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“미라선생님, 수현선생님, 승진선생님, 지원선생님, 솜이선생님, 민아선생님, 지은선생님하고 지민선생님에게,”


제가 책 천권을 쓴다 해도 선생님들이 저한테 얼마나 큰 자리를 차지하는지 표현을 다 할 수 없을 겁니다. 저를 돌봐주셔서 감사드리고 이 책은 선생님들께 바칩니다.
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To Suhyeon, Jiwon, Seungjin, Mira, Somi, Mina, Jieun, and Jimin:


Even if I wrote one thousand books, I would never have enough words to tell you how much you mean to me. Thank you for taking care of me. This book is for you.









Chapter One
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SEOUL, EUNPYEONG


Present Day


As far as new lives went, this one was my favorite.


This time, I was in Seoul on the last Tuesday in September. As I crossed the stepping stones over the Bulgwang stream, Kim Jihoon held my backpack in one hand and followed me unquestioningly across the water, looking at me like I actually mattered, like I was someone he would remember ten years from now, even though I knew he never would. I had already looked up how he died, and I wouldn’t be anywhere near him when it happened.


It was the end of my first month as Mina Yang, eighteen-year-old American exchange student, the only child of an American consultant and a flight attendant for Japan Airlines. I got to attend a public school this time, which unfortunately made my presence a bit more conspicuous since there weren’t a lot of foreigners. But it was better than private international schools, where everyone was some sort of alpaca farm heiress or had a parent who invented and trademarked the color Teal. My family probably had more money than all their families combined, but the problem was that we weren’t allowed to use most of it. We weren’t important enough to access our ancestors’ fortune, but we were important enough to die for them.


Jihoon hopped to the next step and suddenly we were sharing a stepping stone, his hand on my arm to steady me. I hugged my bag of honey butter chips to my chest, the plastic creaking in protest and threatening to pop, which would be both embarrassing and a tragic waste of snacks. I looked away, a nervous smile on my lips—not because someone like Jihoon could ever faze me, but because boys tended to feel more comfortable around nervous schoolgirls than ruthless undercover agents. I took a step back to the next stone, hoping I looked somewhat cute and playful rather than like a startled pigeon fleeing in a panic and pooping everywhere.


Jihoon was both the tallest guy in my homeroom and currently leading Mr. Oh’s exam score board. He had an inoffensive smile and smelled like soap and walked his little sisters to school. When we first met, he’d complimented my shoes, then promptly spilled orange juice on my shirt and ripped off his own shirt to offer to me in a panic.


I’d only been in class with him for a month, so it was a little soon to start planning a wedding. But every morning, he wordlessly passed me a tiny bottle of mostly-frozen Yakult, which I felt fairly certain was an indication of love. All in all, it seemed like a nice beginning of something more.


I was an expert in beginnings because I’d had a lot of them—I moved every three to six months, ping-ponging between different parts of Korea, Japan, and the States. That was how I knew there were worse ways to start over than with Jihoon.


Plus, kissing him would earn me one hundred infiltration points.


In other lives, I’d had to prove how good of a chameleon I was in much more humiliating ways, like convincing my elderly neighbor to ride a tandem bike with me, or pretending to be a delivery driver and carrying thirty packs of Buldak fire ramen out of the corner store without paying. All things considered, having Jihoon as a mission was a pretty lucky draw. It would be a lie to say I would have paid him much attention if he weren’t my assignment, but it would be a double lie to say I hated his dimples when he smiled or the way our classroom brightened when he laughed.


Jihoon teetered on the edge of the stepping stone, then righted himself with an undignified flapping of his arms, his face red.


“Are you not strong enough to carry my bag?” I said, smiling and crossing my arms. I was walking the tightrope between Shy New Girl Who Needs a Boy to Save Her and Mysterious Foreigner Who Can Get Away with Being a Little Sassy. Most boys liked some combination of the two. The last month had been a delicate dance of pretending to be perpetually lost in school so he’d walk me around, playfully asserting the superiority of sushi over kimbap while eating lunch together, and flubbing a few Korean quizzes so I could ask him to explain my mistakes.


When I’d first planned out this mission, I’d aimed to wrap it up in three weeks. That was when the azaleas bloomed on school grounds, and I’d been dropping hints for days about how much I loved them. Sure enough, when Jihoon walked me home from school, he presented me with a bouquet of purple azaleas. I hugged him and hesitated before letting go, and that was when he was supposed to kiss me.


But instead, he’d only tucked an azalea behind my ear with a soft smile and said he’d see me at school tomorrow. Now I was behind schedule, all because Jihoon was the one boy in year three who was stingy with his lips.


“Maybe I should take it back,” I said, reaching for my backpack with a playful smirk.


“No, absolutely not,” he said, holding my bag high above me. When I reached for it anyway, he strapped it to his front like some strange double-sided turtle and put his hands proudly on his hips. “Pretty girls shouldn’t carry their own bags.”


“Pretty?” I echoed, looking up as if the word surprised me.


Jihoon blushed as if he hadn’t meant to say it out loud. He stopped on the middle stone, halfway across the stream, and put his hand in his pocket.


Before I could think to stop myself, I copied the gesture. My hand slipped into my skirt pocket, closing around the small box inside. Jihoon was hiding something, and in my line of work, this was almost always a bad thing.


But before I could crack open my box and crush him with thousands of years’ worth of hand-me-down Japanese magic, he pulled out a tiny blue silk bag and offered it to me with both hands.


“For you,” he said quietly.


Slowly, I released my grip on the box in my pocket and accepted the bag. I pulled on one of the drawstrings and emptied the contents into my palm.


A bracelet.


A strand of tiny polished white-and-green-jade beads held together by a silver clasp. Each bead looked like its own dream, a miniature planet of bright clouds and green mist.


“My noona told me that the Hanja for your name means ‘beautiful jade,’” he said, staring at his scuffed shoes.


He was sweet, but wrong. The characters for my name could mean “peaceful beauty” or “beautiful beauty” or “that beautiful one over there,” none of which made a ton of sense, but there was definitely no jade. But of course, he was thinking of Mina as a Korean name. It was one of the few names that sounded “normal” in Korean, Japanese, and English, which of course was 100 percent intentional for someone like me, who had to lie a lot.


I turned the bracelet over in my hands, considering my next words. We were balanced on the edge of something more. One wrong word could destroy everything—that was how it always was in the beginning. Saplings were so easy to kill.


“Why are you giving me this?” I said, as if I didn’t already know the answer.


Jihoon took a steadying breath, then finally tore his gaze away from his shoes and looked at me, the bright edge of the waning summer sun glowing in his round glasses. “Because, Mina,” he said, “I like you.”


The smile that broke across my face wasn’t a lie, even if the reason behind it was.


One hundred points, I thought as I dropped my gaze to Jihoon’s lips. I was 124 points away from a promotion. Crossing the threshold would put me in the running for an associate agent position after graduation. Associate agents didn’t have to pack up and move countries at a moments’ notice like my parents, who were only floating agents. Real agents could have homes, build lives, use their real names.


I opened my mouth, about to say something nice and normal like I like you too, but the words died in my mouth when I saw what—who—was behind him.


“No,” I whispered.


“No?” Jihoon said, going pale.


I shook my head quickly. “No, I didn’t mean … I just meant …”


I was being too obvious, staring over his shoulder with panic written plain across my face. He started to turn around, which was the absolute worst thing he could have done. If he saw who I was looking at, I’d have to convince him to follow me to the office, where he’d get waterboarded with condensed magic until he lost his memory of the last day, and then he’d definitely fail his calculus test tomorrow.


“No, don’t look!” I said, reaching for his arm.


But instead of stepping to the next stone, my foot slipped off the edge. My stomach lurched, and I slipped headfirst into the shallow water.


Jihoon reached for me, his fingers brushing my arm as I fell. Of course, he had absolutely no balance because of the double-sided-turtle-backpack situation, so rather than catching me, he crashed down on top of me with the combined weight of both of our bags.


My face bit down into the gravelly river bottom. I reeled back and frantically shoved him off me, for a moment genuinely afraid I would drown in the most embarrassing way possible. Distantly, I registered the bag of honey butter chips popping under my stomach, spilling into the water. I stumbled to my feet, my face numb from the impact, my teeth sore. The small amount of eyeliner I’d decided to risk wearing that morning was now running down my face, and my wet shirt was almost definitely see-through.


I clapped a hand to my pocket, where my small box was thankfully still sealed shut. I pulled out my phone, which had already gone full brick mode, the screen not responding at all to my touch. And my backpack …


“My backpack!” I said, tugging at the straps. It was still latched firmly to Jihoon, who flopped back and forth as I pulled, his glasses splotched with water droplets.


“What?” he mumbled.


“You’re getting my bag wet!” I said, pulling harder. “My calculus notes—”


He bent his arm so I could slide the bag off his front, then rose unsteadily to his feet. I turned my back to him, slamming the bag down on one of the stepping stones. Water had soaked through the bottom, so I yanked out my notebook and tried to shake it dry.


“Mina, are you okay?” Jihoon said behind me.


I shook my head, not trusting myself to speak. I was already pitifully behind on calculus compared to my classmates, thanks to a few unfortunately timed years of American education. Korean and Japanese students did this kind of math in their sleep. My parents had pulled enough strings to get me into this school, and if I flunked out or had to repeat a year, I could kiss all my pending infiltration missions goodbye. Descendants were supposed to be exquisitely unmemorable, blending seamlessly into whatever situation they fell into. Getting booted for being the oldest and least intelligent girl in year three would definitely not impress my superiors.


I needed to excel wherever the descendants put me, or else I’d never have access to the files that would tell me the truth.


“Mina?”


The ink from my ruined notes ran down my wrist, staining the sleeve of my school shirt. Slowly, I looked up and locked my gaze with the person standing in the alley, shooting as much anger as I possibly could into my glare. Even as she stared impassively back at me, the anger flickered out quickly. She was only doing her job. Our job.


A glimmer of white beneath the water caught my eye. Jihoon’s bracelet sat among the gravel and dirty water, but I didn’t move to pick it up. It was a bad idea to trust someone like me with beautiful things.


“I have to go,” I said, turning back to Jihoon. “I need to run home and change before my after-school class.”


“I can walk you there!” he said, squinting at where he guessed I was standing, since his glasses were still in his hand.


“No!” I said—too loudly, making him flinch. “I mean … no, please, I already feel so embarrassed.” This part wasn’t exactly untrue, but there were bigger problems than embarrassment right now. I reached out and touched his hand. “Can we finish this conversation later?” I said, smiling in a way I hoped looked sweet even when I felt like a drowned puppy.


“Okay,” he said, nodding eagerly. “Whatever you want, Mina.”


But I didn’t want this—hurting Jihoon, fleeing from every good thing, either because I ruined it myself or because I had to move again.


If I wanted to, I could quit my job when I turned twenty, and it would only cost me a hundred pages of paperwork and a thorough mind scrub. I could be a normal girl, holding hands with Jihoon right now instead of pushing him away.


But I would never do that.


The descendants were liars and guardians of secrets. The only way I would know the truth was if they trusted me, if I was one of them.


I turned around and clambered back onto the stepping stones before Jihoon could offer to help me up, then stormed down the street. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Jihoon had walked away, then turned to the alley. My socks squished in my shoes with every wet step until I reached the person waiting for me.


There I was—another version of me—standing next to the CU store with my arms crossed.


This Mina was wearing a black hoodie, the collar of her school uniform peeking out underneath. Her hair was tied up in a way I knew meant I hadn’t had a shower in a while because I was swamped with homework. I almost felt bad for her. I might have, if I couldn’t still taste mud between my teeth.


I’d been on the other end of this interaction many times, so I knew how this worked. There was no room for politeness or considering anyone’s feelings. Things like that weren’t important to descendants of Ryūjin, the Japanese dragon god.


Long ago, Ryūjin’s second daughter—Otohime—fell in love with a human and gifted him a box of time magic. The human mishandled it and unfortunately ended up as a pile of lint. But even though he got what he deserved, the damage had been done—once you brought magic to Earth, it was pretty hard to take it back.


Otohime’s descendants went down to claim her magic, but found that they weren’t the only dragons who’d spilled a bottle of time magic on Earth and were frantically trying to mop it up. The Korean descendants were already downstairs, thanks to the last wishes of one of their dragon clans.


None of them realized, at first, what kind of price they would have to pay for playing with time.


In the beginning, it must have been fun—to bend time to your will so you never had to suffer any consequences, or regrets, or nostalgia. But the descendants realized slowly, and then all at once, that the timeline was very easy to break and very difficult to put back together. It was actually quite challenging to change the past without creating a paradox, undoing your own birth, or accidentally ending the world. After about a century (or no time at all, depending on where you were standing) the whole timeline turned into a pretzel twisted around on itself.


I obviously had no memory of that timeline, but I’d heard rumors of pterodactyls snatching humans off the sidewalk, sweet potato trees so tall that falling potatoes split skulls open, the extinction of all domesticated dogs, etcetera.


These days, the descendants were a bit more organized.


It was too late to fully contain time travelers—that cat got out of the bag centuries ago—but the majority of the descendants didn’t need much convincing to see the importance of having the world in one piece. Both Korean and Japanese dragon descendants worked together to correct the timeline back to its original state—to before reckless rogue travelers had their fun with it—in exchange for our living expenses and a respectable stipend. But there were plenty of rogue travelers still running free, so it was a constant battle of making adjustments, fighting the selfish chaos that would tear a hole in the universe.


I was raised to be a trilingual superweapon of a descendant, able to work wherever I was needed, worth my weight in dragon gold … assuming that I could pass calculus.


I stopped in front of my Echo and crossed my arms, mirroring her stance.


“What?” I said. There were more colorful things I could have said, but I knew my mentor was probably watching somewhere, trying to stay out of the way but making sure I didn’t mess up the timeline too badly.


The other Mina turned and picked up a bottle of banana milk from the outdoor table, then dumped it all over my—not her—shoes.


“Sorry,” she said, not sounding particularly sorry. But of course I was never sorry either.


I grimaced, looking down at the shoes that I definitely would not be able to wear to school tomorrow because they would never dry in time. “Is that all?” I said. “Any more infiltration missions you want to ruin for me while you’re here?”


She shook her head, reached into a pocket of her bag, and tossed a handful of confetti over me.


I sputtered as one of the tiny pieces got in my eye, waving my hand to disperse the rest of it. “Are you serious?” I said.


But even through the haze of paper, I saw her turning away. When the confetti settled, she was gone.


I hope that was worth it, I thought.


But of course it was—that was the whole point of time traveling. Every single action we took, even something as insignificant as tying a shoe or taking a sip of coffee—had a ripple effect across the entire universe.


Maybe there would be a mudslide tomorrow, and my school sneakers would have gotten sucked into the silt and caused my death. Or maybe it was imperative to the integrity of the universe that I ran the washing machine tonight because that tiny amount of water would be stolen from the mouth of an ancient fish that was destined to go extinct. Or maybe I would wash my shoes and find the laces unsalvageable, then be forced to go out and buy new shoelaces, and the receipt printer would jam and the cashier would have to go to the back room to replace it, where she would meet the man she was meant to marry.


I had trouble justifying the confetti, though. Sometimes I was just a jerk.


I jammed a pinky into my ear, trying to fish out another piece of confetti before it wormed its way into my brain. Death by confetti was a hilarious way to go, but I had a lot to do before my death day.


In my pocket, I clutched the tiny tortoiseshell box full of time. It constantly radiated heat that spread through my bones. I held it tight and started to trudge to headquarters, aka the “after-school classes” that Jihoon had been walking me to. In the distance, the ten-story tower cut through the smog overhead, the one-way glass of the top levels gleaming like a lighthouse beacon.


Somewhere up there, someone knew the truth about my family.


I would make them trust me, maybe even love me. And only then, with their throats exposed and backs turned, would I take what I wanted.


While I no longer had a dragon’s scales or claws or fire, no one could take away my teeth.









Chapter Two
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Once I finished my job, there was nothing to do but take a bite of my cheese corn dog and wait for the bloodshed to begin.


It was Friday, August 12, 2011, 7:47 P.M., one minute before a disaster that would change the course of history. But even a decade of distance from that afternoon’s swim with Jihoon wasn’t enough to stop me from cringing in between bites of corn dog. Once I’d arrived at headquarters, I’d barely had time to change out of my soaking wet school uniform before my mentor had dragged me on another mission.


It might have been a good distraction, if I weren’t the kind of person who relived my most embarrassing moments in a cold sweat at three in the morning. I took an angry bite of my corn dog and tried to focus. This mission was too important to mess up because of a boy.


I was standing in Yongma Land—a sad excuse for a family theme park in a tiny overgrown section of forest, and the best park in Seoul before Lotte World became popular. In the present day, it was rusty and deserted. But right now, it was a visual assault of flashing lights in colors that human eyes probably weren’t meant to perceive, the air thick with grease from the fried dough and corn dogs, with a faint undertone of vomit. For only 10,000 won, children could climb into buckets held up by giant octopus tentacles and swing in nauseous circles, or run around the scattered plastic gnomes with their leering facial expressions, or crawl through the fairy houses braided with overgrown flowers just starting to die as summer wound down.


I’d stood in this exact place in 2025, fourteen years after the park shut down.


By then, it was just a deserted ghost playground that you could visit for 3,000 won and use as a pretty backdrop for Instagram photos. There was only a slight risk of tetanus from all the rusted metal, and a slightly higher risk of being haunted by carnival ghosts, which probably made it worth way more than 3,000 won.


Two thousand eleven was the last year the park was supposed to be open. At least, until a rogue descendant had interfered.


I supposed there were more insidious actions than keeping a family-owned amusement park open another decade, but that was hardly the point—descendants couldn’t go around picking and choosing what parts of the original timeline we liked best. If enough people did that … well, it was the fastest way to end up with ten-foot-tall spiders roaming the streets. Again.


My mentor—Jang Hyebin—inhaled her corn dog as she stood beside me, then glanced unsubtly at mine. I handed it to her without comment. I had only taken a few bites and was starting to feel sick thinking about what would happen because of me.


At twenty-five, Hyebin was the youngest descendant in Korea to ever hold the position of senior agent. Legend said she could work 24/7 because she took micro-naps every time she blinked, and that she’d lived the equivalent of ten lifetimes with all the time traveling she’d done. Others said that her brain worked at two times the potential of the average human’s because she’d simply burned all her memories of her life before she started her job. Some even said she had more Red Bull than blood in her body, and I suspected that rumor was actually true.


As lucky as I was to be shadowing someone like Hyebin, standing next to her always made me feel conspicuously uncool. She was even taller than me, but her height somehow made her look like a fashion model, while mine made me look more like Godzilla. She had an unusually sharp face with purple shadows under her eyes and bangs that hid her burning expression, the rest of her hair a jagged wolf cut stopping at her shoulders. Part of me wondered if she was also mixed race like me, because she looked so unlike anyone I’d ever seen. But of course, you couldn’t just ask Jang Hyebin questions.


She might have looked too memorable for this line of work, but she had an uncanny ability to slip like a shadow into any time period and go totally unnoticed, like the sheer force of her anger repelled other people’s gazes.


It was a bit harder for someone like me to blend in.


I did my best by dyeing my hair a few shades darker and ironing it perfectly straight, but there was only so much I could do about being mixed. If I wore glasses that were in fashion from whatever time period I was visiting, older people wouldn’t stare at me from a distance the way they would foreigners with blond hair or dark skin. But the second anyone made eye contact with me, their expressions changed. No one had ever looked me in the eye and thought I belonged here. But they were right—I didn’t belong here, or anywhere.


“Look,” Hyebin said, pointing at the Viking ship ride with her—my—corn dog.


As the ship swung high to the right—far higher than it was supposed to—the passengers lifted in their seats with a delighted yell. Rides were supposed to be scary, after all. No one ever thought something would go wrong until the moment it did.


On the next upswing, all the safety bars released.


The passengers flew forward, tumbling headfirst into the other half of the boat with screams that were no longer delighted. Some of the passengers hit the cement platform below and didn’t get up, bright bursts of their blood splashing across my face. As I tasted salt, I was suddenly glad I’d given Hyebin my corn dog. She’d assured me that no one would actually die, but then again, Hyebin wasn’t exactly above lying.


In the original timeline, a mechanical failure on the Viking ride combined with an inexperienced operator resulted in eleven injured and two lawsuits that the park owners couldn’t afford. Yongma Land closed down within six months. A lot of factors led to the accident, but the last chain in the sequence was that the man who operated the Viking ship ride had gotten a flat tire and ended up stranded on the side of the road right before his shift. His substitute was an eighteen-year-old who didn’t know how to stop the ride.


At least, that was how it was supposed to happen.


Until this morning, when a rogue descendant heroically gave the Viking ride operator a lift to work. No accident, no lawsuit, and Yongma Land lived on in perpetuity.


The change had set off alarms all over headquarters—the descendants kept a close eye on Yongma Land because a lot of rogues saw it as an initiation, trying their hand at cause-and-effect, getting their first taste of unsupervised, unsanctioned power.


It was my job, as a “loyal” descendant, to take that power away.


That was why I’d handed the Viking ride operator a bag of chili fries.


I already bought these, but I feel sick from the rides and don’t want to waste them, I’d said with big, innocent eyes, standing under the green neon light of the octopus ride so I looked slightly ill. I might have been behind schedule with Operation: Kiss Kim Jihoon, but that didn’t mean I had no clue how to infiltrate a scene.


The operator gratefully accepted my fries and went to the bathroom a few minutes later, where he was currently locked in a stall with the door jammed shut, and absolutely no one was operating the ride. The timeline would correct itself, and it had only cost me 4,000 won at the snack bar.


No matter what country I worked in, the higher-ups preferred this indirect approach to adjusting the timeline. They called it the butterfly principle, based on the theory that a butterfly flapping its wings could indirectly cause a typhoon on the other side of the world. For descendants, the principle basically boiled down to this: Never solve a problem at its source. Making a small change from a distance creates fewer unwanted ripple effects and makes it harder for rogues to undo your work.


For instance, rather than crashing a car, we’d drop a persimmon out a window. A seagull would eat the persimmon, which would give it violent indigestion, and it would poop all over the windshield of a passing car, which would run a stop sign and plow into the car we’d wanted to crash in the first place.


The timeline architects said it was more resource efficient this way, but I doubted that was the real reason. It was probably so that we could pretend that the end result wasn’t our fault.


I took a step back as another person crashed into the pavement, their forearm crunching beneath them. A crowd was gathering around the fence now, screaming and pointing. The octopus ride spun in my peripheral vision, its flashing lights making me nauseous.


“All right,” Hyebin said, tossing the two corn dog skewers in the trash. “Let’s see if you pulled this one off.” She pushed back against the crowd, heading toward the exit and waving for me to follow. “Wipe your face!” she called over her shoulder.


I swallowed, the few bites of corn dog sitting heavy in my stomach. I’d done what I was told, but that didn’t necessarily mean I’d succeeded—a lot of things could go wrong on a mission without revealing themselves right away. Maybe I’d bought the last corn dog and ruined the day of a future war general who would flatten the earth in retaliation. Or maybe a famous artist had seen my face and would showcase a portrait exhibit titled Nervous Foreigner Eats Corn Dog, which would have all sorts of butterfly effects. That was why Hyebin and I never spent more than a few minutes on any assignment.


My time with Hyebin was my first field experience. In Japan and the States, I’d spent hours every day after school in a classroom with other descendants. We’d studied time travel principles and infiltration techniques and case files of other descendants who’d nearly destroyed the world with their carelessness. I’d finished all my classroom hours just before moving from Tokyo to Seoul, where I had the great fortune of attempting to master time travel in my third language.


Over the last month, Hyebin had taught me many things that a classroom never could: how to move unnoticed through a crowd, how to get through most interactions as quickly as possible, how to walk through the past like it was made of glass and I was a wild elephant who could shatter everything if I turned around too quickly. Until I was cleared for independent travel, we did our missions together.


After all, the descendants didn’t let just anyone travel through time. No matter how much they needed more descendants, a descendant you couldn’t trust was worse than none at all—it was too easy to make mistakes that would end the world. Hyebin graded me on every mission, and her score combined with my infiltration mission points would determine whether I could move up the ranks and be trusted with important tasks, or if I was better off being fired and brain scrubbed.


That was the worst-case scenario, because I had no backup plan for the rest of my life. I had never thought about college, didn’t have the extracurriculars to get into an American university because all my time after school was spent working for the descendants, and didn’t have the grades to get into a Korean or Japanese university. I wasn’t even studying for the Korean college entrance exams—I’d told everyone that I was applying to international schools. There was no option but to keep plowing forward with the choice I’d made.


I dragged my sleeve across my mouth, wiping off the blood, and hurried after Hyebin. “Are you sure that no one died?” I said as we left the fairground. I could still taste blood, which somehow couldn’t overpower the taste of corn dog.


“Would it matter if they did?” Hyebin said, her gaze flat. “Would you have gone against orders?”


“No,” I said, before I could even think about whether or not I meant it. I knew that insubordination was the fastest way to guarantee I never got top-level security clearance.


“People die,” Hyebin said. “Our job is not to stop death, it’s to make sure everything is the way it’s supposed to be. There’s no way to save everyone in the world from dying.”


“Yes, Sunbaenim,” I said quietly.


Hyebin was making that face that I knew meant I’d annoyed her. Blue and red lights gleamed off her dark eyes as police cars drew closer.


She held her hand out stiffly. “Come on.”


I took her hand, grimacing at the feeling of corn dog grease between our palms. I was sure Hyebin hated touching me, but it was a necessary step when using our powers.


Hyebin was not a descendant of Ryūjin like me, but of one of the Korean dragon families. Instead of boxes of time, the Korean descendants all had yeouiju—orbs of concentrated magical power. Korean legend said that fledgling dragons claimed their final and all-powerful form when they caught a yeouiju in their mouths. Though the mythical dragons were gone, some of their descendants—like Hyebin—still carried yeouiju full of immense power.


For now, since I wasn’t cleared for independent travel, Hyebin’s powers carried us both across the timeline. She held tight to my hand and pulled out the glowing yeouiju from her pocket.


“Are we clear?” she said.


In other words, Are we about to accidentally traumatize anyone by vanishing into thin air?


First, I scanned the empty street for humans. When I didn’t see any, I closed my eyes and listened for footsteps or car engines but could only hear cicadas and the low buzz of streetlights. Lastly, I raised my gaze to the sky.


“No,” I said.


“No?” Hyebin pressed.


I nodded to a telephone pole, where a security camera was mounted high up, angled toward us. Descendants had to avoid showing up in photos or videos while on missions.


“Where should we stand to avoid it?” Hyebin said, even though she knew the answer.


“Directly under it,” I recited. “Unless there’s another camera on the next pole, in which case we should move into the forest.”


Hyebin nodded in approval—the closest she ever got to praise—and walked toward the pole. Once I confirmed that there weren’t any other cameras nearby, her greasy grip tightened painfully around my hand. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, and as she exhaled, her bones bloomed with light.


She opened her eyes, which were now piercing blue, her normally shadowed face glimmering. The light rushed across her skin and spread to my hand that was locked tight around hers, her palm as hot as a shooting star. The warmth surged into my bones and the edges of the world began to blur.


Time flowed like silk around us, the years whispering across my face, glinting beneath my fingertips, tightening around my throat. Most people thought of time as an unyielding constant, a sworn promise of sunrises and sunsets and shifting seasons. But only the descendants knew that time was nothing more than the whim of a forgotten god—it promised nothing, often lied, and had sharp, glistening teeth.


When I opened my eyes, we were standing on the same street as before, but the sky was an ominous gray, the light gone. The air tasted wet with an impending storm, clouds gathering overhead. The arrangement of parked cars had changed, the sidewalks were cracked with weeds bursting through them—a scene I remembered from the present, which meant we were back in 2025. I looked over my shoulder at Yongma Land …


Where the carnival lights were still as bright as ever.


The delighted screams of children carried across the hill, the mechanical whir of rides and scent of fried foods along with them.


I failed, I thought, going as still as a rabbit under Hyebin’s glare. Maybe if I didn’t move, she would forget I was there and go home without skinning me for a stew.


Foreign transfers like me didn’t typically get to do this much fieldwork—the only thing saving me from toiling away in the classroom was my high scores on the infiltration simulations in Japan. If I started failing these missions, there were a dozen domestic descendants who would be happy to train with Hyebin in my place.


“Don’t throw your pity party just yet,” Hyebin said, arms crossed. Of course she could tell what I was thinking by reading my face. “What time is it?”


Tentatively, I pulled out my phone. “Three?” I said, wincing at Hyebin’s glare that told me that was the wrong answer.


“Descendants don’t round up, Yang,” she said.


I looked back to my phone, which said 2:59 P.M. At once, I understood.


Maybe one minute didn’t make much of a difference to a regular human, but to a descendant, it meant everything.


I tucked my phone in my pocket and turned toward Yongma Land once more.


The wind picked up, its high-pitched shriek swallowing the sound of children’s screams and wheels scraping over metal tracks. A flurry of dead leaves blew across my vision, and I held up a hand to shield my face as they spiraled up and up toward the white sky, dimmed behind a veil of smog.


When I lowered my hand, Yongma Land was deserted.


The sign, once brightly lit, was now yellowed and cracked. The octopus ride spun lazily in the wind, but all the colors were pale, all the rides empty, the grass yellow and dead.


“Here it is,” Hyebin said, flashing me her phone, where she’d pulled up a Wikipedia article on Yongma Land.




Yongma Land is an abandoned amusement park in Seoul in operation from 1980 to 2011.





It worked, I thought. I bit back a smile, only because I knew Hyebin didn’t like it when I was smug.


The timeline refreshed every hour, on the hour. None of the changes a descendant made would go into effect before then. Afterward, only descendants would remember the secret world of what used to be, the world we had irrevocably changed.


Any Echoes not on their origin timeline during the refresh were dragged back home by the timeline itself, a process which Hyebin had likened to “being forced through a cheese grater one hundred times,” which usually left people maimed if not dead. It was like the timeline’s immune system—a safety precaution to prevent paradoxes. Some descendants had a gene that made them immune to the pull, but the only way to test it was to try to weather a refresh, and the cost for being wrong was ending up as a puddle of time jelly.


“Great,” Hyebin said, already turning away. “That should earn you a few experience points. Now come on, I’m starving.”


I wasn’t sure exactly how the descendants had built a BBQ restaurant that existed outside of any timeline, but with meat this good, I wouldn’t question it.


The restaurant sat in a limbo where time didn’t pass, which was helpful for descendants who desperately needed a dinner break but didn’t have time for one. It was a traditional Korean restaurant, the kind of place that made you leave your shoes at the door and sit on the floor and never let you leave hungry. There was no menu, because apparently they could cook whatever you wanted.


A white expanse of nothingness blared through the windows of the restaurant, the flat plane of a world without time. Hyebin had warned me not to stick my fingers out the window in case the timeline bit them off, and I still wasn’t sure if she was joking. The only way in or out of the restaurant was through a hidden door in a bathroom stall marked OUT OF ORDER in Saejeol station.


Within thirty seconds of us sitting down, waiters crammed our table full of kimchi, bean sprouts, spinach, and a huge bowl of gamja-tang in the center—the staff had an uncanny skill for knowing just what Hyebin wanted to eat. She ladled a big chunk of pork and potato into my bowl before filling her own and digging in as if I wasn’t even there.


This was the only place I’d ever seen Hyebin sit down to eat. Most of the time, she ate like a cat, gorging herself on prey when it was available in preparation for long stretches of going without.


This was what my life would be like if I ever became a senior agent like her. Ironically, the people trusted to wield time had so little of their own. But at least Hyebin didn’t have to move around like my parents, who had never been promoted past floating agents, and at this point were too good at their jobs to justify changing them.


But my fate hadn’t been sealed yet. I could still be like Hyebin if I worked hard enough. I could still have access to the kinds of files that the boss handed her without question. I’d seen them once in her scrying pool—the record of an ex-descendant, marked LEVEL 1 SECURITY CLEARANCE. But she’d closed the file before I could get a better look.


“Sunbaenim,” I said, stirring my soup. I didn’t feel particularly hungry after the corn dog. And the blood. “How many points will I get for this mission?”


Hyebin plopped a piece of dried seaweed on top of her rice and folded it up with her chopsticks. “I don’t know, six or seven?” she said. “Successful infiltration less than twenty years in the past, about ten seconds of direct interaction with a human—which you could cut down next time, by the way … I’ll put it down for six, unless the analysts find any ripple effects we missed. You in a hurry or something? You’re still in school anyway.”


Only six points? I thought, staring down at my food to hide my expression. Missions close to the present weren’t worth much because the stakes were lower, but I was still on my twenty-year leash until I got promoted. I needed to clear five hundred points before I could even be considered for a full-time agent position, and I was currently sitting at 376.


“I just want to see something more interesting,” I said, praying the excuse made enough sense to Hyebin that she would believe it. “I can travel through time, but I haven’t actually seen anything that unfamiliar, you know?”


Hyebin shook her head, cracking open a bottle of soju and flicking the cap. “You turn nineteen this year, right?” she said.


“Um, yeah. In December.”


Hyebin nodded and poured a shot, then slid it toward me across the table.


“Trust me, you don’t want to work too far in the past,” she said. “They have weird diseases. If you want to move up faster, you’re better off earning infiltration points in the present. They’re meant to be practice runs.”


That was easy for Hyebin to say, since she wasn’t the one who’d belly-flopped into a stream in front of Jihoon and had to face him at school the next day. My other choices for infiltration missions were even more humiliating.


For ten points, I could pretend to be pregnant and sit on the pregnancy seat on the train from Bupyeong Station to Sindorim Station. For fifteen points, I could convince my calculus teacher to give me his favorite pen (the one he loved more than his children). Or, for twenty points, I could convince Choi Seoyun—the most popular girl in my year—to switch socks with me.


There was a smattering of two- or three-point missions that were slightly easier, but they all required time that I didn’t have. For now, the best way to get access to level one files was to keep my head down while I trained with Hyebin, focus on Jihoon, and try not to flunk out of school.


Hyebin was watching me expectantly, so I picked up the shot glass and tapped it against hers. I turned away as I drank it—I was younger, so it was the polite thing to do—but I could sense her gaze burning the side of my face, and I knew that there was no lying to Jang Hyebin.


At dusk, when I felt slightly warm from soju but not quite drunk enough to forget the sound of children smashing into pavement, I walked home alone. Hyebin had stayed with me as far as my train stop, which was only a few minutes from my apartment. If I can trust you to fix the timeline, I can trust you to walk home alone, she’d said.


I pulled my jacket tighter around me as I emerged from the subway, crossing the car bridge above the shallow stream that Jihoon and I had fallen into earlier that day.


My parents had chosen to live in Eungam because it was a perfectly inconspicuous place—still in Seoul, with access to all of its trains, but the sort of place no one bothered going unless they lived there because there were absolutely no tourist attractions. This late at night, the people selling handbags and bracelets along the bridge had packed up, and the brightest light was the Emart sign at the end of the road, like a North Star but for groceries and flip-flops instead of Jesus’s birth.


I came to a stop at the top of the bridge, looking out across the river that ran off into the horizon, caged in by trees on both sides that were just starting to turn orange. I liked this part of Eungam most at night, when there wasn’t a constant stream of people pushing you forward, when you could stop against the railing and breathe the smell of cinnamon hotteok and see the vast, uncountable stars behind the fine dust veil. I took a deep breath and imaged for a moment that this was my home, that I could be this version of Mina forever. I held my breath, tightened my grip on the railing, and clung to that feeling for a few beautiful, selfish seconds.


I exhaled, my grip going limp.


I could never go home again. Home was not a beautiful place, or a clear night, or a country, or a language. Home was a person, and that person was gone.


Tears burned at my eyes, so I turned away and headed for my apartment. I still had to study calculus, after all. I took out my key fob and turned the corner, and that was when I saw him.


In the narrow alley just to the left of the street vendors, a young man in gray dress pants and an untucked white shirt—half a high school uniform—was picking something up off the ground. He had a black face mask and pale blond hair, which meant he was either a foreigner or a K-pop wannabe. But the blond hair was far less distracting than what he had in his hand.


A yeouiju, glowing blue in his palm.


Using one this close to the main road was reckless—even I knew that. He hadn’t even noticed me gaping at him, and he wasn’t wearing a watch, so he was breaking at least two important rules at once. The only people so careless were ones who didn’t have to worry about getting demerits, and those were …


Rogue descendants.


I took a step forward and my foot crunched down on a leaf. The boy turned around.


His dark eyes captured the light from the streetlamp above him, his gaze flaring like a passing comet before it locked onto me. He squinted, fist clenched around the dark object he’d picked up, then paused. His eyes widened and he took a startled step back.


“Mina?” he whispered.


I frowned. “Do I know you?”


He drew his yeouiju close to his chest, then turned and looked at something on the other side of the building. With an apologetic smile, he pivoted and ran around the corner.


I hurried after him, but when I rounded the corner, there was nothing but a dark, empty parking lot.


I sighed and took my phone out of my pocket, pulling up Hyebin’s number—I was supposed to call Hyebin to report him. Every second I kept this to myself was technically violating protocol.


But my finger hovered over the call button, and after a few seconds, the screen went black. I looked up to the window of my apartment, still dark because neither of my parents had made it home yet. They were out working, like always, for their bosses who would never promote them, even after stealing from them.


If I reported this, there was no way I’d get to sleep tonight. Hyebin would tell me to go back to headquarters to write a detailed report. The descendants would launch a full investigation into what the rogue could have changed on the timeline. I would have to pore through files of all the hundreds of rogue agents they’d been chasing over the last few centuries—I knew because I’d seen Hyebin do it once, and she’d had to live off instant ramen while locking herself in her office for three days. I wasn’t particularly keen on going out of my way to help the organization that had taken everything from me.


Besides, I reasoned, I don’t know what I saw. I was a sleep-deprived high school student with coffee running through my veins instead of blood. It was late, and dark outside. That guy was probably holding a cell phone—that would explain the light.


It would have made sense … if he hadn’t known my name.


Mina.


I could still hear his voice, low and warm and safe. He didn’t say my name the way you did that of an ex-classmate you hadn’t seen in years, or a distant cousin you only vaguely recognized. Somehow, he knew exactly who I was.


I hitched my bag higher on my shoulder and shoved the door to the lobby open, then stomped inside and up the stairs so the burn in my legs could distract me.


Mina wasn’t an uncommon name in Korea—that was the whole point. It was a name for blending in, no matter where I lived. It wasn’t special—I wasn’t special. Hearing my name on the lips of a pretty boy with a glowing ball of light didn’t mean anything at all.









Chapter Three


[image: ]


I woke to the sound of the front door unlatching. That meant two things: One of my parents was home, and it was still the middle of the night, since the kind of work they did never wrapped up during business hours.


My neck twinged as I sat up and nearly knocked over my half-eaten bowl of cheese puffs. I’d fallen asleep face down on my calculus book on the kitchen table, the only surface in our apartment big enough for me to actually study. You would think the descendants of a literal god would be able to at least buy a house, but that kind of stipend was reserved for senior agents, not floaters who would probably be gone in a few months anyway. At least I had my own bedroom this time around.


My mother shut the door and jolted at the sight of me.


“Oh, Mina!” she said, toeing off her shoes. “You’re awake.”


She was wearing a mint-green hanbok, her hair tied up in a braided bun, which meant she’d probably been working pretty far back in time—sometimes she had to go back to the Joseon dynasty to make sure no rogues tried to insert themselves into the royal family again. Rogues seemed to think it was hilarious to try to get their own faces on the 10,000 won note instead of King Sejong, even if they could only enjoy it for a few moments before other descendants swooped in to correct the timeline.


“Are you hungry?” my mom said, pulling up a stool and peering into the high cabinets.


I was, but for actual food. To my mom, “cooking” meant “assembling a snack plate.” She was a highly skilled agent, fluent in three languages, yet had managed to break five rice cookers before making the executive decision that we were a takeout family. That was after she’d already ruined our kimchi fridge because she thought it was a freezer and packed it to the brim with ice cream. We were still scraping chocolate chunks off the ridges.


She dropped a few boxes of snacks on the counter and hopped off the stool. Her boss often sent her home with processed food from across the timeline, like some sort of bonus to distract her from the fact that she hadn’t been promoted in twenty years, and I hated that it actually worked. Last week, she brought home a box of dalgona candy from the sixties, which she claimed were definitely different from the kind you could buy in Emart today. There was also hamburger gummy candies from the ’90s, Apollo sugar sticks from the ’80s, and occasionally a fried pork cutlet vaguely shaped like Pikachu, which was apparently a thing in the early 2000s.


I grabbed a box of chocolate cereal before my mom could empty out all our cabinets onto the counter. She smiled and snatched a few of my cheese balls, then passed me a carton of milk.
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