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To the ghost of my past, present, and future,

May you always live happily in that frozen,  golden time
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Korean terminology:


Dokkaebi (도깨비) - sometimes translated as “goblin,” these are mischievous spirits who are not quite humans but also not quite ghosts. They have various powers and are sometimes believed to be created from an object such as a broom. Some also say they can be created when blood gets on an object.



Banchan (반찬) - side dishes. Banchan are typically served with every meal in Korea, and are served alongside dishes as a complimentary service at restaurants.



Unnie (언니) - means “older sister,” generally used by a woman to refer to a close older female friend or sibling. Men use the term noona (누나) for an older female friend/sibling.



Oppa (오빠) - means “older brother,” generally used by a woman to refer to a close older male friend/sibling. Men use the term hyung (형) for an older male friend/sibling.



Chimaek (치맥) - a composite term that refers to the combination of fried chicken and beer.



Hoobae (후배) - the opposite of sunbae, used to describe someone more junior



Maknae (막내) - means “youngest,” particularly of a group



Geommu (검무) - a traditional style of Korean dance involving the use of two swords. Geommu dates back well over a thousand years and is actively protected as a cultural art in Korea today.



Prologue

In the dream I was standing over him. He was kneeling on the ground, head tilted back to expose his throat. His eyes were soft and unmistakably human, filled with sadness so deep it made my heart ache.

“I love you, my darling,” he said. I tried to open my mouth to answer, tried to kneel and comfort him as a tear slid down my cheek, but I couldn’t control my body. I brought one sword down in a flash of silver, slicing through his throat with one clean stroke. He was dead before he even hit the ground. The swords dropped from my shaking fingers with a metallic clang that echoed through my mind as dark mist enveloped my vision, and he disappeared forever.

I sat up with a start, tears hot on my cheeks and my heart racing.

“Hanji?” Sungmin’s voice was thick with sleep, his hair sticking up in all different directions as he blinked up at me in confusion. “What happened?”

I shook my head, fumbling for his hand and clinging tightly to it. I couldn’t get the image of him crumpled to the ground out of my head, the scene crystal clear and sharper than any dream should be.

“Was it a nightmare?”

I nodded, letting him pull my shaking body back down against his chest. He hugged me close, lips pressed against my hair as he rubbed my back soothingly.

“It’s alright,” he murmured. “It was just a dream. I’m right here, you’re alright.”


Slowly I relaxed against him, letting his warmth soothe the tension from my body. It was just a dream…wasn’t it?



Chapter 1:


“So how exactly does one dress to make a deal with the devil?” Minji asked, hands on her hips as she surveyed her closet. 



“They’re not devils, Unnie,” Sooji sighed. “Jiho is more like an angel.” 


“Jiho is more like a puppy,” I corrected. Sooji’s boyfriend was just as mischievous as any dokkaebi, but he was head over heels in love with Sooji and so eager about everything that he really did seem like a puppy with boundless energy and a permanent smile. 



“And your Sungmin?” Eunji teased. “You wouldn’t say he’s an angel?” 




“Sungmin is definitely a devil,” I snorted. I ignored the way my heart fluttered at the easy way they described him as mine. “Please, Minji, hurry up. We’re supposed to leave in five minutes. Just wear your normal clothes, we’re not supposed to be drawing attention.” 


“Unnie always draws attention, though,” Sooji pointed out. It was true. We were all idols, but Minji had a natural charisma and elegance that naturally drew eyes. It didn’t help that she had already dyed her hair a fresh, bright red for the upcoming promotion cycle. 



“Here, wear this,” Eunji said, thrusting a shapeless black dress at Minji. “Manager-nim is downstairs, we need to go.” 


Minji grumbled as she obeyed, picking at the fabric and trailing behind us all the way into the car. Manager Lee didn’t even look up, still buried in his phone with his fingers flying over the keyboard. Whether he was making last-minute adjustments to our comeback schedule or writing an essay in the manager gossip chat he practically ruled over, it was anyone’s guess. 



“You’ll only have an hour, girls,” Manager Lee said, pulling into traffic the second the last seatbelt clicked into place. “The PR team called a last-minute meeting. Even CEO Yoon will be there.” 



“Well, that doesn’t sound ominous at all,” Sooji said. “Do you know what it’s about?” 


Manager Lee hesitated. 



“I’ve heard rumors,” he said, “but I don’t know for sure. Let’s just focus on one thing at a time for now, okay?” 



I exchanged a confused glance with Eunji. Manager Lee loved nothing more than gossip, and it was unusual for him to not share it with us unless it was something extremely serious. He wouldn’t budge on this one, though, and soon we were pulling up at the restaurant we had arranged to meet the group at. If someone had told me a month ago that I would be secretly meeting up with a ribbon-twirling Dokkaebi boyband and willingly sharing information with them I would have scoffed. And now here I was dating their leader. 


The second the door to the private dining room closed Sungmin was pulling me in for a kiss, uncaring of his seven group members gagging behind him. Well, six — Jiho was too focused on Sooji to do anything but grin foolishly and pat the chair next to him that he had saved for her. 


“We have to leave in an hour,” Minji reminded us. She delicately picked her way through the boys to sit between two of the rappers, Woojin and Hajoon. Eunji sat between their maknae, Junhyeok, and one of the dancers, Doyun. 


“Okay, so what do we know about the ghost for sure?” Sungmin started. 



“It was unusually strong,” Jiho said, ticking reasons off his fingers, “the attacks seemed to be controlled by someone else with a level of evasion that a ghost normally wouldn’t be capable of, and it was connected to the producer Kang Hyejin.” 



“That snake,” Sooji muttered. None of us had any fondness for Kang Hyejin after the disastrous attempt to work with her for our comeback preparations, but Sooji resented her deeply for the way Hyejin had tried to get close to Sooji and then manipulate her. 



“-the snake, Kang Hyejin,” Jiho corrected smoothly. 


“Couldn’t it just have been her controlling the ghost?” Doyun asked. Eunji, Sooji, Minji and I exchanged glances. 



“There’s no way,” Minji said. “She’s definitely, one hundred percent human. I don’t think she can even see ghosts let alone control them. There’s a connection there but she’s not in control of it.” 



“The ghost seemed weirdly fixated on Hanji, too,” Sungmin pointed out. “It attacked various groups of idols, but it targeted Hanji twice. Is there anyone who has a grudge against you?” 


“Not that kind of grudge,” I said. I had already wondered that, but it just didn’t seem likely. There were plenty of people who didn’t like me, but not enough to manipulate a ghost into a spate of attacks against the entire industry. It shouldn’t have been possible to manipulate a ghost at all to begin with. Whoever had done this had too much power to go under the radar entirely. Most guardians could only kill ghosts, and very few could truly manipulate them. We were supposed to be bridges between the spirit world and the human world, able to see and defend humans from violent ghosts but not to significantly alter the natural rhythm of life. 


The ghost of Kang Hyejin’s sister had broken through the talismans and protections on the apartment rooftop where I had been attacked as well as the company defenses at Sungmin’s companies. Something like that required a significant amount of magic to achieve, magic I didn’t think any guardian possessed. 



“It has to be a dokkaebi, right?” Eunji said, obviously thinking along similar lines. “Or some kind of spirit, maybe working together with a powerful guardian.” 


“Wait, hyung, your powers don’t work against Hanji, right?” Hajoon asked. 


“Yes…” Sungmin said suspiciously. 



“Then, logically, Sungmin is the most likely candidate,” Hajoon said in triumph. He grinned mischievously at Sungmin, visibly proud of himself. “Who else would be motivated to attack our esteemed sunbaenim?” 



​“Well, he’s not wrong,” Minji admitted. She narrowed her eyes at Sungmin. “What’s your defense?”



​“If Hanji and I were enemies there wouldn’t be a fight,” Sungmin said without missing a beat. “I’d let her kill me in an instant.”



​It was obviously a joke, but there was an undercurrent of calm conviction in Sungmin’s voice that made my blood run cold.


…a flash of silver, slicing through his throat with one clean stroke-


“Do not speak like that,” I said through gritted teeth. The others stared at me, an awkward silence falling over the room.



“Okay, well, since it’s obviously not Sungmin-ssi, who could it be?” Eunji said. “Whoever was controlling that ghost was likely working with Kang Hyejin, or connected to her in some way. We should keep an eye on her and anyone she might be connected to.”


“If they weren’t successful the first time, do you think they’ll try again?” Junhyeok asked. He looked a little pale, and I was suddenly reminded again that he was the youngest of all of us by a few years. He had been attacked by the ghost as well and the memory of him shaking on the couch as Sungmin comforted him kept flashing through my mind. 

“If they do, we’ll be ready,” I said confidently, giving him a reassuring smile. “We should keep this to ourselves for now, though. If it’s someone closely connected to the entertainment industry it’s better for them to underestimate us and think we aren’t paying attention.”

“So another guerilla operation,” Woojin said, rubbing his hands together happily. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 2:


​“Is anyone else sick of meetings?” Sooji whispered. The conference room was awkwardly silent as we all waited for CEO Yoon to arrive, and the way the PR staff were avoiding our eyes didn’t bode well for the topic of the meeting.



​“I just want to know what the catastrophe is already,” Minji said. “I’ve been refreshing the news nonstop, there’s nothing there.”



​“Wait two hours,” our PR manager, Siyoo, said. “The articles should drop online by 10 PM, then they’ll be printed in the morning newspaper.”



​“What-”



​“Sorry, everybody!” CEO Yoon walked in and called the meeting to order.


“Kang Hyejin has gone to the press to break the news about why she left the company,” Siyoo said without preamble.

“And of course she’s not telling the truth,” Eunji guessed.

“She’s saying she was fired because she wasn’t comfortable with the Kisaeng concept you girls were pushing,” Siyoo explained. “She described the concept in pretty much the worst way possible, using every buzzword possible and even bringing up more recent scandals to claim you girls are trying to sexualize and profit off of the victims. She claims to be worried about your young female fanbase and the impact this type of concept will have on them.”


​I groaned, sliding down in my chair as far as I could go.



​“Of course she does.”



​“Unfortunately, the headlines are what matter most in these cases,” Siyoo said. “We need to have a response that I can get into the morning papers, at least, otherwise we’ll have lost control of the news cycle. I’ve come up with a couple proposals to dispel the rumors, but it might just look like we’ve changed concepts in response to backlash. She’s gambling that we won’t tell the truth about the dismissal so anything we do say will look flimsy or made up.”


“We could tell the truth,” Sooji suggested shakily. “That she tried to-”

“No,” I interrupted. “Sooji, no. All that will do is make you the center of the story, and nothing good can come from that.”

“Okay, what about this?” Minji said suddenly. Her eyes were blazing with determined fire in a way I hadn’t seen since our debut days, when it felt like we were the industry’s punching bag. Minji had always been our most tenacious fighter even when the rest of us were on the brink of giving up. “Why should we dispel the rumors at all?”

Manager Lee exchanged an awkward glance with Siyoo.
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