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To the demons of my dreams who inspire me to create, to write, and to believe.

Shall we dance?



Korean terminology:

Dokkaebi (도깨비) - sometimes translated as “goblin,” these are mischievous spirits with various powers. They are sometimes believed to be created from an object such as a broom. 




Bangmangi (방망이) - a tool often associated with dokkaebi in Korean folklore, somewhere between a magic wand and club. 






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






Sunbae(nim) (선배) - refers to someone who is ahead of you in school or has been in a profession for longer.




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.
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Chapter 1: 




White silk, laughter, flashes of warm brown eyes reflected in the silver blade of a sword-

“Girls, we’re on in three!”

I opened my eyes slowly and checked my reflection in the mirror. I was still in the dressing room chair, my makeup artist Ara still glueing crystals into the shape of a heart onto my cheekbones. It could only have been a few minutes, and yet it felt like an eternity had passed. 

“Are you alright, Hanji?” Ara asked. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I checked the mirror reflexively, relieved to see the room was entirely free of ghosts. 

“I’m fine,” I promised. “I’ve just been having these weird dreams…”

Ara glued the last crystal and patted my shoulder. 

“Well, try to get some rest after the show,” she said. “You girls aren’t sleeping enough, I worry about you.”

I gave her a pained smile. There wasn’t any way to change that, and both of us knew it. 

“The comeback is almost over,” I said. “We’ll be fine. We always are.”

I glanced over to my group members, sighing at the sight of all three of them still buried in their phones. 

“Guys, grab your swords,” I called. “Eunji, Minji, are you good to go?”


“We’re fine,” they replied tonelessly, not even looking at each other. They clearly weren’t fine, but there was no time to fix it.


“Don’t let it affect the stage,” I warned. “C’mon, let’s go.”

Sooji hurried up to walk next to me as we entered the hallway, somehow still bright and bubbly even at 3 a.m. 

“Look, I put matching crystals on my swords!” 

I glanced down, laughing in startled amusement at the comical angry face in red crystals on the hilts of Sooji’s swords. 

“Gonna scare away the evil spirits with that?” I teased. 

“It already worked,” Sooji bragged. “There was a ghost poisoning the waters in the vending machine, and I was going to smite it but it was so confused by the gems it just disappeared.”


“Wait, it’s still there?” I asked. “Poisoning waters?”


“Well, I think it left…”

I groaned.

“Sooji, please, we’ve talked about this,” I said. “Spirits like that will hurt people. We’re Guardians, protecting the human world from malevolent spirits is literally the purpose of our existence.”

“I know,” Sooji sighed, “but I feel bad for them. They were human once, too.”

“Nothing of the person they once were is left,” I said. “What you see is just a fraction of their soul consumed by the misplaced need for revenge. Ghosts often don’t remember clearly, their targets might not have anything to do with who wronged their human self, if they were wronged at all. Anyways, humans are much worse than most demons could ever be.”

“I don’t think humans are that bad,” Sooji said with a frown. “Otherwise why would we protect them?” 


I sighed. Sooji had only been thirteen when we first met, starry-eyed and vivacious, and I had tried to protect her from the darkest sides of the industry ever since. She knew they existed, of course, but she didn’t know just how real they were for us. Still, there wasn’t time to even begin to get into that conversation. The stage lights were on, and our fans were waiting. 


I glanced backwards, checking on Eunji and Minji. They nodded back, all of us taking a breath and loosening our shoulders before we stepped on stage. 

“Make a wish, we are JINI!” 

We joined hands, bowed, and the performance began. 


***



“Great job everyone,” our manager said as we came off the stage. Manager Lee had been a part of our team from when we were trainees, and he was as much a part of the group as any of us. “Eunji, you’re already trending for that final hair flip, I think that’s a record.”

Eunji smirked, reenacting her hair flip so dramatically she nearly toppled over, and all of us cracked up. Sleep deprived and filled with adrenaline as we were, it took very little to have us in hysterics. Minji high-fived her and we skipped down the stairs, flushed with success. At the bottom of the stairs, waiting for their turn filming, was a brand new boy group dressed in leather and chains.

There were so many of them I couldn’t see all of them individually, especially in the dim backstage lighting. Their outfits were daring and suggestive, contrasting sharply with the delicate LED ribbons looped loosely around their hands. They bowed, deep and polite, but I caught the slight glint in one of their eyes that usually signified a dokkaebi. Mischievous, not quite human, annoying beyond belief, but usually harmless. Usually. Dokkaebi were bound by the same rules that we were, reinforced by treaty negotiations every half century, and that was enough to keep things relatively peaceful. Still, a group of so many dokkaebi all together spelled trouble. 

“Do those handles look like bangmangi to you?” Eunji whispered. “Are they going to do magic on stage?” 


Minji subtly angled her swords towards them and I glanced over, biting my lips as I saw the glowing eyes of their true form reflected in the gleaming silver blade. Eight pairs, shining the same eerie blue as their ribbons. There was no way that was a coincidence. The group filed passed us, still clumped together so it was impossible to tell them apart. 



“And now, here with their debut song Ribbon, it’s GUARDIAN!” 



“Guardian?” Sooji repeated. “They- they called themselves Guardian?” 


“Aren’t they dokkaebi?” Eunji sputtered. “That can’t be allowed, right?” 

“Doesn’t that break the treaty?” I asked hopefully, cracking my knuckles. “Can we 

kill them?” 

“Unfortunately not,” Minji said. She held up the entertainment arts section of the treaty on her phone. “No one thought to ban dokkaebi from forming a ribbon dancing boyband…”

“Well, that was an obvious oversight,” Sooji said. “I understand one or two dokkaebi in a group, but-”

They started to sing, and all of us fell silent to hear what they were saying. 

Come a little closer

‘Till you feel my body heat

Cling a little tighter

Stroke it soft and silky

“They’re not singing about ribbons, are they,” Eunji whispered, eyes fixed on the lead dancer as he did a one-handed cartwheel through the glowing circle of his own ribbon and landed on both feet with a perfectly timed hip thrust. “I feel-”

“Kind of seduced?” Sooji said.


“Horrified,” I corrected. “We feel horrified and furious at this blatantly disrespectful parody of the birthright our families have been honoring for generations.” 


“Right,” Sooji said. “That’s what I meant, totally.”

I opened my mouth to respond but just then the rapper took the stage with a few backup dancers behind him while the others danced to the wings to let him take center stage. One of them turned directly towards us and made eye contact with me. My breath caught and my skin prickled with goosebumps, cold realization crashing down on me. I had never met him before, but those eyes were all too familiar… 


White silk, laughter, flashes of warm brown eyes reflected in the silver blade of my swords. His handsome face thrown back in laughter, broad shoulders hidden behind floaty layers of white silk and those same eyes as they met mine in the mirror…calm and steady, and entirely human. 



And then I blinked, and the man from my dreams was gone. This man was anything but human, all black leather and shamelessly bared skin. His lips curled into a smirk when I didn’t look away and he ran a hand through his sweaty hair, hips still moving subtly to the music. And then the beat changed and he was gone. Sliding back into the spotlight with his ribbon twirling and his voice a sultry whisper as he beckoned to the camera. 


Words melodic

You’re hypnotic

Heart rate fluttering  

Beat chaotic

Love so toxic

Come and dance with me 


He turned back towards us, giving me a wink as he tossed his ribbon high in the air to delighted screams from the audience. I snorted, spinning on my heel and striding back to our dressing room. Only a fool would dance with a Dokkaebi. Man from my dreams or not, I didn’t have time for his nonsense. There was real work to be done.  



Chapter 2: 




“Alright, where are you?” I muttered to myself, crossing my arms over my chest and tapping my foot as I studied the vending machine. I bought a water and screwed off the cap, sniffing cautiously. The water smelled like mildew. Rather normal, for an out of the way vending machine that was probably never used, but there was a subtle sparkle to it that was clearly unnatural and the water leaking slowly from under the machine was an obvious sign of the ghost that was still in hiding. Water ghosts were unfortunately rather common, although I had never run into one that was attached to a vending machine before. Even after years of working as a Guardian, killing evil spirits was never boring. 

I glanced back and forth down the deserted hallway and then carefully emptied the poisoned water upside down on the floor. I watched as the puddle grew, slowly flowing down towards the wall until it joined with the water already leaking out from under the vending machine. 


“HOW DARE YOU WASTE MY PRECIOUS WATER!” 



“There you are,” I said in satisfaction, pulling out my swords and readying myself for a fight. The shadowy white form of an old man materialized upwards from the puddle, translucent and blue with flowing white robes. Imitating what his view of a ghost was, no doubt. Most ghosts usually just wore the clothes they had died in, so the fact that this one had been able to choose its own clothes wasn’t a good sign. It was probably somewhat strong, then. 



Usually ghosts kind of slashed aimlessly in my direction, uncoordinated and easy to dispel. They were just a fragment of a soul, after all, powered only by revenge. This one, though? This one punched. Hard.



I was taken off guard by the sudden wind up and ducked too slow. The ghost’s punch glanced off my shoulder, bruising and yet seeming to sink through my arm at the same time. Cold and unnerving, the way a ghost’s touch always was. I bit back a curse and slashed upwards with my swords, earning myself a bit of space as I mentally adjusted to the new circumstances. Of course this ghost was one of the few who could actually put up a fight. 


“Oof, that looked like it hurt.”


I tripped over my own feet in shock, nearly crashing to the ground and only just managing to catch myself. There hadn’t been anyone in the hallway when I checked, but now he was there. The dokkaebi from before, leaning casually against the wall watching me with an aggravatingly cocky smirk. The ghost flew at me again and I stepped aside, watching as it stumbled past me. It looked back and forth, clearly confused about what had just happened. I stepped forward, about to get rid of it for good, when the dokkaebi snapped his fingers in front of my face.


“Oh, what’s this?” he said loudly. “A Guardian?”

The ghost spun around, even more incensed than before, and rushed straight at me. 

“What was that for?” I asked, panting as I leaped out of the way of the ghost’s next punch.

“Well, it hardly seems fair to attack from behind,” the dokkaebi said. “This way’s more fun, don’t you think?”

“No,” I said shortly. I twirled out of the ghost’s range and groaned as it somehow managed to evade my next strike. It was feistier than I had expected, and the dokkaebi certainly wasn’t helping.


“Oh, well. It’s more fun for me,” he said. He slipped a bill into the machine and knelt to collect a bottle of the poisoned water. “You give a good show.”


I swallowed my first instinctive response, taking a steadying breath. 

“What are you doing here, anyways?” I asked. 

“I just fancied a drink of poisoned water,” he said, twisting the cap off the bottle and taking a long, deep drink. “Ah, delicious. They should sell this stuff, it’s magical.”

Even the ghost stopped to stare at him for a second for that one. Only a second, though, and then it was launching itself at me with another strangled scream. 


“They do sell it, you literally just bought it,” I said through gritted teeth. I ducked and slashed upwards, jumping out of the way as my sword finally made contact and the ghost exploded in a spray of mildew-scented, sparkly, poisoned water. “Gross.”


The dokkaebi broke out into applause. 


“Wow, the great Kim Hanji is so talented!” he said. “Beautiful, elegant, and violent! I think I’m in love.”


I bit back a groan and turned to face him. Usually I could kill the evil spirits plaguing me, but I wasn’t allowed to touch this one and he was apparently determined to continue until I gave him the attention he wanted. 


“Who are you?”



“Hwang Sungmin, Guardian’s leader, at your service,” he said. He bowed again with a flourish.



“Yeah, right,” I snorted. “That was some service. Well, nice to meet you and thanks for nothing.”



“Who would have thought the great Kim Hanji is actually rude behind the scenes?” he said with a dramatic gasp. “What happened to all those industry insiders who claim you’re the kindest idol they’ve ever met? Those stories couldn’t be fake, could they?”



Honestly, I had been as surprised as anyone when the anonymous survey of industry staff results were published with me named as kindest idol. It was probably more of a sad statement about the way most staff were treated, with all the pressure of producing a perfect product on their shoulders and even longer hours than idols had for less pay, rather than a glowing testament of my supposedly-saintly personality. I wasn’t about to tell him that, though. 


“I’m very kind to everyone,” I said, “except those who decide to build an entire career mocking me, everything I stand for, and everything my ancestors worked for generations to build. Don’t play with me, dokkaebi, you’re walking a thin line.”

“It is rather funny no one thought to ban us from forming a ribbon dancing boyband of dokkaebi, isn’t it?” he said, laughing. “Anyways, it’s not like you own a monopoly on Korean traditions and culture. I’m Korean too, aren’t I?”


“You’re not human,” I spat. “You don’t even have ancestors, unless you count whatever moldy broom you probably materialized from.” 


He gasped in mock offense, clutching his heart with both hands. 

“You wound me.”

I glared at him and spun on my heel, starting to storm away only to run into him once more as he materialized in front of me. 


“Get out of my way,” I said. I tried to push him aside but he was immovable.


“Hey,” he said, his voice suddenly soft and gentle, “Are you a magician, by any chance?” 

“What?”

“Because somehow, when I see you, everything else just disappears.”


I stared at him in shock and promptly tapped his head with the hilt of one of my swords He crumpled to the ground with a satisfying thump and I stepped over his body with a sniff, brushing my sword clean. Dokkaebi were the worst. 



Chapter 3: 




“Boygroup Haechi were in a car accident this morning, returning from a music show performance. Luckily there were only minor injuries. Main vocal Minchul has a sprained wrist  and the driver has a slight concussion. Both are expected to recover quickly.”

I leaned forward and switched off the car radio as the news program changed topics, unease growing. Haechi had only just debuted as our brother group a few months ago, and there was something about the broadcast that didn’t seem quite right. They had left the music show earlier than us for another schedule that they’d already arrived at, and we hadn’t heard any news about an accident. So how could they have been in a car accident if they weren’t driving?


“Haechi?” Sooji said.  


“That’s strange,” Eunji said. “Minchul texted me earlier that they arrived early? We were going to carpool to that producer meeting later today, they’re finalizing the songs for the next album.”
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