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To my siblings:
Sharon, you are my supersis.
Charles, thank you for being you.




 

Throughout my twenty years of detective work, I have never failed to solve a case.

Except for one: the Forest Incident.

In general, the most difficult thing to comprehend under heaven is a man’s mind, and the most difficult task is to uncover hidden truths. As this incident occurred so many years ago, the case is therefore difficult to grasp and nearly impossible to trace.

What I have gathered so far is this: Victim Seohyun was found at the bottom of a cliff and was said to have died by suicide. But before an inquest could be conducted, the body was buried by orders of the county magistrate. With no way to conduct an examination of the corpse, it was difficult to ascertain the facts behind the incident. Testimonies are the only materials to resort to, yet testimonies have greatly altered over the years, and so lies could easily become the truth.

There were two possible eyewitnesses: the siblings Min Hwani and Min Maewol. My daughters.

They both were found almost frozen to death near the scene of the crime. Hwani unfortunately woke up with no recollection of the incident. Maewol claims that before she lost consciousness, she saw a man stalking through the forest.

A man in a white mask.

—From the journal of Detective Min Jewoo





 

one


THE SCREEN OF MIST WAS thick around the red pinewood vessel, as though secrets hid beyond of a land I was not permitted to see. But I knew by memory the windy place a thousand li south of the port. A place with jagged coasts and grassland dotted with black lava rock huts, and with mountains layered upon misty layers. Somewhere on Jeju, this island of wind and stone, between the ancient Gotjawal forest and the cloud-topped peaks of Mount Halla, my father had disappeared.

My eyelids itched with exhaustion as I leaned against the edge of the boat. Mokpo port grew smaller in the distance. The bamboo sails high above billowed in the wind, laced with sea spray, which left everything damp—my robe, the deck, the posts, the shivering passengers huddled around a game, a square board with roughly cut wooden pieces.

These passengers were likely returning home to Jeju, not heading there to look for the missing, as I was.

I glanced over my shoulder and looked past the strands of my dancing hair, caught in a blast of wind, and searched for Mokpo port again. This time I couldn’t see anything other than the mist and the swelling black waters. Gripping the vessel’s edge, I took in a deep breath, trying to ease the panic fluttering in my chest. It was 1426, the year of the crown princess selection—the period when young ladies like myself would be dreaming of entering the palace. Yet here I was, cast away at sea, headed toward a penal island of political convicts.

Forget about the investigation, fear whispered in my mind. Whatever is on that island, it might kill you.

I shook my head and reached into the cotton sack filled with everything I’d brought with me. My hand moved past the wrapped-up dried persimmons, past the necklace with a wooden whistle, to Father’s five-stitched black notebook, which I withdrew. The cover flew open in the wind and pages fluttered, burnt and curled by fire. The last half of the notebook was so badly incinerated that only stubs of black edges remained. A stranger by the female name of Boksun had sent this to me, and I had so many questions about her: Who was she? Why had she sent the journal? How did she know my father?

The deck creaked. I cast a sidelong glance to my right and noticed a gentleman pausing in his steps to gaze out at the sea. One of his hands was braced on the edge of the ship, while the other rested on the hilt of the sword tied to his sash belt. It was as though he were on the lookout for Wokou pirates from the East. By his long, sleeveless overcoat made of stormy purple silk, worn over a long-sleeved lavender robe, I could tell that he was a nobleman.

“Good morning, sir,” I said, my voice quiet. It failed to reach him over the crashing waves.

I dug my nails into my palm. I was not Min Hwani today. I was not a young lady with her hair plaited down her back and tied with a red daenggi ribbon, marking me as a vulnerable and unmarried woman.

“Good morning, sir,” I called out to him, my voice louder and lower than usual.

He turned his head at last, and beneath the shadow cast by the brim of his tall black hat was the face of a middle-aged man with a square jaw framed by a wispy beard. His hooded eyelids weighed over his solemn gaze and whispered of hidden secrets.

“Yes?” The question rolled out from deep within his chest.

“Do you know how long it will take to reach Jeju?”

“No longer than half a day, unless the weather grows worse.” He stared a moment at me, then returned to gazing ahead.

“And how far would the travel be from the port to Nowon Village?” I asked.

A single brow arched. “Nowon?”

“Yeh.”

“Perhaps a three hours’ walk,” he replied. “I would not know, as I have never traveled by foot. But why are you going there?”

“I’m looking for someone.”

He shifted on his feet to fully face me, his hand still resting on the edge of the boat. “Who are you?” he asked, his question poised as an order.

My muscles tightened. I was the child of Detective Min, but I could not tell him that, for he might have already heard of my father—if not from his famous police work, then for his inexplicable disappearance. And everyone who’d heard of him would have also heard that Detective Min had only a daughter (he did, in fact, have two daughters, but not many knew of my estranged sister). And young ladies like myself did not belong so far from home.

I ran a hand over my disguise—a man’s robe of sapphire silk, long enough to hide my figure and secured by a sash belt. I’d thought I would have more time to spin myself an elaborate cover story to explain my disguise, so I had nothing but a blank page.

Clearing my throat, I said slowly, to buy myself some time, “Do you wish to know who I am, or are you asking for my name?”

“Both.”

“My name is … Gyu.” I took the name from the most recent book I had been reading. “And I … I am a nobody.”

He continued to stare at me, a stare that was flat and unamused. “Those that call themselves a ‘nobody’ are always people of significance. Or a person hiding a secret.”

“Truly, I am no one of much significance,” I said evenly. “I’m a student who recently failed the civil service exam.”

The words flowed out even before crossing my mind. I was a skilled liar, like my mother. Her blood coursed through me, even though I hardly remembered her, as she had passed away too soon. “I have nothing but time, sir, and so I decided to visit Jeju.”

“Is that all you are here for?” His hooded gaze surveyed me, looking unconvinced. Why did he care so much? “You said you were looking for someone.”

I leaned on the edge of the ship and gazed out, trying to appear calm and confident. But I could already feel cold beads of sweat on my brow, drenching me further under the pressure of this stranger’s gaze. Prickly whispers intruded my mind—he is laughing at your disguise; he sees that you are a girl, a helpless, foolish girl—

Using my sleeve, I wiped my forehead. “M-m—” My voice was tightening; I cleared my throat. “My uncle, who is originally from Jeju, went missing.”

The deep pouches beneath his eyes twitched. “A boy who looks barely seventeen should be studying, not solving another man’s disappearance.”

Actually, I was eighteen—almost nineteen. “Since I was young, my relatives knew me for my ability to solve petty crimes, and even once a murder.” This was technically true; I had solved the murder of my friend’s pet hawk. “The family was desperate for more information, more than a mere two lines of explanation from the police. They asked me to learn more about Detective Min.”

“Detective Min … Detective Min … Where have I heard of this name…?” He tilted his gaze to the sky, and for a long moment, both of us remained silent. Then he let out a knowing ah, a word of recognition that stiffened my spine. “The case from a year or two ago. The police have done their work and have found nothing.”

“The police had to worry about the turmoil occurring on the mainland; they had no time to really search Jeju,” I explained. “Whereas I … I have nothing but time and the promise of a reward should I find something. Anything.”

“It was too long ago for any evidence to remain. Memories fade, become faulty. Physical evidence washes away in the rain and mud. You won’t find anything.”

“Detectives do not simply disappear, sir.”

“But a detective who relies on a walking stick?” He offered me a smooth, polite smile. “I am told he is—was—unable to walk far without it.”

I returned his smile, my lips straining across my teeth. “Indeed, he did have trouble walking, but, mind you, sir, it was no ordinary cane. It was a jukjangdo, a cane that sheathes a sword—quite deadly when wielded by Detective Min. Or so I am told. He is also considered to be the greatest detective in all of Joseon.”

A breath escaped the man, sounding almost like a laugh. “The greatest?”

“In all his twenty years of detective work, he has solved more than two hundred crimes and has never failed to solve a case.”

I waited for his response, but all I heard were the hollow waves crashing against the hull.

“So you are going to Nowon Village. I will do you a favor and warn you: When you arrive there, do not heed those rumors spread by peasants,” he said. “The moment you go around asking about this missing detective, the people of Nowon will tell you about their missing daughters instead. But trust me, young man, Nowon is the safest village in Jeju.”

For a moment I forgot my immediate dislike of him. “Missing girls?”

I remembered Commander Ki’s words, that Father had gone to Jeju to investigate the disappearance of several girls. Perhaps they were the same ones this gentleman was referring to. I lowered my gaze, trying to regain my composure; I watched a cloud of stringy jellyfish swim just beneath the water’s surface.

“I can tell you one thing in common about those missing girls.” The gentleman smoothed his thumb over the engraved design at the hilt of his sword. “They were pretty.”

“What do you mean—”

“Magistrate Hong!”

I looked across the vessel to see a servant—he looked like one, in his plain white jeogori coat and knee-high trousers—making his way toward us. “Did you summon me, Magistrate?” he asked.

I tried not to gape at the gentleman before me. He was a magistrate. I watched as he slipped out a scroll from his robe and placed it into the servant’s hand. “Find the fastest courier the moment the ship docks.”

“Yeh.” The servant bowed and withdrew.

The magistrate slid his attention back to me, and he must have noticed my wide-eyed look but chose not to acknowledge it. “I won’t stop you from searching for Detective Min, and I won’t make your job harder,” he said. “But I must do mine. And right now, I am tired of all the speculation ruining the reputation of my district.”

It took me a few moments for his words to register.

“Detective Min investigated into the missing thirteen girls,” he continued. “And do you know what I told him? The same as I’ve told you: The missing girls were pretty. Perhaps they were tired of their poverty, tired of their life in a small village, so they ran away. I do not think any of them were or are in trouble.” He shook his head. “I’ve heard of Detective Min’s renowned sleuthing reputation, and so I was quite stunned that he seemed ignorant of such a common fact: Girls disappear every day. Jeju women, especially, disappear all the time once they are older. They think they are free to act without restrictions and so venture out into the world. They disappear to live with their sweethearts, to hide their pregnancies, to sell themselves, to become gisaengs. The reasons are endless.”

I swallowed hard and pulled my robe closer around me as I watched Magistrate Hong stride away with long, measured steps. The decision I’d made—a lone girl leaving home and traveling to a village where girls were going missing—suddenly seemed quite foolish. No, more than foolish. Dangerous.

Now I understood why Father had made me dress like a boy whenever we traveled. Once, while riding through the forest, I had asked Father why I was in a boy’s clothing. He had silently pointed to a moth camouflaged against the tree bark.

“A moth pretends to be what it is not,” he’d whispered to me, then only a child of seven winters, “to escape from things that would hurt them.”

Perhaps Commander Ki had been right when he’d told me not to go looking for Father. “A young lady like you belongs safe at home,” he’d said. “Leave the work to us and trust me. We will find him.”

I had trusted him. I had believed him. I had waited twelve full moons for answers and would have waited another year had he not closed the case, declaring Father dead.

“We found the left sleeve of your father’s outer robe in Gotjawal forest,” Commander Ki had said, his gaze lowered, too ashamed to meet my resentment-filled eyes. “It was a bear attack, a brutal one. We searched everywhere for his body, or any sign of him. But—” He’d shaken his head. “It’s been an entire year, Hwani-yah. He is gone.”

What had Commander Ki expected of me when he’d told me this? Had he thought I’d fold my hands neatly together and accept Father’s death, when no one had answered a single question of mine?

How does the greatest detective in Joseon go missing? Where is the body? How can he be dead when there is no grave to visit?

Young ladies were not supposed to leave home to investigate the missing or dead. But no one needed to know who I was.

I’d be a young scholar while traveling overseas, but later in the day? I could be anyone I wanted, anyone who would make it easier to find Father.

I stretched out my hands before me. My hands were pasty—my skin had forgotten the warmth of sunlight since I’d turned seven, the age when women were physically separated from men and the rest of the world. But my mind had always lived beyond the walls, taken there through the five-stitched books in Father’s study. I knew I’d be able to hold a conversation with any man about Confucian classics and history.

My father is a scholar who dwells in Mokpo, I recited to myself, weaving a tale with the threads taken from the books I’d read, an impoverished gentleman who makes a living by tutoring aristocrats in the province. As I am his youngest son, he does not expect much from me, but my hope is to write an essay that will astonish him and his high-standing acquaintances …

The passengers on the vessel likely thought I’d lost my mind, for I continued to pace the deck for the remainder of the trip, reciting over and over in my head the new history I’d written for myself. A history in which I didn’t have to wait on others to find the truth for me.



Past the vast stretch of water, through the string of fog weaving the sky, I saw the sharp cliffs and the shadow of Mount Halla. The ancient mountain that had witnessed history clash and shift before its watchful gaze.

In the olden times, Jeju had fallen under Mongol rule, along with our entire kingdom. Mongol darughachi were governors, and part of the island was used as grazing area for the cavalry stationed there. Then more than a hundred years later, our kingdom had fallen under the power of Ming China, forced to bow before their throne as a vassal state. But the inhabitants of Jeju had bowed lowest, plundered of all their goods. Their horses taken by Ming emperors and their abalone, mandarin oranges, and medical herbs taken by our king.

I knew the bleak history of Jeju as well as I did the blood pulsing through me, for this island was home, the place of my birth. I’d never thought of returning, not since Father had whisked our family away—all except for one of us. My little sister, Maewol, had stayed behind, a sister I rarely corresponded with, not out of hostility but simply because we shared nothing in common. She didn’t even know that I was returning. I wasn’t supposed to return; I had promised Father I would never step foot on Jeju again. That I would never again enter the woods.

Waves crashed against the ship. The deck swayed, and I held on tight to Father’s journal as I looked ahead. The fog parted, opening to the bustling port of Jeju and, beyond it, the black lava huts dotting the sweep of grassland. As I watched it all grow nearer, the immensity of my decision sank around me. I was breaking all my promises. The promise not to return to Jeju or its woodlands. The promise not to get involved in Father’s case.

Taking in a few quick breaths, I tried to ease the flutter of dread. Father is still alive, I reminded myself. He is alive, I know it.

I could feel this truth bone-deep, even though Aunt Min said I was being delusional to think so, and even though Commander Ki said feelings did not always point to the truth. No one needed to believe me; I’d always done everything on my own after Mother’s death. And perhaps—just perhaps—my little sister would be willing to assist me. We had been separated by five years, bound by nothing but a few threads of memories, but now we finally had something in common: My father was her father as well, and he was missing.

I lowered my gaze to the burnt journal, and the conviction solidified in my chest. Father was out there. Somewhere on the mountain, deep in the sprawling forests, or along the jagged coast—somewhere on Jeju—Father was waiting for us. My sister, I hoped, thought so as well.





 

two


THE ISLAND WAS SO VAST, and I felt so small as I made my way southward, away from the bustling port and deeper into the overwhelming wilderness. The same sharp pang of panic I’d felt when I had first learned of Father’s disappearance again struck me in the chest. The only human being in this entire kingdom who loved me had disappeared like the morning mist.

“Where did you go, Father?” I whispered, wishing the wind could take my words to wherever he was. “And why? Why did you leave me?”

This question had haunted me for an entire year, ever since I’d discovered the note in Father’s chamber, scrawled clearly across hanji paper:


Will I go? Must I go?

Can man undo his errors? Undo his sin?

The forest watches me,

Hostile and still, with remembering eyes.



All I knew was what Commander Ki had told me—that Father had come to Jeju to investigate the case of thirteen missing girls. But the commander’s answer had only left me with more questions: Why would Father care about a case that was outside his jurisdiction? Why did he suddenly rush off without telling anyone? What did the strange, fearful words in his note mean?

Jeju was no small island, and finding answers would not be easy. But first, I had to worry about finding my way to Nowon Village. I followed a misty road filled with the salty scent of the sea, a path that wove its way through coastline villages and traced along stone-walled fields. The road continued on, stretching around oreum hills and through slippery valleys.

Now and then, I stopped to ask for directions from passing travelers, and for a long trek afterward, I didn’t encounter another soul. The last traveler I’d met had told me to look out for a hill that had a stack of rocks, marks of where villagers had performed ancestral worship rituals. But even after walking until my grumbling stomach indicated that it was noon, I still couldn’t find the village.

I was lost. Very lost.

You can’t even find your way to your hometown, my aunt would have hissed if she could see me now. What makes you think you can find your father?

I stood frozen, unable to take another step. Agitation rushed through me like cold liquid, along with the numbing thought that I had made a terrible mistake, that I shouldn’t have come to Jeju. I glanced around me, but I couldn’t even figure out how to get back to the port. “Damnation.”

Then, to the east, movement caught my eyes. A band of wild ponies with rain-soaked manes trotted over the hill, coming into view.

I blinked, suddenly remembering my sister. Even when we were young, when we ventured out, Father always told Maewol to take care of me, for while I could recite a thousand Confucian verses, I could never manage to find my way home.

But Maewol? Like the wild ponies of Jeju, the Maewol I remembered was a vicious and tough little beast who liked to kick and bite and was capable of braving the harshest conditions to find her way back home.

“Let’s keep walking,” I told myself. “Someone is bound to pass by.”

I pushed myself onward, past the undulating hills, the ripe green zelkova and nettle trees, the low stone walls that appeared wherever I went. Walls made of large, stacked rocks with pebbles filling the cracks. And as I continued on, I kept myself distracted by wondering what I’d say to my sister when I finally met her again, what we’d talk about.

All I could imagine was silence. I had no idea what to say to Maewol, or what she’d say to me. She was, after all, more a stranger to me than family. Still, I had done my best to be her elder sister. I’d tried to write to Maewol every month, even though there was little to write about, but over time, finding a servant to travel all the way to Jeju to deliver a letter had grown strenuous. So I’d written to her whenever I could, usually once every five or six months, asking about her health and happiness. She would take so long to reply though that I’d forget what I had written about in the first place.

I paused in my journey, squinting into the distance. Finally. I saw an old woman sitting outside her hut, peeling garlic with her wrinkled fingers. I hurried my steps until I was near enough to call out, “Ajimang! Could you tell me if I’m going the right way?”

She narrowed her eyes at me, and the moment she opened her mouth, her thick Jeju dialect rolled out. “Eodi gamsuggwa?”

Those from the mainland always struggled to understand this dialect, but I had grown up hearing and speaking it. “I’m heading to Nowon Village. Will this path take me there?”

She clucked her tongue. “Why would you want to go there?”

“I have matters to attend to,” I answered.

Phlegm rattled in her chest as she coughed into her ragged sleeve. “You’ve come too far,” she said in her scratchy voice. “You ought to have turned a long way back—at least a thousand steps back.”

I cursed under my breath and turned to retrace my steps, but paused, sensing she wanted to say more. Though her head was lowered, her hands were no longer stripping the garlic into naked yellow cloves but merely picking at the roots of the bulb.

“What is wrong with this village?” I asked.

“Nowon, the most peaceful village, they say it is,” she rasped. “But enter and you might not ever leave it.”

Apprehension knotted in me as I looked southward at the fog-swept clouds and the craggy landscape. The first thing I’d noticed upon arriving in Jeju was that people acted oddly at the mention of Nowon Village. The previous travelers, too, had either turned pale or had frowned at the name.

“It seems many fear that village,” I remarked.

“It has been one year since the thirteenth girl went missing,” the woman explained. “Thirteen girls missing in the past four years. All girls from the same village—Nowon. But there was an elderly witness claiming to have seen the thirteenth girl last night, dashing through the woods near Seonhul Village.”

I shot her a glance. “How do you know?”

“Her relatives came all the way here searching for her. Hyunok, they called her. Only fourteen years old. Their speculation is that she was kept somewhere secret for a year but managed to escape. So after what the witness reported, the family waited at home, expecting their girl to return. She did not. They searched the area where Hyunok was last seen, but—nothing. Perhaps she got lost.” She pursed her wrinkled lips and dusted the papery white garlic skin off her skirt. Standing, she pressed a hand against her aching back and grumbled, “Aigoo, aigoo.” She propped the bowl against her arm and side, then limped toward the crooked wooden door.

“Don’t let it be said that this old lady didn’t warn you.”



Mist rolled down from the hills, pooling over the fields swaying with silver grass, and the mist climbed up the black stone wall that surrounded Nowon Village, a mid-slope community closer to the mountain than it was to the sea. I walked around until I found the entrance, which opened onto a settlement crowded with rock huts and roofs made of thatch, sturdy against the constant blast of wind and rain. I walked through narrow stone-walled paths that ran between streets and huts, wondering if the direction I was going would lead me to where my sister was living.

I took timid steps in one direction, turned, and tried another path. I thought I would stop getting lost once I reached Nowon. After all, I had lived in this village for the first thirteen years of my life and had secretly traveled these paths to visit Shaman Nokyung, the woman who had taken Maewol in as her assistant.

But I had been young then, only ever following Mother, seeing nothing but her hands firmly wrapped around mine or staring up at the sky and the birds in the air—never at the way we were going. Now the village warped before my eyes. The path appeared stretched and twisted, as though it had been lifted off the earth and rearranged. Then it struck me: For all my life, I had always followed someone. First my mother and then, when she’d died, my father. I’d never needed to get anywhere alone.

I paused at the center of the village, where paths stretched out in all directions like rivulets. I closed my eyes and allowed my mind to sink into the memory of the jeomjip, the fortune-teller’s hut. Images flickered, of rolling hills, of a lone hut surrounded by a vast plain, of the jagged edges of Mount Halla …

My legs hurried forward before I even knew where I was going. I cut through Nowon, and, after a vigorous walk toward the shadow of Mount Halla, the northern village gate was a mere streak in the gray distance. Isolation yawned around me. A peregrine falcon soared overhead. Windswept pine trees and sharp rocks sparsely protruded from the earth.

Two hours later, I saw what looked like a shadow of a hut through the moving smokelike mist.

The last time I’d visited Shaman Nokyung was when I had followed Father there five years ago, watching him lead Maewol to the hut while holding her small hand, only to transfer her clingy hand into the shaman’s grasp.

“I will visit often,” he had assured Maewol, and he had visited frequently, as promised. He’d made sure that his youngest never felt abandoned, and we had found a sliver of comfort in the knowledge that Shaman Nokyung was like an aunt to Maewol.

They’d grown close ever since Maewol had suffered from the shin-byung, an illness of unknown origin suffered by those called to become a shaman—a calling that was often deadly if resisted. Maewol’s days of suffering night chills, fevers, and vomiting had ceased completely the day Father had left her at the jeomjip to accept her fate. As for myself, the shaman was a mere ajimang, and I doubted she cared much for me either.

I slowed my pace, side aching, my lungs filled with too much cold fog by the time I arrived. The thatch-roofed jeomjip was held up by crooked wooden beams, and its walls were made of lava rock like the other homes on Jeju, except the hut was smaller than I’d remembered. The main house had only four hanji-screened wooden double doors: the largest quarter where the shaman entertained her customers, and the other three quarters for sleeping and storage, including where my sister had chosen to live in as the shaman’s assistant. Across the yard was a small shed, and from it I could hear the sound of horse hooves pawing the ground.

My gaze turned back to the main house, where the first door was slightly ajar, allowing me a glimpse of a woman sitting before a low-legged table. Her head was bowed over a strip of paper as her calligraphy brush, dripping with red ink, moved across it. A charm paper, perhaps.

“Ajimang,” I called out, crossing the yard. “Ajimang!”

She looked up, revealing a slit of her face through the crack. What I saw was not an ajimang of sixty winters, but a young lady with a face glowing with pink youthfulness and brows shaped like a delicate willow leaf.

Her stare intensified as she slid open the door and stepped out. “Who are you?”

As I stepped forward I could see that her youthfulness was an illusion. A thick layer of white powder hid her aging lines, rouge stained her lips and cheeks, and her hair, severely drawn back and twisted into a coil, stretched out the wrinkles along her temples.

Standing under her unwavering, charcoal-lined dark eyes, I said, “Don’t you remember me?”

“I’ve never met you—” She paused, narrowing her eyes, and reexamined my face. Her brows lifted. “It can’t be…” A slow shake of her head, and then she whispered, “You look almost just like your father.”

“I’ve come to find him.”

At first a look of sadness illuminated her eyes, but then a shadow shifted across her expression. “You came alone?”

“Aunt Min knows I’m here,” I lied. I’d spent the night before at my aunt’s residence, staring up at the ceiling, imagining how I would unbolt the inner gate of the woman’s quarter to escape to Jeju. “She said she’d give me a few weeks to visit Jeju. For closure.”

Silence beat between us. Then she buried her hands into her wide sleeves. “Come inside,” she said under her breath. Her long robe of snowy white fluttered in the wind as she turned, and the door creaked like old bones as she opened it. I followed her in, my gaze at once sweeping the hut for signs of my sister. But all I saw was a room swamped in curling incense, cramped with bulging-eyed statues, and cluttered with instruments the shaman used for her rituals. As I stood at the center and looked around, the shaman’s voice crept up behind me.

“She will be here soon.”

The longer I stood observing the place, the sharper it became, the memory of the uneasiness I’d felt the day we’d left Maewol behind with Shaman Nokyung. Father must have felt the uneasiness too, like he had committed something unforgivable, for I remembered seeing his downcast eyes and the gloom knotting his brows. It wasn’t my fault—or Father’s fault—that Maewol’s shamanic calling had anchored her in Jeju when the waves of life had swept the rest of our family to the mainland. Still, Maewol had been only a child then. Only ten years old.

And yet …

Father had been offered a position in the police bureau that no man would have turned down. A chief inspector of the sixth rank. I need to protect our family, I remember Father telling us, and if I am to do so, I need to be more than a low-ranking police officer working for corrupt officials. I need more power.

I wanted to believe Father had made the right decision, that he always made the right decision.

“Your father visited me when he arrived in Jeju a year ago.” The shaman’s voice returned me to the present. She was sitting cross-legged on a floor mat, her skirt puffed around her. “Do you know why he came here?”

I too sat down and smoothed out the wrinkles in my robe, using the moment to reorient myself. “To investigate the case of the missing thirteen girls. Commander Ki informed me of this.”

“And did Commander Ki inform you about the white mask?”

A frown tugged at my brows. “What white mask?”

“A witness claimed to have seen a man in a white mask taking one of the girls.”

I sat even straighter, my shoulders and back tense with memory. A man in a white mask … “The Forest Incident,” I whispered.

She nodded. “Your father realized there might be a connection between the case of the missing thirteen and the Forest Incident that you and your sister were involved in.”

I dared myself to remember back to the incident, but when I did, as usual I saw nothing—no trees, no people, no voices. Just a blank space. It was as though a sharp pair of scissors had snipped out an important passage from a book.

Agasshi, I hear you and your sister were in the forest that day, but did you see the dead girl?

I remembered our servant girl asking me that, and I recalled the confusion I’d felt then—not knowing what she’d meant, convinced she’d mistaken me for someone else, only to later learn from Mother that a terrible event had indeed occurred. That my sister and I had truly been in the forest where a dead girl was also found. An incident I could not remember, but my sister did. She was the one who’d claimed that she had seen a man in a white mask running through the forest with a gleaming sword.

My frown deepened as I connected the pieces. “So Father came to Jeju … to investigate the case of the missing thirteen … because he believed it was connected to the Forest Incident?” I’d never understood why Father would have traveled all the way to Jeju to solve a case unrelated to his jurisdiction—until now. “How very much like Father,” I whispered. “Of course he’d want to solve this case. It was the one he could never figure out.”

“No. That was not the reason he wanted to solve the case. He came to Jeju for your sister.”

“What?” The word left my lips, a burst of disbelief, before I could stop it.

“He was worried Maewol might be in danger. She is, after all, a witness from the Forest Incident. And with girls going missing, who was to say she might not be next? He wanted to solve the case once and for all, and he promised her that this time, he really would bring your family together.”

Why hadn’t Father told me this? He’d never even spoken of Maewol back at home. The only time he mentioned her was to ask if I’d remembered to write to her.

There was a burning sensation in the pit of my chest, as though I’d swallowed steaming hot tea, an ache that sharpened into thought: It was unfair. I had done everything right, I had never disobeyed Father, yet he had left me behind for the daughter who had always been trouble.

“I see,” I said, my voice flat.

“Every year your father visited Jeju Island, he promised to bring your family back”—Shaman Nokyung pursed her lips—“and each time he returned to the mainland, he forgot that promise. But I believe that he’d truly meant it this time. A pity.”

I jerked up a glance. “A pity?”

“A pity that he is dead.”

“He’s not dead!”

Her eyes went round, likely stunned by the viciousness in my voice. “The police closed the case.”

“Until there is evidence,” I said, calmly this time, “he is not dead, ajimang.”

“Maewol is not like you.” She slid her hands into her sleeves, and her gaze roamed my face, observing every angle and line. “She accepts things for face value. It is better that way, rather than living haunted by what could have been. And it would be better if you returned home, Hwani-yah. In a few days villagers will gather here for a public kut; Maewol and I will both be busy preparing for that ritual, too busy to help you. Leave before then. The last time your aunt corresponded with us, she said you were betrothed. Get married and move on with life; don’t wander out here in the wilderness. Your father would have wanted this too—”

She stopped and her expression crumpled.

I looked over and saw my sister watching me from the latticed hanji door. A sister I hadn’t seen since I was thirteen, she ten. In the slant of shadow, I saw the disheveled sweep of hair, braided down her back. Dark eyebrows that slashed low over her mismatched eyes. And like the shaman, her eyes were also outlined in black, a stark contrast to her paleness. So pale her skin seemed to glow.

Without even greeting me, she walked off.

A sheen of ice frosted my heart, and my voice as well: “I crossed a thousand li of seawater to come here,” I said. “I at least deserve some kind of answer.”



The wind howled outside, but there was a stillness inside the squalid quarter, the room attached to the fortune-telling hut that I was to stay in just for a few nights. Someone’s chamber pot, tucked against the corner, reeked of dried urine.

I lit a greasy candle; light spluttered in the darkness, and my shadow swayed against the wall as I opened Father’s burnt journal for the thousandth time.

While more than half of the book was incinerated, the first few pages were legible. With my mind I filled in the missing words, burned away by fire, and skimmed through Father’s report of the thirteen missing girls. On the last page was a list of female names, the names of fourteen girls—and next to the fourteenth name was an inky dot. It was as though Father had tapped the tip of his calligraphy brush there, again and again. He must have been deep in thought while staring at the name.

Eunsuk.

Who was Eunsuk? Was she one of the missing thirteen? But then why were there fourteen names in total? The shaman had told me that Father had come to Jeju to solve two potentially related cases. Perhaps he was right and the past had been resurrected.

A past I wished I could remember.

I slid out my own journal from my sack and opened it onto a fresh page. A bamboo calligraphy brush in hand, I rolled up my sleeve and dipped it into the ink. In small letters, I wrote:

Forest Incident, five years ago.

An ache pounded behind my left eye. My vision blurred, and the ink bled before me, branching out like twigs until I saw not my own writing but an entire forest blooming on the page. I pressed my fingers into my eyelids, hard, then looked again and everything had returned to normal. A neat vertical row of Hanja characters stared back at me.

I let out a breath and collected my thoughts. Father had found me in the forest of Mount Halla five years ago, close to the scene of an apparent suicide. Dipping the brush into the ink, I took note of what I knew were facts:

I ventured into the woods with Father and Maewol.

Little sister ran away, we tried to find her, and I ended up getting lost. We both got lost.

Father, with the help of servants, found us unconscious hours later, a few paces away from the corpse of a young woman.

Seohyun was her name.

Father is now missing, and a woman named Boksun sent me his journal.

I tapped the end of the bamboo handle against my lips. One thing was clear: I needed to find this Boksun woman. I would worry about everything else afterward—

The brush stilled in my hand. But where would I even begin my search for her?

I jumped to my feet and stepped out of my quarter—not through the door that faced the yard, but the one that led me to the sangbang, the main living space that linked to all areas of the house. My sister’s door was on the opposite end. The candlelight was still burning, but no one was inside.

I roamed the hut looking for her, silent except for the whistling wind and Shaman Nokyung’s snoring. Then I heard it—the sound of shuffling somewhere outside.

I followed the noise out of the hut and into the open yard that whirred with gusts of crisp freshness, tinged with the smoky scent of aged pine from the nearby forest. The sound of someone busy at work led me into the kitchen, where Maewol was crouched on the dirt floor, stirring a wooden spoon around in an earthenware pot.

“Maewol-ah,” I whispered, so as not to startle her.

She continued to stir, and I smelled something medicinal. Maewol had written in one of her letters about Shaman Nokyung’s aching limbs and how she often boiled for her the root of a jeoseulsari, a plant that remained green through winter and was said to contain magical properties.

“Maewol-ah,” I called again.

She jolted up, clutching the spoon like it was a knife. Then she let out a breath. “It’s you.” And she returned to her crouching position, sticking the spoon back into the pot. “What do you want?”

I opened my mouth to speak, but closed it, wondering how to greet a sister I hadn’t seen in years. My mind floundered about for a moment before I heaved a sigh and decided that I’d just get straight to the point. “I’m looking for a woman named Boksun. Who in this village do you think would be able to help me?”

Maewol covered the pot with a lid and cast the spoon aside. She walked right past me without saying a word.

A tendril of anger unfurled in me. “Maewol-ah.” I walked after her, into the yard. “I came all this way. I need your help. I need to find our father—”

“Your father. Not mine.”

I didn’t know what to say to this. “Father came to Jeju for you.”

Maewol stopped so suddenly that I nearly walked into her, and she whirled around to face me. Her mismatched eyes bored into me, one larger than the other, but both filled with deepwater black. “He came because of the Forest Incident. He came because he made a mistake that day.”

“What mistake?” I said, irritation pinching my voice. “What are you talking about?”

“He made a mistake that day, and if he hadn’t, our lives would have turned out so different.”

“The only mistake that was made, Maewol-ah, was you throwing a tantrum and then running away.”

“Oh, is that what Father told you?” she retorted. “That I got lost because I’d run away?”

The knowing edge in her voice sent a wave of anxiety through me. I could not remember anything about that day, and so I’d always relied on others to fill in my memory—and this reliance came with an undercurrent of fear that I was being fed lies. But surely not Father. He would never lie to me.

“Why should I doubt what Father told me?” I demanded. Before she could answer, the fear in me spiraled. “In fact, why should I believe anything you say? You lied to me so many times. You stole my belongings and lied about it. You always ran from home and lied about where you went, and I’d always be in trouble for not having watched you better!”

“Who do you think turned me into a liar? Father gave you everything. But me? Father was always teaching me a lesson. Nothing came easily to me. I never got away with mistakes, no matter how hard I tried. The good things you had, I wanted too, so I borrowed them.”

“Borrowed.” A dry laugh escaped me, and I stared out at the sky streaked with red and blackish blue, wondering what madness had seized me into thinking that I could work with my sister. I had thought that Father’s disappearance would close the gaping chasm between us, that it would make things right.

“Five years,” Maewol said at last. “I haven’t seen you for five years. And then you suddenly barge into my life without so much as a ‘have you been well?’”

Her words sank into me and sharpened into guilt, but I pushed the feeling aside. Father was missing, and all she could think about was her own feelings. “Dwaeseo,” I snapped. “I’ll investigate on my own.”

“Do whatever you want.” An angry blush stained Maewol’s cheeks as she opened her mouth to say something more, but then she stilled, her attention snatched away by whatever was behind me. I followed her gaze, looking over my shoulder.

Past the yard and the stone gate surrounding the hut, at least a dozen stars twinkled against the shadows of the rolling hills. They were lights of torches swishing. As the torches grew brighter, closer, I saw the orange glow of firelit faces, wrinkled with deep lines of grief. They pushed against the wind and pressed forward in one direction, northward toward the black ridges of Mount Halla.

“They must have found her,” Maewol whispered. “The thirteenth girl.”





 

three


I WATCHED MAEWOL RETREAT INTO THE hut. I was now alone, standing in the yard, as the torchlight grew brighter and brighter until the villagers were gathered before the jeomjip, a crowd of haggard faces.

“What brings an entire village to Shaman Nokyung’s gate?” I asked, voice lowered.

No one seemed to recognize me; my parents had always made sure to hide us, either by disguising us or burying us deep within a palanquin. It was what other parents in Joseon had done and continued to do—partly to preserve their daughters’ purity, and partly out of fear that our names might end up on the government’s human tribute list. So it should not have surprised me, seeing the question in their eyes. Yet the urgency straining their faces left no time for them to make inquiries as to my identity.

One villager, a tall girl, held a torch high, and its light flickered across her countenance—an ashen face and a pair of eyes so dark with despair they looked like pits. For a moment, I felt like I was looking at myself. She looked just as I had when I’d learned of Father’s disappearance.

“Not an entire village, only family and relatives. Is Shaman Nokyung inside?” she asked. Her voice was weak, as if she were about to faint, and all the while she kept her gaze lowered. “We would like her to follow us to Mount Halla.”

“Why?” I asked.

“My—” She blinked hard, like she couldn’t believe what she was saying. “My sister … She’s been found there. She is dead.”

A chill crawled up my spine. A dead girl on Mount Halla—the vast wilderness where bodies could easily be lost and never found. It was the place Father had entered but had never walked out of.

My gaze strayed northward as my heartbeat quickened. There were secrets hidden inside the mists there, a connection between all these incidents of the missing and dead. A connection that might become clearer if I could figure out what had happened to the thirteenth girl.

“I’ll go get the shaman,” I said. I turned to make my way toward the hut and found myself standing face-to-face with my sister. Maewol had changed out of her rags into a white hemp gown. Her knuckles were also white, clenching on to the bronze spirit-summoning rattle that all shamans had.

She walked right past me and made her way to the villagers. They were all a head or two taller than she.

“Shaman Nokyung retired early for the night,” Maewol said. “Let her rest. I will go.”

“Then come quick,” a villager at the far end of the crowd called out, “before the storm arrives!”

Maewol left with them. No one asked me to follow, but I did.



We traveled through the darkness and whistling wind, across the stretch of barren land covered in rocks and tufts of grass. After perhaps an hour or more the path disappeared into the mouth of the mountain.

A villager at the front motioned at the torch-wielding crowd. “This way!”

Maewol and I glanced at each other. The moment we stepped in, the forest shuddered awake in the firelight, creaking trees swaying in every direction. So too did the questions in my mind.

“Who found her?” I asked the victim’s sister. Her name was Koh Iseul, I had heard someone say, and she looked to be twenty years of age. Perhaps a bit older. “And when?”

Iseul spoke to the hem of my robe, her voice nervous and so quiet I could hardly hear her. “A villager named Chul came to the mountain to collect firewood, sir.”

“And when?” I asked again, walking closer so as not to miss her murmured response.

Iseul avoided my gaze and glanced at my sister, supplication in her eyes. She was uncomfortable, splotches of red forming on her cheeks, made redder by the torchlight. At once, I remembered who I was pretending to be: a young nobleman. This disguise had kept me safe on my journey, but it raised walls between me and Iseul. I took a few steps away from her until her tense shoulders eased.

At length, Iseul replied, “I think he said it was around sunset when he found … found my sister, Hyunok.”

“What condition was she in?”

“He was too scared to examine her closely and rode over to tell my mother about his discovery.” Her voice thinned into a trembling whisper. “Hyunok was only fourteen. I can’t believe she’s dead.”

Suddenly, the forward movement of the crowd stopped. I stood on my toes and looked from side to side, but all I could see were people standing frozen. Then a wave of whispers arose, punctuated by a piercing scream.

“Hyunok-ah!”

My steps quickened, and Maewol followed. Soon we stood at the edge of the crowd of people pressed shoulder to shoulder, craning their necks to snatch a better look. I peered through the human wall and saw a downhill slope ahead, ending in a steep drop-off. At the edge just before the descent lay a woman’s shoe.

A cold sensation billowed inside my chest. Only those who were running for their lives lost a shoe and never returned for it.

I squeezed through, and finally the view opened before me.
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