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IMPORTANT NOTE

Please read with care. This book touches on dark topics and sensitive subject matter as follows: human trafficking, child abuse, death, blood, gore, death of a child, death of a parent, violence, assault.

This is a work of fiction depicting the harsh reality of the society we unfortunately live in, and the consequences of greed and chasing wealth.
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Cast of Characters

Hwayoung: Girl burning for revenge. Down-and-out teenager. Hunger for truth and hatred are her life’s fuel.

Doha: Boy whose soul is trapped in a teddy bear. One day, he’s picked up by his first crush…

Dohyun: Doha’s cousin. The perfect boy Doha thinks he can never be. But now he’s dead. Just like that.

Jae: Contract killer out for money. Will she be Hwayoung’s savior?

Woo Youngjin: Manager of Hwayoung’s “runaway fam.” Any decency he might’ve had is long gone. He will sell anything and everything.

Jung Jini: Doha’s mom. She escaped her shaman grandmother to live out her dreams, but why does something still feel off?

Han Yoonhyuk: All his life he’s nursed a raging inferiority complex. He’ll do anything to find relief, even if it costs him his family.

Han Junghyuk: A man of no regrets. He does not doubt himself. Never.

Jua: Hwayoung’s roommate and friend. She’s as faint-hearted as they come but will stand up fiercely for her friends.







Prologue


[image: Illustration of a bear’s face with a smiling expression.]


Nine people are dead and twelve in critical condition following a shocking random killing spree in a luxury apartment in Yamu. Around 4pm Friday, the culprit, posing as a kindly neighbor, distributed poisoned rice cakes to residents. Police have mobilized their entire force to track down whoever is responsible for this heinous crime…



All stories start with money. It’s a cliché. But in the year 2025—when the death toll of Koreans too poor to afford AC in heatwaves has reached triple digits—what can you do without money? You can’t find housing, eat, hook up, or socialize. If you want to hook up, you’ll first need to grab coffee on a date or at least pay for a hotel room. If you want to socialize, you’ll need designer shoes, a designer smartphone case, a designer wallet. That’s not all. Even revenge costs money. Sure, you can slap some kid walking down the street and vent your frustration. But that’s not really revenge; It’s a cheap move that only proves you’re the one that has been defeated. Therefore, all seventeen-year-old Hwang Hwayoung can do right now is to seize money, the new god and the mightiest weapon of our age. Money works miracles. A story that starts with money can only end with it—that’s what Hwayoung believes, an important lesson someone once taught her.

But a weapon that isn’t lodged in another’s flesh is a weapon that can always wound you. Unless you were born holding one, you’ll need to sell your soul at the very least just to grasp the handle.







Chapter One

The Teddy Bear Holding a Hatchet


[image: Illustration of a bear’s face with a smiling expression.]

Hwayoung eyed the wad of cash in front of her. Youngjin, the “room boss,” was counting the rent money he had collected from the kids. The mildewy smell rising from the grubby banknotes gave her a headache. How much was all that? she wondered. Over ten people lived in this run-down, eighty-square-meter apartment, each paying at least several hundred thousands of won in rent. While Hwayoung did the math in her head, Youngjin finished counting and turned to her. She stood still as a defendant awaiting the verdict. He announced her sentence: “Fifty percent hike on your rent. Starting next month.”

“Are you insane?” Hwayoung burst out.

“Got a problem with that? Leave. I’ve got plenty of kids dying to take your place.” Youngjin swept the cash into his duffle bag without batting an eyelid. Hwayoung glared at him, biting her lip. She had no retort.

This was Rainbow Apartments, located in Wolpyung-dong on the fringes of Yamu City. Well over four decades old, the small apartment complex had been built by cheating numerous locals, merchants, and investors. From the day it opened, Rainbow Apartments was plagued by conflicts big and small, including allegations of poor construction and the suicide of the developer’s CEO, gaining decades-long notoriety as The Cursed Apartments. Add to that the complicated web of interests and even inheritance disputes following the deaths of stakeholders—Rainbow Apartments was a lost cause.

For a while, rumors spread that Rainbow Apartments was precisely the reason Wolpyung-dong didn’t make the list of neighborhoods up for redevelopment. Meanwhile, Yamu’s extensive redevelopment plan gave other neighborhoods in the city a facelift, the dramatic changes leaving nowhere else to go for some people, who then trickled back into this old district. As a result, Rainbow Apartments alone maintained an eerie dreariness that gave it the disgraceful nickname, “the Cesspool of Yamu.”

Naturally, living conditions were far from perfect. In embarrassing contrast to its hopeful name, Rainbow Apartments was tattooed all over with curses and obscenities in garish red spray paint. Residents of nearby neighborhoods treated the apartment complex like a pandemic hotbed, not daring to come within a hundred-meter radius.

So residents of the complex weren’t refusing to leave, but simply couldn’t. The majority of them were vagrants or criminals who squatted in empty homes, or people who paid far-cheaper-than-average rent for units the landlords put on the market without even requiring deposits. Youngjin belonged to the latter group. But the difference was that he had the money to buy this unit—he just chose not to. He said there was no reason to own a property that may never get redeveloped, and didn’t want to deal with all its scandalous baggage. The way Hwayoung saw it, Youngjin was practically the owner of the unit, just not on paper. He had probably chatted up some homeless person around Yamu Station with a bottle of soju and used their name. Hwayoung’s roommate Jua told her that Youngjin had dabbled in all sorts of illegal activities since he was a minor; no doubt he had many reasons to hide behind another person’s identity.

Another difference was that Youngjin was subletting his rented unit. His tenants? Kids who had nowhere to go. No matter the era, no matter the city, there were always children without a place to stay. Children who hid in dark, damp corners and lived in packs, like sewer rats. Hwayoung was one of them.

“Use your brain,” Youngjin drawled. “I’ve been charging peanuts. You know damn well there’s no place this cheap, even with the fifty percent hike.”

Hwayoung hated to admit it, but he was right. The tiny gosiwon room she stayed in before moving here had charged double her current rent. After months of missed payments, she had been kicked out, and hadn’t even gotten any of her belongings back.

Housing prices in Yamu were skyrocketing. The first spike came immediately after the Ministry of Land and Infrastructure announced plans to bulldoze the entirety of the aging—or rather crumbling—city, and build in its place a state-of-the-art, eco-friendly, and education-focused metropolis. Once the public-private joint planning committee was launched, news stories abounded of out-of-town investors flocking to Yamu with bags of cash to buy up land. And people did arrive in droves, rapidly changing the face of Yamu. High-rises cropped up on a daily basis, noises of construction ringing constantly in every corner. People fighting over land ownership grew common as street pigeons. While Yamu was indeed turning into a state-of-the-art (but maybe not so eco-friendly) city, time stood still at one place: Rainbow Apartments.

Hwayoung’s answer was decided for her already. The moment she moved out from the Cesspool of Yamu, she would have to struggle just to tread water, never mind save any money. As Youngjin hummed nonchalantly, Hwayoung asked, “Why raise the rent all of a sudden?”

“Landlord raised my rent. Got no choice.”

“Cut the crap. I know you’ve got dozens of us offering up rent money every month. And the other kids don’t seem to know about the hike yet. Shouldn’t you let them know in advance so they can—”

“‘Course they don’t. Their rent’s the same. I’m only raising yours.”

“What? Why?”

Youngjin narrowed his eyes as if to size her up. Hwayoung had never gotten used to those unpleasant pupils, a pair of sinkholes sucking in an endless desert of greed. Youngjin’s lips curled as he added, “You asked for this. Should’ve obeyed me like the others.”

“Don’t tell me this is about last week.”

“Maybe it is, maybe it isn’t.”

A week earlier, Youngjin had offered to take Hwayoung “fishing.” The terms were that she would get a ten percent cut. “Fishing” was the room boss’s second source of income. First, he lured people from anonymous secondhand marketplaces or random chatrooms using runaway teens as a front, usually pretty-faced young girls who looked harmless and not all that strong. To make the most cash out of the transaction, the goods Youngjin posted for sale were home appliances, electronics, illegal drugs, or sometimes even the teenager baits themselves. There was no shortage of sickos who would do anything for pleasure. They came waving wads of cash, grinning from ear to ear as they stepped into the trap. Youngjin liked to use a motel in a nightlife district nearby. He and the owner seemed to have some kind of arrangement. How else would he have a duplicate key to every single room? If the target entered the motel, it was game over. The moment they let their guard down, Youngjin and the others ambushed the scene. “Fishing” was basically slang for mugging. Robbing someone clean through physical, psychological, and verbal abuse, protected from the police or any potential lawsuits due to the target’s own participation in illegal dealings.

“The others” referred to the big, obedient boys also handpicked by Youngjin. A number of Hwayoung’s housemates not only admired but even made a role model out of Youngjin, who had accumulated wealth through a colorful history of crime and nastiness. The boys were practically fixed members of Youngjin’s gang, unlike the girls he used as bait and frequently replaced, saying their faces had become known.

“You’re doing this because I refused to be bait? Grow up,” Hwayoung hissed.

“You grow up. Being precious about your ego when you ain’t shit. Acting like you’re the only one with clean hands here, when I know for a fact you’ve scammed your way into that fast-food job.”

“Oh, so even you know your money’s filthy.”

Stung by the accusation of a precious ego, Hwayoung had really let her ego talk. Instantly realizing her mistake, she fell silent. The mood was icy. Youngjin growled in a dangerously low voice, “Hey, Hwang Hwayoung. You fucking watch it.” His hand moved in a flash and his ashtray flew in her direction. Hwayoung managed to twist out of the way, arms shielding her face. The black ashtray, printed with a Chinese restaurant logo, hit the kitchen cupboard and fell, clouding her face with ash. She began to cough uncontrollably.

“Quit the chest-beating and show up for the next fishing. This is about you proving that you still want to live here. Behave and I’ll cancel your rent hike.”

“Gimme some time to think.”

“Think fast, ’cause D-day’s next weekend. Either you stick with the fam and score big, or watch your rent jump fifty percent every month and end up on the streets.”

The frosty silence was broken by the sudden buzzing of Youngjin’s mobile. The screen showed eleven digits of an unsaved number, which Youngjin seemed to recognize. He snatched his phone up quickly as if he’d been waiting for the call. Dismissing Hwayoung with a gesture of his chin, he stepped out onto the balcony. Who was he on the phone with that he had to shut the door behind him? Somehow, he looked tenser than usual. Hwayoung brushed the ash off herself and glared at the money on the table.

Despite all her protests, the reason she turned down the fishing gig really wasn’t anything special. Her sense of justice? Her last remaining ounce of conscience? To hell with all that. Her reason was that she simply had to work a shift at the restaurant that evening. Of course, her wages from the part-time job were far less than what Youngjin would pay her. But she wasn’t going to quit her job after this one big gig with him. Hwayoung needed money. Lots of it. But not many employers were willing to hire a minor with a fake address and no proper guardian. That was why her hard-won job at the fast-food joint by the intersection was so important.

Ten bus stops from Rainbow Apartments was Bakhak intersection, Yamu’s mecca of education and its largest hagwon district. The fast-food joint was the intersection’s landmark, an enormous outlet that was always bustling with time-pressed, hungry students. Working there was so draining that even adult employees rarely lasted long. The manager hired Hwayoung only because the outlet was desperately short-staffed, but he remained apprehensive about having taken on someone so young. If Hwayoung hadn’t made up a tear-jerking story about losing her mother to illness and being sent to live with a heartless aunt who left her to starve, she wouldn’t have landed the job. If she gave even the slightest impression of slacking off, she would surely get the axe faster than she could say, “Wait.”

There was one more reason. As Yamu’s redevelopment plans ramped up, the slogan “Yamu, the Family-Friendly City” was plastered all over the streets. Barely a week had passed since the police department announced increased crackdowns on crime. If Hwayoung got caught helping Youngjin, who profited off not only fishing but other crimes both petty and serious, Youngjin would make sure that she would be the one to take the hit. If she got arrested and ended up in juvie or a shelter, forget earning money—she’d lose all her savings. The worst of the worst was always a possibility, and Hwayoung had an expensive goal to achieve. Until then, she had to quietly persevere.

Youngjin was still on the phone with his back to her. Hwayoung reached for the duffle bag, filled with the cash he had finished counting. In the blink of an eye, she nabbed a 50,000-won bill and shoved it into her pocket just as Youngjin turned around. She gave him the middle finger, then hightailed it out of Unit 303. She was due for her shift.

[image: ]
Account balance: 4,469,000 won. Just one-fifth of her target amount of twenty million won. Repeating the seven-digit number to herself, Hwayoung took the westbound subway to the opposite side of town from Rainbow Apartments. She was headed to the first neighborhood in Yamu to undergo redevelopment, now the posh stronghold of the city’s most expensive and pleasantly dispersed apartments and houses: Green Village.

The time was 3pm. Hwayoung had two hours till her shift. As usual, she changed in the subway station restroom, donning a school uniform with a silly green necktie. She had found it in a shopping bag dumped in front of a donation bin. Twice a week, she put on the uniform and transformed into a student at a private Christian boarding school. The school was the perfect choice, as it was neither too close to nor too far from the posh neighborhood. Hwayoung looked into the mirror, practicing her kindest, demurest, and devoutest expression. Holding the portable collection box and Bible stolen during her one-day job for the Salvation Army, she set out for the Seaview Parc with a spring in her step.

The Seaview Parc at Yamu.

Put simply, it was the largest, swankiest apartment complex in Yamu—the very antithesis of Rainbow Apartments. Residents included politicians and financiers from out of town, celebrities who had retired after a good run, high-ranking government officials, and native Yamu bigwigs who, tipped off by said officials about the redevelopment, purchased large swathes of land early on. With a total of twenty buildings in the complex, the Seaview Parc was an ultra-opulent community where every unit had the entire floor to itself and enjoyed private elevator access. To forestall any noise complaints, the floors and ceilings were soundproofed with such painstaking care that residents, it was said, could party all night without their neighbors hearing a peep.

The gated community was, of course, heavily protected. Security guards in three-piece suits stood like totem poles at every corner, inspecting every last person who came and went. No one was allowed into the complex without an access card, and outsiders were required to use visitor-only entryways and elevators. For food deliveries, the management office held on to the vehicle key and even checked the order details before providing the elevator access card. All this Hwayoung had learned from Jua, who worked as a delivery person.

Apparently, things had been different when the community first opened. The visitor-only entryway was also a later addition. Back when it was still in the presale stage, the Seaview Parc was actually branded as an eco-friendly and cozy apartment complex boasting sweeping views of the Yellow Sea on the higher floors and a proximity to Mount Muwang, the backbone of Yamu. Certain circumstances had driven the Seaview Parc to pivot to being such a radically gated luxury residence.

The shift happened three years ago. A lunatic decided to leave out poisoned rice cakes during moving season. The incident left nine dead and twelve gravely ill. Shortly afterward, the culprit uploaded a video confession, and was then found dead by suicide. It was the worst mass murder in Yamu’s history.

Hwayoung fought down the old memories threatening to resurface. Now was not the time to dwell on the past. Money, she had to make money. The hours of her day could be converted to money, because that was what everything boiled down to. She had two hours till her shift at the fast-food restaurant. How much she could earn within that time depended on her skills. Confidently, she strode up to the security office by the iron gates and held out her visitor access card. The guard, who was familiar with her face, let her in without inspection. After notifying Unit 508, whose resident had given her the visitor card, the concierge remarked, “You’re a devout kid, I’ll give you that. But tell me, does God reward you for praying so hard?”

Putting on “Amiable and Relaxed Smile No. 1,” which she had perfected in the subway station mirror, Hwayoung replied, “Amen.” The concierge muttered audibly, “Folks here have everything. What more could they pray for?”

Gee, I’m curious myself. But you know, you’d be surprised how many families have sad stories even if they’re rich, Hwayoung answered him in her head, and, maintaining her amiable smile, crossed the courtyard and reached the building entryway leading up to Unit 508. She worked twice a week here. Her job was to pray for and chat with the Protestant ma’ams and sirs of the Seaview Parc. Her pay wasn’t fixed, but the good madams rolling in money and time were magnanimous with their spending. The sentence written on Hwayoung’s little collection box—Proceeds will be donated to those in need, under Yamu Younggwang High School’s Christian Club, PRAISE—was a magic spell that sucked in cash. These donations were the reason Hwayoung had money left to save after paying rent with her welfare benefits. She had gotten the idea from the Salvation Army’s Red Kettle campaign and a documentary on a Christian student club. She didn’t know at first that she had hit the jackpot.

But her success shouldn’t have come as a surprise, really. Countless red neon crosses dotted the neighborhood and the rest of Yamu, and churches towered impressively over every block of apartment complexes. But the ministers of such large congregations were busy. Mad busy, Hwayoung supposed. Even if they weren’t, they had no reason to go out of their way to visit homes and hold prayers when their church was already overflowing with worshippers. She had discovered an untapped market. Plus, her sweet, open face and unthreateningly small frame proved useful in disarming these guarded ma’ams and sirs.

The madam of Unit 508, who gave Hwayoung the visitor access card, had lost her younger brother in the incident three years ago. Since then, the pious Christian woman had stopped going to church and confined herself to her house. So perhaps it was natural that she was reminded of her brother’s young daughter when she saw, on the anniversary of his death, Hwayoung scuffling with a security guard by the apartment gates. She lent a ready helping hand to Hwayoung, who repaid her with prayer and consolation. That was already a year ago. Nowadays, Hwayoung spent more time talking with the madam than praying. She told Hwayoung every little detail about her daily goings-on: how a newly released perfume was just to her taste, how the tea leaves flown in from England smelled sublime, what she ate for lunch and what movie she had enjoyed over the weekend. The Unit 508 madam was also the one who had introduced Hwayoung to the other women and seniors living in the apartment. Hwayoung rang the doorbell, and the door opened almost immediately.

“Come in. Let’s talk inside,” the madam said. Hwayoung greeted the madam brightly as always, hugging her Bible. She noticed that her hostess’s expression was darker than usual. The living-room coffee table was already set—as if the madam had been waiting for her—with cups of freshly brewed peach Earl Grey, a tea that had become Hwayoung’s favorite despite her untrained palate. She was savoring the beautiful sunlight streaming in through the floor-to-ceiling window when the madam said calmly, “You can stop coming here now.”

Hwayoung almost dropped her teacup. “Is something the matter?”

“After your visit last week, a neighbor—a student around your age—brought something to my attention. That your school uniform, and the name of your Christian club, changed a long time ago. That the club doesn’t do door-to-door fundraising anymore.”

Hwayoung’s mind went blank. She felt as though she had forgotten how to speak.

“At first I didn’t believe it,” the madam continued. “Given how long we’ve known each other—well over a year, you know. And after everything I’ve confided in you? It just couldn’t be true. But I remembered that a distant relative of mine recently got into that school. So I asked for a favor. I asked her to check if there was a first-year club member named Hwang Hwayoung.”

Hwayoung was silent.

“Do you have any idea how I felt waiting for the answer?”

“I’m so sorry,” was all Hwayoung could bring herself to say. The madam’s knuckles were chalk-white as she clutched her teacup. Hwayoung wouldn’t blame her if she poured that tea right over her head.

“Listen, I get it. You must’ve needed the money. And there are a million reasons in the world a person might need money. I don’t begrudge you that money. But what I cannot stand… is that all your sweet gestures, all our conversations—it was all a performance. How much of you is real? Everything you showed me and told me—was any of it true? You also ‘lost someone’ in the incident? You can ‘understand my grief’? No matter how young and desperate you are… there are lines you don’t cross.”

Hwayoung thought her heart might burst. She had known a day like this might come, but no way had she expected this pain, this realization that she had harmed and hurt someone she actually held dear. Should she have backed out before she felt this way? But how was she to know when that point was?

“I’ll leave it at that,” the madam said. “I never wish to see you again.”

“I am so sorry…” Hwayoung whispered. She wanted to flee this suffocating space. What had been her cozy refuge and workplace until last week was now a living hell. She got up and nearly ran to the door, but stopped just before she stepped out. The madam sat looking devastated. With her back to the madam, Hwayoung muttered, “It wasn’t all a lie. Please believe me.”

Hwayoung dashed out of the apartment complex and all the way to the subway station, tossing her donation box onto a heap of uncollected garbage by a utility pole. She knew she was in the wrong, but she wanted to cry. Yet with no one to comfort her if she broke down, and being no comfort to herself, she held those tears back. It was time for her to get to her next job. Once again she changed in the subway station restroom, then waited for the bus as she chewed over the last thing the madam had said to her. There are lines you don’t cross. But Hwayoung was on her way to cross many more lines. Was any of it real? Who knows, she thought. If “real” meant the core inside a shell, did she even have one after losing her mom?

Yet in all the moments she spoke and cried with the madam—no matter what anyone said—Hwayoung had been sincere. That truth, at least, she hoped would reach the madam. But like the moral of The Boy Who Cried Wolf, a tiny truth among countless lies would not be heard. On the bus ride to the fast-food restaurant, Hwayoung sang dully under her breath, “Twenty million won, twenty million won.” She needed twenty million won. Twenty million won wasn’t such a huge amount. Twenty million won wasn’t enough to pay for a single window fitting in one of the many high-rises sprouting up in Yamu. But it was enough to kidnap one person. Whatever it took. Closing her eyes, Hwayoung thought of a voice. The voice that kept her going.

Do you know why I do this work? Because human life is equal before a gun or a knife.

Therefore, she would buy herself a gun and knife, her truth and revenge.

[image: ]
There are many types of lies in the world. Good lies and bad lies, big lies and small lies. Some lies are catastrophic in and of themselves, while some are pretty harmless. For example, if someone asked you what you did last night, you might lie that you studied when really you lay in bed playing games on your phone. Or you might fib about your birthday being April 24 when it’s really April 18. Or say you’re seventeen when you’re actually fifteen. But all lies inevitably lead to catastrophe. A big lie, by its very nature, ruins everything; a small, everyday lie will be used against you when exposed. And Hwayoung, who armed herself with lies in the swiftly changing city of Yamu, was today exposed for both.

She had just finished frying some three hundred chicken nuggets and four hundred baskets of French fries when she was summoned by the manager. Sometimes you just knew. Standing before the firmly shut staffroom door, Hwayoung felt a déjà vu: opening this door would cause a rupture. Something was about to begin… But she couldn’t not open the door. She had no power to refuse. Taking a deep breath, she carefully turned the handle. The manager seemed to be in a mood, her arms crossed. A document lay in front of her—the resumé Hwayoung had submitted as part of her job application.

“Why did you lie to me?” the manager asked.

That shitty God of Truth had it in for her today, Hwayoung thought. How else could these things happen back to back? The resumé contained her youthful student ID photo along with an endless list of her one-off jobs and the restaurants she had served at. The manager pointed to the birthdate field next to her photograph. “You said when you applied that you were seventeen.”

Hwayoung broke out in a cold sweat. She’d had no choice: she was fifteen at the time, two years younger than she was now. Though seventeen and fifteen were both underage, few employers were willing to hire a fifteen-year-old middle schooler. Even on the off chance that a middle schooler got hired, they would get replaced as soon as another applicant turned up, or, worse, get preyed on by ill-intentioned adults. Besides, Hwayoung had thought her manager had known. Known, but cut her some slack.

“Lying on your resumé is one thing, but forging official documents? That’s a crime,” the manager went on. She was referring to the family register certificate, parental consent form, and medical certificate Hwayoung had submitted on her first day of work. The family register certificate had to be fudged because she had to fake her age, and the parental consent form and medical certificate because she had no one to sign them. Woo Youngjin, you piece of shit, Hwayoung cursed in her head. Forgeries won’t get caught, my ass. And to think of the crapload of money she’d paid him.

All day she had been a mess. A strange, scalding heat erupting from her chest like lava, yet no words able to escape. Before Hwayoung could even begin to make an excuse, her manager informed her coldly that she didn’t need to come in anymore—her replacement had been hired. Hwayoung felt as though an invisible hand was once again depositing her at Youngjin’s feet.

Hwayoung left the staffroom and took her place before the deep fat fryer again. It was exam season, as luck would have it, so the staff were worked off their feet. Keyed-up students and their parents flooded into the restaurant and left with bags of burgers. A little before midnight, Hwayoung switched off the fryer and, just like that, her last shift was over. The lights of the hagwons around the restaurant still shone bright. Her manager, maybe feeling belatedly sorry, told her that head office had sent down auditors after the city adopted the slogan, “Yamu, the Family-Friendly City,” and so she had no choice.

This wasn’t something the manager had to apologize for, Hwayoung knew. She was the one at fault. She was the one who had deceived and betrayed the madam for a year, written lies on her resumé and forged her medical certificate. She returned her apron and cap, and left the restaurant. Her stomach gave an overdue growl. All she had eaten the whole day were French fries she had accidentally burned in overheated oil, and one burger.

“I’m hungry,” she said aloud. She resented the tactlessness of her rumbling stomach. Uniformed students walked briskly past her down the street. A mother and daughter caught her eye. The girl, who had irritation written all over her face, was wearing the uniform of Hwayoung’s old school. The comfortably dressed mother opened a lunchbox and scooped a spoonful of rice, which she brought to her daughter’s mouth, but the girl swatted the hand away and darted into the hagwon building. As class schedules were often back to back, parents delivering packed meals for their children were a common sight on this street. Hwayoung’s mouth watered. “I want my mom’s food…” she mumbled.

There had been a time like that for her once, too. A time when every morning she would eat breakfast cooked by her mom, in a house that wasn’t spacious but snug enough for a family of three. Her dad would do the dishes after dinner, while her mom quickly seated herself on the living room sofa to catch her favorite weeknight soap. That was Hwayoung’s cue to plop down next to her mom, drumming her full belly, her mouth bulging with the fruit that her dad had sliced for her. The sour tang of kimchi jjigae wafting around the house, the chatter of the TV and the clink of dishes mingling peacefully. A memory so old it felt like another lifetime.

It had also been ages since she went to school. Where had she put her uniform? She couldn’t even remember now. Just barely meeting the minimum attendance requirement, Hwayoung had managed to graduate from middle school—that was her last time in classes of any sort. Whenever she veered off course, it had always been her mom who put her back on track. But now her mom was gone. She had no reason to return to school. Hwayoung stood on a corner of the intersection, staring at the sea of hagwon signs and neon lights. Everywhere she looked were parents and their children, but their lives felt distant. She took out her phone and messaged Youngjin:


I’ll do it. I want a fair cut.

Bout time you stopped playing hard to get.



Youngjin’s reply was prompt, like he had known she would contact him. Hwayoung started out toward Rainbow Apartments. She was in the mood for a long walk today. She wanted to walk until she was worn out like her dog-eared sneakers, worn down into a tiny speck nobody could find.

An hour or so passed. Her starved stomach had quieted, as if catching on that no amount of whining would result in a meal. Hunger had a peak. Once you passed that stage of itching to shove anything into your mouth, you settled into a strangely serene state. Your appetite gone, as if your stomach was on strike.

Rainbow Apartments loomed in the distance but it seemed closer now. Hwayoung was passing a residential area steeped in darkness. Something moved down the alley. She squinted. The dim yellow glow of a lamppost shone down on piles of uncollected garbage, which several hungry stray cats were digging around in for scraps. Then she noticed something else: leaning between the piles of garbage and a perimeter wall was a familiar rotund shape. Black, round eyes glinting in the lamplight. Two shiny orbs looking out between tufts of dirty, bedraggled fur. Hwayoung took a step forward. The cats circling the fuzzy lump scowled at her and slinked away, leaving her alone with it in the hazy light of the alleyway.

She whispered its lost name: “Happy Smile Bear.” For a long moment, Hwayoung stared at those plastic, scratched-up eyes. Then, reaching out, she scooped up the teddy bear in her arms and greeted it out loud. “Hey there. Long time no see.”
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Happy Smile Bear was a toy character that had become wildly popular when Hwayoung was thirteen years old and in elementary school. Originally a temporary character designed by a kitchenware company for an advert, the adorable, clumsy bear with kitchen gadgets in its hand inspired memes that resulted in sensational sales. Cottoning on to the character’s money-making potential, the company promptly pushed out Happy Smile Bear plushies and an assortment of other branded merchandise, all of which proved so popular that they brought in more profits than the kitchenware line itself. The company wasted no time producing cartoons, serializing slice-of-life comics starring the bear, and even releasing a full cast of characters who were the bear’s friends. No one hated Smile Bear’s clear, harmless eyes and easy smile. A universally beloved character. These were its glory years, when supply couldn’t keep up with the outpouring of demand.

Hwayoung, too, adored the bear. Not only was it cute and loveable, for a long while it had also helped earned her some much-needed pocket money. After her dad lost the family’s entire savings to real estate fraud, and borrowed even more money from loan sharks before he ran away, Hwayoung lived with her mom in Unit 202 of Greenville Gosiwon. Whenever she opened the door to their tiny studio unit, the Smile Bears crowding the floor were the first to meet her gaze. Well, since they didn’t have eyes yet, it would be more accurate to say she was greeted by their empty faces. After starting middle school, Hwayoung earned a living by spending all day stitching eyes on to the teddy bears. By the time she threaded the needle for the hundredth teddy bear, her vision would grow blurry and her eyeballs would be so dry she feared they’d pop out any minute, and yet she sewed with joy. Giving the colorful teddy bears eyes felt like breathing life into them. Those eyes were what gave Happy Smile Bears the warmth and innocence that made everyone happy.

The teddy bears never left Hwayoung’s hands, not just at the gosiwon but also at school. She didn’t understand the need for school even back then. She went because her mom made her, but the teachers, most of whom had worked there for over three decades, looked bored of even breathing, and her classmates had no interest in a girl so different from them. She’d had the useless luck of being assigned to Yamu’s most prestigious middle school, virtually guaranteeing her loner status since day one. Hwayoung didn’t have the zip-up hoodie from whatever designer brand was hip at the moment, nor the latest smartphone model with which to socialize at any time of the day, nor a living room big enough to invite her friends over for a birthday party. While nobody bullied her to her face, she could never fit in. When at some point the empty hours at school began to feel like a waste, Hwayoung took to bringing in teddy bears of various sizes in her bag. When she had nothing to do during breaks, lunch period, or study hall, she pulled out a teddy bear and sewed on its eyes. A few of the meaner kids called her “The Eyeball Fiend.” She was rather fond of the nickname.

And she used to have a friend who sewed on teddy eyes with her. Though not for long.

Looking back on that period of her life, Hwayoung realized she spent more of her life with Smile Bears than with people. Her mom was always busy, working as a live-in housekeeper for wealthy homes; with her neat-as-a-pin personality and skilled hands, she was popular with housekeeping agencies.

Due to the nature of her mom’s work, the only quality times Hwayoung had with her were weekends. Every Friday evening, she would come home with an armful of expensive fruits and side dishes and meals she had brought from a client’s house. The two of them would squeeze onto the small-single-size bed and watch a weekend soap opera together on the A4-paper-sized television, bringing Smile Bears to life and asking about each other’s weeks. How Hwayoung had loved those hours. When these memories fade away for good, I’ll die. The thought was with her to this day, as now and again she performed CPR on her dying memories. That was why she associated that period, which felt both long and fleeting, with the eyes of the Happy Smile Bear.

But like that line from her mom’s favorite Hong Kong movie, every love had an expiry date. The Happy Smile Bear’s expiry date came just after eighteen months of popularity, when it began to plummet starting with the flop of Smile Bear’s Friends. The bear’s unchanging smile went from being “cute and wholesome” to “tacky and uncool.” It was not long afterward that the incident occurred.

It was during autumn moving season about two years after the Seaview Parc opened. Because moving trucks were arriving several times a day, and new neighbors with unfamiliar faces were constantly asking residents to sign consent forms for repapering and renovations, no one suspected the plate of rice cakes placed in front of their door.

A dainty little mound of ggultteok on a round plate. The glistening surface fragrant with sesame oil. Who in their wildest dreams could’ve guessed that hidden underneath it, in between the sweet honey and sesame seeds, was pufferfish poison and cyanide? Some people ate the ggultteok, some didn’t. The filling of the rainbow-colored rice cakes contained a mixture of tetrodotoxin, potassium cyanide, arsenic, and other poisons you might only see in crime movies. A total of nine people died and twelve fell violently sick. Hwayoung’s mom was one of the deceased.

The day Hwayoung returned to the gosiwon after the blur of her mom’s funeral, she found herself facing a Smile Bear. The lone remaining teddy bear after sending in her finished quota. The innocent plastic eyes seemed to say, We’re both alone now, you and me. Her reality finally sank in then and she broke down. Leaning against a wall, she cried herself dry. She rolled around the floor, banged her head against the wall, writhed and screamed, but the gosiwon building remained deathly quiet. That silence was the solitude she would now have to endure. She collapsed into sleep, and when she woke, alone, she took the teddy outside, gentle smile and all, and pushed it into a rusted clothing donation box. That was three years ago.

Which was to say, Happy Smile Bear was by her side in all her moments of joy as well as despair. Including now.

She and the stuffed toy shared the same trajectory of life, Hwayoung mused, as she stared into those innocent eyes. How long she stood there, she didn’t know. But how should she put this—it must’ve been a trick of the light, but those plastic eyes seemed to look back. Clutching the teddy bear she might’ve once breathed life into, now an old and tattered and smelly little thing, Hwayoung ran. Pulling an equally old and tattered hood over her head, she dashed down the dark streets together with the Smile Bear.

It was nearly two in the morning when Hwayoung got back to Rainbow Apartments. Instead of using the creaky elevator, she slowly climbed up the stairs. Just as she reached the second floor, she heard a voice coming from the fourth floor, a level above Unit 303. It was Youngjin.

“I’ve confirmed your payment,” he was saying. “What I briefed you about at the fishing ground warehouse, that’s all you need to know. The rest has been taken care of. I’ll see you then. All right.”

There was the sound of spitting, followed by the thump of something hitting an apartment door handle. The sound was light. Hwayoung knew that sound. On days Youngjin finished counting the rent, he often tapped the table or wall with a fistful of cash. Humming, Youngjin started down the stairs. Hwayoung took cover in the darkness of the second-floor hallway. Something told her that now would be a bad time to run into him. Luckily, if she could call it that, the sensor light on the second floor had long been broken. The smack of banknotes against metal drew nearer and nearer. Through the staircase gap, Hwayoung caught a glimpse of Youngjin’s hand and what it held. The banknotes weren’t green but gold: 50,000-won bills. What kind of job did he take on—from whom—to have been paid that much? Hwayoung was curious but she would not ask. Nothing good would come out of knowing the answer.

Youngjin walked down the hall and into Unit 303. She waited thirty minutes before entering the apartment. Youngjin and his lackeys were boozing it up in the living room. Face flushed, Youngjin snorted when he saw her and jeered, “Will our new bait bring in a big catch?”

Out in the enclosed balcony, the junky washing machine was rattling away. Laundry hung from every nook the kids could find, dried to a crisp and yet stinking like damp old dish-rags. One of the drunk lackeys gleefully threw a prawn cracker at Hwayoung. She forced down her flaring temper. She had to keep her head down. All she had left now were her desperately saved four million won and a sad old teddy bear.

Quietly, Hwayoung headed out to the balcony. She picked up an abandoned basin, which she filled with water from the faucet next to the washing machine. She poured in a big dollop of detergent, stirred up foam, and painstakingly washed the teddy with her bare hands. Every time she wrung it out, its heavy, waterlogged body belched out copious amounts of dirty water. The redder her hands turned, the cleaner the Smile Bear grew.

It took her a full hour to finish. After squeezing out the last drop of moisture from the teddy bear, she brought it back to her room. Four girls lived in the master bedroom, which had its own bathroom. Jua was back earlier than usual, and was cocooned in her blanket, busily tapping away on her phone. Seeing Hwayoung pinning up the teddy by the window, Jua shouted, “Hey! I know that thing. The lame-ass cartoon bear everybody used to like. Anyway, is it true? That you’re going fishing? You never go fishing.”

“That shitface Youngjin blackmailed me with the rent.”

“Be careful. I’ve done it a few times but shit got real more than once. Fuck, I sent them the signal to come get me but they took their sweet-ass time. Bet you they do that on purpose. Don’t trust those fuckers.”

“Thanks for the cheerful pep talk. I don’t know if it’ll help much, though.”

Once she had hung up the teddy bear, Hwayoung lay down on her share of the mattress and debated whether to pack any self-defense gear. But all she had at her disposal was a blunt kitchen knife. What should she do? Buy a taser? She couldn’t spare any cash on things like that right now.

“Cockroach spray,” Jua said. “Take cockroach spray. I heard it works pretty well if you spray it on the face. And if you have a lighter, you can blast fire with it. Like a friggin’ dragon.”

“Cockroach spray?”

“Yeah, Mirim told me. Still can’t believe she moved out without even saying bye.”

“She’s gone home. That’s a good thing.”

“What’s so good about going back to an abusive dad? Oh, and a screwdriver! Take one of those, too. It’s sharp. Can be pretty threatening, you know.”

Jua went back to her phone. She was on it a lot more now, ever since getting her driver’s license and starting delivery work. Hwayoung pulled her blanket up over her head and lay thinking about the lies she had wielded like a weapon. About her bank account balance and the twenty million won. She did not think about what would come after her mission. She couldn’t imagine it. The Happy Smile Bear, dangling on canary-yellow clothespins like a hanged prisoner, watched her fidget. Its inorganic, black eyes glinted with an uncanny twinkle.

Hwayoung rolled over to sleep, but something hard poked into her back. She fumbled around for the offending object. A keychain in the shape of a miniature bowl of bingsu. It was a freebie that came with the bingsu she and Mirim had saved up to treat themselves to last summer. Mirim kept it attached to her phone. Had she been in a rush to pack and dropped it by accident? Hwayoung was still a little sad. Absently, she attached the keychain to her backpack.

A week zipped by. The fishing weekend was about to begin.
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It was a crazy morning. Youngjin’s incessant orders—Download the marketplace app, Take a better selfie—were riling Hwayoung up. And Jua wasn’t helping, having been badgering her for four days now to please throw out that creepy teddy bear. Apparently she saw it move, or whatever. She pestered Hwayoung with posts that had titles like “Why You Should Never Pick Up Discarded Dolls.”

“When you go fishing, I’ll be here all alone!” Jua wailed. “No one’ll be around today. That thing creeps the shit out of me, okay? I saw it move, I swear!”

In the end, Hwayoung crammed the teddy bear into her backpack. Oh, and she remembered to pack her humble self-defense gear: screwdriver and cockroach spray. Her already frayed backpack was full to bursting. When she climbed into the Starex van with Youngjin’s gang, the stink of sweat assaulted her nose. Youngjin kept humming, clearly very pleased about something.

A thirty-minute drive took them to the closest nightlife district to Rainbow Apartments: Nanjiro-dong, the lawless underbelly of the city. It was Yamu’s largest nightlife district and also the farthest from downtown. Maze-like alleys and illegally extended shop buildings, streets littered with remnants of the previous night’s revelry like a minefield. Every weekend in front of city hall, protesters demanded this filthy neighborhood be bulldozed at once to make way for green spaces. Hwayoung, who stepped in a puddle of vomit as soon as she got out of the Starex, thought today just wasn’t her day. She was scraping her soles against the sidewalk when Youngjin sauntered over, cigarette sticking out of his mouth, and went over her to-do list for the hundredth time. “You downloaded the app, right? Just get the target to the spot I told you about. Either meet him and bring him, or just tell him to meet you here. Here would be less hassle. Too many variables if you meet him outside.” Then, with the air of someone doing her a great favor, he added, “Talk about a sweet deal. Nothing physical, just exchange some DMs and boom, you get your cut.”

Without replying, Hwayoung took a selfie, set it as her profile picture, and wrote a post as Youngjin had instructed. Her post advertised that she was selling an iPad and some sugar. Of course, she had neither of those, “sugar” being code for illegal hallucinogens in this trade. All she had was an emptied iPad box filled with real sugar. In less than a minute, her DMs were flooded with interested buyers. Youngjin selected the target: a skinny man with horn-rimmed glasses by the username “Curious King.” The deal was quickly confirmed. Hwayoung sent the man the address Youngjin gave her and left the chatroom, praying that he wasn’t an undercover cop on a sting operation.

Operating under total anonymity, the online marketplace was a haven for all sorts of illegal transactions. Hwayoung continued to receive lewd DMs and spam, but once she deleted her account her phone fell silent. Illicit deals like this were risky to both seller and buyer. It was standard practice to clear the chat history after setting up an appointment, so deleting her account wouldn’t raise any suspicions. Now, all she had left to do was stay put and wait for the man in the spot Youngjin designated, and give him the signal. Then this goddamn gig would be over. Her head was already swarming with thoughts of finding a new, stable job. One worry triggering another, she headed toward the meeting place: Room 508 at Strawberry Inn. The giant strawberry on the inn’s signboard gleamed crimson.

Why was Strawberry Inn called Strawberry Inn? Hwayoung wondered. Did the owner like strawberries? Or did they have a so-called “strawberry nose”? She plunked her overstretched backpack in a corner and slumped on the edge of the bed. True to the establishment’s name, the room was covered in strawberry-patterned wallpaper and bedding which didn’t seem to have been washed in a long time, judging by the moldy smell tickling her nose. Even in broad daylight, all sorts of annoying noises invaded through the poorly soundproofed walls, driving Hwayoung to switch on the TV. A thriller B-movie filled the screen. A hatchet-wielding psychopath was chasing a blonde woman soaked in blood. Hwayoung flipped the channel, and a local news station came on. The news program seemed to be a rerun. Featured as a guest to speak on the municipality’s urban policy was Yamu’s former mayor, Han Junghyuk.

“Yamu will be made brand new,” he proclaimed. “A city where our upstanding citizens can stroll around without safety concerns, and eat food offered by their neighbors without suspicion. The same goes for education. For our children to receive a safe education, it must be preceded by a city cleanup.”

A city cleanup. Hwayoung picked up her phone and typed “cleanup” in the search bar. The act of removing something impure or dirty. Right now she probably belonged to the category of things subject to a cleanup. She didn’t need anyone to tell her. Then she thought, Who decided what was impure and dirty, and what was not? You? How clean were you lot, then?

Her phone briefly vibrated. It was Youngjin, texting that the target had entered the building. Soon the elevator dinged, followed by footsteps. Hwayoung straightened up and took a deep breath. A knock on the door. Leaving the iPad box on the bed, she approached the door and peered through the peephole at the man she had fished from the app. Maybe as a side effect of drugs, the man had pronounced dark circles under his eyes.

Pinging Youngjin back that the target had arrived, she opened the door. She wondered if he was returning from a trip as she watched him drag a huge suitcase into the room. When the door closed, it dawned on her that she was alone with a strange man in this unpleasant space. This was why she hadn’t wanted to be bait. She stood unmoving at the entryway and shouted after the man—who was calmly crossing the room—that the product was on the bed. “A hundred grams of sugar. See for yourself.”

Of course, that wasn’t the kind of “sugar” the man wanted. Which was why Youngjin had to swoop in with the others before he discovered the contents of the box. Youngjin had said he would be on standby downstairs, but why was he not replying? Hwayoung’s heart raced. Should she just make a run for it? But if this man escaped and the fishing failed, Youngjin would surely throw a fit.

While Hwayoung stood conflicted, the man strode past the bed toward a small table in the corner. He was weirdly silent. Was that normal? From what Jua told her, most people were eager to chat you up with nonsense. There were also a bunch of people who, interested as they were in the item on sale, apparently came on to you after seeing your youthful profile picture. Hwayoung knew something was wrong when the man began unzipping his suitcase without showing the slightest interest in the sugar on the bed. The glossy black suitcase swung open to reveal its ghastly contents.

A hatchet, rope, scalpel, sashimi knife, drug vials, needles of all shapes and sizes.

What the actual fuck. She had a psycho on her hands. Hwayoung’s mind went blank, except for the instinct to run. She shrank back in terror. The man had begun humming as he carefully set his tools on the table. She felt her back press against the cold metal door. She lifted the latch the man had fastened and was just about to leave when she heard footsteps outside. It had to be Youngjin. Despairing at the fact that she was relieved by his presence, Hwayoung turned the doorknob. Instead of turning smoothly, the knob didn’t budge.

Clank, an ominous scraping of metal beyond the heavy door. If her instinct was right, that was the sound of a padlock being fitted. A humming came from the other side of the door, too: the melody Youngjin had been humming all morning. The signs Hwayoung had overlooked flashed before her eyes. The sudden threat to raise her rent, the phone call he made on the stairs, the bundle of cash… Youngjin had not chosen the man—the man had chosen her. Frantic, Hwayoung banged on the door and shouted. Youngjin whispered in a voice brimming with mirth, “What can I say. Would’ve been nice if you’d just behaved from the start. Don’t be too mad. You’ll join your friends at the bottom of the reservoir.”

Crazy fucker. She’d known he made money through all sorts of shady dealings, but she hadn’t expected him to sell people. Rage and fear crashed over her like a tsunami. Leaning against the sealed door, Hwayoung cast her eyes about the room. Just moments ago it had felt cold inside but now it was stifling hot. Beads of sweat trickled down her temples. Get it together. No way was she going to be butchered here. Her darting eyes fell on the opposite wall. A window, there was a window. Could she jump from the fifth floor? What if she broke her leg or smashed her head? The man finished his preparations and picked up rope and a needle. Pushing up his glasses, he said in a nasal voice, “Cyanide, tetrodotoxin, and arsenic. The mix of poisons the Rice Cake Killer used three years ago.”

“What, what about it?”

“My username is Curious King, remember? I wanted to try it out, too. Prepared it especially for this occasion.”

This occasion? It sounded like there had been other occasions. Hwayoung suddenly remembered that her roommate Mirim had moved out unannounced after a fishing trip. Mirim wouldn’t have gotten rid of her phone just because she went back home, but she still hadn’t read Hwayoung’s text. Then the faces of all Hwayoung’s roommates at Rainbow Apartments Unit 303 flickered through her mind like a series of wanted posters. Some she had helped pack and move, but some had vanished without even taking their belongings. Where had they gone? What was Youngjin saying about the reservoir just now? The man stumped closer, leering. With no more room to back away, Hwayoung’s eyes flitted left and right as she blurted out, “If you’re so curious, why not try it on yourself?”

She had no idea why she said that. She just knew she had to keep talking to him to buy time or figure out his weak spot.

“Why should I?” the man said. “I can buy kids like you for cheap, kids no one’ll come looking for when they disappear.”

“For all your big talk, I know you’re scared.”

“This city’s better off without trash like you. Swarming around dark and dirty corners, spreading disease, you filthy little pests.”

“Funny you should say that. What makes you think you’re not one of us? You’re just a loser.”

“Uh, I went to the K University.”

Hwayoung’s comment seemed to have backfired, as the man’s expression soured at once. The word “loser” seemed to have hit a nerve. She eyed the cockroach spray she’d left on the bedside table. Fuming, the man stomped toward her. Hwayoung bent forward and lunged toward the bed with everything she had. The man—who had the look of a couch-potato gamer and keyboard warrior—clearly hadn’t expected her to resist and flinched. This gave Hwayoung just the opening she needed to snatch the cockroach spray. She grabbed the shopping bag with the iPad box and walloped it across his face, and sprayed. If only she had a lighter. All her housemates smoked except her. Who knew she’d kick herself one day for not smoking? The insecticide hit him straight in the eyes and the man screamed, rolling around the floor. Good. Now she’d break the window with the hatchet and escape. She scrambled to the table covered with tools. But then…

The hatchet was gone. It wasn’t in his suitcase, either. Hwayoung had definitely seen him take it out—where was it? Her mind buzzed in panic. She couldn’t die yet, get butchered in Youngjin’s trap. If not the hatchet, she had to find something else hefty enough to break the window. As Hwayoung scoured the room, the man recovered and grabbed a knife in a fit of rage. Rounding on her like the small girl in front of him was the root of all his failure and misery.

Hwayoung spotted a fire extinguisher under the bed. She crouched down, but he caught up with her and raised his knife high over her exposed back. Sensing his movement too late, she turned her head. The tip of the blade caught the incandescent light, glaring down at her. Imminent danger numbed her mind and body. She couldn’t move a muscle. She sucked in her breath, shut her eyes. The knife plummeted.

It fell on the fusty strawberry bedding instead of her flesh. Limp. The man gave an ear-splitting scream. Hwayoung cracked open her eyes. The first thing she saw was blood sprayed all over the floor and a growing puddle of crimson. The man, who had been brandishing his knife mere seconds ago, gripped his right calf and thrashed in pain. Blood leaked out from between his fingers. What just happened? Her eyes fell on the discarded hatchet on the ground. As if to prove how deep it had sunk in, the sharp bluish blade was now thoroughly red. Then her gaze landed on the thing behind the hatchet. It was standing. It was…

Hwayoung’s forever friend, Happy Smile Bear.

Their eyes met. Impossibly, something inside those black plastic eyes twinkled. The man diligently kept up a noisy background music of screams and moans. Hwayoung couldn’t miss this God-given chance to escape; she took a step toward the hatchet. As if it had been waiting for that moment, the clear-eyed Happy Smile Bear walked over and with both arms lifted the hatchet lying in the puddle of blood. Blood oozed down the handle and dyed one of its arms red. The teddy bear handed the hatchet to Hwayoung, who took it reflexively and asked, “Was it you that saved me?”

The teddy bear nodded. And in an unmistakably human language, it answered, “If you’re gonna run, take me with you.”

Maybe those black eyes had bewitched her. Or could she be dead? Was this the afterlife? Or had she gone crazy? Although she’d thought that was possible someday, this was way too sudden. But it just made no sense—a teddy bear she randomly found a week ago swinging a hatchet and talking? Suddenly, everything that happened at Strawberry Inn felt like a dream, and Hwayoung was hit with mental and physical overload. Nothing added up. This had to be a dream—Youngjin threatening to hike up the rent, her exposed lies hurting the madam and getting her fired, all of it. My god, what kind of sick nightmare was this?

Hatchet in hand, Hwayoung sank onto the strawberry bedding. The teddy bear still stood staring at her, while the man clutched a calf with flesh dangling off its now visible bones, smearing blood everywhere, howling. Everything was so surreal that she slapped herself as hard as she could. The pain was searing, but it didn’t wake her from her dream. As she swore under her breath, the teddy bear told her, “It’s not a dream.”

“It’s not?” Just as Hwayoung finished her question, several things happened at once. Shrieking for an ambulance and crawling across the floor in search of his phone, the man accidentally bumped into a leg of the table, carefully set with all sorts of criminal instruments and poisons. Strawberry Inn’s historic and cheap table quickly gave way, toppling everything the man had prepared over his own hovering head like a punishment.

Rope, scalpel, sashimi knife… and the bottle of undiluted hydrochloric acid.

A scream that easily eclipsed the smell of melting flesh rang across the room of strawberries galore. Hwayoung heard multiple pairs of footsteps approach. Youngjin had sensed something was wrong and pounded on the door, yelling at the man, “What’s going on?” Drenched in hydrochloric acid, the man stopped writhing and lay silent in a grisly state, either unconscious or dead. An eerie quiet dragged Hwayoung back to reality. The teddy bear cried urgently, “Run for it!”

The man who had tried to kill her was dead. And Youngjin, who had sold her to that man, was about to come in. The teddy bear was right. They had to go. With the disfigured corpse before her, Hwayoung picked up the teddy bear and her backpack with trembling hands. She heard Youngjin fumbling the key inside the lock. Stepping over the nauseating body, she stood in front of the window. She gripped the hatchet tight and struck the window that had witnessed all twenty years of Strawberry Inn’s history. It shattered with ease. She was on the fifth floor. Looking out, Hwayoung was relieved to see a balcony two floors down. She could jump down that height. But Youngjin’s gang was surely staking out multiple spots by now. Jumping down wouldn’t be the end of it.

Turning her head slightly, Hwayoung spotted an emergency ladder attached to the outer wall. It led up to the rooftop. The gap between Strawberry Inn and its neighboring building was less than two meters. She could hide out in the balcony one floor up until Youngjin’s gang was completely gone, or she could climb to the rooftop and escape to the neighboring building. Let’s try up, Hwayoung thought. She tightened the straps of her backpack, into which she’d crammed the teddy bear. Then, gripping the hatchet between her teeth, she began to mount the ladder.

Just as she concealed herself in the balcony upstairs, she heard Youngjin swearing loudly from the room below. A drop of sweat clinging precariously to the bulb of her nose fell on the teddy bear’s eye as it poked its head out from her backpack. Hwayoung found herself reaching for the backpack, and hugged it tightly to her chest.







Chapter Two

The Saga of Brothers
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Han Doha. Age seventeen.

Currently a first year at Yamu Private High School. Model student who has never scored below the top five in his year. That was how Doha defined himself. Name, gender, age, his student status. What more was there to him? Wasn’t that it? The teacher before him certainly seemed to think so. You get good grades and you’re a good kid and all, but you lack a bit of soul. You’re like an AI programmed to study. A doll with an encyclopedia planted into your head. Of course, no teacher was crazy enough to say that out loud. But Doha could practically hear his thoughts. The teacher, who had worked at this school for thirty years, pushed up his glasses and said he had called Doha because…

“I trust your father’s well?” the teacher asked abruptly. “He must be very busy these days.”

“He’s well, thank you. I’ll let him know you asked after him.”

“Excellent. Study hard for your exams. And listen, if you’re ever struggling with anything, you can always confide in me.”

Struggling? Not in the least, Doha thought. All he had to do was study hard and excel. Because that was what Han Dohyun did before he died. Doha stepped out of the staffroom. He was momentarily blinded by the sunlight pouring in from the hallway windows, and had to steady himself against the door.

His homeroom teacher’s voice wafted from inside the room. Jeez, that boy is such a robot. He gives me the creeps, you know? Another voice said, Can you blame him, though? After everything he’s gone through, at such a young age. It’s only been three years since he lost his parents. He needs time. But I’m glad Mayor Han is taking good care of him at least. If the boy’s not making trouble and he’s doing well in school, isn’t that all that matters?

Right. That was all that mattered. Doha crossed the hallway toward the washroom. The school bell had just rung, so the washroom was silent. He splashed cold water on his face and peered at his reflection in the mirror. The face staring back at him could be Han Dohyun’s, or Han Doha’s. It didn’t matter which. The one worse off was Han Dohyun anyway—his place in life had been stolen, and the dead couldn’t speak. Doha didn’t regret his own survival. He had beaten Dohyun just by being alive. His first and last victory. But one that was absolute.

“Isn’t that right?” Doha asked the pale face in a corner of the mirror. Dohyun was white as the potassium cyanide that killed him. Gurgling dark red blood from his mouth, he tried to utter syllables that failed to form words. Quietly, Doha muttered to Dohyun’s phantom, “Think it’s unfair? Then come back to life, why don’t you.”

Except that wasn’t possible. The Dohyun in the mirror painfully coughed up more blood.

Doha dabbed his wet hands on his clothes and was turning to leave when he noticed a large shadow looming over the opaque glass door. He froze, recognizing who it was through a gap in the frosted film. His composure evaporated. Woody perfume that smelled like liquor, the hulking build that was a full head taller than Doha, the designer golf apparel the man wore like his own skin, and that unmistakable, tight-lipped mouth, the only trait he shared with Mayor Han Junghyuk. Doha’s father was here. Ashen-faced as Dohyun, and looking exactly like he did when he bled to death, he held the washroom door shut. Barricading Doha in.

What does Han Dohyun have that you don’t! Why can’t you beat him in anything? You pathetic, useless idiot.

The pink teddy bear that his father had chucked to his wet feet.

My own goddamn son, collecting these ragdolls like a little bitch. Well guess what, you’re spending the whole night with the fluff you love so much. Don’t even think about stepping out before you’ve learned your lesson, boy.

The heavy clang of a lock that “even the police couldn’t break.” Doha knew he couldn’t still be hearing that metallic sound, but it continued to ring in his ears. His father’s phantom continued to guard the door. Its visits were frequent and unpredictable. These things weren’t real, Doha told himself. They were hallucinations cooked up by his own unhinged mind. And so what if they were real? They were already dead. But even with that knowledge, it wasn’t easy letting go of the primal fear his body had been taught. Doha hid himself in the stall farthest from the unmoving phantom. He buried is head between his knees and said softly, “It’s okay. None of this is real. It’s all fake. I won. I’m okay.”

But had he really won? Maybe he hadn’t succeeded in stealing Han Dohyun’s place. Had the dead Han Dohyun swallowed up the living Han Doha? But no matter how much he wrestled with this question, Doha knew he couldn’t reach an answer. It was not a math equation with a neat solution, or a scientific theory that could be tested. With no answer, there was no end.

Doha felt a sudden dread, not knowing how much longer he had to go on this way. In the refuge of the darkness, he thought back to that final day when both phantoms had been alive.
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The story of that day began with the history of the Hans, one of the most prominent old-money families in Yamu. After first going into business with a single boat and a sixty-square-meter provisions shop, the Hans amassed a fortune through large-scale commercial fishing in the pre-modern era, and later through seafood-drying factories and a range of international trade, both legal and illegal. When the apartment boom hit Seoul’s middle class in the 1970s, the Hans sniffed new money in the air. They sold off all of their illegal ventures and bet big on a construction company that grew into a household name in Yamu and beyond, bloating their wealth and power even more.

After spending their whole lives chasing after gold, Madam Joo Youngmi and President Han Hakcheol still had one inferiority complex: the fact that they had both finished their schooling at sixth grade. No one dared slight the powerful couple to their face but, whenever they saw the shiny credentials printed on the business cards of their competitors, the couple seethed with a private jealousy. No amount of beauty or clothing they bought could soothe that seething. And this thirst for elite education was projected straight onto their two sons.

Han Junghyuk was the firstborn, Han Yoonhyuk the second. Junghyuk was the perfect student who never once failed his parents. Hailed as a prodigy from the age of seven, he took genuine pleasure in his studies and was every bit the child of their dreams. He went on to high school with grades that handsomely repaid his parents’ blood, sweat, and coin, eventually getting into Seoul National University’s Department of Economics with the highest admission score. Junghyuk was the Han family’s crown jewel.

The second son, Yoonhyuk, on the other hand, couldn’t be less bothered with school. He was clever and quick with numbers like his parents, but hated sitting at his desk with a book, and would bounce out of the house the first chance he got. His grades suffered, of course, but they weren’t terrible, either; yet the couple openly disapproved of him and always compared him with their eldest. After graduating high school, the newly minted adult Yoonhyuk began to involve himself in his parents’ business ventures. He quickly increased profits and created systems with his natural savvy. But to the couple, the son that draped himself in the smell of cash—the son more like themselves—was less important than the son attending the top university in Seoul. It was no surprise that the brothers didn’t get along.

Once he got his Economics degree from Seoul National University, Junghyuk collected another degree in America and came back to work for a conglomerate. Using the shrewd resourcefulness that ran in his blood, he flew up the ranks. He brokered numerous city development contracts before becoming the company’s youngest ever CEO. But not long afterward, he quit his job for reasons unknown. Many speculated that it was the shock of losing his wife and childhood sweetheart while she was giving birth.

Then in a surprise move, Junghyuk returned to his hometown with his only son and jumped into politics. Armed with his spectacular credentials, his parents’ clout in the region, and his natural confidence, he ran for mayor just a few years after moving to Yamu—and won by a landslide. It was Junghyuk who pushed hard for Yamu’s extensive redevelopment. Even after his four-year term ended, everybody called him “Mayor Han,” and he essentially remained the most influential man in the city. When asked about his retired life, Junghyuk answered with a good-natured chuckle, “Oh, I hang out with my son—I live for that now. I’ve done enough working, so it’s time I looked after my family.”

Unit 1507 was the Seaview Parc’s penthouse, where Junghyuk and his son Dohyun lived. And living ten floors below in Unit 507 was Yoonhyuk. Their proximity only stoked the younger brother’s envy and insecurity to near breaking point. Despite Yoonhyuk’s wild financial success, it was always Junghyuk people sought out and respected. Even his own parents had taken only his brother’s hand on their deathbeds, murmuring, “My dear Junghyuk. My eldest grandson Dohyun.” Yoonhyuk’s longing for his parents’ approval was spurned to the end, and with their deaths the door to finding peace was forever shut. His reaction was to do exactly what his parents had done: he began comparing his son, Doha, to his brother’s son, Dohyun.

The sons took after their fathers very much, not only in looks but in everything else, too. Dohyun was a gifted child bordering on genius just like young Junghyuk had been, whereas Doha inherited Yoonhyuk’s ordinariness. It wasn’t that Doha wasn’t clever; but his grades were only as good as the work he put in. And while Dohyun took joy in learning, Doha studied because his father put him up to it.

Yoonhyuk wanted Doha to outdo Dohyun. Even if it were just once. Yet deep down he understood that his son never could. Doha was much too like him. Yoonhyuk couldn’t stand the fact, and, like his own parents had done, took out all his pent-up, contradictory rage on his son—usually in the form of contempt and violence.

“That day” was when Yamu Private Middle School—an old, prestigious institution—announced the second-semester midterm results of its first-year students. Doha stared down at his report card, which showed his rank among the first years. It was ten places lower than what Dohyun had achieved the previous year. Coincidentally, the gap in their ranks matched the number of floors that existed between their apartments. Their total scores were just two points apart. When his defeated son came home, Yoonhyuk rounded on him with curses and fists, splashing water on the scared boy and locking him in the bathroom.

In his mounting fury, Yoonhyuk spotted so many things about his son that offended him. The worst were the plushies. The idiot boy’s room was full of fluff. His nephew’s room, which he had seen at the last family gathering, was the complete opposite. It was like a scholar’s room, with its endless rows of academic tomes that appeared to be written for adults, with its impressive, museum-like display of a globe and model-kit robots. Worlds away from the fragile, bumbling thing Doha had always been. When locking up his only child in the bathroom did nothing to calm his anger, Yoonhyuk suddenly felt compelled to blame everything on the plushies—all his son’s failures, and all his own. He barged into Doha’s room, grabbed a stupid pink bear from the bed, opened the bathroom door, and threw it at the boy.

“My own goddamn son, collecting these ragdolls like a little bitch. Well guess what, you’re spending the whole night with the fluff you love so much. Don’t even think about stepping out before you’ve learned your lesson, boy.”

He drilled a latch onto the bathroom door and fastened a lock to it. Then he gathered up the rest of Doha’s stuffed animals and took them down to the garbage room. This cooled his churning lava of rage. He was on his way back home when he spotted it. A slick mound of rice cakes on his doorstep from a new neighbor.

The aroma of sesame oil was unusually fragrant.

That autumn, people were constantly moving in and out of the building. Ggultteok was Yoonhyuk’s all-time favorite food. As a child, he had been told off on countless holiday gatherings when he was caught stealing the honeyed rice cakes that were meant to be offered to his ancestors. So when he saw the fresh plate of ggultteok, he brought it inside without thinking twice and—keeping his son locked up in the bathroom—ate it with his wife. Mm, a nice new neighbor must’ve moved in, he thought. The rice cakes were chewy, the sesame oil coating them in its heady aroma. His mood brightened with eating something so delicious. He suddenly remembered that his big brother didn’t like sweets. His brother, who never let him have anything, gladly tossed him any snacks or sweets that contained honey. Taste was probably passed down. He wondered if that annoying nephew of his took after his father, unaware of the poison pumping through his veins that very moment.

Doha often thought that none of this would’ve happened if he had just gotten one more question right on his exam. He would’ve outscored Dohyun then, and his father wouldn’t have lost his temper or gone outside to throw out his plushies. His father wouldn’t have found the rice cakes. Could his mother and father have died because he was so inadequate?

Doha was trapped in the bathroom for a full day. Those twenty-four hours felt like ten minutes to him, or ten years. In the dark, he drifted through nightmares listening to faint moans. His only company as his parents died was the ball of fluff his father had so detested: the Happy Smile Bear. Doha recalled the voice of the person who had gifted him the teddy bear. When you have a bad dream, hug it. It’ll protect you.

And it did. If Doha didn’t have the Happy Smile Bear with him, he would not have survived the darkness. Fortunately, the lock his father claimed couldn’t be opened by the police was easily opened by them within minutes. Doha crawled out of a darkness that had seemed infinite like deep space. He gazed bemusedly at the scene before him, clutching the Happy Smile Bear in one hand, taking in detail after detail that would haunt him forever. The sunlit window with its usual brightness. The slanting afternoon rays. The empty, 260-square-meter apartment marked off with police tape. Fallen chairs, bloodstains. Blood splattered everywhere over the living room. Sometimes, Doha thought, maybe he did die with them that night. He wished he had.

His mother and father hadn’t been the only ones to eat the rice cakes. Dohyun and the kind housekeeper had, too. A mere few drops of liquid, cunningly disguised, had spread through limbs and snuffed out lives. Was the human body so defenseless? Something had gone horribly wrong, Doha thought. He had lived; Dohyun had not. If only one of them could’ve survived, shouldn’t it have been Dohyun? Did he, Doha, deserve this life? Dohyun was loved by everybody, Dohyun was the best at everything, and Dohyun… had spent a fortune to stay alive.

After what happened, Doha was in the hospital for a long time. He spoke so rarely that people thought he was suffering from speech loss. Soon it was time for Doha to decide where to go. As a minor, he was debating between a children’s home or appointing a relative as his guardian when his uncle Junghyuk expressed his wish to adopt Doha. That was how Doha became Junghyuk’s new son.
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Long after the afternoon classes had started, Doha emerged from the washroom and went back to class. No one said anything to him, and the day passed just like any other. Doha might be a miraculous survivor, but he was no genius, and had to take daily lessons at two or three hagwons. Today, at the first math hagwon he went to after school, he got a whopping three questions wrong on his mock exam. Each question was worth three points, so he lost a total of nine. Strangely, nothing happened—when missing just two points had driven his parents to death. If in the past Doha felt like he carried a giant boulder on his back, now he was like a balloon that could fly away any second. And if he flailed his arms in midair, no one would catch hold of him.

Doha was writing out the correct answers in his notebook when drops of blood spattered the paper. His hagwon instructor handed him some tissue, telling him not to overwork himself when it wasn’t even exam season. Don’t overwork myself, huh… he mused. Ever since becoming his guardian, Uncle Junghyuk, unlike his father, had never pressured Doha to get good grades. It was more accurate to say that his uncle wasn’t even interested in him.

Yet Doha obsessed over his scores because he wanted to be free of being two points short. Whenever he was around people, he heard their voices in his head. Why did he survive? How on earth did he get that question wrong? Dohyun would’ve breezed through it. That mousy, miserable boy had a smart, beloved cousin. We lost the good kid. Doha knew the voices weren’t real. Of course he knew… but were they imagined then? When he could hear them so clearly?

The late Dohyun had always been so relaxed. Despite undergoing long-term treatment for his weak heart, he never once got cranky; if anything, he had a sweet cheerfulness that put everyone at ease. Doha found it hard to believe that his mature and knowledgeable cousin was around his age. He felt part envy, part admiration. He wanted to be like Dohyun. But no matter how hard he tried, Dohyun was unreachable. And Doha had resented him for it.

Everybody missed the golden boy, of course. In his absence, people found every excuse to find Dohyun in Doha. They compared Doha’s grades to Dohyun’s, only to be disappointed, or studied his face and muttered something about seeing a resemblance. Doha knew how they looked at him. The quivering of shocked eyes, the momentary widening of pupils.

So the only way Doha could shake Dohyun’s shadow was to outshine him. Prove he wasn’t less than Dohyun, prove he deserved to live. Only then would the voices vanish. Besides, time passed faster when he solved workbook problems. He was more comfortable in the world of numbers, of right or wrong answers that had nothing to do with tragedy.

When Doha’s nosebleed didn’t stop, his instructor urged him to go home. This was unusual for the instructor, who normally didn’t bat an eyelid even when students running a high fever begged to be sent home. It occurred to Doha that he had felt slightly sick since that morning. He was aching all over as if someone had pummeled him. He left the hagwon three hours earlier than usual. Suddenly longing to lie down in bed, Doha hurried back to the Seaview Parc. To the house as silent as a grave.

Junghyuk was traveling to Japan the next day for business and had already left the house. He was due back in about ten days. And since the housekeeper clocked out in the morning, the whole house would be empty now. Every family affected by the incident three years ago had moved out except Junghyuk and the madam in the next building. Junghyuk’s house was cold and harsh, an ominous gloom still lingering in every corner. Dohyun’s room looked the same. Though the door was almost always shut, Doha knew that every detail within the room was carefully preserved: from the last book Dohyun had opened, to the last plate of fruit he ate, right down to his crumpled bedsheets.

Doha stayed in the adjacent room. From there, he could sometimes hear Junghyuk hovering before the other room in the dead of night. He also heard occasional murmurs, sighs, and movement next door. Sounds of footsteps, breathing, nails scratching walls, pages being turned, rustling bedsheets… At times Doha wondered if Junghyuk was really making all those noises. But who else could it be? Not counting the housekeeper, who came by at daybreak and left in the late morning, three times a week, the only two people living here were Junghyuk and Doha. Was the house haunted? Unit 1507 of the Seaview Parc was, after all, the house of the dead. Dohyun’s house. Then what was Doha doing here?

Well, he had been summoned.

The day Doha returned to the Seaview Parc and moved into his new room, Junghyuk had personally come to fetch him from the hospital. In the car, he gave Doha a benign smile as he said, “There will be no need for you to feel indebted. I have my reasons for taking you in.”

Doha didn’t know what to make of that. Although Junghyuk had retired from politics, he was the managing director of Hando Construction, which he had inherited from his parents, and he remained the most powerful figure in Yamu who was still very much in the public eye. Adopting his young, orphaned nephew did make for good optics, Doha thought. Newspapers eagerly churned out stories like “Life After Tragedy: How Survivors Got Back on Track.” There was even a slice-of-life documentary made on Junghyuk and Doha, and Doha remembered having to put up with cameras for an entire week. Right now, Junghyuk had one of the best public opinion ratings among the country’s entrepreneurs.

Even so… was that why he took Doha in, planting him in Dohyun’s place? All for the heartwarming optics? Anything for good publicity? Doha had lived in this house for well over a year now but couldn’t shake off his suspicions. It was the way Junghyuk looked at him sometimes.

A month or so ago, for instance, Doha had woken up from a sudden, powerful stench. He heard a hushed voice beyond the wall in Dohyun’s room and crept out into the hallway to investigate the smell. He was about to press his ear to the closed door to Dohyun’s room when it swung open to reveal Junghyuk. Out poured an alien smell, and Doha pinched his nose before he could stop himself. Junghyuk turned away impassively and went to open the windows. “I haven’t been airing out the room and it’s gotten moldy,” was all he said.

He glanced back at Doha then. Doha flinched. An imaginary voice rang in his head again. Junghyuk’s voice, screaming, My Dohyun should have lived, not you. Die! DIE! Junghyuk’s gaze on him was neutral, but Doha thought he saw the unmistakable glint of hatred…

Well, it was probably a trick of the light, Doha now told himself. Or his own delusions from feeling victimized. He was being just like his late father.

Doha had often seen things from a very young age. He heard things, too. His mother took him to a psychiatrist at first, but soon began to dismiss his symptoms entirely. It’s nothing, you’re being too weak, she had scolded. So Doha believed that everything he sensed in Junghyuk’s house was also imagined—the footsteps he heard padding around the empty house, the putrid stench that might emanate from a dead body. He was weak, Doha reminded himself. It was just his body and nerves messing with his mind.

As soon as he got home, Doha threw himself on his bed without changing out of his school uniform. He pulled his blanket over his head and shut his eyes, but his intense drowsiness from moments ago was gone. His exhaustion was gone, too. He could run out right now, the way his heart was pounding. Why was he so on edge? Doha sat up. He heard something outside his closed door.

Hm, hm, hm…

A faint humming, mixed with footsteps. That was impossible. No one was supposed to be in the house.

Hm, hm, hm…

Something about the humming was familiar. Where had he heard it? No, the song wasn’t important. Who was roaming about the house right now? Carefully, Doha slipped off his bed and stood. It was probably nothing, he thought. The housekeeper could’ve left something and come back for it. Or Junghyuk could’ve sent his secretary on an errand. Doha tried to ignore the fact that the soft singing voice didn’t sound like a grownup.

Trying his best not to make any noise, Doha crept up to his door. Like most newly built apartments, this unit had no door sills, and a dim light seeped in, maybe from the hallway’s ambient light. Doha didn’t remember turning it on. The humming and the footsteps halted.

Doha crouched down and peered through the crack between the floor and the door. Where there should’ve been nothing, he saw a pair of bluish feet rooted there like an ancient tree.

Who was that?

Was that Dohyun’s phantom? Or his father’s? But somehow, it looked different from the phantoms he normally saw. It was too… vivid. A horrible smell wafted in through the narrow crack. It was that stench from Dohyun’s room. Doha suddenly remembered where he’d heard the humming. It was that jingle from the Happy Smile Bear commercial. Dohyun used to hum the catchy tune while he studied. Was he imagining this, too? Was he going crazy?

Paralyzed, Doha watched the bluish feet stand as still as rotten tree trunks. Then they began to move. Doha held his breath and concentrated on the sound. His hair stood on end as a rusty doorknob turned with a squeak. Click, a door closed. That thing had gone into Dohyun’s room.

Doha pushed himself up. He quietly twisted his doorknob and peeked out into the hallway. Nothing was there, of course. All right then, Doha thought, it was probably the phantom he’d seen earlier that afternoon. And the dead couldn’t hurt the living.

He should’ve turned around then and lain back down on his bed. The usual Doha would’ve done so. But everything about that day was unusual… the heaviness he’d felt since morning, the abrupt nosebleed, the hagwon instructor urging him to go home, his own ready acceptance. Doha felt like an extra in a horror movie who was about to break a rule: he wanted to see inside Dohyun’s room.

He wanted to confirm with his own eyes what hid there. Otherwise he wouldn’t be able to sleep. Who knew? The thing in there may not be a phantom but a burglar. Some deranged killer like the one from three years ago could have snuck in. Doha stood in front of Dohyun’s door. He reached for the doorknob.

The door glided open, as if it had been waiting.

And inside was… what was it, again?

The world flashed white. With an ear-splitting crash, he was tossed into the air. Every bone in his body seemed to shatter. Like a discarded ragdoll caked in dust, Doha rolled across a road.

He clearly remembered standing in front of Dohyun’s door. The chill of the doorknob still sharp in his hand. But right now he was splayed on a road in a strange neighborhood. His vision swam with his arms twisted at unnatural angles, and a large pool of blood collecting on the early-morning road. He had no memory of the previous night, like it was a snipped filmstrip. The more he tried to remember, the harder his head throbbed. The buzzing of a crowd pounded his head like a frenzied rock drummer.

His eyelids kept sliding down but with an effort Doha pushed them up. He saw the truck driver who had hit him hurriedly getting out and making a call. Doha blinked slowly at a gap in the wall of legs surrounding him. At the plastic eyes of a Happy Smile Bear standing tall, staring right back at him.

Doha was near the edge of consciousness, fatigue sweeping over him. He wanted to close his eyes and rest. The Happy Smile Bear was no longer in sight. It was probably being kicked about in the dirt. Feeling sad for his furry friend, Doha surrendered to sleep. He heard the wail of approaching sirens before everything went dark.

When he opened his eyes again, Doha found himself not in a human body but a crudely stitched lump of fur. The accident scene seemed to have been tidied up; it was silent and deserted. Dragging his squishy body, which he could hardly balance, Doha went to stand before a glass door. He saw his tiny reflection. He had to be dreaming. He slapped one cheek and then the other as hard as he could, but he did not wake up, let alone feel any pain.

Was he seriously a stuffed animal? What happened to his own body?

But Yamu’s chilly night streets didn’t give Doha time to think. A shadow leapt out of nowhere. A large, spotted cat prowled toward him, teeth bared. To Doha at his current size, the cat might as well be a menacing African lion. It pounced. Doha hurled himself into a mound of garbage just in time. He hid there, with no idea what to do next. Just then, a hand grabbed him from the garbage heap. He saw a glum-faced kid with a large hood pulled over her head.

“Hey there. Long time no see.”

In the smelly dark alley, the gaze of two beings interlaced. Then Hwayoung pulled Doha into a hug. In that moment, Doha thought there just might be a reason he had become a teddy bear.

Hwang Hwayoung and Han Doha. The two of them had met before. Long before their lives were struck by tragedy.
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Hwayoung couldn’t wrap her head around any of it. The fact that she’d been saved by a teddy bear, that said teddy bear could talk, not to mention what it was telling her.

“Hold up. So you’re saying—you’re actually a person? A seventeen-year-old high school student? And you woke up trapped in a toy after a car accident?”

The teddy bear nodded. They were on the rooftop of Strawberry Inn’s neighbor—Grape Motel—in a shed, where Hwayoung had bound the teddy bear with a clothesline for interrogation.

“How does that make any sense? Aren’t you some kind of robot?” Hwayoung held the stuffed bear upside down, squishing it all over, but she felt nothing hard under her fingertips. Concluding that it was too light to be a robot, she muttered seriously to herself, “Is it possessed?” She recalled the post on an online forum Jua had showed her that morning, warning readers not to pick up abandoned dolls or furniture in case they contained a malicious spirit. But far from being malicious, this teddy bear had helped her. If it hadn’t swung the hatchet down on the man’s calf like some hardworking lumberjack, Hwayoung would not have made it out of that room alive.

“Okay so you’re not an evil spirit,” she said. “What’s the opposite of an evil spirit? A good ghost? I don’t know if that’s even a thing.”

“I’m not sure if I really died or not.”

“You mean you could be alive? And it’s just your soul in the teddy?”

The teddy bear nodded.

“And you don’t know how you got into the accident?”

Another nod. Hwayoung ran a hand through her disheveled hair and groaned, “My god, this is some weird shit I got myself into.”

The sun must have set already because she glimpsed the moon out the palm-sized window. She had been hiding in the shed for three hours. Her heart had almost stopped when she saw Youngjin’s gang ransacking the shed across from hers. Luckily, she wasn’t caught. Maybe it was safe to go out now, since the footsteps and the commotion from an hour ago had died down.

With narrowed eyes, Hwayoung peered at her tiny savior, thinking that this city sure had its share of wacky drama.

“Anyway, thanks for saving me,” she told the teddy bear. “If it weren’t for you, I’d be dead by now.”

“Oh um, o-okay.”

Even through the bear’s blank face, Hwayoung could tell it was flustered. She had tied it up in case it was cursed, but she needn’t have worried judging by that bumbling reaction. Untying the tightly bound clothesline, she said, “I’m Hwang Hwayoung. What’s your name?”

“My name?”

“You said you were in high school. You must’ve had a name.”

Doha thought for a bit, then replied, “Dohyun.”

“Dohyun? What’s your full name?”

“Lee Dohyun.”

Lee Dohyun. Hwayoung repeated the name softly. It didn’t quite suit its owner, she thought. The two similar yet different beings stood facing each other at a little distance. A strange quiet stretching between them.

“What will you do now?” the teddy bear asked. Hwayoung took several steps to the window and scanned the surroundings. No sign of Youngjin and his gang, not even the Starex she had arrived in. If she was going to leave, it was now or never.

“I’m getting out of here,” said Hwayoung. She pushed the teddy bear into her backpack, flipped her blood-spattered jacket inside out, and put it on. Thankfully it didn’t look odd as it was a reversible jacket. She took some wet wipes from a towering stack in the shed and rubbed the dried blood off her face. The teddy bear shouted from inside her backpack, “Where are we going?”

Hwayoung knew she couldn’t go back to Rainbow Apartments Unit 303. Youngjin would be there. But where else could she go? Then a dangerous plan flashed across her mind. If it worked, she could kill two birds with one stone.

“Bear, you’ve got to help me one more time. Then I’ll help you out, too.”

“You’ll help me?”

“Yeah. Whatever you need. It’d be hard for you to go anywhere as a plush toy, right?”

That was true. Doha shivered thinking of how he’d almost ended up a stray cat’s dinner. To get his real body back, he had to find out what happened to it after the accident. His missing memory would provide clues. In the meantime, he needed a partner. Doha decided not to think about the possibility of him being dead. If that was the case, well, the Grim Reaper would find him soon enough.

“What do you want help with?” Doha asked.

“Revenge,” Hwayoung said, flashing a grin. “I’m going to steal Youngjin’s money—that bastard who tried to sell me off. I need you.”

I need you. Nestled inside Hwayoung’s bobbing backpack, Doha chewed over those three syllables. Feeling as if his nonexistent heart had skipped a beat, he placed a hand to his cushiony chest. Reminiscing about a day not too far in the past, he murmured the words again. “I need you.”
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It was the spring he started middle school, when he was fourteen, that Doha first met Hwayoung. It was a Tuesday two weeks before the first-semester midterms, and he was wandering through the school in search of a quiet place to study. He walked out of the six-story main building and tried the schoolyard corner, the garden, and even the gym, but it was impossible to find any privacy. The only option left was the annex building, which was rumored to be haunted. The main building had been renovated last year, but the annex, having never been refurbished since it was built a hundred years ago, definitely looked spooky enough to house a ghost or two.

But he was used to seeing all that, Doha thought with a shrug.

Holding a pastry from the snack bar in one hand and his English vocab flashcards in the other, he stepped inside the building. The three-story, red brick building was a menagerie of forgotten spaces like the old biology room, the physics lab, and the earth science room. It was a different world. Silent. Having finished checking the first floor, Doha went up to the second, then the third, looking for a spot that wasn’t too dark, too scary, nor too conspicuous. He ended up in front of the rooftop door. Students needed permission to enter the main building’s rooftop, but this door glided open like it had been waiting for him. The spring breeze carried over a whiff of florals from a bridal wreath shrub, freshly bloomed. Doha took one step outside. Someone was already there, sitting by the water tank.

A loose, careless ponytail and wrinkled school uniform. Bloodless lips and skinny wrists. And a plastic bag full of teddy bears.

Doha supposed she was a phantom. “I’m seeing things again,” he muttered and sat down near her without too much thought. Phantoms tended to do their thing for a bit and vanish if he paid them no attention. In retrospect, Doha thought he must have startled Hwayoung then, appearing out of nowhere and treating her like a ghost. So when he pulled out his flashcards and made to take his first bite of a chocolate cream puff, Hwayoung turned to him and said, “I’m not a ghost, you know.”

That was the first thing she said to him. Taken aback, Doha asked, “Then what are you?”

Hwayoung held up her needle and the teddy bear she was sewing eyes onto. Then with a perfectly straight face, she declared, “I’m a god that breathes life into teddy bears.”

Another breeze blew over. Scents of every April flower swept over them. Bridal wreaths, cherry blossoms, forsythias, royal azaleas… In that moment, Doha sensed that he would start liking this smell of spring. Hwayoung returned to work, taking eyeless teddy bears from the large plastic bag and giving them shining eyes. Watching her long, slender fingers sew with a certain rhythm, Doha thought she looked like an orchestra conductor. He said carefully, “I’m Han Doha. Would it be okay if I came here at lunch to memorize new words?” It was only polite to ask permission from the resident ghost.

Hwayoung held up a teddy bear like a mask and did an impression of Happy Smile Bear’s cartoon voice: “I have dibs on this place, but you seem like you won’t be annoying. You may come.”

“Thanks.”

Doha looked at the name badge she wore on her vest, etching into his mind the letters printed there. From then on, Doha and Hwayoung met every day at lunch on the annex building rooftop. They always did the same thing: Hwayoung stitched on toy eyes; Doha memorized words. They didn’t talk and only exchanged the occasional glance. Then one day, Hwayoung’s stomach rumbled so loudly that Doha offered to share his lunch with her. The cafeteria was closed that day because of a burst water pipe. Another time, Hwayoung handed a bandage to Doha, who was badly bruised from a book Yoonhyuk had thrown at him. It was a pink, Happy Smile Bear bandage, of course. Doha put it on, and was surprised to feel the pain ebb a little, even without any ointment.

That was around the time Yoonhyuk began quizzing Doha on English and math every evening. If Doha got three or more questions wrong, a book came flying at him, and he was retested on those questions the next evening. If he repeated any mistakes, he was brutally humiliated. Useless idiot. You pathetic shit. You’re a disgrace to my name. Words Doha ought to be immune to by now, yet they cut him fresh every time.

It was two days before his exams. Doha stared at the word he’d gotten wrong twice: nevertheless. Meaning, “in the face of it all.” He didn’t know why he found it so hard to memorize. But it was such a common adverb and was bound to be on the exam. He started panicking, and his anxious brain deflected the word even harder. Hwayoung looked over at Doha, who looked on the verge of tears, pink bandage plastered on his forehead. “You look like you’re having a heart attack,” she remarked.

“I can’t memorize this word for the life of me! If I get it wrong the third time, I literally might die.”

Hwayoung glanced at his flashcards, then turned to grab a teddy bear. She held it out to him, along with a threaded needle from her sewing kit. Doha took them and blinked up at her.

“I’ll teach you how to sew on the eyes,” said Hwayoung. “You’ve got to clear your head. It’ll help. And just for the record, this isn’t me trying to exploit your labor, okay?”

Hwayoung plopped down next to him and showed him how to sew. Poke your threaded needle into the bear’s face. Now make a stich, pull the thread all the way out, then push it through the eye hole again. Stitch it up and tie a knot. Good.

“There, you gave it life,” Hwayoung told him. “Doesn’t it feel good?”

“It’s still a teddy bear. It’s not alive and moving or anything.”

“How do you know it’s not alive?”

“Don’t be silly.”

“Well, I like silly. I know you do, too. I can see it in your face.”

Hwayoung was right. The two-minute act of adding eyes to a teddy bear had given Doha an odd sense of achievement. The feeling of using thread and needle to complete this creature’s existence. When he tugged the needle far out, the friction of fine thread pushing its way through thick fabric was even thrilling. His head cleared, just as Hwayoung said it would. Doha stitched the eyes of five teddy bears before picking up his flashcards again. Nevertheless. The word landed safely into his calmed mind. On his third quiz that evening, Doha guessed the word right.

From that day on, Doha sewed with Hwayoung whenever he was troubled or nervous. The simple movements made him feel like a monk reciting prayers. He sewed his way through his midterms. Thirty minutes before every exam, he was on the rooftop performing his meditative needlework instead of frantically reviewing his notes. “Nevertheless” was on the exam. It was the last question on his English exam, a short-answer question worth three marks. During the provisional self-marking period, Doha drew a triumphant circle around the question number. Because he didn’t make his usual anxiety-induced mistakes, his final rank jumped ten spots from his placement test results. Although that didn’t impress Yoonhyuk, it pleased Doha. For the first time, he understood he could be content without beating Dohyun, without his father’s approval.

When the first-semester finals wrapped up, Doha gifted Hwayoung a zip-up hoodie. It was a much-hyped collaboration between a designer sportswear brand and Happy Smile Bear. Doha had picked it out after noticing that the zip-up hoodie Hwayoung often wore was frayed at the sleeves. She seemed reluctant to accept the gift at first, but when she eventually put it on she was positively beaming. Happy Smile Bear’s cute, wholesome face, stamped on the plain gray hoodie’s chest in place of the sportswear logo, went awfully well with Hwayoung’s smile, Doha thought. It was a sweet memory. A sweetness he would sadly ruin with his own hands.

When word got out that Doha was Dohyun’s cousin, he was thrown into an unwanted spotlight. One year above Doha, Dohyun was the prince of Yamu Middle School. A carbon copy of Junghyuk, he was handsome and tall, an eighth-grader clearing 175 centimeters. He even had a subtle aura of tragedy about him from suffering an illness as a child, which only added to his charms. He was always one of the top students in his year, came from Yamu’s wealthiest family, and was kind to everybody. No one disliked Dohyun.

Most of the kids who talked to Doha wanted to ask about Dohyun. Some chased him around hoping to get an in with Dohyun. It was one of these more persistent kids who discovered Doha had lunch with Hwayoung every day. Hwayoung being the undisputed creepy weirdo of the seventh grade, rumors about the curious match spread at once. Then when she showed up to school in the hoodie Doha gave her, talk about them went from hushed whispers to full-blown scandal.

The bolder kids taunted them to their face. Even the teachers caught wind. Doha’s homeroom teacher was Yoonhyuk’s close friend from high school. During Doha’s one-on-one consultation with him at term end, he dropped phrases like “romance” and “raging hormones.” His tone was casual but his “Now, you don’t want this getting in the way of your studies” line was an unmistakable warning. His teacher could call up Yoonhyuk right away for all Doha knew. Panicking, Doha blurted out, “She’s not my friend. The kids got the wrong idea, you see. They’re just fooling around.”

His homeroom teacher told him he was free to go with a wave of the hand. As soon as Doha turned around, his eyes met Hwayoung’s—she had come to pay her lunch fees. She stood there in the hoodie from Doha. He practically ran out of the staffroom. Later that day when students were doing classroom cleanup, a classmate went up to Hwayoung as she was erasing the blackboard and asked, “Did Han Doha really give you that hoodie as a present? It’s supposed to be super expensive! Apparently people are selling them at a markup right now ’cause they’re sold out in stores. Are you two dating?”

Hwayoung ignored her and carried on with her task. The girl swore under her breath with all the chutzpah of an offended teenager. Then, spotting Doha, who happened to be passing in the hallway on a teacher’s errand, she shouted, “Hey! How about you answer my question. Did you really buy this for her?”

Doha answered no.

Hwayoung paused, but quickly resumed wiping the blackboard as if nothing had happened. The nosy classmate’s clique of friends sneered that maybe Hwayoung had stolen the hoodie. Once again, Doha ran away. He couldn’t catch Hwayoung’s expression since she was facing the blackboard, which he thought was a relief, or maybe it wasn’t.

Doha later went to the annex rooftop wanting to apologize, but he never saw Hwayoung there again. He saw only the bag of teddy bears she kept hidden in the empty water tank, so he took out a few and stitched on the eyes for them. Then the summer break started, and Doha spent the entire holiday in Seoul, at a rigorous boarding hagwon that Yoonhyuk had signed him up for. Every time he took his mock exams, his grades dropped. Doha longed to hold fluffy things in his hands and breathe life into them. He thought that might make his suffocating emotions go away.
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On the first day of the second semester, Doha bumped into Hwayoung in the hallway. He was so glad to see her that he waved, forgetting his past behavior, but she walked past, pretending not to have seen him. It hit Doha then that he had wounded her, that it might be too late.

The rooftop no longer had any teddy bears. And Hwayoung stopped wearing the hoodie. Doha knew he had to apologize. But day after day he failed to work up the courage, because he was scared of rejection. Time rolled on swiftly until the second-semester midterms were around the corner. Doha had been clutching his workbook all day, but, stiff from anxiety and restlessness, he registered almost none of it. Whatever food he pushed into his mouth gave him terrible indigestion. As his stamina plunged, so did his study efficiency. In October, during the autumn’s peak moving season, Doha received his report card: he was ten spots behind Dohyun.

The day he saw his dismal rank, Doha ran into Hwayoung by the washroom. Fleetingly, their eyes met. I need you. Words Doha didn’t have the guts to tell Hwayoung. I’m sorry. I screwed up. The words circling in his throat never made it out of his mouth. Hwayoung turned away first, leaving Doha alone in the hallway. And that night, the poisoning incident took place.

When Doha returned to school after a long time away, Hwayoung was gone. After everything that happened, after his mother and father and Dohyun died, he still thought about apologizing to her. He wanted to do it properly. Tell her he was so sorry. He wished she would reappear in his life. That was the only miracle Doha hoped for in his unbearable existence. Who knew he would meet her again in this pathetic little body?

When Hwayoung asked his name, he couldn’t tell her the truth because… he was embarrassed by himself, trapped in a dirty stuffed animal. And he was scared she would abandon him if she knew who he was. So, funnily enough, the name that tumbled out of his mouth was the last name he wanted to hear—Dohyun. That was why he needed to find his body. He would make amends in a proper body, under his real name, looking her in the eye.
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“I’ve confirmed your payment. What I briefed you about at the fishing ground warehouse, that’s all you need to know. The rest has been taken care of. I’ll see you then.”

Youngjin’s words when he’d made that call in the apartment hallway. Fishing ground warehouse. Hwayoung had also overheard him talking to his cronies about a warehouse where he stashed all his cash. In fact, every month on rent collection day, Youngjin would count up the bills at the kitchen table, strap them together with rubber bands, and shove everything into his shabby Boston bag before heading out with it. Hwayoung doubted he would deposit black money in the bank, even if it was cash. Then there was the fact that Youngjin didn’t actually live in Unit 303 despite everyone calling him “room boss.” He had to be staying at another address. She had one more clue. The last thing he’d said to her tauntingly.

What can I say. Would’ve been nice if you’d just behaved from the start. Don’t be too mad. You’ll join your friends at the bottom of the reservoir.

Fishing ground warehouse, bottom of the reservoir. Hwayoung was glad she’d sat in the passenger seat in Youngjin’s Starex this morning. What address was the GPS set to again? It hadn’t been too far from Nanjiro-dong. She searched a string of keywords on her nearly dead mobile phone. A post on one fishing forum turned up a location that matched her keywords: Sayang Reservoir. She had been there with her parents when she was very little.

Hwayoung walked out to the main street and got in a cab to the reservoir. The cab driver, whom she’d booked on an app, seemed suspicious that she was heading to the reservoir all alone at this hour. Holding up her phone to her ear, Hwayoung made a pretend call: “Yeah, I’m on my way, Mom. So Grandpa’s store is the fishing gear shop by the reservoir? Okay.”

By the time she arrived at her destination after half an hour, it was almost 10pm. Hwayoung held out her debit card without hesitation. Since her revenge was imminent, she could afford to splurge on cab fare. Once out of the cab, she strode around the reservoir checking every building. Most were provisions shops that looked so old she wasn’t sure if they were still in business, and some were shops that rented out fishing gear.

What Hwayoung was searching for was surprisingly easy to find. She spotted a building with a run-down sign that read “Youngjin Fishing” in such plain sight that Hwayoung could almost laugh. And parked in front was the expensive foreign car Youngjin occasionally took for a spin. For days he’d bragged on about how he paid the whole thing in cash. Never mind that the money was squeezed out of the Unit 303 kids, his lackeys had been full of awe, with their reverent choruses of Hyungnim, Hyungnim. Hwayoung was tempted to puncture the tires but thought better of it. She would finish her business first, then get to the tires if she had any time left.

Unlike Youngjin’s flashy car, his building looked like it could collapse any minute. Luckily, there were very few people around, it being a weeknight, and the polluted reservoir had long stopped functioning as a fishing ground. Hwayoung walked around the building. She’d definitely heard him mention a fishing ground warehouse. His safe had to be somewhere nearby. The teddy bear was also looking around, his head poking out of her backpack. Suddenly, he pointed at something and shouted, “Garage! There’s a garage!”

Hwayoung turned to where the teddy bear was pointing. He was right. The rusty, shuttered section of the building she’d assumed was part of the shop was indeed a garage. Come to think of it, it was weird that Youngjin had left his precious new car out in the dusty elements instead of in the garage. Which could only mean he couldn’t park it inside—he was keeping something else in there. Hwayoung grinned. Bingo.

She immediately crouched before the shutters and examined the bottom rail. Attached to it was a padlock red with rust that looked easy enough to open with a screwdriver. Youngjin may be bold, but Hwayoung knew he couldn’t be this lax with security. She fished out the screwdriver from her backpack and undid the hasp on the ground. Who knew the self-defense gear Jua had advised her to pack would come in so handy?

When Hwayoung pulled up the shutters, sure enough the real door came into view. An imposing steel gate. Both the gate and its security system were slick, without a single scratch, as if they’d gotten a recent upgrade. There were three keypads, each requiring fingerprints as well as a passcode. She couldn’t enter through this gate. Any reckless attempts could send an alert to Youngjin. Hwayoung scoured the outer walls of the warehouse. A small gap was all she needed to slip the teddy bear inside.

There it was. A vent the size of an adult’s palm, on the warehouse back wall below the eaves. Hwayoung tied a clothesline around the teddy bear’s belly, then set upright a broken AC condenser lying flat on the ground. She climbed onto it and raised the teddy bear as high as she could reach. His arms just about touched the vent.

“You see the small vent, right? Go through there and open the gate from inside for me.”

“You want me to go through here?” Doha opened the vent and looked down. He felt Hwayoung’s hands trembling from the strain of supporting his legs. He was trembling, too. He could squeeze inside, but he was too high up. There was nothing on the wall that could serve as footholds. Feeling lightheaded, Doha cried that he couldn’t do it. Hwayoung would not hear of it.

“Are you scared of heights?” she shouted back.

“No, not really, but it’s just too high! What if I die from the fall?”

“You can’t die, you’re a teddy bear! You don’t even have bones to break, hello? Look, my arms are hurting, so just get your ass in there.” Hwayoung jumped and slam-dunked Doha into the vent before toppling from the condenser. She grazed her knee but only lightly. She scrambled back to the steel gate with keypads and bellowed, “What’s taking you so long! Hurry up and open the door. You just need to press a button from inside, no?”

There was silence. Wait, did something happen? Hwayoung thought. Was there another lock inside? If he couldn’t open the gate, was he trapped in there? Shoot, she was the one who pushed him in. Dozens of scenarios flitted through her mind.

“Hey! Teddy Bear! Are you okay? Say something!” Hwayoung pressed her ear to the gate. She heard a faint rustling. So he was alive. Although she had been sure he wouldn’t die, Hwayoung was still relieved. She didn’t want to witness two unthinkable deaths in one day. Yet still no answer came from inside. She was just beginning to feel apprehensive when the system announced, “Door unlocked” and the gate slid open a crack. Hwayoung pushed her hand in and opened the gate all the way. The teddy bear was standing on a pyramid of golden banknotes. “Would you relax?” he grumbled. “The keypad was too high for me, so I had to make a pile to climb.”

Ohhh, Hwayoung thought, noticing that the teddy bear had created some steps from piles of banknotes to reach up to the keypad. Something about the sight was so cute and reassuring that she scooped him up into a tight hug. In fact, she was exhilarated. She had broken into the safe house of her longtime bully, and she was about to screw him over and achieve her goal. Hwayoung ignored the protests of the wriggling teddy bear in her arms, her attention on what was behind him. Piles upon piles of boxes covered in tarpaulin.

“Whoa, how much cash is all that?” she breathed.

It was an amount she had never thought she’d touch in her lifetime. It was far more than what she had imagined she’d find there. Awestruck, Hwayoung flung the teddy bear aside and ran over to the boxes. She removed the tarpaulin and ripped open a box. It was packed with banknotes. Not green ones, all golden 50,000-won notes. Before she knew it, Hwayoung was counting up the boxes. But it didn’t take her long to realize there were simply too many to count.

Her excitement at the staggering volume of cash was cut short by a sudden chill down her spine. This was Youngjin’s money. His illegal income. Could he have earned this much just from small-time robberies and the paltry rent from runaway teens? The warehouse was nearly full with all the boxes. She guessed they contained at least several billions of Korean won. The surreal number forced Hwayoung to remember that Youngjin had sold her. This probably included the money from the man who tried to kill her tonight. The price of her life, carelessly weighed by Youngjin like he would a cut of meat. Maybe this sea of cash had been earned off other lives, too. Hwayoung’s hair stood on end. She had miraculously survived thanks to a valiant teddy bear possessed by a high school boy’s spirit, but had others? Wasn’t it likelier that they hadn’t? In which case…

Before the altar of money, before the paper gold she’d been so desperate to earn, Hwayoung clutched her stomach and gagged. She’d eaten nothing the whole day but her stomach hurt like it was being stabbed by needles. The teddy bear hobbled over from behind her and asked if she was all right. Hwayoung pulled herself together, straightened up, and said, “We’re running out of time. Let’s pack the money.”

She was disgusted most of all with herself, who nevertheless had to leech off this blood money.

Youngjin could barge in any time. In a shopping bag she had taken from the motel rooftop along with the clothesline, Hwayoung began to pile Youngjin’s cash bundles. Sickening self-hatred and guilt piled inside her, too, but with enormous effort she brushed them aside.

The person who told Hwayoung that revenge cost money also told her this: money made the impossible possible, but everyone had a price to pay. Hwayoung felt as though what she was touching right now was not money but someone’s heart, someone’s organs, someone’s limbs. Maybe she was packing chopped-up corpses, she muttered to herself. The teddy bear told her not to be gross as he diligently carried over bundles of cash. His sudden briskness was so ridiculous that Hwayoung couldn’t help but laugh. She was surprised that she could, even as she felt scared and sick inside.

One bundle consisted roughly of a hundred 50,000-won bills. That was 5,000,000 won. Four bundles and she would reach her goal of 20,000,000 won. Were four bundles all it came down to then? All those years of fighting tooth and nail to save every coin, all those lies she’d wrought and hammered around herself? Although she finally had the money, it wasn’t elation she felt but degradation.

But she would save the sentimental moping for later. She had to get out of here first. Hwayoung slung on her bulging backpack and grabbed the heavy shopping bag. Her backpack didn’t have room for the teddy bear anymore. After thinking for a moment, she picked him up and laid him inside the shopping bag. Although she’d covered the stacks of cash with a black plastic bag, it would be disastrous if someone spotted the money. “You lie there and hold down the plastic bag,” she instructed.

Doha obliged, shifting around to cover any gaps. Then he asked, “Now what? What will you do with the money?”

“Have you been listening? I’m getting my revenge.”

“Wasn’t this your revenge?”

“Oh, this was just the taster.”

Hwayoung said this with such grim melodrama that Doha clamped his mouth shut and flopped back onto his plastic bag. He thought it was quite comfortable actually, like lounging in an armchair. Hwayoung wrestled with the ride-hailing app for some time before she managed to book a cab. It was due to arrive in nine minutes.

She looked around the warehouse. The longer it took for Youngjin to realize someone had been in here, the better. What wouldn’t she give to trash the place and advertise her retaliation? But stunts like that only happened in movies. What Hwayoung needed was time, so Youngjin had to find out about her trespass as late as possible, if at all. If he discovered that his safe had been robbed by the very person he was raking through Nanjiro-dong to catch, all hell would break loose. Her life may well be up for sale again. She couldn’t afford a confrontation just yet, at least until the job she’d pay for with this money was done.

Hwayoung returned the warehouse to how she found it. She hoped that, among the endless boxes, one or two empty ones would go unnoticed. She flipped over the empty boxes and dragged the tarpaulin back over them. When she finally turned to go, something she hadn’t noticed when she came in caught her eye: a small metal shelf mounted next to the steel gate. It was packed with notebooks of various sizes. Her cab wasn’t due for another five minutes. Hwayoung hurried to the shelf and pulled out a notebook she recognized. Youngjin had carried it everywhere he went for a time. She thumbed through the pages but found nothing of note. It was just a ledger of rent collections from Rainbow Apartments Unit 303. Hwayoung was putting the notebook back when something slipped down from between two journals. She picked it up from the floor.

It was a photograph. Pictured was a teenage punk you could find on any old street of Nanjiro-dong. He had a crew cut, and his eyes were sunken like a junkie’s. Hwayoung was sure she’d never seen him before, and yet he looked weirdly familiar. And something about the camera angle bothered her. It reminded her of those paparazzi shots of people caught cheating, like it was taken from a distance with a zoom lens. This photo had been taken secretly.

Just then, a notification popped up on her phone announcing that her cab was nearby. Hwayoung began pulling out journals and notebooks at random and quickly riffled through them. The last one she grabbed was a heavy leather-bound notebook with a pen pushed into the spiral, as though it had been used recently. The baby pink ballpoint pen was emblazoned with the name “Strawberry Inn” and was, of course, plastered with strawberries.

Hwayoung opened the notebook to the first page. There was another photograph, similar to the one before. She flipped to the next page, which showed a person’s name, a sum, and the address of a factory, butcher shop, and junk shop. Her hands trembled as she turned more pages. It went on and on, countless photographs and countless names and countless sums. Alarm bells went off in her head, warning her she had seen something she shouldn’t have. She was about to snap the notebook shut when her eyes fell on a name she knew.

Yoo Mirim. Her old roommate. In the photograph, there was a girl smoking with one of Youngjin’s other gangs. Hwayoung was sure it was her friend Mirim. She recalled how Mirim had simply disappeared one day. First her and then her things. Jua said Mirim had gone home but no one actually saw her moving out. Hwayoung thought back to the last time she’d seen Mirim.

Be right back, unni’s gotta make some cash. You down for phone games later tonight?

It had been right before one of Youngjin’s fishing trips. Hwayoung worked a gig that night and when she returned to Unit 303, Mirim wasn’t there. That was it. She had sent multiple invites to a game that Mirim never joined. Hwayoung’s heart was racing now. She read the scribble next to Mirim’s photograph: 40,000,000W crossed out in red. And next to it a red X. She was trying to guess what the X meant when the teddy bear pulled on her sleeves from inside the shopping bag. “Let’s go! Our cab’s here.”

Hwayoung saw the cab turning into the narrow path ahead. The headlights illuminating the tall, black grass looked like the eyes of an animal. Hwayoung couldn’t have said why, but she took the notebook with her as she left the garage. The gate locked automatically behind her. She pulled down the shutters and padlocked them, trying her best to make everything look as it had before. The cab had already pulled up some distance away. She got a call from the driver asking her where she was. When Hwayoung told him she was on her way, he replied that he’d have a smoke then and hung up.

It took longer than she expected to get from Youngjin’s garage to the slope where the cab was waiting. Beyond the scant pine trees surrounding the parking lot, she spotted the hazy glow of another car’s headlights as it sped down a higher road. It seemed to be heading this way. It could be Youngjin. Hwayoung broke into a run. When she reached the cab she threw herself inside and shouted toward the driver they had to go now. The driver, who was smoking some way off, hastily tossed his cigarette stub and returned to the car. He asked if everything was all right, adding, “What’s a kid like you doing out here in the wee hours? You’re not in danger, are you? Do you want me to take you to the police station?”

“My grandfather collapsed during the night, so my parents went with him in the ambulance. I’m following them with his things. Please, I have to get there as fast as possible.”

Hwayoung’s acting skills were well honed from years of making a living with lies. The driver nodded and hit the accelerator. Hwayoung rubbed her tired eyes, then opened the notebook she had taken. The teddy bear, who had until then lain stock-still in the shopping bag, got up to peruse its contents with her. They were on the last page. A skinny boy’s face appeared, shot from an unpleasant angle like the others. Beneath the photo was the line, Jung Hyungmin / Factory / 50,000,000W along with the word COLLECTED in red ink, seared onto the page like a damning brand.

Hwayoung mulled over the word. Collected what? Money? Then what happened to the boy?

Beside her, Doha was contemplating the photograph with a prick of recognition. Monolid eyes and a sharp chin. Where had he seen the boy? But school and hagwon were the only places where Doha ever met anyone. The name Jung Hyungmin didn’t ring any bells, either.

The cab swiftly carried Hwayoung and Doha out of the reservoir toward downtown Yamu. Exhausted, Hwayoung started nodding off. Doha watched her. Luckily, his teddy bear body didn’t seem to need any sleep. He almost reached out to pat the back of Hwayoung’s hand, but caught himself just in case the driver saw. He couldn’t properly feel anything with these hands anyway.

The dark, quiet road began to fill with lights. Their destination was Yamu General Hospital, which was a fifteen-minute walk from Rainbow Apartments. If the destination had been set to Rainbow Apartments, no cab would’ve accepted the ride request. Up ahead, the green cross of the hospital gleamed in the night sky. Doha shook Hwayoung awake. It was time to return to Rainbow Apartments.
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The man was still alive. Although hydrochloric acid was splattered over his face and a scalpel was stuck in his shoulder, he was still conscious enough to twitch his fingers, asking Youngjin for help. Youngjin yanked out the scalpel and plunged it into the man’s neck. His carotid artery tore open, spraying blood on the walls. His twitching fingers finally found peace.

“Gotta slip the front man extra cash,” Youngjin muttered. Grabbing the ankles of the man no better than a chunk of meat now, he dragged him into the bathroom. From here the job required expertise. First, he chopped off the head and placed it in a bag. Youngjin recalled the time when, as a kid, he helped his grandfather butcher a pig.

Youngjin Fishing. It had been his grandfather’s rental shop. The shops around the reservoir were now in ruins, having gone out of business years ago, but Youngjin liked his longtime home. His father, who beat him to a pulp whenever he got drunk, and his grandfather, who killed the stray cat Youngjin had been feeding and boiled it into a soup, were both swallowed up by the reservoir. And it would also take care of this aspiring sicko killer, who had wound up paying the price of his own life. The dismantled man was meekly sealed in his own suitcase. Could he have ever guessed that he would end up in there and not the girl? Youngjin mused. Tsk tsk, so many people were sloppy with execution. When meticulousness was the name of the game.

Youngjin padlocked the suitcase and stood up from the valley of blood that was the Strawberry Inn bathroom. He washed some of the red away with the shower hose, locked the room door behind him, and loaded the suitcase into his Starex. The dead man had long cut ties with his family and had no friends to check in on him. Youngjin had done some digging when he was approached for the deal. No one would know the guy had gone missing. The body wouldn’t be found, and without a body there would be no investigation. This death might as well have never happened.

The problem was Hwang Hwayoung. No, he had cleaned up everything perfectly so there was no real problem, Youngjin told himself. He took care of the man for her because it’d do neither of them any good for cops to poke around. But he wasn’t about to let Hwayoung off so easy. She had nowhere to go anyway. While Youngjin was handling the corpse at Strawberry Inn, he had ordered the boys to catch the runaway, but no one had succeeded even after half a day. The little rat was good at hiding. But that only made him want to catch her even more. Oh, if Factory wanted a female target it would’ve been perfect. But Factory only ever wanted male targets. Youngjin had no idea why his client insisted on boys only.

Gripping the steering wheel and putting a cigarette between his lips, Youngjin had made to start for the reservoir when his phone buzzed. At the top of the endless notifications of deal-seeking DMs on his screen, he saw a shining security alert linked to his reservoir safe. He had set the security system of his warehouse to alert him whenever anyone entered it, including himself. The system had never glitched before. Frowning, Youngjin swiped to the security app’s real-time surveillance footage. He watched the scene caught on the indoor camera.

The safe’s gate was ajar and Hwayoung was standing in a corner, looking at something. He saw her bulging backpack and shopping bag, which no doubt contained his money. His vision flashed red. Youngjin hurled his phone, swearing, and punched the car horn. “Hilarious,” he growled.

But the money wasn’t the issue. Calmly, Youngjin picked up his phone and peered at the screen. Zooming in as far as he could, he played and replayed the moment Hwayoung pulled out his ledger. It was a detailed record of all the deals that had earned him that much cash. He tried to keep calm. There was no public transportation near the reservoir, and few cars drove through the area. Hwayoung was just a kid with nowhere to go. She’d be easy enough to hunt down. Taking a deep breath, Youngjin started the engine of his Starex.

The trip should’ve taken him no more than twenty minutes but ended up taking an hour, due to a scuffle he got into with a drunk driver. He had to shout down the nutjob, who threatened to call the police and insurance, forgetting that he was plastered—all while the suitcase of body parts lay in Youngjin’s trunk. When at last he pulled in to the reservoir, Youngjin immediately knew something was wrong. There were too many cars. Red lights flashed near Youngjin Fishing and his safe. And through the slightly open window of his car rushed in the acrid smell of smoke…

Youngjin parked his Starex on the roadside and hurried toward the cluster of firetrucks. Ash flew everywhere. Police officers covering their noses with wet cloths stopped him from getting any nearer, saying it was too dangerous. But he rushed past them, eyes rolling back in a frenzy. He only relaxed when he saw that his safe was intact. Turning away from the safe, he was greeted by an apocalyptically grim dawn sky. Black smoke curled up from the mountain surrounding the reservoir’s south bank.

It was a forest fire.







Chapter Three

The Price of Salvation: 2,150 Won
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It was a nice day out. The sunlight was right; the temperature was right; the wind was just right. The perfect day for a picnic. Hwayoung sure felt like she was going on one as she emerged from the gosiwon building. In her shoulder bag she carried a knife wrapped in newspaper. She had stolen it from the gosiwon’s shared kitchen.

3-890 Pimang-dong, Woowon Townhouse Unit 101, Yamu City.

The address of the rice cake killer. One week after the incident, a video of a masked man hinting at suicide was uploaded to a streaming platform. In the livestream, he confessed that he was the one responsible for the poisonings at the Seaview Parc, and rambled on with lapses in logic and grammar. Beyond the burglar-proofed window in his dirty room, the scenery outside was just visible. When Hwayoung recognized the building in that scenery as the gosiwon she was living in, she grabbed her weapon and darted out without pausing to think.


Ladies and gentlemen, those rice cakes were our most original—our most perfect!—creations in the thirty-year history of Yamu Rice Cake Shop. How chewy and flavorful and flawless they were. Who would’ve guessed that those unbearably cute, colorful ggultteok were laced with arsenic, potassium cyanide, and puffer-fish poison? Isn’t it brilliant? The fantastic recipe was given to me by—drumroll please—evil spirits bound to this cursed land. Do you know, here in Yamu, there are more evil spirits than there are stray cats! Dear viewer, something might be staring at you right now, just behind you. An ancient wraith, blue-lipped and mouth stuffed with soil.



It was just a one-minute walk. Hwayoung did not consider the possibility that the livestreamed confession was a hoax by some attention-seeking twerp. She was about two-thirds out of her mind right then, and the man in the video was clearly even crazier.


Now on to the topic everyone is dying to know. My motive. But I wonder—must one need a motive to commit a crime? Of course, those out to kill me right now do have an express motive. Oh yes, that’s perfectly understandable. But aren’t such crystal-clear motives so very rare in the world? For the human heart can turn ugly over a mere hangnail or toothache.



The man changed his accent and mannerisms frequently, as if multiple people lived inside him. His default voice was that of a man in his early forties who was ordinary to the point of being characterless. But then he would sound like a child or a young woman one minute, then a hundred-year-old codger the next. He gathered his breath for a moment before staring straight at the camera. With mechanically precise enunciation he hadn’t used until then, he said:


I have committed such an act because I wanted to tell the world. That death treats everyone equally and makes no exception.



The video went dead.

Right then, Hwayoung arrived at the man’s townhouse. She put her ear to the rusty door of Unit 101. She heard a humming. The police would be on their way… She had to kill him first. The man had killed her mom. This revenge was—as the man had acknowledged—justified. Cautiously, Hwayoung turned the knob, but the door was, of course, locked. Then a niggling question she’d been fighting to ignore broke through her frenzy and rage:

Do you really think this man killed her?

Of course he did. He poisoned nine people, for crying out loud.

But you know, don’t you? Mom never ate rice cakes. She told you that ever since she almost choked to death on songpyeon as a kid, just looking at the chewy treats triggered an allergic response, so she felt like her throat was closing in. Wasn’t that why you were relieved when you first heard the terrible news? Because Mom hated rice cakes. You were sure she was safe.

What are you trying to say?

Stop playing dumb. Be honest with yourself.

The silence on the other side of the door was broken by the sound of movement. Something toppled over. Tak tak tak. It almost sounded like a goldfish out of its bowl flopping against the floor. The hairs on Hwayoung’s nape rose. She remembered that the man had hinted at suicide in the video. Was the culprit dying? She reflexively snatched her hand back from the doorknob and backed away. Then her back bumped into something. Stiffening, Hwayoung turned just her head, to see a pair of cold pupils. They seemed to stare out of the dark even though it was broad daylight.

Mid-forties? Or late forties? It was a woman, with long, wavy hair slicked back with wax into a neat ponytail. She wore a windbreaker from an outdoor clothing brand, with navy joggers. She looked like someone who could easily spend the whole day lounging at a neighborhood hair salon or a corner store patio, puffing on a cigarette with a bored face. In other words, she looked utterly ordinary in this part of town. It was just those uncannily quiet eyes that didn’t seem to belong to this world. Before she could stop herself, Hwayoung asked, “Who are you?”

The woman pressed her index finger to her lips. She took a key out of her pocket and unlocked the door. Her black-latex-gloved hands moved a tad too carefully for the house to be hers. Besides, if this really was her house, she wouldn’t have been so unbothered about a suspicious girl lurking on her doorstep. Who was this woman? The culprit’s mother or relative? His lover? An evangelist maybe, or a Yakult delivery ajumma, or a recruiter for a cult?

A foul odor whiffed through the crack in the door. It was the reek of garbage, mingled with the sharp, briny tang of blood. Hwayoung glimpsed inside below the woman’s arm. The first thing she registered was the pool of blood. Scattered across it were plastic prescription bottles and an empty water bottle, beyond which lay the man’s hand, swollen like that of a drowned body.

The woman peered inside the room. She seemed satisfied and shut the door. She locked it and turned away as though she had never opened it. Hwayoung stood frozen. The woman pointed at Hwayoung’s backpack. The tip of her knife was poking out of the haphazardly wrapped newspaper.

“Can’t kill anyone with a knife like that,” the woman said. “The guy’s dead already. You should go back, too.”

Hwayoung heard a distant wail of sirens. The police must be rushing to the scene after locating the house in the video. The woman slipped out of the townhouse building, just as silently and swiftly as she had appeared. For a moment Hwayoung thought she saw wet footprints in the woman’s wake.

What did the woman mean by You should go back, too? Was she saying she had also come to kill the culprit? Was she the surviving family of a victim? What about the key? So many questions exploded in Hwayoung’s head. The sirens blared closer and closer. Quickly, Hwayoung tiptoed up one flight of stairs. She checked the time on her phone. It had only been fifteen minutes since she viewed the livestream.

The police descended on the townhouse, surrounding the entrance. Their arrival caused a sudden commotion in the sleepy neighborhood. Those who’d seen the video and those who hadn’t, thronged the street, waiting for the psycho killer’s arrest. Hwayoung pretended to be a resident of the townhouse as she walked down the stairs and into the crowd.

The police officers and investigators broke into the house and did not emerge for a long time. After a period of tense, hushed silence, an ambulance came tearing up the steep hill. The man from the video was carried out on a stretcher covered in a white, bloodstained cloth. Just then, a salty sea breeze blew the cloth off his face. It was a ghastly blue lump, twisted in agony.

She and the dead man locked gazes.

He seemed to leer at her, taunting, Poor thing, there goes your chance to twist that knife into my flesh. Gone! You can’t kill me because I’m already dead. You have no one to stab with that knife of yours. But then the voice in her head said, You choose. Blame your tragic fate and stop here, or find out the real target of your blade.

Hwayoung felt defeated. The fury boiling inside her suddenly had nowhere to go. The unreleased emotion spread through her body, stewing her blood and harassing her every nerve. She repeated under her breath, Real target. Real culprit. Real, fake. That “culprit” may be real to others but to her he was fake. Her mom didn’t eat rice cakes. She could’ve been killed by someone else.

Flash cameras went off everywhere. Reporters had taken over the area. They fired questions: is it true that the culprit behind the rice cake cyanide poisonings committed suicide? Can you confirm that the deceased is the culprit? What is the cause of death? Did he poison himself? Did he leave a suicide note? Did the police not identify any suspects before his video confession?

In the chaos, Hwayoung made up her mind. She couldn’t stop here. She had to find the answers to the questions haunting her.

Slipping away from the crowd, she gazed back at the scene of buzzing, sobbing, and shouting. That was when a familiar face caught her eye. The woman. Hwayoung had thought she was gone, but there she was in the crowd, watching everything. Dangling a supermarket bag in her hand as though returning from a quick grocery run, looking painfully bored.

The woman took out her phone and made a call. Hwayoung couldn’t hear what she said in the din. When she hung up, she turned on her heel and walked away. Hwayoung strode after her, seized by the feeling that this mysterious woman was her only clue to the truth, her oracle. Why had the woman hunted down the culprit? How did she open his front door? And what did she mean, Hwayoung couldn’t kill anyone with a “knife like that”? It almost sounded like she had killed someone properly.

There was only one alley to walk down. The woman wouldn’t go far with the groceries she’d probably bought nearby. She ambled out to the main road and went into a shop: a dwaeji gukbap franchise restaurant. Hwayoung followed her inside and ordered a bowl of gukbap. A news bulletin was playing from a television in the corner.


Breaking news—authorities have apprehended the culprit behind Yamu’s shocking random killing spree. The suspect, identified only by his surname, Bae, was found dead when law enforcement tracked him down. Investigators say Bae took his own life by ingesting a lethal mix of the very same poisons used in his crimes, dissolving them into two liters of bottled water. Five years ago, Bae worked as the construction site manager for the Seaview Parc, but abruptly left his position to take over his parents’ rice cake shop. Since then, he had faced ongoing business struggles and financial ruin. Prosecutors have now determined that his crimes were driven by destitution, mental illness, and a distorted sense of resentment toward the residents of the Seaview Parc. They cite key evidence found in his home, including a shredded physical rights waiver and casino chips, as well as his medical records.



The news recapped the Yamu rice cake poisonings before airing a recorded interview with the devastated former mayor, Han Junghyuk. He had lost his younger brother, sister-in-law, and son all at once in the incident. Hwayoung regarded the middle-aged man on the TV screen. He was handsome but thin and drawn. Dressed in mourning clothes, he placed his son’s urn in a columbarium. The place was apparently used exclusively by the former mayor’s family. A traditional hanok built with the finest ancient wood, it was maintained by a live-in keeper who set it to the perfect humidity, brightness, and ambiance for the deceased to rest. The screen filled with the urn of gold and jade, the former mayor’s tears, and the crystal chandelier above him. What Hwayoung thought then was: How much does a place like that cost?

Her mom, reduced to ashes, was placed in the Yamu public columbarium, in the bottommost, leftmost niche. To see her urn, it wasn’t enough for Hwayoung to bend over—she had to squat on the ground, and even then crane her neck as low as she could. It was so hard to get a proper look at her mom. Because the niche was nestled in a deep corner, passers-by often didn’t see it and would bump their shoes into it by accident. The glass was always dirty with footprints when it should’ve been transparent. Niches that were at eye level and got good natural light were expensive. The whole thing was messed up. According to the killer, death treated everybody equally, but the bastard knew only one truth, not two.

Hwayoung looked down at her bowl of gukbap that had just been served. Chunks of pork bobbed amid the rising steam and floating pockets of oil. The cloying smell of meat burrowed into her nostrils. When people died and became a lump of meat, did they smell like this, too? Inside the cremator, everyone—her mom, Han Junghyuk’s son, Dohyun, the killer—would smell the same. The dead didn’t come back to life no matter what fancy columbarium you placed them in. Which is to say, she and the Han Junghyuk on TV were coping with the same grief. But why did that face onscreen seem so… unbroken? Sure, he had a distraught expression, but it seemed big and performative to her. Hwayoung felt her gorge rise. She pinched her nose but kept smelling the meat.

She shoveled up a spoonful of soup. This was no time for sentimentality. To move, she needed the calories. Her starved stomach welcomed the piping hot broth and the hearty protein with relish. Hwayoung chewed on the meat with chopped chives and a sour cube of radish kimchi. It was good. So good it felt shitty. For all her philosophizing just seconds ago.

Ting. The door chime jolted Hwayoung out of her food coma. She glanced over absently, then sprang up from her seat. The woman was gone. She had left more than half of her soup. As Hwayoung looked frantically around, the gukbap restaurant owner called to her from the counter, “A customer paid for you just now and left. Do you know each other?”

Hwayoung darted out of the restaurant. She hesitated between left and right before running to her left. The woman was nowhere in sight. Hwayoung had stopped in front of a mobile phone dealership, panting, when a scrawny hand shot out from a narrow alley of AC condensers and smothered her mouth. Another hand grabbed her by the hair and dragged her into the alley. Hwayoung tried to fight back but the dry, bony hands were gnarled around her like the roots of an old oak. Suddenly, the grip loosened. Then Hwayoung was rammed into the rough cement wall face first, her hands bound behind her. She heard a voice behind her. A voice so ordinary that you’d forget it as soon as you heard it.

“Enjoyed your gukbap? It’s a good joint, you know.”

Hwayoung’s chafed cheeks hurt so much that she could hardly speak. She struggled against the woman’s arms but they ensnared her only tighter.

“Why are you following me?” the woman said.

Hwayoung gasped, “Who the hell are you?”

“Does that matter? The guy you wanted dead has killed himself.”

“He might not be the guy.”

“Are you saying he’s not the culprit?”

“He is for the rice cake poisonings. But maybe he didn’t kill my mom.”

“Hmm, what’s that got to do with me?” the woman said, rummaging through Hwayoung’s bag. Freed from her bind, Hwayoung leaned against the wall and looked up at the woman, clutching her scraped cheeks. The woman was holding Hwayoung’s knife. The tip of its blade glinted between the crumpled newspaper.

“That’s—”

“I’m no one,” the woman cut in. “I just went there to take revenge, like you marched up there with a knife. But he was dead already. So I turned around and went back. End of story.”

“How can you be so damn calm when you wanted revenge? I’d be pissed.”

Logically, the woman’s explanation made sense, Hwayoung thought. Anyone who lost a loved one could’ve decided to get back at the killer, like Hwayoung herself had. But it was the woman’s expression that gave her pause. From the time they first met to now, that expression hadn’t changed once. How could someone not show even a shred of emotion at the death of the person they longed to punish? Was that possible?

“You hunted him down because you hate his guts, but he drops dead before you can get back at him. And this is your response?”

“Your point is?”

“You were hired.”

Hwayoung had suspected this when the woman simply took off after confirming the man’s death. That would explain her horrible composure. The dilapidated port city of Yamu had long been a popular destination for stowaways. It was a well-known urban legend that Yamu was the most convenient place for hired guns fleeing their countries to start a new life. Although the woman in front of Hwayoung didn’t look like a foreigner, some people had a certain aura about them. And Hwayoung’s current heightened senses picked up an eerily deviant energy from her.

The woman cocked her head, flashing a smile. The knife was suddenly pointing at Hwayoung’s chin. Hwayoung yanked her chin back. She could barely breathe with the blade so chillingly close. But she still bombarded the woman with questions. She realized only later that she started speaking politely: “Ma’am, you were hired, right? Who hired you? You knew the culprit lived there before his livestream. That’s why you had the key. Please, how did you know he was the culprit? Did you track him down yourself, or did your client send you to finish him?”

There was only one reason Hwayoung was asking these questions. If the woman was a professional killer who had tracked down the culprit herself, maybe she could also catch the real culprit who murdered Hwayoung’s mom. In the investigations immediately following the incident, the police had dismissed Hwayoung’s claim that her mom never ate rice cakes. A rice cake was found in your mother’s throat, they’d said. Sometimes people can get sudden cravings for what they normally don’t fancy, they’d deflected. Now that the culprit had confessed and committed suicide, she was sure the police would consider the case closed. Over the course of her life, she had seen too many adults who just couldn’t be bothered listening to what children had to say. They were all too ready to ignore the truth for their own immediate comfort. That was not the kind of adult Hwayoung needed right now, but a dependable collaborator.

“I have a job,” Hwayoung said. “Please let me hire you. Or if you could listen to my story at least. I’m begging you.”

“Ha!” The woman barked out a laugh, almost throwing the knife to the ground. The newspaper muffled the clang. Something about the woman’s expression and manner was different from a moment ago. She was like a thick, damp fog, just like when Hwayoung first saw her.

“Listen, kid.” The woman bent over so that she was at eye level with Hwayoung. “When you wanna buy a product, you ask how much it is first. You don’t just ask me to listen to your story. We vendors act only for profit, you know.”

“How do I know the product’s legit?”

“If you don’t trust it, you can do it yourself. No one’s forcing you to buy.”

The woman was right—a thirsty person dug the proverbial well. Hwayoung’s mouth was dry. She had already decided not to stop, so she’d have to go all the way.

Watching Hwayoung, the woman said, “Do you know why I do this work? Because human life is equal before a gun or a knife.”

The culprit had said practically the same thing. She went on, “However. Let’s pretend for a second that you stabbed the guy with that knife. Do you think those skinny arms of yours would’ve done any serious damage, with zero technique? The most you would’ve done is graze the skin—forget the intestines. He would’ve lived, and you would’ve gotten arrested. The press and public would’ve eaten you alive, and you’d be looking at much harsher punishment. Not only would you have blown your chance, but you’d be stuck with an ex-con label. And while you served time, he could kill himself, get murdered, or go on living happily ever after. Doesn’t sound like a great bargain for revenge, does it? That’s why you’ve got to be smart—maximize efficiency.”

The woman rubbed her thumb and index finger together as she whispered melodiously, “Sometimes, money can be salvation. And it makes the impossible possible. The world has many kinds of experts, you know.”

Hwayoung knew money could save you or kill you. Her mom had worked at the Seaview Parc penthouse because it paid the highest fee for her time. What made Hwayoung fold herself into a bow whenever she went to see her mom there was her poverty. She thought of Han Junghyuk’s dazzling columbarium. The perfect, extravagant space of mourning.

She asked, “If money can be salvation, are you the savior?”

The woman replied, “I’m just an old, calculating bitch.”

“Then where can I buy salvation?”

The woman’s gaze pointed to somewhere outside the alley. Beneath the pink sky was a construction site, beyond which stood a group of tall, run-down buildings. Rainbow Apartments. Yamu’s headache, that drew all sorts of criminals and troubled youth. Hwayoung stared entranced at the apartments, which rose in the distance like a mirage. Then she almost shouted her next words: “That salvation, I’ll buy it. How much is it?”

The woman gave her a pleasant smile. The kind of manufactured pleasantness extended by an insurance agent selling a new plan, a dealer touting the latest smartphone to an elderly customer, or grown-up children whispering affections to their dying, rich parent. The woman poked around her grocery bag and fished something out. It was a receipt. She placed it on Hwayoung’s hand and pointed at an item with her sharp fingertip.


Medium-firm tofu 2,150 won



“Two thousand, one hundred and fifty won?” Hwayoung read aloud.

“I’ll shave off the hundred and fifty. Student discount.”

The woman drew her face right up to Hwayoung’s. Hwayoung froze up. The woman’s whisper was a spell or a curse that traveled down her ear canal, shook her eardrum, and seared itself into her brain: “Get that money. Then I’ll listen to your story. No tabs.”

With that, the woman turned lightly and sauntered out of the alley. Grocery bag in hand, she could easily pass for a housewife out shopping for dinner before her husband came home. Hwayoung stood in that narrow alley for a long time, gazing at the faraway apartments. Then as the woman had done, she set off, blending into the street crowds. An inexplicable force was pushing her forward. She had a spring in her step, and the cool sweat on her nape felt refreshing. The rush-hour streets were bustling with people. In a tiny voice no one would hear unless they pressed their ear to her lips, Hwayoung kept murmuring the words burned into her mind in the woman’s voice.

2,150 and 150. So 2,000.

2,000 man-won, or twenty million won. Revenge and salvation. The price of truth and efficiency.

Fast forward three years, and Hwayoung had the twenty million won in her hands.
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Hwayoung hesitated in front of Rainbow Apartments Unit 903 for a long time. It was now 8:15am. This was the moment she had been waiting for, so why was it so hard to push the doorbell? Her heart hammered. It was funny that she was still scared after coming so far. Her student-discount-applied, twenty-million-won salvation was right before her eyes. She had to steel herself.

Tactlessly, the teddy bear hissed, “What are you waiting for!” Hwayoung shoved him into the paper shopping bag, then rang the doorbell. It shrieked like a siren. But she didn’t hear any sound of movement. She pushed the bell several more times. Was the woman not in? Where had she gone out to so early in the morning? Hwayoung began banging on the door in a fit of nerves until finally an exhausted voice croaked, “Who is it?”

Hwayoung presented her face to the peephole. “I’m here to request a job.”

The peephole seemed to stare at her like it was the woman’s eyeball. Hwayoung clutched the money bag as if it were her self-defense weapon, holding up her head defiantly. The door opened. A woman with a long mane of wavy hair eyed her through the narrow gap allowed by the security latch, a cigarette tucked between her lips. It was the woman from three years ago. Her glassy black pupils still seemed vacant. It occurred to Hwayoung that she didn’t even know the woman’s name. Well, whatever name she’d give her would be an alias. No assassin used their real name.

“You told me that revenge should be efficient. That you’ll give me a student discount of one fifty.”

“I remember. I saw you about three years ago. You’re medium-firm tofu, right?”

Hwayoung nodded in eager agreement. She was so relieved, having worried that the woman might’ve forgotten her completely or raised her rate since then. Come to think of it, back when she was thrown out of her gosiwon and met Youngjin on the street, she had readily followed him to Rainbow Apartments only because she knew the woman lived here. Not that it had been easy to run into the woman since, let alone talk to her.

The woman transferred her cigarette to her fingers and asked, “Twenty million, that?” She was pointing to Hwayoung’s money bag, eyes narrowed. A bundle of yellow bills was sticking out beneath the reclining teddy bear. Dammit, I told you not to move, Hwayoung groaned inwardly. Trying her best not to look intimidated, she squared her shoulders and gave a nod, then clearly enunciated her next words: “I have just one target.”

“Did you save that up?” the woman asked.

Hwayoung nodded. Saved or stolen, potayto, potahto, she thought. The woman peered down at her through narrowed eyes. But then she said, “Come in.” She swung open the door and beckoned Hwayoung inside.

Hwayoung quickly scanned the interior: living room television, old gray couch, row of flower pots in the balcony, tacky magenta paisley curtains. It was quite ordinary—even old-fashioned—for an assassin’s lair. Taking a deep breath, Hwayoung stepped into the apartment.

“Is the teddy bear yours? Cute,” the woman remarked.

The door of Unit 903 shut with a rusty screech. When the door lock clicked, Hwayoung suddenly felt like she was severed from the outside world. She hovered on the threshold between the living room and kitchen, eyes sweeping the house. Out of three rooms, the the door to the innermost room was the only one firmly shut. What was the source of this chill in a house so ordinary? It was as if somewhere in this three-bedroom, eighty-square-meter apartment grew something murky, wet, grotesque. For all Hwayoung knew, that closed door could be hiding a heap of corpses.

With great effort, Hwayoung stilled her shaking hands. She had no reason to be scared, she told herself. She had money. It qualified her as the savior’s client. She turned to the woman, who was leaning against the shoe cabinet, squashing a cigarette butt into an ashtray. She gestured to the table. “Sit. Want some tea? Juice?”

“Juice, please.” Hwayoung took a seat at the table, hugging her cash bag so tight that the veins in the back of her hands bulged. The woman smirked as though amused and strode to the sink. The table was covered with what appeared to be a hand-knit tablecloth. Quite the dainty choice of decor for a hitwoman, Hwayoung observed. Soon a baby-blue mug generously filled with orange juice was placed before her. The woman took a sip of juice herself and said, “Now go on. I’ll listen to your story.”

Before opening her mouth, Hwayoung glanced down at the teddy bear inside the bag. He was faithfully carrying out her orders to stay still. What she was about to tell was a story she hadn’t told a soul since her mom died. It was the conclusion she had drawn from her suspicions, suspicions which had hungrily branched out over the past three years.

“My target is the former mayor of Yamu. Han Junghyuk. But you can’t kill him right away.”

“You want me to catch Han Junghyuk alive and bring him to you?” The woman laughed in disbelief. She took another sip of orange juice. Hwayoung followed suit. The tart beverage wetted her parched throat, slightly easing her thirst. She tried to talk as calmly as possible. “My mom was one of the victims of the rice cake cyanide poisonings, at the Seaview Parc. Hwang Hwasook. That was her name. She was Han Junghyuk’s live-in housekeeper. I was napping in the school library when I first got the awful news. I heard a hubbub go up around me and woke up. Everyone was looking at their phones or making calls—even though it was the library. I overheard something about a raving lunatic leaving out poisoned rice cakes in some apartment. When I’d heard that, I was relieved—I was sure the news had nothing to do with me. You see, although my mom worked there as a housekeeper, she never ate rice cakes. She had allergic reactions to them, from the trauma of choking on songpyeon as a kid. So for decades she hadn’t even touched them. Especially round ones like songpyeon or ggultteok. But everybody was making such a fuss, so I thought I’d at least give her a call. I phoned her right then but she didn’t pick up. I wasn’t too worried. That was how impossible it was for my mom to be suddenly eating rice cakes. After a few hours, I got a call from an unknown number. I answered it immediately, thinking it was my mom, but it wasn’t her. The caller told me that my mom had died. Do you see what I’m getting at? I just don’t understand. What are the chances of her suddenly craving something she avoided like the plague? There were three people in that house. Han Junghyuk’s son, who’s already dead, my mom, and Han Junghyuk—he’s the only survivor.”

“Are you saying Han Junghyuk forced your mom to eat the rice cakes?”

“That’s the only explanation I can think of.”

“Why would he do that?”

“That’s why I want to hire you. I want to know the truth.”

Slowly, the woman nodded. She drummed her fingers against the tabletop as if she was calculating something, squinting in concentration. The tap, tap of her nails against the wood sounded like the ticking of a clock. A heavy, stifling silence descended. Hwayoung hydrated herself with the juice again. For the first time, she’d voiced a resentment she had nursed for years after the incident. Nobody had listened to her, so she sealed her mouth shut, swallowing her storm of hatred, doubt, anxiety, and fury. The truth—released into the world in her voice—obtained a petty little life that seized and shook Hwayoung’s tongue and heart.

“I’ve thought about it over and over, trying to work out how she ate that rice cake. But I just don’t get it. She really did die from eating something she hated her whole life. They confirmed it was poison that killed her. Found an undigested rice cake in her stomach. At first I didn’t want to question it. There was a culprit, and he was dead. I wanted to leave it at that. But I just couldn’t.”

“It could’ve been someone else, not Han Junghyuk,” the woman said. “And you’ve got no real proof that your mom swore off rice cakes. If she was a live-in housekeeper like you say, she couldn’t have spent that much time with you. What if her tastes changed and you never realized?” Her gaze was dry as she stabbed those words into Hwayoung’s heart. “The plot twist or villain you’re wishing for might not exist. There’s a ninety percent chance that they don’t. Look, everybody loves a dramatic turn of events, but just how often does it actually happen? Aren’t you just scared to admit that your mom died so senselessly? That’s why you’re mining another story. Because if there’s a truth you overlooked, you could chase it, move your life forward.”

“You’re telling me I’m wrong?”

Wearily, the woman propped her chin on her hand and nodded. Then, looking into Hwayoung’s eyes, she said, “Girls out for blood don’t cry, you know.”

That was only when Hwayoung realized she was weeping. She touched her wet face. As she did, the cash bag slid to the floor, but she caught the teddy bear. She wiped her face with his fuzzy head, soaking it with tears. Bright yellow bills scattered onto the floor with a musty whiff. The woman’s gaze flickered to that golden road. She handed Hwayoung a tissue and pushed her mug toward her. Hwayoung drank up the now lukewarm orange juice before tearfully exclaiming, “That’s why I want him captured! I want to hear it from the horse’s mouth—what really happened that day, why it happened to my mom. Do you know how hard I tried to meet Han Junghyuk? I did everything I could, but never got his contact info, never even got a glimpse of him! The police didn’t believe me, and the grownups treated me like I was crazy. There was just no way for me—a minor and a reject—to see him one on one. But you told me that money makes the impossible possible. That’s why I’ve been busting my ass to make money.”

The woman indicated for Hwayoung to continue.

“I don’t care if there isn’t a twist. Whatever truth I find—that’s on me to digest. I’m going to pay you, and all you need to do is accept this job.”

With that, Hwayoung fell silent. The woman drummed her fingers again, which seemed to be her habit while she was thinking.

Hwayoung sniveled for ten whole minutes. Her nose wouldn’t stop running. Her tired eyelids felt heavier after crying. Her exhaustion from two days of constant tension was finally catching up with her. Even so, she marveled at how honest the human body was. She kept wiping her snot and tears with the teddy bear she was hugging. His black eyes seemed to scream, What’s wrong with you! First you drag me into your revenge and now you’re using me as a Kleenex? Hwayoung’s eyes drooped. She fought to stay awake as she waited for the woman’s response.

Resting her chin on her hand, the woman muttered, “What’s a big kid like you carrying around a plushie for?”

It was not the answer Hwayoung wanted to hear. She couldn’t understand why the woman was humming and hawing, when she was the one who had claimed money was salvation, that it could do anything. Could she be refusing the job after all she’d said? Or did she catch on that the money was stolen? Hwayoung was about to loudly ask for a definite answer when the woman frowned and said in a low, theatrical voice, “But how strange.”

“What is?”

“There’s something very strange. And you don’t know it yet.”

Hwayoung gathered the little saliva in her dry mouth and gulped. The woman checked the time, then said leisurely, “It should be taking effect by now.”

What was the woman saying? Hwayoung opened and closed her mouth, unable even to string a question together.

Tok, tok, tok.

Without warning, a sound rang shrilly in Hwayoung’s head—the sound of the woman tapping the table. But to Hwayoung it seemed like someone was striking a bell inside her own skull. The woman sat still, an inscrutable smile playing on her lips. Her fingers were no longer moving, but the ticking of a clock kept scratching Hwayoung’s eardrums. Something was wrong. She had to run. Hwayoung stood up holding the teddy bear. All her senses were sluggish as though she were underwater. She turned, planting one foot toward the front door. The room spun.

“Girls out for revenge can’t be so trusting, you know?” the woman’s voice wafted from behind. Next moment, one of Hwayoung’s legs buckled and she keeled over on the linoleum floor like a poached deer.

“Don’t go accepting drinks from strangers.” Still sitting on the opposite side of the table, the woman finished her cigarette. She crushed out the embers against the glass ashtray, her eyes blank as ever. Well, they did contain one very important thought. Something she’d been agonizing about all day: what should she eat tomorrow? With all this extra cash, the woman thought, she could go for a rare little splurge.

The woman approached Hwayoung, who had stopped convulsing and fallen asleep. She picked up the dirty teddy bear by the ear and tossed it to the living room. And ah, the golden petals strewn beautifully across her carpet. Her lucky windfall. The woman bent over, grasped Hwayoung’s earlobe, and whispered affectionately, “Don’t ever trust anyone who murders for money, you innocent, stupid little kid.”
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Jae liked things easy. What she hated most were meaningless, stupid questions with no clear-cut answers, such as did the chicken come first or the egg? She liked simple and lived simple. The reason she chose her profession, with its badass name in a foreign language—“assassin”—was also simple. She had talent.

It was a trivial incident that made Jae see her own potential. Back in her teens, there were quite a few sexual predators lurking near her high school. The sick perverts would go crazy on rainy days especially. And she’d get so scared. To go home after parting with her friends, she had to walk down a sketchy alley with very few lampposts. She had a running joke with her friends about the different ways to fight off a pervert using a long umbrella. One friend, whose face she couldn’t even remember now, once said, “If a creep like that ever jumped out at me, I’d stab his eyes with the umbrella tip. Our fists won’t do any good. So don’t punch—pierce. Right in the weakest spot. Bam.”

Those words stuck with Jae. So when one day, walking alone, she actually ran into a pervert, she stabbed him with the tip of her umbrella, which she had kept sharpened. She missed the eyes but managed to slash the left cheek. In that moment, Jae discovered that she was remarkably calm. The pervert was rolling on the ground, clutching his dangly cheek flesh. She stepped on him with her canvas shoes, slowly and heavily, before ramming her umbrella into his eye. She even relished it.

Grade eleven. The year when students started worrying about their future. Although Jae was calculating, she hated to overthink and overcomplicate things. She decided to tap into her small, newfound talent. She chewed over different ways to streamline murder. And to test her methods, she started taking jobs as a joke. Why did people do what they were good at? Wasn’t it to make money? That was how Jae spent her youth, jump-starting a career that gave wings to her talent.

Jae killed many, many people. Though she killed children and seniors and women, all of them combined came nowhere near the number of men she snuffed out. She boasted a perfect success rate—not even a 0.01 percent smudge of failure. Sometimes she was told the reason she was hired, other times she was completely in the dark. It didn’t matter. She signed the contract, got her advance, executed the hit, received the balance. The end. A person’s backstory was irrelevant to her simple, straightforward labor. The fewer feelings, the better. Feelings were unpredictable. Incalculable. Like oil on a hot frying pan, they splattered everywhere and burned you. This baby lamb before her had fallen into that trap.

Revenge took up a tiny portion of Jae’s hits—less than ten percent. People angry enough to murder usually didn’t think to hire a professional; they ran out brandishing a knife themselves, only to fail. Just like Hwayoung had. But a proper revenge shouldn’t stop at killing your target. Why? Because that was too basic. It didn’t make up for the endless suffering the client lived through.

In one of the most spectacular revenge stints Jae remembered, she was hired to kidnap four people. The target, and three people close to him: his child, mother, and wife. Jae had killed everyone except the target in a slow, slow death—to give him plenty of time to enjoy the show. She spared his life. She simply gouged out his eyes and cut off his tongue. He would live the rest of his days in the dark, chewing over the final horrors he’d witnessed. The job took Jae a whole week. It was tiring, but paid well. With her paycheck, she upgraded all her home appliances to the latest models. And still had a good deal left.

“I plucked out his eyes in this room,” Jae said aloud. “He was declared legally incompetent, and hangs around Yamu Station now. But there’s something I don’t understand. The client got his revenge—why did he kill himself?”

Truly, Jae was stumped by that ending. Everything—the brief, the planning, the execution—had been perfect. The client could’ve sat back and looked forward to a fresh future. So what was the problem? If it were Jae, every day of her life would’ve sparkled like sunlit waves. That was what she wanted to ask Hwayoung. Wouldn’t the kid know? Understand the client’s behavior? But Hwayoung was fast asleep, drooling like a faucet.

Jae gave her cheek a prod. The girl snoozed even while being bound with a cable tie, to the same chair where that target’s eyes had been removed.

“Out like a light. She must’ve been tired.” Jae’s voice sounded kindly, but lying before the bound Hwayoung was a spread of variously sized syringes, chemical bottles, and a silencer-fitted gun. The Beretta Px4. Italian-made with a 9-mm caliber. When Jae’s regular arms dealer offered her a cheap tune-up, she had bought the gun without a second thought. How could an assassin resist new gear? It pleased her to hold a weapon built for her hands.

Jae dragged over another stool and sat opposite Hwayoung, crossing her legs. So, an underage client who showed up hugging bundles of cash, huh, she mused. This was a first in her twenty-eight-year career. She had to hand it to Hwayoung: the girl had nerve, a kind of single-mindedness that flirted with stupidity, coupled with the drive to act—though she wasn’t sure whether it was from hotheadedness or raw persistence.

“It can be good fun, trampling on persistence,” Jae said.

At first she had half a mind to take on the job. Hwayoung was interesting. And Jae always enjoyed observing a puzzling human up close. For decades, she’d thought about that client who committed suicide. Although twenty million won was the lowest market rate, she was willing to generously grant the girl her desperate wish.

But Jae changed her mind after hearing Hwayoung’s story. The target was former mayor Han Junghyuk? This business had blacklists, and some hits called for higher price tags. Twenty million wasn’t going to cut it, not by a long shot.

Han Junghyuk was her regular. It was his assignment that allowed her and Hwayoung to cross paths three years ago. And just thirty minutes earlier, he’d given Jae her next hit. She would be mad to cut open her golden-egg-laying goose. This was a dirty industry she was in, where people would do anything for money. And by now she was an expert at pricing a head. No professional would kill Han Junghyuk for twenty million won. The salvation that she had peddled and Hwayoung had bought into was impossible when the target was Han Junghyuk. Jae felt sorry for the girl. Well, maybe not that sorry.

While weepily pouring her heart out to Jae, the poor kid had overlooked one fact: Jae was not a savior but a businesswoman. Of course she had planted the fantasy in Hwayoung’s head, but weren’t all advertisements just that—fantasy? What she told the girl was like the heavily airbrushed makeup ads flooding social media feeds. A business chased profit and only profit. And by that logic, Jae could squeeze more profit out of her labor by killing not Han Junghyuk, but this kid.

Now here was the big question: what to do with the twenty million won?

Jae was happily conflicted. She could either let the kid go, playing the good grocer who turned away customers for a product she didn’t stock, or she could be the filthy swindler, killing Hwayoung and snatching her twenty million. Getting rid of a kid like Hwayoung was less work than renovating this dingy old apartment. Her conscience? She’d sold it off ages ago. She wouldn’t last a day in this job if she hadn’t. Besides, Hwayoung wasn’t in school and had no guardian—what had she been thinking, waltzing in here all alone? Did it not occur to her how many people might have died here? Twenty million won wasn’t much to Jae. But she wasn’t about to refuse money practically offering itself at her feet.

“But I haven’t been this curious in a while,” Jae admitted. Lately, every job was starting to feel like the other. She’d been toying with the idea of retiring—she could go somewhere with nice scenery, take up tea ceremony or whatever. Jae always kept her orange juice spiked with sedatives, for the simple reason that she couldn’t sleep well at night. It was a small dose, so Hwayoung would wake soon. Jae finally made up her mind: she would play a game. A classic like Russian roulette? Truth or dare could be fun. Whoever couldn’t answer would pull the trigger. She would test the kid’s luck. Who knew? Hwayoung might walk out alive with her twenty million won and the truth—though what that was Jae couldn’t care less.

The deadline for her next hit was in two days. She didn’t have to prepare for it since the target lived close by. She could enjoy herself till then… Musing, Jae picked up an apple sitting next to the gun. It was an Aori apple she’d taken from the house of her latest victim. She got out her jackknife and had wedged it into the apple when—

There was a knock.

She stared at the beige, scratched-up wooden door. No one was in the house right now except her and Hwayoung. Then who was it? Jae wondered, just as more knocking came at the door. Exactly three times. It was halfway between rapping and banging. She crept up to the door, gripping her jackknife. Then she threw it open and peered outside. No one was there. Only the teddy bear Hwayoung had dropped was sprawled beneath the sofa. Jae shut the door and went back to slicing her apple. Was she hallucinating again? She’d been losing sleep these days because of that. She heard voices, saw faces. Her victims. This never used to happen. Her energy levels could be dropping with age. Or this house could be cursed, laden as it was with so much death.

She popped a slice of the green apple into her mouth. Just then, someone knocked again. Not on the room door but the front door. Had it been the front door all along? No, she was sure it’d been the room door.

Jae stepped out of the room to see who this intruder was.







Chapter Four

Demons
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Doha saw phantoms now and then. He had done so from a very young age. His “sensitivity” was like his thin, light-brown hair, his unusually long eyelashes, his upturned lips that gave the permanent hint of a smile—he had inherited it from his mother, Jung Jini, instead of his father, Han Yoonhyuk. If he traced his maternal line back, he would find a shaman once hailed as the great mansin of Yamu. This ancestry was a secret that Jung Jini wanted to take to her grave.

When Jung Jini was fourteen, her grandmother, a shaman who performed gut rites and told fortunes for seafarers, told her that they came from a long bloodline of mansin. That it was imperative for descendants to receive gods into their bodies once every two generations. That if Jung Jini didn’t receive the gods, misfortune would befall her, and if she refused her fate to the end, it would pass on to her child.

Jung Jini couldn’t understand this curse her grandmother babbled on about. Who cared about a child she may or may not have in the distant future? She wanted to escape her grandmother, escape this infernal house where she had to pluck off anchovy heads all day listening to shaman songs. She wanted to live a life that would prove them all wrong. So, she ran away at sixteen. She headed recklessly to Chungmuro district, where in an alley she met someone who introduced himself as a casting manager of an entertainment agency.

Sixteen. The tender age when everybody got swept up in dreams. Jung Jini had never heard of the agency, but she was too young then and needed a dream. She longed to become something, and didn’t care what as long as it wasn’t a shaman. Words like “celebrity” or “idol” enthralled her like a winning lottery ticket waiting to be scratched. Basking in sweet fantasies, Jung Jini held passion in one hand and diligence in the other, hastily signing a contract that bordered on a scam. It would take her ten years just to free herself of it.

She managed to debut somehow or other, but never tasted success. Despite dropping out of high school and sacrificing her entire twenties, Jung Jini drew the curtains on her time in showbiz without being paid a single won of her earnings. A hard legal battle ensued, which got her out of her contract but landed her in debt. She had no choice but to return to Yamu. Her grandmother said only, “Go pluck the anchovy heads. You’ll start training next week.”

Jung Jini was furious. Couldn’t she offer even the most conventional words of comfort? Not even a You’ve been through so much or It’ll be okay? Her grandmother’s indifference stoked her feelings of injury. It was the attitude of someone who took all her failures for granted. But Jung Jini couldn’t give up just yet. As she twisted the heads off dried anchovies, assisted her grandmother with chores, watched the wives of seafarers who sought her grandmother on days the sea darkened, Jung Jini bided her time.

She was at a teahouse running an errand for her grandmother when she spotted her second chance: Yamu’s 18th Miss Dried Seafood Pageant. It was the last day of applications. Jung Jini threw together an application with headshots taken when she was in showbiz, and one month later she was crowned the pageant’s winner. She began dating Han Yoonhyuk—who had been on the judging panel for the preliminaries—and within a year they were married.

Fingering the diamond ring he had presented to her in what was the most extravagant wedding hall in Yamu, Jung Jini made a promise to herself. Never again would she fail. She would soar out of her wheel of fate. In fact, there was no such thing as fate. Her grandmother had clung so hard to what didn’t exist. Beneath her hands, gathered demurely on her belly, Jung Jini felt a kick.

The summer Doha was born, Jung Jini’s grandmother dropped dead while performing a gut rite before the rainy season.

“Keep away from festive foods that smell of oil. Or else an evil will crawl out of Yamu’s bedrock and harm your child.”

That was the old woman’s ridiculous dying wish. Jung Jini tore her final warning to shreds and burned it, paying no heed to its content. Her grandmother’s curse had proved wrong, hadn’t it? Her husband could be hot-blooded sometimes, she reasoned, but he was affectionate and her marriage was stable. The child was growing well and healthy. Jung Jini forgot all about the warning until Doha started kindergarten. Then the words she thought would never enter her mind again came rushing back the day her child—her beautiful, precious boy—pointed to something in the air and exclaimed, “Look, Mama, there’s a granny behind you! She looks really mad.”

For the first time, Jung Jini gave him a terrible scolding. As his punishment for playing a joke on an adult, she locked him in his room all day until her husband came home. How the child cried. He pounded on the door with those tiny fists of his, screaming that a scary granny was trying to come in. Jung Jini shut her bedroom door behind her and jammed her hands over her ears. After glaring up at the air for a long moment, she began to shriek, spitting out her rage and a torrent of insults toward her grandmother, who wouldn’t leave her alone even in death.

The child continued to point and talk gibberish on occasion, but Jung Jini responded with perfect denial, as if she couldn’t hear him at all. Mama, there’s a woman smiling. Doha dear, shall we eat gimbap? Mama, there’s a little kid hanging upside down—eek, he doesn’t have eyes. Doha dear, let’s go get you some winter clothes this weekend. Mama, there’s something in my room. Can I sleep beside you tonight? Doha dear, don’t be a scaredy-cat. Your mother’s tired.

At some point, the child stopped telling her gibberish, to her great relief. Instead, he hugged a plush toy. He clung to it as he burrowed into his bedsheets. Soft, fluffy things of every size piled up in his room. Furry bodies with plastic eyes. Fabric stuffed with cotton in place of guts and souls. The tender objects drew Han Yoonhyuk’s ire. My own goddamn son. What does Han Dohyun have that you don’t! What has my prick of a brother given him that I haven’t given you?

It was only later that Jung Jini came to a vague understanding. Han Yoonhyuk loved no one more than he loved himself. To him, his child was an extension of himself. Therefore, he despised every part of Doha that had come not from him but from her. The boy’s thin, light-brown hair, unusually long eyelashes, his upturned, smiley lips. His skinny frame, delicate nature, right down to those eyes that kept seeing things. Her husband’s ego grew so inflated until he was convinced that everything he disliked about Doha was Jung Jini’s fault. Whenever he spat his favorite insult at Doha—“like a little bitch”—he made a point of looking at her.

My own goddamn son, collecting these ragdolls like a little bitch. Well, guess what, you’re spending the whole night with the fluff you love so much. Don’t even think about stepping out before you’ve learned your lesson, boy.

After Han Yoonhyuk shoved Doha into the bathroom with a plush toy that day, Jung Jini had a nasty argument with him. It was about his constant affairs. Every day he came home smelling of an unfamiliar perfume, and obsessed about his nephew whenever he opened his mouth. In those moments, his gaze reminded Jung Jini of her grandmother’s gaze, that silent pronouncement of her inevitable failures, of her eventual misery. She was haunted by the past, the curse, the voice.

Hmph, not so fast, Jung Jini thought.

Except her resolve had taken a slightly different route than that of her youth: she was no longer vowing not to fail—she just wouldn’t fail alone. If I go down, I will take you down with me. My ruin is your ruin. That child isn’t mine alone; he’s ours. Why is it my fault that he’s a mess!

When the couple finished arguing, Han Yoonhyuk brought in a plate of rice cakes left on the doorstep by a new neighbor. It sat between them smelling of oil. Jung Jini thought of her grandmother’s dying wish as she stared at the rice cakes. It was an instinct that ran in her blood. Rice cakes were the quintessential festive food. She knew Han Yoonhyuk went crazy for ggultteok. She also detected a peculiar almond scent from the rice cakes. She took the plate to the kitchen, saying she would put the rice cakes on nice china. Han Yoonhyuk must have taken that as a reconciliatory gesture because he offered to give her his credit card that weekend so she could go shopping.

“Shall I get you some new golf wear, darling?” was Jung Jini’s reply as she brushed another coat of sesame oil on the rice cakes. That was all she did.

Jung Jini looked lovingly down at her handiwork: an elegant display of rice cakes on fine china said to be used by European royals. Then she watched Han Yoonhyuk greedily shove the adorable little pieces into his mouth, chanting her grandmother’s warning in her head. Keep away from festive foods that smell of oil. But what was the next part, again? How strange. She suddenly couldn’t remember the words that had previously stubbornly lodged themselves in her very skull. Keep away. Keep away. Why did the crone have to be so meddlesome even after dying?

Lips smeared with oil, Han Yoonhyuk invited her to try the rice cakes, pushing the plate toward her. She refused. But just then, she caught a whiff of soil… She turned to see something flicker over the framed family portrait sitting on the island table. In the picture, a figure stood between her and Han Yoonhyuk. Bony, just like how she remembered her grandmother.

Jung Jini glared unflinchingly at the figure. The loamy smell grew stronger and stronger, swamping her sense of smell. A hunger seized her. An irresistible craving like she had never felt before. She forgot about the subtle scent of almond rising from the rice cakes, forgot that she herself had brushed them with oil. The glittering, edible jewels now gave off only the alluring scent of organic sesame oil that cost 50,000 won a bottle. She touched her stomach, which felt like it had a gaping hole. Was this how Erysichthon felt, in that old myth, when he brought down the wrath of a goddess who made him chew off his own flesh? Jung Jini ached to stuff something, anything, in her mouth. Or else she might start gnawing on her own body, her husband, her child… And glimmering before her eyes were the exquisite ggultteok Han Yoohyuk had left a third of.

She picked up the largest, tastiest-looking piece. Popping it in her mouth, she bit down on the chewy skin. The honeyed filling oozed out, jolting her taste buds. She pushed the second, third, and the rest of the pieces into her mouth, chewing and swallowing them all at once. Oh, they tasted sublime, sweet and gooey and fragrant. Fireworks went off on her tongue. Her face split into a wide smile as she looked at her husband. He was violently convulsing, his limbs twisted.

Oh god, the smell of oil.

Han Yoonhyuk began vomiting blood seconds before she did. He clutched his throat and rolled on the floor in agony. Taking in every detail, Jung Jini knew her own end had come. The hunger vanished, leaving only nausea and a feverish heat. She clawed at her burning throat and felt her organs melt. She went over her grandmother’s last words in her mind. Right before she closed her eyes, she saw a pair of feet standing in the pool of her blood. They were bony, ancient feet. Her goddamn grandmother. Her goddamn blood. Glowering at the feet with bloodshot eyes, she spat out bloody froth as she gasped, “I became miserable, just as you said I would. I ate festive food that smelled of oil. Are you happy now? But what was the next thing you said? Why can’t I remember?”

The feet like dry twigs stepped toward her, clumps of black soil stuck between each toe. The owner of the feet drew near, the earthy smell getting stronger, and whispered a curse into a dying Jung Jini’s ear: “Your child will bleed.”

She snickered. Who didn’t bleed at least once in their lifetime?

“I shall chew up his small, tender body. You see, I am starving.”

This Jung Jini couldn’t laugh at. Blinking slowly, she thought back to how her grandmother had looked in her childhood memories. Her thin, light-brown hair, her long lashes, her smiley lips were all from her grandmother. Her grandmother’s face, blurred after crossing the river of oblivion, was rushing back to her in her last breath. As her consciousness dimmed, Jung Jini realized something was wrong.

Had her grandmother looked like that? That didn’t look like her.

She wanted to raise her head to get a better look at the figure, but her body, having diligently sucked in poison, was at its limit. Her eyes closed before she could find an answer. A skinny-ankled entity gazed down on the couple, whose heads were touching in the dark crimson puddle.

The gaze held a hunger and hatred harbored preciously for decades.
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Doha saw phantoms everywhere. Beneath the breakfast table, by his father’s head or feet, above his homeroom teacher’s shoulders, or alone on the roadside like an illegally installed banner stand. Some looked no different from living people; some were formless shadows or lumps; some were ghastly enough to make him scream. At first, Doha was frightened of these phantoms that jumped out at him, constantly whispering into his ears in strange voices. But as he grew older, he understood that these ghosts or hallucinations, or whatever they were, were better than living people. That seeing the dead was better than making living things die.

The late Yoonhyuk had been disgusted by this attitude of Doha’s, calling it weak. To him, weakness was a disease that needed curing. The prescription he chose was violence, and Doha increasingly felt himself drifting away from the material world, toward the realm of ghosts. No one seemed to hear his screams. His body, an ever-diligent sensor of pain, only felt like a burden.

The world of phantoms had rules of its own. First unwritten rule: phantoms couldn’t harm you no matter what fuss they kicked up. They pulled nasty pranks sometimes, but only because they were lonely. They simply existed. Until they vanished one day, or chose to remain.

Doha had seen things for as long as he could remember. As for the phantoms of his father and Dohyun, which had shown up sporadically since the incident three years ago, he couldn’t tell whether they were real ghosts or trauma-induced illusions. But other than those two, there were no exceptions to the rule. The dead couldn’t harm the living—another unwritten rule that had never been broken. Doha felt a certain pride in the range of supernatural beings he had seen in his lifetime, yet the thing in front of his eyes right now was a kind he had never encountered.

Clunk.

The woman practically threw down a metal chair on the floor. Hiding himself beneath the living room sofa, Doha peered at the door. The woman heaved the unconscious Hwayoung over her shoulder and headed to the innermost room next to the bathroom. All four walls of the room were covered in plastic film, looking like a crime scene from a movie. Doha suspected that the room had seen countless acts of cruelty. It was probably used for handling corpses. And it was there Doha saw it.

How could he describe it? A ball that rolled out of hell? The devil’s toy made by braiding arms and legs with intestines and veins? The thing lurking in the corner of the room was too vivid to be a hallucination, its aura too dangerous. At least several dozens of souls were clumped together, glowering at the woman. Limbs were entwined like yarn, and almost a hundred eyes swiveled this way and that, chasing the woman’s smallest movements. Each bloodshot eyeball bulged with fury and hatred, dark blood trickling down with every blink.

Couldn’t the woman see that terrifying creature? Doha wondered. When so many souls were shrieking curses? As if to answer his question, the woman hummed and locked the door. Despite his inability to puke, Doha’s hand flew up to his mouth—or rather his squishy snout. That was when a voice whispered close by, “Did you see that lump? My mom is part of it.”

Doha turned to see a little girl staring at him, lying on her stomach. A long gash ran down her throat and she was in a school uniform, which he recognized as an old design from a nearby private school. When she smiled at him, the wound gaped open and gushed out black blood.

“How’d you end up in there? I’ve never seen a possessed teddy bear,” she said.

Doha wasn’t alarmed. Spirits often tried to strike up a conversation with him. He would’ve ignored her if he were in his human body, but it somehow didn’t seem right for a teddy bear to brush her off. Besides, the young ghost could be helpful, as she seemed to be a longtime resident of the woman’s house.

“I don’t know what happened to me, either,” Doha said.

“Are you dead?”

“I was in a car accident, but I don’t think I’m dead.”

That was his guess anyway. If he had died from the accident, he would’ve made it on the local news at least. No, virtually every corner of Yamu would’ve been plastered with the face of Han Junghyuk, the man who had suffered his second great tragedy. But the world was quiet. And how should he put this—Doha had a gut feeling he couldn’t quite explain. He knew that his two feet were still more grounded in the living world than those of the phantoms he so often saw.

“That’s an odd state you’re in. If your body’s alive but your soul has been bumped out, doesn’t that mean something else took over your body?”

“Something else?”

“Yes. Something like that, for example.” The young ghost pointed at the shut door, probably referring to the lump beyond it. “Ghosts can’t leave the living world because of their feelings. Imagine how savage those feelings must be, for someone to stick around after death when they should’ve disappeared. If those feelings add up to something as big as that, they actually can harm humans. They’re what people call demons.”

“Are you saying a demon took over my body?”

“That’s just where the signs are pointing.” The young ghost shrugged, then changed the subject. “Anyway, shouldn’t you run? Your friend who was dragged into the room—she’s going to be like me soon. Nobody has ever made it out of that room alive. Me, my mom, my grandma, we all died in there. My dad did something wrong, and we took the hit.”

Doha didn’t need the ghost to tell him that the situation was bad. But there had to be a way to save Hwayoung. He racked his brain for ideas in vain. This was different from yesterday. He and Hwayoung weren’t even in the same room, the door was shut, and the woman was an expert at murdering people. All he could do right now was buy time.

Doha crawled out from beneath the sofa and went to stand in front of the door. The young ghost looked on with interest from the sofa. Doha pounded on the door with as much force as he could muster. He would use the fact that Hwayoung and the woman were the only people with actual bodies in this house. Fear was easy to inspire. Exceptions triggered fear. An exceptional situation, an exceptional sound, an exceptional object. This noise he made would seem exceptional to the woman inside the door.

But Doha’s ambitious plan promptly failed. His teddy-bear fists were too soft to make any real noise. The young ghost came to stand beside a despairing Doha. Smugly, she balled her fists with the air of doing him a great favor and said, “Didn’t I tell you? If their hearts grow savage enough, even the dead can harm the living. I haven’t gone that far yet, but I can make a knock. I’ll help you since you’re cute.”

The ghost gathered up her strength and knocked. Excited at the sound she made, she produced another knock—between a rap and a bang. Three times. Doha heard the woman move inside. He quickly lay flat beneath the sofa. The door opened and the woman looked out, holding a jackknife. Fortunately, Hwayoung still seemed to be safe.

“Huh.” The woman made a bewildered face before closing the door. Doha gestured wildly at the young ghost to knock again, pronto. She balled her fists with swagger and banged, but there was no sound. Taken aback, she squealed, “Oh no, that must be all I can do!”

“Should we try with an object?” Doha suggested.

He had been able to hold a hatchet; if he took a hard object and struck the door with it, he might be able to draw the woman’s attention. He spotted the ashtray on the table. It would be hefty enough to make sound yet small enough for him to hold. Doha bustled toward the table, but it was a long journey on his short legs.

Just then there were loud thumps on the door, but neither he nor the ghost had knocked. Doha froze in the middle of the living room, peering around to locate the source of the sound. It was coming from the front door. A harsh, heavy sound that the ghost couldn’t produce. Doha pricked his ears to the yells outside the apartment.

“Hey, Hwang Hwayoung! I know you’re in there!”

It was Youngjin’s voice. The room door flung open and Doha immediately dropped to the floor. The woman stalked up to her front door and scowled at it for a long moment. Youngjin hammered on the door relentlessly. “Fuck! You know how many people saw you standing here? Get your ass out here!”

“Whoever you’re looking for isn’t here,” said the woman, opening the door. Just as she had with Hwayoung, she opened it just a handspan wide. She also had the meticulousness to push Hwayoung’s threadbare sneakers under the shoe cabinet. A pro was a pro, Doha thought. Youngjin’s eyes looked wild and bloodshot, like someone on the run. Had he found out that his money was stolen? He probably had, seeing as he chased Hwayoung all the way here. But the woman was a force to be reckoned with. Not batting an eyelid, she fed him a lie like she had done to Hwayoung: “If you’re talking about that grubby little girl with a backpack, yes, she was here. But I shooed her away.”

“Where’d she go?”

“How should I know?”

Doha had hoped Youngjin would drag things out but the situation wrapped up surprisingly fast. Youngjin took one quick look inside through the gap and turned away, swearing; he seemed to have concluded Hwayoung wasn’t there. The front door clanged shut again and the woman returned to the living room. She was on her way to the bedroom when she paused. “Was the teddy bear lying here earlier?” she wondered aloud. “I’m pretty sure I saw it by the sofa just now.”

Doha thought his nonexistent heart might seize. Luckily, the woman didn’t dwell on the issue and walked back into the room. Doha sprang up and ran to the balcony.

The bag of twenty million won Hwayoung had brought as her fee sat coyly out in the balcony, having been placed there by the woman before she carried Hwayoung into the room. Doha poked his round head out to see Youngjin exiting the apartment building. Think, Doha, think. Youngjin was livid with Hwayoung and was out to catch her. Doha decided to use that fact. He was luring in the hyena to escape the tiger’s den, but he had no other choice.

The twenty million won had been for a hit job that clearly wasn’t happening anymore. Money robbed of its purpose might as well be returned to its owner.

Doha heaved up the cash bag, his knees wobbling. Though he was a pretty big teddy bear, hoisting up a bag with twenty million worth of bills was no joke. The exasperated young ghost swooped down next to him to help, but her wispy phantom fingers swiped uselessly through the bills.

After a furious struggle, Doha managed to lug the bag to the balcony window. Except the window wouldn’t budge. He had to bring a knife from the kitchen and lever the window open. If he’d just had his own body, with five proper fingers, Doha thought woefully, it wouldn’t have taken him so long to open a stupid balcony window. Luckily the mesh screen was light and slid without resistance. He stared down from the open window. Youngjin was smoking at the entrance, talking with someone on the phone. Perfect timing.

Doha picked up the cash bag and flipped it right over. Borne by the breeze, 50,000-won bills fluttered down like glittering gold blossoms. Twenty million won worth of money petals swirling down the building facade. The filthy prices of lives shimmering in all their glory. The bait that would goad Youngjin back up here.

The first bill that touched the ground caught Youngjin’s eye. The ensuing shower of yellow bait made him stare up at the sky, right at the top of the apartment. Doha grabbed the bills that had fallen to the floor and folded them into paper planes—or rather crumpled them up with his bulbous, squashy hands—then flew them toward Youngjin. He felt Youngjin’s gaze land on the balcony. Please, please come back, he willed.

It wasn’t long before the apartment residents stampeded out to snatch up the money. Everybody was down on all fours, elbowing people out of the way to seize one more banknote. Youngjin stubbed out his cigarette on a note he had picked up, then strolled into the building. Passing by the elevators, now displaying a red out-of-order notice, he ascended the stairs.
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Back in the room, Jae took her time to finish her Aori apple. She tossed the spindly core to the floor. The commotion from earlier must have roused Hwayoung, who was blinking slowly.

“Slept well?” Jae asked.

“Why am I tied up?” Hwayoung murmured.

“Because I tied you.”

She seemed to snap awake then and stared around with round bunny eyes. The girl looked petrified at the sinister setup. Taking relish in that expression, Jae said, “Do you know? The prices of lives can be graded, like steak. In steak-grading terms, your target, Han Junghyuk, is the super prime ribeye. He’s more expensive than my own head. But you? You’re just the scraps that get tossed during meatpacking. You’re not even worth grading. And here you are with your twenty million won, asking for the finest cut of meat. What would you do if you were in my shoes?”

“But you never mentioned anything about grading! You told me I could buy salvation and all that—why are you backpedaling?”

“That was before I knew you were after Han Junghyuk.”

“You dirty coward.”

“What do you expect from a human-butcher for hire?”

“Liar. Fraud.”

“Mouth off all you want. It’s doing zero damage.”

Hwayoung glared at the woman, tears collecting in her eyes. The savior who had come to her in a back alley turned out to be a money-grubbing monster. The woman’s expressionless face, icy aura, everything that had struck Hwayoung as professional and cool now just seemed like a farce. She was a slave to a tower of gold, rummaging through muck for crumbs. What exactly had Hwayoung been expecting from this person?

Yet the most maddening part was herself, who had stupidly fallen for the sham. The memory of robbing Youngjin’s safe while trying not to vomit flickered past her eyes. Money and blood and flesh were linked. Whatever excuses or denials she tried to hide behind, Hwayoung was no better than this woman. She was disgusted with herself. She’d faced unimaginable train wrecks ever since her mom passed. She dreaded how many more lay in store for her. But right now, she had to solve the crisis at hand.

The woman hooked a finger around the ring in the jackknife handle, and twirled it round and round. Hwayoung knew the chilling blade could fly at her any second. Biting her lip, she scanned the room. The teddy bear wasn’t there. He wouldn’t be able to pop up out of nowhere and save her like he did yesterday. The woman gave Hwayoung a cheerful smile as she said, “I do have one question for you. If you satisfy my curiosity nicely, you might walk out of here alive.”

“What’s your question?”

The woman got up and strode to the table, on which rested several rounds of ammunition and a classic pistol. She loaded the pistol with skillful ease and gripped it. Then she looked over at Hwayoung. “Once upon a time, there was a man burning for revenge. So he hired someone to kill his enemy’s family in terrible ways—you know, for the perfect revenge. But then this man went ahead and killed himself. Even after taking magnificent vengeance. Why would he do that? Do you know why?”

“Isn’t it obvious? He had nothing left to do anymore.”

Jae nodded for Hwayoung to continue.

“You said he was burning for revenge. That fire was what kept him going. But a car out of fuel has to stop, right?”

“Then what about you?” The woman took a step toward Hwayoung, pistol in hand. She didn’t seem to like Hwayoung’s answer. “Aren’t you the same? You’re going to kill yourself after achieving your goal, aren’t you?” She added in a bored voice, “Then I don’t have to spare you right now. Why bother?”

Hwayoung clammed up. She hadn’t thought that far ahead. After achieving her goal? She’d never even imagined what would come after. What had spurred Hwayoung on till now was money, the price she had to pay for the truth. In her head, Han Junghyuk was already the psycho who had killed her mom; she just didn’t have direct evidence. The truth she wanted was the motive. Why he’d done such a thing. She wanted a confession, which would allow her to freely hate him and punish him. Hwayoung hadn’t even considered the possibility of his innocence. Or her fate after everything was done. She hadn’t had the luxury to dream about ifs or afters. But confronted with the question, Hwayoung wondered whether she’d make the same choice as the man in the story. But how was she supposed to know something she hadn’t experienced yet?

“This is getting tedious,” the woman said, raising the loaded gun to Hwayoung’s forehead. Hwayoung shut her eyes tight and cried, “I haven’t had my revenge yet! How should I know what comes after! And why should I die? I’m not dying. No way I’m dying for anyone!”

The woman’s lips curled, just as there was an explosive bang. She put down her gun and opened the room door once again. The sound was coming from the front door. Wham. Wham. Someone seemed to be smashing the door handle. “Give me a break,” the woman muttered as she walked up to the front door. She drew the jackknife from her pocket and flicked it up, then threw open the door. Youngjin stood there, eyes red with rage, raising a fire extinguisher with both hands.

“She’s not fucking here, my ass! I know Hwang Hwayoung’s in there!”

Youngjin tried to push his way inside but the woman forced him back with the jackknife. Her eyes were flashing with as much irritation as Youngjin’s.

Seizing the moment, Hwayoung tried to untie herself, but she was bound too thoroughly. Just as she concluded she had to cut herself free, the teddy bear came bouncing in through the open door. A small kitchen knife glinted in his hand. As he hacked at the rope binding Hwayoung to the chair, he said, “This is the most I can do. It’s up to you now to escape.”

Youngjin and the woman were still facing off outside. Cut free, Hwayoung grasped the weapon in front of her before the blood even rushed back to her arms and legs. The Beretta Px4, which, moments ago, was about to blow a hole in her head. This unit was on the ninth floor and the only exit was blocked by the double trouble that was Youngjin and the hitwoman. Hwayoung’s only option was to face them head-on. Could she do it? As she glanced down at the gun in her hand, faltering, the teddy bear clambered up on her shoulder and bellowed, “You got this! Come on, let’s get outta here.”

Yes, she’d almost died just now, Hwayoung reminded herself. What was another brush with death? She had nothing to lose. She’d lost the one purpose that had driven her these past three years. If the price of her life was dirt cheap, no way was she going to make it easy to take it. The gun felt heavy for its size. Hwayoung thought of the holiday-special action movies she used to watch with her mom. The gun was already loaded, so she didn’t need to do anything else. Clasping the gun tightly with both hands, she crept outside.

The first one to see Hwayoung was Youngjin. The moment he spotted her standing in the living room, he lost it and bounded into the apartment. The woman kicked him in the groin and easily subdued the frenzied Youngjin, who keeled right over.

Wait, how did she untie the rope? Jae thought. Had she not tied it properly? That wasn’t possible. Jae seized a clump of Youngjin’s short hair and crushed him against the floor, all while regarding Hwayoung quizzically.

Hwayoung trained her gun on them, shouting, “N-nobody move.”

Quietly, Jae took in the girl aiming the Px4 at her, and the teddy bear clinging to her shoulder like a vengeful, haunting spirit. Those jet-black plastic eyes that seemed to stare at something beyond Jae. In a voice of utter calm, she said, “Shoot. You’ll miss anyway.”

Hwayoung shrank back involuntarily. The woman hooked her right arm around Youngjin’s bloody neck, pressing her jackknife against it, and took a step forward.

“Go on, shoot.”

Hwayoung felt as though her guts were shriveling up. Her back touched the wall. When she glanced over her shoulder, she found it wasn’t a wall but a window. She had backed into the balcony. A literal dead end. Her arms ached from holding up the gun. Just then, Youngjin knocked the woman’s arm away and lunged at Hwayoung, shrieking, “My ledger! Where’s my ledger!”

With a scream, Hwayoung reflexively pulled the trigger. A backward thrust shot through her flesh and bones, quaking her shoulders. She had definitely heard a gunshot. She didn’t even know how many shots she’d fired. One? Two? But she had fired all right. Smelling gunpowder, Hwayoung lifted her eyelids. The living room was a wreck, and writhing on the floor in front of the TV was Youngjin, blood spilling out of him.

The breath Hwayoung had been holding poured out at once. As she panted, Youngjin, clutching his shoulder, shouted unintelligible curses like a fanatic speaking in tongues. The feeling that washed over Hwayoung was relief. She had fired—and hit the mark. She couldn’t let down her guard with the woman still there but, anyhow, she had done it. The teddy bear hanging on to her shoulder breathed, “G-good job…”

You must’ve been scared, too, Hwayoung thought as she steeled her legs and stood up. There was one more person left. Although her living room was a mess with Youngjin’s blood, the woman’s expression showed no noticeable change. She really seemed to care about nothing other than her livelihood of murder and money. She moved toward Youngjin, who was flopping like a fish on land. Kneeing Youngjin’s head to the floor as he jerked in pain, she raised her jackknife. She plunged it into his throat beneath his Adam’s apple, quick as a flash.

When she pulled out the blade, the difference in pressure unleashed a fountain of blood. To Doha’s eyes, the woman covered in Youngjin’s blood looked more demonic than any of the horrible, pitiful presences in the room. Sweeping away her blood-soaked bangs, the woman said, “Never liked this fucker. You know how much he’s worth?”

Frozen, Hwayoung just managed to shake her head.

“Exactly twenty million won. A generous sum, I’d say. And guess who paid?”

Hwayoung had to keep her head on straight. She couldn’t fall for the woman’s games. Mustering what little strength she had left, she placed her index finger on the trigger once more. She held up the handle with both hands and trained it on that monster of a woman.

Mockingly, the woman answered her own question. “It’s who you were so keen to meet—Han Junghyuk.”

“What?”

“Han Junghyuk is the one who hired me to kill this idiot. I’m only telling you because you will die here. Secrecy is everything in this industry, you know.”

Han Junghyuk wanted Youngjin dead? Why? Hwayoung thought in disbelief. But before the astonishment hit her, delicious vindication rushed in faster. What vindication, you ask? Well, it was the satisfaction of knowing that Han Junghyuk was not the saint everyone made him out to be. The odds of an angelic man suddenly going berserk one day and killing her mom, versus the odds of a career criminal killing yet another person—which were higher? The latter, of course. The woman’s information had just given Hwayoung a clear reason for her revenge. He was a scumbag dirty enough to purchase murder. The woman had poured oil on a dying flame.

She was going to die here? Hwayoung scoffed. She said this before and she’d say it again: she was not going down easy. As for the reason Han Junghyuk had Youngjin murdered, she would ask him in person.

It finally dawned on Hwayoung. That in this world where human life was swappable with money, she could never buy her way to Han Junghyuk. So for a piece of scrap meat like her to face a man like him, she had to sidestep the laws of the city. Money made the impossible possible? Bullshit. The moment she tried to grasp at money, she’d be surrendering to this shitshow of a world. She refused to do that. She’d rely on her own hands and feet instead.

Next moment, Hwayoung looked straight at the woman and pulled the trigger without hesitation. But then—

“Eh?” Hwayoung heard the lame syllable slip out of her mouth. A misfire, for fuck’s sake. The woman swiftly closed the distance between them and struck Hwayoung’s wrist with the back of her knife. The gun soared across the air, hit the wall, and fell. Suddenly finding herself defenseless, Hwayoung curled up into a ball in an attempt to protect her vital organs, covering her head with her hands. The woman raised the jackknife high, just as the teddy bear on Hwayoung’s shoulder launched himself at her, latching on to her face. Her vision blotted out; the woman stumbled.

“Grab the gun!” The teddy bear’s holler jolted Hwayoung back to her senses. She shoved the woman aside and scrambled out of the balcony. The woman violently tore at the teddy bear swaddling her face. Riip. Stitches split open. Hwayoung seized the gun lying in the puddle of Youngjin’s blood. She yanked the trigger without pausing to take proper aim. With a deafening bang, the balcony window shattered, peppering Jae with sharp shards. She was suddenly bleeding everywhere.

“Haah… haah…” Hwayoung’s heart hammered like it would burst. Was the woman dead? The teddy bear, one ear and arm dangling off, hobbled up to her and cried, “She’s still alive!”

Hwayoung had one shot left. Picking up the teddy bear that was struggling to climb with his torn arm, she perched him on her shoulder and whispered, “This is my last round. I’m going to shoot and run, so hold on tight.”

The woman staggered to her feet, moaning, and the glass shards tinkled to the ground. That was when Doha—who had just managed to settle into Hwayoung’s hood—saw it. A freakish scene that would be invisible in the woman’s and Hwayoung’s world.

A black, slimy shape oozed out of Youngjin’s dead body. The thing hovered around its corpse in confusion, then went to merge with the hodgepodge of souls in the room where Hwayoung had been imprisoned. The “demons,” as the young ghost had called them, swelled. Had Youngjin’s soul combined with that lump? Doha wondered. What was the threshold for a vengeful spirit to start wielding physical force? One thing was for sure: the lump was morphing. Its surface bubbled, as if about to explode and break out of the small room.

They had to leave. That Doha was sure of. He looked up at Hwayoung. One final shot, no room for error. Hwayoung seemed nervous but she wasn’t shaking. Her whispered incantation reached his ears. I can do it. I can do it. Doha echoed, That’s right. You can do it.

The gun was slippery, drenched in Youngjin’s blood. Hwayoung’s hand was also wet from cold sweat. The woman was crossing the room in big strides. Hwayoung fumbled with the gun under mounting pressure, knowing this was her last chance. Her mouth went dry. She nearly dropped the gun a few times. Doha murmured into Hwayoung’s ear: You can do it. No, we can do it. Tilt it up slightly, now to the left. Yes. Right there. The two of them said together, “Pull.”

BANG. The last round was fired.

The bullet grazed the woman’s cheek and flew out the broken balcony window. Oh crap, thought Hwayoung. I guess miracles don’t happen every day. She turned on her heel and dashed toward the front door. Doha clutched her hood and glanced back. The vengeful spirits filled the entire room, arms thrashing like tentacles, threatening to burst out. As Hwayoung ran, she hurled whatever she caught hold of at the woman. The ashtray and a shoe hit her forehead and shoulder. The woman didn’t even flinch and kept advancing. What kind of freak monster was she dealing with? Hwayoung wailed inwardly. But no time to complain, just run. The front door was right there. If she could just go through it…!

But before Hwayoung could reach out, she was grabbed by the hair and slammed into the shoe cabinet mirror. The mirror cracked, blood trickling down Hwayoung’s forehead. Her vision blurred. She sensed instinctively that her end had come. But what happened next, she couldn’t understand: the woman froze.

Hwayoung peered at the woman’s reflection in the broken mirror. She looked astonished, like someone witnessing something that simply could not exist. It was the most human expression Hwayoung had ever seen on her. What was she looking at?

The woman moved her chapped, blistered lips, muttering, “What in the hell is that?”

Doha had been clinging on to Hwayoung’s hood for dear life, but now he looked into the mirror, at the scene the woman was gaping at. Unseen by Hwayoung but familiar to Doha, it was the world of phantoms and souls. In the cracked mirror he glimpsed the room where Hwayoung had been bound. The crouching mass of souls and their wrath crashed out of the room like a tidal wave of mud, charging toward the woman. Dozens of arms, dozens of eyes, dozens of teeth rearing up to devour her. The young ghost’s voice rang in Doha’s head. When the densest emotions collect and harden, they turn into demons. Demons can hurt the living. Doha found himself answering the woman’s question. “Demons.”

Countless souls forming a single, malevolent wave.

Having seen the impossible vision in the mirror, the woman turned around slowly as though entranced. Doha yelled to Hwayoung that they had to get out. Wiping the blood off her forehead, Hwayoung willed herself to think. She couldn’t understand why the woman had suddenly slackened her grip but she knew now was her chance. The woman’s gaze was fixed on something in the living room, midair.

Just then, Hwayoung noticed the backpack slumped next to the shoe cabinet. She remembered how Youngjin had shrieked for his ledger in his final moments. She stooped and snatched up her backpack. Even now, all she could see was the wreckage of the living room and Youngjin’s body. Hwayoung squeezed out her last strength to ram the woman deeper into the apartment. Then, as the teddy bear had implored her to, she hurled herself out of Unit 903.

The rusty metal door of the unit shut with a thunderous clang, blocking out the horrors unleashed within. Hwayoung had seen the woman just before the door shut, her back to the door, gazing up at the air and muttering something strange: “But I’ve killed you all. How?”

That was the last thing Hwayoung saw.

She was staring numbly at the closed door when from inside there came a loud BOOM! Something had burst. It sounded like drums, or firecrackers. Blood the color of bright red paint seeped out beneath the Unit 903 door. It spread, touching the toes of her worn-out sneakers. She jumped back like she had woken from a dream. This door, Hwayoung understood, must not be opened.

The sudden silence was infused with the chilling smell of fresh blood. Hwayoung leaned against the corridor railing, panting. Too many things had happened to her too quickly. Things she couldn’t wrap her head around. What she had left was an empty gun, a ledger, and her backpack containing a little cash. Her wits were threatening to slip away, so she gave her cheeks a hard slap. She looked down at her feet and confirmed she was indeed standing on firm ground. Confused as she was, she was alive. And as long as she was alive, she would get another chance.

“What now?” asked the teddy bear, huddled in her hood. Hwayoung’s legs were wobbling gracelessly from released tension, but she couldn’t afford to stand there in a daze.

“Let’s get out of here first,” she said.

“And go where?”

Hwayoung thought for a moment before she replied, “There was only ever one destination.”

Doha had a pretty good idea where that might be, and fell silent. Hwayoung added wearily, “But first I need a shower.”

She headed to the familiar door of Unit 303.

It was 5pm, when most of the kids would be out at work, and Youngjin was dead. Hwayoung was soaked in blood from her hair and clothes down to her shoes. She couldn’t go anywhere in this state. She punched in the keypad passcode, opened the door, and peered inside. It was quiet, as she had expected. Someone was lying face down on the couch, but they were deep asleep, so she relaxed. Hwayoung tiptoed to the master bedroom, which was her room, not forgetting to hide her shoes. She planned to shower in the en-suite bathroom and change into new clothes.

“I’m gonna get washed up. Watch the backpack for me,” said Hwayoung.

“I don’t know if I’d be much use in this body, but I’ll try,” replied the teddy bear, who was not only stained with muck but had cotton stuffing poking out of his torn arm and ear. As Hwayoung closed the bathroom door, she said, “I’ll sew everything up for you later.”

It’d be nice to get my own body back before getting this one sewn up, Doha thought as he plopped down and leaned against the bathroom door. The refreshing sound of falling water tickled his ears. Surely he would’ve dozed off in his human body, but sleep was impossible in his current form.

Out of immediate danger, Doha found himself thinking back to what Hwayoung had told the hitwoman. Who knew that the person Hwayoung wanted dead was his own uncle Junghyuk? Doha knew from his classmates that Hwayoung had suffered the same loss as he had three years ago. But he hadn’t known that the reason she left school was to seek revenge.

A thought crossed his mind. Hadn’t Hwayoung known that Han Junghyuk became his adoptive father? But she had to have known, of course she had. Then why hadn’t she asked Doha for help? She said she’d tried everything to meet Han Junghyuk. And apparently had so many questions for him that she was willing to hire a hitwoman. Although things between him and Hwayoung hadn’t ended well, Doha believed he was still someone she could reach out to. Couldn’t she have turned to an old friend for help?

Funnily enough, it was this that hurt him on this crazy day. Doha sighed, gazing down at his tattered arm. Maybe it was a stroke of luck that he introduced himself to Hwayoung under a fake name. If he had told her he was Han Doha, Hwayoung would’ve abandoned him on the Grape Motel rooftop. Yet he couldn’t deceive her forever.

He wished Hwayoung would forget about this revenge business and just be safe, but that seemed impossible at this point. Hwayoung would see her mission through to the end, whatever it cost. Ironically, Doha also had to return home, to track down and regain his body; and to do so, he needed someone’s help. Even if it were simply asking them to ship him to the house in a box. The two of them were bound for the same destination. Doha made up his mind. Then another question occurred to him:

Did his uncle really kill Hwayoung’s mom?

If he did, why? He found it hard to even imagine, but Hwayoung had a point. He had seen a documentary once about post-traumatic allergy. Some shocking experiences leave traces in the body, shifting its algorithm. Would Hwayoung’s mom really have eaten what her body vehemently rejected? Assuming Hwayoung wasn’t lying, Doha agreed that something didn’t add up.

If Hwayoung’s mom hadn’t eaten the rice cake of her own accord, there were three possibilities: first, Junghyuk force-fed her; second, he threatened her into eating it; third, he fabricated the cause of her death.

For such a huge case that had resulted in so many victims, Doha remembered the investigations wrapping up swiftly once the culprit confessed and killed himself. Everything had been so chaotic right after the incident. Doha barely recalled any details about that period. And the grownups around him had taken care of most of the administrative work as he was still underage. Hwayoung’s experience would have been similar. But, being completely alone, she would’ve had to cope with her mom’s death in even more confusion. She wouldn’t have been able to fight any injustices that might’ve occurred.

Was the autopsy done properly? A man in Junghyuk’s position could’ve easily forged an official document in a provincial city like Yamu. In fact, Yoonhyuk had forged Doha’s medical certificates every time he gave him beatings to avoid getting reported for child abuse. It wasn’t even “forgery”—Yoonhyuk simply made one call to his close friend who owned a hospital. An autopsy report wouldn’t have been impossible to tinker with.

The cause of Hwayoung’s mom’s death was questionable, in other words. None of the official records could be trusted. Doha understood why Hwayoung went so far as trying to kidnap Junghyuk. He was the sole survivor and witness of the events of that day. He alone knew the truth behind the baffling death.

Doha thought of the Junghyuk he had lived with. Was the man… capable of murder? Doha couldn’t say. What kind of person was “capable” of murder anyway? To him, Junghyuk had always seemed like a blank page. Unreadable. Though they lived under the same roof, they had rarely ever talked, and when Junghyuk was home he would stay cooped up in Dohyun’s room or his study.

The one truth Doha knew was Junghyuk’s love for his son, Dohyun. It showed on his face. But his fatherly affections didn’t rule him out as a murderer. If anything, wouldn’t someone who loved a person too dearly be more willing to harm everyone else? The human heart could be an obsessive thing, holding souls of the dead captive. Like the demons on the ninth floor.

Doha remembered the last thing the young ghost had told him. This was when Hwayoung was staring at the Unit 903 door she had just slammed shut. The ghost passed through the metal door and said, glancing at Hwayoung, Don’t open that door. You’ll see a disgusting scene if you do. Listen, I’ll give you one last tip. Do you know why the dead need a living body? It’s because they can’t stray far off as souls, whether they’re demons or ghosts—they’re bound to the place of their death.

Then she smiled brightly. I’m going to disappear with my mom now. Don’t forget. To get your body back, you need to actually want it back.

With that, the young ghost faded into the apartment. At the time, Doha had wondered why she was telling him the obvious, but now he vaguely understood. When he had Doha’s body, no one truly saw him. But when he turned into a teddy bear, he was discovered by Hwayoung.

Hwayoung’s gaze was still vivid in his mind. It had struck him like disaster over the garbage heap. Doha knew he needed to get back his body soon, but first he’d like it if Hwayoung could patch this one up for him. He liked clinging to her shoulders or being ensconced in her hood as they ran across town together. The way she’d excitedly jumped up and down when he opened Youngjin’s safe, giving him that tight, warm hug. Despite his teddy-bear self not having body temperature or the sensory receptors to feel it, he understood something for the first time.

So this is a person’s warmth.

Naturally, he wanted to believe the girl he liked. Doha found himself starting to suspect Junghyuk, taking Hwayoung at her word. He couldn’t help but imagine, then: how would he feel if Hwayoung killed Junghyuk?

Oh, he would be sad. What would be the source of that sadness? Because his relative would be dead? No, that wasn’t it. Even when his father and mother died, Doha hadn’t cried. So why would he be sad about Junghyuk dying? The source of his sadness was Hwayoung. If Junghyuk had really killed her mom, and Hwayoung avenged her by killing Junghyuk, would Hwayoung find happiness? Doha only had one wish. And that was for Hwayoung to be happier, even if just a little. Failed revenge would destroy her chance at happiness, but would success guarantee it? And this was what made him sad—the uncertainty of her happiness.

Then again, who was he to worry about anyone else right now? Doha had no memory, no body, and he was lying to his only company. How would Hwayoung react when she found out he was Doha? She’d feel betrayed, of course, furious that he’d fooled her. He had hurt her in the past, for which he never apologized, and was the blood of her enemy. God, he was a coward and a loser. He’d even filmed a soppy documentary with Junghyuk, posing as a happy family! Would she have seen it? So many misunderstandings and lies were tangled up that he didn’t know where to start unknotting.

Doha’s round ears drooped like a crestfallen puppy’s. Before long, the sound of running water stopped. Hwayoung poked her head out the door and summoned Doha. “Bear! Get me a change of clothes. You see the mattress with the light green blanket? There’s a hanger right across from it, with my clothes. Just grab whatever’s comfy.”

“What if I can’t reach?”

“Just grab whatever you can.”

Doha stood in front of the hanger, appalled. It wasn’t that he couldn’t reach, as Hwayoung had assured him he could. But not a single item of her clothing was actually hanging on the hanger. They were all heaped on the floor like a burial mound. Doha hiked up the mountain of textiles, salvaging the cleanest and most wearable ones. He was fishing out a pair of denim shorts and a black t-shirt printed with a planet when a familiar jacket caught his eye. A gray zip-up hoodie branded with a Happy Smile Bear logo. The one he had gifted Hwayoung.

“You’ve kept it…” Doha mumbled softly, feeling a pang. What was this emotion? He felt his imaginary heart clench. He was gazing down at his tufted chest when he sensed sudden movement behind him. A bob-haired girl stood in the bedroom doorway, gaping in horror. Baseball bat in hand.

“Wh-what the hell are you!” Jua screamed, and the baseball bat came flying. Narrowly avoiding her hysterical attack, Doha hoisted the clothes over his shoulders, skidded down the textile grave, and scuttled toward the bathroom.

“You cursed teddy bear! Where’s Hwayoung? What have you done to her!” Jua shrieked, face white with terror, but she kept chasing after him. “Hwang Hwayoung!” Doha squealed. Hwayoung heard the commotion and threw out her arm to snatch her clothes first. Tears dribbled down Jua’s face as she trained her bat on Doha and the bathroom door behind him. She screwed her eyes shut and was about to swing down the bat when the bathroom door burst open, revealing a hastily dressed Hwayoung.

“It’s me! I’m here!” Hwayoung yelled.

Jua froze on the spot. Her eyes swiveled from the teddy bear to the frayed backpack, then to Hwayoung and her dripping-wet hair. She dropped the bat and threw her arms around Hwayoung.

“You went off fishing and never came back! And fucking Youngjin was going apeshit, swearing he was going to kill you! I really thought you were dead. I was beating myself up for making you take a cockroach spray for self-defense…”

As if to prove her words, Jua’s eyes had turned puffy as goldfish eyes overnight. Hwayoung peeled the bawling Jua off herself and said, “Don’t cry. That cockroach spray was a lifesaver.”

Sniveling, Jua asked if that was really true, and, by the way, could she please explain that teddy bear? Hwayoung answered, Say hi to my friend.
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It was 5:30pm. The apartment was quiet. The calm before the storm.

“Woo Youngjin is dead?”

“Yeah.” Hwayoung quickly added that she didn’t kill him. Which was true, but she didn’t mention that she shot him. Jua didn’t need to know everything that had gone down on the ninth floor. Hwayoung did explain that the teddy bear saved her life multiple times, from which Jua concluded he was a toy possessed by a well-meaning ghost.

Hwayoung wolfed down the pot of instant noodles Jua had fixed up for her. A living human body was such a hassle, she thought. To move, you had to supply it with constant calories and sleep. At moments like these, she envied the teddy bear and his hungerless, sleepless body. Luckily she wasn’t drowsy, maybe thanks to that “nap” she had at the hitwoman’s place. Besides, the shock of that afternoon was enough to chase her sleep away. Jua watched Hwayoung slurp up the noodles for a time before she asked carefully, “If Youngjin was trying to sell you… would he have done the same with Mirim?”

Hwayoung said nothing.

“Do you think Mirim really went home?”

“Yes. I do,” Hwayoung said firmly. “Mirim went home. We played video games together on our phones.”

“Really?”

Youngjin had jeered to Hwayoung that her friends were at the bottom of the reservoir. But that, too, was information she didn’t need to share. Jua’s face brightened at once. Wordlessly, Hwayoung got up and checked her phone. It had been out of battery, but now the black screen gleamed back to life. The first thing she saw were dozens of emergency alerts.


[Yamu City Council] Wildfire in Mount Muwang near Sayang Reservoir, Nanjiro-dong, identified at 8:50am today. Residents and hikers in the area are advised to evacuate immediately.



That was near Youngjin’s safe. There was a wildfire? How big was it? Hoping that the fire would burn up all of Youngjin’s dirty money, Hwayoung opened up a search engine on her phone. Her target was Han Junghyuk. She had to find out where he was first. She typed in his full name in the search bar, which brought up a few recent news articles. The topmost one said that he had left for Japan last Wednesday on a business trip. He was overseas? So when was he coming back? Hwayoung was scanning the thumbnails on a Yamu local news site when her gaze flickered. She was staring at a corner of the page, which showed a gimmicky slideshow of bitesize news. It read that, prior to Han Junghyuk’s business trip to Japan, his adopted son Han Doha was hit by a drunk driver in the early morning. That was the reason Han Junghyuk’s trip, originally scheduled for Monday, was pushed back to Wednesday.


… Han Doha was transported to a nearby hospital, where he received treatment for contusions and a minor facture. Medical staff have confirmed that he has since been safely discharged. Both Hans, known for their appearances in the acclaimed documentary, Life After Tragedy…



“Glad he’s safe,” Hwayoung muttered under her breath and exited the news screen. She put her phone face down, feeling oddly distressed. Han Doha. The only person who wanted to be her friend back when she was in school. Thanks to him, her dull school life had briefly sparkled. Thinking of him roused too many feelings, both good and bad. She felt annoyed, frustrated, angry, and… warm. She resented him yet pitied him. Except who was she to pity anyone?

In that documentary Doha was in, his face was a lot more pitiful than how she remembered him. It was as if he had no more emotion left. He wasn’t sad or scared or outraged, just exhausted. But everybody said the documentary was so noble, so beautiful. Referring only to Han Junghyuk’s tears. Ignoring the fact that there were two people featured in the film.

It was memories that kept Hwayoung moving, kept her breathing—and they included the time she spent with the boy. Every spring, she often thought back to their afternoons on the annex building rooftop. That was why she couldn’t bring herself to throw away her zip-up hoodie, despite the disastrous way things ended. Sure, she was hurt at the time, but, having been through so much ugliness since then, it was the good memories that stayed with her. Sometimes, she thought she might like to meet him. But now that an even deeper gulf existed between them, they wouldn’t hang out like they used to any time soon—probably for the rest of their lives.

He and Hwayoung had experienced the same tragedy but were standing at different vantage points. Maybe their reunion wasn’t so far off. Because she was going to barge into Han Junghyuk’s house. The gulf between them would become unbridgeable. She couldn’t imagine how their reunion would play out. Or how she would feel, how he would feel. What would he say to her? Would he even remember her? Or would he have forgotten?

Hwayoung shook her head. Soft, cushy feelings had no place in vengeance. She pushed memories of Doha into her “Useless But Would-Hate-to-Lose Memories” compartment, then picked up her phone again. That was when Jua, who had been scrolling on her phone in front of the empty ramyeon pot, swore quietly: “What the fuck!”

“What’s wrong?” Hwayoung asked.

Jua jumped to her feet and switched on the television. The regular news wasn’t on yet but a special news bulletin was already airing:


We have shocking news coming out of Yamu City. Scores of human corpses have been discovered at Sayang Reservoir on Mount Muwang.



The very road Hwayoung had hurtled down earlier appeared on the screen. The scarlet, fire-consumed mountain and the dark reservoir at its foot were captured on camera.


Built in 1965, Sayang Reservoir operated as a private fishing ground from 2006, until its fishery permit was denied an extension due to the site’s planned redevelopment, following Yamu City’s urban renewal announcement. However, the reservoir has since been embroiled in compensation and rights disputes, while also facing pollution issues. Redevelopment efforts have been repeatedly delayed for over two decades as other projects took priority, turning the once-thriving fishing ground into the ghost reservoir it is today.



The report went on to say that a wildfire of an unprecedented scale had broken out on Mount Muwang. But the entire country was running out of water from severe drought, Yamu included. Without enough water supply to put out the fire, water from Sayang Reservoir was drawn up and used, revealing what lay at the bottom.


Suitcases pulled from the reservoir have been found to contain mutilated human remains. So far, authorities have confirmed twelve bodies, most of them believed to be minors. Dozens more suitcases remain submerged, yet to be retrieved. Police now suspect this could be linked to a systematic human trafficking operation and have launched a full-scale investigation…



Systematic human trafficking. Hwayoung rummaged inside her backpack and pulled out Youngjin’s ledger. The strawberry-print pen tucked in the spiral slipped to the floor. Carefully written numbers and symbols. Suspicious photographs and indecipherable names of places. If Youngjin really was a human trafficker, if he’d been selling off kids from Rainbow Apartments and the street, this ledger would contain everything. Including who he sold to for how much.

Hwayoung hurriedly flipped through the pages until the teddy bear grabbed her hand. His black plastic eyes were turned to a photograph of a teenager.


Jung Hyungmin / Age 17 / Factory / 50,000,000W–COLLECTED–



He was a skinny boy. Hwayoung didn’t recognize his face, so he probably never lived in Unit 303, but there had to be other similar spaces. The teddy bear stared at the boy in the photograph, then quickly looked up at Hwayoung. In a trembling voice, he said, “I think I’ve seen him. On the day of my accident.”

Hwayoung’s eyes widened. Doha tried to suppress his mounting headache as he studied the picture intently. He had seen something in Dohyun’s room. The thick fog surrounding his memory cleared, bringing the face beyond the door into sharp focus.

It had not been Yoonhyuk or Dohyun. It had been a skinny boy he had never seen before, giving off the powerful stink of a corpse as though he was rotting alive… Jung Hyungmin.







Chapter Five

Let’s Have a Quiz Show!
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It was the anniversary of his grandfather’s passing. This was around the time Happy Smile Bear started becoming popular. Doha remembered going to the bookstore that day to buy a workbook, only to instead impulse-buy a Happy Smile Bear notebook, pen, and mouse pad. The store was running a promotion where purchases of three or more Smile Bear products came with a free palm-sized keychain of the bear. Doha walked back home feeling quite pleased with his bounty. He was due to attend a family dinner that evening.

There were two things he overlooked that day: first, Yoonhyuk was particularly bad-tempered on days they were visiting Doha’s uncle; second, he had caught wind of Doha’s score on the English Olympiad, hosted by his hagwon earlier that month—second place yet again. Considering that Doha was in a highly selective gifted class, his test results would’ve impressed anyone, but not Yoonhyuk.

As soon as he got home, Yoonhyuk summoned him and made him spread out his Olympiad test paper. When he saw that Doha had gotten the same question wrong as on the last test, he snapped. Hurling whatever object he could lay his hands on, he flew into a terrible rage, hounding a trembling Doha: “When we get to your uncle’s, eat your dinner and stay in Dohyun’s room until the jesa starts. Find out what books he studies with, what workbooks he goes through. Stop putzing around with useless study methods—hunt out information, you hear? And find out how he mentally preps himself for exams. Get tips on how he keeps his energy levels up.”

Then Yoonhyuk muttered audibly, Idiot boy. You embarrass me.

Doha had placed second in the Olympiad because of one word. Overanxious during tests, he always lost points from the most ridiculous mistakes, like misreading the question or drawing a blank over basic English vocabulary. These were problems that “tips” couldn’t solve. They arose because Doha was Doha. Because he was not exceptional enough to satisfy everyone’s expectations. In these moments, Doha often wished he were Dohyun.

An hour later, he was in Dohyun’s room as Yoonhyuk had instructed. It was full of impressive objects like a globe, books in English, and assembled plastic models, like Yoonhyuk had said. Dohyun sat on his bed while Doha sat on a bean bag in the corner. They weren’t really friends despite living so near each other. Doha was mostly to blame; he avoided his cousin purely because of Yoonhyuk’s influence. Yet his continued evasions didn’t stop Dohyun from saying hi to him in the school corridors or the apartment complex. It was also Dohyun who broke the stifling silence: “If you ever have any questions while studying, you can ask me any time. I’ll help you.”

Before they entered the room, the grownups in the living room had stood Dohyun and Doha side by side and held up their scorecards, claiming to offer friendly advice. There were, of course, only two players on this racetrack. The distance between the players widened with every comment by a grownup. Dohyun’s gotten taller again. Doha needs to grow some more, though. Drink your milk, son. I hear Dohyun came top of his year again? Our Doha will need to be a front-runner, too—you can do that, right? So it continued, our Dohyun this, our Doha that. Little by little, Yoonhyuk’s face darkened, while Junghyuk kept his arranged in a gracious smile, modestly waving off the compliments. It was only when Doha excused himself to the bathroom that the race ended. So, to the defeated Doha’s ears, the victor’s generous offer to help only rubbed salt in the wound. Doha replied in his best cold voice, “No thanks.”

After a moment’s silence, Dohyun said something that surprised him. “That’s Happy Smile Bear, right? I know the stationery giveaways started today—you got one already?” Dohyun was pointing at the keychain from the bookstore dangling on the zipper of Doha’s bag. He added with a sudden eagerness, “I love that character. Are you also a fan?”

Caught off guard, Doha nodded before he could stop himself.

“I’m going to the bookstore tomorrow to get one. Then we’ll have matching keychains. Do you have the plushie, too?”

“No, not yet.”

The Happy Smile Bear plushies were originally freebies for customers who bought a certain amount of the brand’s kitchenware. But after they became a surprise hit, they went out of stock and were now hard to come by. Apparently they were launching as an official product soon, but, impatient to get his hands on one faster, Doha had been scouring secondhand online marketplaces.

“I have one. The housekeeper gave it to me as a gift,” said Dohyun. “Do you want me to get you one?”

Doha nodded so enthusiastically that he almost cracked his neck. Dohyun beamed, his eyes creasing. Doha had to admit that his cousin was handsome. It felt strange, knowing that this person who had it all liked the same thing as him. He couldn’t decide if what he felt was pleasure or humiliation.

That day, they chatted about Happy Smile Bear while the adults discussed land, money, and the future of Yamu. They gabbed about Smile Bear’s eyes, which they agreed could soften the hardest of hearts, about its bumbling but dogged personality, about those big ears that heard cries for help before anybody else. Having opened up a little to Dohyun, Doha took out his English test paper and confided his worry to him, about always forgetting words he knew come test time. Dohyun asked for an example.

“Like exchange,” Doha said. “To give and receive. Can be a verb or noun.” He had forgotten what the word meant during his latest test. Dohyun responded with lighthearted advice: “You do know the word then. Oh, it’s just nerves. I’m like that, too, sometimes. Try telling yourself you got that question wrong and move on to the next. You’ll remember once you relax. Besides, who cares if you make that one mistake? It won’t kill you.”

True, it wouldn’t kill him, Doha thought, but not without feeling a little bitter at Dohyun’s answer.

A few days later, Doha received a Happy Smile Bear plushie from Dohyun, who said he had asked his housekeeper to save him one from her side job.

When you get bad dreams, hug it to sleep. It’ll protect you.

That was what Dohyun said, with a perfect smile. He was repeating the words his housekeeper had told him. This Happy Smile Bear, holding both of their voices, was the plushie that would keep Doha company on the day he lived and Dohyun died. And now, Doha was trapped inside that very teddy bear.

Why had his memory of Dohyun come back to him right after he remembered witnessing Jung Hyungmin? Doha wondered. And why had he woken up inside the Happy Smile Bear? He thought there might be a reason—though it was just a hunch.
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“What are you talking about? You’ve seen this guy before? Has your memory come back?” asked Hwayoung.

“Not everything. Just the first bit,” Doha said.

He didn’t know where to even begin explaining. That he was actually Han Doha, who lived with Han Junghyuk, and his last memory was opening the door to his dead cousin’s room because he heard a strange noise in there? That inside he’d seen the boy in the photo, which suggested that this Youngjin guy who tried to sell Hwayoung off, the dead bodies on television, and Han Junghyuk were somehow connected? But to explain all that, Doha first had to come clean about who he was.

In fact, he’d been wanting to tell her the truth for some time—from the moment he found the zip-up hoodie near her hanger. He had been a tiny bit encouraged by the fact that she kept his gift. But then Jua turned up and, what with the instant noodles and the news, he had failed to find an opening, even now.

“Hwayoung, I’m actually—” Doha began, just as the front door banged open and the Unit 303 kids burst in. They were Youngjin’s loyal gang, who were obnoxious to Hwayoung. Immediately, Hwayoung hid herself in her room and threw on a jacket. She knew she was perfectly within her rights to stay in the room, having paid the rent; and with Youngjin dead, she had even less reason to tiptoe around the place, but they were the same people who had combed every inch of Nanjiro-dong to catch her only the previous day. The faithful punks who didn’t know about Youngjin’s death would surely try to capture her. She could hear them on the other side of the door, picking on Jua.

Hwayoung zipped her jacket up to her throat and pulled the hood over to hide her face. When she stepped out the door, Jua quickly caught on and diverted the gang’s attention to the news. Hwayoung just had to make it out of the apartment. She strode to the foyer and was cramming her feet into her shoes when—

“Hwayoung?” Another housemate who had just come out of the bathroom tactlessly cried out her name. Hwayoung swore silently and tied her shoelaces as calmly and quickly as she could. “It is you, isn’t it? Hey!”

The gang Jua had desperately tried to keep distracted looked over in unison. There were five of them. Hwayoung couldn’t single-handedly take on five piss-and-vinegar-filled teenage boys. After double-knotting the shoelaces, she faced the pack of jeering boys scrambling to the foyer and… raised her gun.

“It’s not a toy,” she warned.

Except it was empty. But the boys didn’t know that, and backed away, intimidated. Not lowering her gun, Hwayoung took several steps back and pushed the door, which screeched open. She planted one foot out in the hallway, then broke into a run. Several of the boys who thought her gun was fake made a show of chasing after her, but none of them actually caught up with her. Hwayoung ran down the emergency stairs, out the building, through the garbage-filled parking lot and the beat-up front gates of Rainbow Apartments, and off toward the city center of Yamu.

She sprinted without stopping, all the way to the alley where she had found the Happy Smile Bear. It was thanks to this strange, cuddly friend that she was still alive.

No one was pursuing her now. She finally stopped running when her heart was fit to burst. She saw Rainbow Apartments off in the distance, and across town the towering silhouette of the Seaview Parc. She no longer needed money. She had a gun instead. Even when not loaded, a gun was fear and intimidation in and of itself. She also had both her legs and her hands. With brute force she would push her way to that castle—her next and probably final destination. But before making her last spurt for revenge, there was something she needed to do right now.

She had to abandon the teddy bear.

Opening her backpack, she pulled him out. She thought about the soul inside the teddy bear, a kid named Dohyun. If it weren’t for him, she wouldn’t have made it this far. She would’ve been murdered at Strawberry Inn and broadcast on TV at the reservoir, a corpse in a suitcase. She had received so much help from the teddy bear. That was why she couldn’t take him along with her anymore.

At the Grape Motel storage shed, Hwayoung had made a kind of proposal: You’ve got to help me one more time. Then I’ll help you out, too. The teddy bear had happily agreed, and stayed by Hwayoung’s side without once rushing her or asking anything of her. Even as he got covered in muck and blood, and his ear and arm tore. She hadn’t expected things to turn out this way. She had planned to help Dohyun find his body while the hitwoman carried out her assignment. But with the recent turn of events, Hwayoung now had to do everything herself. Danger lay ahead of her. Even if she managed to finish safely, she wouldn’t be able to help the teddy bear—she’d probably be in jail. She couldn’t drag an innocent bystander any further into her mess. Letting him go was the best thing she could do.

She suddenly remembered him saying that he’d seen the victim in the ledger, but she didn’t have the time or energy to dig deeper into that. If Youngjin and Dohyun’s memory were linked somehow, the police would surely find leads while investigating the reservoir case. In the end, she had used the teddy bear. She could blame her circumstances, but it didn’t change the fact that she was selfish. She wouldn’t deny it.

Hwayoung gave Dohyun the tightest hug she could. Squeezing him so hard that some of his cotton fluff poked out, she whispered, “Lee Dohyun, I’m alive because of you.” She added quietly, “Thank you. We have to part ways now.”

“Why?”

“Because I can’t help you.”

Guilt swept over her at the sight of those black round eyes. She met them as sincerely as she could. “Things have changed. I can’t help you find your memory or get your body back. I’m sorry. If you call out to a passerby here, a kinder person will come to you, I’m sure of it. ’Cause you’re cute.”

“But you’re the one who suggested we team up! You said you’d help me if I help you.” The teddy bear seemed to be on the verge of tears, even if he couldn’t cry. “Who’s going to come talk to me when I look so awful? Stray cats here are going to chew me up alive, and my soul will wander the earth forever. You’re okay with that?”

“I’m really sorry. If you tell me your address, I’ll send you home by carrier. How does that sound?”

“You can do what you need to do, and help me after that! Can’t we stay together till then?”

“Sorry…”

Hwayoung gave him another squeeze. Dohyun had his goal and she hers. Once she achieved it, she’d be in no state to help him, because she was not aiming for a perfect crime—she fully intended to pay for her actions. She’d be no use to him in a prison cell. It was better to part now.

She lowered the teddy bear to the foot of the streetlamp where she had first met him. She turned to go, but the thought of his unsewn ear and arm pulled her back. But in her rush to leave the apartment, she hadn’t packed her sewing kit. She was debating if she should buy needle and string from a nearby convenience store when—

“Wait!” The teddy bear dashed over on his short legs and blocked her path. “Actually, I lied to you, too. I’m not Lee Dohyun—I’m Han Doha. Remember me? I gave you that zip-up hoodie. Han Doha. I’m the nephew who lives with Han Junghyuk!”

Dohyun—no, Doha—blabbed on before Hwayoung could even say, What?

“I’m sorry I lied to you. But if I told you who I was, I thought you’d dump me by the side of the road! I was embarrassed about what I’d become, not to mention feeling terrible for never apologizing to you. I wanted to apologize when I was better, in a proper body. I’m so sorry. But I’ve saved you a couple of times, so cut me some slack, okay? You’re going to the Seaview Parc, right? It’s tricky getting inside, you know. And aren’t you going to meet Uncle—I mean, Han Junghyuk? I know the passcode to his house. I live there.”

At this outpouring of confessions, Hwayoung’s mouth fell open. Doha padded up to the astonished Hwayoung and, looking into her eyes, said, “Please don’t ditch me.”

Hwayoung eyed the furball before her. You’re Han Doha? No way, she thought. “You’re lying,” she said.

“I’m not! If I’m not Han Doha, how would I know your hoodie was my gift?”

“But… it’s impossible.”

“I am Doha. We used to hang out at lunchtime at the annex building rooftop, remember? We sewed on teddy bear eyes together.”

“True…”

Doha. The boy she briefly made nice memories with before everything fell apart. With whom she’d teetered on a friendship that never became anything. Who was always too busy memorizing words and solving problems to pay her much attention, yet who eventually helped her with her sewing. Who once gave her a hoodie, but was embarrassed by her, and ignored her completely outside the annex rooftop. And yet, she remembered him with sadness, not anger. The truth was, she had never forgotten him. She had only buried the memories that didn’t serve her revenge. Memories that only Doha would know even existed.

Dully, Hwayoung muttered, “But I heard you left the hospital.”

“Huh?”

Hwayoung accessed the local news site on her phone and pushed the page with the slideshow toward him. “Look. It says here that you were discharged after getting first aid.”

“That can’t be right.”

“You couldn’t have gotten into two accidents in a day, though.”

“That’s not me.” Looking up at Hwayoung, the teddy bear said, “I’ve got to go and see for myself. Please, you have to take me to my house.”

Hwayoung heard confusion in his trembling voice. The voice that reached her eardrums—or rather rang in her skull—did sound like Doha’s voice as she remembered it. Though she thought it had deepened slightly. She closed her eyes for a moment and organized her thoughts. Those clear, plastic eyes made her feel strangely uncomfortable; she felt so tingly all over that she badly wanted to scratch herself. She’d had that same feeling a long time ago, on the school rooftop.

But now was not the moment for memories or feelings. To achieve her goal, she needed to think simply. Whether the teddy bear was Lee Dohyun or Han Doha didn’t matter. What did was that Doha knew how to get into Han Junghyuk’s house. She had originally planned to try her luck at the visitor-only entrance. She’d even considered, shamelessly, contacting the madam she had hurt with her lies. Or contacting Doha under the pretext of paying him a “sickbed visit.” When her thoughts reached that far, it struck Hwayoung that she and Doha weren’t too different, after all: they both armed themselves with lies.

When she lifted her eyelids, Hwayoung saw Doha standing under the streetlamp. Although he was clearly a teddy bear, he looked human somehow. She rubbed her eyes. When she looked again, she found a pitifully grubby teddy bear waiting for her answer. All for someone like her. Who was she to make him wait? She bent down and picked him up. His plastic eyes shimmered for an instant.

“Let’s go. We’re going to the Seaview Parc,” she said.

Then she was off, sprinting down the alley into the night.
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12 June

8:25pm. Wildfire extinguished after 14 hours.

25 bodies found in Sayang Reservoir. Appear to have been heavily mutilated before disposal.

Substantial cash found in storage facility belonging to owner of reservoir fishing ground. Footage from indoor CCTV currently being examined.

8:55pm. Police report filed by Rainbow Apartments resident. [“The ninth-floor hallway is flooded with blood.”]

9:10pm. Arrival at crime scene & inspection. Vehicle of Woo Youngjin, owner of fishing ground and prime suspect of Sayang Reservoir case, found in Rainbow Apartments parking lot. Trunk contained dismembered body (male, 30s) in 28-inch suitcase. Two bodies found in Unit 903. One confirmed to be Woo Youngjin. The other unidentifiable due to severe mutilation. Presumed to be Unit 903 resident.

13 June

12:00am. Video forensics complete. Identified break-in occurring two hours before start of wildfire. Trespasser appears to be a minor. Absconded with suspect’s cash.

Note: Teddy bear? Puppy? Trained animal?

-Cash found in Unit 903 crime scene

-Eyewitness reports of someone throwing banknotes down apartment

It was 4am. Hwayoung was standing in front of Unit 1507 of the Seaview Parc. With the entrance passcode provided by Doha, she used the resident-only entryway to reach the penthouse garage, which connected to an elevator serving only the penthouse floor. She could take it straight to the fifteenth floor without meeting anyone. No need for an access card or intercom like with the visitor elevators. Doha had also told her the passcode for Unit 1507.

“Uncle’s in Japan right now. Since my accident pushed his departure back by two days, I’m not sure when he’ll be back. The housekeeper comes in three times a week. She’s not in today, so the house should be empty.”

“Well, you could be there,” Hwayoung said jokingly, but to her embarrassment Doha just nodded gravely. When she punched in the passcode, the door opened with a cheerful little tune. What Hwayoung felt then was neither exhilaration nor relief, but a sense of anticlimax. It was this easy to open this door? She flashed back to the days she spent chasing Han Junghyuk’s car because she couldn’t get past the Seaview Parc entrance, let alone the unit door. She wondered what would’ve happened if she had just told Doha she wanted to visit his new house. Would he have let her in? Also…

“I could do terrible things to your family,” Hwayoung told Doha. “Are you sure about letting me in?” Her revenge had posed a dilemma the moment she began targeting Han Junghyuk: he and Doha were related by blood. Watching their documentary, she had felt both relieved and repulsed. Relieved because Doha looked miserable. If he was really healing from his trauma by living with his uncle, which was the narrative that the documentary was pushing, if Han Junghyuk had really become Doha’s dear family, it would’ve been too painful for Hwayoung to shatter his hard-won peace with her own hands. But the Doha in the film looked like a paper doll, cut off from all emotion, and so alone. Her relief at his lonely suffering repulsed her.

As Hwayoung removed her shoes, feeling a tangle of emotions, Doha asked, “What do you think a blood tie is?”

“The strongest bond there is even if it’s invisible.”

“Is it, though? Then let’s say your homeroom teacher from elementary school turns up one day and tells you she’s your biological mother. How would you feel?”

“What kind of question is that?”

“You just said a blood tie is the strongest bond. Would your teacher feel like your mother?”

Hwayoung shook her head.

“Not everyone who lives together is family. To me, family is like an invisible, unbreakable chain,” Doha said.

Hwayoung found herself agreeing. Living together didn’t make people family—just like living apart didn’t mean they weren’t. Together with the teddy bear on her shoulder, she stepped into Han Junghyuk’s house.

They were greeted by a hallway swallowed by darkness. They walked down it until two adjacent rooms appeared. The larger of the two was Dohyun’s, the smaller Doha’s. Past the rooms was a spacious, marble-floored living room, beyond which were the kitchen and balcony. The innermost room was Junghyuk’s bedroom. Opposite the bedroom was a staircase leading up to a loft. The entire upper floor was used as Junghyuk’s study. Doha pointed to the first door they came upon and said, “I saw him in this room. The boy in the ledger.”

“Why would he have been here? He wouldn’t have sneaked in like we did. Did Han Junghyuk let him in?”

“I don’t know. And… he was a little weird.”

“Weird?”

“Don’t laugh, but he almost looked like a… zombie. It’s coming back to me more clearly, now that I see the door. Remember how I told you I can see things, like ghosts and stuff? I don’t know if that thing was real or hallucinated, but I was supposed to be the only one in the house that day. But I heard creaking… and I wanted to know where it was coming from. So I opened this door.”

Hwayoung reached for the doorknob of Dohyun’s room. She twisted it open. It was dark inside. She fumbled along the wall and switched the light on. The room was empty, of course. It had been over three years since Dohyun died. And yet she sensed a faint warmth in the room, as if someone had just been there.

“What do you mean, he was like a zombie?”

“He smelled like rot.”

“Rot?”

“Yeah. Like rotting meat. The way a dead body might smell… He was definitely moving, but he looked like a corpse. Maybe it was just another hallucination or ghost. Except I’ve never known a ghost to smell. And not that strongly.”

“Maybe you were dreaming? It just sounds kinda out there.”

“I know. But you know what’s more out there? Me being a teddy bear! And even if I were dreaming, why would I dream him up?”

“Hmm, yeah, that is weird. So then what? Do you remember anything else?”

Doha shook his head. The moment he locked eyes with the thing, he had fled to his room. And then? He remembered it banging on his door. There was more banging, the stink seeping into his room through the crack beneath the door, mingled with the smell of antiseptic. Dangling flesh, sedatives, stuffed animals. Happy Smile Bear. More images flickered through his mind in fragments, but he simply couldn’t tell if they were dreamed or real.

Hwayoung came out of the room and slowly went through the rest of the house. It was deathly quiet. The Doha who had apparently been “safely discharged” was nowhere to be seen. Had the article made a mistake? Hwayoung wondered. Or maybe Doha’s body was still in a coma at the hospital and Han Junghyuk had put out a fake article. That would explain the empty house. It would also assure her that the teddy bear on her shoulder was really Doha.

The door to Doha’s room was wide open. No one was there, either. When Hwayoung tried to go in, Doha frantically stopped her, shrieking something about being too embarrassed. She thought that was cute, so she relented. She headed to the living room. The first thing she saw was a black leather sofa that looked—without the slightest exaggeration—several times larger than her old gosiwon room. She knew the massage chair sitting in the corner cost several million won, and the lavish coffee table was obviously made of expensive wood. After sweeping her hand over the soft cowhide of the sofa, Hwayoung looked up to see the opposite wall, the central wall that served as the heart of the house. On it hung a family portrait so huge it would fit right into a medieval aristocratic drawing room.

The portrait showed three people. Han Junghyuk, Han Dohyun, and Han Junghyuk’s wife, who was said to have died while giving birth to Dohyun. Judging by Dohyun’s school uniform and baby face, the photograph seemed to have been taken right after he entered middle school. The uniformed son and suited father sat side by side beaming into the camera, looking so happy together that it could make any viewer smile. Standing in the right corner of this perfect image of familial bliss was a wooden-faced woman in a wedding dress. Her dress was yellowy, as though it were a cutout from an old photograph, and she was noticeably blurrier than the rest of the picture. The giant frame had ample room, but even Hwayoung could see that it had no space for Doha.

“I still don’t know why Uncle adopted me,” Doha said, staring at the photograph with her. “At first I was grateful. I am his brother’s son, but it’s still a big decision, living with a kid that’s not his own. Everybody sang his praises, calling him a saint. They told me I had to grow up to be good since I had such a wonderful new father. So that he wouldn’t regret taking me in. Basically, they were saying he’d regret his choice if I ever let him down.”

Doha took a moment to choose his next words. “I felt like I had to live up to that expectation. And I was sick of hearing how Dohyun should’ve lived instead of me… No one ever said that to my face, of course. But I could feel it—in their offhand comments, the subtle hints, their eyes, their faces. So I tried. I really tried to pull my weight. And then one day it hit me. To Uncle, I was like new furniture in this big, lonely house. And once I understood that, I started questioning why I’d survived. I should’ve just died back then.”

Those last words really upset Hwayoung. She didn’t know why, but she was mad enough to whack that dumb little face of his. She seized the teddy bear resting contentedly on her shoulder and held him up by the head at eye level. Bewildered, Doha asked, “Wh-What’s wrong?” Hwayoung pinched his intact ear and yanked it up and down. Doha shouted, “Hey! You’re gonna rip me!”

“Why you’d survived? You seriously don’t know?”

Doha said nothing.

“For all your good grades, god you’re hopeless! Then think of it this way: you survived to help me survive. I’d be dead if it weren’t for you. Got that?”

“Oh,” Doha mumbled in a small voice. Okay, maybe she’s right, he thought. Hwayoung held the teddy bear in her arms and plumped back up the face she’d stretched out.

“You said Han Junghyuk’s in Japan, right? Then we have time to plan. Do you have a sewing kit? I’ll sew up your ear and arm.”

“I have one in my room.”

Hwayoung had made to turn away from the creepy family portrait when, faintly, she thought she heard the creak of a door. Something moved rapidly toward her. She felt a breath on her nape. She spun around.

“Hwang Hwayoung?”

A familiar face that shouldn’t be there blinked back at her.

“Han Doha.”

It was a moving, human Doha. He had a cast on his left arm, so he must have really been in an accident. Hwayoung’s arms around the teddy bear tightened. Although the situation wasn’t entirely unexpected, she was still shaken. In her head she repeated, That’s not him. That’s not him. It’s an imposter in that body… isn’t it?

“How did you get inside?” Doha the human asked. It was a reasonable question.

Hwayoung sputtered, “What, what do you think? I punched in the passcode.” She pinched the teddy bear to make him say something. But Doha the teddy bear just stared dumbfounded at his own face. The face was so familiar yet so strange to him, Doha thought. His body, moving of its own accord. His voice, talking. And here he was, a teddy bear. Who was that controlling his body?

The young ghost said that he’d been chased out of his body by someone who coveted it. That he’d wanted to abandon his body, allowing a demon to hijack it as soon as the opportunity arose. But now that Doha was actually seeing his own living and breathing self, doubt crept into his mind. What if he was the fake and that was the real Doha?

“Hey, teddy bear!” shouted Hwayoung. “Tell him that’s your body. That you’re the real Doha. Tell him to give your body back right now!”

But was he really Doha?

“What? Are you talking to the teddy bear?” The human Doha reached out and grabbed Hwayoung’s wrist. The sudden move startled Hwayoung and, as she attempted to wrest her arm free, she accidentally swung the backpack on her shoulder, walloping him in the face with a loud smack. Teddy bear Doha tumbled across the marble floor. Even in his confusion, he knew something was wrong. He—the real him—was a chicken who wouldn’t dare grab or come at anyone like that. If anything, his response to an intruder would be to hide under a desk and call the police.

Human Doha staggered from the blow. Hwayoung darted out of the living room to the kitchen, where she seized a cast-iron frying pan as her weapon, and assumed a defensive stance. Human Doha swore under his breath and tried to go after her, but teddy bear Doha clutched his pants. Human Doha glanced down at teddy bear Doha.

“Who are you?” teddy bear Doha asked.

Human Doha replied coolly, “Who do you think. I’m Han Doha.”

In that fraction of a second when their eyes met, teddy bear Doha’s locked door of memories rattled. Whoever was in there was not Doha. It was a stranger usurping Doha’s body, imitating him. But the way human Doha stared down at him was somehow familiar. Human Doha suddenly flashed him a smile. A bright smile with creasing eyes. He’d seen that expression before. In fact, it was a face he liked. He’d even practiced it in front of the mirror, wishing he could have that smile. He’d seen that smile on—

“Han Dohyun?”

The moment teddy bear Doha uttered that name, the drawer of his memories rattled loudly again. Human Doha’s smile vanished and, with that, the drawer’s crude padlock cracked in half. Teddy bear Doha surrendered to the wave of memories crashing over him.
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Doha went back to the day he stood in front of Dohyun’s door.

He gripped the door handle. With a deep breath, he turned it. As the door cracked open, a foul smell came pouring out. Had phantoms ever given off such an intense smell? Blocking his nose with his arm, Doha flung the door wide and groped the wall to switch on the light. The fluorescent light fell on a strange figure.

That boy didn’t belong to this space, was Doha’s first thought. Like a fish flopping on a road. A crash-landed intruder. The boy was skin and bones, his chin sharp and his eye sockets so hollow that his eyeballs seemed to bulge. From the long stab wound running along his neck, the pale skin, and the stench of rot that filled the room, Doha concluded that the boy was not alive. It was his first time seeing a phantom that looked so real. He discovered then that, when you were too stunned, you couldn’t make a sound. Doha stared at the phantom in a state of numbing shock, praying that it would vanish on its own.

But it did not, and continued to exist there brazenly. It took a step toward Doha, then another, reaching to touch Doha’s cheeks. At the cold, dry sensation, Doha wondered if the phantom might be real. But how? First ghosts and now zombies? Was he going insane?

Doha knocked the thing’s arm away and scrambled back to his room. Locking the door, he popped a handful of sleeping pills into his mouth. That was just a phantom, he told himself. Only a tad more realistic and vivid than usual. His foolproof escape was sleep. He didn’t see things when he slept and that one would be gone, too, by the time he woke up. The last thing he heard before he squeezed his eyes shut was the phantom pummeling his bedroom door, cackling. Nothing was going to happen, Doha whispered frantically to himself, because the dead couldn’t hurt the living. They could only watch, no more.

When he finally opened his eyes, Doha found a teddy bear staring down at him.

“Hello,” said the Happy Smile Bear.

Doha’s head swam, either from drowsiness or the sleeping pills. He closed his eyes again. That was when the teddy bear raised its arm and slapped Doha hard on the cheek. It was a heavy blow for a cotton hand.

“You feel that? Proof this isn’t a dream,” said the teddy bear.

“Then what are you?” Doha asked, still groggy from drugs.

“I’m Happy Smile Bear.”

“I know that, but how are you talking and moving?”

“That’s not important. What matters is that you have a chance.”

“What chance?”

“Don’t you wanna know the truth?”

“The truth?”

“About the thing you saw before you fell asleep,” the teddy bear cooed. “Don’t you wanna know what your uncle gets up to every night? Why your dead cousin’s room smells awful? Why your uncle took you in when he cares for no one but his son? I know you wonder about that every time you look at the family portrait. You wonder if there’s a place for you in this house. If you’ll exist like furniture before getting scrapped one day.”

Doha refused to believe this wasn’t a dream. It was just an extra-elaborate one in which the teddy bear was his subconscious. How else would it know his deepest thoughts he had never shared with anybody? It was easier to believe this was a dream. Marveling at the strangeness of the day’s events, Doha asked, “Does knowing that change anything?”

“Oh, sure. It changes many things. That’s the power of truth,” replied the teddy bear brightly. The optimism of its answer matched its wide-eyed, angelic face, Doha thought. Could he be inside a new Happy Smile Bear cartoon?

“If you wanna know the truth, come with me,” said the teddy bear, getting to its feet. Doha followed suit because everything was a dream anyway. The teddy bear clambered up his leg and settled on his shoulder. Knowing the truth changes things. The words sounded like an incantation. Doha didn’t want his life to carry on like this forever. Like what, you ask? Just the way it was, right now. The phantoms and the tests weren’t the real problem. It was feeling anxious and lonely, with no one offering a helping hand… as though he was still trapped in that bathroom. The day his parents died, what stayed by his side was the Happy Smile Bear, and here it was again, holding out its hand.

Feeling like Alice following the White Rabbit, Doha allowed himself to be guided by the teddy bear. He didn’t care anymore if he was dreaming or not. He tottered out of the Seaview Parc complex like a sleepwalker, and mounted a hire bicycle parked in front of an elementary school. Tucking the teddy bear inside the basket, he cycled down the late-night streets of Yamu. Half an hour later he arrived at the place where all of Yamu’s urban legends were born: Rainbow Apartments.

“Yamu Sewing Industries,” the teddy bear announced in the sing-song voice of an animated character. “Birthplace of yours sincerely.”

While Rainbow Apartments was dirty and desolate, it did not have any chopped-off hands lying around, as was rumored among the students at Doha’s hagwons. It was just some very old apartment buildings. A few of the windows were lit, everyday domestic sounds wafting through some and party music blasting through others.

The teddy bear hopped down from the bicycle basket and continued with its tour. But instead of turning into an apartment building, it crossed the grounds and exited the back gate. Doha saw a redevelopment site up ahead. The demolition work seemed to have been halted midway for whatever reason. There were many areas like that in Wolpyung-dong. Before the city announced its planned redevelopment zones, some people expected Wolpyung-dong, with its abundance of run-down homes, to be an obvious candidate for an upgrade and took out loans to buy up land. But once it became clear the area wouldn’t be redeveloped, its investment potential evaporated and interest on loans snowballed until it was deserted altogether.

They stood at the entrance of the bleak site. Doha saw an abandoned building with a decrepit, fading sign that read—in a font that was popular decades ago—YAMU SEWING INDUSTRIES. Here and there on the crumbling concrete walls were the words DEMOLITION and CLOSURE spray-painted in red, which Doha absurdly thought looked like blood. A bright yellow warning sign gleamed at the entrance:


DO NOT ENTER. COLLAPSE HAZARD.



Compared to the building the sign was glossy, as though it was put up recently. Another thing caught Doha’s eye. There, parked in front of the building’s ruins, was a Starex van. It wasn’t Junghyuk’s car. Even if he were using a secret vehicle registered under someone else’s name, Doha knew Junghyuk would’ve stuck to a luxury foreign model.

The teddy bear marched into the building, and Doha crept after it, believing in the power of truth. He knew that some truths required strength simply to receive them. He was bracing himself, in other words. The teddy bear kept gesturing at the tentative Doha, whispering and coaxing. Listening to that sunny voice, Doha felt as though he just might discover, in this miserable old building, his last hope.

It was now only one hour before his car accident. Step by step, Doha approached the truth. The two-story building was short but very wide. The slate roof covered a completely unobstructed interior in which even the smallest sound rang loudly. Doha heard his own breathing and footsteps, but also noticed other, unfamiliar noises. Ssshhk-ssshhk, ssshhk-ssshhk. Was that the sound of sawing? he wondered. It sounded like a bowsaw cutting into some hard surface. Then he heard the rustling of plastic bags. Oh? What thudded to the floor just now? His anxiety and fear mounted the closer he grew to the sounds, but Doha kept going. When the desire for truth mixes with curiosity, your sense of danger dulls.

The teddy bear stopped in front of a door. It was slightly ajar, just enough to let out light and a horrible stench—the same stench Doha had smelled in Dohyun’s room. Like a magician about to start a show, the teddy bear pointed both its fat arms toward the door. Pinching his nose, Doha brought his eyes to the crack in the door.

And he saw him.

Dressed in a black raincoat and a vinyl apron of the kind used in fish markets, Junghyuk was stuffing something into a suitcase. He was dripping with sweat, uttering shockingly vulgar obscenities. What was going on? Doha thought. The man was supposed to be in a hotel in Incheon, preparing to leave for Japan the next day.

The Junghyuk before his eyes was beyond recognition. If anything, he looked a lot like Yoonhyuk right now. The navy apron was splotched with black liquid, and the silicone gloves covering both his arms were stained a dark red so completely that it was impossible to know their original color. His mouth set in a grim line, he looked like a butcher eyeing spoiled meat. He swore quietly as if his task was not going to plan. Then he pulled out what he had shoved into the 28-inch suitcase. A familiar stench shot through Doha’s olfactory system. The Wonderland of Truth featuring the teddy bear mutated into nightmare.

Junghyuk packed the body back into the suitcase. Occasionally wiping away his sweat, he worked with mechanical detachment. It was the corpse of the boy Doha had seen in Dohyun’s room. The bluish flesh seemed to prove that he had seen no phantom.

His eyes filled with something much more than fear, a sheer horror. He clapped his hands over his mouth to stifle the scream bursting out of him. He bit his tongue, tasted blood. Was what he was seeing real? Did Junghyuk kill that boy? Questions flooded his brain, confronted with a situation that made no sense. He clung to his rationality. Right, this was a dream, he reminded himself. And dreams had no context. Had he also dreamed the boy in Dohyun’s room? Where did this dream begin and where did reality end?

A migraine stabbed his temples and bile rose up his throat. The teddy bear, which had led Doha to this very place, pressed its face right up against his. And whispered the last thing he wanted to hear: “Wussy. I told you it’s not a dream.”

The teddy bear raised its round fist and punched Doha in the face. It didn’t hurt enough for him to yell but he definitely felt the blow. None of his surroundings changed. So he wasn’t dreaming, after all. Doha had actually suspected this when he biked across the pitch-dark city, smelling the night air that was too crisp to be a dream. Tearfully, he tried to deny the truth. “This, this can’t be real. Why would Uncle do such a terrible thing?”

The teddy bear said sweetly to Doha’s stricken face, “Why, for love, of course.”

“Love?”

“Oh yes.”

Strangely, Doha let out a hoarse laugh. Love. Upon hearing that word, the bizarre, irrational flow of events suddenly made sense to him. Because there was only one person Junghyuk loved. Doha’s face crumpled into a bitter smile.

“How does it feel to witness the truth?” the teddy bear purred.

Why hadn’t Doha realized that how the teddy bear spoke and sounded were oddly familiar? The blood relative he could never forget or reach. The phantom from the washroom that afternoon loomed behind his eyes. The dead Dohyun was lingering on Earth, seeking a new body. Junghyuk was trying to bring his son—his unfairly murdered son—back. Then the reason he adopted Doha had to be—

“Get it now? Why you were brought into my house? You’re here to give me your body. Just like that kid in the suitcase.”

Doha’s first thought was to run. Now. He scrabbled in his pocket for his phone. He would call the police. He’d get out of this factory and run to the nearest police station. He flung the teddy bear off his shoulder and backed away. The teddy bear got up serenely, as if it had been expecting his reaction. Then, waddling forward on its stout legs… it threw open the screeching metal door.

The door hit the wall with a crash that echoed across the factory. A pile of raw materials nearby came toppling down as Junghyuk turned around. It was a stranger’s eyes that looked at Doha’s. Eyes glinting with a kind of malice he had never encountered. Doha bolted. He ran for dear life but Junghyuk chased after him, his face demonic. If Doha got caught, he would lose his body. Be forced to give up his place in the world for Dohyun, who was grasping for life. He made it out of the factory and was sprinting at full speed when a thought sneaked into his mind.

So what if he gave up his place?

Maybe, being captured and turned into someone else might be the easier choice. After all, he had always wanted to be Dohyun. His mother, father, and everyone else around him had considered him a stunted version of Dohyun. Becoming Dohyun now would be the natural conclusion of his life. By the time he passed Rainbow Apartments and reached the main road, Doha understood. A Han Doha who was not Han Dohyun had nowhere to go.

The police station? Would anyone there believe him? Junghyuk would see to it that no one did. The psychiatric hospital? Admission would need consent from his guardian, who happened to be that murderer. Home? That was the silliest option. He had no home. Doha quietly came to a stop in the middle of the early-morning street. Finally, everything that had happened to him in the past day clicked into place. The sudden nosebleed, his unusual exhaustion, the hagwon instructor’s behavior… everything had been intricately laid out before him, leading him to witness that scene. The power of truth? And how it could change the present? Those words weren’t wrong. Except he hadn’t counted on that change working against him.

“What should I do now?” he mumbled.

Isn’t it obvious? Just let go, a voice echoed in his head. It was not the phantom’s voice but his own. Funnily enough, no one was chasing him now. They knew he had nowhere to go. That he would walk right back to them. Doha wanted to cry. How incredible, it seemed, that he had not one place to run to.

That was when the school rooftop crossed his mind. Though he had ruined it, that had been the only place where he breathed freely. The urge to go there rose in him like a divine command. Even if it turned out to be his last visit, even if he was murdered by Junghyuk and his body was stolen by Dohyun, he wanted to see the place again. And if he could, he wanted to meet Hwayoung one more time. Sucking in a deep breath, Doha turned to the direction of the school. He took one determined step toward the middle of the intersection.

Then the beast-like eyes of headlights pounced on him.
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“AAAAARGH!”

Doha jerked awake from his memories at Hwayoung’s voice, which he had been thinking about right before his car accident. But this was her screaming her battle cry as she whacked human Doha with the cast-iron frying pan. It almost sounded like she’d struck a gong. Human Doha swayed, clasping his head. Hwayoung seized that moment to pull out the gun from her backpack.

“Teddy bear! You got any rope or tape?” she yelled as she brandished the gun at human Doha, driving him into Doha’s room. Teddy bear Doha scurried to the balcony storage and hauled over items that could be useful. Hwayoung tore off a piece of tape with her teeth and strapped human Doha to the desk chair. Luckily, with his left arm in a light cast, he wasn’t much of a threat. Not that he was trying that hard to fight. As teddy bear Doha helped Hwayoung with the tying, he had the strange feeling he had missed something. He glanced at human Doha, who stared back at him and smiled. He knew that smile so well.

But before tracking down the source of his foreboding, he had to tell Hwayoung about the memory he got back, about Junghyuk’s true face. Junghyuk had mutilated Jung Hyungmin’s body. Doha wasn’t sure if it had truly been Dohyun possessing the teddy bear that day, but what he saw in that unfamiliar neighborhood’s old factory was real. And it would give Hwayoung one more reason for her revenge. The problem was, he was finding it hard to tell her.

Despite his best efforts to stay calm, Doha was flailing in confusion, like a doll spinning in a washing machine. Junghyuk may have been cold to Doha, but his sole guardian, who lived under the same roof as him, a murderer? Even if Junghyuk didn’t kill the boy, it wasn’t any less disturbing that he had mutilated a dead body. Speculating about his actions was nothing like the shock of witnessing the scene itself. Faced with a truth brutally thrust on him, Doha had to confront a longing he’d been fighting down.

He wanted to run away.

He was frightened that Hwayoung might never look at him the same way the moment she learned the truth of her mom’s death. In the end, he was a Han, who shared the same bloodline with Junghyuk. It was one thing to know the truth and quite another to absorb it; to suspect a situation, and then to experience it. Just like now.

Hwayoung finished tying up human Doha and rounded on teddy bear Doha with the green duct tape. “I’m sorry but I’m not leaving this house no matter which of you is Han Doha. And we’re not calling the cops. So you’re both staying right here until Han Junghyuk shows up. I’m talking to you, too, teddy bear. Not letting either of you go until I figure out who’s real.” That was her conclusion after carefully thinking things over. Meeting Han Junghyuk was her most important goal. In order to avoid surprises, she had to distinguish ally from obstacle. She grabbed her loyal minion by his head and taped him to the bed’s headboard. Then she tucked the gun back in her bag, took up the frying pan again, and asked, “Which of you is the real Han Doha?”

One of them had to be an imposter. Hwayoung wanted to trust the teddy bear who had stuck by her all this time, but she couldn’t shake off her doubts. It was true he had saved her multiple times, but look: Doha was right here in front of her eyes, alive. When it was just the teddy bear, trusting him was easy. But his claims sounded crazy now that human Doha was here in the flesh. She felt like she was waking from a brief dream. She had pictured Doha in a hospital ward or on his bed, lying in a coma. Not this. If one was Doha, who was the other? In the end she chose the simplest, most surefire method: tie them both up. She waved the frying pan threateningly at each Doha. They shouted in unison, “I’m the real Doha!”

“Hmm.” Hwayoung perched on the bed and closed her eyes in contemplation.

Teddy bear Doha was frustrated. How could he prove that he was Doha? He didn’t want to be robbed of his place, not again. He resented Hwayoung for not recognizing him, but he couldn’t give up just yet. He saw the contradiction of his feelings; just a minute ago he was desperate to flee, and now he wanted to be acknowledged.

This brief introspection made Doha see something. Hwayoung hating him was a less painful prospect than her no longer looking at him. He knew one thing for sure: he didn’t want to mean nothing to Hwayoung, even if he did to everyone else. Then running away wasn’t the answer. He had to tell her he was Doha and share the truth he managed to remember. Whatever her reaction was, he had to face it.

A moment later, Hwayoung sprang to her feet. “All right. Let’s do a test.”

“A test?” repeated both Dohas.

“A test only the real Doha can pass.”

Despite saying so, Hwayoung wasn’t confident that her test could single out the real Doha. But she had to try. She needed conviction to decide, then map out and make her next move. She had to sort out this mess before Han Junghyuk got back. Besides, Hwayoung was curious. It was as important to her as it was to Doha to find the real him.

Raking through her memories of their hangouts on the school rooftop, she formulated several questions that would be hard for anyone but Doha to answer. She moved her parched lips: “First question. Where did we meet during lunch periods?”

Human Doha: “Annex building rooftop.”

Teddy bear Doha: “Annex building rooftop.”

“Second question. What was the first—and last—present that Doha gave me?”

Human Doha: “A zip-up hoodie.”

Teddy bear Doha: “That zip-up hoodie.”

Hwayoung knew teddy bear Doha could answer those two questions. When he first confessed his identity to her, he had brought up their memories of the rooftop. If human Doha was fake, she had thought he would be stumped by the questions. Yet both of them knew the answers. Huh. She frowned. This wasn’t good. But at least one answer was slightly more precise than the other. Hwayoung was wearing the zip-up hoodie in question. The teddy bear had answered “that zip-up hoodie,” while human Doha had simply said, “a zip-up hoodie.” But that wasn’t enough to rule him out.

She glanced at the teddy bear, whose black plastic eyes shone imploringly. There was one last question left. She prayed it would decide the results. Swallowing dryly, Hwayoung asked her third question. “Okay, tell me what word you were trying to memorize when I first taught you how to sew on teddy bear eyes.”

Both Dohas were silent. Hwayoung bit her lip. She knew it was a tricky question even for the real Doha. It was such a trivial memory, one he could’ve forgotten right away. But she had held on to it. For her, the memory was like an old ring treasured in a jewelry box, so she hoped the real Doha would know the answer. But judging by the reactions of both human and teddy bear, she seemed to have made a foolish mistake. Trying to brush off her private devastation, she decided to ask another question. Yes, that one had been too specific. But just as a grim silence settled over the room, the teddy bear croaked, “I know which word.”

Teddy bear Doha: “Nevertheless. Which means, ‘in the face of it all.’”

Bingo.

Hwayoung went to the teddy bear, ripped off the tape wrapped uncomfortably around him, and gave him a bear hug. Her deep inhalations and exhalations seeped into his dirty fur. Though she said nothing, Doha knew. She was happy. And had been just as scared as him. The fullness of her heart reached his. He raised his battered arms and hugged her back. He was done with running away. So he voiced his feelings in that moment: “I didn’t know you’d remember that word.”

Then: “Thank you for remembering.”

Hwayoung replied in a small voice, “Hey, that’s my line.”

Then she peeled Doha off and sat him on the bed. There was no time to be corny. Now that she had found the real Doha, she had to deal with the imposter. Setting aside her brimming affection, she turned to the fake Doha and asked, “Who are you?”

“Why yes, who am I?” said the fake Doha, his impassive face curling into a masklike smile. His eyeballs swiveled around to the bed where the real Doha was standing. “I bet that guy knows.”

Hwayoung followed his gaze to the teddy bear. Doha only stared fixedly at the imposter, his expression unreadable. Growing impatient, Hwayoung lifted her frying pan and threatened, “Just spit it out. What’s your name?”

“Han Dohyun.”

Han who? The answer completely threw her off. She repeated the three syllables under her breath. The name rang a bell—where had she heard it? That was when an image flitted through her mind. A fancy columbarium she had once seen on the news. As her eyes widened, the teddy bear spoke from the bed. “Han Junghyuk’s dead son and my cousin.”

He added to Hwayoung, “I’ve remembered everything that happened that day.”
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Doha’s confession, both the long and the short of it, ended.

He asked, “Are you okay with me?”

“What are you talking about?”

“Well, I’m family with Han Junghyuk. We share the same blood.” After a pause, he added, “You said that blood tie is the strongest bond there is even if it’s invisible. Which means I’m the nephew of someone who could be your worst enemy. And we already know he killed Jung Hyungmin.”

An awkward silence fell between them. Doha hung his head penitently as he waited for her answer. It occurred to him too late that asking her that question immediately after his confession was not so appropriate. He should’ve given her time to process, but had been too impatient. He reproached himself for always jumping the gun and regretting it later. Should he tell her right now that she could answer him later, play it cool? But when was later? And playing it cool wasn’t exactly his strong suit; even now, his stubby fur-legs were shaking.

The silence seemed to go on forever. Doha wished Hwayoung would say something. He wondered if this was how a prisoner felt waiting for his sentence. His endurance stretched to its limit, Doha tentatively raised his head and peeked at Hwayoung. Her face was inscrutable. She was about to open her chapped lips when she was silenced by a shriek of laughter.

It was Dohyun. Cackling so loudly that the whole house rang with his voice, he doubled up in a fit, face contorted in what could be sneering or weeping. But Doha’s attention was on Hwayoung, who got up from the bed and began rummaging through her backpack—a clear message that she wanted to change the subject.

It probably wasn’t easy for her to answer right away, Doha thought. Not when her mind was hungering for truth and revenge. Collecting himself, Doha padded over to Hwayoung. He decided to act normal while his sentence was suspended.

“What are you looking for?” he asked.

Not looking at Doha, she replied, “I want to check something. Jung Hyungmin. Yamu Sewing Industries. The abandoned factory…” She flipped open the ledger she had pulled from her backpack. Beneath the photo of Jung Hyungmin—the boy Doha said he had witnessed—she saw the word “factory.” If Doha’s recollections were true, “factory” would refer to the plush toy factory where Han Junghyuk stuffed the corpse into a suitcase: Yamu Sewing Industries. Rainbow Apartments sat on the boundary of Wolpyung-dong, a neighborhood that used to be crammed with industrial parks. But after it was excluded from the redevelopment zone and left neglected, many of its buildings were in danger of collapsing. That was why even the punks from Unit 303 avoided setting foot in them. Hwayoung leafed through the pages, checking the scribbles beneath every photograph. There were a total of five kids who had “factory” written below their pictures: Jung Hyungmin, Park Joonho, Lee Dajoon, Song Hyungjin, Im Hyunjoon. She noticed that all of them were skinny teenage boys. Now, from what Doha said he remembered…


	Doha witnessed Jung Hyungmin in Han Dohyun’s room.

	The teddy bear appeared and led Doha to the plush toy factory.

	There, he saw Han Junghyuk put Jung Hyungmin’s body in the suitcase. He also saw Woo Youngjin’s Starex.



At last, a link between Han Junghyuk and Woo Youngjin. As Hwayoung had suspected when she first saw the ledger, and as the news had loudly reported, Woo Youngjin was a broker who sold off children with no guardians. And Han Junghyuk conducted five deals with Woo Youngjin. The deals probably involved the latter supplying the former with boys—whether alive or dead—and taking care of their bodies afterward. Doha would’ve witnessed one of them and tried to run but gotten into an accident. Hwayoung couldn’t help but wonder then:


	-Why would Han Junghyuk do such a thing?

	-Was the dead Han Dohyun really possessing Doha’s body?



Dohyun’s body had been cremated and was kept in the Hans’ private columbarium. His lingering soul could’ve possessed Doha’s body, she supposed. And if it was really Dohyun before her, the Dohyun who died on the same day and place as her mom… Hwayoung pressed her hand to her racing heart. Maybe she could get to the truth before even questioning Han Junghyuk. You saw, didn’t you? What happened to my mom that day. Even if you died before her, your soul, seeing as it’s hanging around even now, would’ve witnessed everything that happened within these walls.

Fighting back the words she wanted to pour out, Hwayoung walked up to the fake Doha, who was still doubled over. She pushed the ledger toward him and turned each page, making sure he saw the photographed faces.

“You know these guys, right?” Hwayoung said.

The fake Doha’s shoulders stopped shaking with hilarity. His eyes swiveled up toward her. In a quiet voice he hadn’t used before, he growled, “Of course I do. They died for me.”

Hwayoung thought she caught a sudden whiff of soil.

“I’ll tell you a funny story,” said Dohyun, turning to look straight at the teddy bear. Even though the latter was the one with the plastic eyes, the former’s eyes gleamed with a cheap luster. “Don’t you wanna know the truth?”

This was what Hwayoung had waited to hear for a long time. She nodded as though she was bewitched. Doha, gripped by a sudden foreboding, hurled himself toward her. His soft hands managed to latch on to Hwayoung’s right shoulder just as an overpowering earthy odor like he’d never smelled before poured into his nostrils.

Next moment, Hwayoung and Doha were no longer in Doha’s thirty-square-meter room but blinking in darkness. It was so pitch-black that they couldn’t tell the floor from the walls. It was also wet. Like the inside of a grave. Doha was forcibly reminded of the bathroom he was locked up in the day his parents died, and Hwayoung of the nights she faced alone in the gosiwon after her mom’s funeral.

A loneliness as pungent as the smell wrapped around their limbs. In the dark, a voice spoke—the master of the space. “Focus on my voice. And watch.”

Slowly, the space brightened. But only enough for their surroundings to be just visible. They realized they were standing on the corpses of strangers. Rotten flesh, and exposed pale bones. They couldn’t run. They were in a pit. Everywhere around them were bodies and walls of soil. As they screamed, another corpse dropped down in front of them. It was a child, a hole in the center of her forehead. They scrabbled up against a soil wall. Behind them, Dohyun’s voice whispered:

“This is the truth of that day, and all the days leading up to it.”







Chapter Six

Green Village or Yooksa-dong
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13 Green Village Street, Yamu. As you know, that’s the official address of the Seaview Parc. But do you also know that the land it stands on was originally called Yooksa-dong, not Green Village? It hasn’t even been ten years since Yooksa-dong got rebranded to the new—much eco-friendlier—name, which came about right after it was approved for redevelopment, with the Seaview Parc set to be built. Because you see, the name Yooksa is a compound of yook—meaning “meat”—and sa—meaning “to dispose of.” Now here’s a question for you: what kind of meat do you think they disposed of? What meat was it, that they had to demarcate the disposal site with its own name?

The most horrific answer you’re imagining—that’s the one. Yooksa-dong was where people infected with the plague were buried alive. Like diseased cattle being culled. A century ago, this place had no houses or mountains, just a pit. A massive one. People dying of sickness were pushed into it—because they were extra mouths to feed, and they were going to die anyway. But do you think it was only ever sick people that were shoved in? If anyone decided to accuse someone they didn’t like of being sick, and pushed them in, who’d be any the wiser? God, I bet there were dozens, no, hundreds of people who died like that.

Time passed and the pit filled, getting covered by grass and eventually houses, forming a village. And yet, strange stories kept coming out of Yooksa-dong—stories about people hearing gunshots in the middle of the night, about ghosts with their mouths stuffed with soil, roaming the neighborhood in search of their grave. It was only after this apartment project was announced that these strange tales vanished. Yooksa-dong became Green Village, the people who knew of the tales moved away, and even the name Yooksa-dong was all but expunged from official records, being so morbid. And so the luxury apartment complex named the Seaview Parc went up on this mass grave. Everyone forgot the ugly past, and ogled the sparkling castle with envy.

But did the ghosts here feel the same way? Did putting up new buildings on cursed land remove the curse? Isn’t it hilarious how money—which the living lose their heads over—means nothing to the dead?

The ghosts never disappeared. Their grudge only deepened, and, using that savage emotion as gravity, they’ve clung tooth and nail to their grave, to the apartments built over it. Look, just behind you—there’s an old man unfurling his black tongue. Haha, did I get you? Just my little joke. Why am I telling you these things that have nothing to do with that day? Do you really think there’s no connection? Well, that’s a pity. Shouldn’t you be asking how I know all this before you ask why I’m telling it to you? How do you think I know?

Because they told me—the ghosts lurking in these halls. The sick people who were buried alive, who clawed for water and food but could only chew on soil. Doha, did you never feel something was off about this apartment? It bothered me from the moment I moved in, except I didn’t know what it was exactly. Sometimes I couldn’t breathe, for no reason at all, and other times I felt like something was trying to manipulate my thoughts. I would have evil impulses I couldn’t understand, and get easily swayed by dark emotions. It was only after I died that I learned the source of all this malevolence.

This place—it’s brimming with the hate of the dead. Some emotions aren’t diluted by time—they intensify. That’s why this story is important. Because every other story starts there. From the pit, from the vicious thoughts that haven’t been reckoned with.

Now, let’s turn to that day you’re so desperate to hear about. Let’s start with Han Dohyun, shall we?

Han Dohyun was always exceptional. Though he was born fragile and spent part of his childhood in the hospital, he was soon cured, thanks to Han Junghyuk’s enormous wealth and network. Once he’d conquered his body’s limits, Dohyun feared nothing. School was too easy, and people were kind to a handsome child. There was the occasional jealous classmate but, once he gave them small presents or pretended to be friendly with them a few times, they would become loyal to him, like they’d take out their own hearts for him.

Dohyun knew that his uncle had a massive inferiority complex toward his father, knew that his cousin was constantly compared to him and abused. This cousin of his was a little inferior to him in every way. Everybody around them took to subtle, casual put-downs of the stupid younger cousin to elevate Dohyun on his pedestal. And he relished it. Isn’t that how humans are wired? Whenever the cousin let slip his own inferiority complex toward Dohyun at family gatherings, he found it so funny that he almost couldn’t stand it. The kinder he was to his cousin, the more confusion crept into that little face, you see.

When he became a teenager, Dohyun realized how entertaining the world could be. How easy everything and everyone seemed to him. And they actually were. For one, he had access to money that never ran dry. What can money not buy in today’s world? It even fixed his failing heart. But he missed one crucial fact. That 1 multiplied by 100 is 100, but 0 is 0 no matter what you multiply it by—a life can’t be returned once taken, is what I mean. It’s like what that lunatic who made the poisonous rice cakes said. Death doesn’t discriminate.

It was plain old rice cakes—not alcohol, not any other drink. Who puts poison in rice cakes? If I were the culprit, I would’ve never made that mistake. Rice cakes have no style. But they were one of Dohyun’s favorite snacks. He found a pretty floral plate on his doorstep, piled with yummy-looking ggultteok with the heavenly smell of sesame oil. It was sealed in plastic wrap to keep out the dust, and came with a little note that said, in crude but sweet handwriting: Hello from your new neighbor. Dohyun remembered the newlyweds who had recently moved in. The kind housekeeper was startled to see the rice cakes. He knew that she hated them, as did his father. So he told her he’d have them in his room while he studied, and asked her to bring him a glass of orange juice as he took the plate into his room.

The rest, you already know. The poison spread swiftly through his body.

The human body is a tricky thing. Yet it is fair. Fragile as the thinnest glass cup, futile as a daydream. That’s what makes it a marvel. Imagine how a father would feel losing his son—his finest work of craftsmanship he’d spent billions of won to save—to a mere, bite-size snack. Can you even imagine?

Dohyun coughed up blood and died, and the first person to find him was the housekeeper. Seeing him sprawled on the floor, the nice woman immediately dialed 119, but the call wouldn’t go through—almost as if a ghost were playing tricks. Too many people could’ve been calling in at the same time. You see, the God of Time has a nasty penchant for making you narrowly miss something, rather than narrowly achieving it. The housekeeper gave up calling and placed her hands on the boy’s chest for CPR, which she’d learned while studying for her certification. But in that moment she knew. It was too late.

Slowly, she withdrew her hands and slumped to the floor, leaning against the wall. Sirens blared outside the window, almost sounding like a war had broken out. Han Junghyuk arrived just before the ambulance did and saw the scene. Sir, Dohyun is dead. I heard a thud inside his room and when I opened the door he was dead. She said something along those lines. He dropped the cake he’d bought from a hotel to share with his son.

He took one step, then another, toward his son who had gone from 1 back to 0. Who could never return to 1 even if he were multiplied by 100, by 10,000. With shaking hands he lifted his son in his arms, his cold, stiff son who gave off a strange odor. The irreversible reality sank in, through flesh, air, and smell. A million sharp needles seemed to prick his heart, tongue, esophagus, and guts. He thrashed around like he was drowning, howling like an animal. Now, you’ll recall the story I told you earlier. There was another presence in the room, watching. A soil-gagged ghost, which crawled out of that pit for the sole pleasure of collecting malice, piece by piece. The true master of this apartment.

It gazed down on the spectacle, grinning from ear to ear.

Do you know? The dead may not be able to hurt the living, but they can influence thought, and thought drives action. They can seduce, is what I’m saying. Like the biblical snake. They coax you into choosing the worst possible option in a given moment. Then watch you sink into despair. They feed off it, growing powerful, more spiteful. It’s easy to tear or crumple one sheet of paper, but a book of sheets is like a rock. The same goes for the dead: the living don’t give two hoots about how the dead feel but, if all their residual feelings pile up, they can wield real power. That’s how the dead affect the living.

So while Han Junghyuk wept, cradling his son, the ghost from the pit whispered softly into his ear. Aren’t you mad? Your son is dead but what was that woman doing? How dare she cry? Look, there’s orange juice spilled on the floor. No one puts poison in rice cakes. The poison’s probably in there—that bright yellow liquid. Did you know that the housekeeper has been stealing your late wife’s belongings? Open your wife’s jewelry box. Your son’s first-birthday ring, which you meant to give him when he’s older—it’s gone. Remember when you opened your wife’s wardrobe for the first time in a long while, one of her dresses was rumpled? That housekeeper tried it on, you know. Haven’t you ever wondered why she’s so hardworking, more than any housekeeper you’ve hired? Because she’s premium? Because you give her a fat paycheck? No. Don’t you think she has a hidden agenda? Maybe she wants to become the lady of the house. She has a daughter around Dohyun’s age, you know. Maybe she wants to replace your child with hers. Oh, how she must’ve hated Dohyun’s guts!

I don’t know how much of that ghost’s voice wormed into Father. But knowing him, I can guess how his mind would’ve worked. He’s a decisive man. Straightforward. He values only what is certain, which he judges by his own criteria. And he was certain that his son had ingested poison, and that your mother had handed it to him—he didn’t know his son had brought in the rice cakes from the doorstep. He couldn’t imagine it, you see, because the housekeeper always prepared snacks for Dohyun while he studied, right about that time of day. Those two thoughts, colored by the ghost’s voice, turned his suspicion into conviction, causing every element of the scene—truth, emotion, smell, seduction, evil whisperings—to conflate and explode. He turned his bloodshot eyes on the housekeeper, completely mad, and clutched her throat with both of his hands.

I heard the cracking of bones. With a middle-aged woman of 167 centimeters, who knew how frail her neck could be?

Here again, the God of Time played a brilliant part. Just as your mother’s writhing stilled, the intercom blasted an announcement to all units, warning residents not to consume the food items left on their doorstep as they contained poison. I wonder how Father would’ve felt then? Like he’d woken from a dream, or stepped into a never-ending nightmare?

There you have it. The truth from three years ago. So, has your curiosity been satisfied? Good story, isn’t it?
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Led by the voice, Doha and Hwayoung floated through spacetime. Past the carnage of the pit, past the history of the cursed land, toward the Seaview Parc. They landed on D-day three years ago. Scenes played out before them in high definition, as though extracted straight from the dead boy’s eyes and brain. They watched, paralyzed, unable to shut their eyes or cover their ears. Memory didn’t permit cowardice, rushing in like an incoming tide. They became Han Dohyun and Han Junghyuk. They became Hwang Hwasook. They sensed death and trembled in fear, raged and brandished malice. They felt Junghyuk’s thick, vice-like hands at the same time they felt Hwasook’s neck, slender as a herbivore’s. Their vision darkened.

They coughed and sputtered, like people pulled out of the water just before drowning. The shroud of memory lifted, revealing a room identical from moments ago: they were in Doha’s pleasant room. No wet soil, no corpses. Only ten minutes had passed while they experienced the insanity and tragedy of three years ago.

“How does it feel, Doha?” the tied-up Dohyun asked, smirking.

How did it feel? The question felt obnoxious to Doha after all the horrors he’d shown him. Doha balled his woolly fists but failed to say anything. It took him a long while just to shake off the afterimages of the past. Was this really the truth of that day? He didn’t know how much of Dohyun’s words to trust. As if he had read Doha’s mind, Dohyun said calmly, “Everything you saw is true.”

The strength seeped out of Doha’s fists. Yes, he himself had seen and heard and felt. An experience so vivid couldn’t be completely false. Junghyuk had killed Hwayoung’s mother. And Doha, sharing that same bloodline, wasn’t free from the sin. Guilt bore down on him. He wanted to rip out his very veins.

Not having the heart to approach Hwayoung, Doha observed her discreetly. She was deathly pale, a thin line of blood trickling from one of her clenched fists. Her fingernails had dug into her flesh. A tense silence fell between them like a sheet of ice about to crack. Hwayoung sat there without speaking, without questions, accusations, or tears.

“Fuck,” she spat suddenly. She jumped up from the bed and paced round and round the room like a madwoman, rubbing her face with her hands, swearing, screaming. After many circuits, she stormed out to the living room, slamming the door behind her. Doha heard the rattle of metal and glass as though she was rummaging through tableware. Metal clanged ominously against metal. He glanced at his tightly bound imposter before hurrying after her. The imposter barked out a laugh, looking positively jubilant.

Doha couldn’t fathom how Hwayoung felt right now. Was it cathartic to know Junghyuk was guilty, once and for all? At least she hadn’t been wrong. At least her coming all this way wasn’t a complete waste of time. And yet… what small, awful comfort, Doha thought. Learning the truth didn’t bring back the dead. Having your vague suspicions confirmed was like climbing to a mountain peak and looking down: the height shocks you all the same.

Doha scurried out to find Hwayoung standing in the living room, glaring up at Junghyuk’s family portrait. Kitchen knife in hand. Next moment, he saw the corner of the frame flash with the LED light, before slashing sounds pierced his eardrums. Hwayoung hurled the frame onto the floor, shattering the glass. With the sharp blade she hacked Junghyuk’s now defenseless face, tearing open long gashes with focused wrath. Blood dripped from her tightly bitten lips, from her knees and calves cut with glass shards.

Quickly, Doha pulled out a tissue, but couldn’t bring himself to hand it to her. It was all he could do to hover a few steps behind her. Who was he to wipe Hwayoung’s blood for her? He had the sensation of being trapped alive in a stifling coffin. Through the chilling quiet, Hwayoung’s voice reached him:

“It’s so fucked up.” Her voice cracked. “I’ve found out the truth, and it’s the answer I’ve longed to hear, so I don’t know why it feels so shitty.”

The kitchen knife clattered onto the mangled family portrait. Hesitating, Doha mustered the courage to walk up to her. He picked up the knife, which was smudged only with Hwayoung’s blood, and put it away. He didn’t want her to get hurt anymore.

“You asked if I resented you,” Hwayoung said.

His exact wording had been if she was “okay” with him, but Doha knew they were the same question. Like Hwayoung, he was standing on a bed of glass shards. He nodded, gazing up at her.

“I resent you,” she said.

“…”

“I wish Han Junghyuk and his entire family would die a terrible death.”

Doha had gotten his sentence. No twists or exceptions. He hung his head. He didn’t have the guts to keep looking at her face. He was grateful for his teddy bear face then, because who knew what pathetic expression he would’ve had on his real one. Lowering the box of tissue in front of Hwayoung, he said, “I’m sorry.” Then he turned. Shoulders slumped and his loose ear and arm flapping, he took a step away from her, then the next. That was when Hwayoung called out: “Then make it up to me.”

Doha stopped.

“If you’re sorry, don’t bail out of this revenge—help me.”

He looked back at her. Hwayoung stood tall, stepping on Junghyuk’s family portrait.

“I told you that to me, blood tie is the strongest bond there is even if it’s invisible. Well, I’m gonna break that bond. Just as your blood killed mine, I’m gonna kill yours. So if you’re truly sorry, help me do it.”

This time, Doha met her eyes.

“I need you for my revenge.”

Doha planted one short leg forward. Then he was off, waddling as fast as he could to Hwayoung. He surrendered himself to her outstretched, bloody hands. “Okay. I’m in,” he said.

Hwayoung lifted him into her arms. Doha wished he were a little bigger. If only he were his original height. He wanted to meet her eyes without having to be held up. Hoping his sincerity would reach her, he said, “I can’t feel everything you feel, and I can’t even cry with you, being a teddy bear, but I’ll be right here whenever you need me. Use me all you want.”

With a little sniffle, Hwayoung answered, “I’ll take that. Now let’s get planning.”

Leaving the chaos of the living room behind them, they returned to Doha’s room.
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Hwayoung chanted to herself, Don’t get carried away with emotions. There’s no time. This is my last shot. My moment for revenge. Doha hopped down from her shoulder onto the bed. The imposter was still tied to the chair, looking like he had no intention of escaping, even greeting them with a serene smile. His composure irked Hwayoung. Didn’t he care what happened to the body he stole? Forcing her voice to remain calm, she asked, “Where’s the evidence? Can you prove what you said about the past?”

Dohyun, with Doha’s face, burst out laughing. “Evidence? Of course there’s none,” he said. “Han Junghyuk was desperate to get out of that nightmare—he did everything he could. The only evidence was your mother’s body. The marks left on her throat.” Dohyun added mockingly, “But you’ve burned it, haven’t you?”

Hwayoung bit her lips. An autopsied body was embalmed and shrouded before it was shown to surviving family. When Hwayoung saw her mom at the funeral wake, she was wrapped in white cloth that thoroughly covered the incision marks. Hwayoung was too stricken at the time to even suspect that the autopsy report might have been forged.

She kept worrying her bottom lip in silence until she suddenly cried, “I can talk to the pathologist! And don’t the detective and prosecutor normally go into autopsies? I could ask them to give testimony that the report was falsified.”

“You think they got away? They’re all dead. The detective was stabbed halfway through the investigation; the prosecutor and pathologist both fell to their deaths while hiking.”

The hitwoman’s voice seemed to brush past Hwayoung’s ears, telling her that Han Junghyuk was a regular client. “That fucking psycho!” she shouted before she could help herself. “Fine, let’s say you can’t prove the past. What about the present? He used a broker to buy teenage boys—that’s a fact.” The reason she was going on about “evidence” and “testimony” despite having already decided to kill the man was that she’d had a change of heart about something. She used to think killing him would be the end-all, because she had never thought beyond her revenge. But not anymore. She wanted to imagine what came after. For her “after” to be even marginally better, she couldn’t just slit his throat but had to expose his true, ugly face, hidden beneath those tears he shed in the documentary. He murdered her mom, and, according to Dohyun, the people involved in the investigation. And according to the hitwoman, he hired her to finish off Youngjin. The ledger contained records of him trafficking at least five teens. No matter his motives, Hwayoung could not let this monster be remembered as an innocent victim. Because she was going to live in the after. She wished that for herself now.

It was time to carry out the plan brewing in her head. Making a fist, Hwayoung moved toward the tied-up imposter. She threw a hard punch at his face. Maybe it was just her imagination, but she thought she heard bones break. Gripping her right wrist with her left hand, she shook it out. That was a solid blow, she thought. Doha flinched even though he wasn’t the one hit. Dohyun looked winded from the sudden punch. Bright crimson blood gushed out of his mouth, which seemed to have torn inside. The struck cheek—his left—swelled rapidly. Hwayoung drew back her fist again as if she was just getting started. She turned to Doha and asked, “How was that? Did it hurt for you, too? It’s your body. I’m just worried it might affect you.”

Doha shook his head.

“Good. Then here we go again.” Hwayoung swung another roundhouse punch. She made sure to strike him in the same spot to cause more pain. Dohyun moaned. She reached in his pocket and pulled out his—or rather Doha’s—phone. She put her fist down and grabbed her gun. Pressing the muzzle into Dohyun’s forehead, she snapped a photo of his badly swollen, bloodied face. He looked like a hostage taken by ruthless terrorists.

“Doha, what’s your phone’s passcode?”

“123456.”

“That’s like asking to be hacked.”

After easily unlocking the phone, Hwayoung pulled up Doha’s contact list. She located Han Junghyuk’s number, tapped open a new message, and sent the photo she had just taken of Dohyun. She did not add any text. If it was really Dohyun inside Doha, then his doting father would come charging back to Yamu the second he saw the photo. Oh, but the police couldn’t get involved. At least not now—she was planning to turn herself in after everything was done. Maybe this apartment wasn’t the best place for the finale. Another place occurred to her, one that Han Junghyuk wanted to keep hidden and the police didn’t know about. The plush toy factory next to Rainbow Apartments.

The instant the number “1” beside the photo disappeared, indicating it was seen, Han Junghyuk began calling. Hwayoung turned off the phone. Even if he came as fast as possible, it would take time for him to travel the physical distance. She had to find a safe way to get everyone to the factory in the meantime.

“Teddy bear! Keep an eye on him. I’m going to step out for a bit,” Hwayoung said. After making sure Dohyun was bound properly, she went outside. This left only Dohyun and Doha in the room, the robber and the robbed. Both something between human and ghost, they stared at each other. Doha still had many questions for Dohyun. A lot of Dohyun’s attitude and words didn’t make sense to him. After a moment’s silence, Doha broke the silence:

“How’d you end up like that?”

“What do you mean.”

“You were never a bad person, Hyung. You were just annoying—because you were so brilliant. I’m having trouble believing that you killed all those kids to have a body.”

“I didn’t kill them. Father did.”

“You’re complicit, Hyung.”

Dohyun was slurring his words due to the tear in his mouth. He gave an exaggerated smile as he said, “Doha, you have no idea. The things I’ve gone through after I died.”

The painful grimace looked oddly sad to Doha. Did he want to know? Dohyun asked and Doha nodded. He needed more information to clear a doubt niggling in his mind. Dohyun beckoned Doha closer with his chin. Doha told him to talk just as he was, aware that Dohyun, despite being bound, was a lot bigger and had more range of movement. His face still puffy, Dohyun opened his mouth to speak. The smell of soil rose once more.

“Guess where I woke up after I died,” he said.

Doha peered back at him, knowing he wasn’t expected to answer. After a pause, Dohyun answered it himself. “The pit. That’s where I woke up after I died.”
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It would’ve been nicer if things had just ended there. The ordinary way. Oh, I’m sorry, I’ve accidentally kicked the bucket. See you in the next life! But for some reason, Han Dohyun woke up again. Where?

In that pit.

That was where I saw and experienced everything. How the people dumped there had died, how pained and frightened they were, how sad, hungry, and despairing. How lonely. I went through that again and again… Would you believe me if I told you that I lived every one of the hundreds of lives slaughtered there? Have you ever fallen into a space where you can’t breathe, where every ounce of air reeks? You think Han Dohyun, who lived his whole life like a prince, could stand it? Even if who I am now isn’t the Dohyun you knew, don’t you think someone who suffered what he did would break or change somehow?

In the pit, I was a twelve-year-old named Im Yoo. She was living in a poor seaside village of Yamu when the terrible plague struck her entire family—everyone except her. But instead of consoling her or protecting her from the sickness, people treated her like a soon-to-be patient whose life had lived its use, a burdensome lump of flesh. They didn’t know how or when she might be infected, you see, and a child wasn’t much good for work. She was wasting food when every grain of rice was precious. Im Yoo fell into the pit with her family. They didn’t even shoot her, to save the cost of a bullet. So she was alive the whole time. In that horrific space crawling with insects and corpses, she waited for death to find her quickly.

But it didn’t. Even as her sick family died and decayed, as new people rained down into the pit, Im Yoo survived. Funnily, being alive made her want to stay alive. So she started climbing. She stepped and grabbed onto the mush of corpses, drinking rainwater mingled with rotting body fluids. If only she made it out of the pit, she felt like she could do anything. That goal gave her strength, and she climbed for three days and nights until finally, she was out in the sun. It was spring. A cherry blossom fluttered down from a tree and she caught it—it was the loveliest thing she’d ever seen. The fact that she had survived was just beginning to sink in… when she heard a voice.

“What, she’s not dead yet?” The voice of a soldier standing guard. Im Yoo turned to see a long barrel aimed at her. BANG. The child who had crawled her way up for three days and nights tumbled back into the pit. A bullet lodged between her brows. The last thing she remembered was the soldier’s irritable, bored face… and the name “Han Hakcheol” embroidered on his chest. Han Hakcheol, Han Hakcheol. Ring any bells?

Dohyun was no longer Im Yoo. He thought he’d finally reached his end, his consciousness fading—though it’s absurd that a dead person had any “consciousness” to lose. He wanted a quick, complete death. Whether he’d reincarnate or float around as a speck in the universe he didn’t care, as long as it was all over. But when he opened his eyes the next moment, guess what happened?

He was still in the pit. Or right before he fell in, to be exact. He was shaking in fear as he waited to be culled. This time, he wasn’t Im Yoo but Kim Sangho, a man in his forties. He and his wife were tied together with a rope and kicked into the pit. There, he died watching his wife rot. That was the kind of thing I went through again and again.

Im Yoo, Kim Sangho, Ji Yeonho, Yoo Boksoon, Park Sangcheol, Do Minhan, Cho Oonhyung…

Why was this happening to me? It was already unfair that I died so young; why did I have to live through such horrors? But you know, once I died about twenty times, it dawned on me. That everyone I’d become in that pit thought the same thing: Why is this happening to me? Why me?

In the end, those people and I were the same. I’d suffered those horrors to learn that. The me in the pit, and the me who lived at the top of the apartment built over it, were no different. That was the moment I opened my eyes again. This time, I wasn’t in the pit but in the 260-square-meter penthouse of the Seaview Parc. Inside the fluffy body of a teddy bear. And here I am now, in front of you.

What do you think all of this means? Why did I experience these things after I died, only to come back? Why did the ghosts of the pit make me see and live through Yooksa-dong’s past? This is what I think. I am the sum of their longings. The longing to escape the pit, to see the sun. We need bodies. Real ones that can go anywhere, anytime. Not a lump of fabric, but a body made of skin, bone, muscle, and guts.
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“So, is that why you killed all those kids—for their bodies?” Doha asked.

“I didn’t want to kill them from the beginning. But turns out, I can’t enter bodies that still have a soul.”

Doha remembered what Rainbow Apartments’ young ghost had told him. That the dead were bound to the place of their death. That if he hoped to get his body back, he needed to want it first. Right before he lost his body, while running from the factory he had thought, So what if he gave up his place? It was a question that had haunted him long before then. Why was he the survivor? Did he deserve to be? Those had been his first seeds of doubt. After some silence, Doha finally spoke. He had just recognized the name from Dohyun’s story.

“Han Hakcheol… That’s Grandfather.”

Dohyun—no, a stranger—grinned widely at him. “Yes. Our father’s father, who gave us his wealth and blood.”

Peering at Doha’s plastic eyes, he said, “I’m not going back into that pit. This body is mine. The sins of my father, who inherited the sins of his father, are none of my business.”

Doha stared into his own eyes. Were they Dohyun’s, or his? Or they could belong to an entirely different being, an evil imitating Dohyun. A person couldn’t study their own face without a mirror, yet here Doha was, observing. Though bruised and swollen, that was his face. He would reclaim it, whatever hid behind it. That way he could help Hwayoung. And to do that, he had to get a clearer idea of who this thief was.

He chewed over the story told by the entity talking in Dohyun’s voice through Doha’s body. It was the cruel truth of the land he stood on. Green Village’s past that could not rest in peace. Yet it wasn’t clear whose point of view Dohyun was telling his story from. While claiming to be Dohyun, he kept slipping into in the third person like an observer; and when Doha had asked him “How’d you end up like that?” he described what happened in the pit with more vivid detail than Dohyun’s actual emotions and changes. It was time for Doha to finally flex his text analysis skills honed from years of private tuition and studying.

Hypothesis: whatever was in that body might not be Dohyun.

Doha first became suspicious when Dohyun laughed at his conversation with Hwayoung. Dohyun’s cackle was loud, mouth gaping and face contorted, spit flying and wheezing for air. Doha had felt a weird unease. Dohyun never laughed like that. Through careful observation and deduction, Doha went about testing his hypothesis.

Maybe Dohyun vanished the moment he died. Maybe he never woke up in the pit, never suffered the deaths of those trapped there. The only ones who suffered were the true protagonists of his story. Dohyun realized that he and those people were one and the same? That was just their wish. Their wish for expression and sympathy. This longing slipped out and created a hole in their performance of Dohyun. Maybe they revealed it on purpose.

Now, time for the final test.

Doha got up and clambered up to the desk. On the shelf was his middle school English vocabulary book he had studied a long time ago. Pulling it out, he went to stand in front of Dohyun, who looked puzzled. Doha didn’t need to explain anything. He was the one quizzing now, as Hwayoung had done. He flipped to the middle of the book. It was a section titled, “English Vocabulary 101 for Middle Schoolers: Basic A-Level.” He picked out a word from the section. “Disease. Tell me what it means.”

“Huh? What are you playing at?”

“Tell me.”

Dohyun kept quiet.

Doha kept going:

“Counter?”

“Competitive?”

“Exchange?”

He asked ten more easy questions but Dohyun failed to answer a single one. But Doha was getting the answer to his doubts. Why hadn’t he seen it before? He had almost fallen for it. Doha closed the vocabulary book. Then he told Dohyun—no, the mystery entity pretending to be Dohyun—

“You’re not Han Dohyun.”

“What are you on about?”

“If you were Han Dohyun, if you really were Dohyunnie hyung, there’s no way you wouldn’t know these basic words. Even when you were talking about Yooksa-dong, I thought something was off. Dohyunnie hyung may be an annoying smarty-pants but he doesn’t have a bad heart.”

“I told you. You think anyone can go on being nice when they’ve been through what I have? They’d want everyone to suffer as much as they did.”

“Hyung never laughed at me at family gatherings, you know. If anything, he came to talk to me, shared his interests with me—he was kinder to me than anyone else in this family. He was also the one who gave me this teddy bear.”

“…”

“He would’ve known, of course, what I went through at home,” Doha continued. “But not once did he look down on me. Even if he changed after suffering unimaginable things after death, he wouldn’t have told a twisted version of our past like that. You did a bad impression of him, you fake.”

There was a long silence. Then the entity that was neither Dohyun nor Doha said in a low voice, “Fuck off. Who do you think I am then?”

“A ghost. Or ghosts, from the pit much older than this apartment. Im Yoo, Kim Sangho, Ji Yeonho, Yoo Boksoon, Park Sangcheol, Do Minhan, Cho Oonhyung… all of them merged into a demon. I’ve seen something similar at Rainbow Apartments. Souls that lingered for too long until only their malice was left. That day, you whispered into Han Junghyuk’s ear and goaded him into killing the housekeeper. You then made him believe you were Dohyun returned from the dead, driving him to commit more murder. Of course, everything was his choice, but you egged him on. Because you wanted a body, didn’t you?”

The face looking at Doha broke into a crooked smile. As those familiar yet strange lips parted, a sound alien to Doha’s ears—a voice, or maybe a chorus of dozens or hundreds of voices—rumbled out. “You’ve got one thing wrong. I never told Han Junghyuk to make me a body.”

“No, you wouldn’t have demanded it, but you would’ve subtly put him up to it, pretending that’s what Dohyun wanted.”

“I only let him hear the voice he wanted to hear. Is that putting him up to it?”

Here, the entity rearranged their expression, cleared their throat, and said theatrically to Doha: “Dad, it’s me, Dohyun.

“I… must be alive. I don’t know how I’ve ended up in this state. Dad, am I really dead? Please don’t tell me you’ve burned it, my body. But you’re okay with me in this body, right? I’m still the son you’re proud of?

“That is all I said to him. Everything Han Junghyuk did afterward, he chose to do it himself.”

The entity continued to speak through Doha’s body. “Just like eight years ago—halfway through this apartment’s construction when our bones surfaced after decades—and he chose to bury us back in the ground.”

They said this with a little sadness.

[image: ]
Eight years ago, Junghyuk was in the middle of a golf game when he received an urgent report. Some manner of historical artifacts, he was told, had been unearthed on the construction site of the Seaview Parc at Yamu, a project he had devoted considerable energy to and invested heavily in, going so far as to buy off the leader of the homeowners’ board. If the report proved accurate, the city would have to launch a full-scale excavation of the heritage site, potentially halting construction indefinitely. Any delay in presales would push back return on investment and increase loan interest. The builder’s contract duration would be thrown into uncertainty and compensation for postponed move-ins could become unavoidable. Above all, the Seaview Parc was the poster child of Yamu’s urban planning. Junghyuk had a mountain of other projects to launch, and he couldn’t afford to create the impression of a rocky start. Yamu, his hometown, was on the brink of great change. He would not allow some relic of the past to stand in the way.

He headed straight to the building site. His secretary’s report had struck him as odd. What was “some manner” of historical artifacts supposed to mean? Such ambiguities nettled Junghyuk. He was a man of conviction, never given to hesitation. He invariably made good judgments and produced results that proved as much. It was only in his forties that life threw him his first curveball: the death of his wife and the birth of Dohyun. And all the emotions brought on by his son’s birth.

It had been unthinkable that his wife would die in childbirth in this day and age. That she, who had shown no drive or enthusiasm for anything, would go ballistic at the doctor’s suggestion of an abortion. No matter how Junghyuk reasoned with her that they could try for another pregnancy later, she refused to listen. He was shocked to see his wife like this. Having lived in a world that had never deviated from his expectations, his bewilderment was foreign to him. And his response was to ignore it. After all, it was human nature to be repulsed by what was unfamiliar, and to shun what was repulsive.

In the end, his wife died in the delivery room. Junghyuk had been startled, then, to feel—not grief or desolation from losing his wife—but the powerful stirrings of love. Little had he known he would fall so helplessly in love with the baby, resolving to devote himself utterly to the child whose life had taken his wife’s. Up to that moment, he had had no strong feelings about having or not having children. Yet his newborn, shining like a divine revelation in his arms, became his second heart. It was impossible to make sense of these emotions that hit him like a car crash. He couldn’t even measure their size, let alone locate their source. For the first time in his life, Junghyuk accepted the emotions as they came. Didn’t countless fairy tales and stories tell us? Love was like that.

Perhaps because the baby had become another person’s heart, but little Dohyun’s own heart was frail from the moment of his difficult birth. He had a congenital heart defect with a rare mouthful of a name. But Junghyuk did not despair. His life knew no failure. Although his wife had died, Dohyun was born. He connected the two separate events as a single one, registering it as not a loss, but an exchange. This kind of thinking was possible from a man who was completely self-centered. His wife’s death was ultimately for the child, he thought. The child was born to teach him the nobleness of love. And love being a beautiful thing, he need not grieve. He also had faith in his own life, that any hardship was merely a stepping stone for a brighter future.

Junghyuk showered money on Dohyun. There was nothing he couldn’t do with his inexhaustible generational wealth. The death of a spouse and the incurable illness of a child would’ve humbled any ordinary man, but not Junghyuk. His perfect trajectory and the praise of everyone around him had made him impervious.

Before Dohyun started elementary school, he had major surgery in America. The doctor had initially refused to perform a surgery that was so risky for such a young patient, but Junghyuk insisted, offering double the usual cost. Dohyun got the surgery and a brand new heart. He had overcome his weak heart, just as Junghyuk believed he would.

The child recovered without a single side effect and was soon running around the playground, healthy as ever. That wasn’t all. Despite never getting proper lessons due to his prolonged illness, Dohyun taught himself English and Korean simply by reading books. Junghyuk’s one wish had been for his son to be healthy, but the boy was clever to boot! He finally understood those parents who said they felt full just watching their children eat. His faith in his judgment and money deepened. Dohyun was growing up beautifully. Even when Junghyuk’s fool of a brother jealously breathed down the boy’s neck, Dohyun just smiled and looked after his younger cousin. Junghyuk wanted for nothing. He had always stood on top of Yamu’s tallest tower, and that position would remain secure into the next generation.

The Seaview Parc at Yamu, the construction work for which had just begun, was the new world Junghyuk was dreaming up. He wanted his hometown to be as elevated as he was. He wanted everything that composed him—including his past and the spaces he occupied—to be flawless. That was why he had packed up his life in Seoul and moved back to the city of his birth.

When he arrived at the building site, he put on a hard hat and followed the construction manager. They arrived at the grounds set aside for what would become the tallest block of the Seaview Parc, which would house the penthouse that Junghyuk himself would move into. Every floor would be its own penthouse, furnished with a private elevator lobby, and the outdoor and indoor spaces were to be designed by a renowned Japanese landscaper and interior designer respectively. Junghyuk saw a clear vision of that future on what was still a wasteland. Wrapped up in his own mental blueprints, he only half-listened to the construction manager. But the playback of his dream was rudely interrupted by the reason of his urgent summons.

What protruded through the reddish-brown soil were not artifacts like clay jars or roof tiles.

They were bones.

Bones of dozens, no, hundreds of human skeletons tangled together. The construction manager told the expressionless Junghyuk, “We keep digging and digging ’em up. There must’ve been some kind of massacre here.” The manager, who had the look of an honest man, said hesitantly, “I suppose we should report this to the police? Or the Ministry of Land and Infrastructure maybe? Or hang on, the Korea Heritage Service? Of course, that would push back the construction timeline, but we can’t ignore—”

“Resume construction,” Junghyuk cut in.

“I’m sorry?”

“Move those disgusting things and burn them, or bury them for all I care—just take care of it. And not a word of this gets out, understand? Construction will go on as planned. I will double the wages—recruit workers who won’t talk.”

Startled, the construction manager began to protest, but Junghyuk roared that he wanted those cursed skeletons out of his sight right now or else the manager could pack his bags. That was the end of the discussion. Junghyuk left the site and returned to the golf course. He took a full swing. Mm, another nice shot, he told himself. He did not backtrack on a choice already made. For he trusted the man who made it. Therefore, he never regretted his choices.

Someone who has never felt regret simply doesn’t know how. Instead, they keep trying to fix what is already irrevocable… not knowing that the more they try, the more they ruin.

The Seaview Parc was completed on schedule. The construction saw an unusual number of worker injuries and the abrupt departure of the honest construction manager, but, despite these headaches, Junghyuk still believed he had made the best judgment.

To everyone who knew of the human remains, Junghyuk circulated a false rumor that the injured workers had told someone about the bones. In a port city like Yamu, people clung to superstitions. The most efficient way to keep their mouths shut was to plant a creeping fear in them. The few who knew about the remains kept silent, and the exhumed bones were either burned or reburied. For all Junghyuk knew, they could’ve been tossed into the reservoir, or dumped in an old apartment storeroom or factory site.

He was no longer interested in the remains or their disposal, and least of all in their history. And just like that, the Seaview Parc was open for move-ins. Junghyuk believed that he had no more curveballs to dodge. Dohyun was perfect as always and was the envy of every parent. His new, expensive heart was robust. Time passed peacefully, to the point of tedium. Until the day he had the nightmare.

It was the day his son had placed top of the year for the eighth-grade second-semester midterms. Ten floors below his unit in his oaf of a brother’s house, his poor nephew would soon be screaming, having failed to outperform Dohyun yet again. Junghyuk was in his office, ready to clock out, when he dozed off. He hadn’t even been drowsy but had suddenly fallen asleep and had a dream about Dohyun. In it, Junghyuk walked over to his brilliant son and embraced him, only for Dohyun to turn into something like rotten meat in his arms. Dohyun’s skin was peeling off and his eyes oozed pus. As worms wriggled out of his mouth, he said, Dad, I’m still your son. I’m your son, Dohyun. You love me, right? Junghyuk couldn’t answer. Dohyun began strangling him and Junghyuk shoved him off, hard. Dohyun rolled across the floor and turned into a teddy bear. The wretchedly cute toy said, Then how about me like this?

Junghyuk opened his eyes to the sunset. He must have slept for some time, judging by the orange light suffusing his entire office. He forgot his unpleasant dream completely and headed home, making sure to pick up on his way a 200,000-won cake from a hotel patisserie. What should they have for dinner? Junghyuk mused, thinking he couldn’t wait to hear the voice of his sweet, mini self.

When he came home, it was not his boy’s proud, happy voice that greeted him, nor the lithe figure of an adolescent blooming into adulthood, but a cold hand. A dirty mouth, a sickening smell.

Dohyun lay icy in a puddle of orange juice, blood, vomit, and colorful rice cakes. What had Junghyuk thought then? Oh, yes, his first thought had been: this was a dream. Although he had never dreamed anything so absurd, it had to be a dream. He raised his hands and slapped himself, one cheek after the other, but his dream wouldn’t end. What was there for him to do then?

Junghyuk didn’t know how to react. He had never experienced failure, nor the total loss of something he loved. He let his emotions take over. He howled and screamed and wept, scolding Dohyun for not opening his eyes. The steady crescendo of sirens fueled his frenzy. Next moment, his eyes fell on the stricken housekeeper in the corner.

Scenes flitted across his mind as though someone was feeding old photographic film into his head. The rumpled dress in his wife’s wardrobe when he opened it on her death anniversary. The housekeeper’s affectionate voice while speaking to her daughter on the phone. Dohyun’s voice, saying, Mrs. Hwasook is like a mother to me. Someone kept whispering into Junghyuk’s ear: Are you going to sit back and watch? That woman—isn’t there something fishy about her? Who do you think tried on the dress? It’s always the nice-seeming people you need to watch out for. Look, there’s orange juice spilled on the floor. Who blends organic oranges every day in this house, at this time, to make juice for Dohyun? Who killed your son?

Junghyuk let his emotions devour him.

How can my own son die this way, after all I did to save him? How can his end be so miserable, so soon? If someone had to die… Shouldn’t it be that woman instead? Seized by irrational thoughts, Junghyuk’s mind quickly produced a bizarre formula. The scene of Dohyun’s birth played before his eyes. Dohyun was born after his wife was cut open. She left the world as he came into it. If she hadn’t had Dohyun, she would’ve lived. Therefore, just as she had given her life to Dohyun, couldn’t that housekeeper’s life be transferred to Dohyun? If one had to die and the other had to survive in this city, better the firstborn of the Han family than the housekeeper, no?

Feeling like a religious leader about to perform a sacred rite, Junghyuk brought his thick hands to the woman’s throat. He was convinced of his infallibility. If the housekeeper died, Dohyun would come back to life. It was she who killed him, so she would get her punishment. And he, Junghyuk, was doing nothing wrong. In fact, this was perfectly permissible for a man like him. It wasn’t a wrong, but a choice. Sometimes the best choices required sacrifice. And yet, even after the woman’s head lolled, even after the belated intercom announcement, Dohyun did not open his eyes. Dohyun was truly dead.

Junghyuk refused to accept it.

Surely, there had been a mistake. Surely, this couldn’t be happening—Dohyun would wake up any minute. His child, the heart of his heart, gone?… Impossible. Junghyuk flailed in his failure. In the hospital where the boy was declared dead and then in the morgue, he waited for Dohyun to open his eyes, in vain. Only then did he think back to what he had done. He had killed the innocent housekeeper. His rage in that moment had been real. Overnight, his monotonous days had morphed into a living nightmare. But if he was condemned to this nightmare for the rest of his days anyway, was there anything he couldn’t do?

One by one, Junghyuk made the necessary arrangements. He was extra meticulous in his work to distract himself from the gaping hole in his heart. Since he had strangled the housekeeper, she would have finger marks on her neck. He bribed the pathologist and detective into forging the autopsy report, removing the notes about the bruising on the neck and adding in the same details from the reports of the eight poisoning victims. Then he hired a contract killer to find the culprit who committed the atrocity. He wanted to hunt the bastard down faster than the police. It would be easier to kill him that way. Once Junghyuk cleared every task, he was left with only his grief. And the cold body of Dohyun, who didn’t open his eyes to the end. The heart made with money had worn out.

Slowly, Junghyuk came to an acceptance. He had to. He learned why people, watching the body of a loved one disappear into flames, wailed as though they were retching their hearts out. For this was the end. The moment you saw with your own eyes that a person no longer existed in the world, going from one back to zero. Junghyuk mourned like anybody else, pounding on the glass, keening. He thought he heard the child calling out for him in the fire. He shouted for the cremation to stop, that his Dohyunnie was suffering from the heat. But once inside, the coffin never came back out. That mercilessness was a dimension of life Junghyuk hadn’t known until then. He despaired, and the culprit took his own life that day.

I have committed such an act because I wanted to tell the world. That death treats everyone equally and makes no exception.

Leaving behind that insolent suicide note.

When he heard the news, Junghyuk was on his way home after the cremation. Dohyun’s funeral had been held much later than the other victims’ because Junghyuk had denied his death for so long. The house was cold without anyone to greet him. He stood in the silent entryway, the whiff of incense still on him. Had the house always been this big? It had been spacious, of course, being the largest and finest penthouse in the city. And yet… something was different. Had it always been this dark?

He couldn’t stop thinking about the words that the culprit had the gall to utter. Everyone was equal before death? The sentence single-handedly toppled the faith that had been Junghyuk’s foundation. He reeled, wept, writhed in pain. He shattered to pieces. What was left in his 260-square-meter apartment was not the luminary everyone admired but a pitiful middle-aged man bereaved of his son in a terrible tragedy. Junghyuk wanted to capture the culprit and sew up the mouth that spouted such claptrap. He wanted to torture him to death with the cruelest possible methods. But he wasn’t allowed that satisfaction. The culprit had administered the easiest punishment, that of taking his own life. There was nothing Junghyuk could do now. Not even with his unlimited wealth or his power to forge any documents in Yamu. All he could do was to bury himself in the silence of the house, remembering his son.

For the first time in his life, Junghyuk was crushed by lassitude. By a savage fury, a savage hopelessness. What was the point of living this way? How was he any different from the housekeeper whose neck he had twisted? If he asked the broker who lived near the reservoir, he could get his hands on anything—including the drugs that would peacefully lead him to his son’s side.

Breathing in the mustiness of the funeral hall from his own body, Junghyuk headed to Dohyun’s room. The room still smelled like him. Junghyuk thought the child might walk through that door any minute, announcing he was back from hagwon. Oh, if sacrificing every life in the city to the devil would bring Dohyun back, he would do it.

That was when he heard the voice.

“Dad.”

The unmistakable voice of Dohyun. Junghyuk gazed at the source of the sound. A small object was standing stoutly in the doorway. A tiny, round, furry… teddy bear.

“Dad, it’s me. Dohyun.”

What Junghyuk thought then was: he hadn’t been wrong after all.

[image: ]
Fast forward three years, and Junghyuk was staring at the photo on his phone. He was in the car going back to Yamu from the airport. Someone was pointing a gun at Dohyun, whose face was a bloody mess. The face that originally belonged to Doha but was now Dohyun’s. Strangely, those facial features that had stirred no emotion in Junghyuk when they were Doha’s now caused such an aching pang of affection. Fury surged in him at whoever had hurt that precious face. He couldn’t see the gunman’s face, but the gloved hand didn’t look very big.

Who was it? Woo Youngjin? Impossible. Hours before the news broke about the bodies in the reservoir, Junghyuk had been tipped off by his sources in the police. He had hired his go-to contract killer to eliminate Woo Youngjin, and before the day was up he saw the news: two bodies found in Unit 903 of Rainbow Apartments. Woo Youngjin was dead. That had been intended. But the contract killer was also dead, which had given him the uneasy feeling that something was going awry.

Dohyun’s kidnapper did not contact Junghyuk after sending him that one photograph. The image didn’t seem to have been doctored and it was definitely taken in Doha’s room, but he couldn’t involve the police just yet. The kidnapper had a gun. Junghyuk didn’t know how they had obtained one but it looked to be custom-built, and was likely not a prop to fool him. Seeing as they had made a point of sending him the photograph, it was him they were after, not Dohyun. Since Dohyun was valuable as a hostage, Junghyuk trusted that his son would be safe at least until he got there. Looking at his phone, he said quietly through gritted teeth, “How dare you, after all I did to get him that body.”

It had been an ugly, treacherous journey. To get back his perfect son. But the trials finally passed, as they always did, and Junghyuk had been looking forward to the return of pleasant days. The sheer joy and relief he had felt when, in the emergency room, he embraced a Dohyun who had a living, beating heart, who thanked him. That was just ten days ago. And now there was this photo.

But Junghyuk quickly gathered himself. The number 3 held mythological and religious significance. Dohyun had been resurrected twice already. The third time would be the final test. The thought made Junghyuk oddly determined to win.

He recalled the day of Dohyun’s rebirth. The voice that had called out “Dad,” the touch of those small hands pulling Junghyuk back up to his feet when he was on the verge of shattering completely. That day he had felt a fresh conviction. That God was on his side and always led him to the right choice. No, that wasn’t the right order. The choice he made became the right answer, as though he himself were God. Junghyuk was thus pieced back together—by that voice, by that tiny body which reminded him of Dohyun as an infant. The teddy bear spoke in Dohyun’s voice and with his mannerisms, sweetly reciting the memories of father and son that only Dohyun could’ve known about. It was, without a doubt, his boy. Dohyun whispered to him, “Dad, you bought the cake that day to celebrate my exam results, right? I’m sorry I couldn’t eat it with you. If only I hadn’t ended up in this body, we could’ve had the best time…”

At that, Junghyuk immediately went to the hotel and brought home the same cake. Then he sat the teddy bear down at the dining table and held a much-belated party. A candle in the shape of the number 1—symbolizing Dohyun’s top grades—glowed on the cake. Junghyuk sat wearing a party hat, beaming and crying. His child was back. He could turn things back. There was nothing he couldn’t do! He was Han Junghyuk, with a history free of failure. If there was one issue left to solve, it was that Dohyun was trapped in a shabby cotton body. Hugging the teddy bear, he muttered, “Daddy’s going to make you a new body, Dohyun. Promise.”

Junghyuk did not regret. Instead, he fixed. And once he made a decision, he saw it through to the end. He chewed over the truths he faced: Dohyun died; he killed the housekeeper; Dohyun was back. Only, he had returned in an imperfect body. Junghyuk had to fill the gap in this chain of events. Only then would Dohyun become complete.

That gap was of course a body. But bodies were material, and material things could always be bought, couldn’t they? Junghyuk still trusted the power of money. With it, he could obtain not only a heart but eyes, kidneys, lungs, a liver, a brain! With money and an iron will, anything was possible. What was more, the streets of Yamu were overflowing with kids—poor, pathetic youths who fell far short of his dear Dohyunnie.

There were plenty of youths for whom being alive was a misfortune—the ones abused by their parents, malnourished from not having proper meals and scraping by with illegal jobs at a young age. What was more, some lives were worth less than the cockroaches roaming the streets. Punks who threatened and extorted money from their gentle, decent peers, using violence, or doing drugs so young and disrupting the academic environment—these were a dime a dozen. For his beloved city of Yamu and its future, wasn’t it better for such trash to be gone? Just one or two?

It wouldn’t hurt for a few delinquents to disappear for Dohyunnie’s sake, would it?

Junghyuk conjured a scale in his head. It was a very precise scale that moved strictly to his criteria. Once he finished his calculations, Junghyuk contacted the “reservoir broker” through whom he could access anything in the world with one phone call. His initial thoughts of asking for a painless death pill took an entirely different direction.

Item requested: boy aged 15–17 with no risk of repercussions. Height between 170 and 175cm. Good looks preferred.

He had added in the last requirement as an afterthought because he would have to live with Dohyun’s new face for years to come. The original Dohyun took after him and had been very handsome; it wasn’t so easy finding a face with such well-balanced features. The broker complained that Junghyuk’s requirements were too particular and demanded several times the proposed fee. Being the filthy rich man he was, Junghyuk agreed to whatever sum the broker asked for. One month later, the first child was delivered. His name was Im Hyunjoon. He was one of the children in the “runaway fam” managed by the broker. Both of his foster parents had committed suicide because of debt, and the boy was being chased by loan sharks when the broker picked him up. Junghyuk wasn’t overly pleased with the boy’s face but his strong build, thick eyebrows, and overall impression were passable.

Junghyuk executed everything in the plush toy factory behind Rainbow Apartments. Im Hyunjoon was heavily sedated and was due to wake up in about ten hours. After injecting the remaining muscle relaxant into the limp, sleeping body, Junghyuk laid it on the dentist chair that sat in the otherwise empty night-duty room. Then, he lifted up the teddy bear. “Look,” he said, “this is the body I got you.”

He soon ran into an obstacle, however. The Dohyun inside the teddy bear had once said, ever shyly, that while Junghyuk didn’t need to bend over backwards to find him a body, if the right body came up he would be able to slip out of the teddy bear and settle into that one. Junghyuk had taken his word for it and found him a suitable body, but Dohyun was having trouble entering it. Of course, Junghyuk couldn’t see this, but Dohyun wailed that he kept bouncing back, that there was nothing he could do in the body’s current state. Dad, it’s not working. His soul is in the body, there’s no room for me. What can I do when the landlord has his door boarded up?

The weakness of his son’s attitude peeved Junghyuk. He said calmly, Then we empty out the house. Evict the landlord. Right, son? Since when have you been so indecisive? Next moment, Junghyuk raised another syringe and jabbed it into Im Hyunjoon’s wrist. It was the poison he had prepared as a contingency—the same concoction that had killed Dohyun. Im Hyunjoon died painlessly in his sleep, and his body was easily made an empty house.

Junghyuk felt nothing, stabbing the boy with a syringe. No guilt or remorse, not even nervousness. Maybe some irritation at the hassle? The weighing scale in his head was serenely still. A miserable, dirty street urchin wasn’t even worth placing on the scale. When Im Hyunjoon’s heart stopped, his sturdy body was reduced to a lump of meat. It and the teddy bear were now equally inanimate. That was when the teddy bear, who had stood silently watching, slumped. Junghyuk shook Dohyun’s furry form, but it was just a grubby teddy bear.

Dohyun’s voice came from the dead Im Hyunjoon. Although the boy had doubtlessly died, Im Hyunjoon squinted open his eyes and uttered the magic word. “Dad.”

He threw his arms around Junghyuk, his skin clammy and his heart unbeating. Junghyuk was forcibly reminded of the day he lost Dohyun, and shuddered. No, no, this wasn’t something to fear but to celebrate, he told himself. He had given a painless end to a poor soul, and his beloved son had shed the fabric and cotton fluff for a proper body. And yet a question niggled at his mind.

Was this really a proper body? When the heart wasn’t even beating?

It took Junghyuk only a moment to brush his useless doubts aside, however. For now, he wanted to savor this achievement. Dohyun was marveling at his new body, too, waving his hands and stomping his feet as he ran around the factory. Peals of his laughter echoed around the empty space. But Junghyuk felt a strange dissonance. That gleeful cackle was not his son’s laugh…

With effort, he hit his rationalization button. Yes, the boy was just excited to obtain a new life, Junghyuk thought, reminding himself to be more understanding. This boy was clearly Dohyun. And he would go back to school soon, continue his stellar academic achievements, be the object of everyone’s envy. That was his son. Picturing his return to tediously peaceful days, Junghyuk smiled at his son. The Dohyun possessing Im Hyunjoon beamed, baring his gums. Was that how Dohyun smiled? Junghyuk wondered, but hastily shook off the thought.

Yet the peace he had hoped for didn’t come. About two weeks after Dohyun took over Im Hyunjoon’s body, his skin began to peel and smell. A new soul couldn’t jump-start a dead heart, so the body had begun to rot. Dohyun was a living zombie, so to speak. He putrefied faster and faster… It didn’t matter how cold his room was kept or how liberally he was sprayed with antiseptic.

Within a month, Dohyun looked like a zombie chewed up by another zombie. He was in no state to walk around outside, let alone attend school. When he could no longer stand up, with all his joints and muscles turned to mush, Dohyun returned to the teddy bear. Junghyuk agreed that was the better choice. How troublesome the human body was.

Now he had to tend to the matter of Im Hyunjoon’s heavily decomposed body. He stuffed the body into the same suitcase he had received the boy in. Having locked the suitcase securely so it wouldn’t open, he handed it over to the broker, who spoke of “after-sales service” and “full confidentiality” as he carried it away. The suitcases that had gone back and forth between them now amounted to four.

All of them followed the same pattern. Junghyuk would hope for a different outcome each time, that he would at last procure the perfect body for his son, as he continued to be supplied with children off the street, who, deep asleep and oblivious to their imminent death, obediently gave up their bodies to Dohyun. Then, zombie Dohyun would enjoy a brief sense of freedom, controlling the dead child’s arms and legs like a puppeteer, only for the body to begin its natural decay, setting Junghyuk on the search for the next one. As the cycle repeated, Junghyuk noticed a subtle change in Dohyun. He no longer called out “Dad!” when he migrated to a new body or showed any sign of thanks. He acted as if he took all of Junghyuk’s efforts for granted.

When the third body received its “after-sales service,” Junghyuk learned from his secretary that his late brother’s son had nowhere to stay. Dohyun, who had been listening, made a sudden suggestion: how about they bring him home?

“We can watch him up close. Wouldn’t that suit you, too, Dad? The same blood you inherited runs in him. Our faces look a little similar. I take after you, and you take after Grandpa and Grandma. He shares some of our features. I can’t go on temporarily occupying decaying bodies, right?”

Dohyun had a point. In fact, Junghyuk had already considered the idea. But that was precisely what bothered him: Dohyun had been a child who never asked for things, who knew to be grateful for whatever Junghyuk provided him. But not these days. The boy openly paraded his desires, stuffed his face silly with food he couldn’t digest at all, and, when Junghyuk mentioned his studies or university, he scoffed that he should get a proper body first before worrying about all that. This was not the Dohyun that Junghyuk knew. But if this wasn’t Dohyun, who was he?

And to think of how far he had gone for the boy.

Junghyuk assured himself that he never made missteps. This was just a temporary struggle created by desperate circumstances. It would magically resolve itself if he found his son a real, living body. Taking Dohyun’s suggestion, he took in his brother’s son, Doha. That didn’t mean he could attempt something right away. The key was to figure out how to push a soul out of a living body and settle Dohyun in it—that part was still a mystery. Moreover, Doha was different from the children acquired from the street and disposed of. Doha’s adoption had made headlines, and, in the event that he ended up dead, it would surely arouse suspicion. Junghyuk treated Doha like the furniture in his vast house, all while gifting dead bodies to Dohyun and debating a solution. What if he turned the boy into a vegetable? But Dohyun hadn’t been able to possess Im Hyunjoon even when he was put completely under. How could one sever the link between body and soul? What method was there other than forcible removal?

One week had passed since he supplied Dohyun a new body. A sixteen-year-old runaway named Jung Hyungmin, who was a lot smaller and skinnier than the old Dohyun. Junghyuk wasn’t happy with him, but it was getting difficult to find a body that satisfied all his requirements. Dohyun would roam the streets of Yamu in Jung Hyungmin’s body by day and return to the house at night. To avoid getting caught by Doha, he didn’t emerge from his room even at night, and, once his condition worsened, began staying primarily at the factory.

The boy left a fetid smell wherever he stayed. Junghyuk couldn’t stand the thought of Dohyun’s room being defiled by the stench, so he often opened all the windows and aired the room. On one such occasion he had almost let Doha see Dohyun as Jung Hyungmin. But his nephew, a fearful child by nature, waved away his suspicions and holed up in his room.

In retrospect, Dohyun seemed as though he was up to something then. He messaged Junghyuk that he had dumped Jung Hyungmin’s body in his room because it had festered beyond repair. Junghyuk had been on his way to the airport but immediately turned the car around. When he arrived home with the suitcase, Dohyun had already returned to the teddy bear’s comfortable body and Jung Hyungmin was splayed across the room. Dohyun gave a casual flick of his chin to indicate that he wanted the mess cleaned up. Junghyuk felt strangely insulted as he proceeded to shove the body into the suitcase, but the rigid limbs simply wouldn’t go in. Deciding to finish the job at the factory, he put the body in a vinyl bedding storage bag, which he placed in a large sack, and set out. The private elevator and the connecting private garage were very convenient on these occasions.

Before the broker arrived, Junghyuk was at the factory, cutting up the body and packing it into the suitcase, sweating profusely. Then he heard the sound of movement, and turned to see Doha’s wide eyes, taking everything in. He was about to chase after the fleeing Doha when Dohyun said to him, “Don’t force him out of his body. Just make him want to leave, capeesh? He’s got nowhere to go in that body anyway.”

Junghyuk’s face stiffened. Why was he giving orders?

That day, Doha was hit by a car while on the run. As he flew into the air, Dohyun hijacked his body and Doha vanished. Where had he gone? Was he gone for good or trapped somewhere? Dohyun said he was able to possess the living body because Doha didn’t want it, that he had felt constant guilt about his survival. So it was that Junghyuk’s only son gained a living body at last.

The first thing Dohyun did after seizing Doha’s body was to eat. As soon as he came home from the emergency room, he greedily devoured whatever food he could get his hands on like the hungry ghosts of hell. At this unexpected behavior, Junghyuk had to postpone his business trip. Once he finished rescheduling his itinerary, he called Dohyun over in an exhausted voice. He wanted to talk to his son who had finally returned to a perfect 1. He hoped his son would give him a warm hug. If Dohyun told him right now, Thanks for everything, Dad, that one sentence would wash away all his fatigue and the smell of blood on his hands. Dohyun-ah, he called, but his son ignored him completely. Instead, he crammed into his mouth an entire croissant that had been spoiling in a corner of the fridge.

Junghyuk gave up on conversation. Then he had a sudden misgiving. If Doha hadn’t disappeared for good, if his soul was wandering somewhere nearby like Dohyun’s had… he would try to get his body back. What would happen if the teddy bear—which might contain Doha’s soul—was torn to shreds? Did a soul without a vessel scatter away?

Two days later, on Wednesday, Junghyuk told Dohyun he was going on the business trip and left the house. Although everything was finally over, it somehow felt far from it. Junghyuk boarded the plane feeling like a runaway.

In no time he was returning from his week-long trip in Japan, where he had received the news about the wildfire and the reservoir. His trip was originally scheduled for ten days, but his work wrapped up faster than expected and he had booked an earlier flight back. He was also getting nervous that he hadn’t heard from Dohyun at all.

The discovery of those bodies had sent the media into a frenzy, but he had no cause for worry. By now the bodies were likely unidentifiable, and the person who would take all blame for the case—Woo Youngjin—was dead. Junghyuk’s sole meaningful connection with him was the cash that had changed hands for their deals, but that money had gone through numerous overseas bank accounts under borrowed names and would give nothing away. And he had dealt directly with Woo Youngjin without a single middleperson. According to his intel, some ledgers had been found in the cash warehouse, but were inconsequential records of everyday expenses and income from rent or robberies—nothing to suggest human trafficking—so the authorities were having a hard time locking down a suspect.

Whether or not a ledger of their transactions existed was unimportant. Junghyuk had never met Woo Youngjin. And Woo Youngjin didn’t know his identity, despite Junghyuk being a VIP customer who had continually given him repeat business. Whatever secret numbers and codes the broker had scribbled in the ledger, Junghyuk was confident that he could escape blame. Which was to say, his apprehensions were unfounded. Didn’t everybody have those days, getting irritated at the tiniest things for no reason, their entire nervous system on high alert? Or hang on, could he be going through male menopause? These were the thoughts he was having when he received the photo of Dohyun. His mood plummeted.

Three hours away from Yamu, Junghyuk remembered the existence of Hwayoung. A clickbait tabloid story was garnering a lot of attention: “Teenager Closely Affiliated with Broker on the Run.” Just a day ago, a teenage girl identified only as H—an accomplice of a broker surnamed Wu—had lured a victim through an anonymous marketplace app, murdered him, and stolen the broker’s cash before fleeing, the article reported. The accompanying low-resolution images were from surveillance footage taken at the entrance of the inn where the broker often robbed victims, and from the dashcam of a vehicle near the reservoir.

The silhouette in the images looked familiar to Junghyuk. Who was it? He had definitely seen her before. He skimmed through the scandalmongering YouTube channels that were springing up everywhere. Despite their provocative thumbnails, they all repeated more or less what he already knew. It was on a forum that he finally found some information on “H.” Someone claiming to be part of the same runaway fam as H had written a post defending her, vouching that “She’d never do anything like that.” The post quickly drew the ire of the internet, with one comment even doxing H:

Yamu Middle School’s Eyeball Fiend Hwang Hwayoung.

The comment was immediately deleted, but Junghyuk chewed over the name that had flashed before his eyes. Then it hit him. Hwang Hwayoung. The daughter of Hwang Hwasook, the housekeeper he had murdered. The girl who had followed him around after the incident, giving him a headache. Junghyuk hadn’t dealt with her then because he knew it was better to let some voices be, rather than to silence them. No one would listen to the child anyway, thanks to that thorough autopsy report. But if she died, there would certainly be an investigation. So Junghyuk had chosen to ignore her, thinking she would tire herself out and give up. Who knew she was on his tail this whole time? He let out a hoarse laugh.

In a taxi’s dashcam footage floating around the internet, he saw, hilariously, a Happy Smile Bear in the cash bag Hwayoung was holding. Junghyuk was sure the teddy bear was Doha. That would explain how Hwayoung had gotten past the Seaview Parc’s heavy security and set foot in Unit 1507. He didn’t know how they had met and partnered up, but their motives for bursting into the apartment were clear: Doha to reclaim his body, Hwayoung to take revenge. Junghyuk closed his eyes, feeling more at ease. Now then, what should he do with them?

He had received an invitation, so accept he must. But from whichever angle he looked at it, this fight was in his favor. He could station the police or private security contractors outside the apartment, hear what nonsense Hwayoung had to say to him, and look for the right moment to knock the gun out of her hands. She would be taken away, and the teddy bear he would rip up into shreds. Easy.

Thirty minutes to Yamu now. Suddenly exhausted, Junghyuk crossed his arms. He would get some sleep before he arrived. Or so he thought until he received a second photo.

His phone vibrated briefly. Junghyuk lifted his heavy eyelids to check the message. A second photo from Doha’s number. It was of a page from a faded notebook. The page contained a picture of Jung Hyungmin, his last deal with the broker. Although the writings in it were cryptic, the notebook was clearly a ledger. Forcing himself to stay calm, Junghyuk read the text on his phone screen meticulously, like a CEO reviewing a document before signing. That was when another message arrived.


Come to Yamu Sewing Industries alone. If you call the cops I’m sending them this.



The photo was of an insignificant page from a ledger, but Junghyuk couldn’t be sure what other evidence there was. Contacting the police would have to wait.







Chapter Seven

The Feast in the Fire
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Hwayoung had a brainwave: she could enlist Jua, who had gotten her driver’s license as soon as she turned eighteen. And she desperately needed the means to transport Doha’s body—her hostage—to the plush toy factory. Sitting down on the living room sofa, she called Jua on Doha’s phone. Jua picked up immediately, as if she’d been waiting. When Hwayoung asked her to come to the Seaview Parc with the delivery helmet, vest, and container of gasoline shared by the runaway fam, Jua replied dramatically, “I’ll bring the car.”

“But you don’t have a car. Are you renting one?”

“No? I stole Hyungjoo’s key while that little twerp was wasted. I practiced for my road test with his car, too, remember?”

“You know what I think? I bet he likes you.”

“Oh, shut up,” Jua snapped, and hung up.

Hwayoung turned on the TV to take stock of the situation outside. Sure enough, a news bulletin was playing. It was about the broker’s death and how it was derailing investigations into his clientele. Hwayoung gripped the ledger on her lap. She thought of the names listed there, and her roommate Mirim. Once her work was done, she would submit the ledger to the police as evidence. Though how much damage it would cause to Han Junghyuk’s reputation, she couldn’t say.

She stood up clutching the notebook when a trivial question crossed her mind. Where was the strawberry-print pen? Had she dropped it somewhere?

Well, she must have. Hwayoung opened the bedroom door to face Doha and Doha’s body.

Dohyun seemed weirdly relaxed, as though none of what was happening concerned him. He was making no attempt to escape and even seemed amused. Like he alone knew a very funny secret. Doha was silent. What had they been talking about?

As she waited for Jua, Hwayoung organized her thoughts. And she caught an important point: technically, her revenge against Han Junghyuk would not directly help Doha get his body back. Even if she succeeded in her mission, Dohyun might refuse to budge from Doha’s body. Then what? Would Doha have to continue living as a teddy bear? But she would go to prison soon, and wouldn’t be able to stay by his side. Doha had told her he’d always be there for her when she needed him, but she couldn’t do the same for him. Hwayoung asked Doha how he planned to return to his original body, and… “What happens if you can’t?” she finished carefully.

Doha said steadily, “I’ll get it back. No matter what.” Then, looking into her eyes, he said, “Don’t worry. He’ll have to leave my body.” Because he wants to spite Han Junghyuk as much as we do, Doha thought, but did not say this out loud. Half an hour later, Jua drove up to the Seaview Parc in Hyungjoo’s used car. Hwayoung hurriedly buzzed her in. Soon Jua stood grinning before her, delivery helmet tucked under one arm. Hwayoung threw her arms around her.

“I’ve made deliveries here a couple times, but I’ve never been inside! This is so dope,” Jua said excitedly. Hwayoung wanted to give Jua a moment to enjoy herself, but they didn’t have the time. She filled her in quickly, then proceeded to take pictures of every page of the ledger with Jua’s phone. It took her a while to go through the thick volume and make sure the images weren’t shaky, as though she was scanning each page.

“This is insurance,” she told Jua. “I’m going to keep the original and turn it in to the police. But if anything happens to me, you’ll have to do it for me, okay?”

Jua nodded. The excitement on her face petered out into seriousness with the realization that Hwayoung might be in danger. Jua scrolled quietly through the pictures in her phone—until her gaze fixed on something. Hwayoung knew Jua was looking at Mirim’s photograph. Jua opened her mouth to speak but Hwayoung cut in, “Let’s go, there’s no time.”

She turned her attention to Dohyun. Thanks to her beating his face to a pulp, he would attract way too much attention if she brought him downstairs as he was—hence the delivery helmet. Hwayoung moved swiftly, without hesitation. She took a paring knife from the kitchen for self-defense and pulled the helmet over Dohyun’s head. He whimpered in pain as it chafed his bruises. Crybaby, Hwayoung tutted inwardly. She slapped him on the back before shoving the gun into his side and ordering him to put on the delivery jacket. Dohyun obliged. Hwayoung didn’t know what he was playing at, but for now she was almost grateful for his submissiveness.

Once Dohyun was fully disguised, Hwayoung went to stand right behind him. Then she slung on her backpack containing Doha and herded everyone out of Han Junghyuk’s house. They took the private elevator down to the private garage but immediately ran into a problem. Jua had parked one floor below in the guest lot. There were two ways to get there: they could either use the emergency stairs, or walk out of the private garage and take the guest elevator. To be as inconspicuous as possible, Hwayoung decided on the first option. Luckily the stairs were nearby. They pushed through the metal door and quickly descended the stairs. But when Jua reached for the door handle, the metal door swung open on its own. A suited security guard stood in the doorway.

The guard glanced at Dohyun’s delivery helmet and vest, then suddenly clapped, exclaiming at Hwayoung, “Hey, you’re that girl who comes to pray for the Unit 508 madam!”

Of all the people she could’ve run into, it was a guard who knew her face. She didn’t know whether to be dismayed or relieved. Smiling awkwardly, Hwayoung gave him a little bow.

“Not in your uniform today, eh? Is this your friend? And is the delivery boy your friend as well?” asked the guard. His brow furrowed as he took in Hwayoung’s unusually disheveled state, not to mention the absence of her collection box. Just as his gaze landed on the crack between Hwayoung and Dohyun, Hwayoung and Jua exchanged a look. Hyungjoo’s old car was parked a hundred meters away. They’d just have to barrel through. They stooped in unison and darted past the towering security guard. Dohyun ran gleefully after them, arms wide open. Like someone running for the first time in his life.

They dove into the car and Jua started the engine. Several security guards chased them and pounded on the car window, but Jua slammed down the gas pedal. The car skidded across the empty parking lot and burst onto the ground level. Doha stuck out the resident access card and the barrier gate glided open. They hurtled across the apartment complex, feeling the thrill of a wild amusement park ride. Jua’s daredevil driving skills surprised even Hwayoung. Thankfully, Jua calmed down once they exited the complex and emerged safely onto the street.

“Should I take you to Rainbow Apartments?” asked Jua.

“No, better go to the area behind it, where all the abandoned buildings are. There’s a plush toy factory in the demolition zone,” said Hwayoung. She finally breathed a sigh of relief. She was checking on Dohyun—who was giddy like a child going on a field trip—when Jua said, “Hwayoung, Mirim’s alive.”

“… Really?” Hwayoung said, forgetting that she had lied to Jua about Mirim. Jua gripped the steering wheel and stared ahead as she said evenly, “You told me she was alive but I had to see for myself. So I messaged her, but she didn’t text me back. I kept seeing live news updates about the stuff Woo Youngjin pulled, and every time they identified a body in a suitcase I was scared shitless it might be Mirim. Next thing I knew, this article was accusing you of being Woo Youngjin’s accomplice. I tried to argue with that bullshit online, you know? I posted that you’d never do anything like that. Then I got trolled so bad that I panicked and deleted the post. But then, I got this text from some unknown number with a screenshot of my post, saying, ‘This is you, right?’”

“That was Mirim?”

“Yep. I called her. She told me she went on a fishing trip with Youngjin, but got cold feet and ran. Apparently her dad smashed her phone as soon as she went back home. You know how he is. She read about you and contacted me right away with her little sister’s phone. Anyway, Mirim’s alive. I know you were lying to me because you didn’t want me to worry.”

It took Hwayoung a long moment to manage a reply. “Thank god.”

She was so relieved she didn’t know what else to say. Catching her reflection in the window, she realized she was crying. Tears and snot kept streaming down her face as she thought, Oh, thank goodness, thank you, thank you. I’m SO gonna whoop Yoo Mirim’s ass when I see her. Why didn’t the binch accept my game invite? She could’ve joined at least once… In truth, it didn’t matter that her friend had run off on her own or not gotten in touch. It was enough to know that Mirim was not in some suitcase but alive and well. Hwayoung found herself thinking that, maybe, there really might be a God. A capricious one who obviously had no interest in helping Hwayoung, but one who had worked a small miracle for Mirim.

She went on sniffling but, unable to move her right hand, which was clutching the knife, she just let the tears fall. But then a soft something poked out from behind her and wiped her face. The teddy bear’s small arm was as dirty and grimy as her face, but absorbed her tears more gently than any towel could. Not just her tears but also her snot, mind you, with his bare arm. She thought about how she’d never wiped anyone’s snot with her hands. Turning to Doha, she croaked, “Thanks.”

Doha mumbled an embarrassed “Oh, it’s nothing.” Hwayoung wrapped one arm around the teddy bear soaked in tears, blood, and muck. She told him, “Once this is done, I promise I’ll sew up your arm and ear.” Hwayoung thought she saw on his unmoving face a flicker of a smile.

Jua drove past Rainbow Apartments and pulled over into the demolition zone. Han Junghyuk would arrive soon. Hwayoung knew it was time to part with Jua. Just as she was getting out of the car, Jua called out to her. At the same moment Hwayoung’s phone vibrated in her pocket. Doha clumsily checked it for Hwayoung, who couldn’t use her hands freely while holding Dohyun at knifepoint. Jua had sent her a batch of videos.

“What’s this?” Hwayoung asked.

“You left something back at the apartment,” Jua said.

“I did?”

From her crossbody bag Jua pulled out… a ballpoint pen. The strawberry-print pen that had been tucked inside the spiral of Youngjin’s ledger. Hwayoung had been wondering where it was. She must have dropped it back at Unit 303.

“Oh, that’s not mine,” she said. “You didn’t have to bring me a pen. What are the videos for?”

“I found them in the pen.”

It took Hwayoung a moment to absorb what Jua said. There were videos in the pen? What did that mean? Slowly, Hwayoung’s face filled with shock. The tacky old Strawberry Inn pen had been no ordinary pen.

“I found it when you called me,” Jua continued. “I needed a pen to take notes, and there it was. But it wouldn’t write. I figured the ink might’ve dried out, so I unscrewed it, and there was a super-short ink cartridge inside. And a tiny memory card for a camera. Fucking Youngjin must’ve carried it around with him.”

Before Hwayoung could play back the first video, Doha played it himself. The video faded in from black. There were many video files, each filmed from a different angle and location. Most were short clips, under five minutes. Some people in the videos were masked, others were not. The hidden camera must have been powerful for its size, because the subjects’ facial expressions were clearly visible. They were shown handing over money in exchange for a suitcase. In several of the clips, Youngjin picked up a suitcase in a deserted space—Hwayoung recognized it as the very factory site she had just arrived at. It had to be a suitcase for Han Junghyuk, the only purchaser who hadn’t appeared in the videos yet. If only he’d been caught on camera, it would’ve been decisive evidence, Hwayoung thought with disappointment. Nervously, she played the second-last file in the list.

This video was slightly different from the rest.

The camera was facing the factory site again. Not long after Youngjin set down the suitcase and left, a middle-aged man came in, face thoroughly covered. Judging by the angle, the pen seemed to be on the floor. Knowing Woo Youngjin, Hwayoung guessed that he had dropped it there on purpose.

The man laid the suitcase on its back, flipped it open, and checked its contents. Curled inside in the fetal position was Jung Hyungmin. The man zipped the suitcase back up and lugged it deeper inside the building. Hwayoung heard a padlock clicking open, then a metal door banging shut. But it was all off camera.

A while later, someone reappeared on the screen. Jung Hyungmin. He was standing upright and moving. Behind him, dragging the suitcase, was Han Junghyuk. Jung Hyungmin called him “Dad” and whined about being hungry. They left the factory like any ordinary father and son. Not much else happened until the video ended with Woo Youngjin retrieving the camera. There was one last video left. Taking a deep breath, Hwayoung pressed play.

The screen was dark, and Hwayoung heard Youngjin say, Shit, I’m too early. Why the hell did he call me out here all of a sudden? Youngjin seemed to make a phone call then, but it went unanswered. That was when a loud crash came from inside the factory. The camera shook as though Youngjin was scrambling into the car to hide. The next shot was of a chase scene unfolding beyond the car window. Doha came staggering out from the factory. It was the day of his accident. Gasping for breath, he dashed out of the grounds with Han Junghyuk hot on his heels in a butcher’s apron. His face wasn’t covered. Han Junghyuk in his vinyl apron, drenched in sweat, both arms stained with black blood—all of it was caught on camera.

Cautiously, Youngjin crept into the abandoned factory. The door to the former night-duty room was wide open. A single suitcase lay there, and inside was Jung Hyungmin’s corpse, rotted to a pulp. Hwayoung winced at the grisly sight. Shortly, Youngjin got a call.

Yes. I just got here. I’ve checked the item that needs collecting. But I have to say, it wasn’t easy coming on such short notice. Yes, that’s right, please leave the extra fee here like last time. Thank you.

Hwayoung guessed that the call had been from Han Junghyuk. Although this area was practically lawless, a public figure like him couldn’t have gone unnoticed for too long looking like that. He had probably come back to the factory to find Woo Youngjin’s Starex, and to avoid exposing his face to the broker he would’ve called him to clean up the scene. Not imagining in his wildest dreams that Woo Youngjin had already filmed him. Doha muttered from Hwayoung’s shoulder, “I did think it was odd that the white Starex was parked there. But I had no idea someone was in the car.”

The video ended with Woo Youngjin closing and locking the suitcase. Though the video skipped over many parts, it was much more damning evidence than the ledger. This, along with the videos of his other clients, would surely speed up the investigation. Hwayoung’s heart hammered so hard that she could hear the thumping in her ears. Carefully, she packed up the pen and her phone. Now that she had unexpectedly secured her last weapon, she had to finish this business, once and for all. Jua looked into her eyes, then at the teddy bear on her shoulder, and said, “Promise me you’ll be safe.”

Hwayoung nodded.

Jua said she would keep an eye on the factory from the apartment rooftop. They said their goodbyes. Assuring Jua she would return, Hwayoung asked her to keep the ledger photos safe in the meantime. There were also two copies of the videos because Jua had sent the batch to Hwayoung with her phone. With the backup complete, the only thing left to do was to wait for Han Junghyuk. Hwayoung’s text history with him still only showed the picture of Dohyun she had sent. Opening the ledger, she snapped a photo of Jung Hyungmin’s page and sent it to him.

She included a stern blackmail-y text for good measure.

Come to Yamu Sewing Industries alone. If you call the cops I’m sending them this.

He would get the message loud and clear. Hwayoung walked into the factory, sat Dohyun on a chair she found rolling on the ground, and tied him up thoroughly. Again, he didn’t resist. She grumbled, “Geez, what is this guy thinking?” Doha forced himself to ignore Hwayoung’s suspicions. He had a simple reason for not telling her about the demons possessing his body: he had to fool Han Junghyuk. His uncle had to believe that it was Han Dohyun in his body. That was the only way Hwayoung’s threat and plan would work. And to fool Han Junghyuk, it was better for her to believe the same thing. Besides, it’d take too long to explain everything to her from the beginning. Someone about to serve revenge had to think simply, without distraction or hesitation.

So we wait, Doha thought. Hwayoung didn’t seem to know what to do with herself in this sudden block of spare time. Doha was the same. Not knowing when Han Junghyuk would show up, they lapsed into a sheepish silence. It was Dohyun who broke it. Opening his black, scabbed lips, he whispered in a sinister voice, “What will you do when this is over?”

Hwayoung made no answer. And though Doha perked up his ears, he, too, remained quiet. Dohyun added slyly, “I’m only curious. How you will live after this. In the best-case scenario, you’ll succeed in killing Han Junghyuk, and Han Doha will get his body back. But is that really the end of it?”

“…”

“Life is terribly long, you know.”

Doha folded down his ears completely. Demons, messing with the darkest corners of a person’s mind. Even if they had the same goal as him, Doha knew that their cunning ways, honed over decades, wouldn’t go away any time soon. He moved closer to Hwayoung and said, “Don’t listen to him. Just ignore all that.”

“You, Hwang Hwayoung, will be thrown in jail when you’re caught. Then you, Han Doha, will be all alone again. How will you live on without the driving force of taking back your body? Even if you get your body back, all that awaits you is dreadful loneliness. Is that your idea of a happy ending?”

Doha cut off the entity and said firmly, “You can’t coax me out of this. I’m getting my body back.”

Shrugging, the entity said, “Suit yourself. But what about you, Hwang Hwayoung?”

Hwayoung was silent. Doha watched anxiously as she wetted her dry lips. Reading her unease, the entity crooned, “Let me tell you a secret. That gun—it has one round left. Last time you tried firing it was a dud. If you pull the trigger again, it’ll fire. Now, who would you shoot?”

The question was a no-brainer, Doha thought. If there was just one round left, it should be lodged in Han Junghyuk. But why wasn’t Hwayoung answering? Doha wished she would say something, but she only gazed down at the gun. He placed his hand on hers and said, “You have something to do after this is all over. You’ve got to sew up my arm and ear. Right?”

Hwayoung nodded.

About forty minutes after they entered the factory, the headlights of a car flashed across the dark window. Hwayoung stood and took her position behind Dohyun, pressing the gun against his temple. She was ready to welcome Han Junghyuk. Soon there was the click-clack of dress shoes and a suited Han Junghyuk walked in.

He looked different from the man she had seen on TV. His features, which had seemed clean and refined on screen, were sagging, and his once-toned body sported a regular ahjussi potbelly. With his balding head and dull eyes, the only things of his that shone were the belt and tie pin, both emblazoned with a designer logo. This was the true Han Junghyuk. Hwayoung felt the unshakable tower she’d long pictured in her head start to crack. To its shameless owner pretending not to see the cracks, she said, “Annyeong. We meet at last, Han.”

Looking neither angry, impatient, nor anxious—just tired—Han Junghyuk replied, “I don’t know that it was necessary for us to meet, but here we are, I suppose by providence. Now tell me. What is it that you want?”

Hwayoung gestured toward Dohyun. “I know this isn’t Han Doha but Han Dohyun. I also know the shit you’ve done to give him a living body. But I want to hear you say it: Did you kill my mother?”

Coolly, Han Junghyuk replied that he did. In the same tone he might use to say he ate a hamburger for lunch today, or killed an ant crawling out of a flower pot. Hwayoung was stunned. It hit harder to hear it directly from him, like the difference between merely suspecting the truth and facing it. She had run into a wall. A thick, towering wall. She was banging on it, asking why it was blocking her path. She couldn’t help but stammer, “B-but why? Why did you kill her?”

“Because, at the time, that was the right choice to make.”

“Murder was the right choice?” Hwayoung burst out, wondering how anyone could be so brazen.

“Unlike you fools, I can see it—the weight of a life,” Han Junghyuk said. “That housekeeper’s death brought my Dohyun back. An exchange, so to speak. And I do not err in my calculations.”

“Fuck you.”

“Every human life has a price, which I measure with precision. One puts a higher price tag on a life that ultimately benefits the whole—what’s not to understand?”

“Who are you to judge? Why judge at all?”

“Because I am always right.”

Conversation was proving impossible. Hwayoung wanted to open up his head and see how it was wired. Well, she thought, if the guy was capable of normal thinking he wouldn’t have sunk this low. Giving up all attempts to understand him, she asked her last question:

“You don’t even feel guilty about my mother?”

“Why should I feel such an emotion?”

“You’ve… got nothing to say?”

“Not when I feel nothing.”

Han Junghyuk looked painfully bored, like an ancient tree that had weathered thousands of years. Was he even human? How could anyone be so horrible? Hwayoung couldn’t help but wonder—could someone like him… love his child?

How hilarious, that he of all people came running to save his son. Just then, Hwayoung heard movement outside the door. She didn’t hear many footsteps, so it probably wasn’t the police. It sounded like one person, or two? Private bodyguards, then. She had warned him not to bring anyone but didn’t expect him to have listened. She put Dohyun in a headlock, jamming the muzzle hard against his temple, and yelled, “Stand back! Come any closer and I’ll put a bullet in your precious son’s head!”

“Would you really?” Han Junghyuk drawled.

“Fuck,” Hwayoung spat quietly.

He went on, “Would you shoot your friend’s body, even if there’s another soul inside? What would happen to your friend if that body died?”

He seemed convinced that she couldn’t do it. But he was underestimating her. Hwayoung had come all this way, spattered in blood. She could not turn back. Doha was under the chair. Turning, she sought out his eyes. She needed his consent for what she was about to do, even if she had shared her plan with him while they waited for Han Junghyuk. To protect his body, she had to hurt it. At Hwayoung’s look, Doha nodded.

The footsteps grew louder. Two men stepped in through the same door used by Han Junghyuk. Hwayoung flashed him a smile before she tucked the gun in her waistband and gripped the paring knife instead. Without hesitation, she stabbed the knife into Dohyun’s thigh. “ARRGH!” Dohyun let out a piercing scream, and Hwayoung exhaled sharply. She shuddered at the sensation of slashing living flesh. How the hell did Woo Youngjin and Han Junghyuk and that psycho hitwoman kill so easily? They weren’t human. And to deal with those who weren’t human, she had to let go of her own humanity. Tightening her hold on Dohyun’s thrashing head, she looked Han Junghyuk dead in the eye and shouted, “Every time you take a step, I will stab him. I can gouge his eyes out, or cut his ears off. You think I can’t do it?”

Pulling out the knife from Dohyun’s thigh, Hwayoung put it to his throat for everyone to see. The cut in his thigh gushed dark blood. Junghyuk held up a hand to stop the brawny bodyguards in their tracks. Then in a voice that remained impassive, he asked, “Which do you think will be faster? You slitting that boy’s throat, or my men kicking you aside? Besides, you can injure him all you want but I know you can’t kill him.”

Cold sweat broke out from Hwayoung’s forehead.

“Cuts or gashes can always be stitched back up,” Junghyuk said. His message was clear: he didn’t care what Hwayoung did with her knife as she obviously couldn’t go all the way. Seeing her hesitation, Junghyuk seemed to relax. If taking Dohyun hostage wasn’t working, Hwayoung thought, it was time for plan B.

“The ledger,” she said. At the word, Junghyuk’s brow creased ever so slightly. “I stole it from Woo Youngjin’s warehouse. It’s a record of every deal he ever made. Including with you.”

“That page you sent? It doesn’t show my name, and I made sure our financial dealings left no trails. None of it points to me. Even if some idle gossip flares up for a while, it is nothing I can’t handle. Why, I have never even met the man.”

“Who says I have just the ledger?”

At Hwayoung’s ominous question, Junghyuk scowled. “I do not like uncertainty.”

“Send your lackeys away. If you don’t, my friend will post a copy of the ledger online and submit it to the police. And just so you know, that friend isn’t here. They’ll get the public fired up with an emotional story, then slip in your name. You just watch and see. The internet mobs that have nothing to do with Yamu aren’t interested in the truth—you know that, don’t you? They’ll go wild over their new toy.” Hwayoung took a dramatic pause before adding, “The ledger will be enough to get them talking. Aren’t you curious how they’ll react to the rest of the stuff?”

“The rest?” Junghyuk swore through gritted teeth. It was the first time he’d truly let slip any emotion. Hwayoung inwardly whooped, realizing that her threats had worked. After a short silence, Junghyuk waved a dismissive hand at the bodyguards, who turned and filed out sheepishly, robbed of their momentum. Hwayoung was relieved but also worried that she had revealed her cards too soon.

“You have something other than the ledger?” Junghyuk asked irritably.

“Yes. Take a guess.”

“Just say it.”

“You don’t like uncertainty? Well, I lived through a whole lot of uncertainty, guessing and imagining and agonizing. Now it’s your turn. Go on,” Hwayoung taunted, driving the knife deep into Dohyun’s other thigh. Dohyun let out a terrible scream. Then he began muttering what almost sounded like an incantation. It hurts, it hurts. It hurts so much. The presence in Doha’s body whispered, Oh, how it hurts to have a living body. Hwayoung thought that was an odd thing for Dohyun to say, but she was too busy dealing with Han Junghyuk to dwell on it.

Her standoff with Junghyuk stretched on, the two of them facing each other in the factory’s expanse. The middle-aged man’s sunken eyes were motionless. Was he imagining what might bring about his downfall? She wanted to push him deeper into the swamp of his anxiety, but knew it was risky to drag things out too long.

Hwayoung gave Doha another meaningful look. She had read somewhere that the worst pain humans could feel was a burn. She had no intention of granting Junghyuk a quick death by a bullet. She nodded to Doha, who had stationed himself by one of the pillars propping up the factory roof. Behind him was the container Jua had brought, which held not only gasoline but all the oil they had collected at Junghyuk’s house, including the olive oil and sesame oil that cost 100,000 won a bottle.

“Pour that over yourself,” Hwayoung said.

Junghyuk didn’t move.

She shouted, “Pour it!”

Slowly, he walked up to the container. You always make the right choice? You regret nothing? Bullshit, Hwayoung thought. No one was free from mistakes and regrets. The man had deluded himself into thinking he was a god, and now Hwayoung felt like a god herself about to punish the foolish mortal. She would prove him wrong. A faint exhilaration ran over her skin at the sight of him hesitating and following her command. Was this how a monster felt?

Doha quickly left his post by the gasoline container and clambered up to the safety of Hwayoung’s shoulder. Junghyuk wouldn’t dare splash them with oil when they were so close to Dohyun. He twisted open the cap of the container. He glanced up at Hwayoung, the teddy bear on her shoulder, and then his dead son being held hostage, before taking a deep breath and spilling the oil over his head. A tangy, nutty smell filled the factory. Hwayoung threw down a lighter at Junghyuk’s feet. One more step to go.

“You know what to do,” she said.

Junghyuk gazed down at the lighter, still as a statue. Picking it up, he asked, “How does it feel to control me? Fun, isn’t it?”

“Shut up. Just do as I say.”

“The feeling must be new for you—everything going just the way you desire it.”

“Stop talking out of your ass. You’re not buying time.”

“I’ve enjoyed that feeling my entire life, you know. If you’d like, I can help you. I am not the one making a choice here. You are.”

Hwayoung eyed the man drenched in oil, his thinning hair in greasy clumps, his sagging belly clearly visible beneath his wet, expensive shirt. For all his grandiose and arrogant claims, he looked like a sad mess. Hwayoung answered his question by bringing the blade dangerously close to Dohyun’s throat. “Nuh-uh. This is your choice,” she said.

Silence fell. What was the man thinking? Could he be regretting his sins now, believe he was paying his price? Or was he still clinging to his own convictions? Just then, Junghyuk flicked the lighter. Hwayoung forgot to breathe.

Click, click, went the lighter again. Junghyuk should’ve caught fire already, but there he stood, smelling of oil. Why wasn’t it working? Hwayoung’s face stiffened as Junghyuk’s brightened, looking like a general clinching a tide-turning victory. He cried triumphantly, “Didn’t I tell you? I am always right.” He tossed the lighter back to Hwayoung with a smile. “Looks like the heavens are on my side. Again.”

Hwayoung struck down on the flint wheel, chewing on her lips, but it didn’t spark or even smell of gas. What the hell? It was working fine earlier.

Junghyuk started toward them. Hwayoung chucked the lighter away and held the knife to Dohyun’s cheek. Junghyuk, saved from near death and bursting with confidence, didn’t seem to care. In a panic, Hwayoung cut Doha’s body for the third time, this time in the arm. While not as deep as the ones in his thighs, the wound was plain to see. Yet Junghyuk didn’t stop advancing.

“Struggle all you want. You’ll never defeat me,” he said.

Then he pounced. Hwayoung threw aside her knife and drew the gun from her waistband, aiming with both hands. Junghyuk’s arm lashed out and she tumbled down in that same position, head first. She would’ve passed out if it weren’t for Doha clinging to her, acting as a cushion. Her gun was pointing to a spot right below Junghyuk’s chin. He seized her shoulders and roared like a wild animal: “Where’s the ledger! What else are you hiding? Does it even exist?”

“So you’re worried,” Hwayoung said. “Why do something you’re this desperate to hide? How can you kill innocent kids for someone who already died?”

Regarding them with bloodshot eyes, Junghyuk said, “I didn’t kill them; I gave them peace. I saved them from a life of suffering and simply reused their leftover shells. It’s called recycling. Or is that English word too advanced for a middle school dropout?”

“I know what it means, asshole.”

“Answer my question. Tell me exactly what you have!”

He was a monster. If there was someone who deserved to vanish from this world, it was this narcissist playing God. A tidal wave of emotions swallowed Hwayoung, and she pulled the trigger. At the unmistakable, chilling click of metal, Junghyuk clenched his eyes shut.

But nothing happened. She’d only had one round left and it was a dud. Hwayoung glared at Dohyun, who had fallen over with his chair in the corner. You little shit. You said it wasn’t a dud. You said it would fire! Cottoning on, Junghyuk looked triumphant once again, his mouth opening in an ugly guffaw. “What can I say? You simply cannot kill me. I stand head and shoulders above everyone by every measure. I am not in luck—I command it.”

“Oh, cut the crap.” Hwayoung groped around the floor and grabbed the knife. Gathering all her strength, she plunged the knife into his back. This was already her fourth time feeling the tearing of flesh. A nasty, horrible feeling ran up her arms, but this time Hwayoung didn’t pull out the knife immediately. She watched him scream. She drove the knife deeper and deeper. As his screams echoed across the factory, Hwayoung sensed something was wrong—she was hearing another set of screams beneath his.

She twisted the knife one more time before she yanked it out. Her hands shook from the enormous strain. Junghyuk rolled around the floor, moaning and grasping his left shoulder. He had stopped screaming but the factory still rang with shrieks. So she hadn’t misheard. And it wasn’t just one other person shrieking. It sounded like two, three—no, dozens, hundreds of people. She clapped her hands over her ears. The noise was driving her crazy. What was happening? Taking advantage of her hesitation, Junghyuk stumbled to his feet and seized the gun on the floor.

He lurched forward and clobbered Hwayoung’s temple with the butt of the gun. Hwayoung crumpled to the ground like a paper doll. Her vision flickered, and her ears buzzed. She thought her head might split open. Maybe it already had. But she could not go down like this. Summoning up every last ounce of strength, she sat up. Her back touched the cold wall. Junghyuk stared down at her, reeking of oil. “Tell me what you’re hiding,” he snarled.

An idea came to her then, the perfect game for this situation, for Junghyuk. A choosing game.

“You always make the right choice, huh?” Hwayoung began. “Then choose. Guess what I’m hiding.

“Number one. A video of you with Jung Hyungmin’s corpse.

“Number two. A video of Woo Youngjin handling Jung Hyungmin’s corpse—with your face making an appearance.

“Number three. There are no videos.

“Now take your guess. What’s your answer?” This was, in part, Hwayoung’s last-ditch effort to buy time. Behind her, Doha was busily tinkering with the lighter. Junghyuk let out a hoarse laugh. “She has a video?” he muttered to himself, rubbing his face and lapsing into a deep silence. He was no doubt gauging how much of her claims was true. As the silence stretched on, Hwayoung became restless.

She began taunting him like a maniac. What was the matter, did he not know what to choose? He had no idea if the answer was one, two, or three, did he? What happened to always making the right choices? He was already screwed, if he asked her, if he was struggling so much with this little game. Whether the answer was one or two, coupled with the ledger he was finished. Oh, he was probably praying that the answer was three, that she was bluffing. If he really was always right, go ahead and choose number three. What he chose would become the answer, no? That was how he lived his life, no? Too bad he was out of luck. In fact, did he want to see for himself? Hwayoung jeered, raising a phone. Junghyuk’s eyes chased her hand.

“Everything’s in here,” she went on. “You’re scared to check, aren’t you? You want the answer to be three, but you know that’s probably not it. Why are you so scared of being wrong? I’ve always made mistakes and failed, that’s how I got here. But you? You’re just a fucking coward. Too scared to admit we all stumble and mess up, lose what we love, and grieve.”

She had spat out whatever came to mind but it still felt cathartic. She glanced down at Doha, who stood just behind her against the wall, frantically flicking the lighter. Please, let it light, please, she thought. Junghyuk took a step forward, his eyes blank again. “So, the video is in that phone, is it?”

He did not choose any of the options. He had avoided making a choice. Overconfidence in success belied a fear of failure. Junghyuk snatched the phone from Hwayoung’s hand. “What’s the passcode?” he demanded.

Hwayoung answered, “123456.” The phone he had taken was Doha’s, which didn’t contain any videos. Hwayoung’s phone was in her backpack, along with the ledger. Junghyuk was focused on checking the phone in his hand when click, the lighter ignited. Hwayoung’s first thought was to keep the ledger safe from fire, even though Jua had a backup. She hastily looked around. Where had she put her backpack? Wait, she had hung it on the chair Dohyun was tied to. The chair had been knocked over with Dohyun, so her backpack had to be near it.

She straightened up, ready to throw the small, flickering flame toward Junghyuk. But she froze. A bizarre scene was unfurling before her. Sensing something was wrong, Junghyuk also looked up from his search.

What on earth was that?

Something was coming out of Doha’s still-bound body, which was splayed on the ground. A black, bony hand crawled out of his mouth. Not just his mouth. Black shadows stretched open his knife wounds and oozed out like mud before pooling into one. Hwayoung realized too late that the smell of soil filled the factory, overpowering the reek of gasoline.

Decaying earth. This… was the smell of Yooksa-dong. Wafting up from the pit. Junghyuk stood rooted to the spot, watching Dohyun spasming so violently that the ropes tying him were coming undone. The dead kept clawing out of his mouth, screaming. The same screams Hwayoung had heard.

Dohyun kept coughing up mud, from which more dead were born, their rotten arms and legs fusing into each other. Within seconds the form had grown so giant it brushed against the factory ceiling. Limbs and organs were tangled like yarn, bones rattling with bits of clinging flesh. The hellish creature’s malice had a clear target. The cluster of demons pointed all its fingers at Junghyuk.

You! You who pushed us back into the pit. You who robbed us of our chance to see light. You burned and hid our bones, deceiving, turning a blind eye. We were scorned all over again. But we shall have our revenge. We shall crunch on your bones and soul. How we have waited to smite you.

“Han Junghyuk!” Doha’s voice pierced through the collective scream of damnation. He had walked out from behind Hwayoung and bellowed the name. In that moment, he knew how to inflict the greatest wound on Junghyuk and destroy him completely. He had a weapon more lethal than any knife or gun. It was just a few words.

“That’s the truth,” he said. “Who you believed was Dohyun was never him.”

Slowly, Junghyuk turned around. His expression was hidden in the shadow of the colossal form.

“You’re wrong,” Doha continued. “Who you thought you were killing all those kids for, offering up their bodies to—that was never Dohyun. See for yourself. Does that look like Dohyun to you, the hideous lump that crawled out of my body?”

Amid the wildly pulsing shadow, Doha caught a glimpse of Junghyuk’s face. He would never forget the look he saw there. Junghyuk was weeping. With a defeated expression Doha had never seen on him, with the despair of someone who had, in one instant, plummeted from peak to pit. Yet his face struck him as more human than Doha had ever seen it. Had he looked like this at Dohyun’s funeral? Doha didn’t know, as he hadn’t been there. He thought Junghyuk was suffering more now than at the funeral. Slowly, Junghyuk gazed at the spectral mass filling the factory, then at Doha as a teddy bear, then at Doha’s body sprawled on the floor. Tears flowed endlessly from his drooping eyes, splashing down his wrinkles. In the voice of an old man on the brink of death, he whispered, “That… is not Dohyun.” He put Hwayoung’s gun in his mouth. “That’s not my boy. I’ve got it all wrong.”

He made to pull the trigger, but Hwayoung launched herself from behind Doha and knocked the gun out of his hand. It clattered to the ground. She leapt onto him and struck him as hard as she could. She went on punching that stoic face, roaring, “Oh no, you don’t! You don’t get to die that easy. You’re going to suffer more. You’re going to scream in pain as you die!” Her face was smeared in blood and tears as much as Junghyuk’s was. His face gradually lost shape under Hwayoung’s relentless pummeling. With every blow to his wretched face, he squealed and bawled like an infant. He writhed in agony, grunting like an animal, ripping out his own hair. Like someone who had finally understood that some things could not be undone…

It was his first taste of regret.

“Everything you believed in is wrong,” Hwayoung hissed into his ear through his howls. “You’re a fucking idiot who can’t even tell his son apart from a fake.”

She looked around for the lighter. The fire would be a sweet relief for Junghyuk in his current state. It would be her act of mercy—by his own logic. Better to burn to ashes than to be forever tortured by the truth, no?

“Lighter. Where’s the lighter, Doha?” said Hwayoung. It was only then that she noticed the teddy bear collapsed on the ground. An irrational fear seized her. He wasn’t dead, was he? But teddy bears couldn’t die. That was ridiculous. Hwayoung jumped off Junghyuk and hurriedly gathered up the teddy bear. “Han Doha, Han Doha!” she called, but the bear was silent. Instead she heard a moan from behind her. Doha, who had just finished disgorging all the spirits, coughed up a little blood as he answered, “I—I’m here.”

Hwayoung instantly knew: that was the real Doha. He had returned to his own body as soon as the spirits left it. He groaned, clutching his stabbed arm and thighs. He was feeling the pain of his wounded body. Hwayoung cried out that she was sorry. Doha was delirious, sobbing softly that it hurt, it hurt. The mass of ghosts shrieked along with him. It hurt, hurt, oh it hurt. That body hurt so much we couldn’t stay. We’ve been in pain all this time, too much pain. We just want it to stop. We want no more of it.

Having a living body meant having pain receptors. For ghosts that had existed a long time without a body, the physical pain would’ve been overwhelming. Hwayoung helped Doha up, murmuring that he had to hang in there, that she’d take him to the hospital, so please, stay with her. “I’m so sorry,” she said again. And in that moment she spotted the lighter lying in a puddle of blood. She picked it up. Taking a deep breath, she gave it an emphatic flick. Click, and a crisp flame went up. It worked. Keeping her thumb on the wheel, Hwayoung looked up to see Junghyuk lying spread-eagled, gun in his mouth. It probably wouldn’t fire anyway. He hooked his index finger around the trigger just as Hwayoung hurled the lighter at the man doused in oil.

BANG.

Had the gun fired? Had the bullet shot through the roof of his mouth and skull, gifting him death? There was no way to know. The spark had flared into a blaze, swallowing Junghyuk and his surroundings. In the fire so bright her eyes stung, Hwayoung glimpsed his quietly twitching form. That same moment, the great mass of ghosts scuttled toward Junghyuk on countless skinny legs. Their black arms reaching inside the dancing flames, they tore off his flesh chunk by chunk, and feasted. Give us back our bodies, give us back our bones, they chanted. If you won’t, give us your body instead. We shall chew on your meat and crunch on your bones. The fire spread farther and farther past the ghosts and along the wood. Suddenly, the hitwoman’s question echoed in Hwayoung’s head. Doha, and the ghosts pretending to be Dohyun, had posed the same question to her.

You said he was burning for revenge. That fire was what kept his life going. But a car out of fuel has to stop, right?

Then what about you? Aren’t you the same? You’re going to kill yourself after achieving your goal, aren’t you?

Hwayoung answered quietly to herself, “Hell no, I’m not killing myself. I’m gonna live.” She had something important to do.

She had to patch up the teddy bear.

With enormous effort, Hwayoung threw Doha’s arm around her shoulder and hoisted him up. He had been so light as a teddy bear, but as a boy he was heavier than she expected, even though he was skinny. Doha whimpered every time he planted his injured leg on the ground. Apologizing softly all the while, Hwayoung gathered up her backpack containing the ledger and her phone, and the Happy Smile Bear no longer standing on its legs. She and Doha took a step together, then another. Slowly but surely. They passed the furious fiends of the pit gorging on slivers of gut, toward the factory entrance.

Hwayoung had a splitting headache, maybe from Junghyuk’s blow. The buzzing in her ears wouldn’t stop, either, and Doha lost consciousness. Don’t die, don’t you die on me, she thought desperately as she trudged on. The building began to give way. Pungent smoke poured down her airways into her lungs. At last, she reached the factory gate, and pushed. The night air of Yamu, tinged with the smell of ash, seemed to wash them clean.

Hwayoung breathed in a great gulp of air. In the distance she saw Jua running over. She tried to smile, but her vision swam and a wave of nausea hit her. She must’ve inhaled too much gas. But she still took in the scene, in hazy impressions. She saw police cars and ambulances arrive, and their twinkling sirens seemed to greet her like starlight. Carefully laying down Doha, who was still bleeding, she slumped down next to him, muttering, “Take him to the hospital…”

That same moment, a deafening crash swept over Yamu. The plush toy factory had collapsed completely. Hwayoung rolled herself into a ball and shielded Doha from the tidal wave of dust, ash, and smell of blood. Lying on the soil, she stared up at Yamu’s starless night sky, but thought it pretty all the same. She heard hurried footsteps approaching, and saw Jua’s ugly-crying face, before everything went black.

[image: ]
Thanks to the simultaneous arrival of police (in hot pursuit of “H”), firefighters who received a call about a burning building, and paramedics, Hwayoung and Doha were swiftly transported to the hospital. By the time they were driven out of Wolpyung-dong, the fire had bizarrely died down by itself. Every firefighter at the scene marveled that such a raging fire went out so instantly. It vanished as though its business there was done, leaving nothing in its wake. Despite the fire lasting only briefly, it obliterated the site like it had burned on for days, wiping all traces and evidence that might reveal its cause.

Han Junghyuk’s body was never found. Not a single appendage or bone. In the absence of his body, he was presumed not dead but missing.

As for Hwayoung, who was pumped with fresh oxygen to dilute the toxic gas in her veins, she came around in exactly six hours. The testimony she gave afterward linked seemingly unconnected incidents into one case. The ledger and videos she provided proved the human trafficker’s association with the former mayor. A careful decoding of the ledger uncovered a client list that included other big names in Yamu and beyond. Some whose faces were caught on Youngjin’s camera were prosecuted, while others managed to slip out of the police dragnet, no doubt by pulling strings.

People made unofficial lists of the ledger’s transactions and shared them across hidden corners of the internet. Han Junghyuk was speculated to have murdered and disposed of the bodies of five children in total; and the death of the housekeeper from the mass poisoning three years ago was set to be reinvestigated, along with the sudden deaths of the detective, prosecutor, and forensic pathologist involved in the case. All this was possible because the thick bulwark of trust around Han Junghyuk had crumbled to pieces. Some questioned the point of reopening a long-ended case where no bodies remained, but, for Hwayoung, she found meaning in her voice gaining a little more power.

Meanwhile, investigators located a basement beneath the burned-down factory, in which the decades-old remains of some hundred people were found, carelessly abandoned amid insects and dust and sewer rats. This discovery of a mass of human skeletons—shortly following the news of the reservoir case—rocked the country. Comprehensive work began to identify the remains. Turning to the legend of Yooksa-dong known only to Yamu’s oldest locals, and the few remaining records on the subject, the authorities announced the possibility that there were hundreds more skeletons buried elsewhere in the city. But as all of Yamu couldn’t be unearthed, they had to do what they could first.

Im Yoo, Kim Sangho, Ji Yeonho, Yoo Boksoon, Park Sangcheol, Do Minhan, Cho Oonhyung.

These were the names of the victims identified so far. The probe into Han Junghyuk revealed new information about the pit and human remains found early in the Seaview Parc’s construction—and the manager responsible for covering them up. Those who had been keeping their silence rushed forward to give testimony. The name of the construction manager was Bae Yeonjoon. The same person behind the mass poisoning at the Seaview Parc. Just cracked up one day, he did. Said he’d run a rice cake shop, stated a witness. ’Course we thought it was the curse of the dead, wouldn’t you? I’ve kept mum, scared I might catch the curse. Sure am glad the truth is out now. Where might the other bones be, you reckon?

Most likely, they were buried all across this unholy land. Biding their time to emerge.

After Hwayoung woke in the hospital, she faithfully went through police questioning. It soon became clear that she was not Woo Youngjin’s accomplice, thanks to circumstantial evidence and statements by Unit 303 residents, along with the videos obtained by police from Strawberry Inn. Another strawberry-print pen had apparently been placed in the inn room she had been in that day. The pen was found in Youngjin’s Starex. In it was the footage of the man attacking Hwayoung and of Woo Youngjin killing him. Woo Youngjin had obsessively filmed his clients, which the police believed was part of his plan to extort big sums from them before fleeing overseas, worried by the steadily drying reservoir.

But other than the reservoir case, Hwayoung still faced many charges: theft, breaking and entering, damage to property, blackmail, assault, and so on (arson wasn’t included because there wasn’t enough evidence; the ghosts seemed to have devoured even the lighter and gasoline container). The most serious of her charges concerned Doha. Not only had she blackmailed and assaulted him, she had also kidnapped him, causing serious bodily harm. But the person who could testify even just slightly in her favor—Doha himself—was in a coma. Hwayoung thought there was nothing to be done. She would accept whatever punishment she was given. She was just distressed that Doha couldn’t wake up, feeling that it was her fault.

She testified as truthfully as she could, but no one believed her explanation of the moving teddy bear caught on camera, or her apparently fanciful claims that the toy was possessed by Junghyuk’s adopted son, Doha. Even Jua came forward as a witness, but to the average person their accounts sounded absurd. Hwayoung couldn’t help but laugh a little, watching Jua urge investigators to read the online post “Why You Should Never Pick Up Discarded Dolls” with dead seriousness. Ironically, it was by telling the truth that Hwayoung was judged to have “diminished capacity,” and, with her also being underage, she was given some leniency. The hatchet-wielding teddy bear remained an unsolved mystery.

As for Doha… he had been unconscious for forty-nine days now. His wounds weren’t so deep and healed quickly, yet he was not coming around. When Hwayoung saw him in the hospital for the last time, she held his hand and said softly, “I’ll wait for you to wake up. So come back whenever you’re ready.”

After a long trial, Hwayoung was given an order of protective detention No. 10, which meant she had to serve a long term in a juvenile reformatory, on the condition that she received regular psychiatric treatment. Many organizations and advocacy groups had helped her get the reformatory order instead of being sent to juvenile prison. The lighter sentence was in large part owing to the strange lack of evidence against Hwayoung and the footage from Strawberry Inn that clearly showed what happened. The only evidence that implicated her was the photo she had sent Junghyuk on Doha’s phone: the shot of Doha’s badly beaten-up face as he was held at gunpoint. But investigators were baffled by the peculiar hint of a smile on his face. Hwayoung’s insistence that it wasn’t actually Doha in that body was, again, dismissed as delirious mumbo-jumbo.

And like Doha, Hwayoung was featured in a soppy documentary, called Runaway Girl: The Untold Story. Her sullen expression throughout the entire film sparked wild speculation. She gained supporters, oddly enough, and just as many haters. Hwayoung shrugged off both reactions.

She could not see Doha while she was in the reformatory. She kept tabs on him via online news outlets whenever she could. Hwayoung upheld her promise to Doha. She washed the teddy bear clean, dangly ear and arm and all, stuffed in more cotton, and sewed everything up securely. Tightening the stitches of a loose eye, she thought of the school rooftop where she and Doha had whiled away the hours. She murmured the word he had memorized there.

Nevertheless.

She liked the word, then as now.







Epilogue
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All of this Doha watched. Hwayoung’s time at the hospital, the police questioning she humbly went through, her fervent attempts to explain his existence despite knowing nobody would believe her; the sighing detective, the overzealous public defender; the camera flashes bombarding her and the public interest that reached a fever pitch before fizzling out—right down to Hwayoung’s whispered promise to him, her hand holding his. He’d even watched the documentary she was so embarrassed about.

He saw and heard everything from the air, floating above it all.

He wanted to be by her side, but whenever he returned to his own body he couldn’t seem to make it move. He heard the doctor say all his test results looked fine, that his coma was likely brought on by shock. We’ll wait and see, the doctor said. He’ll wake up, all in good time.

But when was that? Doha wanted to ask. What more did he have to do?

Free from the constraints of a body, Doha went everywhere he could. He went to see Hwayoung in the present, and in the past. Did he have time-traveling powers now that he was beyond the corporeal world? Or was he just passing through someone’s memories? Whatever it was, the experience was wondrous. If there was one thing he learned from that journey, it was how ghosts felt. Drifting as a bodiless soul, Doha was lonely. What a desolate world it was, where he could talk to no one, touch no one. The only thing he could do was to dig deeper and deeper into the emotions he was left with. He craved connection—to Hwayoung and her world. He had never felt such a powerful yearning.

The next chance he got, he would tell her his feelings as his real self. Raking over the field of his heart, he picked up the only shimmering fragment there.

The last time he saw Hwayoung, she was hunched over in a corner of the reformatory garden, mending the teddy bear. Though worn, the bear was clean again; and its eyes, whose shine had been dulled by scratches, were vivid. Doha liked Hwayoung’s conductor hands that waved and twirled her thread and needle. Just for a moment, he borrowed the teddy bear’s body and looked up at her like old times. From below, her face seemed sillier than when he saw her at eye level. He couldn’t talk to her or move like he could before. Hwayoung had just finished performing surgery on the Happy Smile Bear and was regarding it proudly. Then she said something out loud. “Nevertheless.”

That instant, the scratched-up plastic eyes twinkled, and Doha was thrown out of the teddy bear and sucked into his own body. Hang on, could he move? Like someone waking up from a pleasant dream, his eyes fluttered open. His vital signs were normal. He could wriggle his fingers, his toes. A nurse who had walked in to change his IV bag spotted his open eyes and hurriedly paged the doctor.

Doha’s recovery sent the media into another wave of frenzy. Some did not welcome the news, pointing to Doha’s blood ties with Han Junghyuk. But unlike his former self, Doha no longer cared about what other people said. Only one voice mattered to him now.

I came back, just like you told me to, he thought. Now it’s my turn to go and meet you.

During the two years Hwayoung stayed in the reformatory, Doha went through rehab and returned to school. Just as she had waited for him, he waited for her. Hwayoung was due out on Wednesday. The day he first met her on the school rooftop had also been a Wednesday.

Spring rain was falling. He waited for Hwayoung outside the reformatory gates, umbrella in hand. In his other hand he held a new zip-up hoodie for Hwayoung. He spotted her in the distance. As she slowly drew nearer, his heart began pounding hard. The Hwayoung who pushed through the gates was taller than the girl who found him in an alley two years ago. She was wearing a gray hoodie that looked a little small on her; it sported a forgotten mascot smiling happily. And that battered backpack of hers was so familiar he could laugh. She clutched a plumped-up teddy bear in one hand.

Recognizing Doha, Hwayoung beamed. It occurred to him that he hadn’t seen her smile in so long. That brought a grin to his own face. Hwayoung was having a similar thought. A Doha that wasn’t a teddy bear felt unfamiliar to her, but she liked his smile. It was a rainy but clear day. Doha folded up his umbrella and stood in the rain with Hwayoung. Only now could they greet each other looking into their real eyes.

“Hey there,” Hwayoung said, waving the teddy bear’s arm she had stitched up. “I’m really glad you came back.”

Taking the teddy bear she held out to him, Doha waved its hand, too, as he answered, “Of course I did. Teddy bears never die.”







Discover Your Next Great Read

Get sneak peeks, book recommendations, and news about your favorite authors.

Tap here to learn more.

[image: Run For It logo]






Author’s Note

My little sister and I both love teddy bears. We also share an emotional support plushie. Our panda friend—adopted from an auntie we used to visit a lot as kids—is already twenty-two years old. Our friend has worn and shrunken with age but it still has its own spot on my sister’s bed. It has a name, but I’m a wee bit embarrassed to share that much.

In my teens, my friends would gift me teddy bears because I was a sucker for bear characters. Even after I moved out of my parents’ house, those teddy bears proudly took up a corner of my studio apartment. Peering at my furry pals who quietly watched me with eyes of plastic beads or black embroidery stitches, I decided, Someday I’ll write a wacky story starring you guys. It feels strange to have accomplished that.

I wanted to write about two people who had a gaping hole inside them, and how they filled each other’s void with flesh, blood, and cotton. What keeps us going through long, tedious days are silly little memories, a dose of resignation, and an anticipation for what is yet to come, a feeling that sticks by your side like an emotional support plushie. This anticipation could be for something in reality or fantasy, and I don’t think it matters which.

Writing this book has been a pleasurable race toward the one scene I wanted to write. While there have been ups and downs, I had a lot of fun writing this novel, as though I had gone back to scribbling my first stories. Nothing would make me happier than for you to enjoy reading this book as much as I’ve enjoyed writing it. Summer is the season of horror. It’s also the season of teen romance. I’ve gleefully whisked those two ingredients together in this novel, creating a monstrous blend of genres, so I hope you will savor its freakish flavors.

Last but not least, to everyone who helped make this book, and to all of you who’ve read up to this page, thank you, sincerely.







Translator’s Note

This wicked, wild ride of a novel is not for the faint-hearted, but it just so happened to have a faint-hearted translator. The only and last horror movie I watched in theaters was Final Destination 4 in 2009, dragged by a group of friends, and the horror section is the only genre fiction shelf I usually walk right past. So for about half the time I was translating this book, I was, I confess, embarrassingly scared. I still remember the rainy, thunderous afternoon when I translated Jung Jini’s death scene, trying very hard not to glance over my shoulder in case I saw a pair of ghostly feet. Scenes of body horror were especially difficult, requiring frequent brief breaks in which I pushed down my rising nausea. (Interestingly, Cho Yeeun shared with me that she also has some trouble watching or reading horror, but writing it is totally fine—luckily for us readers!).

There was also the challenge of translating the many villains’ voices, each with their unique brand of villainy, like the quietly menacing human trafficker, the cold-blooded hitwoman, the narcissistic, aristocratic mayor, and the pitiful, pissed demons—when the character my own natural voice is closest to is probably Doha, the teddy-bear-human. It was a fascinating experience, reaching far outside of myself to voice such a spectacular spectrum of characters. I like to think of it as having spent my summer training as a literary “mansin,” a term for female shamans in Korea that can mean “(a vessel for) ten thousand spirits.”

The spirit-voice I had the most fun embodying was Doha in teddy bear mode. Korean, with its wealth of onomatopoeia and diminutives, is a language that lends itself extremely well to cuteness. Dwiddung-dwiddung and malang-malang were two of the most frequently used words in the source text to describe the teddy bear’s movements and texture, respectively. In fact, the latter was used at least ten times in slight variations—the repetition of words or sentence structures is so common in Korean that it often goes unnoticed by writer and reader alike. But mindful of how impatient English readers can be with repetition, especially for a story like this where pacing is paramount, I gleefully racked my brain for every synonym of “fluffy” and “cushiony” I could think of, playing with phrases like “tufted chest” and “balled his woolly fists.”

In retrospect, it was the fluffiness of this novel that carried me through its scariest bits. I have never seen a writer who can tell a story simultaneously so chilling and cozy like Cho Yeeun does, and that’s why I keep returning to her work. This story of two misfit teenagers—who say screw it to the ugly world of grownups and find a home in each other—is one I will happily be haunted by.
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