in the chaos of Gwangjang Market, reveling in the blend of sizzling meat, syrupy hotteok, and stacks of colorful hanbok fabric. Her guidebook had recommended restraint when sampling local delicacies, but restraint had never been her forte.

Approaching a food stand piled high with golden jeon, Camila grinned at the vendor. “This smells like it could change my life,” she said in halting Korean.

The vendor laughed, his apron streaked with grease and age. “It will,” he replied. “But only if you’re brave enough to try the spicy ones.”

Camila laughed and took a bite, savoring the mix of heat and texture. As she wiped her hands on a napkin, her gaze snagged on something odd: a bright pink rubber chicken perched on a nearby table. She paused, didn’t try to understand why or how it got there, she simply snapped its picture.

Meanwhile, Joon-ho was sweating through his impromptu crash course in tour guiding. Dae-hyun’s so-called prestigious group turned out to be a hodgepodge of families, overzealous college students, and one grandmother whose camcorder had been trained on his face since they arrived at Gyeongbokgung Palace.

Sticking to facts had been his plan, but Dae-hyun’s ridiculous script haunted him. When someone asked about the pond in front of the pavilion, he found himself saying, “Legend has it the water reflects only the truth... and terrible fashion choices.”

The group erupted into laughter, but Joon-ho cringed inwardly. He hated gimmicks.

As they moved toward the palace gates, a young woman darted past, balancing a paper tray of odeng skewers. He barely noticed her, too focused on enduring the grandmother’s relentless zoom-ins.

That young woman, Camila, didn’t notice him either. She was too busy marveling at the ornate rooftops against the blue sky, wondering how something so ancient could feel so alive.

Later, as the sun dipped lower, Camila wandered the art-filled lanes of Insadong. She stepped into a café, the scent of jasmine tea wafting through the air.

At a nearby table, Joon-ho sat hunched over his phone, furiously trying to convince his sick and crazy friend to stop texting.

“Smile more,” one message read.

“You’re scaring them,” said another.

He groaned, setting the phone down just as Camila brushed past, her tea in hand. Neither noticed the other, but the faint scent of her drink lingered in the air between them.

Outside the café, Camila paused, her eyes catching on a stray cat lounging on a nearby rooftop. Its orange-and-white fur glowed in the fading light as it swatted at a bright pink rubber chicken. With one lazy push, the toy tumbled to the ground, letting out a pitiful squeak.

Camila laughed under her breath, shaking her head. “What is it with this city and chickens?”

Across town, Joon-ho’s phone buzzed with another message:

“Hyung, where’s the chicken? It’s vital for the next tour!”

Under the watchful gaze of a rising moon, a groundskeeper at Changdeokgung Palace crouched near the lotus pond. His broom swept away moss, revealing a faint engraving of a phoenix surrounded by five radiating points.

He stared at it for a long moment, his expression unreadable. “It’s been years,” he murmured before rising and moving on.
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Chapter 1: Speak with kindness, and kindness returns; what am I?
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The next morning Camila stepped out, an umbrella in one hand and her camera bag slung across her shoulder. The rain hadn’t dampened her excitement; if anything, it added to the city’s allure. Seoul in the rain felt like a movie set, the streets gleaming with reflections of neon signs and shop awnings dripping with water.

Her first stop was a small bookstore she’d spotted the day before in Insadong. The owner, an elderly man with kind eyes and an encyclopedic knowledge of Korean poetry, greeted her warmly as she ducked inside.

“Back so soon?” he asked in Korean, motioning toward a shelf of calligraphy books.

“I couldn’t resist,” Camila replied, shaking out her umbrella. “Your shop feels like a secret, and I love secrets.”

She spent the better part of an hour browsing the shop, eventually purchasing a slim volume of translated sijo. As she stepped back into the rain, her stomach reminded her that breakfast had been an afterthought.

Joon-ho stared out his apartment window, clutching a lukewarm mug of coffee. The events of the previous day—the tour guide fiasco, Dae-hyun’s questionable script, and the group’s inexplicable obsession with asking if that tree was featured in a K-drama—lingered like an itch he couldn’t scratch.

His phone buzzed loudly on the kitchen counter, breaking the fragile calm of the morning.

“Hyung, I have a brilliant idea,” Dae-hyun announced without preamble.

Joon-ho set the mug down and exhaled. “Does this brilliant idea involve me being roped into another one of your jobs?”

“Don’t be so cynical! It’s barely 9 AM!” Dae-hyun’s voice carried its usual blend of charm and chaos. “Anyway, I was thinking. Why don’t we combine forces? Your boring historical facts, my comedic genius—together, we could revolutionize the tour industry!”

“You’re not serious.”

“Dead serious. We’ll call it ‘Laughing Through History.’ Picture this: Goryeo Dynasty reenactments with slapstick comedy! A quiz show where you get slimed if you miss a question about Confucian principles! The possibilities are endless.”

Joon-ho closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Are you feverish?”

“Not anymore, thanks for asking!” Dae-hyun sounded far too chipper for someone who had allegedly been dying the day before. “By the way, did you find the rubber chicken? It’s essential for the pitch.”

“No. And even if I had, I wouldn’t tell you.”

“Such a buzzkill, Hyung,” Dae-hyun sighed. “Well, I’ll check back in when you’re ready to embrace greatness. Don’t take too long—this city needs us.”

Joon-ho hung up, his patience officially worn thin.

Meanwhile, at the shop, Camila completely engrossed in all the shelves of books from various historic eras, quietly and swiftly took pictures. She was grateful to the shop owner for letting her do so and she didn’t want to overstay her welcome or disturb others.

Her phone buzzed and her editor Valentina’s name appeared on the screen.

“Tell me you’ve found something interesting,” Valentina said by way of greeting.

“Good morning to you, too,” Camila replied quietly, looking for the door.

“Come on, querida, it’s evening for me. Don’t make me beg for an update.”

Camila smiled as she quietly left the shop. “Still exploring. This city has layers, Valentina. I think I’m starting to see how they fit together, but it’s going to take some time.”

“Well, I trust you’ll dig up something juicy,” Valentina said. “And don’t forget to stay on theme. Readers want intrigue, mystery, and—”

“Romance,” Camila finished dryly. “Let me guess: ‘and maybe a chaebol prince.’”

“I didn’t say that,” Valentina replied innocently, though her teasing tone betrayed her. “But it wouldn’t hurt.”

Camila chuckled, shaking her head and noticing a café just a few steps away. “I’ll call if I find anything. But for now, I think the city’s hiding its best stories.”

“Then uncover them,” Valentina urged. “I’ll be here, waiting for brilliance.”

By sheer coincidence, Camila and Joon-ho ended up at the same small café near Gwanghwamun. She had chosen it for its cozy atmosphere and the promise of excellent bungeoppang, while he had come seeking refuge from the incessant buzzing of Dae-hyun’s texts.

They sat at opposite corners, each engrossed in their own thoughts. Joon-ho’s was a spiral of professional crises—a conference paper deadline, and the nagging feeling that his career had hit a plateau.

Camila, on the other hand, was mapping out her following day, scribbling notes in the margins of her guidebook. Her handwriting, slanted and elegant, filled the page with observations like, “Find the best kimchi jjigae in Jongno” and “Research that statue from Bukchon—it felt... important?”
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