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CHAPTER 1
I stood pressed against the back wall, stunned.
Were they blaming me for this?
I looked down at the torn, bloody rags covering the bruised limbs of my baby sister.
How could this have happened? Could it have been… Chul? Did he do to Nari what he tried to do to… me? But how? I left him knocked out on the ground up in the mountain… and he was so drunk he could hardly stand… both he and Chang Min! And there is no way she would have wandered all the way up there by herself… right?
Mom and dad gently took off Nari’s clothes and washed her body with the cleanest cloth they could find and the water left in the bucket Young Il used to clean off the soot from the coal mine. Mom sobbed quietly the whole time. When they had finished, Young Il covered her with double quilts - sacrificing his own for her - while mom continued to softly stroke her hair. Nari was already sleeping, but her face was twitching. I imagined her reliving what had happened in horrible nightmares. A piercing pain spread through my chest as my mind raced to make sense of the senseless scene before me.
Maybe… other guards are going around looking for girls to assault. Maybe… that’s what they were talking about under the trees earlier today. Maybe… all of them did it to different girls, like… some kind of twisted competition. Or maybe—
Mom turned to me again, her swollen eyes pulsating with desperation.
“Areum… I demand you tell me what’s going on! You hear me? First, you come home all beaten up… panting like you had been fighting a tiger… and then Nari comes back… like this. What in the Great General’s name happened to you? No lies! You must tell me the truth!”
“I… I…” I tried to gather my thoughts, but they were going about a hundred miles an hour in all directions. “I… I… I don’t know, mom… really! I had a… a problem with a guard… but I handled it… and I got away… that’s all! Nari wasn’t there, I never saw her… not since school… and I… I have no idea what happened to her… I swear on Juche and the immortality of the Great General—”
Mom suddenly gasped, making her big red eyes bulge even further out from their sockets.
“You had a problem… with a guard?” she glared at me. “And you got away? Meaning… you fought him off? You fought with a guard? Oh, Great General… oh, Great General… this is the end…” Mom collapsed her face into her hands just over Nari’s head. “We’re doomed… doomed…“
“No!” I rushed to say. “I mean… he was completely drunk… could hardly stand… I… I don’t even think he’ll remember me, or what happened tomorrow… it’s fine… I think…”
I remembered Su Mi coming to school sometimes with large black circles around her eyes, asking me what we had done the night before. That kind of memory loss always made me worry about her, but for Chul and Chang Min, I hoped exactly that would happen.
But what are the odds of both of them forgetting? And how would they explain Chul’s broken nose and all their bruises? Somebody will have to pay…
Mom continued glaring at me with fiery eyes. Young Il cleared his throat.
“Settle down… there’s nothing we can do about that now,” he said in a long-forgotten fatherly tone. “Let’s just hope you’re right, Areum… maybe it will all blow over—”
“Where did it happen?” mom cut him off. “Where were you?”
“It was… up in the mountains… by the river,” I mumbled.
“In the mountains?” she gasped again. “How on earth did you end up there?”
“Well… the guard told me to follow him, so I did… and we ended up there… I didn’t know what else to do…”
As I spoke the words out loud, I got angry with myself.
How could I have been so stupid!
“Were you alone?”
This time her voice was more controlled, but I could feel the turmoil behind it. I remembered our family rule of avoiding being alone… especially after nightfall.
I nodded.
My face was burning up from shame and indignation.
Mom sighed, spastically shaking her head in a way that scared me. Young Il was now the one sitting with Nari, stroking her hair.
“How… how could you have been so stupid, Areum?” she squeezed out through her tightly pressed together teeth. “How… could you have been so stupid… to put yourself in that situation… to put all of us in this situation… how…?”
“No, I… I… I didn’t know… it’s not my fault! IT’S NOT MY FAULT!” I shrieked.
Panting in a panic with my back pressed against the wall, I suddenly noticed Nari twitching on the ground and was terrified I had woken her up. I looked back at mom and knew she was judging me for this as well. My face felt like it would burst into flames any second.
“I couldn’t have known… I trusted him… I thought that… I—”
“You trusted him?” mom rolled her eyes in complete disbelief. “You trusted… a guard… in here. You trusted… when the first and most important rule is to trust
no one… something even an imbecile would understand from the first moment he’d set foot here.”
She continued to shake her head, but her eyes were no longer on me. She was looking at Nari. Her voice was now low and controlled - a level of self-control her many years of acting had taught her - skillfully masking the tidal wave of rage hiding behind it.
“Your carelessness has put yourself and all of us in grave danger, Areum,” she concluded. “Whatever happens to us next is on you… and on you alone.”
“Hey! Hey! Let’s be reasonable here—” dad cut in, waving his arms to defuse the situation, but my anger had already boiled over.
“My carelessness? You think I have put this family in a terrible situation? What about him? What about our so-called father? Your husband? He’s a TRAITOR and a MURDERER!” Mom tried to interrupt, but I didn’t let her. “He‘s the reason we’re here. If it wasn’t for him, none of us would be here… and that guard wouldn’t have assaulted me… and whatever happened to Nari wouldn’t have happened either… so this is on HIM!” I frantically stared at both my parents. “And how about you, Sun Hee…? Do you want us to believe you’ve been married to this monster for so many years, and you didn’t know anything about this? I don’t believe that for a second! You knew! You definitely knew!”
Sun Hee stood up and charged at me, but Young Il stepped in between us.
“Sun Hee… Areum… both of you stop it right now! This is not solving anything. Nari is the victim here, and what we need to do is support her… and we can only do that if we work together… as a family.”
Mortal combat was taking place in the eye contact between my mother and me, but as Young Il put his hand on her shoulder and said, “Sun Hee… please… think of Nari,” she averted her eyes and without changing the look of rage on her face, she sat back down and resumed caressing Nari’s hair. Young Il turned to me, but I couldn’t take it anymore, so I lay back down on my quilt facing the wall. He didn’t stop me.
Behind me, I heard Young Il joining his wife on the floor. He started humming a soothing lullaby to Nari. At first, he hummed alone but after a while, Sun Hee joined in as well. I had heard that same melody hundreds of times over the years, even though I had no memories of ever being the recipient. It was their go-to lullaby whenever Nari needed soothing… which, despite her age, was more often than not. Unfortunately, it didn’t have any soothing effect on me. It never had. To console myself, I instead took out the Great General pin from under my rag pillow and clenched it in my hand. It helped a little but not much. It had lost most of its power.
Why don’t I feel anything…? Could it be that… my Father - the Great General has abandoned me because of the sins of my parents?
Fortunately, I didn’t need to dwell on this for too long as I, a moment later, was interrupted by a knock on the door, and Mina and Mrs. Choy hurried inside. I remained on my quilt but turned around to see what was going on. Without any formal greetings, Mrs. Choy crouched down to examine Nari’s bruised body. The strong oil lamp she had brought with her lit up the room and forced me to squint. Mina sat down by Nari’s head and sobbed quietly. Nobody paid any attention to me, but today, that didn’t bother me. After finishing her examination, Mrs. Choy put the quilt back over Nari’s body and turned to my parents.
“H-has she been—? Sun Hee’s broken voice turned the room into ice.
As Mrs. Choy nodded, both my parents broke down crying.
“Oh, no… oh, my poor baby girl…”
“She has some nasty bruising down there, but the bleeding has stopped, so I think she will be okay… at least, physically,” Mrs. Choy said in her calm doctor’s voice. “But you need to keep it clean so it doesn’t get infected… and she will need a lot of rest.”
“Thank the Great General,” Sun Hee sobbed. “My poor baby…”
For a long while, my mother’s sobbing was all that was heard in the room apart from the soft crackling of the fire. Finally, Young Il turned to Mrs. Choy.
“And how about her… heart?” he asked. “She has always been so weak… I mean… she has been okay since the surgery, but… will her heart be… okay?”
Mrs. Choy sighed, looking down at Nari, who now was half-awake on her quilt.
“It’s impossible to say for sure… but as long as she doesn’t get any infection, I think she will pull through,” she said. “And the Nari I know isn’t weak… I mean, she has endured so much in her life and she has always persevered… a weak person wouldn’t—”
“She’s strong!” Sun Hee looked up at them with tear-filled, but determined eyes. “She will make it!”
I wasn’t sure if she was talking to them or herself.
After a moment of silence, mom started clanking with the kettle by the fireplace, and shortly after, the strong scent of barley tea filled the room. I watched the four of them sipping it slowly next to Nari - who again was sound asleep - not exchanging more than a few words in a whisper. At one point, Mrs. Choy threw a questioning glance at me, but mom signaled to just leave me be. I was grateful for that.
“If you want, we can stay the night,” Mrs. Choy offered after putting down her empty cup on the floor. “Just in case… to keep her under observation.”
“Thank you, In Sook,” mom shook her head at Mrs. Choy, “but that isn’t necessary… we’ll look after her. Go home and rest… we’ll call you if we need you.”
“Okay… you know where to find us,” Mrs. Choy threw another worried glance at Nari’s twitching face. Her nightmares had, no doubt, returned.
Before leaving, Mina gave Nari a long hug but was careful not to wake her up.
When the door closed behind them, there was nothing left in our house but the ruins of a devastated family, veiled in silent, all-consuming darkness.




CHAPTER 2
Young Il and Sun Hee didn’t sleep that night. Neither did I, but for me, it was not only my worry about Nari that kept me awake. It was also the anger and indignation of having to take the blame… as always. The feeling of complete powerlessness, betrayal, and guilt didn’t help either.
Laying there, listening to the wind howling outside and the wooden walls of our tiny prison within our prison creaking, I played the scenes of the last few hours over and over in my head. I had truly believed Chul was my friend… but now, it was abundantly clear he had just gained my trust to make me vulnerable. He had probably been planning this all along.
How could I have been so naive!
He’s just like all the other guards!
But it wasn’t Chul’s true deceitful face that hurt me the most. As always, it was my family. Now, when I needed them more than any other time in my life, they turned against me. Instead of consoling me, they blamed me.
How could I have been so stupid to think now would be any different? How could I have been so stupid to think they actually care about me? It’s all about Nari! Everything has always only been about Nari! And that will never ever, ever change! They’re not my family! They never have been…
My old hatred consumed me once more, and as I closed my eyes, my mind went to the other nine gymnast finalists who had qualified to the Great General’s National Gymnastics Team just a little over a month ago. My real family! I imagined them eating dinner right now after a long and hard - but wonderful - day of jumping, spinning, and twirling through the air. I would have been there with them…
… if my father by blood wasn’t a despicable traitor and a mass murderer.
I could swear I had just closed my eyes for a brief moment, but when I opened them again, there was soft light seeping in through the cracks in the walls and ceiling. Young Il had already left - not even something like this gives you an excuse to stay home from work. Nari lay on her quilt, eyes wide open. Sun Hee was preparing some corn porridge on the fire, which basically was the usual corn soup but with less water. The mere thought of that repulsive sludge made me shudder. It was more filling, sure, but the horrible aftertaste was much harder to ignore in concentrated form.
As I got up, Sun Hee gave me a stern look, showing me she hadn’t forgotten our argument last night. I averted my eyes and went over to Nari. She smiled at me as I put my hand in hers.
“Hey, sis… how do you feel?” I noticed my voice trembled.
“I’m fine,” she lied. “Really… don’t worry about me, Areum.”
Her red eyes, which looked strangely small without her glasses, silently implored me, ‘Please, don’t make a big deal about this!’
“Nari,” I whispered, choosing to ignore her plea. “Who did this to you?”
“No one,” she withdrew her hand and turned to face the wall.
“Breakfast is ready,” Sun Hee handed us a bowl of corn porridge each. I was relieved. Despite the animosity between us, at least she didn’t want me to starve.
“Thank you, Mom,” Nari sat up and took the bowl. Her face was distorted by pain with every tiny movement she made. I felt her pain inside me, too - maybe it was our long-lost twin connection that had finally sparked back to life.
We ate next to each other while Sun Hee got dressed.
“Nari,” I whispered after having forced down half my portion of sludge and needed a break. “Can you please tell me what happened to you last night?”
“It’s nothing,” Nari repeated without looking up from her bowl.
“It’s not nothing… I want to help you.”
“I don’t need any help, Areum! It’s all over now… I have taken care of it. You don’t have to worry anymore.”
“You’re not making any sense… what does that even mean? What don’t I have to worry about?”
Nari put her hand on my knee and looked me deep in the eyes.
“It means that everything is okay now, Areum… you won’t have any more problems with the guards.”
“W-what…? How do you—?”
“Areum,” Sun Hee called me from the other side of the room. “Nari shouldn’t go to school today… she needs to rest—”
“No!” Nari almost shrieked. “I have to go… if I don’t go, they will punish me… I have to—”
“I’ll go and talk with your teacher… hopefully she’ll understand,” Sun Hee ignored Nari’s opinion… as usual. “You said she’s even kinder than your teachers back home, right? I’ll give her a portion of our rice, just in case. Areum… you stay here with your sister. I’ll be back in a few minutes. It’s still early, so we have enough time before work and school starts.”
I nodded. Nari tried to protest, but Sun Hee had already wrapped some rice in a cloth and was heading out the door.
Once alone, I put my hand in Nari’s again, and we stayed like that for a while in silence. I tried to refrain from interrogating her, but in the end, I was unable to resist. I squeezed her hand and looked her dead-serious in the eyes.
“Nari… was it Chul? Did he do this to you? Or… was it one of the other guards? Please… you need to tell me!”
Nari started crying but shook her head without saying anything.
“Please tell me, Nari! Who did this to you?”
“Just… just leave it alone, Areum… it’s all over now, I promise, just… leave it alone, please… you need to promise me!”
“I… I can’t” I said. “What they did to you—”
“They didn’t do anything to me, okay! I did what I needed to do to keep us safe… to keep you safe… that’s all… so I’m begging you… please leave this alone! Please, Areum!”
“You’re not making any sense, Nari… what do you mean that you—?”
At that very moment, Sun Hee stormed through the door, completely out of breath.
“Nari… I’ve talked to Miss Ae. She was sympathetic to your situation… she will cover for you today… she really is a nice person, she didn’t even accept the rice. So just stay here and rest. If you’re strong enough, you can go tomorrow, but if not… you must get a note from the camp doctor. Otherwise, she can’t protect you… so let’s see tonight how you feel, okay?” The notion of going to Doctor Death sent a chill down my spine, but I didn’t say anything. “Okay, I have to hurry. I can’t be late for work… and you have to go now, too, Areum.”
I wanted to stay and get answers from Nari, but I knew I couldn’t be late either. Even if Miss Ae wouldn’t punish me, I would surely be reported by one of my classmates. Jun Ha had warned me about that. And right now, I couldn’t afford to take any risks. Back in the Capital, I would have just brought up being late at the next self-criticism session, but here…
…they’ll drag me down to the Center of Truth to be tortured to death by Colonel wan… or maybe even by the Demon of Yodok himself…
I once more pictured Jae Eun clasping her pierced throat in a last dying struggle as the ever-growing puddle of warm sticky blood slowly traveled along my legs and colored my pants and socks red. ‘The rest of you won’t get off that easy,’ Colonel Wan’s ominous words echoed through my mind.
I shuddered.
“Try to go back to sleep,” Sun Hee stroked Nari’s hair back from her sweaty forehead. “Just rest… and for lunch, you can make a full portion of rice… only today… you need the energy.” Then she went over and held the door open for me. I threw one last glance at Nari before closing the door behind me. Once again, the feeling of guilt stabbed my chest.
Could it have been Chul who did this to her? Did he do it to my sister because… he couldn’t do it to me? But how…?
Consumed by the growing number of questions without answers, I turned around to go to school, but Sun Hee stopped me with a firm hand on my shoulder.
“Areum… you don’t have to talk to me if you don’t want to, but please listen.” I couldn’t see any sign of anger on her face… only concern. “What happened to Nari yesterday… you… you understand what that was, right, Areum?”
I nodded, feeling my face flush. I knew perfectly well what it was. It was the same that would have happened to me if I hadn’t fought off Chul and Chang Min. It was the same atrocities I knew had been repeated over and over throughout the long and gruesome history of our country. I remembered the stories Mrs. Lee told us in history class… the stories of what the invading enemy forces did to women unlucky enough to cross their path. The horrific graphic drawings in our history books were to this day etched in my mind. The teachers made us study them in detail for hours, and we were not allowed to avert our eyes. It was pure agony. I couldn’t believe how someone could do such things to another human being… and some of the girls depicted were barely old enough to go to school. But those were our sworn enemies… the monsters who sought our annihilation. Somehow, that was expected from them. These heinous acts were committed by our fellow countrymen… the brave and tireless bearers of our Father - the Great General’s eternal revolution. Even imagining that a citizen of Choson could be capable of such horrendous acts would have been preposterous… until I arrived in Yodok, that is.
Sun Hee looked at me inquisitively, then pulled me closer before continuing in a whisper.
“Men like that… men who prey on women… they exist everywhere. I’ve even heard of some back home in the Capital. But back there, they are extremely few… and the police usually find them and put them away so they can’t hurt anyone else. But in this place, Areum… they are everywhere! Do you understand? In here, you must assume that every single man is like that. You can’t trust anyone… no matter if it’s a guard or a prisoner… no one can be trusted! Do you understand?”
I nodded that I did, but there was a struggle going on in my brain, which still resisted to fully believe such evil men could exist in a perfect paradise like Choson.
Sun Hee sighed.
“You’re very pretty, Areum. I have always been proud to have such a beautiful girl as my daughter. But in here… your beauty is your worst enemy. If you’re young and beautiful, those kind of men… the ones who prey on girls… they notice you. I don’t know what happened to you yesterday… and you’re not telling me everything either… but I know what happened to Nari.” Her voice trembled and her eyes were welling up, but she carried on anyway. “None of us are safe from this… not even me, even though I’m older… but especially you are at risk, Areum… because of the way you look.”
“What are you saying?” Fear and confusion tumbled around inside me. I couldn’t remember ever having been praised by my mother for how I looked, and this was a horrible way to hear it for the first time.
“Areum… you need to become less attractive. Do you understand? I know that your hair… and your clothes… they make you feel connected to your old life… and I know you want to hold on to that. But those are exactly the things that make you stand out… that make you attract dangerous attention. You… and Nari as well… need to change the way you look.”
“Change? H-how?” I looked at her, stunned.
“Look at the people around you… the other prisoners… you need to look like them. We need to cut your hair… and keep it dirty and uneven. And your clothes too… they need to be dirty and gray. Your face as well… you need to rub some mud on it in the morning. Then you’ll look like everybody else in here… you’ll blend in… and those men won’t notice you… they won’t even see you… and you’ll be safe. Do you understand what I’m saying?”
I nodded again but felt utterly repulsed and violated by what she was saying. I understood her point, but…
… am I ready to let go of that part of my life? Can I really let go of my hopes to be set free from this nightmare? Can I just like that abandon the truth… that I don’t belong here?
“Good girl,” Sun Hee let go of my shoulder. “We’ll work on it tonight. In the meantime, just do your best not to attract any attention, okay?”
“Okay,” I mumbled, looking away to mask the turmoil inside me.
We walked together until the main road. Before we parted ways, Sun Hee turned to me. This time, I saw fear on her face.
“Areum… do you think you will have more problems with those guards? The ones you fought last night… do you think they’ll come for you? I need you to be perfectly honest with me.”
I watched her distressed face for a moment. Somehow it made her look like a little girl trapped in a grown woman’s body.
“No, I don’t think so,” I shook my head. “I don’t think we will have any more problems with those guys… honestly.”
I wasn’t sure I believed that myself, but at least it made Sun Hee look somewhat reassured. She even gave me a feeble motherly smile… slightly reminiscent of those she used to give Nari daily.
Without returning the smile, I turned around and hurried off to school. My mother’s footsteps lingered for a while in my ears before fading as she disappeared in the opposite direction where the sewing factory impatiently awaited her.




CHAPTER 3
The walk to school was terrifying and felt like it took ten times longer than usual. Every time I saw a guard, I panicked before realizing that it wasn’t Chul or Chang Min… but maybe now it was somebody else’s turn to assault me. Running down the uneven dirt road, my head burning from rays of the early summer sun in the cloudless sky, I felt like everybody was looking at me and pointing at me. Even the other prisoners. It was like they knew… like it was written on my face. My heart raced, furiously pumping blood through my shivering body. By the time I reached the school building and stumbled into the gloomy corridor - away from the big scary outside - I saw tiny bright stars flickering before my eyes. I panted, bent over with my hands on my knees.
“Areum!”
The familiar voice of my old rival startled me.
“How is Nari? Is she here?” Mina asked, her eyes bulging with worry.
I shook my head, trying to catch my breath.
“She’s… she’s at home… Miss Ae gave her permission to stay home and rest,” I said. “But she’s stable… at least she seems to be.”
“Thank the Great General for that,” Mina sighed. “I still can’t believe this happened to her… I should have been there to protect her… I should have known… but I didn’t…” She swallowed loudly. “It’s this place… just one horror after another. In the end, it will get us all.”
Tears filled her eyes, so I looked away not to start crying myself.
“It’s not your fault,” I said reluctantly. “I’m her big sister… if anyone should have protected her, it should have been me.”
Mina sniffled and wiped her tears as Min Ji and some other classmates passed us on their way to the classroom.
“D-do you know what happened… or who did it?” Mina whispered. “Did she say anything?”
I shook my head.
“She refuses to tell me anything.”
“She will tell us when she’s ready,” Mina said. “She just needs to rest… and focus on her recovery.”
I nodded.
“Areum, can I come home with you after school?” she looked imploringly into my eyes. “I want to be there for her… and I can’t stand not knowing how she is.”
“I guess—” I started, but right then we were interrupted by the disproportionately strong roaring voice of Corporal Bun who appeared in the doorway of his classroom.
“What are you doing here? The classes have already started! Get in before I report you. For Juche’s sake… where is the discipline? Miss Ae is too lenient with her pupils. If you were in my class, I would cane you in front of everybody until you bled through your pants.”
He continued roaring as we ran past him and quickly slipped into our classroom.
“Sorry we’re late, Miss Ae,” we bowed our heads before taking our seats.
“I hear you agitated Corporal Bun,” she commented. “I would advise you not to make a habit of that, girls. We have an unspoken agreement not to report on each other’s pupils, but… if you make him angry enough… well, just be careful.”
She gave us a warm smile, but through it, I saw a look that cautioned us not to forget about the ten sacred camp rules… for our own sake.
“Yes, Miss Ae,“ we chanted in reply.
I had no idea what the class was about, and Miss Ae was kind enough not to ask me any questions. Based on Mina’s confused response when Miss Ae asked her to retell a passage from the Great General’s The Arduous March, I knew she couldn’t concentrate on anything but Nari’s situation either.
Jun Ha came over during the lunch break, surprised to see me sitting with Mina. He asked about Nari, so I told him she had caught the flu - a really bad kind - and that I wouldn’t be surprised if our whole family has to stay home tomorrow. He looked at me suspiciously but only told me to give her his best wishes for a speedy recovery.
After class, Miss Ae asked me and Mina to stay behind.
“How is your sister?” she asked once the three of us were alone.
“We don’t know exactly, but she doesn’t seem to have any serious injuries… physically. She’s stronger than you would think, but…”
“It’s just horrible,” Miss Ae shook her head. Her face displayed no trace of its usual radiant smile. “I’m so very sorry this happened to her… but unfortunately, it’s not uncommon here.” She sighed deeply and shook her head again. “I understand you’re her best friend?” she turned to Mina. “From before as well?”
“We’re almost like sisters,” Mina blushed and threw me a worried glance.
“That’s good,” Miss Ae said, then leaned toward us and lowered her voice. “Listen, girls… I would like to tell you this is the worst thing that will ever happen here… but the truth is you have many challenges still ahead of you. And the only way for all of you to stay safe is for family and genuine friends to stick together… and for the strong to protect the weak. I know it’s a huge responsibility… too much to ask of fourteen-year-old girls… but you’re all she has, and you must understand that Nari’s life is in your hands.”
As a reflex, I cringed at the mentioning of family. To my surprise, that word affected me more than the heavy burden Miss Ae was putting on my shoulders.
“Do you understand me, girls?”
“Of course, Miss Ae… I’m so ashamed I wasn’t there for her… that I let this happen,” Mina rushed to say.
“Of course,” I said as well. “She’s my sister… I need to protect her better.” I felt a slight resentment toward Mina for reacting faster and stronger than me.
“Good… I trust you will,” Miss Ae mustered a lackluster smile before lowering her voice even further. “The other thing is that you need to take care of yourselves as well. You are both very attractive girls… and especially you, Areum, stand out from the crowd since you haven’t been here for long. Your clothes from the Capital are still relatively clean, you have long beautiful hair, and you walk around with your head held high. That makes you a target. Do you understand?”
“Yes, Miss Ae… my mother talked to me about it this morning,” I felt my cheeks blush.
“Good... then I trust you know what to do. I know you feel like you will lose a part of yourself, but the less attractive you are in a place like this, the better. The guards don’t see you as people… especially women prisoners… so the only way to be safe is if they don’t see you at all.”
I disliked being forced in this direction, but the assault by Chul and Chang Min yesterday scared me more, so I was reluctantly coming to terms with what I needed to do.
And how about if next time I’m attacked by a bigger, stronger, and less drunk guard? What if I won’t be able to fight him off…?
“Mina… you have been here longer, so I guess you have already applied some strategies to stay safe?” she looked at her short messy hair.
“Yes, Miss Ae,” Mina said. “My mother has helped me a lot.”
“Good… continue like that,” Miss Ae said. “Then, the other important thing I want to tell you is to never go around alone, especially at night… always go two and two.”
“Okay,” we both nodded and looked at each other. I didn’t like where this was headed. As long as Nari stayed at home, it would mean I was bound to Mina. I cringed once more.
Miss Ae turned back to me.
“Areum, I would very much like to see Nari… to see if there’s anything I can do for her. Would it be alright if I came home with you?
I looked at her, surprised. The possibility of an employee of the camp visiting the home of a prisoner had never even crossed my mind before. But this was Miss Ae we were talking about, and I couldn’t see any harm in it.
“Of course, Miss Ae,” I said. My eyes fell on Mina, and I knew what would follow.
“Yes… I would like to come too if it’s alright,” she said.
I nodded.
When we came out of the School of Juche, the sky was gray and cloudy. It felt like it would start to rain. As we walked down the main road, I saw that Miss Ae carried a small bundle in her right hand that I hadn’t noticed until then.
Is she bringing something for Nari?
As I put my hand on our doorknob, another wave of panic rushed through my body.
In what condition will we find Nari on the other side? Is she even still… alive?
I fortified myself and opened the door. Nari was asleep on the floor, breathing heavily. I sighed with relief. Miss Ae hunched over her and looked at her swollen face and cracked lip. She put her hand on her forehead.
“She has a fever,” she said.
“Should we let her sleep?” Mina said.
Nari suddenly opened her eyes and let out a frantic scream.
“Shhh… shhh… it’s only us, Nari, it’s only us,” Mina said softly as she crouched down and took her hand.
Nari rested her head back on the rolled-up jacket she used as a pillow, but her face remained as tense as before.
“How do you feel, Nari?” Miss Ae asked.
“It hurts,” Nari whimpered. “It hurts a lot.”
“Where does it hurt?”
“In my stomach… and… down there.”
Miss Ae lifted the quilt and her clothes gently.
“AAAAHHHHHH…” Nari let out another scream, which painfully pierced my eardrums.
Miss Ae instinctively put her hand over Nari’s mouth to muffle the scream as tears streamed down from my wounded sister’s eyes.
“She needs to see a doctor,” Miss Ae looked at me.
“My mother is a doctor,” Mina said.
“Where is she now?”
“She’s working on the animal farm… by the Lotus Garden.”
“That will raise too much suspicion… We need to take her right away. We’ll go to Doctor Ham… he’s the camp doctor.”
My heart froze.
“No… we can’t do that,” I blurted out. Miss Ae looked up at me without understanding. “P-people… people don’t come back if they go to him… they call him… Doctor Death… he conducts sadis—”
“I’m well aware of what the prisoners call him,” Miss Ae interrupted me firmly, “but this is an emergency… and as long as I’m with her, she’ll be fine. Trust me.”
I did trust her… but the thought of going to Doctor Death scared me out of my mind. Judging by Mina’s face, it scared her too.
We looked at Nari who was squirming on the floor.
“Nari, can you hear us?” Miss Ae asked.
“Yes…” Nari grunted in pain.
“We’re going to take you to the doctor, okay? Just hold on.”
“AAAHHH!” Nari screamed again.
“You two are stronger… please help her up,” Miss Ae commanded.
Nari screamed once more as we picked her up from the floor. Even if we were two, it was excruciatingly hard to carry Nari all the way to the doctor’s house. She had her arms around our necks and her feet on the ground, but she could hardly support her own weight. And when she got her fits of pain, she cringed so hard she almost pulled both of us down to the ground.
We didn’t draw any attention from the few people we encountered on the way - seeing injured and sick people were too commonplace in here. When we finally had reached the run-down building, overgrown by vegetation, where Doctor Death worked, Miss Ae knocked on the door.
There was no answer.
In the corner of my eye, I suddenly saw something moving in our direction from the main road. I turned my head and immediately recognized the strangely limping motions of Lucky - the only person who had ever escaped and lived… sort of. He was looking straight at us.
Oh no… not him… I can’t deal with him right now.
Miss Ae knocked again. She had noticed him too.
“Doctor Ham! Are you there?” She continued knocking. “Doctor Ham?”
There was a ruckus from inside. It sounded like some bottles fell to the ground and broke.
“WHAT IS IT?” we heard a newly-awoken coarse voice barking from the other side.
“This is Ae Ga In… I’m a teacher at the school. I have a girl here who needs your help.”
“GO AWAY!” he barked again. “I can’t help you…”
Miss Ae knocked again, throwing a worried glance over at Lucky, who slowly but steadily was coming closer. Jun Ha had told us he was mostly harmless, but he did require me to save him after Lucky had wrestled him to the ground during the tour of the camp an eternity ago.
“Please, Doctor Ham, she’s in pain… I’m afraid it might be serious. Please, just take a look at her.”
“I’m extremely busy,” he shouted.
“Please, Doctor. We brought you some rice for your trouble.”
Rice? She brought rice? Would she really make such a huge personal sacrifice for us? For Nari?
I was stunned beyond words.
From inside there was at first nothing but silence, but then I heard unsteady footsteps approaching. I didn’t know if I should be relieved or scared, but I still hoped he would hurry before we would be assaulted by the unhinged lunatic approaching us. I looked over my shoulder. Lucky was close now, his eyes fixed on us. He was mumbling something to himself. I wasn’t exactly worried about Lucky hurting any of us, but I didn’t want to risk dropping Nari if I had to fight him off.
The door opened with a bang, and on the other side stood a small, scrawny man, unshaved, bald, but with long white strains of hair over his ears. The stench of alcohol hit me like a shockwave, and based on its fruity undertone, I assumed it wasn’t medical alcohol. The man looked up at us one by one, squinting like he was trying to solve a puzzle in his hazed mind.
“Who are you?” he slurred.
“I’m Ae Ga In,” Miss Ae said patiently. “I’m a teacher at the School of Juche… we have met before. One of my pupils here is injured… she had an… accident… she has stomach pains. I understand this is not a good time, but please take a look at her. We just need to make sure she doesn’t have anything serious… like an infection.”
My heart raced. Both because of what Miss Ae was implying, and because Lucky was so close I could distinguish some of his mumbling. It was something about beautiful hair.
Can Mina carry Nari’s weight alone if I have to fight him off?
“And you have rice?” the doctor slurred.
Miss Ae handed him the bundle, and he immediately grabbed it out of her hand like he was afraid this was all just a big scam. He opened the bundle and poked around with his finger for what seemed like an eternity before being convinced. He put the bundle in his pocket and then looked up at us suspiciously.
This was not how I had pictured the fearsome and sadistic Doctor Death.
“Fine… come on in…” he said and moved to the side, almost tripping over what looked like a rice wine bottle on the floor. It looked like a cheap version of the ones Su Mi sometimes brought to our nightly meetings. He suddenly noticed Lucky behind us.
“Oh, not that guy again,” he said and waved at us to enter faster.
We rushed through the door just as Lucky extended his hand to grab my hair and closed it right on his fingers. A wail of pain was heard from the other side as the doctor hurried to lock it.
“Ten years of that guy,” he muttered. “Decent people die to the left and right, but that guy just goes on year after year… I don’t understand why General Roh or Colonel Wan don’t do something about it…”
After having said that, he burped loudly right in our faces. The repugnant stench of alcohol stung my nose and made me nauseous.
We stood in a dark room, which I never in my life would have guessed was a hospital room. You could hardly see the floor due to all the papers, boxes, and rice wine bottles scattered around in one big mess. The light bulb in the ceiling was not turned on, and there was only one small window on the sidewall, which was so dirty it hardly let in any light. Doctor Death fumbled to light an oil lamp to compensate. There was one chair next to a desk, which also was scattered with papers and other rice wine bottles. Next to the chair on the floor were two shattered bottles - probably the ones he had broken as we woke him up. The table in the middle of the room, which I assumed was used for examining patients, was also covered by random papers and bottles. He stumbled over to it and in one sweep he pushed all the papers and bottles to the ground. By some kind of miracle, none of them broke. He then went over to his worn-down armchair and sank into it.
“Put her there!” he said and pointed at the now clean examination table.
We carried her over and laid her down gently. I kept my hand on the edge of the rackety table, which felt like it would break down at any second. The pungent mix of sweat, mold, and cheap rice wine was even more intense in the middle of the room. It was so vile I could taste it in my mouth.
As Mina removed Nari’s dirty glasses and put them in her pocket, I couldn’t help thinking how many poor people had been brought here before Nari in the hope of getting better, only to take their last breaths on this very table.
“Alright then,” the doctor mumbled with a loud sigh as he put on his thick glasses. They were even dirtier than Nari’s and I wondered if they really made him see more clearly. The right glass also had a big crack in it.
He stood up with the support of the chair and slowly walked back to the table. He looked down at Nari, who was squirming with pain, applying all her strength to refrain from screaming at the top of her lungs.
“Lift her shirt,” Doctor Death instructed.
Mina and I did it together, exposing her stomach, which was blue with bruising. I swallowed and suddenly got another flash of phantom pain in my stomach.
“Nasty,” he said without any visible emotion. He started pressing different parts of her stomach and observed how much she squirmed. As he moved towards her lower regions, her pain increased. She couldn’t control herself any longer and emitted a harrowing scream.
“Shut her up, will you,” he commanded, and Miss Ae covered Nari’s mouth with her hand.
The scream seemed to have woken him up, and I could finally see a hint of lucidity in his eyes. He looked over her stomach and then down at the bruising between her legs.
“Oh… I see,” he muttered while examining her closer. Shortly after, he said, “You can pull down her shirt again,” and stumbled back to his chair where he sank down with a deep sigh.
“She’ll be fine,” he concluded after having caught his breath. “She doesn’t have any internal bleeding, and I don’t see any signs of infection. And the pain she’s experiencing is normal… considering the nature of her… accident… especially when it’s the first time.” He sighed again and threw his dirty glasses on the desk, closing his eyes. “She’ll be fine… just be sure to keep it clean.”
“Are you sure?” Miss Ae asked nervously.
“Of course, I’m sure,” Doctor Ham snapped, opening his eyes. “Do you think it’s the first time I see this kind of accident here?”
“Of course not, Doctor… I’m sorry… I didn’t mean any disrespect,” Miss Ae rushed to say.
“Well, what can you do,” he mumbled to himself in the armchair. “It’s funny… I went to the Great General Medical University in the Capital - the best medical university in the whole of Choson! And here I am… surrounded by suffering and death, and nothing else… and every day, people bring me more girls who have had accidents…” he scoffed. “I guess my Regime Loyalty Classification Level isn’t what it used to be…”
The three of us looked at each other, unsure how to react to this.
“Is… is there anything else we can do for her?” Miss Ae cautiously changed the subject back to Nari.
“Just let her rest for a couple of days… she’s still beaten up pretty badly. And give her some green tea if you have it… and if you can find any other food than the garbage they serve here, that would do her good too.”
He took a piece of paper from his desk, scribbled something down, and handed it to Miss Ae.
“There… that makes it official. Now go! As I said… I’m a busy man… I have important things to attend to… very important things…”
Mina and I lifted Nari from the table, which creaked, but to my surprise, remained standing. Nari grimaced in pain but bit her lip not to scream.
“Thank you, Doctor,” Miss Ae said, respectfully bowing down, but Doctor Death had already started looking for another bottle to open.
I went out alone first to see if Lucky was still around - if I needed to take care of him, I couldn’t have Nari hanging on my shoulder - but he was nowhere to be seen.
“Don’t judge Doctor Ham too hard,” Miss Ae said once we were all outside. ”I don’t think he’s a bad person… or a bad doctor… it’s just… he hasn’t had it easy here… at least from what I’ve heard.”
‘He’ hasn’t had it easy? I scoffed to myself. He’s just sitting in his room drinking days on end, while we’re being starved, assaulted, and worked to death!
But I didn’t want to argue with Miss Ae. I was too grateful.
“Take Nari home and let her rest, okay girls?” Miss Ae said. “I’ll go and register her absence at the Oversight. The note says she has the flu and that it’s very contagious, so it should be fine. She can stay home for one full week. I’ll come by later with some green tea… I have some at home, and… well, I can give you a portion of rice as well… we, who work here, don’t get that much either, you know, but… I feel for Nari. Okay? I’ll come by later.”
“T-thank you, Miss Ae,” Nari managed to squeeze out.
“Take care of yourselves,” Miss Ae said as a compassionate smile illuminated her face.
Mina and I thanked her as well before we parted ways. We had to do it without the deep, reverent bow the situation called for since we had Nari hanging on our shoulders, but we knew Miss Ae didn’t mind.
As we carried Nari home, Mina said, “I don’t trust that drunk doctor… I’ll bring my mother over again tonight. She’ll give her a proper examination.”
“Thank you, Mina,” I said. “I don’t know how to repay you.”
“There’s absolutely no need,” Mina said. “I would do anything for Nari… my mother as well.”
“I know,” I said, suppressing the sting of jealousy that suddenly consumed my heart.
As we approached our house, I couldn’t help feeling grateful to have so many people looking out for us in this horrid place… even if it did little to compensate for the crushing feeling of being abandoned by my Father - the Great General.
Deep down, I was also afraid of being indebted to Mina and her mother.




CHAPTER 4
Nari was asleep again when Sun Hee came home. Her breathing was steady but coarse. Mina had left but would soon return with her mother. The rice was ready in our largest pot on the floor, and its sweet scent had already permeated every nook and cranny of our small damp room.
“How is she?” Sun Hee asked.
“Stable,” I replied without looking up at her. “Miss Ae came home with us after school… Nari was in pain, so she took us to the camp doctor.”
“To… Doctor Death?” Sun Hee gasped. “Have you completely lost your mind?
“Relax,” I said. “Miss Ae was with us the whole time… it was fine—”
“Why didn’t you come and get me? Or Mrs. Choy? What were you thinking?”
“Miss Ae said it would raise too much suspicion… and apart from being drunk, Doctor Ham was harmless.”
Sun Hee glared at me, panting and shaking her head. Her hands were firm on her waist. I felt my head becoming hot again.
Nothing I ever do is right…
“Anyway… he examined her and said she doesn’t have any internal bleeding or infections… and Mina will bring Mrs. Choy over to examine her again tonight… so it’s fine,” I muttered.
Sun Hee’s demeanor suddenly changed. Her hands slid down from her waist.
“Well… that’s good to hear… just… be careful with…”
She didn’t finish her sentence. Instead, she went down to check on Nari.
“Do you want to eat now, or do we wait for the Choys?” I asked.
“We’ll wait. We have to show our gratitude.”
Sun Hee then looked at me, examining my face and my hair, and I knew what she was thinking.
“Have you thought about what we talked about this morning,” she asked nervously.
I nodded. I knew there was no way out.
“Are you ready?” she asked. “We can get it done before the Choys come.”
I nodded again, but my insides were twisting into a painful lump.
She took out something from her pocket. It was a pair of scissors.
“I smuggled them out from the sewing factory. I need to return them tomorrow or I’ll be punished, so we must do this tonight.” There was a distinct sadness in her whispering voice.
I nodded once more.
Let’s just get this over with…
She stood behind me and gently lifted a lock of my hair from the side of my head. I had a new feeling in my body I couldn’t identify. I just knew I didn’t like it. My heart was also acting strangely… like its beating wasn’t even. It fluttered from time to time.
“One day you’ll grow it all back… I’m sure of it,” Sun Hee failed to conceal a sigh as the familiar sound of strands of hair being severed one after the other filled my ears. A tear left my eye, but I wiped it away immediately.
A few minutes later, the floor around me was covered by a carpet of my beautiful black hair, and my head felt strangely light. I ran my hand through what was left on my scalp. It didn’t feel like me… at all.
Sun Hee came around to my front.
“That’s enough for today,” she said. “Tomorrow morning we’ll dirty it down a bit with some mud… and your face, too.” I nodded once more, wiping another tear from my cheek. “You are very pretty, Areum. Remember… we’re not taking away your beauty… we’re just hiding it… temporarily.”
“I know.”
Part of me wished I had brought a mirror with me from the Capital to see what I had become, but part of me was glad I hadn’t. Yet another part of me felt relieved doing this. Not because of my safety. Because I wouldn’t have to endure the heavy judgment of my mother that Nari’s tragedy somehow was my fault.
Just as Sun Hee had finished cleaning all the hair from the floor - she was being very considerate to me tonight - there was a knock on the door. I suddenly felt extremely self-conscious and had the impulse to hide my hair. At the last minute, however, I decided not to postpone the humiliation. Sun Hee opened the door to let Mrs. Choy and Mina in. My face turned red as I saw their surprised expressions.
“That will keep you safe, Areum,” Mina comforted me after a prolonged uncomfortable silence. “And now… we almost look like sisters,” she smiled.
I didn’t return it.
While Sun Hee started serving the food, Mrs. Choy got busy examining Nari using the same oil lamp she had brought the last time. Nari was startled at first when she woke up, but Mina calmed her down with her usual gentle smile. As soon as Mrs. Choy had finished, she told us she agreed with Doctor Ham’s opinion that Nari just needed rest and nourishment, and that her pains would subside over time.
“Thank the Great General,” Sun Hee’s eyes welled up with tears.
We sat down to eat. All except Young Il, who hadn’t come home yet. This was, unfortunately, not unusual, but at least I could manage my anger toward him better when I didn’t have him right in front of me.
Sun Hee had cooked more rice than we’d ever had since we arrived in Yodok. I knew it hadn’t been easy for her, but she was a woman who believed in the need to express gratitude when the situation called for it, especially to people you depend on. Regardless of what the reason was - when the sweetness of the rice spread throughout my mouth and body like a vague reminiscence of long-lost happiness, just for a brief moment, I felt like a human being again.
Nari joined us around the fire as well. After having slept most of the day and the steady portion of rice she had for lunch, she looked slightly better than before, although her crooked glasses made her eyes look weirder than usual.
By the time we finished, Young Il finally stumbled through the door looking just as dirty and broken down as every night. He asked how Nari was and his eyes lit up when he saw the luxurious portion of rice his wife served him. I could see him fighting to hold the tears down as the first steaming lump landed on his desperate yearning tongue.
After we had finished the feast, Nari and Mina went to sit on the other side of the room, where they held hands and whispered to each other. I also left the adults and went to lie down on my quilt.
“I’m so very sorry this happened to Nari,” Mrs. Choy said in a low voice. “I have always considered her like a second daughter to me. It pains me so to see her like this. But she will be fine. She might have a weak heart, but she has a strong spirit. She will persevere… I’m certain of it.”
With Nari staying home, I had to walk to school alone under the increasingly strong sun, which reminded me we were approaching July - the hottest month of the year. It was also the month both of us would turn fifteen and leave the safety of Miss Ae’s classroom.
Every day, Nari got a little better, and by the third day, she said the pains were all but gone. Regardless, we had all decided she would stay home until next Monday… an opportunity that was as rare as rice in Yodok.
She still refused to talk about what had happened that night… or about who had done this to her. I had, however, concluded it must have been another guard who did it… nothing else made sense. I couldn’t imagine Chul or Chang Min being in the condition to do something like that after our encounter. It just wasn’t possible.
I went to school as normal this week, but I didn’t feel normal. Every time I was outside our house or the classroom - the only two places I felt relatively safe - I was anxious. Every time I saw a guard, I panicked. But I controlled myself not to run away. Drawing unnecessary attention to myself was the worst thing I could do right now. The most dreadful agony, however, originated from the growing feeling of abandonment by the Great General. The feeling that he had personally left me to rot in this hell on earth festered inside me. And even though I knew it was silly, I also felt the last connection to my old life back in the Capital had been severed together with my hair. I still hadn’t seen how it looked, but it felt ugly… even though Nari assured me it wasn’t that bad.
Now that Chul had turned into my enemy, Jun Ha was my only friend in the world. I talked to Mina as well these days, but not for long periods, and mainly about Nari and how she was doing. Even though I couldn’t push her away, I didn’t want to let her too close either. Regardless, it was more comfortable talking to Jun Ha. He never forced me to talk about that, apart from the normal courtesy questions about how Nari was doing. Min Ji and So Won also came over to ask me about Nari a few times. I could tell they knew she wasn’t home with the flu… rumors apparently spread fast in a place like this.
On Thursday that week, I saw Chul for the first time since he’d attacked me. It was during the lunch break as I sat in the shade of some trees next to the School of Juche. He was sitting next to Chang Min together with the other guards under the trees by the guardhouse, just like he had done on the day of the attack. Even from this distance, I could see the big red blemish on his face where I had broken his nose, but it didn’t seem to bother him. The guards were laughing and joking just like last time, but this time it didn’t seem like they were mocking Chul. Now it seemed like he was part of the group.
The moment I laid eyes on him, my blood boiled up inside of me. My whole body was consumed by pure unadulterated hatred, and I knew that if he came this way, I wouldn’t be able to constrain myself. I tried to look away but couldn’t. Before long, Chul noticed me. His face changed in an instant, but after acknowledging me with a quick guilty glance, he averted his eyes and continued to laugh with the others. I felt my legs twitching. Then my whole body. I was just about to jump to my feet and charge over to what surely would be my immediate demise, but at that exact moment, I got distracted by seeing Lucky limping along the road past the group of guards. With Chang Min in the lead, they started taunting and throwing things at him until he had hurried out of reach. Turned out even Lucky had a sense of self-preservation. As he walked past us, he suddenly noticed me and started moving his mouth, mumbling something incoherent. I became flustered and jumped to my feet, ready to rush back into the school building if he came this way, but luckily, he averted his eyes and limped off in the opposite direction. I sat down again.
Great General… how long will they let that walking corpse continue his miserable existence here?
Before Chul could re-enter my mind, Jun Ha came over and sat next to me. I had seen him standing by the edge of the field with the tall girl I remembered seeing crying during the execution. The one who afterward had been pushed to the ground by the boy with the black lion’s mane. I noticed Jun Ha and the girl looking in my direction while talking, but my mind had been too preoccupied with Chul to give it a second thought.
“Hey,” I said.
“Hey, Areum,” Jun Ha sighed. “I’ve got some information for you… but I’m not sure if I should tell you.”
He looked over at the group of guards on the other side of the road.
“If it’s about Nari, you have to tell me.”
He sighed again, averting his eyes.
“If I do tell you, you have to promise me not to do anything stupid… actually, you have to promise me not to do anything at all. Can you do that?”
“I promise,” I said, but Jun Ha didn’t look convinced. “I promise! Okay?” I repeated. “Come on… whatever it is, I need to know!”
He still wasn’t convinced, but he nodded his head.
“Fine… I’ll tell you.” He emitted another deep sigh. “I… er… I have found out who… who raped… your sister.” I pierced my eyes into the side of his face since his eyes were fixed on the cornfield before us. I couldn’t breathe. “It was… it was Private Gang,” he bit his lip. “It was Chul.” He nodded over towards the trees on the other side where Chul and the others were sitting. “That other guy was there as well… Corporal Lee.”
The adrenaline swirled through my body like a tornado as Jun Ha examined my reaction with great concern on his face.
I should have known! I should have known! I SHOULD HAVE KNOWN! It was him all along. That BASTARD! It was HIM!
Suddenly, my eyes once more crossed with Chul’s. My whole body tensed up. Despite being so far from each other, I saw him flinching at the fury on my face. I jumped to my feet, ready to charge. It was time to do what I should have done that night… to finish what I started. But Jun Ha grabbed my wrist firmly and pulled me back down, looking me hypnotically in the eyes.
“Don’t do anything stupid, Areum,” he whispered. “You promised.” He sighed again, rolling his eyes. “I shouldn’t have told you.”
I relaxed my arm, closed my eyes, and took a couple of deep breaths to compose myself.
“No, it’s good you told me… I needed to know,” I reopened them and looked at him. “Thank you, Jun Ha. And I’m sorry… I won’t do anything stupid… I promise! I will control myself.”
He examined my face and then nodded.
“I’m just looking out for you,” he said. “I don’t want you to get into even more trouble.”
“I know… thank you.”
I looked over at the field where Jun Ha had been talking to the tall, fierce-looking girl, and for a moment, I let Chul leave my mind.
“Who was that?” I asked.
“Who was who?”
“That girl… the one you were talking to. Was she the one who told you?”
“Yeah… that’s right… that’s Hana… she’s…. very connected. She has been very good to me… almost like a big sister. But if I were you, I would stay far away from her. Even if she takes care of her own… to most others… well… she’s trouble. Let’s just leave it at that.”
“I saw her crying during the execution,” I said.
Jun Ha sighed again.
“Yeah… the girl that was shot… Namjoo… that was her best friend. And her right-hand girl in here. They always looked out for each other. It was a real tragedy to lose her… and it’s all because of—” He frowned his face but then bit his tongue. “It doesn’t matter…”
I pondered that information for a while.
“Why did she tell you about Chul and my sister?”
“She had her reasons,” Jun Ha said, making it clear he wouldn’t go into further details. He looked back over at the group of laughing guards. “I don’t know if you care… but she also told me why he did it. Do you remember the time General Roh went berserk on Chul? Right out here on the road in front of everyone? I don’t know what that was all about, but afterward… Chul had to prove himself as a man… and… you know… he had to do that by… taking a girl… one of the prisoners… and… he picked Nari. I don’t know why. Maybe she was just in the wrong place at the wrong time, but… anyway, that’s what they say happened. And now that he has proven himself as a man… he and General Roh are on good terms again… that’s why he’s over there, at ease, laughing with the others. Now he’s safe.”
I looked at Jun Ha with incredulity.
“Are you defending what he did?”
“What? No… No! Of course not! Great General, I would never do that. It was deplorable. I’m just explaining it to you the way it was explained to me, okay?”
I clenched my fist to get myself back under control. Now was not the time to pick a fight with my only friend.
“What’s the deal between him and General Roh anyway?” I asked once I had composed myself.
“Nobody knows,” Jun Ha said. “It’s strange. I mean… why would a high-ranking General care what a low-ranking, insignificant Private does or doesn’t do? He’s not even under his direct command… he’s several levels below. But it’s not only that… it’s also the circumstances of how Chul ended up here that is strange. I mean… he’s not typical guard material.”
“What do you mean ended up here?” I asked
“It was a little over a year ago. General Roh suddenly left the camp for several weeks. I remember it well because that had never happened before. And also… people were afraid Colonel Wan would take over, which would have been very, very, very bad for all of us.” He gave me a meaningful look that I had no problem understanding. “Anyway… a couple of weeks later, General Roh comes back, and exactly one week after that, Chul and Chang Min start working here… just like that,” he shrugged his shoulders. “Okay… Chang Min is probably the most typical guard there is, so nothing strange there. But Chul? Well… it just doesn’t make sense. And there’s always some weird tension between him and General Roh… since long before their fallout on the main road. But, as I said… no one knows what their story is.”
“And Chang Min?” I asked.
Jun Ha chuckled.
“I didn’t know you were on a first-name basis with Corporal Lee.”
“Only when he’s not around,” I said.
Jun Ha smirked.
“Well… with Chang Min it went the other way. He quickly rose in ranks, and now he works directly under the General himself. Talk about preferential treatment! He treats him almost like a son.”
I leaned back at the trunk of the tree. I disliked Chang Min, but he was not the focus of my hatred at the moment.
“I still can’t believe it was him who did it,” I said. “Chul, I mean… I thought he was different.”
“No one is different,” Jun Ha scoffed. “Trust me… they’re all the same. All of them are horrible… a few are just slightly less horrible.”
“I guess… but I thought I knew him. And also, that night… he was so… drunk.”
Jun Ha looked at me, bewildered.
“How do you know that?”
I sighed. There was no point in hiding the truth from him.
“Because… he attacked me first.”
“He did what?”
Jun Ha was so shocked he almost fell over.
“He did… he… he came to me… I was drinking from the river… and he told me to follow him up the mountains… him and Chang Min… and then… they attacked me. But they were so drunk I could fight them off easily… they were both knocked out cold on the ground when I left them.”
Jun Ha looked at me with enormous eyes. I had never seen him so taken aback before.
“Great General,” he whispered. “You… you actually knocked out… not only one guard, but two guards?”
“Yes… well… I don’t know if it was me, or… I mean… they were really drunk…”
“And you’re still here!” he said with amazement. “That is nothing short of incredible. In this place, you get taken away to the Center of Truth just for looking a guard in the eyes. You get executed for just taking too long to answer… I mean, you know all the crazy Sacred Rules we have to follow. And you… you beat up a guard… and nothing happens. That’s just… wow!”
“Well… like I said, he was very drunk. Maybe he doesn’t even remember… I mean, I broke his nose and all… but maybe he doesn’t remember who did it.”
“Oh, he remembers,” Jun Ha said. “Trust me… he remembers. And he remembers what he did to your sister as well. Make no mistake about that.”
We sat in silence for a while.
“So, what can we do?” I finally asked.
“Areum… we can’t do anything. It sucks, but that’s reality. Just relish the fact that you have beaten him up… even if it happened before… you know… what happened to your sister. Okay? But that’s it. You were extremely lucky, and I beg you to keep your promise. Next time you will not be that lucky… that much you can be sure of.”
He searched my eyes for confirmation, and I searched his eyes back.
“But you know people,” I said. “You know prisoners… and guards… you know that tall girl… Hana… people who can make things happen… right?”
“Trust me, Areum… you don’t want to get involved in that. It’s better to stay out of it… not only for you but for your whole family.”
I sighed, looking down at the ground.
“I’m not sure I can leave it alone. Seeing that smug son of a bitch every day… bragging to the others about his conquest over my baby sister…”
“I understand… I truly do. But trust me… once you start something like that, you can’t un-start it.”
“Would you prefer I go and do something on my own?”
I knew I was testing the boundaries of my only friendship here, but I also knew I couldn’t stop.
Jun Ha sighed.
“I shouldn’t have told you anything. I should have known you wouldn’t be able to leave it alone.”
I gave him a long, demanding stare until he sighed again.
“Fine… fine… I’ll look into it, okay? I’m not promising anything, but I’ll look into it. Just… don’t do anything stupid! Wait for me, please! Okay? You must promise me!”
“Okay,” I nodded.
I will wait… but not forever…
“Good… and please… don’t get your hopes up.”
The break was over and we headed back into Miss Ae’s classroom, passing the always furious Corporal Bun on the way. Despite my emotional turmoil during the lunch break, I somehow felt lighter. I didn’t know what to expect from Jun Ha - or when to expect it - but I felt something I had started to think I would never feel again.
Hope.
Jun Ha had specifically told me not to get my hopes up, but I didn’t care. Anyway, he had phrased it perfectly himself when he said that I’m not the kind of person who would be able leave something like this alone.
I’m not.
I’m the kind of person who will get revenge!
Everything that had happened between Nari and me was in the past. None of that mattered anymore. The only thing that mattered was that she was my baby sister.
I will avenge her!
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CHAPTER 5
I took over the chore of cooking while Nari was recovering. By the end of the week, she insisted she was fine and that she could do it, but I didn’t let her. The full portion of rice we had the first day after Nari’s incident had been a one-time occurrence. After that, we had to reduce the portions to compensate, especially since we now had to share with Mrs. Choy and Mina the nights they came over. The problem was that the sweet scent of the rice filled the room no less than before, tricking our minds that the pot was filled to the brim with the sticky treasure and that a feast awaited us. The disappointment once we lifted the lid was grave. The bulk part of our diet was, as always, the tasteless watery soup of ground corn and cabbage, and my palates protested vehemently every time it entered my mouth. The little rice we got I always left for last to compensate for the bitter aftertaste of the soup, and I let it linger on my tongue long after dinner time was over. In reality, it might have been better to do it the other way around because, in this way, I spent the entire evening yearning for more rice. So yes, sharing with the Choys was tough, but at least we didn’t have to make any more uncomfortable visits to Doctor Death.
I was filled with a heap of emotions these days, most of them negative. Frustration, anger, and hatred was just the tip of the iceberg. But I also felt something else. Something I had not experienced in a long time, and which I could only explain as love - a feeling I for as long as I could remember had only felt toward our eternal Father - the Great General. Now, I felt it for my sister.
My poor weak little sister…
In contrast to this new sensation of love for my sister, my hatred for Chul knew no boundaries. He was the embodiment of all evil in this Great General-forsaken place, and I wanted him to perish. But not before suffering greatly… as Nari had suffered.
Our situation at home was tense. I stayed with Nari after school until Sun Hee and Young Il came home late at night. After that, I kept my distance. Young Il was the real reason this had happened to Nari, and I hated him almost as much as I hated Chul. Sun Hee - no surprise - took her husband’s side, and I continued feeling her accusing looks implying it was all my fault, not his. She still helped me with my appearance, though, making my hair, face, and clothes sufficiently dirty not to stand out. She worked on me fast and methodically, as if she was one of the makeup artists back at the Capital Theater. After a couple of days of unbearable shame over my new appearance, my head no longer felt lighter, and I had all but stopped thinking about it. Part of the reason was that fewer people looked at me now than before, making me feel invisible. And that made me feel safe, which was a feeling that trumped shame at the moment.
My parents have acted differently since the incident. They were often pulling away to the opposite corner of the room where they for long periods engaged in intense whispering. As soon as Nari and I got close, they stopped immediately and just looked at us with guilty eyes. Nari asked what they were talking about a couple of times, but since the answer was always nothing, she stopped.
On top of everything else going on, yet another fear was growing inside me… and it was undoubtedly growing inside Nari as well. We were both painfully aware that we only had a couple of days left until our fifteenth birthday on the eighth of July, which meant that in the eyes of the camp, we would become adults. That meant no more school. That meant we would be given work assignments. And that meant we would have to work the whole day, every day of the week… for the rest of our time here.
And how long are we going to be here? Twenty years?
I hadn’t thought much about our transition into adulthood before because of everything that had happened. But now, this reality was dawning upon me.
What if we are sent to mining duty like Young Il? Nari wouldn’t survive a week there… let alone a month or a year! And… is there any work detail at all that she could manage? She’s weaker and more fragile than a flower.
Miss Ae held me and Mina back after class every day to ask about Nari and to give tips and tricks to prepare us for life after school… even if that would come later for Mina than for us. Among other things, Miss Ae told us that the best way to get benefits from the guards was to become an informant - which was shocking to hear coming from her.
“I really hate telling you this, but it’s just how things work here in Yodok,” she said with a guilty expression. “And if you don’t do it, others will… and then you’re not protected. You never know when someone might inform on you… or Nari.”
Even though I was repulsed by the idea of becoming an informant, I promised her I would think about it. For Nari’s sake. I also made a plan to talk to Jun Ha about it once I got the chance. I could always rely on him to give good advice about these things… but it had to be far away from prying eyes and ears.
Occasionally, I saw Chul by the fields next to the guardhouse, laughing and joking with his new guard friends. It made my blood boil every time, but the distance helped me control my urge to run over and beat him to death on the spot. And fortunately, he never came close to the school anymore. If he did, I knew I would lose it. Sometimes our eyes met by accident and he would flash an expression of guilt before looking away… but that only made my blood boil more furiously.
I will get you for what you did! You just wait! I will make you pay!
That Saturday - two days before Nari would return to school and six days before our joint fifteenth birthday - just as I was leaving the School of Juche, I saw Hana approaching me. The sun was hidden by dark clouds and a chilling wind went right through my now completely mud-gray clothes and made me shiver.
I stopped walking and told Mina, Min Ji, and So Won to go ahead without me.
Watching Hana coming closer, I held my breath.
Will she bring more information about Chul? Why did she decide to talk to me directly instead of through Jun Ha this time?
She stopped in front of me and scanned me from head to toe with an amused smirk on her face.
“So, you finally realized you can’t look like a Capital hotshot in here.”
I opened my mouth. Suddenly remembering the way I looked made me feel extremely self-conscious. No words came out, however, so I closed my mouth again, wishing I had continued with Mina and the others.
Hana nodded in the directions of some trees close to the cornfield where I worked on Sundays, and I followed her there, not sure what to expect. As she faced me, I realized this was the first time I was seeing her up close. She was almost a head taller than me with completely straight bangs cutting off her otherwise long and clean black hair. Under the bangs were large dark brown eyes full of confidence and purpose, and under her long neck, her muscular built was evident even through her baggy clothes, which were surprisingly clean and undamaged.
How big a ration is she getting every day?
“I’m Hana,” she said with her big brown eyes intensively fixed on mine.
“Areum,” I said. “I wanted to thank you for—”
“Don’t worry about it,” she interrupted me. “Listen… I’ve been observing you… you have something very few people here in the camp have… you have strength and courage. I’ve seen it… you have impressed me.”
“Y-you have seen me?” I stuttered.
“Listen… I think we can help each other. I know what happened to you and your sister… and Jun Ha told me what you want to do. I can help you with that… if you first help me with a problem I’m having.”
Hana’s face was right in front of me, her wild eyes from under her bangs wandered all over my face, observing my every reaction.
“W-what… what did he tell you?”
“As you know, I know everything about Chul… about what he did. He told me you want to get even, right? So… I can help you with that.”
I could hardly believe what I was hearing… or what to make of it…
“How?” I asked hesitantly.
“We can get into the details later… I have some ideas… but first, we need to take care of my problem, alright?”
“Er… okay…” I hesitated. “And… what exactly do you need help with?”
“You see, I am… or rather… I was… the leader of a gang that my brother and I created several years ago. Maybe you’ve heard about it… we’re called the Dragons.”
I gasped, remembering Mrs. Choy’s warning from the first night she and Mina came over for dinner.
“You’re the leader of… the Dragons?” I felt the blood draining from my face.
I looked at this young girl in front of me… from what I had heard about the Dragons, I would never have imagined someone like this being in charge.
“Was,” Hana corrected me. “I was the leader… and that’s the problem. I know you saw me the other day, after the… the… the exec—” her voice broke and she couldn’t finish pronouncing the word as her eyes welled up. “You know… when we were in the main road… with Hyuk.”
“With… Hyuk… who—?”
“The boy… with the wild hair… the one who pushed me to the ground… remember?”
“Ah… of course… I remember,” I said, feeling my cheeks blush from embarrassment that I hadn’t tried to help her that day. I remembered it very clearly.
And how could I forget that boy? He looked like a ferocious black-haired lion standing on two legs in prisoner clothing…
“I recruited him to the Dragons, it must have been three years ago now… worst mistake I ever made. He has been gunning for my position since the start. But together with Namjoo, we held a firm grip on the power. Namjoo was strong and fierce… nobody dared oppose her… she’d crush you in a blink of an eye.”
“Namjoo… was that the girl who was… executed?”
Hana’s eyes became shiny again and she started blinking rapidly. Her face turned dark.
“Yeah… that was the work of Hyuk… he did that. I don’t know how… Namjoo and I, as well as the rest of the Dragons, had an agreement with the guards… they would never touch any of us… but he must have offered them something… must have been something special… so they set her up… caught her stealing some food, and… and… killed her.” A lone tear escaped from her left eye and she quickly wiped it away with the sleeve of her shirt. “Anyway… with her gone, he could easily grab power… he had no problem convincing the guys who didn’t like me as a leader… you know… because I’m a girl. And the others… they were too afraid so they chose to stay silent.”
The sadness in her face suddenly transformed into anger.
“So… what do you—?” I started but was immediately cut off.
“This is my gang, alright,” she shouted at my face as if responding to an objection I hadn’t uttered. “It’s mine! I created it… from… from NOTHING… together with my brother… and no one is going to take it away from me… NO ONE! You understand me?”
“Yes… yes, of course,” I rushed to say, worried she would completely lose her temper. “But… how about your brother… doesn’t he—”
“He’s dead, okay! He’s dead! Has been for years… stupid prick… I will never forgive him for that… but it doesn’t matter… we created this together, and that means that it’s ours. PERIOD!”
Hana was struggling to keep her voice under control.
“I’m so sorry—”
“You want my help, right?” Hana cut me off again. “Well, I can help you… but you must help me take Hyuk down first… those are my terms… so I can reclaim my seat as the head of the Dragons, which is rightfully mine. I have seen you… I have seen what you can do. I know you’re the only person who can do this for me… and I’m the only person who can help you… and your sister… to get back at that bastard. Do we have a deal?”
“Well, I… wait… what do you mean by ‘you have seen what I can do’? What have you seen?”
“Well… I was going to talk to you the other day, by the river… but then they showed up before I had the chance… so… I followed you… up into the mountain… I was going to intervene, but… well… then I saw that I didn’t need to. And that’s when I knew… for sure… that you’re the one.”
I took a step back and looked into her wild eyes for answers.
“You… you saw me? You saw me fight with… with Chul and Chang Min?”
“I did,” she said. “That round kick you did… I’ve never seen anything like it. And on a guard, nonetheless… amazing!”
“But…” my head was spinning “but… why didn’t you come out and help me… or at least come out after… after they were down?”
“I was a bit taken aback, to be honest… and then, you ran off, so… I missed the opportunity,” Hana started to look somewhat flustered.
My head then went in a different direction. My heart pounded hard against my chest.
“And then… then what did you do? Did you… did you… see anything?”
Hana looked at me for a while, fighting a battle with herself behind her eyes. The wind was picking up, swooshing through the cornfield around us, making waves on it like it was an enormous yellow and green ocean.
“I did,” she finally said.
“W-what… what did you see?”
“Well… after you left, I was just about to go after you, hoping to catch you before you got home… but just then… your sister appeared. Well… I didn’t know she was your sister at the time… so I stayed hidden and watched…”
“You WATCHED?”
I started to lose control of the rage building up inside me as the adrenaline pumped ferociously through my veins.
“As I said… I didn’t know she was your sister… I just saw she went over to Chul on the ground and shook him until he woke up—”
“She did WHAT?”
By now, I was almost screaming, completely forgetting about the world around me.
“Shhh!” Hana whispered. “Yes… she was all agitated, saying please don’t be dead or something like that. Then, when Chul woke up, she seemed relieved. Chang Min also got up. Then they started talking… for a long while, it was really weird… and then all of a sudden Chang Min started ripping her clothes off… and she started screaming, but she didn’t really fight back… and Chang Min and Chul started to… well, that part was just… insanely weird… and then, Chang Min stepped away and lit a cigarette, and Chul… he… er…”
I looked at Hana in shock with my mouth wide open.
“It only lasted a couple of minutes. When it was over, she was crying… and he was crying as well… such a weird boy… Chang Min just stood there watching with his cigarette… then he went over and hugged Chul like he was comforting him or something. As I said… it was all really weird. After a while, they all got dressed and went back down together—”
“Together? What do you—?”
Nothing Hana was saying made any sense to me.
“Yeah… I followed them until they reached the road, then they parted… she went home to you, and they went back to the Lotus Garden… you know, the guards’ village. That’s all I know. I went home… I was just stunned by that whole weird scene… and I wasn’t sure what I had seen until the next day when I heard she was your sister.”
I was seeing red. All the hatred I felt for Chul instantly transferred to this tall girl with round staring eyes standing in front of me. She was big and strong, and neither Chul nor Chang Min would have been any match for her… especially in their condition.
“So you… you… you just watched my sister get raped? You watched… and you did NOTHING? You just stood there and let it happen?”
Hana’s face was now turning red.
“Hey… calm down!” she retorted, slightly backing away from me. “As I told you… I didn’t know she was your sister—”
“How does that matter? You saw a girl get raped… you could have stopped it… you should have done something… and instead, you did NOTHING?”
“HEY!” she yelled, this time taking a step toward me, her intense eyes locked on mine. “This is Yodok… not your cozy little Capital where you’re all best buddies and go around helping old ladies to cross the street. This is a life or death prison camp, and the first rule of survival here is not one of those stupid Sacred Camp rules they indoctrinate you with… the first rule of survival is to look out for yourself! If you get involved in other people’s problems, you’re done for. It’s nothing personal… it’s just what you need to do to survive.”
Hana’s face became redder and redder, and my face felt like it would catch fire at any moment as well.
“You’re no better than them,” I squeezed through my gritted teeth. “You’re just like them…”
“I’m nothing like them!” Hana glared at me furiously. “And you’re missing the point… I will help you—”
“I don’t want your help!” This time, I cut her off. “You could have saved my sister… and you did nothing. But you’re right… you’re not like them. You’re worse! You’re a COWARD!” I could see the spit flying from my mouth as I yelled at her, but I didn’t care. “You stay away from me, you hear? Stay away from me… AND STAY AWAY FROM MY SISTER!”
I turned around and rushed back to the main road before I’d do something I would regret.
“YOU’RE MAKING A HUGE MISTAKE!” I heard Hana screaming after me.
I didn’t look back until I had reached the road, and by that time, Hana was gone. I continued running until I reached our house in the Orchid Garden. The wind was still chilly, but with my body burning in my veins, I didn’t notice it.
I panted and my head spun as I leaned against the outside wall of our house, unable to halter the thoughts rampantly racing through my head.
Hana saw my sister get raped! She saw it… and she could have stopped it. BUT SHE DID NOTHING! She’s just as much to blame as all the rest!
As I opened the door to our house, I was astonished by how much intense hatred my heart could room. Suddenly, I became terrified.
What if my heart becomes overfilled with hatred? If that happens… will it ever have room for anything else?
I rushed inside, scaring poor Nari half to death, jumped down to my bed, and grabbed the Great General pin from under my rag pillow. I squeezed it hard in my hand and pressed my eyes tightly shut.
I felt nothing.
With trembling hands, I tried to rub its cold rugged surface. I rubbed it frantically, but nothing happened. Finally, I put it over my heart, under my shirt.
I noticed I was crying, but I still felt nothing…
… nothing but the endless hatred filling my heart.




CHAPTER 6
The following Monday, it was time for Nari to return to school. The days leading up to it, I had been in a turmoil of emotions, shifting from relief to worry and back again. It affected me to such an extent I even blanked out during the self-criticism session the night before, earning me another fifteen minutes of shame time in front of the group. I didn’t explain to Nari why I had come back late from the session. There was no need to make her more anxious than she already was. Nari may have been endowed with a near-photographic memory, but she had not gotten any of our mother’s acting skills and didn’t fool anyone, no matter how many times she repeated she was fine and that we should stop pampering her.
After breakfast, I waited patiently for her to get ready, and then we walked together along the never-ending main road toward the School of Juche. We walked hand in hand… like sisters. The strong July sun had just started peaking over the watchtowers and electric fences up on the mountain ridge to the east. The sun felt good on my face, and my sister’s hand felt warm and comforting in mine. Her face was still bruised and swollen - now more black and purple than red - which drew the attention of some of the guards and prisoners passing by. Some of the guards laughed and pointed at Nari when they saw her, making comments to each other like they were all in on some sort of sick private joke. I didn’t recognize them, but they were no doubt friends of Chul who had heard his boasting numerous times already. It made me beyond furious, but I knew I needed to control myself for Nari. I bit my lip and held my head down.
Back in class, Miss Ae only beamed her normal radiant smile and said it was good to have Nari back, even if it was only for a couple of days until our birthday that Friday.
Seeing Nari responding to hard questions and reciting inspirational quotes of the Great General with the greatest of ease, it was hard to believe this was the same wounded little girl, who had just been through a horrible traumatizing nightmare, and whom we had just spent the past week nursing back to health. Normally, I would have felt jealous listening to her extracting difficult words and passages from the infinite library that was her brain, but right now, her mental acuity didn’t bother me in the slightest. It was just a relief to see her back as her old self.
At first, I followed the class attentively, but my attention declined at the same pace as the temperature rose. By midday, our classroom was steaming. Apart from the horrid stench attacking me from all sides, it kind of reminded me of the aromatic steam rooms of the spas our parents sometimes brought us to in the Capital. But there you were naked and could lean back, close your eyes, and relax… not sit on a hard bench and listen to endless lectures about who knows what. I couldn’t help tuning out from time to time, thinking about my encounter with Hana the day before. I couldn’t understand how somebody could witness a defenseless girl being assaulted without intervening and vowed never to do that if I ever ended up in her situation. I was glad she was kicked out of the Dragons, although it was not nearly a high enough price to pay for what she had done to Nari… or rather what she hadn’t done. I did however feel somewhat sorry for her for losing her brother… and her best friend. Maybe that’s why she had become so callous. Her mortal enemy, Hyuk, was no doubt just as bad as her - probably even worse - but I had never met him and had no bone to pick with him.
Jun Ha came over during the lunch break, interrupting this swirl of thoughts. I cringed as I was certain he would reprimand me for how I had handled the meeting with Hana, but he just gave me an understanding look and then started talking to Nari, saying how glad he was she had recovered from her flu. Min Ji and So Won also came over to welcome her back. Not that they were close friends or anything, but since we came here and started school at the same time, a bond had forged between all of us.
Nari, Mina, and I stayed behind after class to talk with Miss Ae, who continued with her tips and tricks for camp survival. She started by telling Nari to cut her hair the same way Mina and I had done. Nari only shrugged. Apparently, she didn’t have the same attachment to her life before as I did. Then Miss Ae gave her the same advice she had given me - that the best way to survive after school had finished was to become an informant for the guards. I immediately saw the horror in Nari’s face.
“I’m sorry, Miss Ae… but I can’t do that,” Nari shook her head, her eyes bulging in panic behind her glasses.
Miss Ae insisted, however, and made her promise to think it over. Nari nodded, but I knew she wouldn’t. Mina looked more resigned than anything. Having been here two years already, this was nothing new for her. Thinking of all the suffering she must have endured during this time, and how it must have been losing her father, the guilt that had been tormenting me for the past two years resurfaced.
It’s not only in here that people destroy each other’s lives… but it wasn’t my intention!
Before letting us go, Miss Ae cautioned us never to forget about the Sacred Rules - outside of her classroom, those might determine whether we live or die. “Yodok is not Choson,” she said. “Choson ended at the gates… never forget that! In here you are the Strayed… and there are plenty of guards who never miss an opportunity to punish you. Don’t give them any excuse!”
After school, we went to pick up our daily family ration, consisting of one-quarter of a cabbage head and some ground corn - although, given the gray color, you wouldn’t have guessed it was corn. This day, however, to our enormous surprise, the grim silent prisoner with the tattoo around his eye gave us twice our normal ration. I looked in shock at the young guard who stood erect with a clipboard in his hand next to him, and asked if this wasn’t a mistake.
“You’re the Kims, right?” he asked, annoyed, looking down at his paper. “House 124 in the Orchid Garden?”
“Yes,” we both answered hesitantly.
“There’s no mistake… this is your ration.” He then turned to the people behind us and screamed, “NEXT!”
We took the food and left before he could change his mind.
“I can’t believe it,” Nari whispered as we sped down the main road. “It must be a mistake… right?”
“It must be,” I said. “I just hope they won’t barge in tonight and reclaim it… and drag us off to the Center of Truth.” Nari gave me a panicked look, so I rushed to say, “But the guard said there was no mistake… so I don’t think we have to worry.”
I racked my brain the whole way home. Getting your rations cut was common, but getting more was completely unheard of. At home, we decided to make a feast of it and cooked it all. None of us said it, but I knew both of us were thinking the same thing - if this would turn out to be our last meal, at least we wouldn’t die on an empty stomach.
As we sat next to each other in front of the cooking pot, watching the slow simmering of the whitish water that spread its usual bitter scent throughout the room, I was no longer thinking about our increased rations. In the end, I couldn’t hold my tongue any longer.
“Nari…” I hesitated. She looked up at me with her large innocent eyes, magnified by her thick glasses. “I know,” I said. “I know you followed me that night into the mountains… when I was with Chul.” Nari’s face immediately turned red and tense. “And I… I know what happened after… after I left…” I felt a growing lump in my stomach. I observed her in silence, waiting for her to speak, but she didn’t… she just looked down into the mellow flames under the soup pot. “Nari… why did you do it? And… what exactly happened up there?”
“It doesn’t matter,” Nari mumbled without looking up from the fire.
“It does matter! Why won’t you tell me?”
“There’s nothing to tell! It’s over now anyway… just leave it alone.”
“I can’t—” I started, but at that exact moment, Sun Hee and Young Il entered the room, making me lose my train of thought.
What’s going on? They have never returned from their work details at the same time before…
The two of them looked at the unusually full pot over the fire.
“Today, we’ll eat until we’re full,” Nari smiled.
I wasn’t sure if she said it because she was eager to share the good news or because she wanted to change the topic.
Our parents looked at her without understanding, and then back at the pot.
“We got double rations today. Look! We even asked if it was a mistake, but it wasn’t, so… today we’ll feast.”
Nari’s smile, however, disappeared quickly when she saw Young Il and Sun Hee looking at the simmering pot with horror on their faces.
“Nari,” Sun Hee crouched down before her. “Tell me exactly what happened.”
“Nothing,” Nari’s voice trembled slightly. “We just went to pick up the food as usual… they gave us double… we asked if it was a mistake… they said no, so we went home, and… that’s all… I promise.”
Sun Hee and Young Il exchanged worried looks.
“Honey,” Sun Hee whispered to him. “Have you ever heard of such a thing?” Her voice sounded unnaturally tense.
“Never,” Young Il replied in a hollow voice, shaking his head.
They both looked over at the door like they were expecting a group of armed guards to storm in and shoot all of us on the spot at this very moment.
“Do you think it’s… General Roh?” Sun Hee’s voice was now trembling. “Do you think he has set some kind of trap for you?”
Young Il didn’t answer.
I suddenly froze.
What if this is the doing of the Demon of Yodok? Or what if this is all a trap set for me by Colonel Wan? Because I got away from him…
After about a minute of intense staring at the door, there was still no one barging in and shooting us. But that didn’t help any of us to calm down. Sun Hee and Young Il looked at each other again with an equal level of fear and then sat down next to Nari, facing the door. Nari served them the soup, adding rice from another pot on the floor. They looked at it, and I could see their mouths watering. They threw another worried glance at the door, and then back at Nari, who was observing them almost in a panic. Finally, Sun Hee sighed.
“It’s okay, Nari… you didn’t do anything wrong,” she said softly, trying to mask her fear with a feeble smile. “I don’t know what happened here… if the guards are up to something, or if something bad will come of this, but… you didn’t do anything wrong.”
My head was becoming hot.
Of course, we didn’t do anything wrong… what is she talking about?
Sun Hee then looked down at her almost full soup bowl. Her face again displayed an internal struggle.
“Just one thing, Nari… you know, this was probably a once in a lifetime thing… to get this much food… and you know, our food storage is decreasing. It needs to last us through the long winter as well. I just need you to think, okay? It was unnecessary to cook the rice as well, Nari… we need to save… in the winter, we will need our strength more than ever…”
Nari broke down in tears. I, on the other hand, was furious.
Where does she come off reprimanding her like that…? Couldn’t we just celebrate this once? After everything Nari has been through…
I hoped Nari would stand up for herself, but she just sobbed, “I’m sorry, Mom! It won’t happen again.”
“It’s okay, honey… and it probably never will happen again,” Sun Hee’s face now displayed guilt. She threw another scared glance at the door before raising the bowl to her mouth.
Young Il also started eating. He had been silent this whole time, waiting for the storm to blow over, as he always did when his wife got worked up about something.
It was a restless night, but when the morning came, we were all still there. No guards had come to drag us off to the Center of Truth, and we were lying on our quilts on the hard wooden floor of our house… not in a mass grave up on Cemetery Hill.
I was, however, still not at ease. Sun Hee had shaken me up too much, so I spent the whole day in Miss Ae’s classroom staring at the door and the whole lunch break throwing worried glances at the guardhouse and the Oversight on the other side of the road.
When school finished, Nari and I nervously walked over to get our family’s ration, and once again, we received double the normal amount. This time, however, we didn’t ask any questions. We just took it and left. At home, we again cooked all of it, but we didn’t make any rice, not to risk another scolding by Sun Hee.
That night also passed without any unwanted visitors, and the next day passed uneventfully as well. After school, we could once again return home with an extra-large bundle of ground corn and cabbage, which by now had started drawing hungry and jealous glares from our fellow prisoners, who impatiently awaited their smaller rations behind us in the food line.
“I hope they don’t know where we live,” I whispered to Nari as we hurried down the main road.
The days passed. I still had no idea what was going on or if the danger had passed - if there ever had been any to begin with - but for some reason, I didn’t feel that scared anymore. Nari looked calmer as well. This was, of course, partially due to her body and face healing and turning back to a more normal color.
At first, we did as Sun Hee had instructed and saved some of the cabbage and corn sludge, but soon, the food started to pile up, and we were afraid it would go bad in the summer heat, so she allowed us to continue cooking all of it… at least for the time being. It was a wonderful feeling not to spend the days with constant hunger pains. It was even enough to share with Mina and Mrs. Choy when they came over to see how Nari was doing. Even though Sun Hee still became a bit tense whenever Mrs. Choy was there, with our stomachs full, our life and future suddenly didn’t feel bleak beyond salvation. And with Nari feeling better, we could surprisingly enough spend some nice time together as a family, even though I could never completely shake my father’s crimes and my mother blaming me for what had happened to Nari from the back of my mind.
Even though things were looking up, I noticed Sun Hee’s face turning more and more puzzled and preoccupied as the days progressed.
“I just don’t understand it,” she finally said one night as we all lay on our quilts with our shrunken stomachs filled to the brim. “If it’s a trap… why drag it out for so long? Why not get it over with right away? Why waste the food?”
Young Il said nothing, looking more tired and worn out than concerned. I also didn’t have any intention of getting involved in pointless speculations, so I closed my eyes and waited for the much-needed sleep to temporarily liberate me from this place.
As my breaths grew slower and deeper, and the horrible aftertaste of the corn soup finally seemed to be receding, Sun Hee suddenly sat up with a jolt, scaring all of us half to death.
“Get up! I have an idea,” she pushed her husband and daughter, who remained groaning on the floor. “I don’t know if this situation will continue or not, but we need to be smart,” she continued, scanning the room with frantic eyes. “Young Il… we need to make a pit to store the food… here is too hot during the day, and anyone could just open the door and grab it when we’re not at home.”
“A pit? What are you talking about?” Young Il sat up on his elbows with deeply furrowed brows.
“There,” she said and pointed at the corner. “We can loosen those floorboards and dig the pit right underneath it.”
Young Il and I looked at her dumbfounded, but Nari said, “That sounds like a really good idea, Mom.”
“But… what if they catch us?” Young Il said.
“What if, what if, what if!” Sun Hee repeated, annoyed. “How about what if they steal our food? Or what if we try to save food for later and it gets ruined? There are a whole bunch of what-ifs to be afraid of… let’s just do what gives us the best chances of staying alive! Are you with me?”
Is she out of her mind? I thought, opening my mouth. Young Il, on the other hand, stood up, walked over to her, and started feeling the floorboards.
“They certainly didn’t waste money on nails… I could probably get them out fairly easily,” he forced a smile at his content wife. “Let’s do it.”
“Thank you, Dear,” she sighed with relief and crouched down next to him in the corner.
I lay down on my quilt and faced the wall with the cold metal of my Great General pin firmly pressed against the palm of my hand to distract me from my crazy parents as the work started behind me. Holding the pin like this had become a habit, even if it no longer provided me with the reassurance and comfort I so greatly yearned for. I certainly hadn’t expected this turn of events just a couple of minutes ago as I was slowly drifting off to sleep. It wasn’t that the idea didn’t make sense to me, but…
… is now the right time to bring this kind of extra risk into our family?
Either way, I didn’t want to argue with them. I didn’t want to get involved. Instead, I surrendered to my exhaustion.
As I woke up the next morning, there was already a significant hole in the ground under the removed floorboards. I exchange a glance with Nari, who was just as surprised as I was.
How long did they work last night?
I didn’t ask. I still didn’t want to be involved in this.
After breakfast, our parents put the floorboards carefully back in their place before we left the house for another excruciating day in Penal Labor Camp No. 15.




CHAPTER 7
By the end of the first week back at school, Nari had almost completely returned to her old self. Her face had healed, apart from some small dry scabs here and there. This was largely due to the bigger portions we could allow ourselves, despite saving part of the extra cabbage we got in our rations in our new cold storage pit under the floor, which now was big enough to also fit our rice bags. We were, of course, often tempted to eat all of it right away, but we didn’t know how long these mysterious extra rations would continue, so mom stood firm on spreading it out as much as possible. The storage pit was also secured now. We had used part of the mud we dug up to create walls around it reaching all the way up to the floorboards so it wouldn’t become flooded during the next rainstorm.
I was happy to see Nari feeling better, and I had stopped asking her about that night. I had learned to accept it was pointless. Instead, we spent our time together talking about what would happen in just a few days, when our birthday would come, and we would start working like the rest of the adults.
“Where do you think they will put us?” Nari asked me worriedly. “Do you think it will be out in the fields? On the animal farm? In the sewing factory with mom, or…”
“In the mines… with Young Il?” I completed her sentence. That was my greatest fear as well. “No, Nari… that won’t happen… I won’t let it happen…”
In the end, we had, of course, no idea where they would put us, and even if some options were worse than others, no work detail put my mind at ease. Nari tried to act like it was fine, that she would manage it, but we both knew it would be much more difficult for her… not to say impossible. Even now when we worked only on Sundays, Nari was unable to fill her quota by herself. Mina had always helped her, and since the assault, I had also started supporting her. So we were three people working to fill Nari’s quota… on top of our own. After this Friday, that would no longer be possible. Mina would stay in school until her fifteenth birthday, which wasn’t until October, so she would only be able to help on Sundays. And that was only if she by chance ended up in the same cornfield… which was highly unlikely. Our biggest fear, however, was that Nari and I would get different work assignments altogether.
How will she be able to do all the work on her own…?
Thoughts like that kept me up every night, and my anxiety grew rapidly since we wouldn’t have our verdict until our very last school day.
Together with my worries concerning our looming adulthood in Yodok, I was also kept awake at night by the growing realization that our eternal Father - the Great General indeed had abandoned me.
But why has he abandoned me? Was it because of what I did to Kyung Sook during the tryouts? Or was it because of what I did to Mina two years ago? Or am I really paying for the sins of my father?
The day before we would leave our safe haven forever progressed slowly and extremely fast at the same time. When Miss Ae announced that the class had finished for the day, my body refused to stand up from the bench. My benchmates had to push me off it. Miss Ae gave me a long, compassionate look, but in the end, there was nothing she could do about it.
I exited the School of Juche like in a haze. The strong sun blinded my eyes and made me feel even more disoriented. I put my hand up to shield my squinting eyes from the sun and searched for Nari. It took a while for my eyes to become accustomed to the light, and when I finally spotted her, I froze in absolute horror. At first, I didn’t believe what I was seeing, so I rubbed my eyes with my knuckles. It didn’t help. With my heart hammering against my ribcage, I observed Nari standing under some trees by the road and talking with… Chul.
For all I knew, I stood there for an eternity. The sun suddenly disappeared behind ominous dark clouds that veiled the camp in gloomy shadows. All sounds around me seemed to fade. Apparently, I had stopped breathing because all of a sudden, my body made a massive protest against its deprivation of oxygen and forced me to painfully fill my lungs until they almost burst. I leaned over, gasping and coughing with my hands on my knees. As I straightened myself again, I saw the scene before me like through a tunnel. My peripheral vision had disappeared. The only thing that existed in the world was my baby sister standing over there… talking to the dark figure of her rapist… casually… as if nothing bad had ever happened between them.
I shook my body, forcing it to break its paralysis. As soon as I could move, I took off. I flew over the yard in front of the school. My feet barely touched the ground.
Chul needs to pay! I WILL MAKE HIM PAY!
Nothing else mattered… nothing else existed.
Suddenly Chul noticed me charging at him like a raged bull and started to stumble backward in a panic. The satisfaction of seeing his fear gave me the energy to increase my speed even further.
Only a few more steps… then it will all be over! Whatever happens after that doesn’t matter… I don’t care—
Out of nowhere, Nari suddenly appeared in my pathway. Her face was more serious and determined than I had ever seen it before. She held an open hand raised in front of my face.”
“Stop, Areum… STOP!” she yelled without flinching.
I barely managed to stop my body before my face collided with her unwavering hand. It was the shock that had triggered my reflex to stop rather than her command. Standing there now, panting in front of the palm of her hand, I looked at Nari’s stern face. Then I turned my glare to Chul. Animal rage pulsated through my body.
I need to hurt him! I need to hurt him NOW!
“Areum, I beg you… please don’t do anything stupid!” It was a plea, but her voice was firm as a rock.
I looked at her, dumbstruck.
“I know it was him, Nari… he needs to pay… I can’t let him get away with it… he can’t get away with it,” I rambled furiously.
“It’s not like you think, Areum… and it’s not your problem… I will handle it.”
My surprise transformed into shock. Had I actually heard my poor, defenseless little sister - for whom I’ve had to do everything our whole life - saying she will handle her rapist by
herself?
“W-what do you mean, Nari—?”
My head was spinning and I couldn’t make sense of any of this.
“This is between Chul and me, Areum. I’m begging you… stay out of it.”
I looked over at Chul, who now had increased the distance between us even further. He looked terrified, but this time it gave me mixed emotions. For the first time in a long time, I saw the scrawny boy whom I met the night we first arrived. The boy who looked completely out of place. The boy who used to be my friend.
How can such a monster hide in that weak pathetic body?
“Do you trust me?” Nari asked, forcing my eyes to return to her.
I felt my mouth open. I had never expected that question from her.
“I… I do… of course,” I stuttered.
“Then please… back off! Okay? I’m begging you, Areum… back off!”
Stunned beyond words, and having no idea what I should do, I surrendered.
“Fine… fine… I trust you,” I said. “But I’ll stay close by… if he as much as leans toward you, I’ll snap his neck like a twig.”
“Thank you, Areum,” Nari sighed with relief.
I walked backward a few steps, keeping my murderous stare on Chul without blinking, then stopped and crossed my arms over my chest. Nari nodded, took her eyes off me, and walked over to Chul, who stood frozen stiff with fear halfway into the cornfield.
I tried to pick up on what they were talking about, but I couldn’t distinguish a single word over the rustling of the corn leaves the soft wind sweeping through the cornstalks animated. They only talked for a few minutes - although, for me, it felt like an eternity. Then Nari returned to me, and Chul stumbled out from the cornfield onto the road, all the while throwing terrified glances at me. He scurried over to the guardhouse where Chang Min was waiting for him with a cigarette in his mouth. First after Chul had sat down and lit a cigarette of his own, I averted my eyes and looked at Nari.
“What the hell did he have to say to you?” I felt my eyes bulging from my sockets.
“Areum… I know what you’re thinking, but please… just trust me… I’m taking care of it.”
“Taking care of what?” My head was about to explode from the pressure building up inside.
“Of everything, Areum,” she looked straight into my eyes with her newly acquired gaze filled with determination. “Please, Areum… you must trust me.”
I nodded, but the problem was not whether I trusted Nari or not. The problem was Chul.
Fine… if Nari doesn’t want to be part of this, I’ll just have to take care of it myself. There are no two ways about it… CHUL WILL PAY!
Walking home side by side, my mind was, however, once more distracted by our more pressing problem.
How in the Great General’s name are we going to keep Nari safe after we leave school in two days?
Regardless of how much I hated Chul… none of that would matter if Nari was assigned a work detail that was equivalent to a death sentence…
… and the day of reckoning was approaching quickly.




CHAPTER 8
Our fifteenth birthday arrived without mercy regardless of how much we had prayed it wouldn’t. The night before, I went to bed while Sun Hee stayed up to cut Nari’s hair short like mine. I was curious how she would look but not enough that I couldn’t wait until morning. As I lay on my quilt clenching the Great General pin tightly in my hand, I felt more abandoned than ever before in my life. Even when I was younger and my family was drifting away from me on the unanchored raft that was Nari’s disease, I had always felt completely protected and taken care of by my Father - the Great General. That feeling was now gone, and as much as I tried, I could barely remember what it felt like. It tormented me. And in the absence of that feeling, thoughts I until now had never thought possible started to find ways to penetrate my mind.
Has my Father - the Great General made a mistake? That shouldn’t be possible. But why would he let me join the Great General’s National Gymnastics Team only to take it away from me the very same night? And how could a place like Yodok exist in his perfect paradise? Could it be that he’s not aware of it? But that’s not possible either. The Great General is omniscient! But he can’t know about it. It’s against everything Juche stands for. But Yodok is real… there’s no denying that. And furthermore… if these horrors can take place in Choson… is it then really a perfect paradise? Or is it—?
My brain suddenly protested by giving me a mind-numbing headache that forced me down on all fours and made me press my forehead against the floor. I couldn’t move an inch. It felt like a hammer was pounding on my temples from the inside. Luckily, Nari was fast asleep on the other side of the room.
No… no… I’m just delirious. The Great General is infallible… there must be evil forces at work around him! Our enemies must somehow have infiltrated the Regime… which means all of Choson is in danger! And since the Great General is an immortal being, put on earth to protect his loyal subjects in Choson for all eternity, then that means we must have an enemy that is more than human as well… some kind of great Satan, like they used to call it in the old dark days when religions plagued our poor country.
My headache eventually subsided, but those thoughts kept spinning around in my head long after I had fallen asleep. Horrifying nightmares hit me one after the other. Fortunately, Su Mi entered my dreams after a while with a bottle of her mother’s pomegranate liquor. With her by my side, my nightmares dissipated, and I could spend the last hours of the night in pleasant memories.
Sun Hee woke us up while it was still dark and told Nari to make a portion of rice to celebrate our birthday… just for today, we wouldn’t think about rationing our food. While gulping down my breakfast, at first I didn’t recognize the person sitting on the other side of the fire. Then I remembered about Nari’s makeover and burst out laughing, causing both Nari and Sun Hee to throw me offended glares.
“Sorry,” I composed myself. “It looks good… I was just surprised, that’s all.”
The rest of the breakfast I spent struggling to keep myself from laughing. It was difficult to recognize her without her bangs and long flat hair, and Nari looking extremely self-conscious and uncomfortable added another lever to my struggle. By the time I got up to wash my bowl, however, I had already somewhat gotten used to it and came to the conclusion she looked better this way.
She should have done this a long time ago! Why is it that all women in our country have to have long hair when some clearly look better in short hairstyles…?
Due to the total absence of mirrors, I still hadn’t seen my new look, but there was no way it could stand a chance against the slightly wavy hair curtains I’d had most of my life. Regardless, I had decided not to let my short hair bother me anymore.
It won’t be forever…
Before Sun Hee and Young Il left their now-adult daughters for their respective work details, they gave Nari a long hug and told her to be strong. They looked at me, just for an instant, wondering if they should hug me too. When they realized they shouldn’t, Sun Hee just told me, “Take care of your sister, Areum… keep her safe.”
I nodded without looking up at them, and the next moment, Nari and I were alone.
“When are you going to forgive mom and dad?” Nari asked.
“I… I don’t know if I can…” I mumbled, looking away. “Do they even deserve to be forgiven?”
Nari didn’t insist.
During class, Miss Ae was not her cheerful self. Now that we were about to be separated, we couldn’t help noticing we had grown quite close during this short period we had been under her care… especially after she helped Nari by bringing her to Doctor Death. There were some goodbyes during the lunch break, but mainly with So Won and Min Ji. Neither Nari nor I had gotten too close with the others.
Nari and I stayed after class. Miss Ae didn’t even have to ask us. Mina told Nari she would wait for her outside. The mood in the hot damp classroom was somber. Miss Ae had no more smiles to share.
“Girls,” she said. “I just want you to know it’s been a pleasure teaching you… even under these circumstances. Areum… you’re bright and strong-willed… I know you will be fine here… and I know you will protect your sister.” She gave me a long, meaningful look. ”And Nari… I don’t think I have to tell you that you have an exceptional mind… I’ve never met anyone who can memorize such long texts with so little effort… it’s truly a great gift. Unfortunately, exceptional minds are not valued here… but you can still use your mind to your benefit… to stay safe. Be smart. Don’t give anybody a reason to make your life even more difficult. And… I know it sounds horrible… it is horrible… but it is virtually impossible to get the benefits you need to live a decent life here without working as an informant for the guards. I know… I know…” she raised her hands to preempt our objections, “but it’s the only way to get protection… and extra rations… and when you think about it… the Great General teaches us through Juche to be self-reliant… He has faith in his people to be ingenious to adapt and find their way through hardships. I know this isn’t exactly what He’s referring to, but I can’t think of any greater hardship or any greater need for adaptability and self-reliance than this… wouldn’t you agree?”
Neither of us said anything to that, and Miss Ae decided not to push it any further.
“Well then, girls… I guess this is it,” she sighed. “Come on… I’ll walk you out.” Once outside, she pointed at the buildings on the other side of the road. “What you must do now is to go to the left building of the Oversight complex… it’s the first entrance you’ll find. There you will report to the Work Assignment Officer on the ground floor. You’ll find his office along the corridor. There is a sign over the door so you can’t miss it. Here is a note to give him… show it also if anybody stops you.”
“Thank you, Miss Ae.”
“And please… be safe! Remember my advice. And I will be here if you need me… I’m not going anywhere. Okay? Just… be smart… and self-reliant… and don’t forget to follow the Sacred Rules… always!”
“We will, Miss Ae,” we said and bowed down reverently. Not by routine, but because we wanted to show her how much we truly appreciated and respected her.
As we parted with Miss Ae, I felt a strange emptiness inside me. Emptiness… and a tremendous fear of what the future would hold. In just a few minutes, the Work Assignment Officer would either give us a death sentence or a chance to live. It would be a meager chance… but a chance nonetheless.
Mina was waiting for us by the road. To my surprise, Jun Ha was there as well. He told us goodbye and wished us good luck, and that we could always come to him if we needed help. I knew he was mainly talking to me - he and Nari had never spent any time together - but he was good at making everybody feel included. While Mina and Nari remained locked in what seemed like a never-ending hug, Jun Ha turned to me in a whisper.
“So, Areum… should I understand it you have come to your senses regarding Chul? You know… since it didn’t work out with Hana.”
I hesitated before answering. I hadn’t thought about it until now, but with Hana and me being at war, he is put in an awkward position in the middle, and I wasn’t sure how truthful I could be with him… as much for his sake as for mine.
“I haven’t made up my mind yet,” I told him.
“Just be careful… don’t do anything stupid,” he said. “If your feelings become too strong to handle, just come look for me… I will try to help you.”
“Thank you, Jun Ha… but don’t worry, I’ll be okay.”
And I will be… as soon as I make Chul suffer and die…
Jun Ha threw me a last concerned glance before heading off, and I turned my attention back to the interlocked girls in front of me. After a few seconds, I was already becoming restless.
“We won’t come over tonight… I think you’ll need your rest,” Mina said when their marathon hug was finally over. “But I’ll bring my mother over tomorrow, just to make sure you’re alright. Okay, Nari?”
“Of course. Thank you so much, Mina… for everything!”
Great… Sun Hee will be delighted to share our extra rations again, I scoffed to myself. But at least we can stay clear of that old drunkard Doctor Death.
It was time to go. Nari took my hand and said, “It’ll be alright, Areum… we’ll be alright.”
I looked at her, surprised.
Since when is she the brave one?
We parted ways with Mina at the main road, and she walked with heavy steps back toward the Village of the Strayed. Nari was crying, but as we turned in the other direction, I felt a strange sensation sweeping over me. To my surprise, it wasn’t negative. I felt liberated. Until that moment, I had not realized how tense being around Mina had made me these past months. I mean… this didn’t mean she would be out of our lives in any way… but at least I wouldn’t be cooped up with her from morning till night in a claustrophobia-inducing sweaty classroom.
Maybe now I can finally escape the constant guilt that’s been haunting me…
It was easy enough to find the Work Assignment Officer’s room but the more difficult to gather the courage to enter. We knew nothing good awaited us on the other side. Finally, I took a deep breath, squeezed Nari’s hand, and knocked on the door frame. We were beyond the point of no return, so I took a decisive step together with Nari into the gloomy office.
The man sitting behind the desk was gray, bald and tiny - almost as tiny as Corporal Bun from the classroom next to Miss Ae’s. He wore crooked dusty glasses that were even thicker than Nari’s, and most of his teeth were missing, which we, unfortunately, couldn’t avoid seeing since he was cleaning the remaining ones with a toothpick. The sign on his desk said Lieutenant Ko. His tiny body looked strange - almost comical - in his over-sized uniform. He didn’t look up from his Worker’s Party newspaper - the only one we have in Choson - as we approached his desk with nervous steps. He grabbed Miss Ae’s note with a grunt, and after eying through it, he took out a thick folder from his desk drawer and turned the pages for a while before finding what he was looking for.
“Kim Areum - sewing factory,” he said monotonously without looking up. “You’ll report here tomorrow at six.” He pointed with his pen on an uneven square on a hand-drawn map of Yodok on the side of his desk.
I sighed with relief. Working in the sewing factory was the easiest job in the camp.
Even Nari can pull that off…
Probably…
It was, of course, not ideal for me to be locked in the same room as Sun Hee every day, but for Nari’s sake, I was happy. And Sun Hee had told us it was a large room… maybe we wouldn’t have to see each other at all.
The bald man then went down the list with his finger - there were no doubt a lot of Kims, as always - and after adjusting his glasses that were sliding down his nose, he said, “Kim Nari - agriculture. You’ll report here… at the guardhouse by the fields. Same time… six o’clock sharp.” He again pointed at the hand-drawn map with his pen. Then, without looking at us once, he closed the folder and started reading some important-looking document he had on his desk. The newspaper ended up in the trash can.
With my heart frozen to ice, I looked at Nari. She was white as a sheet and her mouth was wide open in what looked like an inaudible scream. I looked back at Lieutenant Ko and discretely cleared my throat.
“S-sir,” I half-whispered.
The man looked up at me for the first time since we had entered the room, surprise written on his face. He had not noticed we were still here.
“I’m sorry, Sir, but… my sister and I… well… she has a medical condition, and… we need to be together… I mean… where we work… it’s really important—”
“You’ll do the work you’re assigned to,” he grunted and looked back down at his document, shaking his head like he couldn’t believe the audacity of some prisoners.
“But—”
“But nothing,” he cut me off, looking up at me again with furious eyes. “You’ll do the work you’re assigned to! Is that clear?”
“Sir… it’s just—”
The man stood up so abruptly his worn-down wooden chair screech against the floor and almost fell over. I now had his complete attention, but that was not a good thing.
“Do… we have… a problem… here?” he squeezed through his tightly clenched teeth as he leaned over and put both hands firmly on his desk.
“No… no, Sir,” I rushed to say, “but please… it’s just… my sister won’t make it in the fields… because of her medical condition… it’s her heart… could we… could we at least switch places?”
“YOU’LL DO THE WORK YOU’RE ASSIGNED TO!” The tiny man screamed in a voice so disproportionate to his body that we jumped and by reflex stumbled several steps backward.
I was in a complete panic. The situation was becoming dangerous fast… but this can’t be the end… I have to save Nari!
“We’ll give you… we’ll give you… rice,” I panted in desperation. “Please, w-we have… rice… we can give you some… just, please…”
The man glared at us without blinking, then sat back down on his chair and crossed his hands in front of him on the desk.
“Four portions.”
It took me a few seconds to comprehend what he had said, but then I immediately said, “Thank you, Sir! Thank you… we’ll bring it right away… thank you so much!”
“Be back in ten minutes, or the deal is off,” he muttered and looked back down at his document.
We sprinted out of his office, almost colliding with a secretary, who shrieked and dropped the folder and stack of papers she was carrying. “Sorry,” I mumbled as we were already halfway out the door.
Once outside, I stopped Nari.
“I’m faster,” I said. “I’ll run… you stay here.”
“Thank you, Areum.” She was visibly relieved she didn’t have to state the obvious herself.
I ran through the warm July evening air so fast my whole body was on the verge of catching fire. Panting frantically for air, I zigzagged along the main road, evading the groups of prisoners and guards I encountered. The guards looked at me with surprised expressions, but I was gone before they had time to react. Suddenly, Lucky appeared before me, and I almost knocked him over as he tried to intercept me and touch my hair. He mumbled something after me, but I didn’t care what it was. It was like I was running through a tunnel, and the only thing on the other end were four portions of rice.
Our house was empty and dark. I found a small empty bag among our belongings, lifted the floorboards in the corner, and quickly filled it with rice. I hid it under my clothes and then spurted back to Nari, who was coming to pieces in front of the Oversight building. By the time I reached her, I was panting so heavily I couldn’t talk, so I just signaled with my hands that I had the rice and rushed inside without slowing down. Luckily there were no secretaries in my way this time.
Back in the room, I handed the rice over to the tiny, bald man, and then put my hands on my knees and tried to catch my breath.
“Okay, then,” he said. He was back to not looking at us. “I have changed your assignments. You are now both in the cornfields. You’ll get your uniforms in the office next door. Now leave… I’m busy.”
“What?” I shrieked while still gasping for air. “No… that’s not right… we were supposed to be in the sewing factory… both of us.”
“We don’t need that many people in the sewing factory… but in the fields we do,” Lieutenant Ko muttered, and before I could say anything else, he again joined his hands on top of his desk and looked at us. His eyes were no longer furious. Instead, there was almost a hint of a smile. It was terrifying.
“Miss Kim… the change has been made, so I suggest you accept it… gratefully. And if you don’t leave my office in the next three seconds, I will personally drag you down to the Center of Truth, and you will spend your last days dreaming of working in the cornfields… one… two…”
“Yes, Sir, thank you, Sir… we’ll leave right away, Sir,” we panicked out of the room just as we heard him say, “three”.
Once outside the building, I could finally catch my breath. Nari and I looked at each other, sharing the same thought.
At least we will be together… even if means working until we drop in the fields under the burning sun.
“I will work hard,” I told her. “I promise… we’ll fill your quota together… I will keep you safe.”
“Thank you, Areum,” she said, her eyes moist. “I’m so sorry to require so much from you… again… you have already done so much for me…”
“Don’t worry about it,” I patted her back. “I guess it’s just part of being a big sister.”
Then, completely catching me off guard, Nari threw herself into my arms and squeezed me so hard it almost hurt.
Before going home, we remembered about the prisoner uniforms we had to collect and cautiously dared back inside to the office next door. When we emerged with our new attire in hand, we couldn’t help but laugh in despair. Both of them were several sizes too large and had holes large enough to fit my head.
“Maybe mom can fix them,” Nari said.
“I promise to the Great General… these clothes will never touch my body,” I emitted another burst of laughter.
It felt strangely liberating to laugh, but as we walked home, the laughter gradually faded.
By the time we reached the Village of the Strayed, it was nothing more than a distant memory.
And left in my chest was nothing but despair.




CHAPTER 9
The next morning, with the first rays of the morning sun barely making their way over the mountain ridge in the distance, Nari and I walked with heavy steps to the guardhouse by the fields to report for duty. The laughable uniforms we had gotten the day before remained unworn in the house. Sun Hee had promised to work her magic on them, despite me telling her not to bother. We observed all the dirty hunched prisoners slaving away in the fields - all wearing equally horrid uniforms - and I shivered as I imagined myself as one of them.
“I’m glad you’re with me,” Nari said. “Thank you for what you did yesterday… it means the world to me.”
“You’re my baby sister,” I forced a smile at her.
I remembered all the things I had done for her over the years. I had done it because our parents had told me to. This time, I was doing it because I wanted to.
I knocked on the door to the guardhouse where I had been fortunate enough to find Chul on my third day here. The day he saved me from the inquisitive guard who put his hand on my shoulder and then helped me to see General Roh. What a relief I had felt seeing him that day. Now, the intensity of my anxiety grew with every second we had to wait for an answer from inside.
What if Chul is there? Will I be able to control myself if I have him within my reach? Or will I surrender to my urge and rip his face off at first sight?
“Enter!” a shrill voice pierced through the door.
I sighed with relief. Though high-pitched, it didn’t sound as feminine as Chul’s voice did.
Inside the room, there was a young man behind a desk. He was slender with a sharp jaw and an annoyed expression on his face. On a chair to the right sat a man around the same age who looked bored and was playing with a pack of cigarettes.
“Yes?” said the man with the sharp jaw.
“Er… Kim Areum and Kim Nari reporting for duty,” I struggled to disguise the tremble in my voice. I handed him the document from the Work Assignment Officer. “Today is our fifteenth birthday.”
I felt silly for half-expecting him to say happy birthday. Instead, the man only stared at us, his annoyed expression unaltered, and then looked down and eyed through the document.
“Twins?” he asked suspiciously.
“Yes,” I answered, hoping we wouldn’t have to go into the whole story of why we looked so different.
Luckily, the man showed no interest in hearing the story either.
“Take them to Private Gang,” he told the bored man on the chair and unceremoniously went back to his papers on the desk.
My heart sank to my stomach.
Chul… why did it have to be Chul…?
“Um,” the man grunted as he stood up from his chair and put the pack of cigarettes in his chest pocket.
I glanced at Nari. She looked flustered but not nearly as much as I felt.
We went back out into the sun, which was already burning strong from its position over the mountain ridge. I wished with all my heart Chul would only show us to the field we would work in and then we would be done with him… forever. My premonition, however, told me that wouldn’t be the case.
We walked past fifty or so gray field workers who worked hunched over with their blank, sweaty faces showing they were only there in body, not in spirit. Many of them had the familiar dark rash around their necks and eyes. I had seen it on many of the Strayed. I heard it was some kind of disease, but I couldn’t remember its name. I think it started with pell… something. Either way, the look of it scared me. The people in the field didn’t look back at us. Now that Nari and I had short and dirty hair and our worn-out clothes were just as muddy as theirs, you could hardly tell us apart from the rest… which of course had been our intention. We had become invisible.
I bet Sun Hee is pleased with her work…
I was still struggling with accepting my new reality and letting go of my previous life - as well as the rightful future life that was brutally ripped away from underneath my feet - but I did feel much safer like this, and a small part of me was grateful to Sun Hee. The new uniforms, however, stayed folded in a pile next to our quilts. I hadn’t stooped that low yet, and I hope I never would.
Our guide lit a cigarette and walked at a slow and relaxed pace in the direction of the river. Before long, we saw Chul standing by the watermill. It looked like he was waiting for us. I followed the rotation of the large waterwheel attached to the other side of the building. Its gentle splashing used to relax and comfort me. I associated it with the relief that the long excruciating day finally had come to an end and that I could quench my thirst and wash away the stench with fresh cold river water. Now, it only reminded me of the horror of that night. My heart clenched in my chest as I saw Chul’s scrawny figure where he stood, anxiously watching us approaching from under the visor of his green Private’s cap.
If Nari only had been stronger…
Suddenly, I remembered the tall girl from the other day. Hana - the former leader of the Dragons.
No… Nari didn’t have to be stronger! Hana was there… she could have easily saved her! But instead, she just watched it happen!
In an instant, my hatred for Chul expanded to include Hana as well… and then also Chang Min… and Colonel Wan… and the Demon of Yodok himself who refused to set me free. And most of all - Young Il, my father by blood. I despised them all. But it didn’t stop there. My untethered hatred now extended to every single person in this hell on earth that was responsible for the tragedy that our lives had become. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and pressed those feelings deep down inside me.
Keep it together, Areum! Now is not the time…
“Got two new workers for you,” our bored guide told Chul as he lit a new cigarette on the old one.
He looked at Chul’s uncomfortable expression. He followed his eyes to Nari, who was looking down at the ground. Suddenly, a smirk appeared on his face.
“Right,” he chuckled. “I guess I’d better leave you lovebirds alone.”
He turned around and left, continuing to laugh to himself.
My focus was back on Chul, and now it wasn’t only my heart clenching in my chest but also my fists clenching in my pocket. My arms were trembling, but I was fully determined the fists would stay there. I took another deep breath and exhaled slowly.
The three of us stood in silence for a while, trying to avoid looking each other in the eyes.
“Look,” Chul finally said after a big sigh, “there is no excuse for what I did—”
“No, there isn’t,” I spat. “And now you look… we’re here to work, so just put us to work… we’re already beaten… you don’t need to torture us more than you already have.”
Chul’s face took on a darker shade of red.
“I… I just wanted you to understand that… it’s not an excuse, of course, but… I really didn’t have any choice… you know… if I wouldn’t have done it, General Roh would have killed me—”
“Well, my heart is bleeding for you,” I scoffed and crossed my arms in front of my chest.
Chul sighed.
“I… I’m not asking you to feel sorry for me… I… I just want you to understand that I’m trapped here… against my will… like an animal… just like you.”
“Bullshit!” I almost yelled. “You’re a guard. We’re your prisoners… don’t pretend like it’s the same. You can go around and beat up or rape whomever you like whenever you like… and… and you’re even praised for it… look, now everybody loves you,” I scoffed again. “But for us… if we as much as look at a guard the wrong way, we’re dragged down and tortured in Colonel Wan’s dungeons and then make a final stop at Cemetery Hill.”
I had to use every ounce of control in order not to raise my voice and to keep my still clenched fist in my pocket.
Chul let out a final deep sigh. His face was distraught and scarlet red.
“You’re right,” he said and looked down at the ground. “I… I—”
“That’s enough,” Nari snapped in a low but firm voice. “Both of you, just stop… okay? What’s done is done… we can’t do anything to change it now… so just stop!”
“I agree,” I glared into Chul’s eyes with pure unadulterated hatred. “There is no need to waste words on what is done… just show us where to work and then get out of our sight!”
“Areum!” Nari gasped.
“O-of course,” Chul stuttered. His sad eyes lingered on Nari for a moment. “Come with me… it’s in here.”
To my surprise, he didn’t walk over to the cornfields. Instead, he opened the door to the watermill, and Nari and I followed him inside, exchanging wondering looks.
When the door closed behind us, at first I couldn’t see anything in the darkness. My other senses were, however, not so fortunate. There was an ear-splitting ruckus that seemed to come from all directions. It pounded painfully against my sensitive eardrums. The air was filled with the bitter odor of our daily corn ration - only multiplied a thousandfold - and mixed with the stench of sweat. It stung my nose and even found its way into my mouth, where it attacked my palates. A wave of nausea swept over me.
Luckily, it didn’t take too long before my vision started returning to me. We were standing in a large room. Right next to me was a ladder leading up to some wooden boards laid out above us. There were several long planks laying on the ground, and in an opening on the opposite side, I could see the waterwheel slowly rotating, following the gentle flow of the river. Apart from some cracks in the walls, that was the only place where some weak rays of light found their way in from the outside.
Why couldn’t they have put in some windows?
The soft splashing of the waterwheel I used to listen to on the outside was here replaced by the deafening hammering, slamming, and squealing of the indoor machinery. Its menacing cogwheels - from tiny ones to ones that were bigger than me - rotated to power a huge grinder in the middle of the room. Next to it was a giant man. He must have been more than a head taller than Chang Min, completely bald, and with enormous shoulders and arms, and he was pouring sacks of something brown, that I couldn’t make out what it was, into the grinder. The giant threw us a glance and looked away with what looked like a scoff.
“I know this doesn’t make up for what I did,” Chul yelled, straining his high-pitched feminine voice to be heard over the deafening noise. “But this is the easiest job you can have within the agricultural section… hopefully, it will make your lives somewhat easier.”
Make up for what he did? Is this in his sick brain some form of apology?
Chul took a few steps further into the room and stopped in front of an open barrel.
“In the fall, after the rice is harvested, the grinder is occupied with peeling the rice grains, but in this season you only have to work with corn. So… the corn will be delivered here from the fields. You have to peel off leaves and all the green parts, these guys will then grind it and make it ready to be distributed to all the prisoners. You grind it together with the cob, and they also put some tree bark in it to make it more filling… but don’t worry, it’s perfectly healthy,” he added when he saw our reaction.
So that’s the brown thing he’s pouring into the grinder… that explains the color and vile aftertaste of the corn rations we get!
The giant finished pouring in the bag of tree bark and came over to us, throwing the now empty bag disdainfully on the ground in front of Chul. His brute face made it clear we were not in for a warm welcome.
“Good morning, Ki Ha,” Chul greeted him, bending his head backward to be able to see his face.
Ki Ha didn’t answer the greeting. Instead, from the looks of it, he got ready to start a verbal assault on Chul. But at that very moment, there was a head-splitting clank from the waterwheel and the whole machinery came to a halt after a long excruciating squeal. The whole building shook like it was at the epicenter of an earthquake.
“CRAP!” the giant grunted with a deep rugged voice that perfectly fit his appearance and rushed over to the opening where the waterwheel now stood still. He reached into the water with his bare hand, pulled a couple of times, and fell to his back with a large tree branch in his hands, his head only inches from being crushed by the intersection of two large cogwheels. The whole machinery came to life in an instant with another loud - but this time less painful - squeal, and the floor again trembled like from an earthquake.
Without noticing it, I had put my hand over my mouth in horror. Nari had grabbed the other one. It had all happened so fast my brain needed time to catch up. Then Chul’s words from just ten minutes ago repeated in my head, and my heart started racing in my chest.
Who is he trying to fool that this is ‘the easiest job in agriculture’? He’s lying… he’s trying to get us killed!
“The river is full of fallen trees and other debris from the mountain,” Chul shouted. “So the waterwheel gets clogged up from time to time. Sometimes it’s by branches, sometimes even big logs get stuck there… but you don’t have to deal with that… Ki Ha will handle it. And if he can’t do it alone, you’ll just have to run out and get somebody from the field. The two of you will never have to go near it, okay?”
He tried to say this reassuringly, but I didn’t feel reassured in the slightest.
He’s lying… he’s just trying to get us killed!
“But you also have to be careful here,” he continued, pointing at all the rotating cogwheels. “There are a lot of moving parts, easy to get tangled… so don’t wear any loose clothing or anything that could get caught.” When he looked back to us, he again had the same guilt-torn face as before.
“I know it’s not much, but it’s all I could do for you… at least for now. You’ll be safe here.”
Ki Ha had disposed of the branch into the river and stood right next to us again. He looked completely red and furious, as one of the ogres from the fantasy children’s books Young Il had smuggled in from abroad when we were younger.
“Ah, Ki Ha… well done with the branch,” Chul shouted nervously to the giant. He pointed at Nari and me. “These two girls will help you out, like we talked about before. They’re hard workers. Just teach them what to do, and they’ll do it, okay?”
“And what happened to my request to get a real worker to help me out?” the giant snarled in his growling ogre voice.
“I know… I know,” Chul looked in all directions, flustered, “but trust me… this is the best option… you don’t need a big strong man for this work, and this way, you get two people to help you… you will be very pleased, I’m certain of it…”
“I see,” Ki Ha growled, glaring at us contemptuously without the slightest attempt to hide the resentment in his voice.
Chul turned to us. I could see the sweat pearling on his forehead.
“Just do whatever Ki Ha tells you to do and you’ll be fine. I’ll come and check in with you later. You’ll be fine here… I’m sure of it.”
After having finished his rambling, Chul gave us a long guilty look. He then turned around and almost ran out through the door, leaving us alone with a furious giant ogre.
Almost immediately after Chul had left, the door opened again, and in came a small middle-aged man with an ugly face and short thin hair. He looked at us, and then at Ki Ha.
“Look, Do Hun… they sent us children to help out… isn’t that great?” Ki Ha scoffed.
“You’re kidding me… are they serious?” Do Hun glared at us, baffled.
“That little girly boy seemed serious enough… almost pissed his pants but still stuck around to order me what to do.”
Both Nari and I stood frozen right in between these two foul men. I felt like I was shrinking with every shallow breath I took. When the two men were tired of insulting Chul - which I was too afraid to be able to enjoy - Ki Ha went out and helped Do Hun to bring in four more barrels of corn. After that, they lit a couple of cigarettes and smoked in the doorway, not paying any attention to the two scared girls in the middle of the room who hadn’t moved an inch since Chul left an eternity ago. They took their merry time. Once finished, they flicked their cigarette butts to the ground, and Do Hon took his wagon and started pulling it back toward the fields.
Really…? Don’t they have horses for that?
I remembered the mandatory harvest day excursions our school arranged every year. Those farms didn’t only have all sorts of animals, they had tractors and other machines that made the work easy. But now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen anything like that at Yodok.
“Okay, children,” Ki Ha turned to us menacingly. “You’d better make yourselves useful, or else we might just have an accident here. Take a good look around you… a lot can happen in a place like this.” He waved for us to follow him while he continued muttering. “I was about to get someone good in here… a strong and hard worker… I proposed a guy I know well… but now that we have this child guard as our supervisor… the child guard decided to place his child friends here instead…”
Ki Ha continued muttering after this, but I couldn’t make out what he said over all the noise around us. His whole ogre-like demeanor, together with the dangerous machines all around us, made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. I looked over at Nari. Her face had turned ghostly white.
“There,” Ki Ha pointed at one of the barrels full of corncobs Do Hun just had delivered. “Start with those. Peel them and put them in this barrel over here. I will put them in the grinder… apparently, it’s my fate to continue doing all the heavy work alone… thanks to that son of a—” he shook his big crimson ogre head. “The ground corn comes out on that side, into that barrel. It’s your job to make sure it’s filled, but don’t let it overflow. If you waste even a drop, you’ll have to answer to me. If you don’t fill it enough, you’ll have to answer to me. I assure you, you don’t want to get on my bad side. As I said… you’d be surprised how easily one could have an accident in here… it would be a real tragedy, but no one would think twice about it. Understood? Good,” he said without waiting for our answer. “NOW GET TO WORK! And I don’t want to hear a peep from you for the rest of the day.”
He turned his back to us and returned to the grinder. I took Nari’s hand to comfort her, but despite her white face, she looked surprisingly calm.
“Let’s go,” I nodded to her.
Firstly, I checked the barrel of corn, cob, and tree bark slew - it was only half full, so we got started on the peeling. There was an endless number of barrels to get through, and every two hours or so, Do Hon delivered some more. After every delivery, the two men smoked together, loudly complaining about Chul and us like we weren’t even there.
Apart from Ki Ha throwing insults in our directions every five minutes, the work itself was easy enough even for Nari to manage, so I reluctantly had to admit that Chul had been right about that. But being trapped with this angry monster of a man in this death-trap of a room, I still wondered if Chul wasn’t trying to get us killed.
Once in a while, it wasn’t enough for Ki Ha to throw insults our way. Those times, he threw actual corncobs at us or came over and emptied a full barrel of poorly peeled corn over our heads and growled at us to do a better job. It only took a couple of hours before I had started to hate him with all my heart.
Yet another person added to the list…
I started wishing he would get caught with his enormously large head in the cogwheels and get crushed like a bug. Like he almost had when removing the branch that was stuck in the waterwheel. Those kinds of fantasies helped me keep going and for the time to pass faster.
All of a sudden, Chul replaced Ki Ha in my fantasies. I felt like my brain had been struck by a lightning bolt, making me drop the hundredth corncob I was peeling. I remembered Ki Ha’s warning.
‘You’d be surprised how easily one could have an accident in here… it would be a real tragedy, but no one would think twice about it.’
In a split second, the hollow vacuum that was my existence once again filled with purpose and determination.
Maybe my Father - the Great General hasn’t forsaken me after all. Maybe I was put here in the watermill for a purpose.
I didn’t even notice the smile forming on my face as the plan took shape in my mind.
I might not be able to get out of this hell on earth… but by the Great General… this is where I will make Chul pay… with his life!




CHAPTER 10
The second day on the job continued as the first. Ki Ha continued to verbally abuse us, with Do Hun chipping in as well when he came over to deliver more barrels. More than once, we had to duck for flying corncobs we apparently hadn’t cleaned well enough. One time, we almost missed changing the barrel with the repulsive corn mixture in time and had to endure a twenty-minute verbal scolding. But at least he didn’t report us… or make us have an accident.
Almost every day, a log of wood or a tree branch would get stuck in the waterwheel and make the machinery stop. Each time, I wished Ki Ha would lose his balance while removing the obstruction and get his head crushed in the cogwheels. Unfortunately, that never happened.
Nari and I didn’t talk during the workday, partially because Ki Ha forbade us to do so, but also because it was impossible to hear each other without screaming.
The good news was that, despite the never-ceasing slamming and squealing, and the unbearable heat and humidity that even made Nari’s glasses fog up, the work itself was not hard, so Nari managed to fill her quota without a problem. I was relieved by this but refused to be thankful to Chul. Nothing he could do would ever be enough to atone for what he had done. Every moment of every day, I fantasized about his head being squashed by the massive cogwheels, or about him getting stuck in the waterwheel and drown in the merciless currents of the river, kicking and screaming for help that would never come. And every time Chul came in to check in on us, I had to fight the urge to give him a slight push… that was all it would take.
We still had a couple of hours to go before the workday was finished when Chul, pale as a ghost, came panting through the door. All three of us looked up at him, surprised.
“There’s… an emergency assembly… in the… courtyard,” he panted. “Go! NOW!”
He turned around and ran back out the door.
Nari and I just looked at each other, but Ki Ha disconnected the cogwheels so that the corn mixture wouldn’t go over the brim, and then turned to us and growled, “What are you waiting for… GO!”
We didn’t have to be told twice. We dropped our corn cobs and hurried out the door.
“What do you think has happened?” Nari asked me as we sped down the dirt road along the cornfields.
“I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s another execution,” I said, but then felt guilty for being so callous. “But I hope it’s something else,” I hurried to add, giving Nari an encouraging look. But the worry on her face didn’t go away.
As we reached the Bloodyard where I had witnessed my first - and what I sincerely hoped had been my last - execution just a few days after we arrived in Yodok, the whole scene foreboded the worst. The masses of the Strayed filled the yard in silence, leaving a semi-circle around the concrete wall and execution poles in the middle. It looked like all the guards, officers, and administrative personnel from the Oversight had gathered as well. I cringed at the very thought of witnessing some other poor souls having their brains exploded onto the poles and the concrete wall in front of us, and I knew it would affect Nari even more. At least this time, I was glad we were hidden deep in the masses and didn’t stand in the front row like last time. I squeezed Nari’s hand. She squeezed mine back.
I looked around to see if I could find anybody else I knew - Jun Ha, Miss Ae, Mina or Mrs. Choy - or even Sun Hee or Young Il for that matter - but all I saw was a vast sea of strangers. The atmosphere was tense.
The crowd parted a few moments later, and just like last time, General Roh, Colonel Wan, and some other indistinguishable senior officers emerged from the main Oversight building and stood in front of the execution poles. As they did, a wave of murmurs echoed through the crowd. I raised myself on my toes to see what the commotion was about. I had to squint to get the officers in focus, but then I had to blink several times because I didn’t believe what I was seeing. All the officers, including General Roh - the fierce Demon of Yodok - and Colonel Wan, were crying.
I was stunned.
What is this? Will somebody be executed? Or…
I didn’t know what to make of it.
“What is happening? What do you see?” Nari, who wasn’t tall enough to see over the crowd, pulled my sleeve.
I leaned over and whispered into her ear.
“They’re crying… all of them are crying.”
She looked back at me in disbelief. She was about to say something more but stopped as the crowd around us went dead silent. I stood back up on my toes. General Roh held his hand raised. The tears on his cheeks glistened in the early evening sun. I suddenly noticed Chul and Chang Min among the many guards standing behind the officers. They were crying as well.
What is this…?
“Today,” General Roh started with a deep and ceremonious voice that instantly made my heart clench. “Today… is a day of the greatest of sorrows.”
He took a long pause, looking somewhere far into the distance.
What in the Great General’s name is going on?
“The greatest, most unspeakable tragedy… has struck our beloved country,” he continued. His voice trembled. “A tragedy… that all of us thought impossible… that we were certain we would never have to suffer in our lifetime…” He had to pause for a moment because his voice broke. He cleared his throat before continuing. “An immense wound has opened all across Choson… all across the world. A wound so profound, it will never heal. A wound that forever will leave us a broken and desolate nation.”
He had to make another pause to recompose himself.
What is going on? What has happened?
An immense terror grew inside me. It was even greater than when I thought this was another execution.
“I’m immensely sorrowful,” General Roh continued in his profound trembling voice, “and heartbroken… more than words can describe… to inform you… that our beloved Leader… our Father - the Great General…“ His voice broke again as more tears streamed from his eyes. “Our beloved Father - the Great General… has… has passed away.”




CHAPTER 11
There was a brief moment of silent shock. Then the crowd erupted like a volcano. Several people around me passed out or just lost their balance and collapsed on the ground. The rest erupted in frantic screams.
“No, no, NO… it can’t be true, NOOO… please, Father… please oh please… oh, Father… oh, Great General… Please… don’t let it be true… PLEASE…NOOOO!”
The roar from the masses grew in intensity, and before long, it became deafening and all-consuming, like there was a great wall of sound pressing against me. With every second it grew more powerful… more desperate… more erratic. Outcries and hysteria, mixed with people crying and throwing themselves to the ground, or on top of each other… it was chaos in its purest form… it was like a stormy ocean of people and despair without a lifeboat in sight… and I was standing right in the middle of it.
I was numb. I couldn’t understand what General Roh had said.
What is happening? What is this?
Everything seemed to happen in slow motion. All the sounds entering my ears were distorted and muffled. People bumped into me, but I didn’t move.
Did he say that…? Did he say…? No… it’s not possible. I must have misunderstood. Everybody must have misunderstood… it can’t be…
Then I noticed Nari. Just by the look on her face, it dawned upon me.
This is happening! This is really happening!
It was like I had been hit by a tsunami… by a tornado… like I’ve been caught up in a landslide… or an earthquake. My hands started shaking uncontrollably. Then my arms, my legs, and my lips. I fell to the ground… and… and… I just screamed. A scream of pain… such unimaginable pain… originating from my heart.
It can’t be! It can’t be! IT CAN’T BE!
I kept repeating it to myself, trying to make it true, but the pain grew only stronger. It consumed me, devoured me, and amid my desperate screams came the tears. They flooded like waterfalls, and I sobbed, and I shivered in wild spasms. I had no control over any part of my body. I was swept away in a stormy ocean of misery and despair together with all the other condemned souls around me. All was lost. The world had come to an end. Nothing made sense. Nothing had any meaning. There was nothing left in the world… nothing, but endless despair. I felt Nari’s arms around my neck like she was trying to rescue me… but it was not possible.
All was lost.
Forever.
I don’t know how long this orgy of misery continued, but all of a sudden there was a gunshot fired that woke me from my trance. Then there was another. And then another.
Are they shooting at us?
I looked up at the people in the crowd around me, who, like me, seemed to have just awoken from a delirious dream… or more likely, from a tormenting nightmare. I saw the guards standing in the middle of the semi-circle, their rifles aimed at the sky. Chul and Chang Min were among them. They fired another round. I jumped by pure reflex even if I saw it coming.
“STAND UP!” somebody barked. I think it was Colonel Wan.
I stood up. So did everybody else. I felt Nari’s hand in mine, but it felt strange… like it wasn’t even my hand anymore… like I was feeling her through somebody else’s skin.
I noticed General Roh standing in front of us with his hand raised. The crowd slowly went silent. The General’s face was still distorted with grief, and the red and puffy skin around his eyes accentuated his silvery ghost eye even more than usual. When the Bloodyard had become immersed in complete silence, he spoke.
“I… I cannot even begin… to express… the sorrow and the despair that I feel in my heart at this moment,” the tremble in General Roh’s voice was even greater than before. ”The Great General was not only the Father of our nation… he was my Father…he was the Father of my family and all other true-hearted families of Choson… and he was the protecting and caring Father of you, the Strayed… even after you betrayed him!” He had to pause to regain control over his voice. “Each and every one of us… all the people of Choson… have lost our Father… our savior, who was supposed to… who was supposed to take care of us… and protect us… for all et—” He again broke out in tears, and so did I. So did everybody else in the crowd.
I kept repeating the same thing over and over in my head, but I still didn’t want to believe it.
I have lost my Father! I have lost my Father… my Father is dead… all is lost…
General Roh raised his right hand again and wiped his tears with the other.
“Go home,” he said, his voice still thick and unusual, but no longer trembling. “Go home… go home and mourn our departed Father… today it doesn’t matter what crimes you have committed… how you, his sons and daughters, have betrayed him… he was your Father as well… and now he’s gone. Go home and mourn… and we will do the same.” Before breaking into tears again, the Demon of Yodok yelled, “DISMISSED!” and rushed through the parting crowd back to the Oversight, closely followed by the other officers, who were also sobbing like little children.
As soon as the officers were gone, complete chaos broke out. But it was a different chaos from before. Crying guards from all sides started shooting up in the air. Others pushed and kicked any prisoner they could lay their hands on while screaming at them like rabid dogs.
“DIDN’T YOU HEAR THE GENERAL? GO HOME! GO! ALL OF YOU WORTHLESS VERMIN, GO HOME… BEFORE WE KILL EVERY LAST ONE OF YOU… MOVE IT! THIS IS ALL YOUR FAULT, YOU TRAITOR SCUM… YOU KILLED HIM…! YOU’RE THE REASON HE’S DEAD…! MOVE IT!”
Panic struck the crowd instantly. Everybody started running and screaming. This time out of fear. To the left and right, people got knocked down and trampled. There were more gunshots fired. I prayed they were still aimed at the clouds. I grabbed Nari’s hand and ran. We ran as fast as we could… or rather as fast as was possible amid this stampeding horde of the Strayed.
Before we knew it, we had reached the main road. The panic extended all the way down to the Village of the Strayed. Rampant guards ran around beating up anyone they could get their hands on, so I dragged Nari out from the stampeding crowd and sprinted down the road by the School of Juche.
“It’s not safe there,” I panted. “I know another way.”
She didn’t protest, just followed me.
We went through the thorny bushes and leftover barbed wire in the narrow passages at the end of the long barracks in the Rose Garden. My clothes got torn, and so did my skin. I felt blood running down my leg, but there was no time to stop, or even to slow down. I heard Nari scream behind me - she must have cut herself too - but we continued running… relentlessly.
When we finally emerged on our mud-crusted street in the Orchid Garden, we were met by full-blown chaos there as well. But at least I didn’t see any guards, and the gunshots being fired seemed distant. We sprinted against the fierce current of people and managed to reach our house safely without being trampled down. Once inside, we closed the door behind us and immediately collapsed to the ground. Young Il and Sun Hee were not here yet.
Are they still out there in that madness? I hope they haven’t gotten hurt…
Half-lying against the wall with my lungs painfully gasping for air, the news General Roh had conveyed to us hit me once more with full impact.
Could it really be true? Or… was it all just a cruel joke… some new way for them to torture us? It must be that! My whole life I have known for a fact that the Great General is immortal… that he would watch over and protect Choson from all of its enemies forever… I have felt it… it was even in our textbooks at school… I mean, isn’t that why we call him our ‘eternal’ Father… how can someone who is eternal die? And if he is gone… does it mean it was all a lie? Then… what other truths are lies they have told us? No… it can’t be like that…
Suddenly, all thoughts disappeared from my head. All that was left was a void. A big, terrifying, and painful void. The next moment, the dam burst again and I broke down crying on my quilt. My whole body was once more shaking and convulsing. I could hardly breathe. With trembling hands, I grabbed the Great General pin from under my rag pillow and clinched it hard in my white fist. It cut deep into my flesh, but the only thing I felt was the pain as the pin became smeared with my warm sticky blood. I felt somebody embracing me from behind. It must have been Nari, but I was barely conscious enough to reflect on it.
In a flash, Su Mi appeared before my eyes… how I wanted to be with her now… to be comforted in her arms… to drink pomegranate liquor with her…
Then all went black.
When I woke up, my whole family was there. They were eating in silence next to the somber fire. And it wasn’t only the fire that was somber… it was like the whole world had been veiled in a somber gloom.
“Mom? Dad?” I said. Tears once again streamed down my cheeks.
Mom rushed over to hug me.
“There, there,” she said. “It’s all over now.”
Dad also came over and cautiously put his arms around me. Nari joined in as well. I still cried, but it felt better being in their arms. I couldn’t see them, but I knew they were crying too. We had all lost our Father today.
“I can’t believe it,” I sobbed. “I just… I just can’t believe it.”
“I know, honey,” mom stroked my hair. Her voice was stable and calm like I remembered it from long before.
“We’re all gonna die here, aren’t we?” I sobbed.
“Shhhh,” mom comforted me.




CHAPTER 12
The next morning, I woke up, still holding the Great General pin firm in my hand. Its metal surface felt warm and strangely rugged. When I tried to put it down I noticed it was stuck to my skin, glued in place by dry clotted blood. It seemed fitting in a way.
I prepared breakfast together with Nari, using the extra portions we were still receiving. Our parents sat on the side of the room leaning against the wall. None of us spoke. We were all processing the immense grief in our hearts, although in all honesty, mom and dad looked more worried than sad.
To my surprise, Nari shed some tears while we were eating. I guessed I had been too busy resenting her these past years to see her latent love for our Father - the Great General. Seeing her tears behind her crooked glasses made my eyes well up as well. I still couldn’t seem to bring myself to fully grasp he was gone. Of course, all men die - that’s a fact of life. But the Great General was more than a man. He was our eternal Father. It just didn’t make any sense.
And if the eternal protector of Choson is dead… who will take care of us now? How could anyone ever replace him?
As those thoughts swirled around in my head, the door suddenly opened with a bang, scaring me half to death.
“Hurry, everybody must gather in the courtyard… right now,” a completely red-faced Chul panted heavily at us. “GO! You can’t be late!”
He then disappeared just as suddenly as he had appeared.
As usual, the hatred flooded my body at the mere thought of Chul - let alone the sight of him - but I knew I had to push it down… for now. I was surprised by how easy it was. Maybe it was the loss of our Father taking too much of my energy and attention. But it wasn’t only that. Now that I had the plan in my head that started taking shape since we were assigned to work at the watermill, I somehow found it easier to manage my anger. I knew he would soon pay for what he had done. The day of reckoning would come and there would be no escape.
Mom and dad exchanged worried looks from the other side of the fire. There was not a trace of anger on their faces - only fear and concern - and I suddenly remembered that they still didn’t know who the monster was that had violated their favorite daughter.
Should I tell them? They deserve to know… but what if they do something stupid, like assaulting Chul, and end up in the Center of Truth… and maybe even up on Cemetery Hill?
In the end, I couldn’t bring myself to risk making Nari an orphan on top of everything else. We gulped down the soup in our bowls and the last few grains of rice - which was sweet enough to counteract the vile aftertaste - and rushed out to the crowded street.
The sky was dark and gray, and I felt tiny drops of rain drizzling down on my face. The main road was completely packed with people. All had the same faces filled with distress and panic. All were running in the direction of the Oversight complex.
We started running as well, but I had to pace myself not to leave Nari behind. Mom and dad did the same. I had the feeling Nari had become even weaker than usual these past few days. It was understandable considering the circumstances, but I couldn’t help worrying that it was her heart condition acting up again.
No… she had the surgery… her heart must be fine now…
We were among the last people to arrive at the Bloodyard, so we took place far in the back of the crowd. I could just barely see over the mass of people when I stood on my toes, but for Nari, there was no point to even try.
I let my gaze sweep over the crowd. There was something off. Something different from yesterday. It was something warm and reassuring breaking through the vile stench of the dirty traitors surrounding us, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.
Then I saw it.
It was right in the middle of the Bloodyard, and it took my breath away.
At first, I thought my mind was playing tricks on me, but after blinking several times, it was still there. The large concrete wall behind the execution poles had been painted, covering its entire surface, with breath-taking realism and stunning colors. Like a warm ray of sunshine, the infinitely kind face of our now-departed Father - the Great General beamed at the dirt-gray mass of worthless traitors before him. He beamed at the lowlife scum who had betrayed him and who had strayed from the righteous path. And he beamed at me… his most devoted and loyal subject.
Father!
Tears streamed from my eyes as pain pulsated from my heart. Nari pulled my sleeve and asked me what was going on, but my mouth had lost its ability to form words.
Same as yesterday, General Roh and Colonel Wan stood in front of the stage with the wooden execution poles. Behind them was the usual group of indistinguishable officers. Rows of guards flanked them on both sides. Chul and Chang Min were among them also today. They stood very close to each other. If I didn’t know better, I could have sworn they were holding hands. I couldn’t see if they were crying or not from where I stood, but I assumed they were.
The Demon of Yodok raised his hand and the crowd fell into a suspenseful silence. He waited yet another moment before he spoke.
“The horrendous tragedy that struck the world two days ago was nothing short of a cataclysm.” His voice was deep and distraught and full of unspeakable sorrow.
Two days ago?
I hadn’t reflected on it before, but it was true…
Our Father - the Great General died… on mine and Nari’s birthday!
I felt an icy chill flushing through my spine as General Roh continued his heartfelt speech.
“This cataclysm has created an imbalance in the world… an imbalance in the very fabric of nature… of our entire existence.” He gazed at us with his silvery ghost eye. “Last night, there were reports from eyewitnesses that all the cranes on Mount Paektu, the sacred birthplace of our Father - the Great General, have been crying unceasingly since the moment life left his body… and where their tears landed on the ground, a new strain of the hibiscus rose - the flower of Choson - immediately sprouted from the soil… it is a flower so beautiful that you will be blinded if you try to look straight at it.” He made a pause because his voice started to break. “This cataclysm was felt in the whole universe, and leaders from all over the world - even our sworn enemies who seek our destruction - are sending us their condolences for the loss of the greatest leader ever to set foot on this earth.” The soft wailing that had started to emerge from the crowd grew in volume and intensity. “This cataclysm caused earthquakes, tsunamis, storms, and floods to sweep over the country, destroying most of the crops that were about to be harvested… like the sky is cleansing the soil from all the traitors who are polluting this great nation that our Father created for us. The message from the Great General is clear… in this new world, only the purest and most righteous people will have a place, and all the traitors and sinners will perish.”
The pain of loss in my heart suddenly mixed with another feeling.
All traitors will perish? Am I considered such a traitor?
“In this new world, everybody… especially us here at Penal Labor Camp No. 15, need to work harder than ever before… we need to work harder to prove our worth… to prove our sincere desire for penance… to prove our gratitude to our passed beloved Father. Therefore, starting today… the daily quota that must be filled by each of you, who have strayed from the righteous path, will be increased by thirty percent.”
A loud gasp swept through the crowd.
Thirty percent? That’s impossible! We’re barely making it as it is…
Then, another fear struck me like a lightning bolt.
How will Nari manage?
The guards took a menacing step forward with firm grips on their machine guns, and the crowd immediately went silent again.
“Now that our Father no longer is with us,” General Roh continued in the same solemn voice, “we… his sons and daughters… need to ensure his legacy lives on forever. We must realize his dream and continue perfecting the Juche paradise in his image… we must continue building the greatest nation on earth. You, who have strayed from the righteous path, have betrayed him in his life, but you still have a chance to redeem yourselves in his death. I am certain all those who are worthy of redemption… all those who truly want to atone for your treason… will be filled with the Great General’s spirit, and you will have the strength and perseverance to fill your new quotas with the greatest of ease.” People started whispering in the crowd so he again raised his hand to call for silence. “In addition to paying your respects to our beloved departed Father through your labor, I also ask you to gather here, in front of this mural we made in his honor, the coming ten nights after your shifts have ended. Together, we will mourn the passing of the greatest man who has ever lived.” He let his gaze scan the grieving masses before him. “Tonight, you will gather here after your Meetings of Ideological Struggle, where I urge each of you to look hard and deep inside at how you have betrayed our Father. That is all. Go to work! You have a long day ahead of you. May the spirit of our Father fill those who are worthy with the energy needed to atone for your sins.”
The guards took a step forward with their machine guns in their hands.
This time, everybody reacted instantly, and the Bloodyard was cleared within a minute.
No gunshots were fired.
No one was trampled on the ground by the stampede of the Strayed.
No one was attacked and beaten to a pulp by the guards.
This time, we were all as one… mourning the passing of our beloved Father.




CHAPTER 13
“Work hard girls! Don’t give them any reason to punish you,” mom told us before she and dad disappeared in opposite directions. Nari and I diverted from the slow-flowing river of the Strayed and walked hand in hand along the narrow dirt road leading to the watermill. The sky had cleared up and the sun had retaken its dominant position on its light-blue canvas.
“Areum… I don’t know if I will manage—”
“You will,” I cut Nari short. “Don’t even think that! We will manage… together.”
I avoided looking at her face because I didn’t want to see the lack of effect my words were sure to have had.
Inside the watermill, we found Do Hun crying on a chair while Ki Ha emptied the barrel of corn cobs we had cleaned yesterday into the grinder.
“What took you so long?” Ki Ha growled as he noticed us. “Get to work! If we miss our quota because of you… by the Great General, I will put you both in the grinder and eat you myself.”
As Do Hun found the strength to leave, Nari and I started working. At first, we had no problem keeping up with the faster pace. But the deliveries of corn and tree bark started arriving more frequently - everybody out there must have been working in a panic - and the barrels started piling up. We almost missed replacing the corn mixture barrel before it overflowed several times during the day. We were under ceaseless scolding by Ki Ha and had to be on constant alert for flying corncobs.
The temperature and humidity inside the squealing, creaking, and hammering room rose rapidly as the rising sun bathed the rooftop in its merciless rays. Both Nari and I were sweating like pigs. Unfortunately, so was Ki Ha, who spread his vile and nauseating body odor throughout the entire room. Nari didn’t look good. She reminded me of how she used to look during her bad periods when she had to stay for several weeks in the hospital. She continued working, but a few hours in, I noticed her breathing had become strained.
No, no, no… Nari is worthy… please, Father, fill her with your spirit and give her the strength to persevere… please, don’t let her heart fail her!
Nari noticed I was staring at her and gave me an angry look. Nothing made her more uncomfortable than being observed and evaluated.
Around noon, Ki Ha disconnected the cogwheel for the grinder and went outside.
“You get ten minutes break… eat quickly!” he grunted.
We gulped down the disgusting corn mixture that the prisoners on lunch distribution duty brought us and went back to work. With the faster working pace, the lunch ration was not nearly enough, and soon I again felt a stab of intense hunger, stronger than anything I had experienced since we arrived in the camp. And I was thirsty. Extremely thirsty. The water was right there… just a few steps away, but it might as well have been on the other side of the mountains.
A couple of hours after lunch, I felt like I was about to collapse. The implacable July sun had turned the watermill into a steaming sauna. The noise of the machinery, the constant scolding by Ki Ha, the nauseating smell of the corn mixture, and the stinking sweat of the giant ogre we were trapped with… it all made me feel sick to my stomach. I threw another glance at Nari. She looked even worse than I felt. Her eyelids were barely half-open and her movements were slowing down.
“Nari,” I pulled her sleeve. “Stay with me… you have to stay strong.”
“I don’t know… how much longer… I can go on…” she mumbled. Her voice was weak and fragile and barely audible over the mechanical thrumming around us.
“You have to go on, Nari… I need you, okay… think of mom and dad… you need to pull through… for all of us.”
“I’ll try,” Nari said, but she looked like she would collapse at any moment.
It was getting darker outside and I remembered about our afternoon break.
“Mr. Moon,” I addressed Ki Ha as respectfully as I could, praying I remembered his family name correctly. “Could we take our afternoon break now? We have been working hard the whole day… my sister really needs—”
“NO BREAKS,” Ki Ha growled. “We all have increased quotas, and we all have to work harder, so stop your whining… if your sister can’t do it, I’ll just put her in the grinder and put her out of her misery… then maybe I’ll get somebody who can actually work. It doesn’t matter who… anyone in Yodok could do a better job than you two.”
I went back to Nari, who had almost passed out over the barrel. I made sure Ki Ha wasn’t looking, then shook her back to life.
“Nari! You need to pull yourself together! It’s only a couple of hours left. You can do it.”
“I… I… I don’t think…”
Suddenly, there was a knock on the door.
“You have got to be kidding me… more barrels?” Ki Ha slammed the side of the grinder with his giant ogre hand. “They were just here half an hour ago… how the hell do they expect us to fill these crazy quotas like this?” He stormed over and opened the door.
“Water delivery,” a young male voice carried from outside. “Complementary of General Roh.”
“What?” Ki Ha emitted a voice I had never heard before. He sounded astounded.
“It will help you fulfill your new quotas,” the voice continued. “Please bring over a bucket I can fill.”
“You two,” Ki Ha growled at us. “Bring me a bucket!”
I rushed to bring over one that was empty and sufficiently clean and put it on the ground in front of the young guard. He couldn’t have been older than eighteen. He filled it halfway up. His hands were trembling slightly. Maybe he was tired from dragging the water wagon all over camp. Or maybe he was afraid of the giant ogre-man in front of him. I guessed it was the latter, considering the speed with which he spurted away from the watermill once he was finished.
Both Nari and I stood like enchanted, staring down into the half-full bucket. I could almost taste the sweet freshness in the sandy desert that was my mouth. But before it had completed its spell over us, Ki Ha broke it by grunting, “Get back to work,” and then lifted the bucket to his mouth and started gulping down the water with great satisfaction. I was in absolute shock, and my entire body screamed at me to take it from him before it was too late. But Nari pulled my sleeve and forced me to retreat to our work station. We didn’t start working, however. We couldn’t take our eyes off the gulping ogre for a single second.
At this rate, there won’t be anything left for us… for Nari. Then there’s no way she’ll make it through the day…
At once, it was like a switch had flipped inside me. The corncob I had picked up fell out of my hand, and with complete disregard for my own safety, I walked over to the giant man. Nari may have protested behind me, but if she did, I didn’t hear it. Ki Ha didn’t notice me until I was right next to him. His first reaction was surprise, but immediately after, his face turned crimson red and became distorted with anger. He lowered the bucket slowly without taking his glaring eyes off me.
“What the hell… do you think… you’re you doing?” he growled menacingly. “Get… back… to work!”
“T-that water is for us as well,” I stood my ground with my heart pounding through my chest.
Just for an instant, he looked almost amused by what I had said, but that quickly changed back into fury.
“I said GET… BACK… TO WORK!” he thundered from the bottom of his belly. The sheer power of his ogre voice pushed me several steps back. “You drink WHEN and IF I tell you to drink! IS THAT CLEAR?” His bald head was now scarlet, and my survival instinct kicked in just before I pushed him over the line. I quickly turned around and stumbled back to Nari and the barrel of corn, my legs feeling strangely weak. Both our eyes remained fixed on the bucket of water that was quickly diminishing in front of us. My desperation grew by the second, but I saw no scenario where I would defeat the giant.
A few moments later, Ki Ha looked down into the bucket, threw a disgruntled look over at us, and then slammed it down on the ground.
My heart all but stopped.
I can’t believe it… he didn’t leave us even a single drop…
But as he passed us on his way back to the grinder, he grunted, “What’re you waiting for? Get your asses over there and drink! You have one minute… not a second longer!”
Nari and I dropped everything and flew over to the bucket. Looking into it, however, our despair returned in the blink of an eye. There was barely enough left on the bottom for one small gulp.
“You drink it,” I told Nari. “You need your strength. I can manage a few hours more… don’t worry about me.”
“Areum—”
“Don’t argue! Time is running out. Drink!”
Nari gave me a hesitant look, but then lifted the bucket over her head and loudly gulped down the water. As I saw her drink, my thirst reached a nearly unbearable level.
What if I won’t make it…?
When she was finished she lowered the bucket and shoved it into my arms.
“There are a few drops left… this time you don’t argue… drink it! I beg you,” she ordered.
I didn’t argue. I tipped the bucket over my mouth and let the last few sweet drops of water roll over my lips. It was not even half a mouthful, but it felt like paradise. Not even the slightly bitter aftertaste bothered me.
“Break’s over… get your asses back to work,” Ki Ha barked, and we went back to our barrel.
Even if I had only swallowed a few drops, work surprisingly enough seemed easier. Despite the heat and humidity that continued to rise, Nari looked like she had regained some of her strength as well. What was even more strange was that we seemed to get more energy the more we worked. It looked like it had the same effect on Ki Ha as well. He was in a better mood than before, and we got well-needed breaks from the constant scolding. I could hardly believe it myself, but by the time we were finished for the day, I felt like I could go on for several hours more… well, at least one more hour. It was invigorating. Nari felt it too, I could see it on her face.
Maybe General Roh was right… maybe those of us who are worthy of redemption have indeed been filled by the spirit of the Great General… which means Nari is worthy!
We had filled our quotas and could go home to have a quick dinner before the self-criticism session, knowing we would be safe until tomorrow. Of course, we first made a pit stop a bit further down the river where we plunged our heads into the cold water and drank to our heart’s content. It was a strange feeling speeding home with our stomachs bulging with river water splashing around inside.
After finishing our double portions of cabbage and corn soup, we went over to the Center of Ideological Struggle. I was horrified when I realized we would be in the same room where we had seen Jae Eun get a sword thrust through her throat on the night we had arrived. The atmosphere was tenser than anything I had ever experienced in a self-criticism session, even during the all-out war I fought with Mina back home in the Capital. In this time of great tragedy, however, there was no bad blood between us. Nari and I sat next to her and Mrs. Choy in the circle on the floor. It was the first time I had seen them since the devastating news about our Father. They looked just as distraught as us. It would be strange if they didn’t.
Sitting on the beautifully polished but painfully hard wooden floor, I tried not to imagine Jae Eun’s blood slowly spreading around my legs. But the image continued to haunt me. Chang Min was standing guard. He didn’t look quite as arrogant this time, but as always, he had a cigarette in the corner of his mouth… even in this sacred room. The image of him attacking me up in the mountains flashed before my eyes, and I felt heat rising through my body. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath to calm myself.
Just as expected, everybody broke out crying, exclaiming when it was their turn how devastated they were to lose our Father. Each more theatrical than the previous. I did too, but I also felt a growing lump in my stomach.
What a bunch of two-faced liars! They’re just pretending. None of them are feeling what I’m feeling. They make me sick!
After the display of tears, they all shared stories of how they should have worked harder for the Great General… how they had failed him… but how they now felt the spirit of our Father filling them, proving to them that they’re worthy. I basically said the same things. But in my case - it was true.
As I left the self-criticism session, I tried to shake the anger and disdain for the shameless liars surrounding me. I didn’t want to have this feeling inside me when we collectively mourned our departed Father in the Bloodyard. It wouldn’t feel right, knowing he watched me from the mesmerizing mural behind the execution poles. Luckily, due to the intense work in the steaming watermill, and my constant worry about Nari, I didn’t have the energy to keep it festering in my mind, and the grief and shock struck me again with full force. With the pain once more pulsating from my heart and throughout my entire body, I walked hand in hand with Nari towards the Oversight. The sun was gone, and the sky had filled with ominous dark clouds.
The way we gathered in the Bloodyard was different from previous times. Instead of standing in the normal half-circle in front of the execution poles, the guards funneled us into a line about six people wide, leading to the magnificent mural of the smiling Great General. His bespectacled face, framed by his distinguished gray and white hair elegantly combed back, radiated infinite fatherly warmth, which today filled me with nothing but infinite sorrow.
The closer we got to the mural, the louder the wailing of the crowd grew and continued to grow until it reached the same deafening apex as last night. The faces of the people on the sides who had already paid their respect to the mural were distorted by tears and agony.
It all became so real to me again. Our Father had passed and left us alone.
The people around me had already broken out in tears, shivering and trembling, barely able to stand. Some were passed out on the ground, but also they had their faces distorted by tears and suffering. I looked over at Nari, whose hand I was still holding. Tears streamed down her face as well.
I felt the unimaginable pain in my heart. I felt the endless sorrow of having lost my only true Father.
But… I couldn’t cry.
Horror suddenly struck me. My eyes were bone dry. I looked around me with panic in my chest, my horror amplifying by the millisecond.
Great General… I’m the only person here not crying…
I was in complete hysteria. I saw the guards on the side of the crowd. Today they didn’t cry. Instead, their scanning glares searched the crowd for deviants. They searched for… me.
I instantly came to a horrifying realization.
I have to pretend. There is no other way…
“Uhuu,” I squeezed out of my mouth like I was trying to kick-start a tear engine. I made the sound again. And then again. And again. I distorted my face like the people around me. I squeezed my eyes until they hurt… but nothing. They were still bone dry.
They will see me! I’m done for!
“NOOOOOOO…” I screamed as loudly and as convincingly as I could, and then threw my face forward and buried it in my hands, while I convulsed my body and continued to make loud sobbing sounds. With my head bend down, I quickly spat on my hand and smeared the saliva around my eyes. It wasn’t enough, so I did it again. I wailed harder and louder. My eyes turned sticky from all the saliva. Then I straightened up, exposing my now wet face.
I was in a state of complete panic.
Will the guards buy it? Will all the informants around me buy it?
Then all of a sudden, I laid eyes on it.
The enormous mural of the Great General smiling with infinite kindness occupied my entire field of vision. It was the most beautiful image I had ever seen in my life. I had seen this face of pure goodness a million times before, but maybe because of the pure size of it… or because of the lighting or the colors… or because it was surrounded by hordes of wailing people, the impression was breathtaking.
I felt something wet on my cheeks.
Tears.
Real tears.
My lips started trembling, and the rest of my body followed. I lost control. I cried inconsolably. Like a newborn baby whose mother had just left the room. Like yesterday, I was swooped up in the stormy ocean of agony, pain, and endless sorrow. The deafening sobbing and desperate outcries, and the enormous smiling face of our departed Father occupied all my senses. Time ceased to exist.
I don’t know for how long I drifted on the waves of this ocean of grief and wailing, wishing it was not true… that this was all just a horrible dream… but suddenly there was a movement in the crowd. The guards had started to advance. It was time to leave. I found Nari next to me. Her eyes were red and swollen. I grabbed her hand and pulled her with me, following the flow of the crowd. This time, we didn’t divert but followed the stream of sobbing new orphans of Choson down the main road, home to our barracks and houses.
There were no shots fired this time either. No guards beating up prisoners.
Though tense, the atmosphere was solemn and reverent.
It was first when we arrived home and Nari started to prepare dinner that I realized how ferociously hungry and thirsty I was. I threw myself over our water pot and swallowed half of it in a matter of seconds. Nari looked at me worriedly but didn’t say anything.
Mom and dad came home shortly after. They hurried to ask if we were okay. Their eyes were swollen and red like ours. I nodded, but Nari rushed over and hugged them. She started crying again.
Of course, I wasn’t okay. Nothing was okay. I remembered with horror what had happened earlier.
I hadn’t been able to cry!
What’s wrong with me? Have I been wrong about myself? Could it be that I’m one of them? One of the Strayed…?
Then another, even more horrifying, thought occurred in my mind.
What if… it happens again tomorrow?
Dark thoughts swirled around my mind at a rampant pace, but before even finishing my bowl of rice, corn, and cabbage, my concerns faded and were replaced by indescribable fatigue. I felt sleepier than I had ever felt before in my life. I could feel all the energy drain from my head… and then from the rest of my body… like something was leaving my system.
As soon as the last grain of rice had passed my lips, I let my head fall onto the pile of rags that served as my pillow and fell into a deep but restless sleep.
In my dream, I was tied to a pole in front of an enormous mural of my Father.
And then it all went black.




CHAPTER 14
I woke up in the middle of the night from yet another nightmare. Pressing my head against my sweat-soaked rag pillow, I had the ever-present feeling of guilt for not having been able to cry during the mourning ceremony. I was also terrified I would get caught pretending to mourn the loss of our Father, even though I did mourn his loss with all my heart. I sighed deeply and picked up the Great General pin, that had fallen out of my hand while I was sleeping.
I opened my eyes, but I couldn’t see much. The room was still veiled in darkness. I could hear mom and dad’s slow breathing from their quilts by the other wall, but I couldn’t be certain if they were sleeping or not. I turned around to go back to sleep, but in the pale moonlight streaming in through a crack in the ceiling, I suddenly noticed that Nari’s bed was empty.
All the sleepiness left my body in an instant and I panicked.
Have they gotten her while we were sleeping? Have they dragged her down to…?
I jumped to my feet, but just then, the door opened and Nari appeared in the doorway. She wasn’t wearing her glasses, and her face under her short messy hair looked ghostly pale and sick in the moonlight. She wiped her mouth with her hand.
“Are you okay?” I asked. For a moment, I wasn’t sure if I was awake or still dreaming.
Nari, who hadn’t noticed me at first, flinched and had to suppress a scream.
“You scared me,” she whispered.
“Are you okay?” I asked again. “What were you doing outside?”
“Nothing… just… go back to sleep.”
“But—”
“Go back to sleep, Areum… it’s nothing… I just needed some fresh air.”
She lay down on her quilt with her back turned to me. I didn’t ask again, but the sudden surge of adrenaline kept me up for the rest of the night, even though I tried to calm myself by rationalizing what I had seen.
Maybe she’s fine… maybe it was just the way the moonlight fell on her face… maybe she just had to go to the toilet… maybe…
The next day in the watermill, I was exhausted from the lack of sleep but kept worriedly observing Nari. My theory had been wrong - she looked just as pale and sick in the daylight as she had in the moonlight - but when I asked her how she felt, she just snapped that she was fine and averted her eyes. That did nothing to reassure me.
If she doesn’t get better, I’ll go and get Mrs. Choy to check her out.
Nari won’t refuse if Mina is there…
The constant scolding of Ki Ha had turned into background noise and didn’t bother me anymore, but we still had to stay on high alert not to be hit in the head by the flying corncobs that came our way once in a while.
At lunchtime, I gave half of my portion to Nari. To my surprise, she didn’t protest. I guessed she knew she was close to her limit. For the rest of the day, I worked twice as fast to cover up for her slow pace, trying not to make it too obvious to Ki Ha… although I wasn’t sure he cared. Partially, it was the guilt that kept me going. Guilt for what had happened to Nari… wishing I would have beaten Chul and Chang Min harder, so they wouldn’t have woken up when Nari approached them.
But what the hell was she doing up there anyway? And why won’t she tell me?
Those kinds of thoughts caused another - very familiar - feeling to grow inside of me. Seeing her so weak and sick… leaving me to do all the work for her… I was back by her sickbed doing all the chores for the family… the place where I had spent my entire miserable childhood. The feeling was too strong to fight, no matter how hard I tried. The feeling was resentment… and that made me feel even more guilty.
And why couldn’t Hana save her? Why did she have to be so selfish? I know she lost her brother and best friend, but that’s no excuse…
The workday progressed slowly in the noisy and smelly watermill, which got hotter and hotter by the hour, but in the afternoon, after the extra water ration, I once more felt strangely invigorated. Nari felt it as well, which made me relieved. I started to think it was some kind of magical water, especially since it still lifted our spirits, even though Ki Ha barely left a mouthful at the bottom of the bucket for us to share. To be honest, I was surprised he left us anything at all, but I guessed he was afraid we would collapse if he didn’t, and he knew he would be punished as well if we failed to fill the quota.
As the day passed, my mind became more and more preoccupied with the collective mourning that night.
What if I can’t cry… again?
I tried not to think about it, but the thoughts kept crawling back into my head. I was envious of Nari. I knew for a fact that I loved the Great General more than she ever had, but still… she had no problem shedding tears at the right moment. She had always been sensitive that way, catching the mood of her surroundings. But that didn’t mean it was her true feelings.
Gradually, my worry turned into fear, and the fear turned into panic. By the end of the day, I would have given anything to continue working a few more hours in the watermill furnace, but our quota was filled, and there was no avoiding what would come next.             
Stepping out into the fresh evening air from the steamy stench of the watermill temporarily cooled down my burning head. But the panic was still there. I wanted to stay and breathe for a while - anything to postpone the inevitable - but Nari pulled on my hand, and I reluctantly followed her down the path towards the Bloodyard. With every step, my panic increased. Nari somehow sensed this and comfortingly squeezed my hand.
“It will be okay, Areum,” she said. “Just let the emotions in. Once they’re in… they’ll become your emotions.”
I knew she was trying to help, but her comments only made me annoyed.
Yet another thing that comes so easy for her. For me… she might as well have tried to explain how to breathe underwater…
I kept picturing myself tied to one of the poles like I had seen in my dream. That image scared me to death, but unfortunately, not enough to make me cry. As we neared the main road, the sun was slowly setting behind the Oversight buildings to the west. Up the road, I saw Lucky limping away from the Oversight in the opposite direction.
I wonder if he’s even aware that our Father - the Great General has passed…
At the Bloodyard, I expected them to funnel us into rows like yesterday, but instead, the guards formed us into a semi-circle around the mural. The crowd pushed Nari and me forward, so this time we had no choice but to stand in the front row. Before us stood General Roh and the usual assembly of officers and guards. To my horror, they were not alone.
On the stage in front of the mural of the smiling face of our Father - the Great General, tied to the wooden poles, stood four people with bags over their heads. I heard a low murmur from the crowd all around us.
What’s going on? Aren’t we here to mourn our departed Father?
The Demon of Yodok lifted his hand, and the crowd fell silent.
“It saddens me to be here today,” he said in his usual grave voice. “If even possible, it saddens me more than when I first heard the news of the passing of our Father - the Great General… because now… my heart is not only filled with the pain of having lost my Father… the Father of all of Choson… but now, I also carry the pain and humiliation of disappointing the Great General in his afterlife.”
I looked at the people tied to the poles. They were all barefoot. I noticed some of them had toes missing, and in their place was nothing more than bright red flesh smeared with still-fresh blood. Their clothes were ripped and covered in dark-red stains, and so were the bags over their heads. My whole body shivered as I remembered my dream from last night, picturing myself standing with a bloody bag over my head in their place. Picturing having my toes ripped off my feet.
“Yesterday,” General Roh continued, “we gathered here to mourn our Father… together, as his sons and daughters. I was, however, shocked to see that some of you were not saddened by this horrendous tragedy. Some of you… like these four people here… instead showed a blatant absence of sorrow… absence of pain… absence of… remorse.”
An ice-cold chill pulsated down my spine.
Oh no, oh no, oh no… my worst fear is becoming true! If I don’t cry today… then tomorrow… I WILL BE ONE OF THEM!
General Roh continued, his silvery ghost eye peering right through our souls.
“Last night, we had a conversation with these four individuals after the rest of us had finished giving voice to our bottomless grief. In that conversation… the truth was revealed. We learned… which was exactly what we had feared… that these people do not mourn the passing of our Father… his passing has instead filled them with joy,” a gasp went through the masses like a tidal wave. “It filled them with triumph. They are glad our Father - the Great General is no longer here to watch over us, to protect us… because they are still living in the delusion that it is our enemies who are good… and that we, his loyal subjects, are bad.” The gasp had transformed into a murmur so General Roh raised his hand to silence us. “This is what saddens me on this evening… in this time that should be dedicated to celebrating the memory of the greatest man who has ever lived… it saddens me because ultimately this is my responsibility… you all are my responsibility… and if you don’t pay due respect to our nation’s Father… that means I don’t pay due respect to our nation’s Father, and that is something I cannot allow to happen… not in my re-education camp.”
Without saying anything further, General Roh stepped aside, leaving a clear space between the tied up prisoners and the firing squad, which had formed without me noticing it. Chul and Chang Min were part of it this time as well, but I noticed Chul looked different. He was calmer than before and his hands weren’t shaking. But there was a strange darkness surrounding his aura… as if the innocent boy had been extracted and some dark being had taken over his body. This time, I didn’t feel sorry for him for having to put out the lives of the poor souls in front of him. This time, I fantasized about him being one of them. I pictured him tied to a pole, his mutilated feet missing most of their toes, and with a blood-stained bag tightly wrapped over his head.
Just you wait… soon it will be your turn to face your destiny!
“REMOVE THE BAGS!” Colonel Wan ordered.
My heart almost stopped when I saw the blood-covered swollen lumps that until last night had been their faces. I was brutally thrust out of my fantasies of murdering Chul and sucked back into reality.
Oh, Great General… that will be me! TOMORROW, THAT WILL BE ME!
A strong nausea ravaged my stomach, and by reflex, I put my hand over my mouth. But I couldn’t take my eyes off the poor souls drawing their last painful breaths in this life. Suddenly, I noticed there was something familiar about one of them. Even in her deformed state, I could distinguish it was a girl… a girl with short hair and a still unwavering and challenging gaze behind her swollen eyes. I gasped. It was Min Ji… from Miss Ae’s class… who had come to the camp on the same day as we had… whom Jun Ha had warned to be careful about her attitude towards the guards. He had known what would happen…
“No, no, no, no, no, no…” my mouth started stuttering on its own accord, and my right foot took a half step forward. Nari pulled my arm back hard and whispered in my ear.
“There’s nothing you can do for her.”
She had recognized her too.
Two tears left my eyes and dripped down on my dirty shirt, one hitting the empty place over my heart where my Great General pin had always kept me calm and safe. I knew she was right. I looked at the other three to see if So Won was among them - or anyone else I knew - and was relieved when I didn’t recognize any of them.
But why did it have to be Min Ji?
“READY!”
“AIM!”
“SHOOT!”
Colonel Wan commanded, and a deafening round of shots echoed against the surrounding mountains. The four prisoners’ heads exploded before us, just like last time, spraying the mural of our beloved Father, with his smile of infinite kindness, with bright red blood mixed with gray brain matter. I shrieked in horror. Because of the senseless carnage before me, but even more because of the unimaginable desecration of my Father’s image.
“READY!”
“AIM!”
“SHOOT!”
The chests of the dead prisoners burst open from the second round, and their blood-soaked upper bodies looked like they bowed down at us as the ropes holding them in place were severed.
“READY!”
“AIM!”
“SHOOT!”
The final ropes around their waists were torn, and the four bodies fell lifelessly to the ground in front of the stage, forming growing puddles of blood underneath them. The gunshots echoed around the mountains for another couple of seconds before the Bloodyard again fell into a tense silence.
I stared, like hypnotized, at my Father - the Great General’s ever-smiling face, covered with long red lines that slowly trickled down from his glasses, his hair, and filled the dimples of his smiling cheeks. My mind refused to believe what I was witnessing.
It can’t be… this is not happening!
The firing squad dispersed and General Roh stepped forward again.
“Thank you, Colonel Wan, for helping us with this unpleasant, but necessary, cleanse. I truly hope we with this have weeded out the last relentless vermin from our midst.” He then turned to the ocean of terrified spectators. “I apologize for this little interruption. You can now commence your mourning.”
General Roh, Colonel Wan, and the other officers retreated to the main Oversight building while a group of guards started to frantically clean the blood off the Great General’s face, and another group lifted the dead bodies and threw them onto a wagon to be transported up to Cemetery Hill.
I didn’t see what happened after that as I was flooded from all sides by the ocean of mourners. A roar was building up. It was low at first but quickly grew stronger. Before long, it was deafening. The ground beneath us trembled. I looked around me to see where it was coming from, but it was everywhere. It traveled like a shockwave through the crowd and finally hit Nari and me like a freight train going at full speed. The entire mass of people virtually exploded in hysteria. People were screaming out in all and any direction… people were lying on the ground convulsing with tears… people were trying to hurt themselves, pulling at their hair… scratching themselves with what was left of their broken fingernails. It was the same scene as the last two nights.
Joining the others, I also screamed at the top of my lungs.
Not from grief.
Not from sorrow.
But from panic.
And from resolve.
No… that will not be me tied to the poles tomorrow. That will not be my blood on the most sacred of faces. I will not be one of them!
I screamed, and I screamed. Louder and louder. Nari was beside me. She was screaming too, her whole face wet from tears and drool. I continued screaming until my throat was sore and I couldn’t scream anymore. Then, to my enormous relief, the tears came. Real tears. All I had to do was to let them out. I didn’t know what they were for - and I didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was that they were there. And once the dam had burst open, the tears continued to flow… and I felt…
… happy!
The feeling of happiness was so intense… so pure… that I just continued crying… forever… my hand firm in Nari’s.
After an infinity of time had passed, it was all over, and The Bloodyard was once more veiled in silence.
Hand in hand, Nari and I followed the slow flow of the masses through the darkness back to the Village of the Strayed.




CHAPTER 15
I helped Nari prepare the food while mom and dad again whispered animatedly in their usual corner. The simmering rice filled our small room with a divine smell that triggered all my senses, but the pleasant feeling was soon pushed away by the stream of flashing images from the Bloodyard replaying before my eyes. To my surprise, the strongest image was not the one of seeing my former classmate being executed. Nor was it those poor souls’ mutilated bodies. The image that consumed my world was the enormous mural of our forever smiling Father with his face completely covered in thick red blood, with long red lines slowly trickling down toward the ground.
How could they do that to the image of our Father? How could they desecrate him like that?
Together with these flashing images, my worst fear re-entered my mind.
I passed their test today… but how about tomorrow? Will the tears come to my rescue then? And how about the day after that? There are eight more days of mourning left…
At that moment, something unlocked inside me, and at once, it all became clear.
I need help… and there’s only one person who can help me!
I raised my eyes, and in my mother’s figure, I no longer saw the broken and undernourished prisoner in worn-out rags sitting hunched over in the corner with my father. I saw my young mother… the renowned actress of the Capital Theater.
I swallowed painfully and then cleared my throat.
“Mom,” I called her before I had time to change my mind.
She looked at me, surprised.
I opened my mouth again, but nothing came out. My heart was racing frantically, and my brain was doing the same in my head.
What if she scolds me? Or… reports me to the guards? I know she’s my mom, but… do I really know her…? Like I thought I knew dad?
I took a deep breath and pushed my fears aside, then opened my eyes and looked at her firmly.
“Mom…. I need your help.”
Mom’s face softened instantly, and a deeply buried part of me remembered the kindness and love I must have experienced once, long ago… in another lifetime.
“What is it, honey?” she said with her softest motherly voice. Dad and Nari looked at me too, making me even more uneasy.
“I… I’m afraid,” I said. “I’m ashamed to say it… I don’t know what you will think of me, but… both yesterday and today… I couldn’t cry… at first, I mean… I… I… had to… pretend… and… I’m afraid… I’m so afraid… if I can’t cry tomorrow, I’ll…”
“Areum,” mom rushed over and sat in front of me. She gently took my hands in hers. “Thank you for telling me… that makes me so proud of you.” She smiled a warm and compassionate smile. “And Areum… you don’t have to be ashamed for pretending… you did what you had to do to stay safe… both for your sake… and for your sister’s sake… and we’re very proud of you for that.” Dad nodded from behind her.
I was stunned. I could barely remember two times in my life when my mother had told me she was proud of me, and I would have never imagined she would be proud of me for pretending… especially for something like this!
“You know, when I was an actress, it was my job to show the audience the feelings of my character… whether it was joy, sorrow, grief or fear… none of those were my real feelings, but it was my job to make the audience believe they were. Do you understand? This, what we’re doing now every night, it’s the same thing. It’s a performance. It doesn’t matter what you feel… what’s important is to make your audience… the guards and officers, and the prisoners around you… believe that those are your true feelings. Do you understand, Areum?”
“Are… are you saying that… all those people are… just pretending?” I asked, incredulous.
Mom saw the shock on my face.
“Of course not, Areum… most of them cry sincerely, I’m certain of that… but what I’m saying is that it doesn’t matter who cries sincerely and who doesn’t. I know that you mourn the Great General more than anyone who you saw crying their eyes out tonight… I know your heart is true! That’s what matters… and I have seen you cry… and just because you have difficulties crying in a large group, that doesn’t change your true feelings. It just means your feelings for the Great General are more private… more personal. And that doesn’t make you… or anyone else for that matter… deserve to be up there, tied to those poles. That’s why it’s okay to pretend. Do you understand what I’m trying to say?”
“Yes,” I said hesitantly. “I guess… I understand.”
“I knew you would,” mom said and squeezed my hand.
Deep inside, I still felt like I was betraying my Father. But mom was right - none of us probably deserve to have that happen to us.
Min Ji didn’t deserve that!
I hesitantly looked up at mom.
“But… how do I force tears to come out from my eyes? So far they have come eventually, but… what if I tomorrow stand there with completely dry eyes… they won’t believe it… and no amount of pretending will change that.”
Mom gave me a reassuring smile.
“Don’t you worry, Areum… there are several things you can do. I learned some tricks back in the day when I was just getting started as an actress. The difficult part is to trigger the emotion… after that it’s easy. So, what you can do is to use your senses… try to absorb the feelings of the people around you.” I remembered the same advice from Nari earlier today. It hadn’t helped so far, and I doubted it would magically start working tomorrow. “Choose a few people around you… listen to their sobs and cries… to their screams, and then mimic them… scream the way they scream, sob like they do… then just continue until their screams and sobs become your own. Look at their faces… look at their tears… look at their distorted expressions and mimic them until they become your tears and your expressions.”
“Okay,” I nodded, but I knew that wouldn’t work for me.
“Also… think of something that truly makes you sad… the saddest thing you can imagine, something personal to you—”
“This makes me sad,” I protested. “I… I… this is… I can’t imagine—”
“I know, dear,” mom put her hand on my lap. “I know. But crying for this loss is difficult because even though He was always near you, He was not an actual person in your life… you have never met him… that’s why it might be easier if you find something closer to you… something from your own life.”
I thought of the national gymnastics team - my dream that, for a moment, had come true - but the only feeling I associated with that was anger, and I didn’t know how to use that to generate tears.
Mom read my face and got up to get something from our food stash under the floorboards. I followed her with curious eyes.
“Here… you can use this as well,” she sat back down in front of me and handed me a tiny bundle. I immediately recognized it as the black pepper we used for cooking. “This will hurt more than anything you have felt in your life… that’s why I couldn’t use it when I was acting… but if you put some in your eyes… just a few tiny grains… you’ll be crying for real… and you’ll be crying for hours. But only use it if the other methods don’t—”
“I’ll use it,” I said. “I don’t mind the pain… I… just want it to work… I’ll do anything.”
I took the bundle of pepper and put it under my pillow next to the Great General pin.
“Just be careful,” mom said. “Don’t let anyone see you do it.”
She stroked my cheek with her hand and smiled. It was a strange sensation, but I didn’t flinch.
At night, I lay on my quilt, staring up into the moonlit crack in the ceiling.
What is going on with me?
My Father, whom I have loved more than life itself, is gone… and I have to use pepper to cry for him?
An overwhelming feeling of guilt swept over me.
I’m not worthy! That’s it… I’m not worthy! Maybe… I don’t deserve to live after all. But I must do it… I must do whatever it takes. I must survive… for Nari!
I closed my eyes, astounded by how different everything had become. My whole life, my Father - the Great General had been with me. On every wall, in every book, on every TV… on the pin, that was always securely attached over my heart. Always fatherly. Always loving me. Always protecting me. Standing for everything good in the world. And now… all I could see before me was his blood-smeared face on the mural.
How can a place like this exist in his perfect society? Did he create this? No… he couldn’t have known about what is going on in here. He must have been lied to all this time by people he thought he could trust. Maybe he truly believed this was a place where the Strayed were re-educated to later retake their place in his society… and that they were treated humanely until the time came when they were ready.
With that thought, there was no doubt left in my mind.
The Great General was deceived! We thought he was immortal, but he died. We thought he was infallible… but maybe he was told lies and believed them… like a normal human. But there must be some honorable people left in the Capital… somebody needs to find them… somebody needs to tell them the truth!
Then, another thought struck me out of nowhere.
Does that mean those liars are the ones governing Choson now? Could it be that… they killed the Great General to take power?
These thoughts swirled round and round in my mind at an ever faster speed until I finally collapsed and drifted off to sleep from pure exhaustion.
As I opened my eyes in my dream, I was once again tied to a wooden pole, and behind me was the blood-covered face of infinite kindness of my Father - the Great General.




CHAPTER 16
The next morning, I was the first one in the family to wake up. During the entire night, my nightmares had shifted back and forth between me facing the firing squad tied to a pole and seeing Min Ji’s head explode in bloody fireworks from the crowd. The sun had not risen yet, so I stayed on my quilt with my eyes closed, repeating the same thoughts over and over in my head.
How could our eternal Father have died? All I’ve ever known my whole life is that He was immortal and would watch over the people of Choson until the end of time. And did He know this hellish place existed in his perfect paradise? And who is running Choson now that He’s gone? Is it the same people who deceived Him when He was alive? Could it be that those people killed Him to take power? Is it all a huge evil conspiracy? Does that mean the sacred principles of Juche have been abandoned? How are people reacting to this back in the Capital? Is there anyone out there who can save us? Who can save Choson?
I held the cold dead Great General pin firmly in my hand as my worries turned a more personal direction.
The pepper has to help me tonight… it has to! I will put it right away… I can’t risk even ten seconds without tears. It will work! It has to!
Before long, Nari, mom, and dad woke up as well, and I could finally break the endless repetition of thoughts. As we started with breakfast preparations - still with our extra rations - I noticed Nari looked even worse than she had yesterday. Her skin carried a greenish pale nuance, and her eyes were only half-open.
“Are you okay?” I whispered to her in a low enough voice so our parents wouldn’t hear. Nari just shook her head without even looking up at me.
When the rice had just started to boil and was filling the room with its sweet fragrance, Nari’s eyes burst wide open, and with a deep guttural sound she put her hand over her mouth. Before any of us had time to react, she virtually flew up to her feet and ran to the door. She had barely managed to open it when she vomited right on our doorstep.
The whole room gasped in panic. Mom and dad rushed over to her where she stood, bent over, panting in the doorway.
“I’m fine… it’s just the heat,” she mumbled barely audibly as she tried to wave them off.
Dad helped her back to her quilt and mom picked up her glasses, which had fallen on the ground, and closed the door.
“Nari… you have to go see the doctor,” mom said, stroking her short greasy hair. “I’ll take you right after breakfast.”
Nari shook her head.
“I can’t… it’s nothing… really… pleases, don’t make a big deal about it,” Nari mumbled. “I can’t be away from work… they’ll report me…”
Of course, we all knew it was true, and I was terrified of what Ki Ha would do if either of us came even five minutes late, let alone missed an entire day. But we also knew this was a big deal, remembering this pattern repeating itself throughout our childhood every time Nari’s heart condition started deteriorating. We also knew more than well what it would mean if her health deteriorated in here. There would be no medicine. No treatments. No surgery. No rest. No chance for survival…
Mom and dad exchanged worried looks.
“I don’t think taking her to the doctor will make any difference,” I said.
They looked at me with a surprised expression like they had forgotten I was there, but then they nodded.
“Let’s bring Mrs. Choy over tonight,” dad said. “There’s not enough time now before work… there is zero-tolerance for being late right now.”
Mom agreed reluctantly.
I served the food and we sat down to eat. The three of us had our eyes fixed on Nari the entire time, which made her visibly uncomfortable. She hated to be the center of attention in general, and especially when she was the object of pity or worry. To our relief, she didn’t vomit again after breakfast, and her skin tone returned to an almost normal color.
“Watch your sister closely today,” mom told me before she and dad headed off to work. “If anything happens, take her to the doctor… tell them it’s a matter of life or death. I’ll bring Mrs. Choy over tonight. Let’s pray to the Great General her heart is fine.”
I nodded, but I knew life or death didn’t mean the same to the ogre we worked with as it did to mom. Nothing would please him more than if we dropped dead. Then he would finally be able to get his friend to work with him at the watermill as they had planned from the start.
Leaving the house - still in our normal clothes since mom thankfully hadn’t fixed the new prisoner uniforms yet - I reflected on the words she had used.
What does it even mean to ‘pray to the Great General’ now? Has he really transformed into some kind of spirit that is still with us?
Nari and I walked up the main road holding hands. My mind raced for ideas on how to handle the worsening of Nari’s heart condition in the camp, but none seemed to be sufficient to save her life.
I suddenly remembered Hana and the Dragons.
If they are so influential, maybe they can help her. Maybe they have access to medicine none of the other prisoners have. But that comes at a cost! Am I willing to help her return to power after what she has done?
I didn’t discard the idea completely, but I hoped with all my heart a better option would present itself before I was forced to go down that road. Jun Ha also crossed my mind. He had said we could always come to him if we needed anything. But I didn’t see how he could help us in this situation. I had the same conclusion regarding Miss Ae.
Or maybe I should just approach Hyuk - Hana’s sworn enemy. The boy with the black lion’s mane. But if Hana told the truth about him having no respect for women… it could instead make things worse.
It also occurred to me that the more imminent problem was maybe not Nari’s heart but her vomiting.
If she can’t keep her food down, she will starve… then it won’t matter how much of my ration I give her…
The watermill went from being cold and damp to steaming hot in just a few hours, and the dense air was once more permeated with the repugnant stench of Ki Ha’s sweat. The barrels of corn were piling up, but Nari wasn’t able to increase her speed. Even though I worked so fast I had blisters on my fingers, it was not enough to compensate for her lack of work. As the morning passed, Nari looked increasingly unwell but still better than she had looked in the morning. I was tense from worrying, but I could also not help being annoyed by again being stuck covering for my sister and again doing all the work for her. I felt trapped. I knew that if I didn’t do it, Ki Ha would without a doubt seize the moment and get rid of both of us once and for all.
By lunchtime, Nari’s skin had turned back into an almost greenish shade. I stood ready to rush over and catch her if she suddenly collapsed. When the lunch delivery finally came, I took her outside and we sat down in the fresh shade behind the watermill, shielded from the gazing midday sun. We only had ten minutes, as usual, but I figured Nari needed to get out of that place, even if it was only for a short while. As usual, I gave her half my portion, and she started eating very slowly. Unlike breakfast, the food didn’t make her look better. She actually looked worse, and halfway through, she suddenly put down her bowl and stood up.
“Nari… are you okay?” I asked and put down my bowl as well.
“Yeah… I’m fine,” Nari mumble and took a few trembling steps toward the river. I also got up to my feet to follow her, and just as I did, she vomited right on her feet.
“Nari!” I shrieked and ran over to her.
No, no, no… this can’t be happening!
I was in a total panic.
“I… I need to… clean my feet,” Nari mumbled incoherently as she wiped her mouth with her hand.
“I’ll help you,” I said and put her arm over my shoulder, leading her over to the river bank. The enormous waterwheel sprayed us with fresh water as we sat down and Nari put her feet into the river. She splashed them around a little bit.
I looked at her.
“I feel better now,” she looked back at me and smiled.
“Are you sure?”
“Definitely… much better.” To my surprise, I could see that her face indeed had changed from pale green to matte beige. “Areum… could you give me my bowl, please? We have to hurry back in before Ki Ha gets angry.”
I rushed over and got both of our bowls. Nari crawled over to where the water foamed by the waterwheel and put her head inside. She stayed under for a couple of seconds, and when she re-emerged, she started drinking. I sat down on my previous spot and waited for her. I had a few mouthfuls left in my bowl, which I quickly gulped down. Then I bent over to drink from the river as well. Nari sat down next to me and shook her head, spraying water everywhere. I laughed. She looked like a completely new person.
“Thanks,” she picked up her bowl and started drinking the soup. Less than a minute later she was finished.
“Are you sure you’re alright?” I asked.
“I’m sure,” she said. “Come on… it’s time to get back.”
Ki Ha glared at us as we came in a few minutes late but didn’t say anything.
I was relieved to see Nari feeling better - she could even work faster now - but I wondered how long it would last. The heat was still rising inside, and there was no escaping the horrible stench that seemed to grow in intensity as well. I started getting a headache, probably from a combination of my worry about Nari, the heat, and everything else.
Around thirty minutes after lunch, the temporary vigor of Nari was gone, and her face had returned to its previous greenish pale skin tone. I observed her as she worked slower and slower, thinking about what I would do if she suddenly vomited again.
What if she vomits on the corn? Ki Ha will kill her on the spot for sure…
Fortunately, that didn’t happen, and before long, the afternoon water ration came. Even though we, as usual, had to share the last mouthful at the bottom of the bucket, both of us became sufficiently invigorated to last the rest of the day, and we filled the quota without incident. I was relieved, but Nari still looked sick, and the day was far from over. The collective mourning in the Bloodyard remained to get through.
Please… don’t let there be any more executions!
I prayed Nari would make it through that spectacle without further nausea, but on the other hand, if she vomited again, she could say it was her body revolting against the tremendous shock of losing our Father. They might believe her. They might even reward her for such dedication.
When we gathered in the Bloodyard, it was, however, clear that the last unworthy vermin had not been weeded out last night as General Roh had hoped. The Strayed once more filled the space enclosed by the Oversight, leaving only a half-circle around four poor souls with bloody bags over their heads, tied up in front of the enormous smiling face of our Father - the Great General, which now again was clean of blood.
Once more, a painful lump formed in my stomach. I didn’t listen to General Roh’s speech and I didn’t watch the bodies of the four condemned prisoners being shred to pieces by the hails of bullets, spraying their blood and brain matter over the face of our beloved Father before falling lifelessly to the ground. My mind was in a haze, as if it tried to protect my senses from the horror taking place before me. When the echoing of the rifle shoots bouncing off the mountains had faded, I noticed I had been holding my breath and had to gasp for air. I let the sense of relief that the mayhem was finally over sweep over me… I had not been one of the unlucky ones this time either.
And today I have my secret weapon to ensure I’m not one of them tomorrow either…
Just as I got ready to put my hand under my clothes to retrieve the tiny bundle of pepper, there was a commotion around me. I lifted myself onto my toes. To my utter shock, with the fresh bloody corpses still on the ground, I saw a group of guards dragging four more people, one of them violently kicking and screaming, with bags over their heads, up to the poles and tied them in the same way as the previous ones.
This time I wasn’t able to look away. Paralyzed, I reluctantly witnessed the carnage before me. When those four had fallen to the ground as well, their blood and brain matter sprayed all over the Great General’s warm and kind smile, my paralysis broke, and I could finally breathe again. I put my hand under my clothes and reached for the pepper. But right then, there was another commotion.
No… it can’t be… it’s not possible…
I prayed to be wrong, but as soon as I was back on my toes, I saw that I wasn’t. Without even removing the eight bloody corpses on the ground, the guards brought in another group of four unlucky souls. The crowd gasped in shock and horror.
How many are they going to kill?
The new group looked like the ones before - swollen faces from endless beatings, open bruises, missing fingers and toes, covered in their own blood. None of them resisted. Maybe they were too hazy to realize what was happening. Or maybe they had just come to terms with the futility of their situation and accepted their fates.
In the end, twelve blood-soaked corpses lay in a pile on the ground before us. I looked at Chul, who again was part of the firing squad. As usual, he stood right next to Chang Min. By now, he looked completely numb… almost like he was in a haze like the poor souls whose lives he had just ended. Or maybe he had just gotten used to it. Either way, his hands had been steady as a rock, and I hadn’t seen any shots going astray.
Maybe he is finally revealing his true self…
I pressed Nari’s hand and suddenly envied her being too short to witness the full extent of this horrendous bloodbath and desecration of our Father - the Great General. Some people in the crowd were sobbing softly, and I wondered who of them had just lost a sister or a brother… or a father or a mother. Or maybe a best friend. I remembered how Hana had broken down when her best friend had been up there and wondered how she had reacted when it was her brother a few years earlier.
But that still doesn’t excuse what she did to Nari!
The mourning ceremony started all the while a group of guards got busy loading the fresh bodies on small wagons and transporting them away, no doubt up to Cemetery Hill. Others reverently cleaned the blood-smeared face of the Great General on the concrete wall. I noticed the color of his face had turned darker, especially in the many bullet holes from previous executions where the blood couldn’t be completely washed out.
As the flood wave of tears and wailing swept over me, with my eyes still fixed on my Father - the Great General, I wondered if I this time would be swept away with it… that I wouldn’t have to use the pepper… that I wouldn’t have to pretend.
The answer came instantly.
I wasn’t.
I sighed.
Then, without a moment’s hesitation, I dipped two fingers into the pepper powder, threw myself on the ground with an agonized scream matching those around me, and quickly pressed them into my open eyes. Since I didn’t have the privacy my long hair curtains had provided for me my entire life, I had to do this maneuver with my face almost touching the ground.
The pain was intense and immediate. Unbearable. And then it got worse. I screamed. Tears flooded my eyes, but they only made the pain stronger. I covered my eyes with my hands. I stomped around. I threw myself on the ground. I cried. I wailed. I screamed. Nothing helped. Time stopped and there was only pain. Oceans of pain. My eyes swelled up and I couldn’t see. I just cried and cried. Blinded and wounded… an embodiment of pain and suffering. Before me, in my mind, I saw the smiling face of my Father - the Great General, and it became impossible to distinguish where the pain from the pepper ended and the pain from losing my Father started.
After an infinity of time, I felt somebody embracing me. I heard Nari’s soft voice.
“It’s over now, let’s go home.”
I still couldn’t see, so I let her guide me, holding her hand.
At home, she brought me a pot of water so I could wash my face. The pain was ceasing gradually, and so was the swelling around my eyes, but I still couldn’t see clearly.
I heard the door open and two people entering.
“Oh, Great General!” I heard mom shriek. “Oh, sweet Areum… look at you… are you alright?”
She came over and pressed my face against her bony bosom. I cried again. This time, however, not from pain but from exhaustion and relief.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I’m so sorry you have to experience this.”
She gently stroked my short tangled hair, and a pleasant warm feeling spread through my body.
“Tomorrow, Areum… take less. Don’t put so much into your eyes. Just one tiny particle is enough.”
“Okay, mom,” I sobbed.
“I’m proud of you,” I heard dad say from the corner.
Despite the pain, I felt good.
I felt at home.




CHAPTER 17
The following days continued in the same manner. Long, hard and sweaty days of work with Nari looking increasingly sick until she vomited around lunchtime. Just by pure luck, she never did it inside the watermill or anywhere near the corn. Then came the extra water ration in the afternoon, which made both of us feel invigorated enough to endure until the quotas were filled. I wondered where they got that water from because we didn’t get the same effect when we drank from the river during the lunch break.
From the third day, like a gift from the Great General himself, we started to get a water ration in the morning as well. As if my prayers had been answered, it had the same invigorating effect as the afternoon rations. And it came just in time. Without it, I was certain Nari wouldn’t have lasted another day. Now that we were getting so much water, Ki Ha even left us more than a mouthful to share at the bottom of the bucket.
Every evening, the mourning ceremony was preceded by the execution of the people who hadn’t mourned intensely or sincerely enough the day before. The number of poor souls tied up in front of the firing squad with faces beaten to unrecognizable bloody lumps and body parts being cut off grew from day to day. On the seventh night, they executed thirty-two people… I almost lost count. I also had a growing fear I was becoming desensitized to the carnage since I no longer jumped each time the guns fired. Partially, it could be because I had stopped looking directly at them as their faces and chests exploded before falling lifelessly to the ground. Instead, I shielded myself from the gore by hiding deep in the crowd and keeping my eyes fixed on the ground.
I managed my crying better after the first time I used the pepper. The intensity of the wailing and the dramatic displays of grief reached new heights every night, so I didn’t stand out when I theatrically threw myself forward and, while covering my face with my arm, put a finger with pepper powder into my eyes. It still stung like you wouldn’t believe, but I had listened to my mother and was careful not to put too much. Also, I think my eyes became less sensitive after a couple of times.
By the eighth mourning ceremony, I felt more confident in my performance, although I still felt guilty for having to pretend to cry to prove to the guards and all the informants around me how much I truly mourned the loss of my Father - the Great General. Still, I was relieved it would soon all be over. Now, that things would calm down, I would finally be able to mourn this personal loss for real… not for public display.
And I can finally get back to planning my revenge on my sister’s rapist!
On the ninth night, I witnessed forty people lose their lives. The mural behind them had never been so covered in red. As I started swirling around in the ocean of tears, the pepper ready on my fingertips, I had the uncomfortable feeling something was different. I felt observed. Or rather - more observed than usual. I carefully looked around me as the chaos in the Bloodyard intensified but saw nothing out of the ordinary. I swung my body forward in my now well-rehearsed dramatic collapse to put the pepper in my eyes. Right then - just for a split second - I could swear I saw Colonel Wan staring right at me from the blood-soaked stage in front of the mural. As I reached my position on the ground, my heart pounded through my chest and I was sweating.
Does he know? No… he can’t know! It’s not possible! I’m just a tiny drop in the huge gray ocean of agony…
There was no going back, and no time to lose, so I quickly rubbed the pepper in my eyes and begun my performance. Blinded by tears, I had no way of knowing if Colonel Wan still watched me. I felt exposed and vulnerable, which at first, threw me off my game. Paranoia set in. Every time someone bumped into me, I shrieked, thinking it was guards coming to drag me away. But with the intensifying pain in my eyes and remembering mom’s technique to let the ocean of emotions from the surrounding ambiance in and transforming them into my feelings. My body and my face gradually started moving on their own. Soon, I was once more one with the ocean. Still, the image of Colonel Wan’s glaring eyes continued gnawing on me at the back of my mind.
Is he on to me? Or did I just imagine it? I must have… it’s not possible!
As the crying ceremony ended, I had somewhat regained my vision. I searched for Colonel Wan around the mural to make sure it had all just been in my head but was immediately met by his unmistakable cold and penetrating glare. There was no doubt - he was looking right at me, singling me out in the enormous gray mass of people. My temples and my spine froze to ice, and I looked away, knowing full well he had seen me looking at him. I bent my head down, hiding in the masses. I had pain in my chest and shortness of breath. I pulled Nari close to me and held her firm. I needed to feel we were connected and that she wouldn’t leave me. We followed the flow of people, but as we neared the main road, I still felt his stare burning on the back of my head. I couldn’t help myself. I raised my head and threw another glance over my shoulder. Another chill shocked my spine. Even though we were already too far away to see clearly, there was no doubt in my mind he was still staring directly at me.
The panic, which I had been relieved from the last couple of days, was back in full force. Colonel Wan scared me more than any other person in the camp. It didn’t matter to me how General Roh had earned the nickname the Demon of Yodok. For me… Colonel Wan was the real Demon. I desperately tried to walk faster to get away from him, but it was impossible to break through the impenetrable wall of people before me. I was stuck. And his relentless glare continued to burn a hole in the back of my head.
The night before the last mourning ceremony, I could hardly sleep. I lay in a fetal position on my hard quilt with my Great General pin painfully clenched in my right fist, expecting Colonel Wan to barge through the door at any moment with a battalion of armed guards to arrest me and drag me down to the Center of Truth. I still felt just as exposed and vulnerable as if Colonel Wan’s hateful glare was still fixed on the back of my head. And my Great General pin didn’t comfort me. It even made me feel worse since I couldn’t help imagining his smiling face on the pin also being covered with thick blood that slowly trickled down the palm of my hand. Every time that image flashed before my eyes, I shivered, and with a spasm, dropped the pin on the ground. Then I immediately picked it up again and clenched it firmly in my fist. Even though the pin was dead, I still could bear to be detached from it.
Father… why have you abandoned me?
In the end, Colonel Wan didn’t come to arrest me that night. Neither did anybody else. But that didn’t put me at ease… not in the slightest.
There is only one more mourning ceremony left… one more performance… and then I will be free!
As the word free passed through my mind, a great sadness struck my heart as I remembered the tryouts for the Great General’s National Gymnastics Team… the euphoria of being one of the ten chosen ones… of finally being free… and I remembered Su Mi, who helped me win.
My sister.
It all felt like a lifetime ago, so I started counting the days in my head.
Have we really only been here a month and a half!
The next workday passed faster than any previous. Partially because it was cloudy and the temperature was not so high, making the watermill feel less like a steam room, but also because my mind was in the Bloodyard the entire time, visualizing my final performance.
At night, we formed the usual semi-circle in front of the enormous mural, the Great General’s face now cluttered with brown spots - almost like freckles - from all the bloody bullet holes that couldn’t be wash out. I dreaded how many people I would witness being killed today.
The first group of lifeless bodies fell to the ground. I didn’t see it. Only heard it. I also didn’t see their blood dripping from the Great General’s smiling face. But I knew it was there. Instead, I checked around me that the coast was clear and prepared my fingers with pepper. I rolled the particles between my right-hand fingers as the next four unlucky souls were brought in. I continued to roll them as the following group was tied to the poles… and the ones after that. It must have been around fifty people in total who lost their lives in front of the Great General tonight, but in all honesty, I stopped counting after the first twenty. The pepper on my fingertips was long gone, so I took another pinch from the bundle. I still didn’t look up at all the blood and mayhem. These people had lost their lives for doing exactly what I was doing. For pretending.
When the carnage had finally finished and the scene was being cleaned up, I prepared to get in the mood for my last performance. The gunshots were still ringing in my ears, and I had the new pepper particles rolling between my fingers. As the wailing grew in intensity around me, I saw Nari’s eyes were already puffy from tears. I looked around to see if the coast was clear. Mainly, I was looking for Colonel Wan, but I couldn’t find him anywhere. Feeling slightly relieved, I started my normal routine. I flung my body forward and stuck the fingers into my eyes. The sting of the pepper came instantly. It burned like fire. And then came the tears.
Suddenly, I felt a firm grip around my left wrist and I was pulled up with enormous force. My feet almost left the ground. Another person grabbed my right arm and locked it behind my back. I shrieked as pain shot through my almost dislocated shoulder.
“WHAT ARE YOU DOING? WHO ARE YOU?” I screamed in a blind panic. The pepper burned like acid and tears clouded my eyes.
My right hand was suddenly jerked forward, shooting another lightning of pain through my shoulder. I felt something strange. It was like somebody was…. smelling my fingers. Then the tips of my fingers became wet.
“Pepper,” I heard Colonel Wan’s voice say through the roar of the wailing masses around us. “Very creative, Miss Kim.”
The grip on my wrists was released but was replaced by two sets of arms grabbing me from under my armpits and started pulling me away.
“NO… it’s not like that… NO!” I screamed as I twitched and jerked to get my arms loose, but it was pointless. The guards holding me were too strong. “Let go of me! I need to pay my respects to the Great General…. you have misunderstood… I HAVEN’T DO ANYTHING!”
There was no response, but over the deafening wailing from all around, I distinctly heard a loud scoff.
From behind me, a heart-wrenching scream suddenly pierced through the air.
“NOOO! DON’T TAKE HER! PLEASE—”
I felt the grip around my left arm loosen slightly, but not enough for me to get free. There was a thump, and the screaming stopped. I screamed and tried to pull my arm loose, but the guard renewed his grip, and the two of them continued dragging me through the ocean of mourners.
“NARI!” I screamed. “WHAT ARE YOU DOING TO HER? DON’T HURT HER… PLEASE!
Since I couldn’t move my arms, I pushed my feet against the ground. That didn’t work either, so I tried to stomp the feet of the guards holding me. Suddenly, something collided with my face, thrusting my head backward. An intense pain originated from my nose and spread throughout my entire face. Blood streamed down over my lips and my chin. The coppery taste of blood filled my mouth. A bag was pulled over my head. In my blinded state, I had only been able to distinguish shadows around me, but now they disappeared as well.
“NOOO!” I squealed. “NOOO… LET ME GO!”
The blow to my nose had made me lose my bearings, but I noticed we had increased our speed and that the wailing was fading behind me.
“W-where are you taking me?” my voice sounded strange with my nose clogged up with blood.
No answer.
“W-where’s my sister? Where’s Nari? What did you do to her?”
No answer.
The guards continued relentlessly dragging me forward in silence. I could hear footsteps in front of me. I knew it was Colonel Wan. Suddenly, we stopped. A door opened and I was dragged over the threshold. As the door slammed shut, the wailing behind us disappeared. So did all other sounds.
The men dragged me in circles down never-ending concrete stairs. The loud footsteps of my captors echoed in my ears. When we reached the bottom of the stairs, another door was opened, and they dragged me down a long corridor. There were muffled sounds beyond the clamping of my captors’ army boots. It sounded almost like the wailing we just had left in the Bloodyard.
“In there,” Colonel Wan commanded.
I heard the clanking of a metal door being unlocked and opened. The grip around my arms loosened and I was thrust into the room. I lost my balance and crashed down on the ground, bumping my head against the uneven concrete floor. The next moment, I was flung up and shoved into a cold metal chair. My forehead pulsated painfully, and I felt blood dripping down into my eye. My arms were again grabbed and twisted in an unnatural angle behind my back. I screamed in pain as coarse rope fixed my wrists to the back of the chair. The rope burned into my skin so tightly my hands started numbing right away, which somewhat alleviated the pain. The other man tied my ankles to the legs of the chair and then put a final rope around my thighs. I tried to jump in my seat to break free, but the rope was too strong and the steel chair was bolted to the ground. I panted heavily into the bag over my head. It stank of mold. I heard the hollow echoes of the heavy army boots again. This time they were moving away from me. A loud clank carried through the air as the solid metal door was locked from the other side. The heavy footsteps faded down the corridor, and the only sounds filling the void was my fast, shallow panting and the ferocious beating of my heart.
“H-hello?” I whispered.
I couldn’t hear anything, but I had the eerie feeling I wasn’t alone.
Did they lock somebody in here with me? Is it Colonel Wan? Will he…?
I held my breath and listened for another living presence, but my loud heartbeats and the pain in my eyes, nose, and arms hampered my senses.
“Hello?” I whispered again. “I-is anybody there?”
Silence.
From nowhere, a deafening scream suddenly pierced my eardrums. It was a scream more horrifying and agonizing than I had ever before heard in my life. It sounded like it came from a girl.
Is that Nari? IS THAT NARI? WHAT ARE THEY DOING TO HER?
I pulling my constrained arms and legs with all my strength with no result except for a stab of excruciating pain as the rope cut deep into my wrists and thighs.
“NARI? Is that you? Are you okay? What’s happening? ANSWER ME! NARI…!
I moved my head in all directions to force my senses to pick up where the scream was coming from or how far the way it was. I felt like the girl was screaming at the top of her lungs directly into my eardrums.
Is it coming from here? Is it coming from inside this room?
The scream stop abruptly. Unnaturally. Once more, there was nothing but silence.
“Nari… are you there?” I whispered in a complete panic.
I listened frantically, all my senses heightened beyond their limits, but the crushing silence continued to spread and devour my surroundings. I opened my mouth again to call out to Nari, but at that exact moment, another agonizing scream pierced through the air. This time it was more muffled, like it was far away. It was a boy screaming. A few seconds later, the screaming ended. But not as abruptly as last time. It ended with a loud gurgling sound, like somebody was drowning.
“Nari… are you there?” I whispered again, but before I could finish the question, another dreadful scream cut my eardrums like a knife. This time it sounded like it came through the wall behind me, but even though muffled, it was more intense and agonizing than the previous ones. It must have come from an adult, but I couldn’t tell if it was a man or a woman.
I was in a full-blown panic. My shallow gasps didn’t give me any oxygen and my head was becoming dizzy.
“No, no, no…” I mumbled to myself. “No, no, no… this isn’t happening… this can’t be happening! NARI… ARE YOU THERE?” I ended in a shriek that matched the horrifying screams around me, but there was no answer.
I was alone.
Tears flooded from my eyes, which were still burning from the pepper. They mixed with the blood on my face, and stung the open wound on my broken nose on its way down. As it reached my lips, a strange sensation of salt mixed with metal spread through my mouth.
“N-Nari?” I whimpered again, but the only reply was yet another horrifying scream from down the corridor.
I tried to get loose again, but it only resulted in the ropes cutting deeper into my skin. I felt blood running down my wrists.
Minutes passed. Or maybe it was hours… I couldn’t tell. I had no perception of time. I only knew I was surrounded by endless pain and suffering. One scream more horrifying and excruciating than the other interrupted the short-lived silence in between. Sometimes the screams overlapped and created a deranged symphony of agony. 
After a while, my mind started drifting. I saw myself tied to one of the poles in front of the smiling face of infinite kindness of our beloved Father, basking in the soft evening sun. I couldn’t see through the swelling around my eyes but I felt several fingers and toes were missing from my body. I sensed someone was tied to the pole next to me. I knew who it was.
It was Nari.




CHAPTER 18
I don’t know how long I sat alone in my underground cell listening to one scream more horrendous and agonizing than the one before. Some sounded muffled like they carried from far away. Others were so strong and overwhelming I could swear they came from right beside me. Nevertheless, I knew I was alone, and the only thing keeping me company was the pure terror in my heart and the overwhelming feeling of abandonment by my Father - the Great General.
Father… why are you letting this happen to me?
The pain in my eyes from the pepper diminished slowly and made my vision less foggy. With the bag over my head, however, I could still not see anything, except that there was a light above me. Probably a bare light bulb hanging from the ceiling.
The clanking of a key unlocking the metal door to my cell suddenly startled me and made me jump. By reflex, I tried to pull away but was painfully reminded of the rope around my wrists and ankles. As they burned into my flesh, I once more added my harrowing scream to the symphony as fresh blood trickled down my hands and index fingers.
The door closed again, and a set of heavy footsteps approached me. I panted heavily and my heart pounded through my chest. A large figure blocked the light bulb in the ceiling and cast a dark shadow over my pitiful existence. The darkness grew as the man came closer. I pressed my body back into the chair as I felt the now-familiar vile breath through the cloth of the bag.
“I told you we would meet like this again soon.”
I sensed the malevolent smile on Colonel Wan’s lips.
“Please,” I panted. “I haven’t done anything, I swear—”
“Oh, is that so?” Colonel Wan backed away from me, leaving the repugnant stench lingering in my nostrils. “Well, if that is the case, I owe you my deepest apologies, Miss Kim… you’re free to go.”
A silence fell over the room and for a split second, I almost believed he would untie me.
The shadow in front of me, however, didn’t move.
“Wait a minute!” Colonel Wan exclaimed with gleeful malevolence. “I… I feel like my brain is trying to tell me something… it’s trying to remind me of something. What could it be… what could it be…? Ah, yes… now I remember! I remember having heard those claims before. Hmm… come to think of it, I distinctly remember hearing that exact claim from every single prisoner I have ever brought down here. It’s quite remarkable, actually. Not a single one of them had done anything wrong… they were all as pure and innocent as tiny little newborn babies,” he scoffed. “So, if you don’t mind, Miss Kim… I’d prefer if you to stay where you are so we can continue our little conversation for just a teensy bit longer.”
I tried with all my might to scream for him to let me go, but my mouth knew better than to let out any sounds.
Colonel Wan paced in front of me, making the light bulb appear, disappear, and appear again. Together with my pounding heart and shallow panting, the flickering of the light made me dizzy. I could taste blood in my mouth, but I wasn’t sure it was real.
“I bet you think you’re pretty smart,” Colonel Wan said. “But I hate to break it to you… you’re by no means the first I’ve encountered who have used pepper to disguise your hatred for our beloved Father… to pretend you’re sad he’s no longer with us—”
“I am sad!” I shrieked, unable to contain myself any longer. ”I’m devastated! I’ve always loved the Great General… even more than my actual father… you must be—”
“As I said, Miss Kim,” Colonel Wan cut me off. “You’re far from the first person I’ve caught pretending to cry. Some cried without tears, some put salt in their eyes… but you’re all the same, so you can save your breath… for now.”
He continued pacing. The only sounds I heard were his footsteps, my shallow panting, and the beating of my heart. Maybe the screaming around me had stopped… or maybe my mind had just blocked them out.
“I have to confess, Miss Kim… I was furious when General Roh snatched you away from right under my nose the last time. Of course, at that time, I had no idea who you were, or who your father was… but you were my little piggy who had just been lined up for slaughter. You were mine.” The light was again blocked and I felt the warmth of his repugnant breath. I clutched my hands around the hard metal chair and turned my head to the side in a futile effort to get away from it. “But now… I can’t believe my luck,” he whispered.
Luck? What is he talking about?
“You see,” Colonel Wan continued. “After you left, the good General gave me the task to look into your father’s case. At first, I was shocked, of course… such a thing was unheard of… questioning the guilt of one of the Strayed… I don’t know what you did to make him do that, but… in the end, it doesn’t matter. Because what I found was like a present from the Great General himself. I found out who your father is, Miss Kim… and more importantly… I found out who your grandfather was.”
“M-my grandfather?”
My intense terror was suddenly diluted with confusion.
“Yes… your grandfather. The great Kim Hyun Woo… the hero of Choson… the founder of the Public Food Distribution System. I wonder… did you know him personally?
My confusion grew exponentially.
What does my dead grandfather have to do with anything?
“I… I met him once in a while,” I panted. “Not much… just on some national holidays… on the Day of the Sun and so on… some birthdays…”
My brain raced as fast as my heart in an attempt to grasp what was going on.
“Mm… no, I didn’t take him for much of a family man,” Colonel Wan said. “We knew each other, you know… back when I lived in the Capital. I worked for him for quite some time… even considered him a mentor of sorts.”
“Y-you knew… my grandfather?”
“Indeed I did. And not only did I know him… he is the reason I’m here in this Great General-forsaken hellhole.” The towering figure once again blocked the light. “Don’t get me wrong, Miss Kim… I have grown to like it here. It definitely has some advantages that were not available to someone like me in our dear old Capital… filled to the brim with self-righteous pretentious hypocrites. Great General, how I hate all those arrogant bastards!”
I had the ominous feeling I was in more trouble than just being caught fake-crying… although remembering all the mutilated bodies I had witnessed being shot to shreds in the last ten days, I doubted if that was even possible.
“You see, Miss Kim… I like to have fun in a slightly different way than most people,” he paced before me again. “Quite different, actually… but I was always very careful not to involve anyone important. A pleasure girl here… some farmer’s daughter there. But your grandfather - the King of Arrogance himself - thought my inclinations were not appropriate of a servant of the Great General… that it wasn’t in line with the sacred principles of Juche,” he scoffed. “As if being flawless servants of the Great General is the only thing we are meant to be…”
The hard sound of his boots against the concrete floor grew in intensity and pounded against my already throbbing brain.
“So, he stabbed me in the back, your grandfather… turned everyone against me, and sent me here… to rot. I also had friends there in high places… don’t get me wrong. My family was very influential… and still is… but him… he was the great Kim Hyun Woo… nobody dared oppose him. That must have been… Great General… more than twenty years ago now. Twenty years since I had to give up my comfortable life, my career, my family… and come to this muddy hellhole. They turned me into a lowly guard. I had to endure being called Private Wan for a whole year, for Juche’s sake… can you believe it? They discarded me like garbage! But him? Him they revered like a divine being… as if he was the prodigious heir of the Great General or something.” He scoffed again. “Luckily for me, General Roh came not too long after my arrival here. Of course, he wasn’t a general at the time, but still… he was fairly high-ranking from the start. He immediately recognized and valued my skills, and… as he slowly climbed to the top, I climbed right after. And now… twenty or so years later, I can’t lie… this is my home, and I like it here… but I have never… ever… ever…forgiven your arrogant, self-righteous bastard of a grandfather for what he did to me.”
Colonel Wan’s face was now mere inches away from mine and I could feel his spit hitting the bag over my head. His breath made me nauseous, and I was afraid I would vomit. But the Colonel seemed to calm down a bit and took a step away from me before continuing.
“And then came little old you,” his voice now carried a playful tone. ”The granddaughter of the Great Kim Hyun Woo… right under my nose, and to think I almost missed it,” he chuckled.
“I… I… I’m sorry, Sir… I’m sorry for what he did to you,” I whimpered. “It was unfair… arrogant of him… but… but I—”
“But that doesn’t have anything to do with little old you, right? He did this to me, and you just happen to be a distant relative of his… right?” He chuckled again. “Well, let me remind you, Miss Kim, that in our society, guilt extends three generations. The Great General himself created that law in Juche Year 37. It was, in fact, one of the first laws he created, which means it’s also one of the most important laws of our great nation. And in my book, that means you, Miss Kim… and your sister… and your parents… are just as much to blame for what your grandfather did to me as he was. Or… do you disagree with the commandments of the Great General, Miss Kim? I mean… you pretended to cry and mourn his death, so it wouldn’t surprise—”
“NO!” I screamed in utter desperation.
“No… what?”
“No… I… I…”
“It doesn’t matter, Miss Kim… frankly, I’m completely disinterested in your opinion on the matter. The Great General has stated that guilt extends three generations, and his word is law… literally.”
“Please,” I panted.
“Please, please, please,” Colonel Wan mimicked mockingly. “How many times do I have to hear this infernal please from you people? I swear… sometimes I just want to rip out your tongues before I start working on you. But then, of course, you wouldn’t be able to confess… it’s quite the conundrum.” He cleared his throat. “Either way, Miss Kim, you can save it… and I’m going to be completely honest with you. I don’t care about you one way or the other. It’s like you said… you hardly even knew the man.” I almost started feeling relieved, but then Colonel Wan stormed down on me and clutched my arms with this hands, his fingernails piercing deep into my skin. I screamed from the shock and the pain. “But your father,” he wheezed. “Yes… that’s a whole other story, isn’t it? Yes… when your father came of age, your grandfather conveniently forgot about the whole best man for the job bullshit he always preached about and took his son in as his protégé… surprise, surprise! And the result? Hundreds of thousands… maybe even millions, dead! And their blood is on your father’s hands. Now, if I would have still been in the Capital serving in the Ministry of Food Distribution, maybe I could have put a stop to it. Maybe. But I wasn’t… I was here, rotting away… because your two-faced grandfather couldn’t be a professional and disregard his personal opinions about my inclinations. But his son… he could wreak havoc on Choson, starving people to the left and right, and nobody would think less of him… because he was the son of the great Kim Hyun Woo!”
Colonel Wan released my arms and walked over to the corner of the room. My dented skin pulsated. Through the deafening pounding of my heart, I heard the clanking of metal against metal from what seemed to be some sort of table in the corner.
“How I have dreamed about having that old geezer here… how I have dreamed of what I would do to him… it saddened me greatly when I heard of his passing,” Colonel Wan’s voice was now low and melancholic. ”But now… his son is here, together with his entire family… and frankly, that is more than I could have ever hoped for.”
He slowly walked back over to me, and I had the feeling he was holding something in his hand. I held my breath as he just stood there for a moment with an aura of light around his towering figure. Then he grabbed my left hand and forcefully extended my index finger. A sudden and intense pain made me scream at the top of my lungs as he slowly inserted something long and sharp into the flesh under the fingernail. I screamed and screamed until my voice failed me, then I just hissed as tears streamed down my face. The pain I had felt the first day as I rubbed pepper in my eyes was nothing compared to the pain I experienced now. Nothing was like this pain. It spread until it consumed my entire body… my entire existence.
“Most people don’t understand,” Colonel Wan’s voice carried through my pain from somewhere far away. “Guards come up to me and say this or that prisoner has broken a rule, let’s execute them,“ he scoffed. “And I keep telling them… if you want to punish somebody… I mean truly punish them… you always start by going after their family and friends. It’s not something that should be done quickly… you have to take your time… you have to savor it. You should make him suffer by making them suffer… then you have the pleasure of watching his soul die little by little every day. Once he’s broken and all alone… that’s when you start working on him. And only when there’s nothing left of him to torture, then you can execute him… but I would personally drag it out a little longer still. I know, I know… it’s not in line with the camp rules… blah, blah, blah… I know… but if it was up to me, the camp rules would be quite different. Just killing people when they break the rules… and most of the time, not even then… what kind of message does that send? What kind of example does it set for the rest? After all… and let’s be honest… after having been here a while, to many people, death no longer appears as the worst option! It starts to symbolize the end of their suffering… people stop being afraid of it… they even welcome it. But… no matter how bad things get, you always want to protect your loved ones. So if you know your loved ones will be punished for your actions… then you embrace your true and unavoidable fear… the fear this camp needs to fulfill its purpose and sacred mission.”
He walked toward me again. My left index finger throbbed in waves of unbearable pain as my panic reached a new unprecedented level.
“No, no, no, no… please no!” I whimpered barely audibly through my swollen throat.
The image of Jae Eun’s bloody corpse in the Center of Ideological Struggle flashed before me.
Soon I will join her in one of the unnamed mass graves up on Cemetery Hill… together will all the other people who have lost their lives this past week…
“Shhhh,” Colonel Wan was right in front of me again. “So, that’s what I will do, Miss Kim. First… I’ll take care of you.” He caressed my cheek through the cloth of the bag. I tried to pull away, but there was nowhere to go. “Then… I think your sister’s next… although I understand Private Gang has started taking care of her already.” He let out a hearty chuckle. “I have to admit that surprised me… that little sissy boy manning up like that… who would have known…?” The intense, shocking pain in my finger had been replaced with a perpetual burning pain, throbbing and pulsating like my finger was on fire. “After that… I’ll go after your mother. She’s a pretty little lady, I have to say… even considering her age. It’s remarkable how much she looks like… well, that doesn’t really concern you. Either way, I’ll do her real nice and slow… unless General Roh wants her for himself, that is. And then… poor Mr. Kim will be all alone… working in the mines from morning till night. Maybe he’ll have an accident down there. But not right away… first I want to watch him break… little by little, day by day, as he slowly fades away… it might take months… if I’m lucky, even years—”
The door suddenly smashed open and I could feel both myself and Colonel Wan jumping from the shock.
“General Roh,” Colonel Wan almost shrieked. “I… w-what do I owe this honor?”




CHAPTER 19
“Colonel,” the Demon of Yodok greeted him composedly. “I heard you arrested another pretender.”
“Y-yes, Sir… it’s… one of the new ones… one of those arrogant snobs from the Capital,” Colonel Wan stuttered.
“Well done, Colonel,” General Roh said. “Now, would you be so kind to remove the bag?”
Colonel Wan hesitated a moment but did as he was told without arguing. Everything went painfully bright and I had to squint.
“Good evening, Miss Kim” General Roh greeted me.
“Good evening, Sir,” I sobbed.
“I see you finally got your hands on her after all,” General Roh chuckled and patted the shoulder of his subordinate.
“I caught her putting pepper in her eyes during the mourning ceremony, Sir,” Colonel Wan’s tone had changed entirely.
“I see… I see,” General Roh said. “And she did this out in the open, for everybody to see?”
“Well… she tried to hide it, but I knew… I tasted her fingers, they were still full of pepper.”
“I see,” General Roh said again. “But you know, Colonel, girls can have pepper on their fingers for many different reasons… I presume you’re the one who cooks at home, am I right?” he turned to me.
“Y-yes, Sir… I… I cook…”
“And do you use pepper when you’re cooking?”
“Yes, Sir… I mean… we don’t have much left, but we put a little in every day… just to make it taste more. My family doesn’t know, but I bring a little to put in my lunch soup as well.”
General Roh laughed.
“Well, I can’t blame you… plain cabbage and that repulsive corn sludge every day become tiresome after a while. Wouldn’t you agree, Colonel?”
My eyes had now acclimatized to the light and my eyes went back and forth between the two men in front of me. They had a tense and unceasing eye contact, but Colonel Wan’s eyes were blinking rapidly and his face looked like it was about to explode.
“General,” Colonel Wan cleared his throat. “With all due respect… why exactly—”
“Well, Colonel… the fact of the matter is that… Miss Kim here and I have… an arrangement of sorts,” General Roh put his large fatherly hand on my shoulder. “You could say she works for me… and… as I’ve gotten to know her during these past weeks… well, I just find it hard to believe this girl would be anything less than genuine in her feelings towards our sadly departed Father - the Great General. And now that we’ve learned she’s responsible for cooking in their household… and she even sneaks some pepper for her lunch… well, I think that clarifies why she would have pepper residue on her fingers.”
“But General—”
“I believe this matter is settled,” General Roh cut him off firmly, “and there is no need to hold Miss Kim any longer… wouldn’t you agree, Colonel?”
“Yes, Sir… of course, Sir,” Colonel Wan’s inability to mask the fury and resentment in his voice was more than obvious even in my hazed state.
“Great,” General Roh smiled. “Then it’s all settled. Miss Kim, I will walk you out.”
He suddenly noticed the nail still inserted under my fingernail. He strolled over to me, and without any warning, pulled it right out. The pain I experience now was almost equal to when it was inserted in the first place, and again, I screamed at the top of my lungs.
“There, there,” General Roh patted my back. “It’s all over now. Colonel… please remove her restraints.”
As soon as my wrists and ankles were free, I jumped up from the chair on unsteady legs and hid behind my unexpected savior. I held my throbbing and bleeding finger tightly pressed against my chest. Colonel Wan shot fire from his eyes at both of us.
“Colonel Wan, I’m certain you have other offenders to attend to… so please don’t let us keep you from your duties.”
General Roh took me under my arm and led me out from the cell and down the dark corridor toward the stairs I was dragged down just a few hours earlier.
Or has it been days? How long time has passed?
As we walked, my mind stopped blocking out the sounds from the other cells, and I was once more immersed in a symphony of agonizing screams. I was immensely relieved and grateful to have been set free, but deep down, I feared this wouldn’t be my last visit to this horrendous place. The entire time until we reached the stairs at the end of the long corridor, I felt Colonel Wan’s burning stare on the back of my neck.
“I see you have cut your hair,” General Roh said in a low voice. “I’m glad you are making an effort to blend in… it will help you stay safe.”
I didn’t answer. Safe was the opposite of what I was feeling, and the screams around me made my head throb almost as hard as my finger. Once we were outside in the fresh night air with a million stars glistening down at us, General Roh turned to me as the horrid screams from below were silenced by the heavy entrance door closing behind us.
“So, Miss Kim, I would advise you to be careful from now on… it seems the good Colonel has it out for you,” he smirked.
“T-thank you, Sir,” I whimpered in a broken voice. “I d-don’t know how to express my gratitude.”
A cold breeze swept over my face. It felt good on my swollen eyes, so I closed them just for a moment.
“Don’t mention it… and that arrangement I told Colonel Wan about,” General Roh cleared his throat. “Let’s say it starts from tomorrow.”
This made me open my eyes so quickly a stab of pain made my head jolt backward. I look at him, completely dumbstruck.
“W-wha—?”
“As you probably know,” he continued as if he hadn’t noticed my reaction, “we are grossly understaffed here, and there are a lot of prisoner transgressions that go unpunished. Therefore we rely on the astute eyes and ears of those of the Strayed who are the most committed to redeeming their crimes. Those people are extremely important for this camp to function properly.” He looked down at me with his silvery ghost eye. “From now on, Miss Kim, you will be one of those important people. I trust you to find out about all the transgressions around you and immediately report them to Private Gang, who will be your officer in charge. I’m counting on you, Miss Kim.”
“Yes, Sir,” I blurted out, even though I in my fragmented and exhausted state wasn’t sure exactly what I was agreeing to. And it didn’t matter… whatever it was, saying no was not an option. I didn’t even have enough strength to protest against having to deal with Chul.
“Very well then, Miss Kim… I bid you good night,” he tipped his officer’s cap and set off in the direction of the Chrysanthemum Garden - the village where the officers live.
“Sir,” I said hesitantly.
He turned around with a surprised look on his face.
“Why… why did you—?”
“Oh, don’t you worry about that, Miss Kim,” he smiled. “Let’s just focus on the future… I’m certain we have a long and mutually beneficial cooperation ahead of us.” He tipped his cap at me again and had already turned around when he remembered something. “Oh… and since you won’t be able to get much information about transgressions from inside that watermill you’re working in now, from tomorrow, you’ll be reassigned to the cornfields. Your sister as well, of course… I understood the two of you want to stay together, which is fine by me. So, as I said… I’m counting on you, Miss Kim. Get to know as many of the other prisoners as possible, and find out what they’re up to.”
With that, he turned around and disappeared into the night.
I stood paralyzed for a while, processing everything that had happened, once more being reminded of the pain in my finger, my nose, and the rest of my body. I suddenly realized Colonel Wan could appear from the door behind me at any moment, so I set off in a spurt and ran home as quickly as my weakened legs could carry me.
I had barely made it through the door as my entire family gasped in relief and threw themselves into my arms. Mina and Mrs. Choy were also there, but they stayed on the side, smiling at me.
“Oh, Areum… I can’t believe you’re here… we feared the worst,” mom sobbed. “What happened to you? How did you…?”
“It was… Colonel Wan.” I couldn’t hold back the tears any longer. “He… he took me… down to the Center of Truth… he talked about… Grandpa… he said they knew each other…”
The arms holding me suddenly let go, and as I stumbled backward, I saw the whole room staring at me in shock.
“W-what are you talking about, Areum?” dad asked in a whisper. “He talked about… my father?”
“Yes,” I sobbed. “He said Grandpa Hyun Woo was the reason he’s here… that Grandpa sent him here… around twenty years ago… and now he wants to exact vengeance on him… by hurting all of us…”
The tense silence that fell over the room was only interrupted by my quiet sobbing. Shock and surprise were written on all the faces around me. Nari’s eyes looked enormous behind her thick, dirty glasses as she stood there with her mouth wide open.
“And how… how did you get out?” mom finally asked.
“G-General Roh came… he set me free… I don’t know why…”
“Okay, Areum,” mom said and pulled me into her arms once again. “It’s over now, everything will be fine.”
“No, it won’t,” I sobbed. “It really won’t…”
Mrs. Choy cleaned my wounded finger and tied it up with a clean cloth. Then she left together with Mina, who hugged me for the second time in my life. As soon as we were alone, mom put me in bed and tucked me in. I took out the Great General pin and squeezed it in my non-aching hand. Even though the agonizing screams of the dungeon were gone, they still echoed inside my head, and maybe because of that, I still wasn’t able to detect the spirit of my Father - the Great General. Either way, I was too exhausted to worry about that now. I was too exhausted to worry about anything.
Nari lay down next to me and hugged me for a long time.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t do anything, Areum,” she sobbed softly into my ear. “I tried to stop them, but—”
“It’s okay, sis,” I whispered. “You did everything you could.” Then I suddenly remembered what General Roh had told me in front of the Center of Truth. I turned my head and looked at Nari with distraught eyes. “I’m also sorry, Nari.”
“For what?” she asked, startled by the change in my face.
“W-we’re no longer working at the watermill, Nari… from tomorrow, we’ll be out in the fields… General Roh told me so… I’m sorry… it’s all because of me!”
Nari lay silent for a while before she spoke, her head pressed against my neck.
“We’ll manage,” she whispered half-heartedly. “Somehow we’ll manage.”
I knew, of course, what we’ll manage really meant. It meant I would have to do most of the work for her as usual. But right now, I didn’t have enough energy to worry about that.
Nari’s right… we’ll manage… somehow we’ll manage!
As I slowly drifted off to sleep from pure exhaustion, despite the still pulsating pain in my finger, I heard mom and dad talk about my grandfather in the background. The last thing I registered was dad saying that Grandpa had made a
lot of enemies over the years.
Then it all went black.
The next moment, I woke up inside my dream. This time, I was not standing in the street of death in Hamhung or tied to a pole in the Bloodyard. Instead, I was tied to the metal chair down in the dungeon with one of Grandpa Hyun Woo’s sworn enemies towering up in front of me as a monstrous smoldering shadow. It had an enormous needle in his hand and it was leaning down toward me.




CHAPTER 20
By the next morning, my index finger had grown to twice its normal size and pulsated with excruciating pain. My eyes were also swollen, and so was my nose. I think it was broken.
The atmosphere during breakfast was tense. Every time I closed my eyes, I was back in Colonel Wan’s chair with a never-ending pin being slowly thrust into my finger. Every time, a sharp pain shot through my entire body. At least it helped me ignore the repulsive consistency and moldy aftertaste of the lukewarm cabbage soup.
Dad looked like he had the weight of the world on his hunched and bony shoulders. Our family was now targeted by both General Roh and Colonel Wan, and his oldest daughter had been tortured in the dungeons of the Center of Truth… only one step away from being tied to the poles in the
Bloodyard. He had lost even more weight since he started working in the mines and now resembled one of the starved prisoners of war that our heroic soldiers liberated from the horrid enemy prison camps at the end of the Great Fatherland Liberation War. Our history books back at school were filled with those photographs, which used to haunt me at night when I was growing up.
But could those prison camps have been much worse than the one we’re in now?
Nari looked pale and gray under her short messy hair. In the middle of breakfast, she had to run out to vomit. At least she made it to the other side of the threshold this time. Mrs. Choy had examined her again the other day, and even if she still couldn’t find what was wrong, she was almost certain it was the assault in the mountains that had shocked her system, and that it wasn’t a reversal of her heart condition. She said it should only be temporary and that she would recover as long as she got enough rest and nourishment.
I shook my head at this.
From now on, Nari will have to spend every day outside, doing hard labor under the burning sun. How will she be able to rest? And from where will she get enough to eat?
Mom was the only one of us who looked relatively healthy, but her face became distorted by motherly concern whenever she looked at Nari… and me, which somehow pleased me.
Mostly, however, we did our best not to look at each other, and with the silent tension building in the room, I was startled when dad suddenly cleared his throat.
“I think I’ve heard about him,” he mumbled without looking up from the crackling fire. “I mean, about Colonel Wan… from my father… back when I was at university. He told me there was a man who had raped and killed several women… and even young girls. He used to go outside the city with his car and just grab one he liked… then took her away and raped and tortured her… and when he was done, he’d kill her and leave her in a ditch somewhere. Didn’t even bother to hide the body. People around him knew about it, but they covered it up because he was from a respectable family… very high Regime Loyalty Classification Level. But when my father found out about it, he didn’t care about the status of his family. He sent him away… far away, so he wouldn’t be able to hurt anybody else.”
We had all stopped eating and just stared at dad.
“I… I never knew his name, and… I had nearly forgotten all about it… it was such a long time ago… but… it must have been him. And it seems he’s been holding this grudge against my father this whole time.” He sniffled loudly. “I’m so sorry for… for what we have done, my father and I. All we wanted was to make Choson prosper and to feed the people, but it seems we have brought nothing but problems and sorrow upon our family… and the country. I’m… I’m truly sorry.”
We all looked down at the ground as the man of the house sobbed like a scolded schoolboy. I had a strong urge to run over and hug him, to tell him it was alright… that I forgive him. But I had an equally strong urge to scream at him that he was right… that he and Grandpa had ruined my life… that they were the reason for the nightmare we were in right now. They had created this mess, and now all of us had to pay for it.
I once again felt my deep-seated hatred boiling up inside.
It’s all his fault! Why do I keep forgetting? EVERYTHING IS HIS FAULT!
Mom observed us with an expression that combined worry and guilt into one. When she opened her mouth, I was sure she was going to tell dad it’s okay, that it’s not his fault… but she didn’t.
“I have been given a new work assignment,” she said instead.
We looked at her with surprise. That was the last thing I had expected her to say.
“I found out last night. I’m going to be a maidservant in the officers’ village… in the Chrysanthemum Garden.”
“Oh,” dad’s teary eyes widened slightly, but other than that, his facial expression remained unaltered.
“I think… it could be a good opportunity for us,” mom continued nervously. “I think I might get extra benefits, but… it also means that I will come home very late every day since I need to help serve dinner and clean up at night… and attend the bar.”
She let her worried look leap from one of us to the other, fearing our reactions.
“What kind of benefits?” I asked.
“I don’t know, Dear… we’ll have to see… but I’m sure there will be some… hopefully extra food rations… for all of us.”
“Good,” dad said firmly, wiping away the tears from his cheeks. “That’s good… it’ll be good for us.”
He nodded and threw a feeble smile toward mom. He handed his empty bowl to Nari, stood up on trembling legs, and got ready to leave for the mines. He hesitated a brief moment on the threshold, looking back at the three of us with an expression as if he was saying goodbye for the last time. Then he left.
Mom didn’t know what to say after he was gone, and after a moment of awkward silence, she also departed for her new work assignment. Left alone to clean up were Nari and I, although Nari had to do most of it since I couldn’t get my injured finger wet. Seeing Nari barely being able to handle the cooking pots, however, my worry for how she will manage a full day out in the fields resurfaced.
“I will help you with your quota, Nari,” I reassured her. “Just do as much as you can, and I’ll do the rest. Anyway… it’s my fault you ended up in the fields… if only I could have cried like you…”
“No, Areum, it’s not your fault… you’re strong, and I need you to stay strong… you shouldn’t wish to be like me… I’m just sensitive, you know, and lately… I’ve become even more sensitive… I feel strange… but I’ll be fine, I promise.”
You shouldn’t make promises you can’t keep, I wanted to say, but I held my tongue.
By the time Nari and I left the house - again leaving the horrific prisoner uniforms neatly folded by the wall - the sun was already peeking over the distant mountain ridge to the east. As instructed, we met with Chul in the guardhouse by the fields. I had been afraid I wouldn’t be able to contain my rage when I saw him, but luckily there were other guards as well, so all of us were forced to conduct ourselves appropriately. Still, I had to avoid looking directly at his face… that was the only way I could suppress the hatred burning in my chest during those few minutes I had to endure his presence. Chul didn’t look at me either. Only at Nari. He assigned us to the cornfield nearest the watermill. I guessed he wanted to continue having Nari close for some reason, but he didn’t make any further remarks about the change. Throwing a fleeting glance at his face before we left the guardhouse, however, I could see his eyes silently apologizing to Nari for not being able to keep her in the safety of the watermill.
I scoffed.
Like that makes any kind of difference after what you did! One day, I will make you pay! You just wait!
There were about fifty people in the cornfield work unit we were assigned to. Most of them looked more dead than alive and had the common large dark circles around their eyes and necks, but a few looked well-fed and healthy. I assumed those belonged to the privileged group under the unit leader - Mr. Ma - an angry-looking tall man with thinning gray hair.
The majority of the work unit partook in the harvest. They cut down cornstalks, broke off and gathered the corncobs, and loaded them on a rickety wagon to be hauled off to the watermill or the granary up by the Lotus Garden. The wagon was pulled from the front and pushed from the back by a group of men
without the help of an ox or horse. I recognized Do Hun - the man who always made the deliveries to the watermill - among them. Those who didn’t partake in the harvest were assigned to digging new irrigation paths for the next sowing with old rusty shovels or wooden planks. I crossed my fingers not to be put in that group.
As luck would have it, we were given the easiest job available - to remove and gather the corncobs from the cut-down stalks on the ground, something that drew disgruntled scowls from the less fortunate prisoners around us. I knew, of course, this was yet another attempt by Chul to be absolved of his sins… and I also knew hell would freeze over before he was granted any form of absolution from me.
The workday started with a whistle, and within minutes, I could virtually see the energy being drained from Nari’s body… and so was the color from her face. Unlike before, when she had Mina to help her on Sundays, I had to take that role upon myself. I worked as fast as I could to be able to put every fourth corncob in her pile. Luckily, my swollen finger didn’t hamper my speed as I could do most of the work with one hand, but as the day progressed, the pain increased. Soon, a bright red stain had formed at the tip of the cloth wrapped around it. The sun was also becoming stronger by the minute from the cloudless sky, but I had no option but to endure - something I had learned during all those years preparing for outdoor festivals and relentless gymnastics training before competitions. Still, at the pace I was working, I felt like I was barely hanging on by a thread. However bad it was for me, though, it was worse for Nari. She looked weaker and paler every time I looked at her. A few hours in, as her skin color had transformed into ash-gray with a hint of green, she vomited on the pile of corn in front of her without warning and then collapsed on her side.
“Nari!” I shrieked and rushed over, grabbing her shoulders.
“Areum…” she whimpered as she tried to get up without success.
At least she was conscious.
Looking around, my panic grew as Mr. Ma and the other people in our work unit gave us angry looks. We both knew why.
If one doesn’t perform… all are punished.
“Come on, Nari… can you get up? Please… you have to at least sit and pretend to work… I’ll take care of the rest, okay? Come on, sit here… I’ll bring over the stalks.”
Nari nodded feebly as I helped her to sit up and made sure she didn’t fall back down. I rushed to clean off the vomit from the corn and to create the illusion that she was fine and working again. She moved in slow motion with her eyes almost completely closed, but I managed to make it look like we were both engaged in teamwork. Sweat soaked my clothes, and the cloth around my throbbing finger no longer had any trace of white, but I was determined to help my baby sister. However, as my energy started to deplete as well, my frustration and desperation grew.
If this is how she is after only a few hours, how will we manage this every day for… ever? And summer is far from being over… the warmest days are still to come…
I had a sudden intense urge to be back in Miss Ae’s steaming hot and sweat-reeking classroom… just for one more day.
One more hour…
“Water ration! Come and get it!” a coarse voice yelled from the other side of the field.
Did I hear right? Did they really say…?
“Come on, Nari,” I jumped to my feet. “Let’s get you some water… you’ll feel better.”
“Okay,” she nodded, but I had to use all my strength to lift her to her feet and lead her over to the water-filled wagon.
As usual, the men were served first, but there was plenty of water left when it became our turn.
At least we no longer have that giant ogre drinking all the water and leaving nothing for us…
“Thank you so much, Sir,” I bowed at the young guard - whom I hadn’t seen before - as he handed me a full cup of water.
It tasted bitter, but it was divine.
“Well, we need you to finish the harvest,” the young guard muttered without looking at me as he started filling the next cup. “Can’t have you all fainting in the fields… or else we’ll never finish. And then it’s not only your asses… the Great General knows we need this food now more than ever.”
Even though it was just an expression, hearing him mentioning the
Great General sent the now familiar stabbing pain of abandonment through my heart.
Are you really gone, Father? Have you indeed left me all alone here in this hell on earth?
The feeling of abandonment didn’t last long, though. After drinking the miraculous water, I felt like a new person. I had energy in abundance and not even the sun bothered me as much anymore. I even noticed the pleasant fragrance of the freshly harvested corn around me for the first time. Nari looked better too and, to my surprise, managed to do some actual work… although still very slowly. Mr. Ma and the others, however, didn’t appreciate Nari’s miraculous improvement and continued to throw angry glances at us throughout the day. I tried to ignore them, but I knew they were there.
Since Nari was feeling better and no longer was my most imminent risk factor, my mind went to the new assignment General Roh had given me… to become an informant. I shuddered as I looked at the prisoners around me. Most of them, I had never seen before… let alone talked to.
How will I be able to find out anything about these people? And… what if they don’t break any rules… what will happen to me if I have nothing to report?
Based on everything I had witnessed in the past week, I had a fairly good idea of what it meant to suffer the wrath of the Demon of Yodok.
Lunchtime came and went and another water ration saved us once more in the afternoon. All this time, these constant thoughts and worries spun around in my head, so when Mr. Ma suddenly blew his whistle to end the workday, I was completely taken aback. I looked around me, astounded that I had lost track of time to such a degree I hadn’t even noticed it was getting dark. The next thing that astounded me was that Nari had managed to fill a surprisingly large portion of her quota by herself.
The effect of the afternoon water ration had, however, worn off and I was again dying from thirst. I supported Nari’s trembling body and went over to the river to drink.
It would have been easier to go alone and bring water back to her in a bucket, but after what happened, neither of us would go there alone anymore.
At home, we were barely conscious as we prepared dinner, and as soon as our empty soup bowls hit the floor, we both collapsed on our quilts. I slept so hard I didn’t even notice when mom and dad came a few hours later.
I didn’t visit the land of dreams this night.
And not the land of nightmares either.




CHAPTER 21
Fortunately, the second day went easier than the first. Partially because it didn’t take long to get used to the highly repetitive work of breaking off and gathering corncobs, but it was also because the sky was covered with thick clouds the entire day, so it didn’t feel like our brains were boiling like eggs inside our heads. Nari also seemed to feel slightly better. To my great relief, she didn’t vomit the whole day and was able to fill a substantial part of her quota herself. At night, however, we were just as exhausted as we had been the night before, so we just went to the river to drink, then home to eat, and finally collapsed on our quilts.
Dad did the same after he came home from the mines. He had yet another fresh wound on the top of his head that he had cleaned best he could in the river before coming home. I was almost fast asleep when mom came from her new work assignment in the middle of the night. The work in the Chrysanthemum Garden took much more of her time than any of us had expected, and she was required to eat both breakfast and dinner there. Fortunately, we still received our full family ration, including the extra ration we were receiving without any explanation as to why.
But for how long?
In the morning of the third day - which fortunately was just as cloudy as the second - Chul approached me in the field. It was the first time he dared to come over since we started here, and the discomfort was vividly written on his face. I fought my normal instinct to strangle him to death right there and then and instead calmly followed him away from the other prisoners’ prying eyes. Nari threw a worried glance after us, so I signaled to her it was fine.
“Do you have anything to report?” he asked without looking me in the eyes as soon as we had reached the shadow of a tree next to the field.
“About what?” I crossed my arms and glared at him. I knew, of course, perfectly well what he was talking about but had no intention of making things easy for him.
“Areum… General Roh gave you this assignment personally… he expects you to deliver… have you found out anything about the others?”
Chul looked like he wanted nothing more than for the ground to open up and devour him.
I felt no pity.
“No,” I admitted without uncrossing my arms. My anger made my swollen finger again throb with excruciating pain… or maybe I had just been distracted by work until now. “How could I have? It’s hard enough to just fill the daily quota… when would I have time to talk to anyone? Also… people are already angry at both of us because we got the easiest work detail and because Nari is so slow… do you really think they would tell me anything?”
Chul finally looked me in the eyes. He had deep concern written on his face and sweat pearling on his forehead.
“I know, Areum… but you have to give me something, okay? I can give you until tomorrow because you’re still getting used to the new work and all… but tomorrow you need to give me something… anything. Clear? Areum… you must understand, it’s for you own sake… and for…”
Don’t you dare say her name!
I uncrossed my arms and clenched my fist. Chul noticed it and took half a step back, but continued looking at me imploringly.
“Fine,” I finally conceded while continuing to glare him down with contempt.
“And… there’s another thing, but… better I tell you later… I’ll come by your house tonight.”
“You’ll do what?” I almost shrieked, but he was already walking away from me with fast determined steps and no intention of looking back. His whole body was so tense it reminded me of the soldiers that used to march before the Great General on the Day of the Sun.
Who will they march before now…?
I hurried back into the cornfield, and it was clear that not even talking to a guard prevented my fellow harvesters from throwing murderous glares at me. Nari asked me what Chul wanted. I told her it was nothing special, but that he would come by the house tonight, trying to sound as casual as possible. She immediately grabbed my arm and looked me dead serious in the eyes.
“Areum, I beg you… don’t do anything stupid… you must promise me that!”
I promised, although I had to fight the instincts that screamed at me to use this opportunity to finally have him alone in the dark… if I did it quickly, he wouldn’t even have time to scream. Of course, deep down, I knew this wasn’t the time.
But soon!
It was already dark by the time we had filled our quota, but before we had the chance to relax, the leader of our work unit, Mr. Ma, barged over and screamed at us to get our act together, scaring Nari half to death.
“I-I’m sorry… I promise to work harder,” she whimpered as I quickly dragged her away from harm’s way.
I knew nothing good would come from engaging with men like him. On the way to the river, I couldn’t help but wonder if he could be a suitable candidate to find some dirt on that I could report to Chul. I quickly realized, however, that if you’re appointed as a unit leader by the guards, you’re probably already working as an informant and are protected, so I reluctantly crossed Mr. Ma off my list of one. Either way, right now I was completely worn out and barely had the energy to help Nari limp over to the river and then go home to eat and sleep.
This will have to be tomorrow’s problem!
And I knew it would be.
At home, Nari and I prepared dinner in silence. Knowing Nari’s rapist would walk through the door any minute, I couldn’t help throwing anxious glances in that direction once every five seconds. I saw Nari do the same, but I had the feeling her anxiety stemmed from a different place than mine.
The door suddenly opened.
No… it’s too soon… I’m not ready…
My heart skipped a beat, but my shock quickly changed to disappointment when I saw dad coming through the door instead of Chul. Fortunately, he didn’t notice it.
Dad ate quickly and went straight to bed, but I stayed up, my eyes fixed on the door. Nari waited up as well. Dad - half-asleep - looked curiously at our tense stares but didn’t ask. He probably assumed we were waiting for mom. If he had the strength to think anything at all, that is… which I doubted. We also didn’t tell him. And what could we have said? Neither of us knew the reason why Chul was coming.
If he really is coming. Could it be that he is just playing some sick mind game on us?
I sat with my head leaning against the wall, methodically caressing the smooth warm metal of my sister’s Great General pin. His spirit still didn’t make itself known to me, but that was not my concern right now. The voices in my head were still debating - mildly speaking - what to do when Chul walked through the door.
Time passed. My adrenaline levels spiked and then waned. I grew tired. Then, just as I was ready to give up - I couldn’t ignore the fact that getting enough sleep before the next workday was a matter of life and death - there were three soft, but rapid knocks on the door.
Dad turned around in his bed with his eyes still closed and said, “Yes?”
The door creaked open and a shy Chul entered.
“I’m sorry for the late visit,” he said in his soft feminine voice. It trembled slightly.
Dad sat up, but I wasn’t sure he was truly awake.
Instinctively, I ran a few scenarios of how I could kill him without getting our family into trouble, but none seemed realistic… and I had promised Nari.
“W-what can we do for you, Private Gang?” Dad asked with a sleepy, but surprised expression.
“I… I just came to apologize,” Chul fiddled with his Private’s cap, which he had removed as he entered.
His words hit me like a sucker punch to the stomach.
Is he going to admit to… everything? Just like that?
I straightened myself to be ready for anything.
“I wanted to talk to you about… er… the extra food rations you have been receiving lately… er… that was me… I arranged that for you.” He rubbed the nape of his neck nervously.
All the sleepiness disappeared from dad’s face and his big bloodshot eyes were now fully focused on the feeble little guard in front of him.
“I don’t understand,” he said, twitching his eyes. “You have been giving us the extra rations… but… why? We thought it was just some big mistake…”
“No, no… no mistake… it was me,” Chul’s eyes flickered around the room. “But… the thing is… er… the reason I’m here is… well… I needed to tell you that… you won’t be receiving the extra rations anymore… and… I wanted to tell you in person that I’m sorry… it’s just that… food is tight right now… and with the horrible tragedy of the Great General’s passing, and… problems all around the country… storms, and floods hitting the harvests… well… it’s just not possible anymore… I’m so sorry.”
“I… I don’t know what to say,” dad stuttered. “But thank you, Sir… the extra rations have been a great help, especially considering everything that has happened to us lately,” I saw Chul’s face turning red, “but we’ll manage… thank you… we’re truly very grateful, Private Gang.”
Chul threw a guilty glance at Nari, and then at me.
I was fire and flames inside. The whole situation was surreal.
Can I really sit here and watch our father thank his baby girl’s rapist? I can’t… I CAN’T!
Nari gave me a cautioning look, like she was reading my mind through our latent twin connection.
“Well… that was all I needed to say… I… I just wanted you to—” Chul started, but at that very moment, mom came in through the door.
She looked at us all, surprised, but she didn’t get scared. I knew why. As far as she knew, Chul was the only nice guard in the camp, and he had been looking out for Nari and me.
If she only knew…
“Oh, good evening, Sir,” she greeted him with a faint bow and a tired smile.
“Good evening, Mrs. Kim… I was just about to—”
“Sun Hee… it’s this young man who has been giving us the extra food rations all this time,” dad interjected.
“Really?” Mom looked at him with utter surprise. “I can’t believe it… we have been racking our brains to figure out what that was all about… I… I don’t know how to thank you… you have no idea what a lifesaver you have been… we’re truly grateful for it, Private…?”
“Gang,” Chul said, his face bordering on crimson. “Private Gang… but there really is no need…” He started slowly moving towards the door, which was still blocked by mom. “The reason I came here was because… well… I was sorry to have to inform you that… I can’t give you the extra rations any longer… restrictions from the top… I tried, but it’s just not possible anymore… there was nothing I could do about it…”
He apologetically shrugged his shoulders and extended his trembling hand past mom toward the doorknob.
Mom took half a step to the side, but it didn’t give him enough free space to pass. She was still struggling to wrap her head around what was going on and wasn’t ready to end the conversation just yet.
“Oh, I see,” she said, “I’m sorry to hear that… but really… thank you anyway, Private Gang… but… “
“No need to thank me, really… well… I’ll let you get your rest.” He quickly opened the door, forcing mom to take another half-step back. “Sorry for disturbing you so late… goodnight.”
“May I ask?” mom stopped him halfway through the door. “Just… why did you give us extra rations?”
A massive dose of adrenaline was released into my bloodstream. The moment of truth was close. I could almost taste it. Nari, on the other hand, looked completely terrified.
“Well, I… I know your daughters, and… I know Nari’s sick… so I… just thought you might need some extra help, but I… I really have to…”
Mom looked even more puzzled by this incoherent rambling but didn’t want to pursue it any further, so she just smiled at him goodbye and backed away from the door, finally letting the crimson and abundantly sweating Chul take his final step to freedom.
At that moment, I exploded.
“IT WAS HIM!” I screamed at the top of my lungs, jumping to my feet and pointing my trembling finger at the scared little boy on the other side of the threshold. I could hardly breathe and my heart felt like it was trying to break through my ribcage. Everybody stared at me, and the terror on Nari’s face was perfectly mirrored on Chul’s deep-red face. “It was him… he was the one who raped Nari.”
Mom and dad gasped as they stared at Nari and Chul with bulging eyes.
“W-what…?” mom’s lips trembled.
“And before that, he tried to rape me,” I spat. “He and the other guard… Chang Min… up in the mountains… IT WAS THEM!” My face was on fire and every vein in my body was throbbing.
Mom and dad stared at me. Then they stared at Chul. Then at Nari. Then once more back at me.
“Is… is that true?” mom asked Nari in a weak and broken voice that I had never heard before.
Nari looked down at the ground and hesitated for a while. Then she nodded.
“Oh, Great General!” both mom and dad gasped again.
Mom lost the strength in her legs and collapsed on the floor. Chul just stood there, the white teeth in his open mouth contrasting his dark blood-filled face, looking like he was waiting for the first hail of bullets from a firing squad.
“I… I… I…” he stuttered. “I’m so sorry… I… I…”
“I think we have to ask you to leave now,” dad said through his gritted teeth.
“I… I… I just…”
“Please… I’m begging you…”
This time it was mom. She looked straight into his eyes and I knew that I, at last, didn’t have to carry this unbearable hatred alone anymore. “Leave us alone! Please! Just leave us alone!”
“I… I…” Chul stuttered a couple of more times, his face glistening from sweat… and maybe tears. He looked like he had shrunk a whole head where he stood in the doorway like a frightened little girl.
He swallowed loudly, threw a scared glance at Nari and me, then took the final reluctant step to freedom and closed the door behind him.




CHAPTER 22
The room lay in silence for a while. Nobody moved an inch… not even a breath was heard. Then Nari started to cry. That broke the spell over us, and both mom and dad rushed over to embrace her.
“I’m sorry,” Nari whimpered. “I’m so sorry…”
“Shh,” mom comforted her. “There is nothing to be sorry about… it’s not your fault… it’s all over now.”
Mom stroked Nari’s hair while she continued sobbing with her face pressed against her mother’s chest. Dad sat on the other side and stroked her back.
I sat in silence, wondering how this would affect our lives.
After a while, mom turned to me.
“Areum… did you say he… tried to rape you as well?”
“Yes,” I nodded. “He and the other guard… Chang Min… but I fought them off and ran away.”
“I don’t understand,” mom shook her head, her brows deeply furrowed. “How did Nari get involved in all of this? And… I thought you said Chul was the only nice guard here… that he was looking out for you…?”
“I… I don’t know,” I said. “I thought he was nice… but I guess it was all just an act… and I don’t know how Nari got involved… she must have appeared somehow afterward… I never saw her…”
I got the uncomfortable feeling I was defending myself again. I also remembered the story Hana told had me - that she witnessed everything without stepping in - but I thought retelling that would only complicate things even further.
“It’s not Areum’s fault,” Nari mumbled from mom’s chest. “It was me… I thought I could fix it…”
“Fix what? What are you talking about?” mom’s tone was becoming agitated.
“Mom, please… just leave it alone!” Nari sat up. “What’s done is done… we can’t do anything about it now. Please, I don’t want to talk about it anymore. Just hold me… okay, Mom?”
“Of course, honey,” mom said as Nari lay back down on her chest. “It’s okay… everything is okay…”
Mom stroked Nari’s hair until she fell asleep, and then the rest of us also went to bed. I gently placed the Great General pin in my hand and was suddenly reminded of the pain in my finger. It was still swollen and slightly pulsating but not as much as before. At least it wasn’t bleeding anymore.
I sat for a while, staring at the pin depicting the smiling face of my Father - the Great General in front of a billowing red flag that glistened softly from the light of the dying fire. I couldn’t understand it. How could a place like this exist… and atrocities like these happen… in the perfect paradise He created? And how could our eternal ruler suddenly die? Could He die all along? Why is nobody explaining what happened? And why is nobody telling us who’s ruling Choson now that our eternal leader is gone?
A pang of deep sadness and hollowness inside me added to the pain pulsating through my body from my finger. And if that wasn’t enough - when I closed my eyes, I saw Chul’s drunken eyes and smelled his drunken breath in the clearing up in the mountains. I quickly opened my eyes again and continued staring at the pin. Before long, the fire died and complete darkness veiled the room and my Father - the Great General on the pin with it.
Consumed by pain and emptiness, I clenched the pin in my hand and lay down on my hard quilt. In the darkness, it didn’t matter if my eyes were open or closed. Before me, I saw Chul coming at me… wrestling me down to the ground… ripping my shirt open. My body cringed. Then Chul was gone and in his place appeared Chang Min… twice as large as I knew he was. He pushed me down to the ground where I hit my head on a rock.
I don’t know how long this agony continued or if I was awake or dreaming, but finally, the perpetual attacks of the two drunk men started fading. Then they stopped completely. Left was only emptiness and pain as I drifted off to dreamless sleep.
At least the truth is out now…
When we woke up the next morning, mom was still there and had made us breakfast.
“Mom… won’t you be punished?” Nari asked cautiously.
“Don’t worry about me… I will tell them I had a family emergency… they will understand.”
I looked at her dumbfounded.
Is that really how things work here?
“Look, girls,” mom said as we started eating. “I can’t even begin to imagine what you must be feeling after what you have gone through… it’s just horrible, for lack of a better word, and… I keep thinking there must have been something I could have done to prevent it… I don’t know… but what’s important is that we make sure this doesn’t happen ever again, okay? Both of you need to be extremely careful from now on. Don’t trust anyone… even if they seem nice, like Private Gang. Never walk alone… only go to work and come back… don’t go anywhere else for any reason. I… I’m away the whole day… and your father too, so we can’t be here to protect you… it’s up to you two… especially you, Areum… you’re the strong one… you have to keep the both of you safe. Can you promise me that? Please?”
“Yes, Mom,” I said and Nari nodded too.
“Thank you,” she sighed. “I’m sorry, but I have to go to work now. Be safe, girls! Remember your promise. I love you.”
“I love you too, Mom,” Nari said.
I said, “Goodbye.”
I hadn’t broken through that wall yet.
At work, under the cloudy sky, Nari again looked both sick and worried. The pain in my finger was still bothering me, but it didn’t start bleeding again, and I had gotten accustomed to working only using my other nine fingers.
Chul appeared by the cornfield on and off and was throwing glances at Nari and me. I tried my best not to pay him any attention, but it didn’t become easier by the visions of him and Chang Min flashing before me in my mind whenever I closed my eyes. I was, however, glad the truth was out… and it had made me even more determined to exact our vengeance. However, now that I no longer worked in the watermill with its enormous body-crushing cogwheels, I had no idea how to go about it.
Before noon, my murderous fantasies were interrupted by Nari vomiting again, and my rage was replaced by panic and concern. I crouched down to help her and to block the view from the other workers. There was no need to fuel their hatred even further. This time, however, Nari didn’t collapse on the ground afterward - she just dropped her glasses on the ground, which I helped her pick up - and could immediately go back to harvesting. I made sure she was okay, but I didn’t make any further comments. I didn’t have the strength to have her get angry at me again and say it was nothing.
Nari’s health was, nevertheless, not my only concern at the moment. I knew I had to give Chul some kind of information about somebody today… otherwise, there would be consequences. I racked my brain and looked around at the people in my work unit. I didn’t know any of them and was even less aware of any secrets they might have, let alone if they had broken any of the Sacred Rules. If I was going to inform on anybody, it should at least be somebody who deserved it. My mind suddenly went to Ki Ha, the bald giant ogre in the watermill, but apart from being a mean bastard - the only thing there was no rule against in Yodok - I couldn’t think of any offense he might have committed.
I was stuck.
During the lunch break, Chul came over to my log where I sat with my watery, flavorless cabbage soup, trying to ignore the lingering aftertaste of mold. For the first time since Nari’s rape, my first impulse was not to punch his teeth in and strangle him.
This time, I was worried.
Genuinely worried.
“You don’t have anything, do you?” Chul said in a low voice, making him sound less feminine than usual.
“No.”
Chul sighed.
“You have to give me something today, you know that right?”
“I know, I know… but really… I haven’t seen or heard anything… what can I report?”
I also sighed as Chul gave me a serious look.
“Here’s the thing, Areum… everybody in here informs on everybody, that’s how people get by. But that doesn’t mean that everyone who gets informed on have done what they’re accused of. Understand?”
I looked at him surprised. That thought had honestly not occurred to me until now.
“So… I should lie?” I furrowed my brows.
“Yes,” he said flatly. “If you want to survive but don’t have any real information, you have to make something up… that’s your only choice.”
I followed the slow flow of the river in the distance behind the fields with my eyes. Its glistening water created a shiny line between the towering mountain ridge behind it and the green-yellow cornfield in front of it. It was an unsuitably beautiful backdrop to the nightmare residing within its enclosure.
“What will happen to them?” I asked. “To the ones I inform on?”
“Depends on the offense. For minor things, they will just get their rations cut. But I don’t think General Roh will be content with you reporting things like that… at least not all the time. I think he expects something bigger from you. So they will be tortured for sure… not necessarily executed, though, but as I said… it depends on the offense. And on the interrogator as well. If they have the misfortune of falling into Colonel Wan’s clutches… well, you probably have a pretty good idea yourself by now how it will go.”
For an instant, I was back in Colonel Wan’s chair in the Center of Truth with the sharp metal pin slowly being inserted under my fingernail. A shot of pain swept through my entire body and I shuddered.
“So the next words out of my mouth will either lead to me being tortured and possibly executed or some other poor soul being tortured and possibly executed.”
“That pretty much sums it up,” Chul lit a cigarette with trembling hands. “I know it’s horrible… beyond horrible… but that’s the way it is, you know… and it’s the way it has to be… if nobody trusts each other, nobody can join forces and revolt… that’s the only way they can make this place work… just don’t tell anyone I said so,” he threw me a worried glance.
I put my empty bowl on the ground and crossed my legs on top of the log. The smoke from Chul’s cigarette stung my eyes and nose, but I didn’t dislike the smell. It reminded me of Su Mi’s mother and their apartment in the Capital. In the distance, I could vaguely hear the familiar soft splashing of the waterwheel.
“There is one guy,” I said hesitantly. “He made our lives miserable before… but I don’t know if he deserves—”
“If you think of people… I mean, prisoners,” he added with a guilty tone, “who you know are bad… is he the first person who comes to mind?”
“Yes,” I said, and it was true… if I only thought of the prisoners.
“Is he a unit leader? Or do you know if he’s also an informant? That would complicate things.”
“He’s not a leader… but I don’t know if he’s an informant.”
“Okay,” Chul said. “Give me his name, I will check it out. Then we can come up with a story together… at least this first time.”
I sighed deeply.
“It’s… Moon Ki Ha… the big guy in the watermill.”
Chul chuckled.
“Yeah… he’s a real asshole… and he hates my guts, too. I don’t think he’s an informant for anybody, but I’ll check it out. Let’s meet up after the workday has finished, and we can agree on what offense he has committed. Then we’ll go to my supervisor together and tell him about it. Okay? General Roh is surely keeping an eye on you, but I don’t report to him directly.”
“Okay,” I said, but I felt my intestines twisting into a hard knot inside me.
The rest of the workday was agonizing. The clouds disappeared from the sky and the pressing heat from the naked sun returned in full force. Nari was barely able to stand up straight, so I had to work even faster than usual to fill our quotas. The extra water rations that came in the afternoon helped, but not enough. Our unit leader, Mr. Ma, and the other unit members continued to throw angry glances at us as we kept falling behind the rest, but my main worry was now what I needed to do afterward.
I went through the ten Sacred Rules in my head, but every single of them would get Ki Ha tortured and executed. On the other hand, if I didn’t give them valuable enough information, I knew Colonel Wan would finally get his way with me.
In the end, the only thing that made sense was to say I had seen him steal food. He definitely had access to it, being alone in the watermill the whole day. As I reluctantly made the inevitable decision, I hoped his punishment wouldn’t be too severe… I didn’t want his death on my conscience. But, of course, I knew it would be.
When the workday had finished, I told Chul I would be right back and walked Nari home, like we had promised mom. Afterward, we met up again by the School of Juche. I had to walk there alone. I didn’t have any choice.
“It’s all clear,” Chul said. “Ki Ha is not an informant for anybody.”
I felt a strange sensation of relief mixed with guilt.
“Have you decided on an allegation yet?”
“Stealing food,” I sighed. “You know… from the watermill.”
“Good. And you saw him do it with your own eyes?” I looked at him without understanding. “In the story, you will tell my supervisor… did you see him stealing food with your own eyes?”
“Yes, I saw him.”
“Were you alone?”
“Nari was there, but I was the only one who saw it. We were on the last water break of the day. Ki Ha drank first, then he went back inside, and thinking we were too preoccupied with the water, he put some corncobs under his clothes. But I saw him through the doorway.”
“That’ll do,” Chul nodded. “Let’s go.”
I sighed and nodded back. My heart was racing.
We walked over to the road through the cornfield but waited a while to emerge into the road since we spotted Lucky walking by - an encounter neither of us had the energy for - then we rushed over to the guardhouse and entered without knocking. In the house, same as last time, sat the big-jawed Sergeant Park who had assigned us to Chul on our fifteenth birthday. That had been a cursed day… the day our Father - the Great General - had left this world behind.
Sergeant Park looked like he had been expecting us.
“Private Gang,” he greeted. “What do you have for me?”
“This is prisoner Kim Areum… she has some information about a serious rule violation.”
“I’m listening,” he joined his hands over the desk in front of him.
“Yes… er… Sir… I did see something,” I stuttered. My throat suddenly felt thick and my head was dizzy. “Er… it was… the other week… in the watermill… it was…er…”
“Please get to the point, Prisoner Kim… I’m a busy man,” Sergeant Park started thumbing his pencil impatiently.
“Yes, o-of course… Sir,” I nervously tried to clear my throat, but the persistent thick lump remained in its place. “The other week… in the watermill… I saw prisoner Moon Ki Ha put some corncobs under his clothes when he thought no one was watching.”
“I see,” Sergeant Park examined my face. “Did anyone else see this offense?”
“Er… no… only me… Sir.”
He leaned back in his chair, which creaked alarmingly, but he didn’t seem to notice.
“So… prisoner Kim… if this happened several weeks ago… why are you reporting about it first now? Are you aware that by doing so, you are yourself breaking Sacred Rule number five? And if you’re not aware, then you’re by definition breaking Sacred Rule number ten - all prisoners must know these rules by heart.”
Large sweat drops from my forehead dripped down and stung my eyes, making me blink frantically.
“Because… because…” I stuttered.
“Prisoner Kim was at that time in a highly vulnerable position,” Chul suddenly intervened. “She worked very closely with the perpetrator at the watermill, so retaliation was virtually unavoidable… it is also relevant to mention that he several times threatened to stage an accident for her and her sister, who also worked there, so they were justly afraid of him. Prisoner Kim was, despite this, aware of her duties according to camp rule number five, and she is deeply remorseful for this, and she will bring this personal failure as her main topic during the next Meeting of Ideological Struggle.”
Sergeant Park looked at Chul, then at me.
“Is that so, prisoner Kim?” he asked inquisitively. “Are you deeply remorseful?”
“Yes, Sir… I’m very remorseful, Sir… I haven’t even been able to sleep since it happened… I have been so burdened by my guilty conscience… and I swear, it will never happen again… I have learned my lesson.”
He pondered the information for a while, examining me with suspicious eyes.
Chul cleared his throat.
“I think we should also not forget that prisoner Kim was given the assignment to identify dissidence and transgressions among the prisoner population directly by General Roh, Sir,” Chul said in a tone that was uncharacteristically authoritative for him.
Sergeant Park gave him a disapproving look but then nodded his head.
“Okay, prisoner Kim, we’ll do it like this. You have provided us with useful information about a transgression of a fellow prisoner that you have witnessed. We thank you for this information, and we will make sure that prisoner Moon is punished for his crime and no longer will pose a threat to you or others. Usually, we would reward you for information like this. In this case, however, since you broke one of the Sacred Rules waiting so long to come forward with the information, your reward will be that we omit your punishment. Understood?”
“Yes, Sir!” I sighed with relief. “Thank you very much, Sir! Next time I will report anything I see immediately, Sir. Thank you, Sir!”
“Good,” Sergeant Park grunted. “And make sure that next time is no later than next week. You’re dismissed.”
“Thank you, Sir,” Chul bowed and quickly led me outside.
“Already next week?” I whispered in a panic after we had closed the door behind us. “Do I have to report on somebody every week? That’s not possible.”
“Areum, that’s how this thing works. You did well just now, and you had to start with something significant… but in the future, you can probably report smaller offenses most of the time, but at least once a month or so, you need to bring something bigger… so they see that you’re a valuable asset.” He looked me sternly in the eyes. “You can do this, Areum. It’s not only about you… your family also depends on it.”
Hearing my sister’s rapist saying I have to do it for my family, made my face flush with anger, but I knew he was right. No matter how much I hated it, right now, the safety of our entire family was depending on my work as an informant, and I needed Chul’s help to do it. Also… he was not the one who had made the rules.
“Fine,” I sighed. “I’ll make it work.”
“Good,” Chul was visibly relieved. “I will help you when you need it… but try to get into the habit yourself, okay?”
“Thanks,” I said, but all of my instincts screamed at me that I was crossing a line by thanking him.
Kill him instead! Just kill him… DO IT NOW!
“Come on, I’ll walk you home,” Chul proposed.
“That’s not necessary,” I took a determined step back. “Good night!”
I turned around and started running back home before he had the chance to say another word.
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CHAPTER 23
It turned out we had already gotten used to the extra rations Chul had arranged for us, so the decrease in food became noticeable instantly. As the days passed, we became hungrier and hungrier, which affected our mood and energy. Mom was the exception. She seemed to be eating well with the other officer servants in the Chrysanthemum Garden. I knew we were all thinking it, but before we had a chance to say anything, mom apologized for not bringing any food back home.
“I’ve been racking my brain trying to think of a way, but we are searched for contraband every night before we are allowed to leave for home,” she said. “And you know what would happen if I’m caught.”
“Don’t worry about it, Sun Hee,” dad said placidly. “Just continue working hard… eventually the benefits will extend to the rest of us. We just have to be patient.”
I didn’t share my father’s optimism. I also thought it was strange she had gotten a new work assignment so suddenly, especially since work in the Chrysanthemum Garden - from what I had heard - was only given as a reward to the most valued prisoners… which wasn’t the case with our family, now targeted by both General Roh and Colonel Wan. While pondering this, I remembered the picture of mom - if it was really her - on General Roh’s desk in his office and the way he had looked at her during orientation.
Could all of this be more than a coincidence?
The more I thought about it, however, the more far-fetched it all seemed, and my mind arrived at the conclusion that the picture on his desk couldn’t have been of mom… that it was of someone who just shared some resemblance to her when she was younger. After all, I only saw the picture for a split second, and that was the only explanation that made any sense. Still, I couldn’t shake my suspicion about her sudden transfer. I tried as discreetly as possible to ask her about it, and whether she worked directly for General Roh, but she just answered evasively that she hadn’t been informed about why they put her there and that she works in all the officer households, not just one. I wasn’t sure I believed her, and my suspicion grew stronger when I added the fact that General Roh had personally come to saved me from Colonel Wan’s clutches in the Center of Truth.
What other reason could he have had for doing that? Surely it was not because he needed another informant. Did he do it… for her?
Maybe it didn’t matter. Either way, it was difficult to think on an empty stomach, which felt even emptier since I still had to do most of Nari’s work on top of my own. I felt sorry for her, but there was a growing resentment inside me that I was back taking care of poor weak little Nari without even a thank you from our parents… just like before.
Nari still vomited once in a while, but at least it didn’t happen every day. Since she still didn’t have any other symptoms, we assumed - and hoped - she was recovering and that it wasn’t a reversal of her heart condition. Mrs. Choy examined her almost every day and told us not to worry. She felt confident she was getting better. That relaxed us somewhat, but not completely. Now that it was warmer, Mrs. Choy could also more often sneak up into the mountains at night to gather herbs and plants to brew medicinal teas, something that seemed to lift Nari’s spirits… at least temporarily. So all in all, I started feeling convinced my little sister was no longer on the brink of death. Still, I couldn’t help being furious every time she vomited, thinking about all the food and water she was just letting go to waste… part of which was coming from my ration. My body also needed all the nourishment it could get since both my nose and finger were still healing from Colonel Wan’s treatment down in the dungeons.
My family was, of course, not the only one suffering from the extra quotas imposed after the departure of our beloved Father - the Great General. Mina and her mother spent many evenings with us, and Mrs. Choy complained in an increasingly agitated manner about the hunger, and about getting weaker, and how it will be for Mina once she leaves school in a couple of months and has to work like an adult. All of us - especially Nari - felt for them, but since we were back on normal rations, and we could see our rice storage depleting at a fast pace, it was hard to empathize. As our hunger pains became constant, mom took the unpleasant task upon herself to ask the Choys to bring their own food the nights we ate together… even though she more often than not returned home long after dinner had finished. Regardless, they accepted my parents’ decision… but Mrs. Choy failed to hide her grave disappointment and desperation. I understood it was necessary, but I couldn’t deny I was somewhat surprised at the decision considering all they had done for Nari… and all they were still doing for her.
What will we do if Mrs. Choy decides to stop treating Nari…? It’s not like we have another option…
I had somehow gotten used to having Mina so close to my family. Maybe it was because it seemed like the truth of what I had done to her was once more safely buried deep underneath our daily problems. Mina also didn’t give any indication that she suspected anything. Still, I wasn’t able to fully relax whenever she was around.
It had been two weeks now since I had done my first duty as an informant for the guards. Just as I had feared, Ki Ha disappeared overnight and hadn’t been seen since. I did my best not to think about what kind of gruesome fate he had met, but it was difficult. At least, there hadn’t been any public executions lately, so maybe he was still alive. Either way, I needed to continue being valuable to the guards and General Roh, so I had made a habit of observing the people around me for things I could report on… or at least use it as inspiration for my fabricated allegations. Since Chul told me it was enough to report on smaller things most times, last week I reported on Dong Suk - a grumpy looking middle-aged man from our work unit who had snuck away from work to go over to the river to drink without approval from the guards. They cut his rations for a week, and I felt better about myself knowing I had not put his life at risk… and that I for once didn’t have to tell a lie. It was also a bonus that he was close to our unit leader, Mr. Ma… yet another person I had grown to hate during my brief time here. I realized, however, I must also report on people outside my work unit, otherwise, they would eventually figure out what I’m up to… and I’d heard stories about what prisoners do to people they have uncovered to be informants. The mere thought of it made me shiver, so it was yet another area I tried to keep my mind away from. The good thing - if you can call it that - was that the hunger pains, as well as the loud rumbling of my stomach keeping me company at night, distracted me from those kinds of thoughts.
It also distracted me from the otherwise overwhelming feeling of abandonment of my Father - the Great General. It was still there, but it felt more distant and veiled in the fog blocking my senses. I kept the Great General pin clenched in my fist over my heart at night, but all I felt was cold dead metal.
We had hoped the unbearable heat would end together with the official end of summer, but as August progressed, we quickly realized we had been wrong. The heat and humidity felt, if possible, even more unbearable, and I spent every moment of every workday watching Nari, expecting her to pass out at any moment. Although she came close more than once, somehow she managed to stay on her feet. That didn’t mean she was doing much actual work… but at least she remained on her feet, and that meant the difference between life and death.
At the end of the hottest and most excruciating day yet, after being under the blazing sun and the constant berating by Mr. Ma and his closest men, the last of our limited energy reserve had been depleted to the degree not even the magical water rations could help us. But by some kind of miracle, we still managed to fill the last of our quota. In my hazed state, as we waited for the final counting and confirmation that the workday was over, at first I didn’t notice Hana standing by the cornfield staring at me. I had to blink a couple of times to make sure she was real. In the end, her tall figure, razor-sharp bangs, and large penetrating eyes contrasting everything around her was unmistakable. I hadn’t seen her - or given her much thought for that matter - since the day she told me she had witnessed the attack on Nari and me up in the mountains… that she could have saved her… but didn’t. Meeting her abrasive eyes - even from a distance - all the feelings from that day flooded back through my body. The haze veiling my brain lifted. I wanted nothing to do with her, but I knew well enough she wasn’t a person who could easily be ignored, so I bit my lip and walked over to her through the fragrant piles of newly harvested corn.
“What do you want?” I grunted, crossing my arms.
“I see what you are doing,” Hana smirked without blinking. “You can’t go on like this forever.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Your sister’s weak… and you’re filling her quota. You can’t go on like that forever… and from what I hear, she’s getting weaker by the day. Is she still vomiting?”
A heatwave flushed up through my body and my face.
“So now you care about my sister all of a sudden?” I scoffed.
“What I care about… is you,” Hana opened her large eyes even further. “I need you, Areum… I told you before. And as I see it… both you and your sister need me.”
“We needed your help that night, but—”
“Great General… enough about the past!” Hana rolled her eyes. “What’s done is done, so let’s move on. What matters is that we both have problems… and we can help each other… let’s not be stupid here… this will be good for both of us.”
I examined her huge piercing eyes.
“And how exactly can you help us?” I asked reluctantly.
She smiled.
“Well, as I see it… as long as you’re out here doing this kind of slave work, you’ll be stuck filling your sister’s quota for her. So, your only chance to make it in the long run is to be reassigned to an easier work detail. I mean… it was pretty okay in the watermill, am I right?”
I was not comfortable with how much Hana seemed to know about my sister and me.
“So… if I help you, you’ll get us reassigned?” I asked.
“I’ll pull some strings… it won’t be a problem. And then, we’ll have a look at your little revenge plan as well… if that is still something you’re considering.”
I looked at her suspiciously.
“That… doesn’t work for me,” I said through the lump in my throat. “After what you did to us, I just don’t trust you. And we need to be reassigned now… not later. As you said, Nari won’t make it that long. So here’s the deal… get us reassigned now, and I’ll help you with whatever you need.” I then lowered my voice to a whisper and leaned closer to her. “And yes… my sister’s rapist will still pay for his crime.”
Hana scratched her neck uncomfortably.
“Yeah… so the thing is… I can’t do that right now,” she said. “You see, that’s exactly the problem… Hyuk kicked me out of the Dragons, so I won’t have that kind of influence over the guards until I regain my rightful position as their leader… which is what I need your help with.”
I scoffed.
“Are you for real? In that case… why don’t I just go and ask Hyuk to help me?”
“You’re welcome to try,” Hana smirked. ”But it won’t do you any good. Hyuk is a self-righteous bastard who has zero respect for women. In the best-case scenario, he will just laugh you in the face. The worst-case scenario I’ll leave up to your imagination.”
With the adrenaline rushing through my body, it was difficult to think.
“And what guarantees do I have that you actually will be able to do what you are saying?” I asked.
“You just have to trust me,” Hana shrugged her shoulders. “The leader of the Dragons can get almost anything they want from the guards, so I assure you it won’t be a problem.”
I looked over at Nari, who was waiting for me in the shade of some trees further down the road, indicating that the final counting of the quota had finished. The image of her collapsing through the door with her beaten face and her ripped clothes… and the blood. All the resentment and anger flooded back into my body.
I shook my head.
“You ask me to trust you… you say, let’s not be stupid… but after what you did, trusting you is what would be stupid! I won’t do it,” I glared back at her intense stare. “If you somehow can arrange the transfer first… then we can talk, but until then… just leave us the hell alone!”
Without waiting for an answer, I marched off back to Nari.
“You’re making a big mistake,” Hana shouted after me. “You need me… I will prove it to you!”
“Come on, let’s go,” I pulled Nari’s sleeve, and we walked home without looking back.




CHAPTER 24
Mina and Mrs. Choy came over to check on Nari and eat with us again that night. Mrs. Choy brought a pungent-smelling tea made from some new herbs she had found in the mountains the night before. Nari sipped it slowly with a wrinkled nose. As always when they came over, we refrained from making rice and only prepared the usual tasteless cabbage and corn sludge soup from our daily ration. In the end, the discomfort of eating without sharing surpassed the alleviation of our hunger pains the rice would have brought us. Nevertheless, the rice was on everybody’s minds, and the atmosphere was tense. Mrs. Choy had visibly lost weight, and her desperate starved eyes were constantly drawn to the pile of our belongings on top of the loose floorboards that hid our treasure. We had, of course, not told her it was there, but there was no other place it could be in our small room.
“How long do you think they will keep up the extra quotas?” Mina asked no one in particular.
“I wish I knew,” dad said. “But I fear they are here to stay. Once they get used to the higher output, I don’t think they will go back to the way it was before.”
“I’m also afraid it’s like that,“ Mrs. Choy nodded gloomily. “And honestly… I don’t know how we will make it. Soon, Mina will finish school… her birthday is in October, and… we can barely manage with the food we have as it is.”
Nobody said anything… simply because there was nothing to be said. There was no solution.
After the Choys had left, Nari turned to mom.
“Do you think we could share some more of our food with them again? I mean… just a little, of course… it’s just that… they are being very good to me… examining me, bringing me herbal teas to drink… I don’t know if I would have made it without them.”
Mom looked at her seriously.
“Nari… you are truly a generous and wonderful person… but where we are now… in this camp… we have to be selfish. I know you think of Mina like a sister, but in here, it’s every family for themselves… and it’s Mrs. Choy’s responsibility to make sure her daughter is fed.” She sighed deeply. “And the sad truth is… we will probably be here for a long, long time… our rice will run out long before we get out. So to maximize our chances of survival… we have to be selfish. I hope you understand.”
“Yes, Mom,” Nari said, but I could see in her eyes that she didn’t agree.
Two days later, we woke up sweating. Even at this early hour, our little room was hotter than a steam room. Both mom and dad had already left for work. I opened the door to ventilate while Nari served breakfast but had to close it right away as an even more intense heatwave hit me full force from outside.
Are we really going to work in this blazing inferno?
As we ate last night’s cold leftover soup, I watched Nari with a growing worry.
Today will be daunting… there is no way she will manage…
Leaving the house, I prayed to some higher power for cloudy skies and a few drops of rain, and somebody must have listened - maybe it was the spirit of our departed Father - the Great General - because halfway down our street, the sky opened up and we were drenched from head to toe within seconds. I smiled at Nari with relief. Our luck, however, only lasted a couple of minutes, and by the time we reached the cornfield and started working, all the clouds had again disappeared from the sky. The relentless sun burned the now wet ground and made the air so steaming and hot it was almost impossible to breathe. I could see on Nari’s face her vision was already blurry, as it always was when she had exhausted all of her energy.
And the workday hasn’t even started yet…
Officer Roh must have realized this would affect the output because we got two whole water rations before lunch. With the heat and humidity increasing by the hour, however, this was far from enough to save us. After lunch, Nari was barely able to stand. The heat and thirst made me dizzy from exhaustion as well, so I couldn’t double my work pace to compensate as I usually did.
“I’m sorry,” Nari mumbled from time to time, but instead of motivating me to continue helping her, it just made me angry. With the daunting exhaustion consuming my body, I didn’t have any patience to spare.
By the time the sun finally started to turn red and set behind the mountains, it was clear we wouldn’t be able to fill our quotas. I was hoping in my heart we would not be the only ones and that some leniency would be shown due to the heat. I should have known better. Mr. Ma, our work unit leader, virtually blew up when he found out and immediately gathered Dong Suk, Sang Jun, and some other of his closest men and barged over to Nari and me.
“You worthless little rats,” he bellowed at us. “I knew from the first day the two of you would get us into trouble. And now, thanks to your laziness, we will all get punished. Are you happy, huh?”
“It’s not our fault,” I said. “It was impossible to work fast enough in this heat.”
I was tired and annoyed and just wanted to go over to the river and stick my head into the fresh cool water.
“All the rest of us managed, so it is your fault,” he screamed. “And if the rest of us end up getting punished for this, you will pay… both of you!”
He was now so close that the stench of his sweat stung my nose.
“Hey,” I started to lose my temper. “My sister should have never been assigned here… it was ridiculous in the first place… it was the Work Assignment Officer who messed up, so you can’t blame us for that.”
“Sure… yeah…” Mr. Ma laughed. “It’s
the Work Assignment Officer’s fault… of course, we understand… so why don’t we just mosey over to his office, and you can explain all about how he has made a mistake? I’m sure he will correct it right away. Maybe you’ll even get a reward. Maybe you’ll get triple rations until the end of the year.”
All of them laughed, but their glares remained murderous.
I sighed from the dizziness and the feeling I was losing control over the situation.
“Mr. Ma… I’m sorry we haven’t filled our quota yet, okay… we’ll continue working until it’s done… and I promise you, it won’t happen again. Just let it pass this time… please!”
More people from our work unit had gathered up behind Mr. Ma and his small posse. They looked just as furious as he did.
“You know what,” Mr. Ma said. “It won’t happen again… because we’re going to put you and your already half-dead sister in the hospital so you can’t ruin any more quotas for us. And then… maybe we’ll get some people here who can actually work.”
He took a menacing step toward us.
“Back off!” I commanded, hearing the desperation in my voice.
My tiredness and dizziness were starting to wear off and were replaced by panic. Dong Suk, Sang Jun, and two other large men started flanking us from the sides. The rest of the men stood ready behind them. I grabbed Nari’s hand and started walking backward. After a day like this, my chances of winning an actual fight were close to zero.
My instincts told me to run away, but I knew very well it wasn’t possible. Nari could hardly walk, let alone run. And we would only be postponing the inevitable… running away from our work detail with unfinished quotas would not end well.
Mr. Ma and the others drew closer, their faces distorted by sweat and fury. Their heavy breathing mixed with the cracking of cornstalks breaking under their feet.
“This is the way it has to be, little girl,” he looked at me like a predator eying his prey. “You’ll just have a little accident… fall and break your arm. And your sister… maybe it’ll be her leg. We can say that’s the reason we didn’t fill our quota… and all of us are really broken up about it. Losing two workers… hell, we might even avoid punishment altogether,” he sneered, looking back at his men who nodded in agreement.
Nari had snapped out of her semi-coma and realized the danger we were in.
“Areum… what will we do?” she whispered, grabbing my arm tightly.
“Back off!” I again shrieked at our aggressors, but all of them continued coming toward us.
“We should have done this the very first week,” Mr. Ma spat. He was now only a few steps away.
Seeing there was no escape, I finally let my survival instincts take over. And since flight was not an option…
I pushed Nari back, and harnessing my strength from the adrenaline pumping through my body, I jumped up and kicked Mr. Ma right on the nose. He grabbed his bleeding face and screamed in pain. The rest of the work unit stopped dead in their tracks, but Dong Suk and the others in Mr. Ma’s posse continued advancing on me. I glared at them, panting and sweating. Nari was right behind me. Her breathing was shallow and fast. The adrenaline kept pumping in my veins, so I charged at Dong Suk with all my strength and got a clean punch on his cheek. But a split second later, I felt like a sledgehammer had struck my jaw. My body was thrust backward, and in an explosion of pain, I landed on a pile of rock-hard cornstalks that expelled all the air from my lungs. In my delirious state, I heard Nari screaming behind me. I tried to turn to her, but a merciless kick in the side made me squeal in pain as my body curled. Another man - my vision was too blurry to see who - pushed me onto my back and sat on my chest, locked my arms to the sides with his legs, and started throwing punches at my face. The blows came in rapid succession one after another. I felt my lip crack and the taste of blood in my mouth. Then my eyebrow. I heard punches and screams from behind me as well. Nari was also on the ground.
“STOP IT!” I screamed as I tried to wiggle free from the man’s leg lock, but it was no use.
His fists kept rhythmically pound my face to the cheering of the men around us as I whimpered in absolute powerlessness. My lip cracked in more places and I felt pain in my teeth. I felt my nose break again in the same place as before. Then my other eyebrow cracked and blood flooded my eye, coloring the whole world dark red.
“What’s going on here?” I suddenly heard a soft but agitated voice from behind me.
The punches to my face stopped and in the corner of my swollen eye, I saw a blood-red version of Chul approaching.
No… not him… it can’t be him who saves us…
“These girls here attacked us,” I heard Mr. Ma say in a nasal voice from right next to me. “Look at my nose… she fucking broke it!”
“These girls attacked you?” Chul asked in an incredulous tone. “Are you referring to these girls here, whom you have beaten to bloody pulps on the ground… are those the ones who attacked you?”
“YES,” Mr. Ma screamed. “They didn’t fill the quota today… I approached them about it, and they attacked me out of the blue! That one… she’s stronger than she looks… she kicked me right in the nose… look, it’s broken! My guys here… they were just helping me fight them off, that’s all.”
“Get off them,” Chul ordered.
The man sitting on top of me - first now, I saw it was Dong Suk, the one I had informed on other week - looked over at Mr. Ma, who reluctantly nodded at him. After a moment’s hesitation, Dong Suk finally got off me and walked over to our other assailants. I painfully filled my lungs with air, which was interrupted by a cough attack from swallowing some of the blood I had in my mouth. I tried to sit up, but the pain in my side was too strong. I turned my head to see if Nari was okay, but with my left eye swollen and filling up with blood and the other one overflowing with tears, I could only see a blurry red shape lying a few yards away on the ground.
She’s not moving… did they—?
“Is that what happened?” Chul turned to me.
I tried to get up again to crawl over to Nari but failed once more. It felt like at least one rib was broken and my whole face was throbbing.
“No,” I spat blood on the ground but was interrupted by yet another cough attack.
“They attacked Areum first,” Nari said from behind me, her voice trembling.
Thank the Great General… she’s alive!
“BULLSHIT!” Mr. Ma screamed. “That girl struck first… all these men saw it! You should arrest her.”
“What’s going on here?”
A new voice appeared from behind Chul. I still couldn’t see clearly, but I recognized his voice as Sergeant Park - Chul’s commanding officer.
“There has been a fight between prisoners,” Chul explained. “These four men against these two girls. Prisoner Ma claims it was these two girls who started it… the girls claim it was prisoner Ma who struck first.”
“It was,” Mr. Ma grunted.
“Any other witnesses?” Sergeant Park asked.
“Well… the whole work unit apparently stood by and watched,” Chul pointed at them with incredulity in his voice.
“It was these two who didn’t fill their quota today… Sir,” Mr. Ma said, this time in a respectful tone. “That girl attacked me because I confronted her about it. She kicked me in the nose.”
“Is that true, Private Gang?” Sergeant Park asked Chul.
“Yes, Sir… that part has been confirmed,” Chul fidgeted nervously. “But we don’t know for sure who started it.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Sergeant Park concluded indifferently. “These men have committed the offense of fighting… they’ll get cut rations for one week.” Mr. Ma and the others growled but didn’t protest. Unlike Chul, it seemed Sergeant Park was a guard they feared. “And these two girls have committed two offenses… fighting, and not filling their quotas, so they will have cut rations for two weeks. It’s as simple as that. I leave it to you to execute their punishments, Private Gang,” Sergeant Park turned around and left.
“This is bullshit,” Mr. Ma grunted under his breath.
“You heard the sergeant,” Chul stared him down. “I’ll inform Food Distribution of your penalties.”
I wiped the blood and tears out of my eyes to see more clearly. Mr. Ma shook his head at Chul, then turned to me with a long murderous glare.
“Come on, boys… let’s go,” he spat on the ground in my direction as the entire work unit unfroze and followed him off the cornfield.
Chul gave me a hand and helped me up, and I was already on my feet when I realized what I had done. Chul extended his hand to do the same for Nari, but I stepped in and pushed his hand away.
“I’ll help her up,” I glared at him as I gave my hand to Nari.
Nari also had a cracked lip, was blue around her left eye, and had scrape marks on her right cheek. She had blood-smears all over her face, and her glasses were gone.
“Areum…” she whimpered when she saw my face, which I assumed was in even worse condition than hers.
“You should go see the doctor,” Chul said.
“Thank you, but I don’t think that old drunk can help us,” I sneered. “We know a real doctor… she will patch us up.”
I looked around and found Nari’s glasses under a corn leaf. They were miraculously still in one piece, but I squealed from the pain in my broken rib when I bent down to pick them up.
“Thank you, Areum,” Nari whimpered.
“I’ll walk you home,” Chul offered, his eyes afraid to look at our faces.
“No,” I said firmly. “We’ll be fine, just… leave us alone.”
Chul looked at us with a sad and guilty expression but then nodded and left without saying anything else.
I took Nari’s hand - it was warm and sweaty - and we started walking home slowly… very slowly.
“Are you okay, Nari? Do you have anything broken?”
“I don’t think so,” she said.
“I’m sorry I couldn’t help you… Dong Suk pinned me to the ground… I couldn’t move.”
“Sang Jun did the same to me,” Nari’s voice broke. “He just… kept hitting my face… I…”
“I know… it’s over now,” I comforted her.
We limped past the School of Juche. Fortunately, the school day had finished long ago and no one was there to witness our walk of shame.
“What will happen tomorrow?” Nari asked me in a feeble voice.
“We’ll manage,” I said. “I don’t know what will happen, and I don’t know how… but somehow we’ll manage… we always do.”
“Mom and dad will be so mad for the cut rations,” Nari sobbed.
I nodded.
“Yes, they will…”




CHAPTER 25
As soon as we returned home after having picked up our significantly reduced daily rations, we both collapsed on our quilt beds. I lay there, looking up at the ceiling, feeling the pulsating pain in my swollen and still bleeding face, my stomach, as well as my right side where I felt at least one rib being broken. My finger was also bleeding again. I must have hit it against something during the struggle. Nari lay next to me. We listened to each other’s strained breathing and struggling heartbeats. I grabbed the Great General pin from under my rag pillow, but same as every night the past few weeks, it didn’t give me much comfort. The hollowness and feeling of abandonment, however, added to my overall state of pain and agony, and the relentless metallic taste of blood in my mouth made me nauseous.
After staying like that for a long while, Nari groaned as she sat up.
“I’d better get started with dinner,” she said.
“I can do it,” I said, but I didn’t move.
“I’ll start,” she pulled herself up to her feet. “You’d better rest… you’ll need your strength for tomorrow.”
“No… I’ll help,” I mumbled but still didn’t get up. Above my closed eyes, I felt my swollen, cracked eyebrow sting and throb.
“Have you moved the rice?” Nari asked me from the corner where our storage pit was.
“No,” I answered, only half-awake.
In my semiconscious state, I heard Nari moving things around but didn’t react.
“I can’t find it,” she panted.
“It must be there,” I mumbled. “Maybe mom moved it.”
I was becoming annoyed. I just wanted to lay there in peace, not to move, not to answer questions… not to talk to anyone. I heard Nari moving more things around. The ruckus bothered my pulsating ears.
“Can you please keep it down?” I mumbled impatiently.
“It’s not here,” Nari shrieked as she threw the loose floorboards on the ground with a bang, waking me up from my half-slumber. Her voice was high-pitched and distressed.
I opened my eyes, sending a stronger flash of pain from my eyebrow to the whole left side of my face. I sat up by rolling to the side of my body that was less sore.
“Let me see,” I grunted as I crawled over to her. An intense pain stabbed the right side of my ribcage every time I moved my arms. When I finally arrived, I was furious at Nari for making me move from the semi-comfort of my quilt. I looked into the hole in the ground.
It was indeed empty.
I then looked through the pile of clothes in the corner where we kept the rice when we had first arrived, but it wasn’t there either.
Now, I was really worried.
“Do you think they hid it?”
“Mom and dad?” Nari looked at me, her eyes in panicking disbelief. “Without telling us?”
I started digging through everything in the room, which wasn’t much - The night blankets, the rag piles we used for pillows, the pile of dirty clothes in the other corner, the prisoner uniforms, which mom still hadn’t fixed and we’d never worn. I looked in the pit again.
It was still empty.
“It’s not here,” I panted.
My panic was now rampant. I stared at Nari. The features of her shocked face were accentuated by the shadows created by the last rays of sun seeping through the cracks in the ceiling.
“Great General,” she said. “Areum… we have no food!”
“Wait, wait, wait,” I pressed my fingertips against my aching temples. “No… they must have just moved it somewhere… or hid it somewhere… there must be a logical explanation for this.”
“What if… what if somebody… stole it?” Nari’s whisper was barely audible.
“No, no, no,” I started to frantically look through the same places a third time. “Don’t even think that, Nari… it must have been mom or dad who moved it… it has to be…”
Nari joined in to help me again.
After a fourth - and after that, a fifth - meaningless search, we sat down on our quilts and stared at each other.
“Areum,” Nari said in a trembling voice. “You know what this means—”
“No, Nari,” I stopped her. “It doesn’t mean anything because it’s just mom or dad who needed to hide it somewhere else… for some reason. Maybe they knew there would be a surprise inspection? Dad will be home soon… he’ll show us where it is. Everything will be fine!”
It must be like that! IT MUST BE!
“Okay,” Nari whimpered, but I could see that the fear in her swollen, red eyes had changed… she now looked at me like I was losing my mind. “But Areum, we have to be realistic… it might be the case that it’s st—”
“NO,” I shrieked. “No! Don’t even say it! Anyway, we still have dad’s ration and half our ration for today… let’s cook that, okay! Dad will come home soon and sort everything out… he’ll show us the new hiding place and we’ll feast on rice tonight!”
“Okay,” Nari averted her eyes. I had seen her doing that many times before when she thought engaging in an argument would be meaningless and only escalate emotions. I used to consider it a sign that I had won… but not this time.
We made a soup of the barely edible corn mixture and half-rotten cabbage. Fortunately, we still had a little salt and pepper left, so we could make it taste almost like real food. But only almost. And it didn’t prevent the putrid smell of boiling mold from permeating the room.
When the soup was ready and the two of us sat down to eat, the door opened. Dad came in.
“Dad,” Nari gasped without greeting him first, “where have you put the rice?”
Dad collapsed on his quilt and let out a loud sigh.
“What are you talking about, Nari?” he mumbled, his eyes already closed.
“The rice, Dad… where have you put it?”
She put down her bowl and crawled over to him. Dad reluctantly opened his tired eyes and gave her a confused look.
“What do you mean… put?” he asked.
“The rice… you have hidden it somewhere, right? Where is it?” I urged.
Dad virtually jumped up from his quilt and removed the floorboards over the storage pit. He looked down into the dark emptiness with bulging eyes.
“Where’s the rice?” he shrieked.
Nari and I looked at him, our hearts sunk to our stomachs.
“We—”
“WHERE’S THE RICE?” he screamed.
“W-we don’t know,” I said under my breath. “D-didn’t you move it? Or… was it mom?”
Dad started going around the small room like a tornado, lifting every item we already had lifted at least five times. Then - just as we had - he went back to look into the empty pit again. He didn’t believe his eyes, so he started to desperately feel every inch of the hole with his hands. The parts of his face that were not black from soot went from ash gray to white.
“WHERE IS IT?” he screamed at us again. “WHERE IT IS?”
Nari burst into tears where she sat in the corner.
Oh, Great General… the rice is actually… gone!
Finally, the realization dawned upon dad as well, and he sat down on his quilt, his eyes and mouth wide open in a blank expression.
“We have been robbed,” he concluded.
“D-do you think mom could have…?” Nari grasped for straws through her sobs.
“No… no… she couldn’t have… it’s—”
“It’s stolen,” I finished his sentence. “That means it’s stolen… we have just lost all our food.”
Dad couldn’t hold back his tears and buried his face in his knees.
As always, I felt repulsion seeing a grown man weeping, and even more so when that grown man was my once big and strong father. Again, the familiar wave of hatred swept over me.
This is all his fault! If it wasn’t for him, none of us would be here. It’s him! He has destroyed all of our lives, and now we’re going to starve to death… ALL BECAUSE OF HIM!
“There is one more thing,” Nari said in an increasingly trembling voice.
Young Il looked up at her with teary blood-shot eyes, unwilling to believe there could be even more bad news.
“We… I mean, I, couldn’t fill my quota today,” Nari continued almost in a whisper. “Not even with Areum’s help… it was just so hot…” Young Il wiped his tears and looked at us, horrified. He first now noticed our bruised faces and gasped. “There was a fight and… an officer came, and… they punished us by cutting our rations for… for two weeks.”
Young Il looked like he was about to explode, either with fury or with more tears, but instead, he just fell to his back without making a sound. All we could hear was his shallow breathing.
“Dad?” Nari whined, throwing me a scared glance.
“It’s okay,” he mumbled from his quilt. “It’ll be fine, it’s okay… it’ll be okay…”
He turned around to face the wall. His mumbling continued.
“It’ll be fine… it’ll be okay… it’s okay.”
Nari and I looked at each other, but neither of us knew what to do or what to say, so we just observed our father in silence. The only thing that could be heard over his quiet mumbling was Nari’s soft sobbing and the sporadic crackling of the slow fire.
“A-are… aren’t you going to eat, Dad?” Nari asked hesitantly after what seemed like an eternity.
There was no answer apart from the repetitive mumbling of a broken man.




CHAPTER 26
We stayed like that until mom came home late at night, after which the whole spectacle repeated itself once more with the desperate screaming and frantic search of the room. Dad didn’t move an inch during her whole frenzy. It was horrible to watch but even worse was losing the last tiny sliver of hope that maybe - just maybe - it was her who had hidden the rice in a new place… a hope I hadn’t even realized I was clinging to until it died without any chance of being resurrected.
Mom sat, like dad had a few hours earlier, on her quilt with her eyes and mouth wide open.
“I’m sorry…” Nari cried.
“No, Nari—” she started, but then something clicked inside her. She sat up straight with a jolt.
“It’s them,” she growled. “It’s them… it must have been them! Great General… I should have never trusted them… I’ve seen how they looked at our rice…”
She stood up, oozing fury from her pores.
Nari stood up as well, but in terror.
“W-who are you talking about, Mom?” she asked, desperately praying she didn’t already know the answer.
“The Choys,” mom panted with a crazed look in her eyes. “It was the Choys… that sneaky old woman… always sweet in her words, but just a lousy thief underneath it all. Young Il, get up! We’re going over there. NOW! We’re taking back our food!”
“NO!” Nari screamed. “No… it’s not them… I promise you… it can’t be them… Mina is my best friend… and Mrs. Choy has gone out of her way to help me… you know that—”
Mom grabbed Nari’s shoulders and looked her dead serious in the eyes.
“You don’t have friends here, Nari,” she spat. “And she said it herself the first time she came over for dinner… don’t trust anyone in here, not even us!” mom was wheezing instead of breathing. “She said that, and… and… hunger makes people do terrible things… crazy things… even to the people they love. But we’ll fix this… mom and dad will fix it… just wait here with your sister.”
“NO, MOM… NO!” Nari cried. “It’s not them… I’m sure of it… it’s not them… please, don’t go over there!”
Dad stood up, more hunched than usual, and looked distraught at his wife and his daughter fighting.
“Nari,” mom said. “If we don’t get back the rice, we will starve. Do you understand? We will starve! I’m doing this to save our lives.”
“But it’s not them,” Nari cried. “I’m one hundred percent certain… it’s not them! Mom, please…!”
Mom rushed past Nari and opened the door. Nari grabbed her arm and pulled her with all her might - which wasn’t much. Mom pushed her so she fell back down to the ground where I caught her before she hurt herself.
“STOP INTERFERING!” mom screamed. “WE’RE DOING THIS FOR YOU! Now, you stay here with your sister until we come back!” She grabbed dad’s limp arm and dragged him out of the house, slamming the door behind her so hard the floorboards shook.
“I… I can’t,” Nari whimpered. “I have to go after them.”
“Come on, Nari,” I said. “Don’t be stupid… you’ll only make things worse.”
“No,” Nari said. “No… I just can’t…”
She jumped up to her feet, and before I had a chance to react, she had also disappeared out the door.
“For Juche’s sake…” I sighed and got up on my feet as well.
There was nothing else left for me to do, so I opened the door and followed her into the night.
The temperature had dropped significantly since I came home, but the night air under the star-filled sky was still uncomfortably humid.
I caught up with Nari in no time, but I didn’t try to stop her. I knew the only way to get her home would be to carry her kicking and screaming, and the Kim Family probably couldn’t survive two loud scenes in one night… maybe not even one.
When we reached the road where the Choys lived, I heard mom screaming at the top of her lungs in front of her house. Dad stood behind her like a scared little boy. A bunch of people looked out from their houses to see what all fuss was about. Some had even ventured beyond the safety of their walls and come out into the street.
As we approached the house, Mrs. Choy had just stepped outside in her nightclothes, looking almost as furious as mom. I could see Mina’s scared face peeking out from behind the door.
“GIVE BACK OUR FOOD,” mom bellowed at Mrs. Choy. “GIVE IT BACK RIGHT NOW!”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Mrs. Choy yelled back at her. “And what the hell are you doing screaming in the middle of the street? You’ll get a hundred guards over here—”
“GOOD!” mom screamed. “Then they will arrest you… you pathetic, worthless THIEF… just because you can’t feed your own daughter, you have no right to steal from us… I always knew you were acting suspiciously when you were at our house… I knew you couldn’t be trusted—”
“Stop!” Mrs. Choy commanded in a low, but firm, voice. “Are you saying your food was stolen? Your… rice?” She threw a confused glance at dad, but he just looked down at the ground with a blank expression.
“Don’t… play… innocent!” mom growled like a rabid dog. “I know it was you… you’re the only one who knew about it… let me in! I’ll find it—”
“You’re not coming in here,” Mrs. Choy put out a firm hand in front of her. “I truly sympathize with you if your rice has been stolen, but it wasn’t us… I assure you of that.”
Mom hit her hand away and stepped forward.
“Prove it!” she growled, almost drooling with rage. “Let me in! SHOW ME!”
Mrs. Choy put up her hand again. This time, it was trembling, but it still didn’t waver.
“I’m not letting you into our house like that,” she said firmly. ”You need to calm down, RIGHT NOW!”
Mom stopped for a second, and I prayed she had finally come to her senses, but the next moment - which felt like it happened in slow-motion and extremely fast at the same time - mom clenched her fist and with a hideous roar she punched Mrs. Choy right in the face, making her crash down to the ground. The whole world gasped, and I gasped with it. Mina ran out screaming to embrace her fallen mother.
“NOOO!” Nari also screamed and ran in between mom and Mrs. Choy. With her face determined like I had never seen before, she put her hand up in the same way as Mrs. Choy had. Mom stared at her, surprise and fury shooting from her crazed, bulging eyes.
“Stop it, Mom! You have to stop it,” she cried, but not in her usual weak way. “You’re not thinking clearly… just stop!”
“I’m thinking perfectly clearly,” mom panted, but she didn’t move forward. “If they didn’t do it… then let them prove it!”
“We don’t have to prove anything to you,” Mrs. Choy spat from the ground, holding her bruised jaw.
Suddenly, there was a ruckus around us, and all our spectators disappeared back into their houses. I looked over my shoulder into the darkness and saw the contours of three guards armed with machine guns running toward us from the main road.
“YOU THERE, STOP IT RIGHT THERE!” they screamed.
“Sun Hee… Dear… come on, we should get out of here,” dad pleaded.
Mom ignored him and instead turned to the approaching guards, panting with fury.
“These lousy thieves have stolen our food,” she yelled at them with marginal control over her voice, pointing at Mrs. Choy on the ground.
When the guards reached us, I saw Chang Min was one of them, and my heart dropped to my stomach. By reflex, I took several steps back. He saw me too and gave me a crooked smile and a wink, which sent shivers down my spine. I averted my eyes as I was transported back in time to the clearing up in the mountains, where Chang Min’s alcohol-reeking breath stung my nose as he pinned my half-naked body down to the ground with his superior strength—
“Explain yourselves, prisoners,” commanded the senior guard, whom I had never seen before.
Mom made an effort to control her anger with marginal success.
“These… people… have stolen our food… Sir,” she panted. “If you just go in there, you’ll see.”
“Food?” the senior guard repeated, arching his eyebrows. “What kind of food?”
Mom suddenly looked taken aback.
“R…rice,” she said. “T-two bags of… rice.”
“Wow,” the senior guard looked back at Chang Min and the other guard, his face filled with malevolent glee. “We have ourselves a wealthy prisoner here. Two full bags of rice, you say… well, that’s more than I’ve ever had,” he chuckled. “Imagine that… a traitor of the nation whose life was graciously spared by our Father - the Great General and were given the gift of redemption through blood, sweat and tears in our humble facility… and here she sits on a hidden treasure, having more than any of us re-education officers get in two years… maybe even three… isn’t that spectacular, huh?”
All the anger disappeared from mom’s face and was replaced with pure terror. But she continued to relentlessly glare at Mrs. Choy.
“And how about you, prisoner?” he asked Mrs. Choy, who was still sitting on the ground with her hand over her bruised jaw. “Is it true that you have stolen this treasure?”
I looked at Chang Min, who was standing behind him. He was, as always, enjoying the show with a cigarette in the corner of his mouth.
Mrs. Choy stood up and defiantly crossed her arms.
“No, we have not,” she returned mom’s hateful glare. “Neither I nor my daughter have laid a finger on their food… we have never even seen it!”
“I see,” the senior guard observed with amusement the hateful exchange of glares between the two women on the street, as well as the scared hunched man who cowardly looked down at the ground next to them. “Well, I guess we’ll just have to take a look for ourselves. Ready for some treasure hunting, boys?”
He pushed Mrs. Choy and Mina to the side and barged into their house. All of us waited outside, listening to the emerging sounds of their possessions being thrown around the room. Now, it was only Mrs. Choy who looked furious. Mom averted her eyes. Her face had adopted a hint of terror and regret.
After only a few minutes, the guards came back out.
“Two cobs of corn,” the senior guard said, visibly disappointed. “That’s what we found… no rice. Did you happen to have a corn treasure as well, prisoner?”
“No,” mom said, blinking perplexedly. “But… they could have hidden it somewhere else… maybe you can—”
“You know what?” the guard interrupted her. “I don’t really care what happened to your little treasure, but I can tell you for sure that it’s not in there… unfortunately,” he chuckled to the other guards. “So, I think our business here is finished. And so is yours,” he poked his finger into mom’s ribcage, making her stumbled a few steps backward. “And for breaking up the peace on this otherwise calm and pleasant night, you have just lost yourselves half your family’s rations for the coming month… so, congratulations!”
Both mom and dad gasped, and so did Nari and I.
“Corporal Lee… please make the arrangements,” he then turned to Mrs. Choy, whose fury was further fueled by having been vindicated.
“As for these two cobs of corn…”
“Those were given to me as payment for helping a guard who needed medical assistance… I’m a doctor, Sir.”
“WRONG!” the senior guard bellowed, his face suddenly distorted by fury. “Maybe you were a doctor before, but in here… you’re nothing! And that’s something I’d advise you to remember, prisoner! But don’t worry, we’ll ignore this little contraband… just this one time,” He winked at Mrs. Choy. ”Boys! Seems like we got ourselves a little midnight snack!” he laughed and tossed the corncobs to Chang Min, who in his surprise dropped his cigarette on the ground. “Now, you all better be on your way now, prisoners,” the senior guard looked seriously at mom and Mrs. Choy. “Unless… maybe you have some objections to your punishment… do you?
“We’ll be on our way… thank you, Sir… thank you for your kindness,” mom said with a trembling voice as she bowed down deeply.
“Great… then I bid you all good night,” the senior guard smiled and left together with Chang Min and the other guard, cheerfully humming a song about the heroic revolution and the victory of the Juche principles that I used to hear on the radio back home.
How can a beautiful song of hope like that be hummed in a place like this… and by people like that…?
Once alone, mom and I stared at Mrs. Choy with open mouths, not sure what to say or do. Mrs. Choy, however, knew exactly what to do. She turned to her daughter.
“Mina… you will never go near that family again!” she pronounced every syllable with nothing but unadulterated disgust. “Do you understand me? That girl is no longer your sister… and she is no longer your friend. And you,” she abruptly turned to mom. “You and your whole family will stay away from Mina and me. If I ever see any of you near either of us again… you’ll regret it! I swear to the Great General!”
“You’re the ones who will stay away from US!” mom had enough self-control to throw one final glare before barging off down the street, dragging our helpless father behind her. “Girls… what are you waiting for?” she shouted at us without turning around.
Nari didn’t move. She looked at Mina and started crying. Mina cried as well.
“Get in the house,” Mrs. Choy ordered, pushed Mina mercilessly through the open doorway, and slammed the door behind her with a bang that echoed against the silent mountains surrounding our prison.
Nari remained sobbing in the street.
There was nothing left to be said, so I just took her hand and led her home.
We all went to bed as soon as we got home, but I knew none of us were sleeping. The room was filled to the brim with crushing unseeable tension. I tried to squeeze the Great General pin hard in my hand. I couldn’t feel anything, so I squeezed harder. Now I felt something, but it was not the feeling I wanted. It was just the pain from the lifeless piece of metal cutting into my hand, adding to the palette of pain from my bruised face and cracked rib. I squeezed the pin harder still, hoping the pain would distract me from the infinite hopelessness growing inside my chest.
It didn’t.
“Mom… Dad,” I finally broke the silence. “How will we do? We don’t have any rice… and the whole family has gotten cut rations. How will we survive?”
After a long and heavy silence, mom sighed.
“I’ll figure something out,” she said. “It’ll be alright.”
But there was no hope left in her voice, and we all heard it.




CHAPTER 27
The next morning, I woke up furious. Mom and dad had already left, but Nari was still sleeping. My cracked rib, as well as my swollen and bruised face, ached horribly, but I hardly even noticed it. Lying motionlessly on my quilt with my eyes fixed on the dark cracks in the ceiling, the overwhelming feeling that everything was against me swept over me again and again. Both General Roh and Colonel Wan were personally targeting our family because of what the men in our family had done at one time or another. Nari had been raped by Chul - who was supposed to be our friend - and now she was just as weak and sick as before the heart surgery. Yesterday, we were not able to fill our quota, and in addition to only getting half rations for two weeks, we got the crap beaten out of us by Mr. Ma and his posse. Finally, our last lifeline - the two bags of rice under our floor - was severed, leaving us with virtually no food… and no chance for survival. And on top of all this, mom decided it was a good time to lose her mind, which not only resulted in alienating Mrs. Choy - the only doctor available to care for Nari - she also managed to get a whole month of cut rations for her and dad as well.
Another wave of warm hatred swept through my body and into my head, where it merged with the warmth from the throbbing swelling and bruises.
How could mom have been so thoughtless? Because of her, we will starve… all the while she eats to her heart’s content in the Chrysanthemum Garden with the other privileged prisoners. And we still have no idea who stole our rice!
With dad growing weaker and more broken by the day, the entire burden of Nari and me surviving had ended up on my shoulders, and on my shoulders alone. An enormous weight pressed against my chest. The room was spinning together with the thoughts swirling around my mind, making me nauseous. I remained in bed, unable to get up. I just needed a little more time…
And who could have taken our rice?
It had been well hidden under the floorboards, so you wouldn’t have found it if you didn’t know it was there. In that regard, I understood mom accusing the Choys, and sure - they could have hidden it somewhere else - but personally, I had a hard time believing it.
Could it have been taken by the guards?
It’s possible. It was like the arrogant senior guard said yesterday - it was nothing short of a treasure that we harbored in our house… more than they get in two or three years.
But how would they know it was there? There are literally hundreds of houses here, and we would have known if they were searching all of them…
Whoever took it, the brutal truth was that the likelihood of getting our rice back was close to zero. The most imminent problem was rather how Nari and I would survive the coming four weeks with practically no food at all. Especially if the weather continued like this with excruciating heat and unbearable humidity every day. The likelihood of missing our quota again was astronomical, and this would trigger a vicious cycle that in the end would lead to our certain deaths.
Finally, I managed to gather all my strength and get up from my quilt. The stab of pain from my cracked rib made me shriek. I woke Nari up and started preparing breakfast. After a couple more stabs of pain from my rib, I learned how to move without engaging that side of my body.
But how will it be in the cornfield?
We didn’t speak while we ate our tiny, flavorless portions - which at this rate was nothing more than hot water with some barely visible cabbage particles floating around - but I knew we were thinking the same thing.
We need to find another source of food!
I remembered seeing people in the cornfields catching frogs and rats… and even insects. It had revolted my stomach every time - I hadn’t been able to fathom how people could stoop to that level - but now I realized those people hadn’t had the luxury of two bags of rice under their floorboards. I put down my empty soup bowl and dreamed of a juicy and fleshy frog leg. My mouth watered.
I also remembered Hana’s offer that would solve all our problems but discarded it immediately. Apart from not saving Nari that night… there was something about her that I didn’t trust in the slightest. Furthermore, helping her instigate a rebellion in the Dragons would surely get us into more trouble than we were already in… and more than we could handle.
Can we risk adding Hyuk and the Dragons to our already too-long list of enemies?
When we arrived at the cornfield, there was a palpable tension between us and the others. With my senses on high alert, I observed them throwing angry looks at us and whispering among themselves. But they didn’t say a single word to us the entire morning, and every time either of us came near them, they dispersed like a flock of birds. Even though I was glad to avoid another confrontation, I wasn’t sure if their silence was a good sign. Their constant glares also made me feel self-conscious about my disfigured face, and I infinitely missed my long thick hair curtains to hide behind. Nari, however, was too exhausted to care about any of that.
The sun burned strongly as it reached its midday peak, but it was not as merciless as it had been the day before. The humidity had also decreased. Regardless, Nari could still hardly work, forcing me once more to work twice as hard… and this time on a completely empty stomach and with constant pain in my side. And then there was the smell. I don’t know if it was the heat, my hunger, or that the corn somehow had ripened overnight, but I could swear the newly harvested corn had never emitted such a strong and sweet scent, and it was taunting my senses.
The only silver lining was when we received the water ration that morning. It was like a gift from the heavens, and maybe it was because my stomach was empty, but the bitter liquid invigorated me more than it had ever done before.
Then it was time for lunch, and I prayed to the spirit of the Great General that my portion wouldn’t be affected, but the young soup guy had been well informed, so both us and our adversaries in the work unit got less than half of our bowls filled. My stomach protested violently by twisting all my internal organs into painful knots, but somehow I managed to keep going. Mostly it was due to my unrelenting stubbornness, but the other thing that kept me going was my anger - anger against mom, against dad, against Nari, against Chul and Chang Min and the rest of the sadistic guards, against Colonel Wan, against Hana… against this whole place that was doing everything in its power to crush me. That anger filled my body with energy, and that day, we were the first to fill our quota. This was met by silent hatred from Mr. Ma, but another confrontation had been averted.
As always, I helped Nari to the river, where we plunged our heads into the lukewarm water and drank until we were about to burst. It alleviated my thirst but did nothing for my hunger, which was increasing by the minute. We rushed home to cook our meager dinner, using our last strength to fight the enticing sweet scent that called us from the cornfields. My desperation had, luckily, not yet driven me to purposely break Sacred Rule number three - Do not steal! But it had driven me to spend the whole day looking around the ground to see if there was anything edible… anything at all. So far, I had found absolutely nothing. I heard the loud sound of the cicadas from all directions, which I knew were quite large and that other prisoners ate them whenever given the chance, but it was like they were invisible to me.
Dinner was cooked and eaten in less than ten minutes once we returned home. My stomach, convinced this was a cruel joke, screamed for more. I apologized silently to it as we went to bed without waiting for our parents, knowing full well that tomorrow most likely would be even worse.
Since I had failed to find even the tiniest insect to compensate for our drastically reduced diet, that night, I experienced true hunger for the first time. I had, of course, been hungry many times in my life… not least during the many months preparing for various gymnastics competitions. But this was different. This was real, merciless, agonizing, overwhelming, all-consuming hunger.
The following days came and went in a similar fashion. Somehow my body continued functioning despite being acutely deprived of nourishment, but I could never get used to the hunger. I still hadn’t been able to find even one of those infernal cicadas I was forced to listen to days and nights on end. I clung to the hope that one day, mom would manage to sneak something home from the Chrysanthemum Garden - even the thought of a few tiny breadcrumbs made my mouth water - but every night she came home empty-handed and went directly to bed. During the self-criticism session that Saturday, my desperate mind had created the illusion that maybe - just maybe - somebody would confess to having stolen our rice and return our treasure to us.
Of course, that didn’t happen.
I also tried to fish for information when I provided Chul with my made-up allegations against people I had barely met, but either he didn’t know anything, or he wouldn’t tell me. He did, however, tell me in not so many words that the information I was bringing was garbage and that I needed to step it up. As a reply, I just glared him down. Anyway, so far there had been no consequences, and I couldn’t bring myself to having more people disappear on my account if it wasn’t absolutely necessary.
I carried on day by day through some sort of haze. I even stopped noticing the hateful glares of Dong Suk, Sang Jun, and the others in Mr. Ma’s close circle. The best days were when it rained because then I could just lean my head back and let the sweet water drops fall on my tongue and cool my steaming head. Surprisingly enough, Nari looked slightly better these days, although not by much. She was still weak and didn’t speak much - not even at night when we were alone - but she had stopped vomiting altogether. It had been over a week now, indicating that Mrs. Choy had been right that it wasn’t a reversal of her heart condition. I found myself indulging in a tiny hope that she might actually get through this.
And if my weak, pathetic little sister can do it, then I’ll be damned if I can’t!
Hardly seeing mom anymore, however, was harder on Nari than it was on me. She tried to stay awake at night just to catch a glimpse of her, but most of the time she failed. It didn’t make things easier that mom came home later and later every night without any explanation. For me, not having mom in my life was nothing new - that had literally been the story of my childhood - but it hurt me to see that same expression of abandonment on Nari’s face… she was experiencing this feeling for the first time.
One Sunday night in the second half of August, about a week before we once more could enjoy full rations of corn sludge and moldy cabbage, dad scared us half to death by stumbling through the door, his face covered in blood, and collapsed on the floor.
I almost dropped my half-eaten bowl on the ground.
“DAD! What happened?” Nari shrieked and rushed over to him.
I put down my bowl and hurried to moisten the least dirty piece of cloth we had to clean his gaping wound.
“It was… Colonel Wan,” dad mumbled feebly. “He—”
But before he could continue, the door slammed open with a bang, and in came Colonel Wan, followed by Chang Min and one more guard I hadn’t seen before. Chang Min winked at us and threw his almost finished cigarette on the floor without putting it out.
The three of us stared at them in horror.
“Good evening, Kim family,” Colonel Wan greeted with an eerie smile. “You have been randomly selected for a surprise inspection. Please step outside.”
He nodded to the guards who started wreaking havoc in our little room before we had even reached the door, throwing everything around, even kicking what was left of our soup all over the floor.
“A lot of contraband around nowadays,” Colonel Wan commented, shaking his head theatrically.
“Colonel, we found some loose floorboards… there’s a hole underneath,” Chang Min said. “But it’s empty.”
“I see,” Colonel Wan tapped his chin. “So you did have some contraband here.”
“Sir… we didn’t use it for contraband,” Young Il said without daring to look at him. “We just kept the food we were allowed to bring from the Capital. But… it was stolen… a few da—”
“Stolen, you say? What an unspeakable tragedy!” Colonel Wan’s exaggerated theatrics was almost comical, which somehow made it even more terrifying. “Well… maybe it was a blessing in disguise… maybe now your little family can finally get down from your high horses and start paying for your treason like everybody else.” He spun around, scanning the room. “That seems to be all… you pass this time, prisoner Kim… but may the Great General help you if we find any contraband in that little storage of yours next time.”
He tipped his cap and said, “Good night, prisoner Kim… girls,” before turning around and leaving the chaos they had created together with Chang Min and the other guard, who hadn’t looked at us once during their brief, but intense visit.
“Dad… what’s going on?” Nari demanded once we were alone behind the closed door.
He looked at us and sighed deeply, holding the now red cloth firmly against his head.
“It’s… it’s just Colonel Wan’s new way of tormenting me,” he said while trying to save some pieces of corn and cabbage from the ground with his free hand. Nari put our quilts, blankets, and other things in order while I fixed the cooking tripod. “He increased the quota for our work unit again… by twenty-five percent this time, which is impossible to reach… and he told everybody they could thank me for that. So down in the mines, they jumped me, and… that’s how I ended up like this.”
“Is it because—?” Nari started.
“It’s because of his grudge against Grandpa,” I said. “Just like he told me during interrogation.”
Dad nodded sadly.
“I’m afraid that’s the case,” his voice almost broke.
I suddenly remembered something.
“But… Colonel Wan actually told me he would torment me, Nari and mom first… and only when he was finished with us, then he would go after you… why do you think—?”
“I don’t know,” dad lay down on his quilt with a hard thump. “But I get the feeling it’s because of General Roh… I think he has a different plan for me… for us.”
Nari looked worriedly at her father.
“W-what kind of plan, Dad?” her voice shivered.
“I don’t know,” dad mumbled half-consciously. “I don’t know…”
I didn’t know either, but I was fairly certain it had something to do with mom!
The next day, dad came home with bruises again. The day after as well. The day after that, Colonel Wan came back for another surprise visit, once again leaving our room in a mess and the floor covered in soup. We decided we would never leave food standing again, just make it and eat it immediately.
The daily beatings on top of the inhumanely hard work down in the mines took their toll on dad, and with each day, he seemed to wither and fade away a little more before our eyes. He became increasingly hunched and by the following week, had almost stopped talking altogether. He was skinny even compared to the other prisoners, and he had developed a cough. The dark circles around his eyes and neck were also growing. The skin there was flaking. If we hadn’t ostracized Mrs. Choy, she could probably have told us what it was… maybe she even knew about a cure. But we all knew going there was not an option. Even though I still deeply resented dad for ruining my life, my heart was breaking seeing him like this.
Our situation was becoming impossible fast, and we still had several days before returning to full rations. We were also painfully aware that full rations would not balance out four weeks of starvation. My fruitless search for even one cicada continued each day in the cornfield, but I think they could sense it because they were taunting me from their hiding places with their ever louder buzzing from all around me. It drove me crazy. I looked for other animals to catch as well, but the only one I managed to spot in the fields during these three weeks was a small frog. Unfortunately, my weakened body was no match for it… it didn’t even seem distressed as it casually jumped away from me and disappeared in the dense vegetation.
The few times we saw mom at home, she continued making promises that she would think of a way to extend the benefits to the rest of us, but the weeks passed and nothing happened. Some nights she didn’t come home at all, and even if I didn’t say anything to Nari, I had secretly given up hoping for any help coming from her. That didn’t mean I was giving up. Quite the opposite. I was filled with more determination than ever. I knew I had to take it upon myself to do something drastic if we were going to survive - there was nobody else left I could count on - and for the past couple of days, I had a growing feeling what that was… even if every fiber of my being protesting vehemently against it. Finally, the hunger pains and the hopelessness of our situation prevailed, so one day after work - using every ounce of determination to force my legs to move forward - I went over to ask my sister’s rapist for help.
I found Chul sitting with Chang Min’s arm around him in the shade across from the guardhouse - a form of male bonding I had seen quite frequently here, but never back in the Capital. They looked very relaxed, like they were truly enjoying each other’s company. Seeing them together, however, I was immediately transported back to the clearing up in the mountains, where they, reeking with alcohol, attacked me and ripped my clothes. I fought a losing battle not to run away, but then Chul noticed me. The fear that immediately seized his eyes helped my resolve to stay. He sat up erect, staring at me with his mouth open. I noticed his lip started trembling. Chang Min, who was in the same relaxed pose as before, smoking his cigarette, looked at his petrified friend and smirked. As much as I hated being near Chul, I took pleasure in seeing him so uncomfortable. But I couldn’t face them both, so I nodded at Chul to follow me, then went around the corner of the guardhouse and waited for him. My heart pounded fiercely in my chest.
“H-hey… do you have something new to report?” he asked shyly as he appeared around the corner. His eyes couldn’t meet mine for more than a second at the time. “You’re really cutting it close… my superior officers are getting impatient.”
He lit a cigarette with a shivering hand.
“No… sorry,” I said. I had honestly forgotten it was that time of the week. “I haven’t had time for… listen, I really need to talk to General Roh… again. Could you take me there?”
Chul stared at me completely stunned. This time he had no problem maintaining eye contact.
“W-what do you…? Take you… to see… G-General Roh?” he stuttered. “Are you insane? Don’t you remember the last time? Don’t you remember what he did to me in the middle of the street… in front of everybody?”
He looked at me with eyes full of panic and desperation. I didn’t answer, and my eyes didn’t waver. I felt panic and desperation too, but this was a battle I needed to win.
“W-why do you need to see him in person? What’s so important this time?” Chul’s voice was even more high-pitched than usual.
“I… just need to talk to him,” I kept my firm, pleading eyes locked on his. “It’s extremely important, Chul. Please, I’m begging you!”
Chul took a drag on his cigarette and exhaled a cloud of smoke together with a long sigh. His eyes had left me and were looking at something far in the distance behind me. He sighed again, then turned back to me, his face distorted with guilt.
“Look, Areum… you can’t just go and talk with the General whenever you feel like it. He’s the Director of the whole camp… and,” he lowered his voice, “he’s completely ruthless and merciless. You must understand that prisoners don’t have direct access to him.” He sighed again and shook his head. “If you have something to report, I’ll be happy to take you to Sergeant Park… and maybe in the future we can figure something—”
“No,” I shook my head as I once more locked eyes with him. “No, Chul… I must speak with General Roh… and I must speak with him now!” My hunger and panic made my patience drain at an extremely rapid pace… and I didn’t know what would happen when it ran out completely. “Listen, Chul… he gave me this assignment in person, right? So he must be okay with me seeing him if it’s important… and besides… ” I had to stop to clear my throat. “I… I know that the guilt is… is eating at you.” My blood started to boil inside of me, but there was no turning back. “And… and you’re not helping us with food anymore… so if you want to do something to… to repent for what you did to Nari… then you’ll do this for me… you have to do this for me…okay?”
Chul looked at me. He didn’t tremble anymore, but his eyes were saturated with guilt and shame. He took another drag on his cigarette, shaking his head. But in the same motion, his head went from shaking to nodding, and with the next cloud of smoke that left his lungs and mouth, he mumbled, “Okay.”




CHAPTER 28
My heart raced as we approached the Oversight. Both because I was terrified of how General Roh would react to what I had to say - if he let me see him at all - but also because it felt beyond mortified to rely on Chul for help. At the same time, the rational part of my brain thought this might be a good thing.
If he thinks there’s a chance I’ll forgive him… that could make him lower his guard!
Reaching the landing of the top floor of the desolate concrete staircase, I was once more greeted by the warm smile of infinite kindness of my Father - the Great General from the mountain top in the wall-to-wall mural. I had almost forgotten how he looked without blood and brain matter trickling down his face. My eyes widened and a hollow pain spread through my heart and chest where it merged seamlessly with the pain from my rib.
Don’t look at him, Areum… he’s not here to protect you anymore!
I quickly wiped my tear-filled eyes and hurried through the door to the left, leaving the visualization of all that was good in the world behind me.
Walking down the long corridor, my aching heart for the loss of my Father was replaced by fear that Colonel Wan would intersect us again - I wasn’t sure being with Chul would save me this time - but when we walked past his office, the door was open and nothing but a lone secretary was inside sorting papers without even acknowledging us. Remembering my first real encounter with Colonel Wan on this very spot, pain shot through my finger, which otherwise had almost completely healed. I buried my aching finger deep in the palm of my other hand as if that would somehow erase my memories.
Chul knocked softly on the door, and both my breathing and my heart all but stopped during the everlasting seconds of silence that followed.
“Yes,” we finally heard General Roh’s authoritative voice from the other side, and I could breathe again.
“It’s Private Gang, Sir,” Chul stated in a firmer voice than I was used to. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Sir, but prisoner Kim Areum has something important to report… she says it’s sensitive and that she can only report it directly to you.”
There was another excruciating moment of silence. I saw sweat pearling on Chul’s forehead, and I could feel it pearling on mine as well.
“Sir? Should I take her away?” Chul’s voice was still firm, but tenser than before and had a slight tremble to it.
From inside the room, I heard a chair moving, and heavy footsteps approaching the door. At the next moment, General Roh appeared before us, his blind silvery eye looking straight through me before landing on Chul.
“It’s fine, Private… she can come in,” he said in a calm voice without any hint of disgust or disappointment. “You’re dismissed!”
“Yes, Sir,” Chul saluted respectfully, although visibly relieved, and left.
I went in and sat in the same chair as last time. General Roh sat down facing me across his massive desk with his hands on his lap. To the right, I saw the back of the frame holding the inexplicable picture of my mother in her prime.
“What do you have for me, Miss Kim, that you couldn’t tell Private Gang or Sergeant Park?” General Roh’s eyes examined my face.
I swallowed, but it didn’t help against the painful lump swelling in my throat.
How will I say it? I haven’t thought this through!
“I’m sorry, Sir… the thing is that… since you were kind enough to give me this assignment, I have noticed how many bad things are going on around in the camp… the Sacred Rules being broken… it’s truly awful… but the thing is… you see… er… you know… when I first came here, you told us we are here to atone for our sins, and… and that it was your job to help us… right?”
General Roh raised his eyebrows.
“Yes… that’s correct.”
“Well… the thing is that… my family and I… we’re now in a… kind of a situation, where… it’s difficult… almost impossible… for us to fulfill our duty and to… to atone for our crimes… through the work we’re doing here.”
General Roh’s impatience started to shine through his otherwise emotionless face. The sweat from my neck poured down to my back in steady streams, making my clothes uncomfortably stick to my skin.
“Well… you see… the thing is that… somebody… er… stole our rice… I mean… the one we brought with us from… from our home in the Capital… and then we… had some other… problems, let’s say… and… and the whole family got cut rations for four weeks… and then there is Young Il… I mean, my father… Colonel Wan increased his quota by another twenty-five percent, and… and… now he gets beaten by the others in his work unit—”
“Miss Kim,” General Roh interrupted me harshly and leaned forward, his brow deeply furrowed. “Do I understand it correctly that you came here to ask me for more food?”
“I… I… I mean… w-we really want to atone for our crimes… we want to pay back to Choson for what my father did, but… as it is now, we are failing… and… and we want to do the work that is given to us… truly, but—”
General Roh narrowed his eyes and stopped my rambling by raising a finger. I could feel the sweat dripping down the sides of my face as well.
“Miss Kim,” he said in the voice of a father who was patiently, but firmly, reprimanding his teenage daughter. “What you’re describing is the reality most, if not all, prisoners live every day… month after month, year after year. You have been the very lucky exception until now. Maybe you haven’t realized it yourselves, but your family has been living like kings
and
queens until now.” He leaned back in his chair without breaking eye contact. “What you need to do, Miss Kim is to accept your new reality… accept that you are here to atone for your father’s crimes. If you do that, the spirit of our Father - the Great General will fill you… and empower you. And I assure you he will help your body endure any hardship you might face here… and your mind will eventually attain redemption. That is the test you have to pass in this re-education camp… and to be honest, I have full faith that you can prove yourself worthy. I have been here long enough to see that you have it in you.”
“B-but, Sir—”
“What you can do in the meantime to improve your situation,” General Roh interrupted me by raising his finger once more, ”is to provide us with useful information about your fellow prisoners… about the Strayed… so we can identify those who have no wish to atone for their crimes. I gave you this opportunity because I believed in you, but from what I gather, so far you have only provided us with one decent report, and the rest… of little or no value.” He leaned forward again. ”Miss Kim… as I told you before… if you provide valuable information, you will be rewarded… and that is what will resolve your food situation. There is nothing else I can do for you, I’m afraid. Your fate is in your hands. Embrace the sacred principles of Juche… be self-reliant… and you will find a way.”
My heart sank to my feet.
This was our last hope… and now, we’re instead one step closer to our impending doom…
“And how about Youn… I mean… my father?” I asked, depleted of energy. “Is he being treated the same as… as everybody else?
I expected an angry outburst for my insolence, but instead, General Roh sighed heavily and a sadness came over his face.
“Are you asking me if I make it harder for your father than for the other prisoners?”
I nodded. On the inside, however, my panic was growing, and I immensely wished I had kept my big mouth shut.
“As I told you that night I came over to your house, I grew up with my grandparents in Hamhung… I had a happy childhood there, and I’m not going to deny I have a special place in my heart for that once great city. I’m also not going to pretend I don’t have more contempt for your father than for most other prisoners here for what he did to all those innocent people… to my grandparents, cousins, uncles, and aunts… friends of the family. All dead… because of your father.“ He looked away, blinking rapidly, his face distorted by a burning fury and unfathomable pain.
“I’m so sorry, Sir—” I tried to get him off this topic, but it was too late.
“There was nothing reported about this in the newspaper or on TV, but it had already gone quite far by the time I was contacted by a former colleague back in the Capital. He told me what was going on in Hamhung… and not only Hamhung… in the whole South Hamgyong prefecture. I took my car and went over there… and… and I saw everything with my own eyes… everybody was either dead, or soon to be dead, from starvation… sun-scorched bodies littered the streets.” The street of death from my dream suddenly flashed before my eyes. “I found my corpses of my grandparents in their bed… that was the only thing left in their apartment… not even the picture of the Great General had been left on the wall… all had been looted. I continued looking for any relative or friend that was still alive, but the only one I found was… was… well, it doesn’t matter…”
He didn’t look at me anymore, he just stared blankly at the picture of my mother on his desk. “It took some time to figure out what had happened there… I had to use all my contacts in the Capital… and finally, I came across a name… Kim Young Il… the son of great Kim Hyun Woo - the founder of the Public Food Distribution System. The system Kim Young Il… your father… later used to kill my entire family… and millions more. And for what? For his own selfish political advancement?” The deep furrows in his face were accentuated by the shadows created by the ceiling light. “I used to look at that name every day for so long… but then time passed, and somehow it faded from my mind. Not even seeing his name when he was first admitted joggled my memory. Only after Colonel Wan started looking into his file as you requested did I recognize the name I had been obsessing over for so many years.”
I tried to swallow but the swelling in my throat was so large and painful I could hardly even breathe.
“How—?” I wheezed but it was too painful to continue.
“So yes,” General Roh looked at me like he had just awakened from a dream, “I do have a personal grudge against your father.” He leaned forward, joining his hands over the desk. His seeing eye was interlocked with mine and his dead eye peered into my soul. “But I have received this sacred mission by the Great General… to re-educate the people of our nation who have strayed from the righteous path… and I would never fail Him in that. Your father is receiving the punishment he deserves, which is neither more lenient nor more severe than what the rest of the Strayed is receiving. If he proves himself worthy, he will persevere and re-join society. If not, he will perish. I do not get involved in the fates of specific prisoners, no matter who they are or what they have done… that is the truth.”
“But Colonel W—”
“I have complete faith in Colonel Wan. He’s a highly regarded and very experienced officer… and he has served me and this camp for many years.”
“But—”
“No more buts, Miss Kim. I’m running out of both time and patience. If there is nothing further, I will ask you to leave. And I want to make myself very clear now, so you’d better pay attention… I will not see you again in my office unless it is I who have called you… is that understood?”
I nodded, fighting tooth and nail to hide the turmoil inside me.
“Good. You’re dismissed!”
I stood up on my shaky legs and bowed deeply over his desk, praying I would be able to keep the little content I had in my stomach.
“Thank you, Sir… thank you for your time and your patience… I’m very grateful,” I mumbled mechanically but extended my bow long enough to get another look at the picture on his desk.
This time, there was not a shred of doubt left in my mind, and a final flame of bravery - or foolishness - sparked up inside me.
“S-sir… is that my… mother?”
General Roh’s face turned scarlet red in the blink of an eye, which made his glaring silvery ghost eye look more demonic than ever. He tipped the picture over, and growled, “You are getting on my last nerve, Miss Kim. YOU’RE DISMISSED! Don’t make me say it again.”
I almost ran out of his office, and I didn’t stop until I was safely out in the Bloodyard. I felt like I was losing my balance and had to lean against the wall not to fall. I stood there for a long while, panting.
It was mom! It was! But how? And why?
I knew I needed to find out what this all meant… but I didn’t have the faintest idea how.
Chul came over the next day to ask how it had gone. Since the visit with General Roh had been nothing short of a massive failure, I despised myself for having opened the door to Chul to make him feel comfortable enough to come over to talk to me again… for nothing.
“It didn’t go as I had hoped… but don’t worry, we’ll be fine,” I said flatly, trying to close the door again.
“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said. “If there is anything else—”
“Thanks, but we’ll be fine on our own… you don’t have to help us anymore.”
The sadness on his face as he left told me he had understood my message loud and clear.
Areum, never ask that monster for help again!
The days following my visit to General Roh continued in the same excruciating way as the previous. The constant hunger pains grew in intensity with each day, and even though we neared the end of our punishment, it had never felt further away. As usual, Nari was barely conscious most of the time, so I slaved away filling both of our quotas under the relentless August sun. What surprised me the most was that I managed to do so every single day. I concluded it must be because of a combination of the magic water rations and my constant anger that gave me the energy I needed… at least until the moment my head hit the rag pillow at night and my brain switched off from pure exhaustion. Whatever it was that kept me going, it allowed us to avoid another open confrontation with Mr. Ma and his thugs. The war we fought was instead one of perseverance. The enemy observed us constantly, in silence and with great patience… biding their time and waiting for any slip-up that would spark the final battle… the battle I knew we had no chance of winning.
At least I didn’t have any problems sleeping.
Dad came home with new bruises every day, and he was becoming more apathetic every time I saw him. Losing the rice had been the straw that broke the camel’s back. In short, our family was in disarray. Even if we didn’t talk about it, both Nari and I had the growing feeling mom didn’t live with us anymore. Most days, she didn’t come home, and the days she honored us with her presence, she came home after we had gone to bed and left again before we woke up. I tried to remain hopeful, but I couldn’t help suspecting she had gotten used to her better life in the Chrysanthemum Garden. Maybe she used it as a way to disconnect herself from her family… and all the problems that were attached to it. In a way, I couldn’t blame her. After all…
… hadn’t that been my plan when qualifying for the Great General’s National Gymnastics Team?
Whatever the reason, it left Nari devastated. Not only had she lost her other sister and best friend… now she was in different ways losing both her parents as well.
One day in the cornfield, as the hunger pains and the merciless sun had put my mind in a near meditative state, something from the corner of my eye caught my attention. Looking down, I was at first not sure if it was real or if I was hallucinating. I blinked several times to see if it would disappear. It didn’t. What sat before me on the ground was a large fleshy toad. It was predominantly brown, but with streaks of green. I blinked a few more times before concluding it was real. It was just sitting there, blinking, and nobody else was around to grab it for themselves. Finding something that contained so much meat was nothing short of a miracle. My mouth watered so much I almost drooled. I silently removed my shoes, hunched over, and slowly approached it from behind. I crouched down. It was almost within my reach. I initiated my attack, but just then, a tap on my shoulder made me shriek and almost fall over.
“What’re you doing, Miss Kim?” Jun Ha asked with a smirk.
I looked back down on the ground in a panic, but the toad was long gone.
“You scared me!” I pushed his shoulder angrily as I felt another stab of hunger pain pierce through my stomach. But then he laughed his usual kind laugh, and I started laughing as well. My delirious state had made me giggly.
“What are you doing here?” I asked once we had settled down.
“Reporting for duty,” he said, raising his hand into a salute. “Today is my fifteenth birthday, so now it’s time I earn my keep.”
“Oh, happy birthday,” I said. “Or… I’m sorry? I don’t know…”
“I’ll take both,” he laughed. “And don’t worry… I’m actually in the cornfield by choice. This is a good place to conduct business.”
“Business? What kind of business?”
“Well… it’s probably better if you don’t know. Anyway… how are you doing, Areum? You don’t look so great. And your sister is a bit—”
“We’re having a streak of bad luck,” I said. “But don’t worry… we’ll manage.”
He gave me a worried look. It was too much for me to take, so I averted my eyes.
“Okay… but please let me know if you need any help… I’m here for you.”
I nodded, staring at his feet with my hollow cheeks flushed.
“Be safe… I’ll check back on you later,” he said and walked over to talk to Mr. Ma.
I felt happy. Finally, one good thing happening to me… even if it made me lose the fleshy toad.
At lunch break, Jun Ha joined Nari and me on the log in the shade where we ate our half portion of flavorless watery soup as every day. The sweet scent of the harvested corn that the soft breeze carried to us taunted me and increased my hunger pains.
“Just imagine how much food that is there, right in front of our eyes,” Jun Ha looked dreamingly at the corn and rice fields extending into the far distance. “And here we are, eating almost nothing but water, with just a little bit of corn and cabbage mixed into it.”
“And tree bark,” I added.
“Really?” he looked at me in surprise.
“Really… loads of it. I worked at the watermill before… I saw how they made that sludge they’re giving us.”
“That’s just… disgusting,” he wrinkled his nose but continued eating.
Once we were finished, Nari went to return our bowls, leaving the two of us alone on the log.
“Hey, Jun Ha,” I said. “There is something I need to ask. You know most things that go on in Yodok… and I guess, also stuff that happened in the past?”
“Sure, I hear things… what do you want to know?”
“Well… I’ve been in General Roh’s office two times now—”
“Really?” he looked at me, surprised.
“Yes, and… he has a picture on his desk… of a woman, and… after I saw it again the other day, I’m one hundred percent sure the picture is of… er… of my mother… well… of my mother when she was younger, to be exact… she was a famous theater actress, you know.”
I examined Jun Ha’s face. His expression reminded me of how Nari had looked at me after our rice had been stolen.
“I do know he has a picture on his desk,” he finally said. “But that picture is of his wife.”
“His wife?” I almost shrieked. “He’s married?”
“Was,” Jun Ha nodded. “He was married… she died in childbirth many years ago, right here in the camp. Doctor Death was the attending doctor… and it seems that General Roh has been punishing him ever since… they say that’s why he lost his mind and started torturing prisoners. But all this happened long before I was born, so—”
“General Roh… has a child?”
“No,” Jun Ha shook his head. “The child supposedly died as well, and they say that’s what broke General Roh… why he went completely berserk and ran out into the fields and started killing prisoners… as I told you the first time we met…”
I was in a state of complete shock.
“So he keeps a picture of his late wife… on his desk?
“That’s right… I have seen it myself, although I can’t remember exactly what she looked like… it was over a year ago. But I do know he still loves her even in death… he never remarried, and he doesn’t even sleep with the female prisoners here as most of the other officers do.” He looked at me with compassionate eyes. “Areum… the woman in the picture on his desk is definitely not your mother… that I can tell you with absolute certainty.”
“But… I was so sure it was her… it was like a spitting image,” I shook my head.
“Areum, just forget about it. It was your mind playing tricks on you,” Jun Ha put his hand on my arm. “It’s an old photograph of General Roh’s wife when she was young, and it probably just made some kind of connection in your brain, making you see your mother as you remember her from when she was young, you know.”
“Maybe,” I said, but I still wasn’t completely convinced. We had posters of mom from the peak of her acting career on the walls of our apartment in the Capital, and mom had not just looked like the woman in the picture… it had been like a reflection in the mirror.
Like a lightning bolt from a clear sky, another thought suddenly struck me.
If General Roh is still is in love with his late wife, why would he want a spitting image of her working close to him in the Chrysanthemum Garden… reminding him of her death all the time?
Unless…
This disturbing thought grew relentlessly and mercilessly inside me and planted a seed of another, even more, disturbing thought.
Has she abandoned us…
… for him?




CHAPTER 29
Despite being deprived of food, our faces and bodies healed - although not at a fast pace - and my rib ached slightly less with each day that passed. But the constant hunger made me lose clarity, and my mind constantly spiraled back to the story of General Roh’s wife dying in childbirth and the feeling that our mother has abandoned us for a privileged life in the Chrysanthemum Garden. This was, however, a forbidden topic, and I never said a word of it to Nari.
A few nights later, as we were cleaning up after dinner, I noticed Nari scratching at her neck and around her throat.
“Are you okay?” I asked.
“I’m fine,” she shyly closed her dirt-covered shirt and turned away from me.
I didn’t push and a few moments later, I had passed out from exhaustion.
The next morning, I woke up late. The sun had already started seeping in through the cracks in the walls, but Nari was still sleeping. Mom and dad had already left. As I went over to wake her up, I saw her bare neck and the upper part of her chest over her shirt. At first, I didn’t understand what I was looking at. It looked like she was wearing some kind of strange necklace. I leaned over to take a closer look, and in shock, I had to put my hand over my mouth to block a scream. Around her neck was a severe lumpy rash - worse than anything I had seen before. It was dark red with large white skin flakes in a perfect ring formation. I also noticed dark circles forming around her eyes, though still not as severe as those around her neck. Without thinking, I pulled down Nari’s shirt to see better. That woke her up instantly, and with a loud shriek, she pushed me off her so unexpectedly I tumbled to the ground. She looked at me with petrified eyes and pulled her shirt up to cover her chest and neck.
“What is that?” I pointed a trembling finger at her neck.
“It’s nothing,” Nari grunted and immediately got up to serve the breakfast soup dad had left us.
“You need to go and get that checked out,” I continued staring at her after receiving my lukewarm bowl.
“It’s nothing,” Nari repeated, averting her rapidly blinking eyes. “Everybody has it around here… just leave it alone.”
I knew it was pointless to argue when she was like this, but I continued watching her from the opposite side of the dying ember that sizzled under the metal tripod between us. Multiple scenarios of what might happen if I took her to the constantly drunk Doctor Death rushed through my mind and I finally came to an unpleasant conclusion.
“We have to take you to Mrs. Choy,” I said. It was not a suggestion.
“Have you lost your mind?” Nari gasped. “You know that’s not possible… mom will kill us. Or maybe Mrs. Choy will…”
“Mom doesn’t have to know,” I stood my ground. “Anyway, the fight is between the two of them. I’m sure Mrs. Choy still thinks of you as a second daughter… and I know Mina still considers you her sister… If nothing else, I’m sure she can convince her.”
Nari shook her head vigorously with tears streaming down her grief-stricken face. I knew her struggle all-too well. She could never go against mom’s will… and some things never change.
“Just leave it alone, Areum,” she implored, but I knew what I needed to do.
When we emerged into the busy street, I noticed it had rained during the night. But looking up at the sky, there was not a cloud in sight. The humidity was on the rise.
Perfect… another day in the steam room…
Nari kept to herself in the fields and kept pulling her shirt up to cover her neck. I spotted Jun Ha cutting down cornstalks a bit further away and remembered him saying we could come to him with anything… and it was not like I had a whole lot of other options lying around. I worked myself closer to him slowly enough so it wouldn’t arise suspicion.
“What’s up, Miss Kim?” he greeted merrily as always. He looked like working under the burning sun in a prison camp cornfield didn’t bother him the slightest… it was almost like he enjoyed it.
I sat down next to him and started breaking off corncobs from a stalk he had just cut down, gathering them in a pile on the ground. I cleared my throat and signaled for him to come closer. I was afraid of saying what I needed to say, and even more afraid of hearing the answer. Seeing my flickering eyes, his expression changed.
“What is it, Areum? What’s wrong?” he whispered.
“Jun Ha… something is happening to Nari. She’s got a huge red skin rash around her neck.”
The last remnants of Jun Ha’s smile disappeared instantly.
“Is it… circle-shaped?”
“Yes,” I said with an ominous feeling in my gut. “And it’s full of white flakes. It has started around her eyes as well.” I swallowed. “I’ve seen a lot of prisoners with a similar rash but never as bad as this… do you know what it is?”
He sighed, looking down at the ground.
“That’s the first symptom of pellagra. It’s a sickness caused by not getting enough nutrition. And you’re right… most people here get it sooner or later.”
“The first symptom?” I swallowed. “What comes… after?”
He bit his lip, debating with himself whether he should tell me the truth or not. Finally, he nodded to himself.
“You get swellings… all over your body… then your hair and teeth start falling out… you start getting confused or agitated like you’re losing your mind… which you, in the end, do… and then finally—”
“Death?”
“Death,” he confirmed in a whisper.
“Oh, Great General… I need to save her,” I jumped to my feet in a panic. “I need to… I need to get her some more food. I need to catch some frogs, or… or rats… or something.”
I started frantically look at the ground around us as if another meaty toad magically would appear out of nowhere.
“Or… corn! We’re surrounded by corn… salvation is right here!”
“Calm down,” Jun Ha took a firm grip around my shoulders. He looked around to make sure no one else was within hearing range. “First of all, be very careful what you say… or you’ll end up in the Center of Truth before the day is over. Secondly, corn will not do her any good… it doesn’t have the nutrient that can make her better. I’m sure of that because even before when the rations were much bigger, people still got pellagra… it’s because all we’re were eating is corn and cabbage. To get better, she will need something else.”
“How about rice?” I stared at him imploringly.
“Rice will work, yes,” he nodded.
For a split second, I was relieved thinking of the treasure under our floorboards, but then my memory returned, hitting me like a sledgehammer. I got lightheaded and had to sit down in the dirt.
Why didn’t we hide the rice better…?
I leaned over and hugged my legs, resting my head on my knees.
Could it have been Mrs. Choy who stole the rice? Am I bringing Nari to get help from the person who destroyed what little life we had left here?
No… no matter how I felt about Mina, I just couldn’t bring myself to believing that it was them who stole it. It couldn’t have been…
“Hey,” Jun Ha squatted down to me. “Maybe I can help you, but it will take some time. Rice, as you know, is a luxury item in here.”
“Time…? How much time?” I asked.
“I can’t say… but the good news, if you can call it that, is that it usually takes a long time for pellagra to kill you. Ao you don’t have to panic… she will make it.”
“How can you be sure?” My voice was cracking up. “She’s so weak… she has been sick her whole life… and last month she vomited almost every day… maybe it was the pellagra growing in her… she’s not a normal healthy person… I’m not sure—”
“Hey,” Jun Ha gave me a friendly smile and stroked my shoulder. “I’ll work as quickly as I can, okay. Just calm down. Nari needs you to be strong in the meantime. I know you’re helping her with her quota… you have to continue doing that for her. Can you continue being strong for her?”
“Strong,” I mumbled. “I’ve been strong for her my whole life… when will it end?”
“Just a little while longer. We’ll get you through this,” Jun Ha said. “Come on, let’s get back to work now before we get into trouble with Mr. Ma.”
However, as I went back to my spot next to Nari, Dong Suk and Sang Jun were already glaring at us in silent contempt.
I sighed.
This war will never be over…
When we came home that night, I explained to Nari what Jun Ha had told me and said she needed to show me the rash. She started to cry, but to my surprise complied with my request without me having to ask twice.
“It’s okay, Nari, we’ll get through this… we always do,” I tried to comfort her.
“I’m not sure anymore,” she sobbed as she opened up her shirt and showed me the red circle with white skin flakes at the base of her neck. Just looking at it made my skin feel itchy and uncomfortable under my shirt.
“Thank you,” I said, and Nari covered herself up again. “Jun Ha said it develops very slowly, so at least we have time to figure something out.”
“That’s good,” Nari whimpered, but I knew we both were thinking the same thing.
That’s how it is for normal people… how will it be for her?
Later that night, as we lay on our quilts with our empty stomachs screaming with hunger pains, Nari turned to me.
“I don’t want mom and dad to know. Don’t tell them… please,” she whispered.
“Okay.”
I had no intention of involving mom or dad, but I wasn’t sure if I could wait for Jun Ha to come through either. I had known guys like that before - always full of confidence, promising the moon. But in the end, when it came to delivering on their promises… suffice to say, they’re not all that reliable. And just like that, the heavy burden of having the responsibility of both of our lives returned to my aching shoulders.
I need to take matters into my own hands… that’s the only way! Apply self-reliance - the principles of Juche… General Roh said so himself. I need to get her rice… NOW!
My fear and worry slowly turned into determination… a determination that was fueled by hunger and desperation.
But where could I get my hands on rice? Maybe I could steal from some newcomer… maybe there are some rich ones from the Capital, like us?
But I hadn’t seen anyone that fit that description in a long time… and the thought of doing to another poor family what had happened to us made my intestines twist more painfully than the hunger.
Maybe I could steal from the guards? They have it… at least sometimes…
But breaking into a guard’s house would be extremely risky. And I only had the opportunity at night, which was the only time they were all at home. Of course, some of them probably go out drinking… and some must have night duty, but without knowing their work schedules, it would likely be a one-way ticket to Cemetery Hill.
Lying there on my hard quilt bed, racking my brain on how to get rice for Nari, my mind circled back to Hana and her offer.
No… if she would have acted instead of just watching my sister get raped, we wouldn’t have any of these problems to begin with… I will NEVER go to her for help!
Then, after an infinite row of hopeless ideas, I suddenly remembered the granary right next to the Lotus Garden where the guards live.
That’s where they keep the crops that are going to be shipped off to the Capital. There must be rice… and plenty of it! It is most likely under lock and key and heavily guarded, but…
… I am a national gymnast in the Great General’s Gymnastics Team! And this is my best shot to save Nari.
Besides, it must be less risk than breaking into a village with hundreds of sleeping guards…
I can do it!
I must do it…
The plan was forming in my head, but I had to be discrete. Dad came home shortly after nightfall. He just ate and went to bed. I pretended to sleep to make sure he didn’t stay up longer than necessary. I didn’t know for sure if Nari was asleep or not, but she hadn’t greeted our father either. The biggest unknown was whether mom would come home tonight or not, but I waited some more just in case. I was glad I did because after half an hour or so, she quietly snuck through the door. Even though I knew dad had left a little soup for her, she went to bed without eating. I wasn’t surprised. Surely her stomach was still bursting from her plentiful dinner in the Chrysanthemum Garden.
I didn’t have to wait long before she was snoring as well. I carefully made sure Nari wasn’t pretending and snuck out of the house without making a single sound. Tonight, I wouldn’t attempt to enter the granary. I would only check it out… unless it turned out to be a walk in the park, but I seriously doubted that would be the case.
The night was clear and warm. The camp lay in silence apart from the backdrop of a distant cicada symphony. The nights I didn’t pass out from exhaustion, I cursed at them for keeping me awake, but tonight their relentless buzzing would provide a perfect audial cover as I snuck through the camp. I took off my worn-out shoes and ran silently along the main dirt road until the end of the Village of the Strayed and then headed for the cornfields. I could easily avoid the guard posts, which I had memorized from all those times I had gone to the river for water after curfew. The buzzing of cicadas in the fields was almost deafening. They must have been everywhere, but I had yet to see a single one during the day… though not for lack of trying.
The last distance through a still unharvested cornfield just before reaching the granary was the easiest. Rushing through the jungle of tall cornstalks, I was completely hidden from all sides. The strong scent from the corn, however, made my hunger pains come back in full force, and at one point they even made me fall on all fours on the ground. It was so intense I had to press my mouth against my shoulder to make sure no sound came out. The next stab of pain was even more intense, and my fingers dug deep into the warm and moist soil that released its slowly accumulated heat from the day. The pain subsided slowly, and I stayed in that position a bit longer still… just to be sure. While I waited, I looked up at the abundance of unharvested corn around me with greedy eyes.
Nobody’s around… nobody would see if I take just one tiny little corncob… I can share it with Nari…
Harnessing all my will-power, I forced my head down, away from the temptation.
Get it together, Areum! You’re on a mission… there can be no distractions! And this is dangerous enough without adding even more risk!
Besides, more corn wouldn’t cure Nari… Jun Ha had told me so.
As the pain was finally gone, I stood up with full determination and broke off a leaf from one of the cornstalks. I folded it and put it in my mouth. The taste was vile, but it slightly distracted me from the hunger as I continued my path through the corn jungle.
The Lotus Garden, unlike the rest of the camp, didn’t appear devoid of life, despite it being the middle of the night. Even if most residential houses and barracks had their lights turned off, there was one building up the main street splitting the village in two that had an abundance of light and sounds emerging from it. I saw guards standing in small groups in front of it, drinking, smoking, making jokes, and laughing. The last night with Su Mi suddenly appeared in my mind, and I couldn’t help but wonder where she was and what she was doing right now. I hoped my disappearance hadn’t made her drink even more than she had before.
Will I ever see her again?
While remaining hidden behind the dense foliage, I moved away from the main street with its joyous nightlife and continued along the edge of the village until the cornfield ended. The large granary was now in sight. I made sure the coast was clear, then emerged from the field and ran from tree to tree until I was close enough to get a good look.
The granary was a large wooden building, about twice the height of the guard barracks behind it in the village. The outside was illuminated by electric lamps on all sides.
I guess the bar and the granary are the only things important enough to spend electricity on in Yodok…
I observed the structure for a while hidden behind a large bush. There were two guards stationed by the front entrance, which was large enough to fit an entire truck, and two guard patrols that ceaselessly circled the building.
Keeping a safe distance, I walked along the outer side of the granary, searching for possible ways to enter. The front entrance wouldn’t work because the guards never left their post. There seemed to be some openings in the upper part of the building - probably for ventilation to prevent mold from destroying the crops - but there were no other buildings close by that I could jump from.
After having done the same round one more time without finding any viable entrance, I started to lose hope. It also became increasingly difficult to ignore how tired and hungry I was.
I’d better go home and get some sleep… tomorrow I’ll find another way! Or maybe Jun Ha will come through…
I worked my way back into the cornfield the same way as I had come, and from behind a utility pole right at the edge of the cornfield, I stared at the granary for a while, hoping that some magical entrance would appear.
It didn’t.
I let out a sigh of defeat.
Then, just as I turned around, I suddenly noticed something else. Something above me.
The power lines!
They came from somewhere in the darkness and were connected to the top of the utility pole towering up next to me. From there, they went to…
The granary!
That’s my way in!
Before the euphoria had time to spread throughout my brain, however, the image of my lifeless electrocuted body hanging like newly washed laundry from the power line high up in the sky penetrated my mind. Beneath me stood a pitiful group of the Strayed gasping and pointing at my rotting corpse that the guards had left hanging as a warning to the rest.
I tried desperately to shake this image out of my mind, but I couldn’t help my heart from once more sinking to my empty stomach.
Is this it? Was that my last chance?
Then a thought - or rather a vague and distant memory - tried to enter my brain.
What was again that they taught us about this in school? I remember myself sitting in the classroom, listening to the teacher’s boring lecture… but what was it she said?
At these moments, I truly wished I had Nari’s photographic memory.
I furrowed my brow so hard I got a headache…
It’s right there! I can feel it!
Then something broke through.
Birds!
That’s right… birds sit on the power lines, right… so is it safe for people?
I slapped my forehead to jolt my memory. Then again.
Come on, brain! Don’t fail me!
The teacher said… the teacher said that electricity… looks for… the fastest route to the ground. Right… so if you stand on the ground and touch them, you get fried. But birds don’t stand on the ground… and that’s why the electricity doesn’t care about them and just continues on its way, uninterrupted. So… as long as I don’t touch anything else while I’m holding the wires, I should be… okay?
I swallowed.
I guess there is only one way to find out! But not today…
As I turned around, the air suddenly filled with a drizzle. I stopped and turned my head up, embracing the wonderful cool sensation on my face. I opened my mouth and let the droplets fall on my tongue.
I stood like that for a while, and when I finally went home, there was something in my chest that I hadn’t felt in a long time.
There was hope.




CHAPTER 30
Filling the quota the next day went easier than any other day since General Roh had announced the increase after the shocking news about our Father - the Great General. The excitement mixed with panic I felt thinking about tonight’s trial kept a steady stream of adrenaline circulating through my body, and I worked like I had never worked before. Seeing the flaky rash growing from under Nari’s shirt also helped give me extra motivation.
Breaking into the granary was, however, a very last resort that I would gladly avoid if I could, so during the first water break of the day, I went over to Jun Ha with the desperate hope he had already come through with his promise to get us some rice. My hope was unfortunately short-lived, and when he once more said he needed more time, I knew I was out of options. I briefly considered asking Miss Ae for help again but knew everybody - except for the highest-ranking officers - received rice only on special occasions. It was unnecessary to make her feel helpless as well by requesting something she couldn’t give.
To my surprise, mom came home tonight as well. I waited until everybody was fast asleep before I moved. I couldn’t risk any interference.
I put on the darkest pants I owned and a black long-sleeved shirt, packed two pieces of strong cloth I would use to wrap around my hands when climbing the power line, and a small cloth bag to put the rice in. Once ready, I went outside, again leaving my shoes behind to be able to run more quietly. I found a nearly dried-up puddle next to the far-end wall and rubbed the cold wet mud onto my hands and face. Since I would be climbing high up in the air, I needed to blend in with the surrounding darkness. I applied several layers until I couldn’t see my skin anymore and then ran the same route as last night. The buzzing of the cicadas once more provided a welcome sound barrier around me and drowned out the soft thumping of my bare running feet. The guards would have probably not heard me even if I had my shoes, but connecting with the soil directly made the gymnast in me feel more in control.
The night was warm with a few dark clouds contrasting against the stars in the sky. I rushed through the narrow passageways along the outer wall, deftly avoiding the rolls of left-over barbed wire, until the end of the Village of the Strayed, passed the food distribution building and the School of Juche. I briefly hid behind a group of trees before entering the safety of the nearest cornfield without being detected by a guard patrol that was coming my way. Crossing the main road went without problems, and once in front of the utility pole, I waited in the foliage for two guards to pass before I silently rushed over and climbed up the rusty brackets attached to the sides. I had just reached the top when another guard patrol rounded the corner of the granary. I pressed my body against the utility pole without moving a muscle. The only part of me moving was my chest, since I couldn’t prevent myself from panting.
As soon as the guards had disappeared around the corner, I raised my head to figure out my next move. There were three power lines attached to the top of the pole. Two led to somewhere in the Lotus Garden and the last one to the granary. They were closer to each other than I would have preferred, but I decided it was doable.
It has to be!
I carefully wrapped my hands with the pieces of cloth I had brought while salty drops of sweat painfully stung my eyes. My heart raced in my chest. Three months ago I would have laughed at this challenge. Now, I wasn’t sure I would make it… and I really hoped I remembered correctly about how electric current flows.
But it must be like that… otherwise the birds would fry…
I got in a position to jump. The sweat was not only bothering my eyes but had soaked my entire body, and I worried if being wet would increase the risk of being electrocuted. I reminded myself that the most important thing was that no part of me touched the utility pole when my fingers grabbed the power line… and I also needed to control my swing so I didn’t get in contact with the other power lines.
I looked down to see the position of the guard patrols and waited until both patrols were the furthest away from my location. I said a prayer in my head to the spirit of my Father - the Great General, exhaled, and… jumped.
Time stood still as I soared through the air like an eagle.
The next moment, I was swinging from the power line with a firm grip.
I wanted to scream with joy.
I didn’t get electrocuted! I’m still alive!
I slowed down my swinging until it stopped completely. I looked up at my hands, which were mere inches away from the other power line, and sighed with relief.
Suddenly, there was a piercing pain shooting from my left hand, and I felt something warm and wet running down my wrist.
Blood!
Shit! I must have messed up when wrapping the cloth.
But I couldn’t concern myself with this now. My breathing became heavy, and I knew I couldn’t maintain the grip forever - I had to move. I swung my body forward and grabbed the line anew with my left hand. Another jolt of pain shot through it and I had to bite my lip not to scream. My feet dangled like a pendant, and I felt my grip slipping.
It must be the blood!
I quickly swung forward and grabbed the power line with my right hand, then let go with my left hand and quickly wiped the blood off on my clothes before grabbing the line again. There was a new shot of pain from my cut, but…
It worked! I’m not slipping anymore!
I continued in the same manner until the power line leading to the barn was sufficiently far away from the other ones, then I lifted my legs and wrapped them around it. The pressure on my hand lessened significantly, and I sighed with relief. I waited a few moments just to catch my breath and wipe off the blood once more before I continued moving.
As I came closer to the top of the barn where the power line was connected, I heard the voices of some guards talking below. A chill went down my spine as I recognized one of the voices. It was Chang Min. With dread in my heart, I looked down and saw the ever-glowing red dot of his cigarette in the darkness outside the halo of the wall lamp. The next step was to jump down from the power line and let go before my feet touched the barn. That would make a noise, and with the guards right below me, that wouldn’t be possible. I waited.
And waited.
And then waited some more.
I could hardly open my eyes because of the pain from the sweat that seemed to flow into them like from a faucet. The blood streaming from my left hand had already reached the middle of my back. The power line cut into my hands and legs and I just barely stopped myself from emitting an agonizing grunt.
Get it together, Areum… they will hear you!
The guards were not moving. I needed to find a less exhausting position to rest my hands, so I strengthened my leg-lock and carefully let go with my hands, lowering my upper body until it was hanging vertically from my legs. The wire was now cutting deeper into my legs, but there was a painful relief in my throbbing and burning palms, and I could return to normal breathing. I re-wrapped the cloth around my left hand and then pressed it tightly against my clothes so that I wouldn’t accidentally drip blood onto my unknowing companions below me.
Chang Min continued telling stories about women he’d conquered and cracking crude jokes, at which the other guard laughed half-heartedly. It seemed like they were never-ending. When Chang Min finally threw the butt of his cigarette on the ground, I sighed with relief, but when he immediately lit another one, I considered giving up.
Maybe this was a bad idea… or maybe I can try again tomorrow…
I raised my body and prepared to retreat, but right at that moment, I heard new voices approaching from the other side. So did Chang Min and the others, and they hurried off around the corner before they were seen.
Finally!
I watched the new patrol enter the halo of the light below me, keeping a firm grip around the wire with both my hands to be ready as soon as they turned the corner. As they passed underneath me, I carefully unlocked my legs and let them hang freely. The pain in my left hand was excruciating, but with the cloth in place, at least I wasn’t slipping anymore. I started to swing gently. They were close to the corner now. I had to hurry. The strength in my left hand was all but depleted, and my right hand was becoming weaker as well.
Only one moment more and they will have turned the corner!
Suddenly, they stopped.
No! Not again!
I stopped swinging and stared at them. My heart froze, and I felt my left hand starting to slip.
They’d better not stop for a cigarette!
They didn’t. It seemed they had gotten into a heated discussion, but a moment later they were moving again, shouting something about their new schedule being ridiculous and how their superior officer was a complete idiot. By the time they had disappeared around the corner, the pain was unbearable, but I held on like the gymnast I was. I started swinging. Once. Twice.
I need more speed.
Three times.
I started hearing voices approaching from the other side.
That’s the other patrol coming!
Four times.
This has to be enough!
I let go.
I tumbled through the air, and a split second later I landed with a thump on the small ledge of the granary. I lay down and pressed my body against the cold coarse wood. I couldn’t determine if the thump had been loud or not.
Did they hear it?
I held my breath and waited. The guards had stopped talking. I quietly crawled over to the edge and looked down at the patrol right below me. They had stopped, but it didn’t seem they were looking up. And even if they did, the lamp on the wall was between us, so they wouldn’t be able to see me even if they did.
But did they hear it?
My heart was beating hard against the wood of the ledge, and the sound was pounding against my eardrums. Panic filled my body.
Why aren’t they moving? What are they waiting for?
Just as my eyes started to frantically look for an alternative escape route, a familiar sound made me sigh with relief. The guards had only stopped to take a leak against the wall.
A moment later, they disappeared around the corner.
I quickly turned around before the next patrol would come and left the outside ledge through the door-sized opening. There was no light on inside the large granary so it took some time before my eyes started to get used to the darkness and distinguish some contours. The enticing smell of corn from below ensured me I was in the right place. I tiptoed a few steps forward and noticed that the floor ended just in time not to fall crashing down to the ground floor. Squinting, I saw that I was standing on a narrow ledge that went around the inside of the entire building. I could also make out that nothing was stored up here, so there was no avoiding going down into the dark unknown underneath me. But at least there didn’t seem to be any guards on the inside. Maybe the camp management was afraid the guards would be tempted by all the food… and probably rightfully so.
I crawled on all fours, using my hands to feel the side of the ledge if there was anything I could use to get down to the ground floor. Just jumping down into a pool of darkness would most likely not end well. Not believing my luck, I almost immediately found a ladder in the corner where the ledge turned to the right. I went down it very carefully but froze with my heart falling to my stomach when one of the middle rungs of the ladder creaked. I held my breath and waited in a panic for somebody to barge through the door. But no one did. A few more rungs creaked as I progressed downward. I froze every time, but finally my feet were firm on the ground, and the front gate remained closed and silent. By now, my eyes had gotten sufficiently accustomed to the darkness to distinguish the outlines of my surroundings. I stood in some kind of corridor and all around me were stalls filled with large bags.
I tiptoed over to the first stall, feeling with my toes with every step that the path was clear. The last thing I needed was to make a lot of noise tripping over something in the dark. I put my hand on the nearest bag. It was difficult to determine what the content was through the coarse cloth, but it was too lumpy to be rice.
It must be corn…
The other bags in the stall felt the same. I went over to the next stall - also corn. The next one was the same, and the next one after that as well. I slowly worked my way around every stall. The level of my panic and desperation grew exponentially as the realization started to set that all this had been for nothing.
Has all the rice already been shipped off to the Capital? Or do they keep it in another place? Somewhere more secure?
I sat down on a stack of corn bags with my heart sinking to my feet.
Okay… so I’ll get some corn, it must be better than nothing…
I wiped my eyes and noticed they were not only wet from sweat.
But… corn won’t help against her pellagra rash. Jun Ha said so… she needs rice!
My eyes had now completely adapted to the darkness, and as I stood up, I saw something in the far corner I until now had assumed was part of the wall.
It wasn’t.
It was a door.
I rushed over to it and tried the handle. It was locked. Of course. It had a tiny opening at eye level, barely large enough to squint through, and I managed to distinguish that the room behind it was also stacked with large bags.
That must be the rice! Of course… it makes perfect sense that they keep their most valuable treasure safely locked up!
So how do I get to it?
I looked upward and saw that the room with the rice didn’t have a ceiling. But the upper edges of the walls, which were the same height as the other stalls, were equipped with coiled barbed wire.
I rushed back up the ladder, skipping the steps I remembered had creaked, and followed the ledge until I was right above the locked room. Going down wouldn’t be a problem, but I needed to come up again with enough rice to feed Nari for at least a couple of weeks… preferably, several months. I doubted I could redo this stunt anytime soon.
I went back to check if I could use the ladder, but it was screwed to the ledge and wouldn’t budge. I went back to my previous spot and looked down at our salvation veiled in pressing darkness. I wasn’t sure if I would manage, but there was no time for hesitation, so I jumped down and landed with a barely audible thump on the tallest stack of bags. A perfect gymnast landing! I held my breath for a moment just to make sure nobody - against all odds - had heard me, but around me was nothing but silence.
I touched the bag I had landed on.
I couldn’t feel any lumps like on the other bags.
Yes! It must be rice!
I went over to the door to see if it unlocked from the inside. It didn’t. I took out the cloth bag I had brought with me and discretely ripped open the corner of one of the rice bags on the ground. The magnificent sound of hard rice grain hitting the floor caressed my ears. I held out my bag, which filled in an instant.
I picked up a few grains and rolled them between my fingers as if I could absorb their nutrients through my skin. My stomach grunted in utter desperation. Finally, I couldn’t resist the temptation. My hunger took over my body and forced me to grab a fistful of rice and shove it into my mouth, something I would have never even dreamed of doing. For some reason, the pleasure center in my brain had expected the instant gratification from the sweetness of the rice exploding on my palates. Instead, I had to immediately spit out the tasteless dry lumps before they choked me. My stomach protested with a stab of pain against once more being deprived of nourishment, so I made a second attempt with only a pinch of rice grains. I soaked them in saliva for a moment, hoping they would soften up. They didn’t. Finally, I decided to swallow them as pills, only without water. I swallowed a few more pinches to placate my stomach, which was still in an uproar, before trying to close up the rift in the rice bag. Some rice grains continued to spill out.
I don’t have time to worry about that. Maybe they will think it’s just a rat…
In my heart, however, I knew somebody would be punished for this… and I couldn’t help but hope it would be Chang Min.
Too bad Chul isn’t on guard duty tonight…
I closed the bundle of rice and tied it firmly under my shirt in the hollow pit that used to be my stomach. If we used it sparingly, it should last a couple of months. What happened after that would be a problem for the future. Now came the challenge of getting out of here. I went back up to the tallest stack of rice bags and made sure my bounty wouldn’t come loose. I crouched down, closed my eyes, and visualized the jump. I opened them again, and with the strength and precision of the world-class gymnast I was, I thrust my body off the stack of rice bags, flew up through the air, and grabbed the top of the back wall between the strings of barb wire. I felt the wound in my left hand started bleeding again, but the pain was number now.
If not before, they will know it was a break-in when they see the blood trail. Rats don’t leave behind bloody hand-prints…
With my bare feet pressed against the wall, I started walking sideways. This turned out to be more difficult than I’d imagined, and I scratched the upper parts of my hands in several places against the barbed wire. After a couple of steps, I had to stop and wipe the blood off my hands to make them less slippery. Finally, I was right below the ledge. I tightened my grip around the top of the wall and walked upwards with my feet until they were supported by a crossbeam just below my hands. The distance to the ledge was about five feet. I had done this kind of jump a thousand times during gymnastics practices and competitions, but now it felt like it was my first time. I closed my eyes once more to visualize my next move, took a deep breath, then opened my eyes again, aimed, and jumped.
The upper part of my fingertips clung to the ledge for about a second before I tumbled down and smashed my back and head into the rice bags on the floor. Hissing with overwhelming pain in my lungs and with blurred vision from the blow, I stayed without moving for several minutes. Luckily, I had lost my breath, otherwise, the pain would have made me scream at the top of my lungs.
Once the pain had resided, the panic came back in full force.
Had somebody heard me?
I held my breath and listened carefully.
Nothing!
I knew I had to try again, but my confidence had plummeted.
I need to become lighter!
I took out the bundle of rice from under my clothes, aimed carefully, and tossed it up to the ledge. This time, my precision had been good, and it made a barely audible thumping sound upon landing.
If they didn’t hear me falling, they will for sure not hear that…
I climbed up on the wall once again and got into position. Without the rice, I did indeed feel somewhat lighter.
But will it be enough?
I did the same ritual as last time - closed my eyes, took a deep breath, visualized my body flying through the air, opened them again, and jumped.
This time my fingertips grasped the edge of the ledge firmly. The blood had, however, made my left hand slippery again. I felt it slowly slipping, and finally, it lost its grip. But I still held on with my right hand. I quickly wiped off the blood on my clothes and in the next motion swung my body and renewed the grip of my left hand.
It worked!
I started pulling myself up on the ledge. Again… I had done this a thousand times on the uneven bars, but this time, I had to use every ounce of my strength as I slowly, slowly - inch by inch - in pure agony pulled myself up. Finally, I could safely collapse over the rice bundle, panting and completely covered in sweat and blood.
I did it!
The feeling of achievement gave me new energy so I only needed to rest for about a minute. I put the rice bag back under my clothes and headed for the opening under the power line. I wrapped the cloth around my hands more tightly this time, got ready, and as soon as the guard patrol I had spotted disappeared around the corner, I jumped. This time, the cloth protected my hands.
Same as before, I locked the wire with my legs and pulled myself against the cornfield. I waited for another guard patrol to pass before making the last jump to the utility pole, letting go with my hands just before I touched it with my feet. It took a few moments to regain my balance, then I immediately started to climb down the brackets. The feeling of success was invigorating. I climbed faster. I wanted to return home to show Nari the prize. To be the hero, for once… even though I knew I had to wait until the morning after our parents had left.
Maybe this time she will even thank me…
My fantasies must have distracted me because halfway down, my foot got stuck in one of the brackets, making me lose the grip of my injured left hand. I fell backward with the foot still stuck above me and hit the back of my head against the hardened wood of the utility pole. With the intense pain in my head and ankle, I couldn’t stop myself from emitting a scream. I muffled it immediately with my hands, but I knew the damage was already done. Hanging upside down with pain shooting through my head, I strained my ears to listen if anyone was approaching. I had been lucky many times already tonight, but how long could my lucky streak last?
Lucky… wasn’t that how Lucky had gotten his nickname ten years ago?
A chill went down my spine at the thought of me possibly becoming the next Lucky - the only prisoner who ever managed to steal rice and escape… for a few minutes at least.
I held my breath and heightened all my senses. Around me was nothing but the relentless buzzing of the cicadas.
I waited motionlessly for a few more seconds.
Am I safe? Did they really not hear my scream? I guess my luck continues…
I allowed myself to inhale, then reached up to free my foot from the brackets. Right at that moment, from around both corners of the granary came guard patrols charging in my direction, screaming at the top of their lungs with flashlights searching for the origin of the scream. The shock made lose my grip and my torso fell back down again, bumping my head against the pole.
“THERE!” A flashlight hit me right in the eyes, blinding me. The men picked up their speed, growling and panting like a pack of starved wolves. “PRISONER, STOP IT RIGHT THERE!”
In an all-consuming panic and with blood rushing down to my head, I raised my body again and extended my hands towards my tangled foot.
No… this can’t be the end!




CHAPTER 31
Swift as the wind, I grabbed the utility pole, wiggled my foot free from the bracket, and fell on my back into the first row of cornstalks. Ignoring the pain, I jumped to my feet, and in the same motion spurted off through the cornfield with the screaming men and the flickering halos from their flashlights close behind me. I panted like my lungs were on fire. The long corn leaves slapped and cut my face with every step I took. I deeply regretted not having brought my shoes as it felt like I managed to step on every sharp rock or pointy branch in the field. But I couldn’t slow down. Panic consumed my entire existence.
Where will I go?
If I went home, they would for sure catch me and my whole family would be executed.
I need to lose them first! They still don’t know who I am…
I hope…
I changed direction to the left, crossed the main road, and headed towards the river, and the mountain… the same malevolent mountain where Chul had attempted to rape me. Where he had succeeded in raping Nari. It almost seemed fitting in some absurd way that his accomplice - Chang Min - was now one of the guards hunting me like a wild boar… maybe to finish the job.
The guards from the guard posts along the main road had joined the hunt, so now there were at least ten screaming men in my pursuit. Their strained panting and the patter of their feet drew closer. I increased my speed, holding the invaluable rice bundle tightly against my stomach.
I have to get this to Nari! I mustn’t get caught! I have to save her!
I passed the watermill and was soon by the foot of the mountain. It was clear the guards were not used to running… or maybe they were almost as malnourished as we were. Either way, I had increased the distance between us. But that wasn’t good enough. I needed to lose them. But how?
Looking around me in a frenzy, I didn’t see the large rock sticking up from the ground in front of my feet. In full running speed, I slammed my right foot against it and went flying to the ground with a scream, scraping my face and hands against thorny branches before coming to a halt. I felt blood on my cheek and extreme pain in the toes that had collided with the rock. The men were now running in the direction of the scream and were gaining on me fast. I jumped to my feet again. I had no idea where to go, so I just continued up the slope. The pain in my right foot was excruciating, but nothing seemed to be broken. The mountain became steeper and it was increasingly difficult to run. I couldn’t risk falling again, so I had no choice but to slow my pace. The yelling of my hunters grew closer. The furious barking of vicious guard dogs now added to the mix. The panic in my chest exploded.
They will catch me. It’s all over!
I burst into tears while still running.
This was not how it was supposed to go! Instead of saving Nari… I have doomed all of us!
“Hey, Areum… this way,” I suddenly heard a voice to my left.
At first, I thought I had imagined it and continued running straight forward.
“Areum… come this way, follow me,” the voice said again, this time louder. “I know a safe place… come on.”
I had no idea who the voice came from, but I had nothing to lose. I made a sharp turn to the left and followed the mysterious figure into a denser part of the woods. The terrain was treacherous so it was difficult to keep up. It was dark under that thick canopy and too many stones to evade, so I just gave up and accepted the shooting pain each blind step brought with it.
“Hurry up,” the voice said from time to time as we made our way up the forested slope.
To my relief, I heard the yelling behind us becoming more distant. But we didn’t slow down. We ran for about fifteen minutes without stopping. The pain in my feet was excruciating and I was certain they were bleeding in more places than I was comfortable thinking about. At long last, the figure whispered, “In here,” and vanished right before my eyes. I stopped, blinded by the darkness.
“Where are you?” I whispered.
The figure reappeared, took my hand, and lead me in behind a bush by the steep mountain cliff.
It was a cave.
“Watch your head,” the figure said. The voice was clearer now. It was familiar. It was the voice of a girl.
We walked for a couple of minutes, deeper and deeper into the cave tunnel. I felt certain the guards wouldn’t find me here, but being alone with a stranger deep in the mountain didn’t help relax me. The ceiling was quite low, and I painfully hit my head several times.
“I said watch your head,” the girl muttered, annoyed.
After a while, we stopped. I couldn’t see anything, but it felt like the cave was widening. Then the light of a single flame appeared near the ground and before long, it had expanded into a fire, illuminating the large cave room and the girl in front of me.
“Sit,” Hana ordered me as she sat down by the fire.
I did as I was told, looking around me in astonishment. It wasn’t an empty cave room. The ground around the fire was covered with blankets to sit on, and the sides were filled with sacks of what I assumed was corn… and possibly also rice. There were also tools lying around… and even weapons. Sharp sticks, knives, and swords similar to the one Colonel Wan used to kill Jae Eun on our first night.
“What is this place?” My gratitude and curiosity put my hatred for Hana on hold.
“This is the best-kept secret in the whole camp,” Hana said proudly. “And I’m taking a huge risk bringing you here.”
“Why… why did you?”
A gust of smoke from the fire made me cough, and my whole body filled with pain. It went from my aching rib out to all extremities. Looking down at my blood-glazed hands and feet in the light from the flickering fire, I gasped in horror.
Hana poured something on a clean piece of cloth and threw it to me. It reeked of alcohol.
“Here… clean your wounds with this. Otherwise, they’ll get infected.”
I put it against the soles of my feet first. The sting was so overwhelming, not even biting my lip prevented me from letting out a harrowing scream.
Hana scoffed and shook her head.
“You’re crazy going out running without shoes.”
“Well, this wasn’t exactly part of the plan,” I squeezed out from my clenched throat and through my gritted teeth while continuing to clean my wounds with the burning alcohol. The deep cut in my left hand hurt the most, but both my feet came in a close second.
“It will be difficult explaining all those wounds to the guards tomorrow,” Hana said. “I suggest you wear long sleeves and cover your head with a cloth. The sun will be very strong tomorrow, you can blame it on that if somebody asks.”
“I will,” I said. “Thanks.”
Hana bent over to her side, grabbed something, and threw it over to me. I didn’t need to look at it to know it was a corncob. I held it under my nose. The sweet fragrance hit my senses like a tidal wave, blocking out everything else… even the pain.
“It’s cooked… eat it,” Hana pointed with a knife. “Don’t worry, it’s safe.” She picked up one for herself as well and started to nibble on one end.
Without thinking twice, I dug my teeth into its succulent flesh. I ate in a frenzy like a starved animal. Sticky corn juice streamed down my chin, but I didn’t care.
“Slow down there,” Hana chuckled.
I ate the whole corncob in less than a minute. Hana threw me another one.
“Don’t worry, we’ve got plenty,” she said. “It’s always cool in here, so we can keep a few precooked without them going bad.
I ate the second one more calmly. For the first time since our rice was stolen, I didn’t feel acute hunger. The pain in my stomach was, however, still there.
“So… what is this place?” I asked in between chewing.
“The correct question is - who does this place belong to?” Hana said, biting into her corncob.
“I’m guessing… to the Dragons?”
“Exactly,” Hana nodded. “Which means it used to belong to me. Now… I can only sneak in once in a while when I know no one’s around.”
“And you want me to help you get it back…” I sighed. “But I already told you no. I mean… I’m very grateful for what you did tonight, but… after what you did… or rather didn’t do for me… and Nari… I just don’t think—”
“Oh, get off your high horses,” Hana sneered. “In here, you do what you have to do to survive… and that goes for everybody, even spoiled little brats from the Capital like you and your sister… and beating the living daylights out of some guards is not the smartest thing you can do. It’s nothing personal. So just… get over it already.”
I didn’t respond.
“Anyway,” Hana continued. “I hear you have been doing some surviving on your own. Seems like good old Ki Ha from the watermill is no longer with us… just - poof - disappeared one night… I wonder how that happened—”
“Fine,” I said. “Point made… we all have to do messed up things here. But… if rescuing a poor defenseless girl from being raped is not the smartest thing to do, as you put it… how is overthrowing the current leader of the Dragons the smartest thing to do? The leader, who, from what you told me, works directly for the guards?”
“The guards care about stability,” Hana said. “The Dragons have a function in the camp, and as long as it performs that function, the guards will be happy, regardless of who is in charge. Besides, they know me and trust me… we worked well together for many years.”
“But changing leaders every month doesn’t seem very stable either.”
“Well, this will be the last time. I just need to weed out the disruptive elements… starting with Hyuk.”
We finished eating our corncobs in silence while the battle between gratitude and resentment toward the tall girl sitting on the opposite side of the fire raged inside me.
“Well… my family is in a quite difficult situation,” I said after a while. “Our rice got stolen… then our food ration got cut for a whole month… so we’re basically starving. Nari is sick… she doesn’t vomit anymore, but she’s got pellagra… and she’s very weak… can barely lift a finger in the cornfield, as you know… and Youn—, I mean my father, is slowly being killed in the mines… both Colonel Wan and General Roh is out to get him… and my mother… well, she—”
“She found a better life with the officers in the Chrysanthemum Garden,” Hana completed my sentence. “I’ve seen it before. It happens to some lucky few… usually attractive women, handpicked by some love-struck officer… mostly they’re younger than your mother, though, but I guess the General likes them more mature.”
I looked at her with big eyes.
“You think…?”
“I don’t know in your case specifically,” Hana said. “It’s just how it usually goes… and I’ve seen your mother talking with the General up in the Chrysanthemum Garden… they seemed quite friendly.”
My heart sank. I had tried not to think about it, but it felt like Hana’s words were confirming my worst fears.
Has she really abandoned us? Has she really abandoned Nari?
“But… Jun Ha told me he still loves his wife… that he never takes a female prisoner…”
“Well, I don’t know… maybe you’re right… maybe your mother is the exception. Anyway… what do you say?” Hana clapped her knees impatiently. “Will we help each other out?”
“Will you help us get food?”
“I promise on the Great General you will have no more food problems,” Hana held her hand up over her head in a Young Pioneer salute.
“And you will us get reassigned to another work detail?”
“Yes.”
“And… my father?”
Here Hana sighed.
“That one’s a little trickier… as you said - he’s a target. I’m afraid no one can help him… not even me.”
“Okay,” I nodded. In all honesty, I hadn’t expected any other answer. But I had to ask. For Nari’s sake. “And how about the last part? That is not negotiable.”
“You mean—?”
“Chul… if you want my help, you will help me to kill him.”
“What?” Hana laughed. “You want me to help you kill him? You can’t be serious. When you said get back at him before, I thought you meant have him break a leg or something… maybe have some of the bigger guards I can leverage beat him up, I don’t know… but to kill him?” She scoffed, shaking her head.
“Hana, I am serious. Very serious… and this was always what I intended. He must pay for what he did, and as I said… it’s not negotiable.”
“Chul may be pathetic, but he’s still a guard. Do you seriously want to kill a guard?” she continued shaking her head incredulously.
“That’s right… and that’s my condition to help you with Hyuk and the Dragons.”
“And you think we prisoners can just go around killing guards like that? Without any consequences? I mean… we get executed for just looking at a guard wrong, for Juche’s sake.”
“No… of course not,” I said. “We have to make it look like an accident.”
Hana laughed again, but her non-laughing eyes scanned my face to determine if I was truly being serious.
“An accident?”
I nodded.
“Okay,” her laughter was reduced to a moderate chuckle. “So he will die in an accident… and no one will suspect foul play or that we had anything to do with it?”
“Exactly.”
“And… do you already have an idea of what kind of accident he might encounter?”
Hana’s incredulity appeared to have slightly shifted into curiosity.
“I planned to do it in the watermill,” I said, “you know… before, when I was working there. There are a lot of cogwheels moving… the whole building is basically one big deathtrap… and the waterwheel jams up all the time because of branches and other debris in the river, then somebody needs to go in and remove it… you can easily get caught when it starts up again… or fall back into the cogwheels—”
“Yes,” Hana arched her eyebrows. “Prisoners go in and remove it… not the guards. And besides… you don’t work there anymore.”
“But you’re going to get us reassigned,” I arched my eyebrows back at her. “So reassign us there. Ki Ha’s replacement will, of course, be there… but he can be called out just when a big branch gets stuck in the wheel, and we go get Chul to help us.”
“Sure… and then Chul will order one of the prisoners from the field to do it,” Hana rolled her eyes.
I opened my mouth to argue that he probably would do it himself because he felt guilty, but I knew she was right, so I closed my mouth again.
“How about we just kill him and blame it on someone else?” Hana proposed, throwing her hands up in the air.
I shook my head.
“No… I won’t have some poor soul take the blame and be executed for this.”
Hana scoffed as if she was dealing with an obstinate child who refused to listen to reason. She then thought for a while with her brow deeply furrowed.
“I think the branch in the waterwheel plan won’t work… getting him crushed by the cogwheels is probably easier. Just get him close enough, and then… a gentle push.”
I shrugged my shoulders.
“Maybe.”
“And what exactly do you want me to do… apart from getting you reassigned?” Hana asked.
“Make sure Ki Ha’s replacement is called out so he isn’t there when the time comes… and make sure Chul is in the right place at the right time as well.”
“And you will do what exactly?” Hana asked.
“I will lure him in… and then give him the push… that’s it.”
“You make it sound very easy,” Hana laughed. “The thing about plans is that they usually don’t go according to plan.”
“If you do your part, it’ll work. Maybe you can chat him up… tell him you think we’re willing to forgive him if he continues to help us or something.”
“And how about your sister? Is she on board with this as well?”
“Come on… that monster raped her… of course she’s on board,” I lied.
“Alright,” Hana shrugged her shoulders. “Let’s give it a try. But I will only create the scene… you will have to deliver the performance. Are you absolutely sure you will be able to go through with it?”
“I’m sure,” I said, and I felt it too.
Hana laughed again and theatrically clapped her knees.
“Okay. Just know… and I’m talking from experience here… it’s always easy doing something like that in your mind… you can have all kinds of twisted, messed-up fantasies where you feel like the master of the universe… but doing it in real life, when you’re standing in front of a living, breathing human being… it is much, much harder. But that part’s up to you… just don’t mess up, or we’ll both end up on Cemetery Hill.” That comment made me shudder. “So do we have a deal?”
“We have a deal,” I confirmed.
“Great,” Hana clapped her hands victoriously. “I knew you would come around.”
“So… what do you need from me?” I asked. “I mean… to deal with Hyuk?”
“Not now,” Hana shook her head. “I’ll share everything with you soon, but we’d better get some rest… tomorrow’s another workday… quotas to fill and all.”
“And… how about the rice I took… do you think they knew it was me? Will they be waiting for me back at the house?”
“No, I’m certain they couldn’t identify you… you know, with you looking like some kind of shadow warrior and all. Just make sure to cover up those bruises tomorrow, especially the one on your hand. I’ll take care of the rest.”
“Okay,” I stood up and reached for the bundle of rice next to Hana.
“No,” Hana blocked my hand. “We’ll hide that here… for now… I know a secure place further in the cave that none of the others know about. You can’t risk having evidence in your house… just in case they do a sweep. Don’t worry, the Dragons won’t find it… and I’ll boil some for Nari and you tomorrow after work… one more day of pellagra won’t kill her.”
The lump reappeared in my stomach as my temporarily buried feelings for Hana resurfaced.
“Trust me,” Hana looked at me with her round piercing eyes.
“Fine… but you’d better not double-cross me.”
“You know I won’t… I need you,” Hana said, and for the first time since I’d known her, she displaying a hint of vulnerability. “Goodnight, Areum!”
“Goodnight,” I said and left Hana - and my rice treasure - alone in the dimly lit cave.
When I reached the bush covering the entrance, I listened carefully if there were any voices or other sounds around, but there was nothing but the soft rustling of leaves breaking the otherwise complete silence.
Wow, they gave up pretty easily…
I memorizing the surroundings of the cave entrance, which was slightly visible in the pale moonlight from above, before setting off. Even though I didn’t detect any other presence, I remained vigilant and tried to make as little noise as possible on my way down the mountain. The pain in my feet was still excruciating but had reached such a degree it was becoming numb… and at least now I could take my time and tread carefully not to make it worse.
Once I reached the foot of the mountain, I hurried over to the riverbank. The soft purling of the river and the buzzing of the cicadas from the fields was enough to drown out the sound of my movements. When I came close to the guard posts by the cornfield closest to the watermill, I waited for the moon to hide behind one of the slowly floating night clouds before risking to pass. I could hear them talking about the Acrobat Thief from earlier tonight, how they had never seen anything like it.
Great General… will they be able to link it to me? General Roh knows I was a professional gymnast… it’s in my file!
In a flash, my panic returned, but there was nothing I could do about that now. I made my way to a safe spot by the river and again cleaned my wounds. It stung, but not as much as it had from the alcohol.
The rest of the way home went without incident. My now much clumsier and noisier movements were luckily well camouflaged by the never-ceasing symphony of the cicadas, which continued far into the Village of the Strayed. The whole way, I kept wondering if I had made the right choice leaving the rice with Hana.
I know she needs me, but… can I really trust her?
Everybody was still sleeping when I came through the door. I thought of Nari’s rash and wished I could have surprised her with rice in the morning… to be the hero.
Hana better come through! Otherwise I’ll have to deal with her too…
With my heart filled with a strange mix of hope and excitement - sprinkled with the feeling that things were rapidly slipping out of my hands - I fell into a restless sleep, dreaming of what Hana and I would to Chul…
… soon…
… very soon.




CHAPTER 32
The next day, I covered my body in cloth from head to toe. I had pain all over, and every step felt like I was walking on a bed of crushed glass. Hana had been right - I should have worn my shoes last night. But it wasn’t only my physical wounds that tormented me. The constant fear of being identified as the Acrobat Thief made my heart almost stop whenever a guard looked my way. I also got the uncomfortable feeling that Dong Suk, Sang Jun, and the rest of Mr. Ma’s thugs were looking at me and whispering even more than usual. I hunched down as much as I could - as if that would help - and constantly fixed the black cloth I used as a band-aid to ensure the enormous wound was covered. Yet… the hours passed, and no one came to arrest me and drag me off to the Center of Truth.
Apart from the ceaseless fear and pain consuming me, the work was easier than usual since the sky was covered in a thick layer of heavy dark clouds, casting the prison camp valley into a cool shade for the first time in several weeks. The humidity had also decreased noticeably. Even Nari managed to get some work done, but her growing pellagra rash continued to make me worried. Several times during the day, I saw her clenching her fist over her chest, and I wondered if the pellagra was affecting her heart as well.
I just hope the rice will help… that it’s not too late!
In addition to my worry about Nari’s health, there was an endless stream of feelings swirling through my body. Fear for what would happen to Nari if they found out I was the rice thief. I had decided to trust Hana… at least for now. It didn’t make sense that she would save my life only to stab me in the back the next day. However, my anxiety about what Hana would have me do to get the leadership back from Hyuk grew in my chest… as well as my anticipation to finally get revenge on the monster who raped my sister.
At the same time, I couldn’t help but feel conflicted about Chul. Sometimes when I saw him, I didn’t see the ruthless assailant of that night in the mountains. Instead, I saw a weak and lost little boy, who didn’t seem to fit in… and who was helping us as much as he could. But those thoughts just made me furious with myself.
None of that changes what he did to us! He must pay!
Yet, it didn’t cease to puzzle me why he continued to help us afterward. It didn’t make sense.
Does he really feel guilty for what he has done? Does he regret it?
In the end, it didn’t matter. He did what he did, and he had to pay for it.
End of story.
With everybody visibly relieved and energized by the welcome cool that continued throughout the day, we filled the workday’s quota on time for once. On the way home, I saw Hana standing by the School of Juche. She waved at me to come over, so I told Nari I would only be a second and hurried off to catch up with her behind the school building where we were safe from prying eyes.
“Here,” Hana handed me a cloth bundle. It was warm. “As promised… and make sure you eat it right away, don’t leave any evidence lying around.”
I quickly hid it under my clothes and flattened it so it wouldn’t bulge out. Hana turned around to leave, but I reached out and grabbed her arm.
“Hey… what are you doing?” she glared at me with her big, penetrating eyes.
“Sorry… it’s just… have you heard anything about yesterday?” I whispered, taking my hand off her. “Do you know if they’re suspecting anyone for… you know…?”
“Well, Miss Acrobat Thief… no one can accuse you of being discreet,” Hana laughed. “From what I’ve heard, you left such a perfect blood trail, they could retrace your movements inside the granary perfectly.” She smirked as she savored witnessing the panic growing in my eyes. “But, no… they have no idea who did it,” she reassured me as soon as she had gotten her fix from my emotional reaction. “And it will never lead back to you… I assure you of that.”
I sighed with relief, but at the same time, I begun steaming with anger at Hana’s way of toying with my emotions. Hana saw it, and her smile widened. Not wanting to deal anymore with this unpleasant girl, I quickly turned around and returned to Nari. I ignored my sister’s inquisitive expression and marched off down the road as fast as my aching feet let me. Once we were home, I opened the warm bundle, and the most wonderful smell I had ever felt in my life filled the room. Nari stared at it without understanding.
“Here,” I said. “This will help against your rash.”
“Where did you get it from?” Nari asked, here eyes filled with fear and worry. “Was it that girl—?”
“It doesn’t matter… just eat.”
Nari’s worried expression didn’t go away, but she took a chopstick and started parting it into four pieces.
“No,” I said. “You eat all of it… at least today. You’re sick… you need it.”
“And how about… dad?” Nari gave me a hesitant look.
I sighed.
“I’ll get some more tomorrow, we can share with him then… but for now, you need to eat all of it. Please… pellagra is a lethal condition, you have to take it seriously!”
Nari took the sticky rice ball and reluctantly put it to her mouth. After just the first bite, however, she got a wild look in her watery eyes and devoured the rest ferociously like a wild animal.
After she had cleaned the cloth of every last fragment of sticky rice, I took it outside and threw it away behind common toilets at the end of the street. It still had the smell of rice, so was better not to take any chances in case Colonel Wan decided to drop by.
When I came back inside, I was startled to see Nari clenching her fist over her chest, just like she had done in the cornfield earlier today.
“Are you okay?” I rushed to crouch down next to her.
“I’m… f-fine,” she groaned, looking anything but fine.
“Is it your heart? How does it feel?”
“It’s… like a pressure… it’s like I used to feel… before the operation.”
In an instant, my whole body turned to ice.
“We have to get you to a doctor.”
“No!” Nari shrieked. “No… I’ll be fin—” but she couldn’t finish the sentence as another shot of pain distorted her face and clenched her mouth shut. Her breathing was shallow and strained.
“I need to do something, Nari,” I panted. “Come on, what can I do?”
Nari’s entire body cramped for a second and then released. I was in an absolute panic. I saw tears emerging from my little sister’s eyes.
“Nari… I’ll go and get Mrs. Choy… I won’t be long.”
I tried to stand up, but Nari grabbed my wrist. I was surprised by how firm her grip was.
“Areum… no… you can’t… Areum… can you go and get mom?” she whimpered with tears streaming down around her ears and wetting her hair. “Please? Can you bring mom?”
“Okay, Nari, I’ll get her… just hold on, okay… I’ll be right back. Lie down and rest. Breathe.”
“Okay,” she whimpered just as another wave of chest pains hit her.
It was completely dark outside with the full moon hidden behind thick black clouds. At first, I had no intention of going to find mom - I was going for Mrs. Choy - but Nari’s pleading words nagging at the back of my head made me stop in my tracks. I turned back and forth a couple of times, not knowing what to do.
“Arrrrrgggg,” I grunted as silently as I could considering my level of panic, but then I sighed, “Fine… you win… I’ll go and get mom,” and spurted off in the direction of the narrow passageways by the outside wall of the Village of the Strayed, feeling in my gut I had made the wrong decision.
I had, however, learned my lesson from last night and kept my shoes on. And it wasn’t like I had a choice… running without them would have been impossible in my feet’s current condition. I ran the same route as last night, surrounded by the almost deafening buzzing of the cicadas. With the immense pain in my feet, I wasn’t even close to running at my normal speed, but knowing exactly where all the guard posts were and the best way to circumvent them, somewhat made up for it.
I had never been in the Chrysanthemum Garden where the officers live, but I knew it was further up the road from the Lotus Garden. As I passed the granary, which was lit up in the distance with what seemed like twice as many guards patrolling it as last night, painful memories of my near-catastrophic finale as the Acrobat Thief overwhelmed my mind. I couldn’t get away from it fast enough.
The Chrysanthemum Garden was easy to spot since it was the only source of electric light after the Lotus Garden. As I approached, I saw it was surrounded by a tall concrete wall equipped with a large gate and a permanent guard post. The wall didn’t seem to have barbed wire on top, but it had lamps attached to it in even intervals shooting down bright yellow triangles of light. Keeping a safe distance, I moved along the wall to look for a less risky spot to climb over. It presented itself sooner than I had expected. Next to the wall, not too far from the guard post, was a building that looked like a smaller-sized barn placed right in between two lamps. The barn itself was dark, so my only worry would be not to awake any of the animals inside… although I doubted there were any. Shielded by the darkness provided by the black cloudy sky, I ran soundlessly from my hiding place among the trees to the front of the barn, stopped briefly to make sure no one was around, then ran into the narrow space separating it from the wall. From there, it was almost ridiculously easy to climb over to the other side.
All the officers lived in real houses - not in barracks like most of the guards. And unlike the barracks, these houses had electricity even late at night. Mom had never told us exactly where she worked or what she did, so I thought my best chance was to start with the big restaurant in the middle of the village. There were not many people around, so I could move around relatively freely. I snuck up to one of the windows of the restaurant. Dinner time had long since passed, and left at a couple of tables were some colonels and lieutenants playing cards while drinking expensive liquor and smoking cigarettes… no doubt imported, as was usually the case with the higher-ups back in the Capital. My father had been one of them. The room was well lit, so I knew no one would be able to see me in the dark outside.
I moved from window to window to sweep the whole room with my eyes, but my mother didn’t seem to be inside. Only some prisoners serving the tables, some cleaners, and one attractive young girl - she couldn’t have been more than seventeen - behind the bar, making drinks and flirting with one of her customers. Picturing Nari dying back in our house, I looked around in a panic. Mom could of course be in the restaurant kitchen, but at this late hour, I doubted it. I decided to look elsewhere.
Maybe they are cleaning the houses?
I looked in through the windows of the house closest to me. It was completely dark. I spun around. There were so many houses and I didn’t know where to start. Then it hit me.
General Roh’s house… that must be my best bet!
Sneaking over to the Chrysanthemum Garden main street, it was obvious which house belonged to the General. The house located at the end of the street, slightly separated from the rest, was the only house - apart from the restaurant I had just left - that was two stories high and oozed authority.
That must be it!
Since the main street was illuminated and still had some people walking around, I moved like a shadow along the dark back streets until I reached my target. At first, I was discouraged since the house seemed to be veiled in darkness, and I was just about to give up and go and get Mrs. Choy instead when I noticed a vague light escaping from one of the side windows. I sneaked up to it and looked inside. I didn’t have high hopes of finding her there, but I also didn’t have any better options.
At first, I couldn’t make out if anyone was inside the room. There was but one flickering candle on the desk by the right-hand wall, which only filled half the room with gloomy light. There was no movement, so I took a step back to see if there was light coming from any other room. There wasn’t. A part of me was relieved not to find her here. I decided to make one final stop at the next house along the road, which had strong light streaming out from nearly all windows, before throwing in the towel. I turned around, but just then something caught my attention from the corner of my eye. There was a movement inside the candlelit room. Hints of shadows in the half the candlelight couldn’t reach. They disappeared as soon as I looked at them. I pressed my face against the glass and cupped my hands around my eyes. There was something moving in the darkness, but I couldn’t make out what it was. I stood there, paralyzed, and with acute tension in my whole body. My mind craved to find out what I was looking at. But the room once more appeared devoid of life. I remembered Nari and her chest pains. My paralysis broke and I stepped away from the window.
At that exact moment, I heard a loud moan from inside the room. Somebody was in there, and it sounded like they were in pain. I couldn’t stop myself from turning around and look through the window yet one more time. As soon as I did, I had to cover my mouth not to scream from shock. Standing in the flickering candlelight in the middle of the room was a woman. She was completely naked and her face looked worried and sad.
Mom? What is going on?




CHAPTER 33
Mom took the clothes hanging on a chair and started getting dressed. Her face looked distant and strange. From the darkness behind her emerged a man - a man whom I recognized immediately as his silvery ghost eye flashed in the flickering candlelight. The Demon of Yodok was also naked. He reached around her with this left arm and grabbed her neck tightly, like he was choking her. I wanted to pound the windows and scream to her to fight… to get out of there. Or maybe it was up to me to break the window and save her myself. His strong arm tightened around her neck. There was not much time. My mind raced to find a way to rescue her. Then suddenly, his grip loosened. He leaned over and gently kissed her shoulder. She smiled as his hand left her neck and moved slowly down over her breast and further down. She let the clothes in her hands drop to the floor, turned around, and kissed him sensually as they again disappeared into the dark half of the room.
There were no words to describe my state of mind. I stood there in the all-compassing darkness of the Chrysanthemum Garden and felt more alone… more lost… more abandoned than I had ever felt before in my short miserable lonely life… more than after having lost my Father - the Great General… if that was even possible.
But I’m not alone…
The image of Nari’s convulsing body once again consumed my entire existence and blocked out the horrible scene I had just witnessed.
Have I been away for too long? Is she’s still… alive?
Without a second thought about Sun Hee - the woman who once had been my mother - I sprinted through the desolate back-alleys back to the part of the wall I had climbed to get in.
Nari needed me… that was all that mattered.
Jumping over the wall from the inside was not as easy as it had been from the outside since I didn’t have a nearby building to climb on, but I managed it nevertheless. The gymnast in me was still alive. I navigated through my now-familiar route back to the Village of the Strayed, effectively avoiding all the guard posts on the way. I ran like the wind… with all the adrenaline swirling through my veins, I didn’t even feel my mutilated feet. I knew the night air must have been chilly, but it felt like the wind swooping around me was pure fire and that my skin would burst into flames any second.
A swarm of images flashed through my mind as I sprinted through the blackness of Yodok. I pictured Su Mi with the pomegranate liquor by the Taedong River. The red dot that followed me my whole last day of freedom. Kyung Sook’s broken leg and my name on the scoreboard. Miss Ae giving me a safe haven during my first months in the camp. Chul and Chang Min attacking me up on the mountain. Nari collapsing through the door after having been raped. Hana confessing she could have saved her, but didn’t. Me being tied up in Colonel Wan’s cell with a pin thrust under my fingernail. Me breaking into the granary and almost getting caught. And finally… I pictured my mother, naked, in the arms of the Demon of Yodok with his white ghostly eye searching for my soul from the other side of the window. I wanted to scream at the top of my lungs, but luckily I had enough self-control to realize that not even the symphony of the cicadas would drown out a thunderous roar like that.
Instead, I focused every particle of my being on my mission. I needed to convince Mrs. Choy to come with me as quickly as was humanly possible - what I now knew I should have done to begin with - but first I needed to make sure Nari was still alive. As I reached our house, I heard a muffled noise from inside. I rushed in, ready to fight, but all I found was Nari on the floor, still clenching her chest, her face all red and covered in tears. Dad had not come home yet. My relief to find her alive was, however, short-lived as Nari let out yet another long and agonizing grunt through her gritted teeth.
“Where’s… mom?” she squeezed out as soon as she saw me, but immediately had to gasp for air as her body spasmed in another violent fit.
“I… I couldn’t find her,” I panted.
“AARRRRRRRGG…” Nari squealed in pain.
“I’ll go and get help… just hold on… I’ll get help.”
“Please… hurry…”
I rushed back out the door, but there I froze. The thought of facing Mrs. Choy terrified me to my core. But Nari dying scared me even more. I broke through my paralysis and forced my legs into a sprint - one step at a time - and didn’t let them stop until I stood panting in front of Mrs. Choy’s front door.
I took a deep breath to compose myself. It didn’t work in the slightest, so I quickly banged on the door before my hands would go into paralysis as my feet had.
“Who’s there?” Mrs. Choy’s cautious voice carried from the other side.
“Areum,” I said, then hurried to add, “it’s about Nari… she’s very sick… she has chest pains… I think it’s her heart.”
There was a moment’s silence before the door opened, letting out the pleasantly familiar smell of brewing herbs. Mrs. Choy looked almost as furious as she had done one the day Sun Hee had accused her of stealing our rice.
“So that’s how it is with you in the Kim family,” she spat. “One day you call us thieves, but as soon as you need our help, you come crawling back and expect us to forget everything and come to the rescue.”
My eyes briefly met with Mina’s, who was sitting inside by the fire with a terrified expression on her face.
“I’m so sorry about that, Mrs. Choy… it’s just… mom… losing the rice made her crazy, she wasn’t thinking straight… Nari and I tried to stop her, but we couldn’t… she wouldn’t listen. I beg you… I know Nari has always been like a second daughter to you, and like a sister to Mina. Please, for her sake… won’t you come and help her? Please!”
Mrs. Choy examined my face suspiciously in silence. The seconds felt like hours, but I knew I couldn’t rush her.
“Is your mother at home?” she asked.
The painful picture of my naked mother smiling in General Roh’s arms flashed before my eyes. I shuddered.
“No… and she won’t be home for a long time. Dad is also still at work. I beg you… I think she’s dying… and I have no one else to ask for help.”
The anger on her face lessened slightly, but she had still not made up her mind. I felt exhausted… I had said everything I could and had nothing left in me that could sway her.
“Mom,” Mina’s low but serious voice carried from behind her. “It’s Nari, mom… it’s Nari! She hasn’t done anything wrong… please, you must help her! Mom… I’m begging you!”
Mina’s voice broke and turned into soft rhythmical sobbing.
Mrs. Choy sighed deeply.
“Alright… for Nari’s sake. But if your mother comes home, keep her away from me until I’m finished! Otherwise, I’m leaving, no matter what her condition is. Understood?”
“Understood,” I sighed with relief. “Thank you! Thank you so much!”
Mrs. Choy went inside to gather some things and put on a jacket. Mina rushed out to me.
“Is it bad?” she whispered, panic written on her face.
“It looks bad… but I don’t know,” I didn’t want to waste time explaining things to her.
“Come on, let’s hurry,” Mrs. Choy said, and all three of us started running as discretely as we could back to my house. Mrs. Choy was the first to enter. I prayed Sun Hee wouldn’t be there.
She wasn’t.
Dad hadn’t come home yet either. Nari was alone, squirming on the floor. Mrs. Choy got down on her knees next to Nari and told Mina to light the candles they had brought with them while she opened Nari’s shirt. They must have run out of oil for their lamp.
“How does it feel?” Mrs. Choy asked Nari.
“It feels like… there’s a huge rock on my chest… I can’t breathe… and it hurts…” she wheezed.
Mrs. Choy put Nari’s arms to her sides and went down to put her ear against her chest. Nari was frantically gasping for air.
“Do you feel pain in any other part of the body? Do you feel it in your arms?”
“No,” Nari panted, “but my fingertips… they’re tingling.”
“Okay,” Mrs. Choy said. “Let’s try something together. Hold my hand… great, just like that… I will put my other hand on your stomach… is that okay? It feels a bit swollen… does it hurt?” Nari shook her head. “Now, I know it feels like you’re not getting any air, but I need you to breathe together with me… deeply, with your stomach. You will breathe deeply and slowly, and I want you to lift my hand with your stomach. When your lungs are full, hold your breath until I say exhale. Okay? Can you do that for me?”
Nari nodded, tears streaming from her eyes.
“Good, here we go… inhale.”
Both of them inhaled loudly, but Nari’s body was still stiff as a stick.
“Lift my hand with your stomach,” Mrs. Choy prompted. “Good… now hold it in… and exhale.”
Nari did as she was told.
“Again… inhale… good… force the air deep down into your lungs… just like that… now hold… good… and exhale… now wait.”
To my surprise, Nari’s body looked less tense, and her facial expression more relaxed.
“You’re doing great,” Mrs. Choy smiled at her. “Now, let’s continue breathing together for a while. Just follow my lead… in… and hold it…”
Mina and I stood like statues and could hardly breathe as Mrs. Choy and Nari drew longer and slower breaths. A few minutes later, Nari lay completely calm on her blanket and was breathing normally with her eyes closed.
“Very good,” Mrs. Choy kept her hand on her stomach. “How do you feel?”
“Better,” Nari said under her breath, barely opening her swollen eyes.
“Great… now continue breathing in the same rhythm, okay? I just need to go outside and talk with Areum for a second… Mina will take over guiding you… I’ll be right back.”
“Okay,” Nari continued breathing as Mina came over and put her hand on her stomach.
As soon as Mrs. Choy and I had closed the door behind us, I started shooting questions in a whisper.
“Will she be alright? Is her heart alright? Has the effect of the surgery been reversed? How serious is it?”
“Calm down, Areum,” Mrs. Choy put her hand on my shoulder. “There is nothing wrong with her heart.”
“W-what do you mean nothing wrong? She has the same symptoms as she had all those years before her operation.”
“I know… the symptoms look the same… but what Nari had today was not related to her heart… it was a panic attack.”
“A panic… attack? W-what—?”
“It can feel almost exactly like a heart attack, or like the fits that her congenital heart defect gave her… but it is completely harmless… at least physically.”
“I don’t understand… she looked like she was dying… she—?”
“You know how you panic when you’re in immediate danger? After the danger passes… the panic also goes away, right?”
“Sure…”
I could number several instances only in the last twenty-four hours.
“That’s just how our bodies work… it’s completely natural… but the thing is that if you’re stressed enough for a longer period, you can get the same kind of reaction… and it can come at any time, even if there is no danger present… like when you’re lying in your bed… or sitting in class… or working in the fields. It’s your body’s way of telling you that your stress level is too high… that it’s too much.”
“Okay,” I said hesitantly, “but I still don’t understand—”.
“Come on, Areum… look at this place we’re in… think of what they did to her not too long ago… and then with the Great General passing away… something we all thought was impossible… and all the forced crying and the executions… and the increased quotas… and then you being dragged off down to the Center of Truth right in front of her eyes… and then your food being stolen,” I flinched at this but didn’t say anything, “and she couldn’t see her best friend anymore, which I, of course, take partial blame for. The point is that Nari is a fighter, but she’s not that strong… to be honest, I’m surprised this didn’t happen sooner.”
“B-but,” I stuttered, if anything more confused than before, “what exactly does that mean? I mean… she had pain in her heart… just like before! Will she be okay? Will this happen again?”
“As I said, Areum… the problem is not in her heart, and that is good
news… but if she gets panic attacks like this, it means she is under too much pressure and straining herself too much.”
“Too much,” I scoffed. “I do almost all the work for her in the field… if anyone should be getting those attacks it should be me.”
I started feeling hot from the old resentment festering inside me.
“Areum,” Mrs. Choy looked at me seriously. “You are strong. You are very strong… and Nari is extremely lucky to have you. But you must understand that Nari’s panic doesn’t only come from the physical work she has to do… it’s psychological… it comes from the mind.”
“Fine,” I sighed, rolling my eyes. “So it comes from the mind… but what can we do about it? If she continues having heart cramps… or whatever it is… for whatever reason… we’ll both soon have very real problems to panic about.”
“Yes, unfortunately, that is the case,” Mrs. Choy sighed too and looked at me, tilting her head. “It’s probably a long-shot, but… do you think there is any chance to get her transferred to a different work detail?”
“Actually, yes,” I looked at her surprised. “I’m working on something, but… it might take a while, though. How—?”
“That’s great,” Mrs. Choy said. “I had a hunch. Well-connected prisoners can make almost anything happen… I’m glad you are finding your way. Just promise me you’ll be careful.” A streak of concern appeared on her face.
I nodded. Her comment made me uncomfortable.
What does she know?
“I… also noticed another thing,” Mrs. Choy hesitantly changed the topic. “Her rash… around her neck and eyes… I’ve seen it many times… it’s a condition called pella—”
“I know what it is,” I interrupted her. “I know she needs rice, and I have already taken care of it… so don’t worry about it.”
At first, I got scared talking to an adult like that - respect based on seniority is one of the fundamental principles of Choson - but somehow it also made me feel powerful… it gave me a rush.
“Wow,” Mrs. Choy said, her eyes wide open. “Well, that is… great! That will help her with the panic as well… you know, healthy body - healthy mind. You never cease to amaze me, Areum!” There was, however, still a hint of worry in her voice and eyes. “But she also needs to work on these panic symptoms by relaxing and focusing on her breathing… as often as is possible. It might sound silly, but that is the only thing that helps… apart from removing the origin of the stress, but that is not possible here. All of you need to help her with that.” She suddenly threw a worried glance back at the door. “By the way… does Sun Hee always come home this late?”
“Yeah… she got transferred to the Chrysanthemum Garden… works there until late every night… we hardly ever see her.”
“I see,” Mrs. Choy pondered. “Fine… then I will come here every night to examine her and help her with the breathing exercises. As I said… it might sound silly, but it works. But if your mother comes home, I’m leaving. Understood?”
“Understood,” I nodded. “Thank you!”
“And if you can… try to get her transferred to an easier work detail as quickly as possible. Working in the fields is not good for her condition.”
“I know… I’ll do whatever I can.”
We went back inside, and Mrs. Choy told a shorter and more polished version to Nari, who also thanked her. Mina was still sitting next to her, holding her hand with one hand, and having the other one on her stomach, following Nari’s breathing up and down.
“Can I come too, Mother?” Mina asked without taking her eyes off Nari.
“Of course,” Mrs. Choy answered without caring if I had any opinion on the matter. “After all… the two of you are like sisters.”
Nari and Mina smiled at each other.
I, on the other hand, was not smiling. I was relieved Nari’s heart was fine and that she once more had Mrs. Choy taking care of her… but I was concerned by the renewed closeness of my sister and former adversary. I had gotten used to not having to worry about the truth about what I did to Mina surfacing while the Kims and the Choys were in a silent war with each other. Now, it meant one more thing to worry about on top of everything else. Nevertheless, I tried to put the worry out of my mind.
If it hasn’t come up until now, it will probably stay buried.
“Let’s go,” Mrs. Choy told Mina. “We all need our sleep for tomorrow. And Nari… remember the breathing exercise I taught you. Do it as often as you can… even when you feel fine… but especially if you feel that pressure on your chest again.”
“I will… thank you so much, Mrs. Choy,” Nari had tears of gratitude trickling down her cheeks. “Bye, Mina.”
“Bye, sister,” Mina smiled and crouched down to give her a big hug.
I tried to smile as I said goodbye, but it was difficult with the piercing pain now shooting through my heart.
After they had left, I went over to sit next to Nari. I watched her stomach calmly raising up and down together with her breaths.
“Thank you for getting them for me,” she took my hand in hers. “You’re the best big sister I could have ever wished for.”
I squeezed her hand back.
Finally some recognition…
But it didn’t feel as good as I had expected it to feel. Now that the crisis had passed, all I could see when I closed my eyes was my mother’s naked body wrapped in General Roh’s arms. I tried to make my repulsed shuddering not too obvious to Nari. I didn’t want her to start asking questions. When I kept my eyes open, however, I couldn’t ignore the other pain that had started when Mina had called Nari ‘sister’.
“No problem,” I said casually. “By the way… do you know what could have triggered the… the panic attack?”
“No,” Nari mumbled and looked away, but not before I saw something dark coming over her face.
I didn’t push, and shortly after, dad came home. He was hunched over and looked sick and beaten like every day. As we had agreed, we didn’t tell him anything… he had enough problems on his own. He didn’t even notice that Nari didn’t get up from her quilt and that her eyes were red and puffy.
To my utter surprise, Sun Hee also came home tonight, but fortunately not until after all of us had gone to bed. This was a good thing. I wasn’t sure I could pretend not to have seen what I saw tonight… and that was a fight neither Nari nor dad needed right now.
I closed my eyes, and with the cold and dead Great General pin firm in my hand, I said goodbye to another horrid day in hell.




CHAPTER 34
Chul woke us up extra early the next morning, calling us to gather in the courtyard right away. Fortunately, he was gone before my innate urge to rip his throat out had fully woken from its dazed state. Partially, it might have also been because my mind was preoccupied with processing the image of Sun Hee and General Roh.
I sat up on my quilt and sighed, exchanging worried glances with Nari. We were both thinking the same thing.
Not another execution…
Sun Hee and dad sat up as well but didn’t say anything. They didn’t even look at each other. I opened the door slightly and peeked out into the still pitch-black street. They had never gathered us this early before. After having forced down some cold corn sludge and moldy cabbage leftovers from yesterday’s half-ration, I made sure every bruised part of my body was covered, and we walked to the Bloodyard in the formation of a family… although, in my heart, I knew this family no longer existed. We walked through the dark and cold. If it weren’t for the thousands of people crowding the main road, I would have sworn it was the middle of the night. I was worried about what was awaiting us at the Bloodyard, but I was also relieved that Nari seemed better today. I saw no trace of last night’s panic attack that had come in the disguise of her congenital heart defect. The pellagra looked the same, but at least it wasn’t worse. She couldn’t walk fast - as usual - but today, that suited me perfectly since my midnight run to the Chrysanthemum Garden had opened up the wounds on my feet again. They were just as sore as the first night I acquired them. I was also afraid that walking fast would make me lose the vile cold breakfast that wasn’t sitting well in my sensitive stomach… an idea I welcomed, but I knew I couldn’t deprive my body of any nourishment if I was going to make it through the day.
As we passed the School of Juche, we noticed Mrs. Choy and Mina a few yards away. Sun Hee immediately made a theatrical display of looking the other way. Dad looked like he wanted to greet them but didn’t dare oppose his wife. Nari and I nodded and smiled at them discretely so that our parents wouldn’t notice.
We arrived in the Bloodyard, and as always, the entire camp population was there in front of the huge mural depicting our Father - the Great General’s radiant face of infinite kindness in the gloomy light of the Oversight wall lamps. The stench of sweat filled the cold morning air and added to my nausea. But there was nowhere to run from it.
To my surprise, General Roh was nowhere to be seen. Instead, it was Colonel Wan who stood in front of us, surrounded by the normal group of blank-faced officers. He raised his hand to silence us. I used the head of one of the taller prisoners in front of me as a shield, occasionally peeking out from the side like a scared little girl. As Colonel Wan’s gaze swept over the crowd, I couldn’t help but feel he was searching for me. I bent down behind the tall prisoner to make sure our eyes didn’t meet. Phantom pain shot from my finger for the first time in weeks.
“Two days ago,” Colonel Wan started, “one of you committed a heinous crime. Food was stolen. Food that belonged to all of you.”
I raised my eyebrows.
What is he talking about… since when do prisoners get rice?
“Since this is a crime that was committed against all of us, we waited patiently the whole day yesterday, naively expecting at least one of you Great General-forsaken traitors to step up and do your duty according to Sacred Rule number five - Report all and any suspicious behavior. But none of you did. I would like to be able to say this disappointed me, but in fact… it only reminded me that you - the Strayed - are nothing more than worthless, treasonous vermin who only care about yourselves and who take joy in the suffering of others. In fact… I’m anything but surprised that you are covering for this despicable thief.”
Colonel Wan walked along the first line of people, eyeballing each person as to see if they would crack on the spot and confess.
No one did.
“Since not reporting a theft is an equal offense to the theft itself, as I see it, you are all guilty. Therefore… until the thief has been exposed, I have no choice but to cut the food rations for everybody by fifty percent, effective immediately.”
A loud gasp went through the crowd. Even dad woke up from his slumber and put a hand over his mouth, panic written on face. I knew what he was thinking. Today was the last day of our half-ration punishment… from tomorrow we were going to get full rations again. In his mind, this was a death sentence. Nari gasped as well, but Sun Hee and I didn’t. She knew she would be taken care of by General Roh. And since I finally had caved to Hana, and she had promised we wouldn’t have any more food problems, this statement didn’t worry me as much as it would have just a couple of days ago… and not as much as being forced to do Hana’s bidding, whatever it would be.
“And…” Colonel Wan continued, pausing until he again had attained complete silence from the crowd, “I will also execute one random person every morning until the thief has been named.”
Another gasp went through the crowd, and this time I was just as affected as the rest.
Colonel Wan continued pacing in front of the first row before coming to a halt.
“And today… that random person is… you!”
He pointed at a middle-aged woman standing right in front of him. She was immediately grabbed by two guards and dragged screaming away from the crowd to the poles in front of the large mural.
“NO! PLEASE! IT WASN’T ME… I PROMISE, IT WASN’T ME! AND I DON’T KNOW ANYTHING… I SWEAR! PLEASE!” the woman wailed as the guards tied her head, chest, and waist to one of the middle poles.
Colonel Wan signaled to the guards to gag her, which made her screams muffled and distorted, but it didn’t make them stop. A little girl suddenly broke out from the masses and ran over to her, crying and screaming. It must have been her daughter. But before she had reached her mother, one of the guards hit her over the head with the heel of his machine gun. She collapsed on the ground, blood streaming down her forehead. Some men - I guessed one of them was her father - ran forward and quickly dragged her back into the crowd before the guards would decide to tie her up as well next to her mother. I half-expected Colonel Wan to order the guards to seize the men saving the little girl, but he just waited patiently until they had been swallowed up by the sea of people.
While this was happening, the firing squad had formed in front of the poles. I recognized the same faces from the mourning ceremonies in honor of the passing of our Father - the Great General. Chang Min was there. Chul as well. Also this time, there was no trace of any nervous flickering of his eyes or trembling of his body. He just stood there, holding his rifle. Numb. I noticed Chang Min gave him a look that was somewhere in between proud and concerned.
“READY!”
“AIM!”
“SHOOT!”
The woman’s head exploded in front of us, once more desecrating the face of infinite kindness of our Father - the Great General with a pray of stark red blood and shiny gray substance. The familiar pain of loss and abandonment shot through my heart, overriding the shock of seeing that poor woman lose her life in this gruesome way.
Colonel Wan repeated his commands once more, and the rope holding her chest was shredded by the next round of shots. The final round severed the ropes holding her waist, and her lifeless body fell to the ground in front of the stage with a thump, as so many had before her.
There was not much commotion in the crowd, apart from the woman’s daughter who had regained consciousness, and whose muffled screams emerged from somewhere deep in the masses. Looking at this scene, I was suddenly horrified by the realization that after all the executions we had witnessed… seeing yet another had become a normal part of life here. Not even Nari, who was still standing next to me, cried this time. There was, however, another feeling creeping up on me. It was a familiar feeling. It was the feeling I felt whenever I looked at Mina.
It was guilt.
This woman was executed for what I did… I’m the reason she’s dead. Just like Ki Ha…
On the other side of the yard, I suddenly noticed Jun Ha standing with crossed arms. Maybe I was just being paranoid, but I felt he was looking right at me. His face was grave and serious… judgmental.
I averted my eyes.
Areum… it’s just in your head! Nobody knows! Nobody except for—
“Now,” Colonel Wan re-entered the scene, almost stepping on the poor woman’s bloody corpse on the ground. “I sincerely hope… for your sake… that you will do your duty and provide us with the name of the thief before sundown. If you don’t… we will have another gathering like this tomorrow morning. And remember… you don’t have to stand in the front row to be picked.” His gaze scanned all of us standing in the back with a malignant smile. I once more hid behind the tall prisoner as if that would keep me safe. “That’s all… DISMISSED!”
Just like that, he turned around and marched back into the Oversight, followed by the group of faceless officers. Chang Min and some other guards brought out the usual wagon to load the body. I wanted to turn around and escape the scene I knew would come, but just then, I noticed Lucky had wandered up to the poles and was touching the blood with his finger. Now, I couldn’t look away. The guards noticed him too and exchanged meaningful looks and smirks. In the blink of an eye, they rushed over and grabbed him. Laughingly they dragged him back and threw him onto the wagon on top of the bloody corpse of the executed woman. Lucky wailed in horror - even his damaged brain seemed to be able to appreciate what was happening to him - but the guards were practically bursting with laughter. He tried to get off, but the guards just pushed him back down again.
“Take him up to Cemetery Hill,” one of them laughed so hard he almost choked.
Chang Min and another guard took the wagon and sprinted past us, making the terrified prisoners in their way jump to the right and left not to be run over, and headed off in the direction of the hill of death. Lucky was not trying to get out anymore. He was holding on for dear life. The rest of the guards ran after them, never ceasing to laugh. I looked at Nari. She was just as shocked as I was. The other prisoners around us exchanged similar looks. Even though I avoided Lucky like the plague, I couldn’t help but feel sorry for him.
At least, they wouldn’t kill him. That was the unwritten rule.
“It’s like the mourning period all over again,” Nari whispered to me shortly after as we commenced working in the cornfield. “It’s like they are trying to find excuses to kill us.”
“That’s probably not far from the truth,” I said.
“Do you think they will find the thief?”
“Don’t know… but I’m sure they will find someone.”
Nari looked at me.
“You mean… you think they will just throw some innocent person in front of the firing squad?”
“There is not a doubt in my mind, Nari. Anyway… it’s better that one more random guy dies and ends all of this than that ten more random people dying… or more.”
Nari stopped what she was doing and stared at me with her mouth open.
“You can’t honestly believe that,” she said. “You can’t trade a life for a life.”
“Nari… in here, we have to be smart… we have to survive. Yes, it’s horrible, but in here you have to look out for yourself and your family… and sometimes that means sacrificing someone before they have the chance to sacrifice you.”
Nari’s eyes darkened under her thick glasses.
“I will never do that. If I did… I would never be able to live with myself. Then it’s better I die.”
Now, I was the one staring at Nari with my mouth wide open.
“Nari… you’d better stop with this nonsense right now. What is the point of me going out of my way to protect you if you don’t even have an ounce of self-preservation yourself? Nari… in here, we need to do difficult things… things that may seem wrong, in order to survive. We need to be on the same page about this.”
“Never,” Nari spat with disgust. “I will never let anyone die just so I can live.”
“That’s rid—”
“Hey, you two!” Mr. Ma barked. “Stop yapping and get back to work!”
This was the first time he had spoken to us since the fight. Sang Jun and Dong Suk stood next to him, glaring at us menacingly.
Nari gave me an angry look before turning around to work with her back toward me.
Great General… how can she be so stupid? All I do for her, and she doesn’t even care about herself.
We didn’t talk for the rest of the workday… even though I again had to fill the greater part of her quota. As we walked home in a pressing silence, Hana again appeared by the School of Juche. Nari just continued marching home, ignoring the rule of always walking together.
“Trouble in paradise?” Hana asked as she handed me the bundle of steaming rice.
I answered with an annoyed glare and hurried home.
Once inside, I slammed the door and threw the rice on Nari’s quilt in front of her.
“Here,” I grunted.
She looked at it and then gave me an accusing stare.
“Areum, what exactly did you have to do to get this?”
“Nari… I promise you… I haven’t hurt anyone to get you this,” I lied.
Nari continued staring at me, searching my eyes for the truth.
“Nobody got hurt?” she asked.
“Nobody got hurt,” I repeated.
She bit her lip.
“Okay, Areum… if you promise, I believe you,” she said, but there was no real conviction in her voice.
“I promise,” I repeated one more time, feeling I was at the point of exploding if she accused me again.
Even if I did lie… I’m her sister and she has to believe me. And I’m only doing this for her own good! She doesn’t know the sacrifices I make and the danger I put myself in for her sake… she’s so ungrateful!
I turned away and started heating the half ration of corn sludge and cabbage Nari had picked up on the way home.
“How about a thank you!” I muttered under my breath.
Nari didn’t hear. Or chose not to react.
We didn’t talk during dinner. Dad came home late and continued the silence. He looked more and more like a walking corpse and only spoke when absolutely necessary. Nari lay down and the light from the fire fell on the flaky rash around her neck. Maybe it was my imagination, but it looked like it was healing. A cautious sense of relief spread through my body.
Before going to sleep, we only exchanged a tense goodnight. Sun Hee had not come home yet, and I shuddered on my hard bed imagining what she might be doing with the Demon of Yodok at this very moment. With that unpleasant image engraved in my mind, I squeezed the Great General pin hard until my exhaustion got the best of me. Sadly, there was no refuge to be found in my dreams and until the early morning hours, I was tormented by two dimly lit unclothed figures doing unspeakable things on the other side of the window.




CHAPTER 35
The next day was a Saturday. Chul once again woke us up before the break of dawn and told us to hurry to the courtyard. This time, however, Sun Hee and dad had already left for their respective work details, so Nari and I walked through the chilly morning air alone, surrounded by a sea of people. The silence between us was tense. Still, it would have been even tenser with our parents around. I looked up at the starlit sky. The moon was full and there was not a cloud in sight. I knew what that meant.
Today will be hot…
The yard smelled of death and sweat as the thousands of prisoners formed around the mural of the smiling Great General, creating a warm buffer against the coldness of the morning. Standing still made my feet ache more, but they were in better shape than before. The cut on my hand was also healing. I forced myself up on my toes and scanned the yard. Unlike yesterday, there was already a person tied to one of the poles. It looked like a man, but the bag over his head prevented me from seeing who it was.
Another stab of guilt pierced my heart.
But no one must ever know I’m the Acrobat Thief… Nari needs me too much!
General Roh was also today nowhere to be seen. Colonel Wan raised his hand to silence us.
“The food thief has been caught,” Colonel Wan announced victoriously. “I’m pleased to see that at least some of you take our Sacred Rules seriously. But that said… it’s an outrage that it took two whole days for this matter to be resolved. For this you deserve to be further punished… but for now, we’ll settle for punishing the thief himself.”
Colonel Wan went over and removed the bag from the tied man’s head.
I gasped. This was not a stranger losing his life. This was a person I knew. This was a person I hated. It was Sang Jun from my work unit. One of Mr. Ma’s thugs… the one who beat up Nari the day we hadn’t filled our quota. I remembered his constant hateful glares ever since. And now, he was tied to a pole facing a firing squad for the crime I had committed. His face was swollen and bruised, just like all the men and women before him. I felt strange inside… conflicted. This had already happened in my fantasies, only there, Mr. Ma and Dong Suk were tied to the poles next to him. Those fantasies had made me feel good, as if they let me regain some of my dignity and control. But seeing him there for real, his face so swollen he couldn’t open his eyes, several toes missing… I felt horrible. I felt guilty. This man - deserving or not - would die for something I had done… same as that poor woman had yesterday. I clenched my whole body to stop the guilt from spreading… but it was too late.
No… this is not my fault! I was not the one who informed on him. I may have committed the crime he will pay for… but his blood will not be on my hands.
I looked down at my hands.
They were trembling.
I looked back up at Sang Jun. I saw his blurred contour over my sister that day in the field, hitting her face again and again without a trace of remorse. The hatred seeped back into my heart.
If anyone deserves to be up there, it’s him! He might not have stolen the rice… but he’s anything but innocent!
Those thoughts helped, but the guilt didn’t disappear. And I couldn’t figure out who would have named him the Acrobat Thief, especially since he was in a privileged position with Mr. Ma. Maybe it was someone from our work unit with a grudge. Maybe. But there was another thing as well…
How could the guards believe this large troll of a man could be the small and limber ‘Acrobat Thief’? It doesn’t make any sense…
“READY!”
“AIM!”
“SHOOT!”
Colonel Wan’s orders pierced the air three times, immediately followed by the rounds of rapid shots from the firing squad. Sang Jun’s face, chest, and stomach exploded, just like the poor woman’s had yesterday. The next moment, his bloody corpse lay on the ground before the blood-sprayed face of our Father - the Great General. I looked around the crowd and suddenly saw Mr. Ma and Dong Suk standing not too far from us. I half-expected them to be crying for their fallen comrade. But instead, their faces were grim and full of hatred.
If they ever find out he died because of me, I’m dead… and Nari too…
Colonel Wan re-entered the stage. He looked down at the unnaturally positioned body in the growing puddle of blood on the ground and kicked away a piece of Sang Jun’s head that had come apart from the rest. He raised his hand to call us to silence.
“Today… is a good day,” he said. His eerie smile was back. “You are all here to be re-educated… to atone for your treason against Choson and the Great General… but the fact of the matter is that some of you are simply beyond redemption… and those we need to weed out and exterminate. Today… this camp is a little better than it was yesterday because we have one less unredeemable vermin among us. One less!” His eerie smile turned into a terrifying glare. “BUT THAT IS NOT ENOUGH! There is not a doubt in my mind that there are many more like him among you. You know who you are, and soon, we will too. And I promise you this… I will exterminate every last one of you… for the sake of our great nation… and for Juche - the sacred legacy of our Father - the Great General.” He paused to let his gaze sweep over the masses before him, savoring our terrified reactions. “That is all… DISMISSED!”
The crowd dispersed in an instant, and we followed the stream of people out from the Bloodyard. I thought we would continue our silence, but as the crowd around us started to thin out, Nari leaned over to me with shock written on her face.
“That was Sang Jun,” she whispered. “I can’t believe he was the thief… he was so close with Mr. Ma and the guards. I always thought guys like him must have plenty of food.”
“Just because he took the fall doesn’t mean he did it,” I said.
Nari went silent for a while.
“So you think another innocent man was just killed?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe he stole the food, maybe he didn’t… either way, I wouldn’t call him innocent. We both know what he did to you. He would have done more if he wouldn’t have been interrupted.”
“I remember,” Nari nodded. “But… if he didn’t steal the food, then… it’s just wrong. It’s wrong either way, but…”
She didn’t finish her sentence, and I didn’t answer. I was getting tired of this conversation.
Great General, she’s annoying sometimes!
The day became hot and sweaty just as I had predicted, but the magical effect of the water rations helped as usual. More than the heat and the thirst, my mind was preoccupied with worrying about Mr. Ma and his posse - which now was one man short - and spent most of the morning avoiding eye contact with anyone.
During the lunch break, Nari and I sat on our usual log in the shade of some trees. To avoid the uncomfortable silence, we made small talk about the cabbage soup, which was even more watery than usual. It seemed they had stopped putting salt in it altogether. But at least we got full rations again.
“Here are my favorite sisters!”
Hana had snuck up on us from behind so silently we almost drop our soup bowls.
“Hana… what the—”
Before I had time to protest, she squeezed herself in between us on the log. I could understand the complete surprise on Nari’s face since - as far as I knew - Hana had never even talked to her before.
“Hi, Hana,” I said inquisitively.
“How about Thank you, Hana!” she smirked at me.
“For what?”
“For saving your ass,” she winked and continued in a whisper. “Now you’re off the hook for stealing the rice… and now that Mr. Ma has lost his right-hand guy, he’ll probably back off from you two. Two birds - one blood-smeared stone!” Hana smiled.
“It was you who informed on him?” I gasped in a whisper and looked over at Nari, whose shocked expression now was mixed with confusion.
“We informed on him,” Hana corrected me. “I told the guards you were my source, so now both of us are rewarded with extra food rations for two weeks! So like I said… how about a thank you, Hana!”
“Thank you, Hana,” I mumbled, looking down at my trembling hands. The old flame of fury was again spreading inside me.
“Well… you don’t have to thank me,” Hana said. “But now you owe me.”
I had to clench my fist not to explode.
The arrogance of this girl! And why is she saying this in front of Nari?
Hana stood up and faced me.
“Tomorrow we have work to do, so be ready.”
“And… how about our transfer?” I looked around to make sure no one was around.
“Soon,” Hana averted her eyes. “Just help me out tomorrow, then I’ll take care of it.” She turned around and walked away before I had the chance to say anything else.
With every fiber of my being, I regretted having caved to this girl.
I caught Nari’s eyes. Her expression of shock and confusion had now turned into anger.
“You did this?” she whispered.
“Did what?” I rolled my eyes.
CAN’T EVERYBODY JUST LEAVE ME ALONE?
“You stole that food… you got that man killed… and… and what are you mixed up in with that girl?”
“Hey!” My patience was running out. “You were dying from that pellagra rash… and thanks to you not being able to work, we both got our rations cut in half for two weeks. What could I have done, huh? I’m saving your life… again and again, for Juche’s sake!”
Nari shook her head.
“Not like that… I refuse to live at the expense of killing innocent people.”
“THEY’RE NOT INNOCENT!” I yelled, and at once, our whole work unit scattered around the field stared at us.
“No,” Nari stood up. “I’m grateful, Areum, I truly am… but I can’t do it like that. I just can’t. So whatever you’re doing, just stop it… please.”
She turned around and walked back into the cornfield, leaving me alone on the log, boiling with anger.
After everything I do for her… everything I have done for her our whole life… and this is how she repays me?
TO HELL WITH HER!
When the workday was over and our quotas filled, Chul approached me by the field. He seemed more relaxed than usual, which made my blood boil once more.
Great… so it wasn’t enough with the execution, and then Hana and Nari… now my sister’s rapist will come pestering my life as well…
Looking at him, I couldn’t help picturing me strangling him and watch the life slowly fade from his boyish rapist face.
“I heard it was you who informed on Sang Jun,” Chul said under his breath. “It must have been tough… but it was the right thing to do. I want you to know that.”
I felt an overwhelming urge to tell him it hadn’t been me - just out of spite - but managed to restrain myself at the last minute.
Nothing good could come of that…
Chul’s eyes started flickering and he couldn’t maintain eye contact.
“General Roh wants to see you… you have to come with me,” he said reluctantly, but after seeing the fear on my face, he hurried to add, “I’m sure it’s a friendly meeting… you have done good.”
I despised being praised by him, but I held my tongue and followed him to the General’s office in the Oversight. Like always, my heart raced when we passed Colonel Wan’s office, but the door was closed and nobody came out. General Roh opened the door right away and thanked Chul without the slightest hint of disappointment and let me into his office. After we sat down, he gave me a brief smile before he returned to his normal blank face. I knew now it was a fake smile… not like the one he had given my mother in his house the other night. The still-fresh memory made the hair at the back of my neck stand on end and a chill traveled down my spine.
“I heard it was you who helped us catch the rice thief. I just wanted to thank you in person,” he threw another fake smile my way.
“I was just doing my duty, Sir,” I pressed my eyes shut, trying to shake the image of him sitting naked in the armchair in front of me.
General Roh explored my face with his penetrating seeing eye, forcing me to focus on his silvery dead one.
“Last time, our discussion became slightly heated,” he continued. “I just wanted you to know that as long as you continue doing good work like this, your life here will be comfortable… well, as comfortable as it can be for the Strayed. You have my word on that.”
“Thank you, Sir.”
His bare torso continued flickering before me. I swallowed painfully as I tried to avert my eyes without appearing disrespectful. I didn’t want to stay in this room for one more second.
“I understand your family has had some problems lately, but I was happy to hear your rations have already been restored to normal. And I understood you also got double rations for two weeks as a reward, is that correct?”
“Yes, Sir… I am very grateful, Sir,” I couldn’t avoid eye contact any longer.
“Well, you deserve it.”
It looked like he wanted to say something more, but instead, he went back to his papers in front of him on the desk and just said, “That was all, Miss Kim. You’re dismissed. Keep up the good work.”
After a quick bow, I all but flew out of his office and didn’t stop until I was safe outside the Oversight, panting against the wall. It took a couple of minutes to catch my breath, then I started walking home. I was so deep in my thoughts that Hana appearing from behind the corner made me shriek.
“Just came to give you your rice,” she laughed at my reaction.
“Why don’t you just give me the whole bag?” I snorted. “No one has come to search our house.”
“As far as you know,” Hana gave me a meaningful look. “You don’t know what they do the whole day while you’re off working the fields.”
“Fine,” I rolled my eyes and took the bundle.
“So, what was that all about?” Hana asked with a curious smile, nodding at the door I had just come out from. “Did you meet the General? Was it about Sang Jun?”
“How can you say his name so casually?” I asked, appalled. “He was innocent… and you got him killed this morning.”
“Don’t be so dramatic, Areum… and trust me, he had done plenty of things you don’t know about,” Hana shook her head. “So what did he say… the good old General?”
“He told me to keep up the good work,” I muttered.
Hana bumped my shoulder with a smirk.
“I told you… your life is about to change. Do I hear a thank you, Hana?”
“I already said thank you,” I grunted. “And you said you didn’t need any thanks… that I owe you instead.”
“Yes you do… and don’t you forget it,” Hana winked. “Okay, head off home now, and remember… tomorrow’s the day… be ready!”
“The day for—?”
“You’ll see tomorrow… just be ready.”
I nodded, reluctantly accepting the futility of inquiring further, and headed home, fearing what tomorrow would have in store for me.
At least we will have double rations and rice for a couple of weeks! Our life might never return to how it was during the first months, but we are saved from immediate starvation!
The first thing I saw when I came in through the door was Nari’s furious face. She had already finished her share of the full ration of corn and cabbage soup. I went over to the fire and served myself, ignoring her glare.
“So… did you have the chance to sell anybody else out now after work?”
“Give me a break,” I grunted, annoyed with everyone and everything.
I sat down with an exhausted sigh and started eating. I remembered the bundle of rice and threw it over to Nari without saying anything.
“I don’t want your blood rice, Areum,” Nari threw it back.
“It’s not blood rice,” I grunted. “Be angry all you want, but just eat it. Otherwise, the pellagra will kill you.”
“We got our full rations back now, so I’ll be okay.”
“It doesn’t help!” I raised my voice. “You can eat ten times as much corn and cabbage, it won’t make any difference… it won’t make you better. You need rice!”
“I’ll be okay,” Nari refused to budge.
“Fine… suit yourself then,” I grunted.
I’d had enough. I took the bundle and put it next to me on my quilt. I considered eating it myself, just to rub it in her face, but in the end, I left it, hoping she would come to her senses.
We sat in silence for a while, facing away from each other. I took my time finishing my soup. It was thicker and more filling than it had been in many weeks, but unfortunately, it didn’t improve the flavor. My eyes kept being drawn to the bundle of rice on the floor, but I resisted.
“I can’t believe how callous you have become,” Nari said after a while. “It’s like you’re a completely different person now… indifferent to other peoples’ lives… or deaths.”
“You have never really known me,” I muttered.
“So what comes next? How many more will die for our survival?”
“Stop acting like we’re still in Capital, Nari. The rules are different here. You adapt or you die.”
“I’d rather die—”
At that precise moment, the door opened and Sun Hee appeared.
“What are you doing home?” I jumped.
“I asked to leave early to check in on Nari,” she said. “Are you okay, dear?”
“Wow… such privileges you have in your new work, Mother,” I snorted.
Sun Hee looked at me with a questioning expression but then turned back to Nari.
“I’m fine,” Nari said angrily.
“Have you two been fighting?”
“No,” both of us replied in chorus.
Sun Hee sighed.
“Girls… you need to look out for each other, you can’t afford to fight… you must stand together to survive.”
“Well, that’s what I’ve been trying to do,” I threw an angry glance at Nari.
“All I asked you to do was to be my big sister… if you would have asked me, I would have told you that I was not willing to pay that price.”
“What price? What are you talking about?” Sun Hee looked increasingly puzzled.
“It’s none of your business, Mother,” I snapped.
Sun Hee’s face turned red.
“How dare you talk to me like that? I have told you many times, Areum… you need to show me respect—”
“AND WHAT IS THERE TO RESPECT?” I screamed. “How dare you talk to me like that? You’re not part of this family anymore, MOTHER!”
Both Sun Hee and Nari gasped and stared at me, stunned.
“W-what are talking about? Have you lost your mind?” Sun Hee stuttered.
“I saw you,” I glared at her. “The other night… when we thought Nari was having a heart attack. I snuck into the Chrysanthemum Garden to get you, and… and I saw you… with him… I saw everything!”
Sun Hee’s face turned dark scarlet red and expressed nothing but sheer panic.
“Areum… honey… you’re mistaken… maybe you thought you saw something, but—”
“I KNOW EXACTLY WHAT I SAW! I saw you… naked… and General Roh… naked… and you were kissing… and laughing… and… and…”
Nari gasped and looked at her mother with enormous eyes, amplified further by her round glasses.
“No, Areum… you don’t understand—”
“Mom… is that true?” Nari whimpered.
“No, darling… of course not—”
“I saw it with my own eyes,” I spat with disgust. “And I think I would recognize my mother… even when she’s naked… and in the arms of our enemy.”
“No, no, girls… please listen to me—”
“So it is true?” Nari sobbed, streams of tears running down her cheeks.
“Honey, it’s complicated… it’s not what you think… you just have to trust me… whatever I do, I do it for the two of you… you have to believe me.”
“If you want to do something for us,” I continued my unwavering glare, “then leave us alone. Why do you even come here? Just stay in the Chrysanthemum Garden with the General… I mean… that is your new home, right?”
Sun Hee’s eyes welled up with tears.
“No… Areum… Nari…”
Nari was crying as well, but her face was now also filled with fury.
“Nari,” Sun Hee pleaded.
“Don’t talk to me,” Nari growled. “Just do what Areum says and leave us alone. Obviously, she’s the one in charge now…”
She turned away from Sun Hee and lay down on her quilt.
I did the same.
“Girls… please…” Sun Hee continued pleading to our backs.
We met her pleas with cold and resilient silence.
She tried in futility to call us a few more times. Then she gave up and just sat, sobbing softly between us. I don’t know for how long. Finally, she got up and left without saying another word. Neither of us tried to stop her, but as the door closed, I couldn’t help but feel yet another dagger pierce through my already bleeding heart.




CHAPTER 36
I woke up exhausted after having seen Sang Jun’s head explode in front of the giant head of the Great General on a loop over and over the entire night. In my dream, the firing squad consisted of ten clones of my mother… one of them the young version I before believed was in the picture frame on General Roh’s desk. My clothes and quilt were drenched in sweat. I felt disgusting and guilty. The stink of moldy cabbage soup simmering over the fire didn’t make things better. Nari, who was tending to the soup, seemed to have had a similar night. At least her pellagra was visibly getting better.
Dad was also up and getting ready to go to work. He asked us if we had seen our mother, but both of us just shrugged our shoulders. He left without inquiring further. I guessed he didn’t have the energy to do more than just try to make it through another day.
The tension between Nari and me was palpable throughout breakfast and the way to work. In the cornfield, we kept our distance from each other, but I still had to stay close enough to help her fill her quota without it being too obvious. Even though we didn’t talk - and generally avoided looking in each other’s direction - I knew Nari had nothing on her mind except for the devastating news about our mother and General Roh, and I knew it was killing her… even more than the pellagra and starvation ever had. My mind, however, was more preoccupied with the task Hana would throw my way that night, and I had a distinct feeling I had been tossed out of the frying pan and was plummeting straight into a blazing fire… even though I couldn’t see it yet. I spent lunch apart from Nari together with Jun Ha. I was tempted to ask him if he knew what was in store for me tonight since I knew he and Hana were close, but in the end, I didn’t dare.
The workday in the cornfield finished quite late at night, but dad had still not come home by the time we left for the mandatory self-criticism session. I was worried Nari would attack me out of spite and reveal something about Sang Jun, but we only threw a few formal criticisms to each other, and the session ended without incident. Mina looked at us inquiringly as we a bit too obviously avoided looking at each other, but both of us avoided her as well. I had too much on my plate to also worry about my old nemesis. Especially since Chul was the overseeing guard of the self-criticism session this Sunday. The time my mind didn’t ponder what kind of task Hana would give me afterward, it spent fantasizing about increasingly gruesome ways to kill him.
Soon the time will come…
After the self-criticism session finished, I discretely left to meet with Hana by the river without saying goodbye to Nari. I didn’t want to initiate another meaningless argument. Anyway… she now had her real sister back that she could walk back to the Orchid Garden with.
“You’re late,” Hana sneered as I approached her and nodded at me to follow her into the darkness of the wooded foot of the mountain.
The clear night sky painted the camp in dark pale colors. It would have been chilly if I weren’t so worked up. After a couple of minutes, when we were safely surrounded by vegetation, she stopped and turned to me.
“So… today’s the day,” her voice was suddenly cheerful. “Ready?”
“Ready for what?” I stared at her pale moonlit face. “You haven’t told me anything.”
“For your initiation test,” Hana smiled. “Today, you’re going to steal some rice. It’s the Acrobat Thief - Act Two!”
I looked at her, stunned, waiting for her to tell me this was her idea of a twisted joke, but she didn’t say anything.
“Initiation test… I thought I was going to help you with Hyuk… and… are you completely out of your mind? A man just died because of me stealing rice… it’s out of the ques—”
“Calm down,” Hana interrupted me. “You’re not going to steal from the granary this time, so no one will even know about it.”
“So where—”
“We’re going to take it from some prisoners.”
“WHAT?” I screamed.
“Shhh! Keep your voice down. And don’t worry, it’s a new family… just arrived from the Capital… hey, maybe you even know them from before,” Hana chuckled. “Anyway, I know for a fact they have a secret stash of rice, just sitting there, waiting for us to grab it… well, for you to grab it, to be more precise.”
“Hana… that’s crossing a line… and how do you expect us to get the rice now when they are at home?”
“Firstly, not us… you,” Hana corrected me. “Secondly, neither of them are at home right now. The wife works in the Chrysanthemum Garden, like your mom, so she shouldn’t be home for another couple of hours… and the husband is in the Center of Truth.”
“He is what? No… Hana… tell me you didn’t—?”
“Yes… I made sure he ended up there. Don’t worry, he won’t be executed… probably. Anyway, all you have to do is to sneak in, find the hiding place… which shouldn’t be too difficult since they live in the Orchid Garden, so their house is exactly like yours… and then come out with the rice. I will stand guard outside just in case the wife happens to come home early for some reason.”
“That’s… exactly the same thing that happened to us,” I gasped, horrified.
“Focus, Areum,” Hana grabbed my shoulder and peered into my eyes. “This will be a piece of cake… a piece of delicious rice cake.”
“Having our rice stolen nearly destroyed us,” I glared back at her in the pale darkness. “How can I do the same thing to another family?”
“Do I really have to explain to you again that in here, either you’re the one eating the delicious rice cake yourself, or you are the delicious rice cake that somebody else is eating… or something like that? Anyway, you have an obligation to yourself and to your family to do anything you can to survive… and besides, you owe me.”
“I d—”
“No more discussions, Areum!” Hana cut me off, sounding almost like Sun Hee when she’s reprimanding me. “Let’s go now or we’ll miss our window of opportunity… it’s already late since you took your merry time to fill your quota today.”
She turned around and barged off in the direction of the Village of the Strayed.
I followed her…
…into the blazing fire.
The house Hana had targeted was not far from ours, and the lump forming in my stomach was getting heavier the closer we got.
Not only will I destroy a poor family’s life… on top of everything, we have to continue living right next to them!
Hana stayed at the corner of the house with clear visibility in both directions while I snuck in through the unlockable door. We made sure no one had seen us. It was already dark, but there was enough moonlight for Hana to see if somebody was coming our way.
The room was a complete mess. It smelled musty and there were things everywhere. For a split second, I felt almost jealous. These people must have been allowed to bring twice as much as us. Maybe they were connected… even more than dad.
But he is the son of the founder of the Public Food Distribution System… how much higher can you get? And if you’re higher… how would you end up here?
Even though I had always felt somewhat proud of being related to Grandpa Hyun Woo, now I wished we weren’t… or at least that Colonel Wan didn’t know about it.
As I started to lift the disorderly piles of quilts and clothes, I became increasingly anxious. The room was just as small as ours, but I couldn’t search in a structured manner. There was also no light - only a few streams of moonlight through the cracks in the walls - so I had to go solely by touch. After about ten minutes of groping around, I realized I no longer had any clue to which piles I had searched already and which I hadn’t, so I started all over again, this time trying to do it in a clockwise circle.
“Hurry up,” I heard Hana’s muffled voice through the door.
After my clockwise approach had yielded zero results, I started to just frantically lift piles of belongings at random and throw them around the room, feeling for anything out of the ordinary.
Could it be that Hana is wrong? Or could it be that… she is setting me up? That armed guards will barge in and catch me red-handed at any moment?
I once again saw myself in the chair down in the Center of Truth with the bag over my head and the needle inserted in my finger, waiting for Colonel Wan to bring more pain.
A sudden knock on the door made me jump.
“You have to hurry,” Hana’s unbecomingly nervous voice sounded hollow, as if it came from far away. “It already late… we have no idea when she could be coming.”
No idea? Didn’t she say she knew the wife would come home much later?
I sat down to recompose myself.
Okay, maybe… maybe they did like us and dug a hole under the floor…
I went down and felt the floorboards where the now-empty hole in our house would be. I did find one that was loose, but underneath it was nothing but solid soil.
I started moving around the chaos of scattered clothes and quilts and other belongings in the entire room, trying every floorboard, but none of the others were even remotely loose.
There was another knock from Hana.
“What’s taking so long?”
Frustration, anger, and fear were boiling up through my body. After I had searched every inch of the floor two more times and found nothing, I was in a complete panic.
It’s not here… I have to tell Hana she made a mistake!
The thought of all this being a trap crossed my mind again, but I discarded it since I felt Hana was just as anxious to get out of here as I was. I headed for the door to tell Hana the bad news, but as I did, in the corner of my eye, I noticed the large pot hanging over the blackened fireplace in the middle of the room.
No… it can’t be that easy.
I took a large step over the pile of belongings to reach it and opened the lid of the pot. I couldn’t see anything, so with my heart pounding like mad in my chest, I slowly put my hand inside.
Yes!
There was a large cloth bag inside. From the feel of it, it was definitely rice. Without hesitation, I lifted it out from the pot, but my exalted movements were too fast and clumsy, so I tipped over the metal legs of the tripod with the chain that held it, and it all fell to the ground with a deafening clank.
“What the hell are you doing in there?” Hana’s panicked face appeared in the doorway. “Come on, we have to go… I see someone coming around the corner.”
I tucked the rice under my clothes and rushed outside.
“Did you get it?”
“I got it,” I patted the protruding lump under my shirt.
I threw a glance down the street and saw a dark figure only a few houses away. Without a moment’s hesitation, we sprinted as fast as our legs could bear us in the opposite direction.
“Hey,” we heard the woman shout. “Stop there! Were you in my house? What were you doing in my house?”
I looked back and saw the woman had started running as well. But she didn’t follow us. When she reached her house she instead rushed inside. It only took a few seconds before her agonizing scream pierced like a dagger straight through my heart.
I have just destroyed that woman’s life! I have destroyed that family’s life!
I felt in my heart what she was feeling. Ending up here had been the first blow. Having her husband dragged off to be tortured down in the Center of Truth had been the second blow. And now, having their entire supply of rice being stolen - by my hand - would no doubt be the final blow.
I did this to her!
The screaming faded gradually as we ran through the barbed wire-filled passageways towards the outskirts of the Village of the Strayed. Before it was completely out of earshot, it had transformed into a persistent desperate wailing of utter hopelessness. The look on my crazed mother’s face the moment she had realized ours was stolen flashed before me as my intestines twisted painfully inside me.
We didn’t stop to catch our breaths until we had exited the Rose Garden. I had several cuts on my arms and legs, and I panted heavily. My feet felt wet, so I assumed my wounds from the night I broke into the granary had opened up again. But that was nothing compared to the wave of overwhelming guilt for what I had just done smashing into me and devouring me whole.
“What took you so long in there?” Hana panted angrily. “That was a close call. Too close.”
“Well, it was my first time breaking into somebody’s house… and there was no light…”
“Doesn’t matter… you’ll get the hang of it… the important thing is that we got it.”
“Get the hang—?”
“Come on, let’s go. Now is the time for the real challenge.”
“There is more?” I couldn’t believe my ears. “No way, Hana… I’m not breaking into any more houses.”
“Don’t worry… no more stealing tonight,” Hana shook her head, her breath now almost back to normal. “It’s time we go and meet the Dragons. I know for a fact they are gathering in the cave tonight, so we’re going there to reclaim my rightful place as their leader.”
“Tonight? A-and how exactly are we going to do that?”
“You’ll see,” she looked up at the mountain absentmindedly. “You’re the key, Areum… you’re the key.” She then nodded at me to follow her and took off again.
I wanted to stop her and tell her I wouldn’t take another step unless she explained the plan to me, but having gotten to know Hana by now, I knew she held on to information as a way of staying in control. So I followed her reluctantly alongside the quiet river. When we were halfway to the foot of the mountain, Hana suddenly changed direction away from the river.
“I have to drop something off at the Chrysanthemum Garden before we go to the cave,” she said as if she was doing me a huge favor by sharing this information with me.
Chills shot down my spine at the thought of what I had seen in there the night before, but that didn’t stop me from boiling over at this new slap in the face. I’d had enough.
“Are you kidding me? You’re telling me about this now?”
“Don’t worry… it won’t take long,” Hana ignored my glare.
“Hana… I really don’t want to go anywhere near that place.”
“I said don’t worry… you’ll stay at a safe distance in the woods nearby. I will only be a minute.”
Once more, I gave her my silent, but reluctant, consent and continued following her down the desolate road away from the river. Fury grew inside me for being treated like some kind of lowlife servant.
We kept a fast pace and didn’t stop until we had the wall surrounding the Chrysanthemum Garden towering up before us.
“Okay, stay here… I’ll be right back,” Hana instructed as we reached a group of trees veiled in darkness not far from the entrance gate.
Hana turned around, but just when she was about to leave, a weak light seeping out from the barn I used to climb over the wall the other night caught my attention. I thought I heard something from inside. I grabbed Hana’s arm and shushed her with a finger in front of my lips.
“What is it?” she asked, annoyed.
“I think there is someone in that building over there… I think I hear voices.”
“I don’t hear anything,” Hana shrugged her shoulders, but just then, a loud moan emerged from the barn. She laughed. “It’s nothing to worry about… just some people having some fun.”
She gave me a wink and strolled away, leaving me embarrassed listening to the continued moaning coming from inside the building.
I followed Hana with my eyes as she went up the road. I expected her to climb over the wall as I had done, but instead, she casually strolled up to the two men standing guard. Instead of reaching for their guns, they greeted her and opened the gate for her to pass.
That girl never ceases to surprise me. What kind of relationship does she have with the guards… or the officers for that matter?
After ten minutes or so, it was clear I had made a mistake interpreting Hana’s ‘I will only be a minute’ as a promise - or even as an indication - of when she would be back. I stayed under the trees, stomping my feet restlessly, and wondering what the hell I was doing there. The moaning from the barn also added to my discomfort. At first, I was embarrassed listening to people having sex, but as the moaning intensified, it sounded less and less like people enjoying themselves. I was also fairly certain I could hear two male voices, and at least one of them sounded agitated… angry even.
Suddenly it hit me. The same thing that happened to Nari that night up in the mountains is happening right now to some other poor girl in the barn no more than fifty yards away.
My impatience with Hana quickly turned into fear and indecisiveness.
What should I do? What happens if I leave and I’m not here when Hana comes back? And what can I do against two guards… maybe even officers… right next to the Chrysanthemum Garden?
My powerlessness made my frustration and fury spike.
But then, another realization hit me.
I had not only resented, but even hated Hana for not doing anything to help Nari that night… for just idly standing by and watch it all happen. And here I’m in the same situation…. just idly listening to that poor girl being violated…
The moaning of the woman in the barn gradually turned into screaming. I looked over at the entrance to see if Hana was coming, but the steel gate remained firmly shut. I pondered if the two guards at the guard post would intervene if the girl’s screaming became loud enough… but I already knew the answer.
Why would they? Maybe it’s their superiors in there…
A shrilling scream - louder than any before - suddenly pierced through my ears and continued through my body and into my heart. I couldn’t bear it any longer. I had to at least go and see if there was anything I could do for that poor girl… even if I knew it was pointless.
I waited for a large cloud to block the moon and veil me in darkness. Then I quickly and silently sprinted across the grass field to the barn. I pressed my back against the wall for a moment until I had caught my breath. I wasn’t sure what to do next. The woman’s moaning and screaming grew in intensity. I knew I couldn’t just peek in through the main door, so I snuck around the corner to look for a window. I found one in the middle of the wall. There was no glass - it was just an opening in the wall, from which a weak flickering light barely escaped.
I crouched down next to it. My heart, filled with growing hopelessness and futility, pounded heavily in my chest.
Whatever happens… I must not get caught!




CHAPTER 37
I pressed my body against the barn wall. My heart pounded in my chest and throbbed in my ears.
What did I expect to achieve by coming here? Do I really think I can do anything for her? But… I can’t just stand idly by…
The screaming grew stronger and more frequent.
Great General, what are they doing to her?
I gathered my courage and raised my head to peek inside. Only for a split second. I hadn’t gotten a clear picture of what was going on in there, but none of the three people seemed to be looking in my direction, so I peeked in again, this time longer.
On the floor was a woman, lying on her back with her naked legs spread wide open. She was lit up by a candle on the ground next to her. An officer sat between her legs holding another candle. A young guard was seated behind her head, holding down her arms. She let out another scream, more agonizing than any before.
Are they burning her with the candle? Down there…?
I was pulled by an almost overwhelming urge to jump in through the window and fight them off, but I managed to resist. I knew what would happen if I did. There was no question about it. Even if I, against all odds, managed to defeat both of them, the guards from the post by the entrance would be here within seconds, and that would be it for me… and for her as well.
“I’m sorry,” I whispered under my breath.
I crouched back down under the window as the woman’s screaming intensified further. The men were also screaming something at her, but I couldn’t catch what it was. All the screaming, grunting, and moaning blended into one indistinguishable noise.
I have to get back… Hana might already be there waiting for me… there’s nothing I can do for her…
I crawled a few feet away from the window and stood up. Slowly and reluctantly I started walking across the field back to the trees, trying - but failing - to block out the intensifying screams behind me.
Then the screaming stopped abruptly, and everything became completely still.
I stopped dead in my tracks and listened. I was still only a few yards away from the barn.
Great General… did they killed her?
I knew I should just let it go, but instead, I turned around and slowly tiptoed back toward the window.
Then I heard it. It was a soft cry… and it didn’t come from the woman.
It was the first cry of a newborn baby.
My whole body turned to ice.
That woman just had a baby!
All of a sudden, I felt relieved. The men had not been raping or torturing her. They had been delivering her baby… and considering the state of the camp’s hospital and its doctor, I couldn’t blame them for doing it in a barn.
There was no sign of Hana being back and waiting for me by the trees, so I snuck back and once more looked inside through the glassless window. In the dusky room, I saw one of the men holding the baby. It was crying. I assumed that was normal, but something felt off. The man wasn’t holding it gently. Not like a baby should be carried. He held it reluctantly, like an undesired object… like a smelly diaper. I looked at the man’s face. It was cold as ice. Instantly, my anxiety returned in full force. The new mother on the ground reached for her child but was ignored by the stone-faced man.
“Lieutenant Kim… maybe we don’t have to do it,” the man sitting by the woman’s head said. His back was turned to me so I couldn’t see his face.
“It’s not up to me… we have to follow protocol,” Lieutenant Kim replied, lifting the baby in front of his indifferent face by one of its legs. The baby’s head was turning dark red. I could see it was a boy.
“No…..” whined the woman on the ground. “Please… it’s just a baby… it’s my baby!”
The baby’s tiny arms reached down toward her as he desperately cried for his mother’s warm and nurturing bosom.
“Lieutenant Kim, maybe—” the guard on the ground started saying, but before he could finish his sentence, Lieutenant Kim put the crying baby on his arm, and with a slight movement of his hand, he snapped its neck. In the dead of night, it sounded like a dried twig breaking as you step on it in the woods. The baby went silent instantly. Its limbs fell limp on either side of the man’s arm. Lieutenant Kim looked at it for no more than a second and then threw it carelessly on the floor in front of the woman where it landed with a thump that didn’t seem to come from this world.
I screamed at the top of my lungs. Luckily, the mother screamed even louder, so none of the men noticed it.
Every single part of me wanted to run from this horrendous scene, but I stood paralyzed in the darkness outside the window. The woman sobbed uncontrollably on the floor. She crawled over to the lifeless lump that for a brief moment had been her sweet baby… her flesh and blood, who had lived and breathed just a few brave breaths before being callously returned to non-existence. She picked it up gently and pressed it against her chest. Its head fell backward and hung down in an unnatural position, but she didn’t notice it.
The man on the ground said nothing. I couldn’t see his face, but it looked like he was staring at the woman and the baby. Lieutenant Kim washed his hands crouched over a bucket of water on the ground.
“Private On,” he said to the other guard. “You are making me worried.”
Private On… I thought I recognized his voice! That’s the soldier who questioned me by the guardhouse me when I was looking for Chul the first week… the one Chul saved me from!
I remembered the fear I had felt when he put his firm hand on my shoulder… and the relief I had felt when Chul had appeared through the door of the guardhouse. It felt like an eternity ago.
It was an eternity ago.
Long before I knew Chul was our enemy…
Private On looked up at the Lieutenant briefly but then returned his gaze to the woman and child before him. The woman’s body was convulsing, but her sobbing was now barely audible.
“I have told you from the start… from your very first day,” Lieutenant Kim stood up from the bucket and shook his hands dry. “The Strayed are not people. They are nothing more than treasonous vermin that have infested our great nation. You must stop seeing them as people. Killing one of them is no more significant than crushing an insect. Tell me, Private On… do you feel guilty after having stepped on a cockroach?”
“No, Sir,” Private On mumbled, “it’s just… it was just a baby—”
“It was a TRAITOR baby!” Lieutenant Kim bellowed. “Any child of a traitor is per definition a traitor! So says the law, dictated by the Great General himself. Furthermore… and as you very well know… she didn’t have permission to become pregnant. And she would never have been granted permission to become pregnant since the father was a Re-education Officer… it is strictly illegal.”
I gasped but quickly covered my mouth with my hand.
Great General… Private On was the father… and he let his baby be killed by this… MONSTER!
The woman sobbed louder again. I saw her tightening her grip around her baby’s tiny dead body, which was still covered in blood and goo from the birth.
“I know… I understand,” said Private On, “it’s just… it was my baby… I feel—”
“NO!” Lieutenant Kim spat, towering over the gruesome family of sorts on the ground. “It was not your baby. It was an illegal baby from an illegal pregnancy… birthed by a worthless traitor. That’s all. Protocol dictates that all illegal offspring must be liquidated.” Lieutenant Kim took a step toward him, but not in a menacing way. “Listen, Private… I ordered you several times to terminate the pregnancy. I even gave you tips on how to do it… didn’t I? If you would have just done that, none of this would have been necessary—”
“I tried, but—”
“You didn’t try hard enough,” Lieutenant Kim cut him off harshly. “Now, I did you a favor taking care of it for you this time… because you’re still kind of green, and I like you… but next time, you will have to do it yourself.”
“There won’t be a next time,” Private On mumbled in a broken voice.
“Sure there won’t,” Lieutenant Kim laughed. “Trust me… it will happen again. For me… I’m already on my fifth time. Sure, I’m trying to slow down… to be more careful… but it always happens again. It’s just how it is.”
Private On didn’t answer, but he stood up from the ground.
“So what do we do about the… the—?”
“We’ll have the undertakers come and dispose of the bodies in the morning… take them up to Cemetery Hill,” Lieutenant Kim put on his officer’s cap. “You can make the arrangements tomorrow morning… there is no hurry.”
“T-the… the bodies?” Private On repeated, emphasizing the plural. “You mean—?”
Lieutenant Kim casually unholstered his sidearm and fired two shots into the woman’s head. Both Private On and I jumped from shock, but I was quick to cover my mouth not to scream. That was a reflex I had all but mastered since I arrived here.
The bloody lump that had been the woman’s head fell to the ground with a thump. The dead baby slid down from her chest, but her left hand was still holding on to it firmly. Lieutenant Kim put one more shot in her chest, but it barely made her body twitch.
“I know I shouldn’t waste ammo like that,” Lieutenant Kim looked at his shocked subordinate, “but I like to be thorough. Come on, I’ll buy you a glass of rice wine… you look like you need it. There is nothing more for us to do here. Just make the arrangements to have the bodies disposed of in the morning, okay?”
“Yes, Sir,” Private On said, unsuccessful in his attempt to mask the trembling in his voice. He threw one last glance back at his dead child and the bloody remains of his former lover. Reflecting the moonlight, I saw a couple of tears glistening on his cheeks. He quickly wiped them away before turning around to follow his superior and mentor out from the barn.
My paralysis broke and I dove down under the window, knowing full well it made no sense to hide now that they had already left. Still, I didn’t move an inch until their footsteps had faded and disappeared through the gate. I realized I had been holding my breath and gasped for air. My whole body trembled. I needed to get away from this horrid place… I need to go anywhere but here… but it was like I had no control over my body, so I stood up and looked through the opening in the wall. The candles were gone and left was only the familiar lingering smell from the smoke, which, strangely enough, took me back to the birthdays we used to celebrate back home… or in Nari’s hospital. The only thing I could distinguish without the light were two connected shapes on the ground, veiled in darkness. They looked almost peaceful. I wasn’t paralyzed this time, but I still couldn’t bring myself to look away.
At least their suffering is over…
A sudden breeze chilled my face and made me realize I was crying. It also made me remember about Hana.
I tore myself from the mesmerizing gruesome image on the barn floor and sprinted back to the place by the trees where Hana had left me. She was there waiting for me.
“Where the hell have you been?” she glared at me. “I told you to—” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “Have you been… crying?”
“I… I just saw… I don’t know… it was…” I stuttered through my sobs. My mind couldn’t focus.
“You saw… what?” Hana went from angry to concerned.
“A baby… in the barn… they… it was born… and then they… they…”
“They killed it,” Hana sighed deeply, looking over at the now dark and lifeless barn.
“They said… the baby was a… traitor… how could they do something like that?”
“Yeah,” Hana nodded. “It’s unfortunately not uncommon. Both officers and guards often force themselves on attractive prisoners… just like what happened to you and your sister… of course, it’s not always like that… some girls are with the guards voluntarily, thinking their lives here will be better… you know, to get more food and protection and stuff like that… but whichever way it is, if the girl becomes pregnant… it always ends the same way.”
My mother’s naked body wrapped in General Roh’s arms flashed before me in my mind.
“But the father… he was there… he didn’t do anything to stop it.”
“I’m surprised he didn’t do it himself,” Hana said flatly. “Usually they are forced to do that, you know… to destroy any human emotions they might harbor towards the baby or the mother… or the Strayed in general. What happened to the mother, by the way?”
“H-he shot her,” I panted in a whisper. “The same officer who killed the baby… not the father.”
“Yeah… that happens quite often as well. But at least she doesn’t have to live with the pain of having witnessed the execution of her newborn child.”
“I suppose,” I blinked away my tears, reluctantly admitting to myself I had been thinking the same thing.
“There’s nothing more we can do here,” Hana said after letting me recuperate a couple of seconds. “We have to move, otherwise we’ll be late.”




CHAPTER 38
I followed Hana up into the mountain in the direction of the cave. We walked through the darkness, which only sparingly was interrupted by singular strings of moonlight seeping through the dense canopy above us. I did my best to step exactly where Hana had stepped not to trip and fall. This required full concentration, and I was thankful for that since it at least temporarily helped me block out the horrifying image of Lieutenant Kim snapping that defenseless baby’s neck and tossing his tiny lifeless body on the ground like some random piece of garbage. The image had been so deeply etched onto my retinas that I was transported back to the barn every time I closed my eyes.
“Here we are,” Hana panted as we reached the bush covering the entrance to the cave. “Give me the rice.”
I handed it to her but cringed as the image of the new mother having her brains blown out all over the floor flashed before my eyes for the hundredth time.
“What now?” I asked, trying to shake it.
“Now we go in,” Hana smiled ominously. “Be ready.”
“Ready for what?” I asked as I followed her inside.
She didn’t answer.
I’m really starting to hate this girl…
I could see a flickering light at the end of the tunnel - a fire was burning - and I could hear young voices and laughter. Soon, the enticing scent of boiled corncobs embraced me.
The Dragons are here!
Hana stopped just before the tunnel emerged into the large cave room with all its bounty and took a deep breath.
“Here we go,” I heard her whispering to herself, then she straightened her back and entered the room.
“Hello there!” she greeted everybody in a voice so confident it made me half-expect everybody to welcome her back as their inherent leader.
That didn’t happen.
Instead, there was a commotion of people jumping to their feet. I took a deep breath as well before joining Hana by her side.
In front of me stood Hyuk with his wild black lion’s mane. Behind him, looking tense and ready to fight, were three large boys and a girl with a long black ponytail. All of them were in their twenties. A bit further away to the side was another girl I had seen around before, as well as two teenage boys.
I gasped.
One of them was Jun Ha.
He returned my surprised look, his mouth wide open.
In all honesty, it wasn’t that surprising to see him here. I’d had a hunch ever since Mrs. Choy explained how to spot a Dragon the first night they came over - healthy, well-fed, and well dressed. He was all those things… I had just not pictured him doing the things Mrs. Choy said the Dragons do. I gave him a quick nod and returned my attention to the threat in front of me.
“What the hell are you doing here?” Hyuk barked from the other side of the fire. “And who is this?” he pointed at me.
“How are you guys doing?” Hana asked casually, ignoring his questions. “It’s been a while… everything under control? Plenty to eat? Everything going okay?”
“You have no business being here. Get out, or we’ll kick you out,” Hyuk took a menacing step toward us.
“Oh, I don’t think so,” Hana said without dignifying him with a look. “Besides… I brought you guys a gift.”
She threw the bag of rice I had stolen on the ground next to the fire. Jun Ha went down and opened it.
“It’s rice,” he said, sending a gasp through the cave room.
“So you got hold of rice,” Hyuk spat, his face turning red. “Big deal. Now get OUT!”
“I actually came to pay you all a visit the other day… because I missed you,” Hana continued to ignore Hyuk. “But none of you were here… so I looked around a bit… just being curious… and to my surprise, I couldn’t help but notice that in these few weeks you have been in charge,” for the first time she looked directly at Hyuk, “our stock has more than halved… and no rice was to be found anywhere. I have to tell you… that made me quite concerned.”
“Well, that’s hardly any of your business anymore, is it?” Hyuk advanced toward Hana, his face distorted by anger. I also took a step forward, glaring him down. He looked at me, surprise diluting his fury, and didn’t follow through with the next step he had initiated. His head looked like it was about to explode.
“As you very well know,” Hyuk growled, “the circumstances have changed since the top guy died.”
I stared at him with my mouth wide open.
Did he just call our recently departed Father - the Great General… the eternal savior and protector of Choson… ‘the top guy’?
I was actually more baffled than angry by this. I had never encountered such a lack of respect in my entire life… I didn’t even know it was possible to speak such blasphemous words without bursting into flames.
“Things are a lot more difficult now,” Hyuk continued. “We have to adapt to the new circumstances… and we are.”
He looked back at his crew behind him who were just waiting for a signal to attack.
Despite the palpable danger, seeing Hyuk defending himself made him look weak in my eyes. Looking at the reactions of the others, they saw it too.
“Adapt to the new circumstances,” Hana repeated mockingly. “Looks more like you’re giving up to me.” She sneered at each of her tense spectators. “You know, I still have ears in many places… and what I hear… is that you are losing your grip.” Her eyes returned to Hyuk. “Yep… you’re losing the respect and fear of the prisoners… and you’re losing the trust of the guards. And what’s even worse… the commanding officers are losing faith in you. I just talked to a few of them before coming here.”
“That is BULLSHIT!” Hyuk screamed at the top of his lungs. His eyes were bulging from his scarlet red face. He was just about to charge at Hana, but I pre-empted him by taking a menacing step forward. His glare told me just how much he wanted to kill me, but he remained where he was. “It’s pure bullshit, and either way… it doesn’t concern you anymore, Hana… so why don’t you take your little bodyguard friend, or whatever she is, with you and get the hell out of here… before I… before we have to hurt you. Do you want to end your pathetic little life in your own Dragon’s lair, do you?”
“No, I don’t,” Hana responded casually. “But if you try something, I think it’ll be you who’s going to end your pathetic life in my Dragon’s lair.”
Hyuk laughed, but his laughter lacked confidence, and it was apparent to everyone.
“Are you kidding me? You’re two against eight… you don’t stand a chance.”
“But are you really?” Hana countered. “Do you actually think there are eight people in this room who are willing to fight for you? Who are willing to fight me?”
At that, the fury on Hyuk’s face transformed into fear and in a moment of weakness, he looked at his people behind him. They looked back at him, his fear transmitted to their faces. Hyuk knew he was losing control over the situation, and as fury returned to his face with a vengeance, he pulled out an enormous hunting knife from his belt behind his back. I instinctively took a step back, my heart pounding through my chest. But I didn’t run.
“I am the unquestionable leader of the Dragons,” his eyes shot fire. “Now leave and never come back… or I will end you myself.” He raised the enormous blade with its jagged backside at us. It glistened almost enchantingly from the light of the crackling fire below.
“But I come in peace,” Hana raised her hands and took half a step back. “And I brought you a peace offering… rice… that you’re obviously not able to get for yourself.”
“LAST WARNING!” Hyuk spat like a rabid dog. “GET OUT! GET OUT… NOW!”
The other boys lined up next to him. I noticed they had also pulled out knives, but they were about three sizes smaller and much less intimidating.
But they’re still deadly…
Hana kept her hands up and started backing away from Hyuk. I wasn’t sure what I was supposed to do, so I just stood there. Facing Hyuk’s blade, my heart raced so fast it was skipping beats. My whole body was covered in sweat.
“Okay, okay,” Hana conceded. “We don’t want any trouble. Please enjoy the rice. As I said… it’s a peace offering.”
Seeing Hana backing away, I also took a step back, but as she passed me, she stopped me by putting her hand against my back.
What is she doing?
“You too, Miss Bodyguard,” Hyuk pointed the knife at me.
I swallowed. Yet again, I didn’t know what to do, but then Hana leaned over and whispered in my ear.
“Now! Take him down!”
My head got dizzy.
So this is why she brought me… to risk my life for her… no wonder she didn’t give me any details in advance…
I tried to take a step back - every part of my being screamed at me to run away… out of the cave… away from all of them - but Hana blocked my way and pressed a hard fist against my back.
“I SAID GET OUT!” Hyuk screamed again and took another step toward us. His confidence was now fully restored, and his people stood behind him.
“NOW!” Hana screamed and gave me a hard push toward Hyuk and his cronies.
At that instant, I knew there was no turning back… and that I would have to wait until later to get back at Hana for this. I rushed forward and kicked the knife right out of Hyuk’s hand with a round kick. The knife only bounced once before Hana, who had thrown herself to the ground, grabbed it in mid-air. The older boys and the girl with the ponytail from Hyuk’s crew were first stunned, but the next moment, they charged at us. Jun Ha took the younger members and ran to the back of the cave, as far away from the battle as possible. Hyuk barged at me with a furious roar and threw a punch backed with all of his might. It was devastating brute force in its purest form, and it would have crushed my face if it had hit me. But it was slow. I evaded it easily and responded with a clean hit directly on his nose. Hyuk screamed, blood gushing from his nostrils, mixing with the tears from his eyes. The girl with a long black ponytail advanced on me, so I quickly spun around, and with a back kick, I thrust her against the cave wall. She collapsed to the ground and dropped her knife, but as the pain of the open wounds on my foot shot through my body, I also lost my balance and fell as the next guy approached.
“ENOUGH!” Hana screamed and jumped to her feet next to me, pointing Hyuk’s enormous knife at our attackers. “BACK OFF… ALL OF YOU!”
Hyuk sank to the ground, holding his bleeding nose with his hand. The others dropped their knives and backed away with their hands raised. Everybody’s eyes were on the glistening hunting knife in Hana’s right hand.
“So this is the welcome you give to your dear old leader when she just comes by for a friendly visit,” Hana panted but still managed to uphold a smirk. “Well, I have to tell you… I don’t care for it.” Hana had everybody’s full attention. Even Hyuk’s, who now had found a piece of cloth he pressed against his nose. “It seems to me like the Dragons… the gang that carries my
name… that I built from scratch together with my brother… is not doing so well under the new leadership. So I’m here to save you. You’re welcome!”
Nobody moved - I could hardly even hear anyone breathing - but I was ready to deflect another attack at any moment. My heart still pounded hard, but less than before.
“Hyuk… I recruited you because I saw your potential… I appreciated your drive. But now I see what a big mistake that was. If you haven’t guessed it yet… you’re out. And if you as much as look at one of the Dragons again… I swear to the Great General you will not walk away alive. IS THAT UNDERSTOOD?”
Hyuk stared furiously at Hana and his former knife. Without waiting for an answer, Hana turned to the others.
“This gang is mine! I am the only rightful leader of the Dragons. If anybody objects to this, you’re more than welcome to leave together with Hyuk. But if you do… the same will go for you as for Hyuk… you lose the Dragons’ protection and benefits… and you are not to communicate with us in any way, shape, or form ever again. Is that clear?”
There was a long, tense silence. Finally, Jun Ha emerged from the dark corner and stepped into the light.
“We’re glad to have you back, Hana,” he said, throwing a cautious glance at Hyuk. The teenage boy and girl he had protected stood behind him and nodded. Hana looked over at the three boys who had fought for Hyuk and raised her eyebrows. After a moment’s hesitation, the three boys threw apologetic looks at Hyuk and went over to stand next to Jun Ha.
“NO!” I suddenly heard a scream from my right.
The girl with the long ponytail I had kicked against the cave wall was back on her feet and rushed over to hug her fallen leader.
Hana looked at her and smiled.
“Yo Suk… faithfully standing by your man, I see. Okay… both of you, get out… NOW!”
Yo Suk helped Hyuk to get up, but once firmly on his feet, he furiously pulled back his arm from her and spat on the ground. He turned around and glared at Jun Ha and the other mutineers.
“Traitors,” he growled under his breath. He turned to us, his insanely glaring eyes emphasized by the bloody mess around his nose and mouth. I got ready for another attack - my training had taught me never to let my guard down even if the threat appeared to be neutralized. Hyuk first glared at me, then he took a step closer to Hana. Blood still streamed from his broken nose. Even though there was a huge hunting knife between him and Hana, I was ready to strike him if he tried anything. To my relief, that was not necessary. Hyuk just grunted, “This isn’t over,” and threw another hateful glare at me and all the back-stabbers who had failed him. Then he spat on the ground, shaking his head, and disappeared into the dark tunnel, closely followed by Yo Suk, who kept her head down and didn’t look at anyone.
“Okay then,” Hana concluded once they were gone, theatrically throwing the knife up in the air and in the same motion catching it and putting it under her own belt. The Dragons, however, still kept their hands up as Hana continued talking. “As I said before… if anyone else would like to leave, you are free to leave now… but if you stay… I expect complete and unwavering loyalty and obedience from you.” She waited a moment to see if anybody else would go, but nobody did. “You have made the right choice,” she said contently. She then noticed everybody’s eyes were directed at me. “Oh, yeah… this is Areum, my new right-hand girl. As you could see… she can handle herself, so I would strongly advise you do not get on her wrong side.” She let her gaze sweep over the Dragons once more. Since there were no other reactions, she let out a smile. “Come on… you can relax… let’s celebrate… a new and better era has just begun… and we have rice!”
“YEAH!” Jun Ha screamed from the corner. “Welcome back, Hana… we have missed you!” He then went around the fire and hugged her, which took me completely by surprise. Even more that she hugged him back. The others lowered their hands but didn’t look quite as relaxed. Regardless, they joined in to greet her welcome back.
“Bit Na,” Hana told the teenage girl, who was still sitting on the ground with a scared expression on her face. “Prepare the rice… tonight we feast!”
Bit Na smiled shyly and went over to set up the pot over the fire.
“Jun Ha, go get the rice wine.”
“Are you sure?” he raised his eyebrows. “It’s the last bottle we have.”
“Today is a day of celebration. The next time we’ll have an occasion to celebrate, I’ll get us another bottle,” she winked.
“Okay, Hana… one bottle of rice wine coming up.”
“Areum, come… sit next to me,” Hana said, and I joined her in front of the fire apart from the others.
My body still trembled from all the adrenaline left in my body, but my breath was slowly calming down. Hana didn’t speak, and neither did I. Bit Na clanked with the rice preparations in front of us. I rested my eyes on the dancing flames underneath. Soon, the air was filled with the heavenly smell of simmering rice. I almost started to feel like myself again. I felt the air fill my lungs. It felt good. I closed my eyes and exhaled. That was a mistake. Without warning, the image of Lieutenant Kim breaking the defenseless baby’s neck in the barn and tossing it on the ground like garbage struck me like a lightning bolt. In a split second, it had consumed my entire existence. I opened my eyes in panic, determined to never close them again. But it didn’t help. Even with my eyes open, the image of the mother’s head exploding into a puddle of blood while holding her baby in her arms replayed in front of me.
“Are you alright?” Hana gave me a worried look.
“Yeah… I’m fine… it’s just… a lot going on… I don’t—”
“Just keep it together, Areum,” she leaned over to me. “My power will remain fragile for a while until it’s completely restored… we can’t afford to show any weakness.”
I nodded, desperate to change the topic and to rid myself of the nightmarish images replaying before me.
“Isn’t it dangerous to have a fire inside a cave?” I blurted out the first thing that came to mind.
“Normally, yes,” she looked at me, surprised at the new direction I took, “but this cave is very deep, and there is a constant draft that takes the smoke away to some other exit… somewhere… so it’s perfectly safe… we have been doing it for years.”
I nodded, terrified of the conversation halting and the images returning.
“You said that the Dragons… that it carries your name. What did you mean by that?”
Hana looked amused as she followed Jun Ha with her eyes as he approached with a large bottle.
“Well… my surname is Ryong… which means dragon… hence, the Dragons,” she chuckled.
“Ah… of course,” I mumbled. I felt stupid for not connecting the dots myself, but I was desperate not to let my distraction end. “Do you think Hyuk will try something?”
“Probably,” Hana nodded. “That little boy is power-hungry… and a sore loser. That’s why I need to make sure I have complete loyalty from all members of the Dragons… especially those who fought for him. And that’s why I need your help.”
“My help?” I looked at her, confused. “The deal was that I help you get rid of Hyuk… that’s it.”
“Areum… don’t be silly,” Hana smirked at me with her big penetrating eyes. “You are part of the Dragons now. That was the plan all along. Just embrace it… your life just got so much better.”
“I’m not sure if—”
“Areum… this is the deal. I need to know I can count on you. If you’re not with me… well, I don’t think you want more problems than you already have, right?”
My insides had started twisting and turning again as Jun Ha passed around tin cups to everybody and poured the rice wine, starting with Hana and me. I recognized the bottle - it was the same kind that I had seen in the officers’ restaurant in the Chrysanthemum Garden when I came looking for Sun Hee.
The night I saw her with the Demon of Yodok…
“And how about Chul?”
“Now we take care of Chul… I gave you my word, didn’t I?” she gave me an inquisitive look. “More importantly… can I count on you to do your part?”
“You can count on me.”
“Great,” she raised her filled cup at me. “Let’s drink to that.” She then lifted her cup to everybody and shouted, “Geonbae! To a bright and prosperous future!”
“Geonbae!” everybody cheered, clinking their cups.
“Geonbae,” Hana whispered once more only to me. “To our bright future.”
Our cups clinked and I took a sip. The bitter taste felt unaccustomed in my mouth, and I remembered the nights spent drinking with Su Mi in the Capital… or to be precise, it was mostly Su Mi who did the drinking.
“Ah… the sweet taste of victory,” Hana smacked her lips.
I nodded, but for me, it tasted like something else.
“You said you created the Dragons with your brother… where is he now?” I asked.
Hana’s face darkened.
“He’s dead,” she said in a low hollow voice. “He was caught during an escape attempt. They tortured him for two weeks and then executed what was left of him in front of the whole camp… just like they did with Namjoo… your predecessor.”
“I’m so sorry… about both of them.”
I remembered the first time I saw Hana… it was like a completely different girl sitting next to me now compared to that hysterically crying girl I had seen after the execution… the one who had been ridiculed and pushed to the ground by Hyuk.
“Yeah, well… bad things happen… and my brother died a long time ago now, so… I just… I guess I blame myself for it.”
“How so?” I looked at her, surprised.
“Look… I don’t want to talk about it. Anyway, today is a day of celebration… so just for today, let’s forget about all the horrible things that happen in this hellhole of a camp.”
Hana got up and walked over to talk to Jun Ha. I stayed alone apart from the others, taking small sips of my rice wine. It soon gave effect and a wave of warm wellbeing slowly swept over my body, pushing out the last remnants of adrenaline. The image of the sobbing mother hugging her dead baby before being shot in the head continued to try and enter my mind, but the alcohol together with the sweet scent of freshly-boiled rice made it easier to block out… at least temporarily.
At that moment, my eyes met with Jun Ha’s.
He smiled.
I smiled back.
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CHAPTER 39
Thanks to the rice bundles I was still receiving from Hana and the double rations I got as a reward for supposedly helping to identify Sang Jun as the rice thief, the following week - at least in my mind - I ate like one of those obscenely wealthy landowners that ruled our country during the dark feudal times… although I supposed their diet didn’t mainly consist of unsalted and moldy cabbage soup. Either way, the hunger pains that had tormented me for so long were before long nothing but a distant memory. Even the wounds on my feet and left hand had healed nicely.
However, with the hunger put at bay and no longer consuming my mind every minute of every day, it was increasingly difficult to block out the horrible scene I had witnessed in the barn. The image of Lieutenant Kim snapping the neck of the defenseless baby was etched in my mind. Most of the time, I could successfully block it out during the day as the hard work under the burning sun kept me busy, but during the day, nothing prevented it from haunting my nightmares until I woke up with a scream all covered in sweat the next morning. It even made me wish to be back in the street of death in Hamhung with the screeching crows soaring above me in the dark sky.
Regardless, life went on and I noticed that life as a Dragon was suspiciously similar to how life had been as a normal prisoner. I still had to work hard from early morning until late at night filling my quota, as well as continuing to fill the bulk part of Nari’s quota. I attended the mandatory self-criticism sessions on Sundays and did the bare minimum in my involuntary job as an informer… only reporting on things I thought wouldn’t get them executed.
So far, Hana had only requested my services twice, and those times entailed standing behind her as she addressed her people. I was her muscle and I was there to strengthen her authority. It worked too. I noticed I made them nervous. Hana didn’t only see it… she visibly relished it. All in all, I was at ease with how things were developing… as much as was possible in Yodok. I was, however, anxiously awaiting her signal to start planning how to take care of Chul. The days went by, and my patience was wearing thin.
Jun Ha was my only company in the fields since Nari still didn’t talk to me. Because both he and I were in the Dragons now, it was almost like we had become brother and sister overnight. He still didn’t fit in my image of a member of the Dragons, and indeed it turned out that he hadn’t been recruited like the others. Hana had taken him in out of pity after his parents were executed, and she has been like an older sister to him ever since.
No wonder he didn’t harbor any loyalty toward Hyuk…
Nari, on the other hand, was rebellious and protested silently against my new affiliations. Not only had she stopped eating the rice we got from Hana, but she also wouldn’t take any of my extra rations of corn and cabbage I received for informing on Sang Jun. I was so angry I ate the entire rice balls in front of her, chewing loudly with my mouth open just to spite her. Luckily, she still obeyed our weakened father, so when he one night threatened to stop eating himself if she didn’t take the food to cure her pellagra, she finally gave in.
Another battle won…
After only a few days on a rice diet, her pellagra was discernibly better. I was relieved. Nari had also more energy when working in the cornfield and could now fill more than half her quota herself. She was still angry and refused to talk to me, but her newfound ability to work made my life a lot easier. What annoyed me more, however, was her double standard. Even though she wouldn’t speak to me, she had no problem continuing to let me do much of her work for her.
Sun Hee had all but disappeared from our lives. She spent most of the nights away from home, no doubt sharing a bed with General Roh in his mansion in the Chrysanthemum Garden. The few times she came home she spent whispering with dad under the hateful glares of Nari and me. I couldn’t believe how our father could let her back into the house at all… let alone talk to her like nothing had happened.
But that was their problem.
I had my own lurking around the corner…
It was a pleasantly cloudy morning in early September. As I arrived in the cornfield, I noticed something was off. Chul had gathered our work unit before him. Mr. Ma was nowhere to be seen. I joined them with hesitant steps but stood as far away from Chul as I could without it looking suspicious. I had been fortunate enough not to see him around much lately, but my hatred burned just as strongly as ever. In my agonizing wait for Hana to put the wheels in motion, I entertained my fantasies of increasingly elaborate and gruesome ways to murder him. It was also a method that worked for me to block out the horrid imaged from the barn… although it only worked when I was awake.
Chul cleared his throat and gave me a guilty look before addressing the group.
“Good morning! Er… I’m here to let you know that your unit leader, prisoner Ma Suk Won, has been… er… transferred to another work detail.”
There was a gasp among Mr. Ma’s old friends followed by loud protests.
“What’s the meaning of this?”
“What kind of idiot has decided something that stupid?”
“Mr. Ma is the best leader our work unit has ever had… this is an outrage!”
I was astounded by how little respect they showed for Chul, and how blatantly and without even a hint of fear they were breaking Sacred Rule No. Four - Re-education officers must be obeyed and revered!
I guess the rules don’t apply to everyone…
“Settle down!” Chul commanded as harshly as he could with his high-pitched feminine voice, raising his hand like General Roh usually does in the Bloodyard. The group did indeed settle down, but I was fairly convinced it was more because of the curiosity of what Chul would say next than anything else.
“This has already been decided by the Work Planning Administration Office… I don’t have any more details about it, and also… it’s none of your business what they decide.”
There were some more muttering and disgruntled looks, but they halted their protests momentarily. They knew Chul was right, and even if they weren’t afraid of him specifically… if he decided to escalate to his superiors, they would all get into trouble.
I looked around me and suddenly noticed something change in the face of Dong Suk - Mr. Ma’s right-hand man… the one who beat my face to a pulp the day we failed to fill our quota.
“So… Private Gang… who will take Mr. Ma’s place as work unit leader?” he asked in a respectful tone, his eyes full of hope.
“Yes… I was coming to that,” Chul cleared his throat uncomfortably. “The new work unit leader, starting today, will be Kim Areum.”
At first, everybody looked completely confused - I think nobody had actually heard my name before - and the only one looking at me, with her mouth wide open, was Nari. Of course, nobody was more confused than me. I just stood there stiff as a board, staring at Chul, and waiting for him to say that he misspoke or that it was a bad joke.
That didn’t happen.
Chul saw everybody’s confusion, so he cleared his throat again, repeated my name, and pointed to where I stood behind them.
Now everybody woke up.
“WHAT?” the whole work unit erupted in a choir.
“What kind of ridiculous joke is this?” Dong Suk sneered, bolts of lightning shooting from his eyes.
“Areum…?” Nari spoke her first words to me in days.
Other people just laughed, thinking it was a joke.
“She’s a baby. She’s a baby girl… what—” a man I had never noticed before said with tears streaming from his eyes from laughing so hard.
“This is not up for discussion,” Chul said nervously, but again raised his hand to silence them. He had to stand like that for more than a minute before they had settled down and he could continue. “I understand this is somewhat unorthodox, but I’m saying this for the last time, so you’d better listen. Kim Areum is the new work unit leader and you will answer to her.” He scanned the stunned faces before him with sweat pearling on his forehead. “That is all… you’re dismissed! Now get to work!” Nobody moved until Chul forced a path through them and walked over to me. I stood petrified like a statue, staring at Chul without blinking. Despite Chul’s order, nobody went to work. They just stood there with their mouths open, looking at each other for some kind of explanation that wouldn’t come. Chul saw it, but he didn’t want to start up another discussion.
“Let’s go over here,” Chul told me instead, breaking my paralysis, and led me away toward the edge of the cornfield.
I briefly caught Nari’s eyes. She was as pale as a ghost and looked more terrified than I had seen her in a long time. She was shaking her head. I averted my eyes and continued following Chul. As soon as we were out of earshot, he opened his mouth to speak, but I cut him off before he could produce his first syllable.
“Are you completely out of your mind?” I screamed in a whisper, letting my eyes do the heavy lifting to convey my outrage and desperation. “What the hell were you thinking? They will kill me… first chance they’ll get, they’ll kill me… and probably Nari, too…”
“I-it wasn’t my decision,” Chul mumbled like a scolded little boy. “It comes from higher up… really, I don’t know more than—”
“But… from whom? Who could have done something this… insane?”
“I… I don’t know,” Chul stuttered. “Maybe it was General Roh… but I honestly don’t know… but… but whoever it was, the decision has been made, so… you just have to accept it, Areum… okay?”
“Accept it?” I scoffed. “And how about them? There’s no chance in hell they’re going to accept having me as their unit leader. You are giving me a death sentence, Chul… do you understand that? A death sentence!”
I heard the irony as soon as the words had left my lips, but in my agitated state, I couldn’t care less.
“Areum… calm down,” Chul said, forcing his voice to be firm. “It’s decided and you have to accept it… and they have to accept it as well. But you’re right… you will have a tough time earning their respect.”
“Tough time…? It’s downright impossible! It was only a few weeks ago they tried to kill us for not filling the quotas… they have hated us from day one!”
“That may be, but it is possible,” Chul insisted. “From the second I leave the field, you need to act like you have been a leader for years… you need to be fearless… don’t show any weakness… demand that they do their work and fill their quotas. Don’t take any crap from any of them… don’t let them disrespect you.”
“But… but… what does it mean to be the leader? I have never been a leader… what do even I do?”
My initial reaction of shock faded quickly and gave my fear free rein to consume my existence.
“Well, that part is very simple… it’s your responsibility that the whole work unit delivers its quota every day.” He handed me a piece of paper with some names and numbers written on it. “If the unit doesn’t fill the quota, all of you will be punished… as you know. That means if any individual on your team is not performing, you need to handle that by any
means necessary,” he gave me a meaningful look.
“Great… I have found the first one… Nari! She’s completely useless, and I’m doing most of her work,” I rambled in a frenzy. “So what now? Should I go and beat the crap out of her right away?”
“No… of course not,” Chul’s face turned scarlet from one second to the other. “No… I… I don’t know… you have to find a way to help her… without making the others… er… kill you…”
I gazed into Chul’s flickering eyes, searching for any form of substance. I found none.
“Okay… listen, Areum,” Chul tried to compose himself. “I think I know how you can help Nari… I mean, you’re the leader now… that means you can make changes in your team… and you could agree with a leader of another work unit to exchange a member, yeah? Nari is, from what I gather, book smart… so maybe working on inventory or something would be good for her.”
Hearing Chul talk about my sister made my blood boil, but I suddenly saw an opportunity I couldn’t allow to pass me by.
“Could I put her back in the watermill?” I asked.
“Er… sure… why not,” Chul nodded, slightly taken aback. “But I thought… she might be better suited somewhere where she could use her head…”
“She did well in the watermill,” I insisted. “And she knows the job… she doesn’t need the stress of learning something new. I think it would be good for her… especially now that she won’t be locked up with Ki Ha the whole day.”
“Okay,” Chul conceded. “Then go and talk to Pan Do Hun… he’s in charge now. I can join too if you want. But the first thing you need to do is to establish your authority before your work unit. Give today’s quota… be relentless… and show no weakness.”
“Okay,” I said, feeling like I was capable of none of those things.
“Good… you’ll do great,” Chul lied. “I’ll be keeping an eye on you, just in case.”
He gave me a feeble smile, then turned around and walked away, avoiding the incredulous stares from all directions.
In my state of absolute fear, for just an instant, I felt the overwhelming urge to call out to Chul and ask him to stay with me… to keep me safe. But then the images from that night in the mountains flashed before me… of him ripping my shirt open… breathing on me with his pungent drunk breath… Chang Min indifferently observing from the side behind the smoldering red dot of his cigarette… then seeing Nari falling through the door, her face and body bruised… blood between her legs…
Don’t get distracted, Areum! He doesn’t have your back… and he’s not the innocent little boy your eyes want to see. He has to pay! I will make him pay!
I took a deep breath to compose myself, straightened my back until the point it almost hurt, and went back to my still baffled work unit, which immediately went silent as I approached. I gave them today’s quota that I had gotten from Chul with every ounce of authority I could muster… which wasn’t much. I knew one thing for sure - if looks could kill, I would already be dead. But all of them went to work without saying a single word in protest.
Not sure what to do myself, I went over to Nari and started helping her with her quota, same as any other day.
“Areum… what’s going on?”
The hostility in her voice had vanished without a trace and left was nothing but grave concern.
“I don’t know, Nari,” I said truthfully. “Somebody’s up to something… but I have no idea who or why.”
My mind went to General Roh and our recent meeting where he had commended my work, but I couldn’t imagine why he would do something like this.
To what end?
“Will you… be okay?” Nari asked hesitantly. “I mean… it’s no secret what they think of us… and they were discussing very heatedly until you came back from talking with Chul… they looked very… aggressive.”
“I… honestly don’t know,” I sighed. A throbbing headache consumed my attention, but at least it felt good having Nari talking to me again.
“If there’s anything I can do…” Nari started, but we both knew there was nothing she could do to help me.
“Thanks,” I attempted a smile.
During the morning, I took several breaks to go around and check the progress of the work unit, as Chul had instructed me, and every time it felt like I interrupted an intense discussion that came to an immediate halt as soon as they saw me. I asked them how it was going, and they just answered, “fine,” then glared at me until I left.
Around midday, just before the lunch break, I saw Do Hun coming out from the watermill. I went to talk to him about letting Nari coming back to her previous job. At first, he looked at me like I had lost my mind, but after I had explained the change that had happened this morning, he blankly refused, saying that both my sister and I better stay away from him… or else. Even though I was anything but surprised, I was disappointed that every single thing had to be a struggle. There was, however, a part of me that was relieved I had an excuse to postpone killing Chul. A very small part of me… but a part of me nonetheless.
Returning to the cornfield, I didn’t tell Nari about my plans to have her reassigned. Now that we were on speaking terms again, there was no reason to rock the boat with new information. At midday, we had lunch together. Even though I was still in a state of shock, it was nice sitting next to her without having the weird tension between us. After lunch, I went around inspecting quota fulfillment among my work unit, just like Chul had instructed me to.
If I had been in shock in the morning, now I was in a complete panic.
We were thirty percent behind!




CHAPTER 40
I gathered all the workers around me for an emergency meeting. Standing against the wind, I was overwhelmed by the stench of permeated sweat, which made my nose twitch in disgust. Seeing their smirks and sneers, standing there with their arms crossed in contempt, I knew Chul had been full of crap.
“What’s going on? Why are we so far behind?” I asked, feeling how my high-pitched voice, red face, and panicking eyes undermined every shred of authority I might have had.
My question was met with silence. The only thing close to a reply was Dong Suk spitting on the ground in front of him while glaring me straight in the eyes. The rest just stood there with their arms crossed, giving me disdaining looks.
“Come on,” I pleaded. “If we don’t fill the quota, we will all be punished.”
Dong Suk took a step forward, still with his arms crossed and a relentless sneer on his face.
“Well, Miss Boss Lady… maybe it’s your fault,” he said.
I saw all the others nodding in agreement behind him.
“My fault? How could it be my fault? You do this work every day—”
“Well,” Dong Suk continued, “it just so happens that Mr. Ma was a very good leader and a hard worker… he kept us motivated and helped us fill the quotas every day… maybe you just didn’t notice… I mean, being away doing the work for your half-dead sister every day.”
I opened my mouth but closed it again since nothing came out. An intense pain in my right eye made me blink, and I realize my face was covered in sweat.
Dong Suk smirked at me.
“Maybe it just so happens that having a teeny tiny baby girl who is barely out of her diapers as a unit leader is just not… let’s say… motivating enough for us.”
The men behind him laughed and nodded vigorously. I felt my face flush and had to wipe the sweat off my forehead with my sleeve so it wouldn’t sting my eyes and make me blink again. I heard Chul’s voice in my head.
‘Show no sign of weakness!’
And here I stood showing nothing but weakness! I looked over at Nari, who stood paralyzed, staring at me in sheer panic a few yards to my side. That made my panic grow even more. I started to desperately search for Chul or any other guard around me… anyone who could intervene… anyone who could save me. But there was none, and I knew by doing so I had displayed even more weakness.
Wait a minute… Jun Ha’s a member of the Dragons… he can help me!
But looking around frantically, I first now realized Jun Ha had not been here today. My heart once more sank to my stomach. Using every ounce of energy I had left to keep my trembling at bay, I turned back to the evermore sneering Dong Suk and gathered enough courage to speak again.
“Listen… you can think whatever you want of me… I know you don’t like me… but that doesn’t change anything… the fact remains that we’ll all be punished collectively if you don’t fill your quota.” I was horrified by the desperation I heard in my voice.
Dong Suk took another menacing step forward.
“Yeah…” he said, “I rather see it like this… if one of us doesn’t perform, then he’s the problem… but if all of us don’t perform… well, then I believe the officers will finally come to their senses and realize it’s… surprise, surprise… the baby girl leading us who is the problem. Wouldn’t you say, guys?”
“Yeah,” they all nodded in agreement, glaring at me with resentment and hatred. I felt my face flushing with hot blood, and not only was my sweating out of control… I could no longer stop myself from trembling.
“You’re taking a big risk,” I fought to have enough self-control not to back away from him. “Sacred Rule number seven - All prisoners must fulfill their work quota every day. Failure to fulfill your work quota will lead to execution. A-are you really willing to die to make a point?”
Dong Suk took another firm step toward me.
“Well, as I said, Miss Boss Lady… I don’t think it will be us up there, tied to the poles… I think it will be you,” he spat again on the ground in front of me. “I don’t know whose moronic idea it was to put a tiny girl to lead a work unit of large, strong men… but I’m pretty sure they will see their mistake soon enough.”
I felt my body would break down at any second. This situation had to end.
“I guess we’ll see,” I said. “But in the meantime, you all need to get back to work… or I’ll call the guards to show them how you’re just standing around and doing nothing.”
Dong Suk stepped back toward the other guys, smirking, and holding his hands up in surrender.
“Okay, guys… you heard the Boss Lady… if we don’t go back to work she’ll run off crying to the guards, so let’s get back to work. Let’s work real hard.”
All of them laughed as they went back into the field.
My eyes met with Nari’s. Fear was written on her face, and nothing else.
“I’ll work as hard as I can, Areum… I promise,” she said.
“I know you will.”
But we both knew it wouldn’t make the least bit of difference.
The sun started to set and the temperatures dropped to more humane levels. But even if it looked like the unit was working, we were still thirty percent behind target. With a heavy lump in my stomach, I had no choice but to go and report my failure to Chul.
I found him in the guardhouse. It was clear he had been waiting for me, but as soon as he saw me coming panting through the door, his face changed. He looked at the paper I handed to him, shaking his head.
“This is bad, Areum… very bad. They are rebelling against you.”
“Are you surprised?” I asked, my body trembling so violently I could hardly stand up. “I told you this was insane… somebody is trying to get me killed! They told me to my face they want to see me tied to a pole and executed…”
Chul sighed, still mesmerized by the paper.
“Okay… let’s go talk to them together. You’re the leader, so you have to tell them no one goes home until the quotas are filled. Okay? I’ll be with you to back you up.”
I nodded, wiping a tear from my eye and fighting my rapidly growing impulse to run home and cry into my rag pillow. We went back to the cornfield together and gathered the workers, who didn’t look the least more docile seeing me accompanied by a guard. Feeling my whole face burning red with desperation, I still managed to give them the news without my voice letting me down.
“THAT IS BULLSHIT!” Dong Suk screamed, glaring at Chul. “She’s the one who kept interrupting us with her girly bullshit. And she’s the one who didn’t do anything when we came to her requesting a sharpening of our tools. And she cut our water rations!”
Chul looked at me, troubled.
“What? Wait… no… that’s not true! I didn’t do any of that,” I looked back at him, pleading with my eyes that he would believe me.
Dong Suk laughed and shook his head.
“And now, she denies it… that’s just great! What do you say, boys… who’s to blame for today’s result?”
“She is,” the whole work unit - except for Nari - grunted in unison.
I felt like my heart was about to pound right through my ribcage. My steaming red face was sweating uncontrollably.
“QUIET!” Chul ordered in a voice that - even though not authoritative - at least sounded like it came from a man. “It doesn’t matter whose fault it is… you must fill your quota, so nobody leaves until that is done. Is that clear?”
“Clear,” the men grunted, for the first time taking their eyes off Chul and dignifying me with a hateful glare.
“Good,” Chul said. “Finish before it gets dark, otherwise I’ll have to report it to my superiors… then there’s no avoiding punishment.” As the disgruntled men went back to work, he took me to the side.
“I told you,” I whispered to him furiously. “This will get me killed… whoever put me in charge wants me dead… this is a nightmare.”
“Areum,” Chul looked me seriously in the eyes. “I don’t know how this happened, but I know you… I’m sure you can do this. You have to show strength… make them respect you, and they will obey you. I know you can do this!”
I looked back at him and shook my head. Another pair of tears left my eyes.
Am I really receiving a pep-talk from my sister’s rapist?
“You’re just feeding me empty words,” I wiped my tears and walked away from him without looking back.
Everyone’s against me…
I didn’t dare approach the workers again. Instead, I went back to helping Nari and watched them from a distance. It was getting dark quickly, and my panic only continued increasing. Nari didn’t say much - there was nothing she could say that would make things better - but I saw her working harder ever before. I also noticed her pellagra rash was all but gone.
But what good will that do if we’re both executed tomorrow…?
As the night descended upon us, in my head I saw my head exploding from a hail of bullets, sending a rain of blood and brain matter onto the mural of my eternally smiling Father - the Great General. I looked up at the sky. There was no doubt in my mind the accumulating dark clouds symbolized the impending end of my existence.
When there was only a tiny sliver of sunlight left over the mountain tops, more due to the adrenaline than any kind of courage, I went around to see where we were at, trying my best to disregard the hateful glares and comments. The men had actually done some work, but we were still ten percent away from our quota target.
I’m doomed! Just like Dong Suk said… they will realize I’m the problem… and that will be it!
I went into the still unharvested part of the cornfield and crouched down in total despair, hidden away from the cruel world by the tall leafy cornstalks around me. I buried my wet face deeply in my hands. My mouth gathered saliva like I was about to vomit and I could feel the repugnant sting of stomach acid on the back of my tongue.
“What are you doing?”
I shrieked from surprise at the voice from behind me and almost fell over.
I looked up and saw Hana standing there, laughing.
“Not exactly how I expected to see the new strong work unit leader,” she said.
“For Juche’s sake, Hana… you scared the living crap out of me,” I frantically wiped the tears off my face. Then I stood up and looked at her, surprised. “H-how did you hear about that?”
“Hear about it?” she scoffed. “I’m the one who got you the job… you’re welcome!” She put her hand over her heart and bowed down in a pose that could have been interpreted as reverence if she weren’t still laughing.
“WHAT?” I almost screamed. “You’re the one who got me into this mess?” All my anxiety and panic transformed into pure and unadulterated fury directed at Hana. “Are you completely insane? Do you realize what you have done? They’re going to kill me! By tomorrow morning, I’ll be tied to one of the poles in the Bloodyard in front of the firing squad! And Chul will be one of the people putting bullets through my head… is that what you planned all along in your sick, twisted mind? That the person whom I hate the most would get the honor to blow my brains out?”
“What are you talking about?” Hana calmly raised her left eyebrow. She had stopped laughing. “If you’re having problems with the workers, just put them in their place.”
“Put them in their place? You really are insane! Or is this some kind of sick joke? Huh? How am I supposed to do that? They are fifty large, strong men… they don’t have any respect for me. If I do anything, they will crush me—”
“Okay, okay,” Hana raised her hands to calm me down. “I see you’re agitated… but don’t make a big deal about it. There will always be a few hiccups the first day on the job, but we’ll handle it… don’t worry, I’ll help you.”
“This… is not… a few hiccups,” I growled. “They will get me killed!”
“No, they won’t,” Hana rolled her eyes like she was dealing with a child throwing a tantrum for no reason. “Just give me twenty minutes… I’ll be back, and then we’ll take care of your problem. Are you close to being finished?”
“We’re ten percent off… and… and Chul will report us to his superiors if we don’t finish before sundown… which is basically now.”
My head was spinning from all the adrenaline.
“Don’t worry, I’ll stall him,” she said. “In the meantime, you go over to them and tell them to get their asses off the ground, otherwise there will be consequences… okay?”
I didn’t answer.
“Just keep your head above the water. I’ll be back soon,” she ran off, leaving me alone to face my damnation.
“Where have you been?” Nari shrieked as she spotted me walking back toward workers.
I didn’t answer. I had no energy.
After checking the status, my fear that there had been almost no progress was confirmed. We were still nine percent off.
“Looks like you’ve got a real problem on your hands there, Boss Lady,” Dong Suk smirked at me.
“You’re getting us all into trouble… including yourself,” I said, exhausted. “How can you not see that?”
“We’ll see,” he shrugged and sat down on the ground to light a cigarette. Then he did something strange. With his eyes still locked on mine, he extended his arm and index finger. He was pointing at something. I followed the line of his arm, and as I saw what he pointed at, a frosty chill shot down my spine. Rising in the distance was the dark contour of Cemetery Hill.
“That’s where the two of you will be by noon tomorrow,” Dong Suk snarled, blowing a cloud of smoke in my direction.
Without being able to breathe, I turned my eyes away from the hill of death and looked at Nari. We both knew he was right. I started praying for a miracle - that was the only thing that could save me now - but I doubted that was what Hana would bring.
If she comes back at all… maybe this was her sadistic way of getting rid of me now that I have fulfilled my purpose to help her regain power. Or is this yet another test?
Nari and I continued working as hard as we could - which was not very hard at all - while the rest of the men sat on the ground doing nothing for about twenty minutes while I waited for my miracle, my hopes waning by the minute. My only distraction were flashes of the baby and mother being killed in the barn, my naked mother in General Roh’s arms, Sang Jun’s head exploding on the Great General’s face of infinite kindness… and Chul ripping up my shirt and forcing me down on the wet grass in the clearing in the mountains. Needless to say, those distractions didn’t make me feel any better. They just added to the hopelessness. I knew the miracle wouldn’t come.
As I was just about ready to admit defeat, Hana appeared at the edge of the cornfield.
And she wasn’t alone.




CHAPTER 41
I watched Hana approaching with thirty or so prisoners behind her. Men and women, all tall and muscular except for one, whom I immediately recognized as Jun Ha. He greeted me with a nod, but he wasn’t his normal relaxed self. I recognized a few of the others as well from the previous nights in the cave. What astounded me the most, however, was not this fierce-looking posse marching toward us. It was the fact that each of these prisoners was carrying a massive sharp stick, a harvesting knife, or a sword. The upper part of Hana’s stick had long crooked nails sticking out from it on all sides. I looked around to see if there were any guards chasing after them with their machine guns ready, but not a single one was in sight.
“Okay, let’s do this,” Hana said as she passed me without slowing down.
I wasn’t sure exactly what she meant by this, but I followed her lead. Nari looked at me worriedly from the side without moving. We walked over to Dong Suk and the others, who had already gotten to their feet and stood there staring at us. Their smug expressions were gone and had been replaced by a mix of apprehension and surprise. They firmed their grips on their harvesting knives but didn’t move in either direction.
“Hello there!” Hana said as she casually swung her massive stick up in the air and made it land so perfectly on her shoulder I was certain she had practiced that move a thousand times just for occasions like this. “Dong Suk is it, am I right?”
“Hey,” Dong Suk raised his empty hand in front of him but kept the one with the knife steady by his waist. “We don’t have any issues with you guys, okay… it’s—”
“Is that so?” Hana interrupted him, taking the stick from her shoulder and slamming it hard against the ground. The stick had Dong Suk’s complete attention, even though he was standing there with a large harvesting knife in his hand. “So you say you don’t have any issues with the Dragons?”
Dong Suk’s eyes widened when she spoke the name. He shook his head.
“But you see,” Hana took a menacing step forward, “the Dragons have an issue with you.” Hana put the stick back on her shoulder, and went over and put her free arm around my neck. “As I’m sure you’re aware, Dong Suk… if you mess with one of us, you mess with all of us.”
Dong Suk threw his knife on the ground next to him, shaking his head. His lip trembled and he sweated heavily.
“Hey… I’m sorry… I had no idea she was one of you, I swear… really… I—”
“Thank you for that heartfelt apology,” Hana said. “I do appreciate it… but I’m afraid it’s just not enough. You see… you have disrespected one of us in front of this whole work unit… worse yet… it’s the very work unit she’s now in charge of. On top of everything, you have purposely failed to fill your quotas today, which the guards have been made aware of. I don’t know how you see that,” she rhetorically asked the small army behind her, “but in my book, that’s bad… very bad.” All the Dragons nodded and hit their weapon of choice rhythmically against the palms of their other hands.
“W-we’ll fix it,” Dong Suk stuttered. “Right guys? There’s only a little left… nine percent, right, Areum? It’s n-nothing… we’ll have it done within half an hour… or sooner… we’ll sort this out—”
The rest of the workers dropped their knives as well and nodded vigorously while slowly retreating backward. I was stunned by the level of fear Hana and the Dragons instilled in these large, strong - and not to mention armed - workers.
“Yes, you will,” Hana continued forward. “But first… I believe we need to teach you a lesson.”
Dong Suk looked at the long nails protruding from Hana’s stick, and then at his knife several steps away on the ground. His face displayed pure terror.
“Oh, don’t worry, Dong Suk,” Hana jeered. “We’ll make it a fair fight. Just you… and Areum. No weapons.”
I looked at Hana in shock.
Is she completely out of her mind?
“You’ll be fine,” she reassured me with her eyes.
From having calmed down a bit, knowing I had a smaller army behind my back, I now went back into a full-scale panic… I couldn’t even voice my protest.
Nari spoke in my place.
“That’s insane, Hana… let’s just fill the quotas before the guards come back… or we’ll all be punished,” she pleaded.
“The guards are not coming back until I tell them to,” Hana snorted without looking at her. “And this is none of your business!”
Before Nari could say anything else, Dong Suk cleared his throat. He had straightened up and looked more relaxed and confident now.
“And if I win?” he asked with a hint of a sneer.
“Well… we don’t have the habit of consorting with losers,” Hana said. “So if you do win, you’re off the hook… and she’s out.”
A full-blown smirk spread over Dong Suk’s face as he looked at me. I stood petrified, still unable to speak.
“Okay then,” he said, tilting his head to both sides, making loud cracks.
Still mute, I looked imploringly at Hana, who came over to me and put her hand on my shoulder.
“Just do what I know you can do,” she whispered. “Do what I have seen you do… what you did to Chul and Chang Min up in the mountains. Trust me… he doesn’t stand a chance.”
She pushed me into the circle the Dragons and the field workers had created around Dong Suk and me without me noticing. I searched desperately for Chul or any other guard who could intervene and stop this madness, but there was no one in sight.
“Alright, let’s do this!” Dong Suk grunted and was encouraged by his half of the circle.
I found Nari to my right. She was covering her eyes. Close to her I saw Jun Ha, and I threw him a pleading look, but he just mouthed, ‘You can do it!’ and mimicked a taekwondo combat stance.
A primal scream erupted from my side, and in the corner of my eye, I saw Dong Suk charging at me like a raging bull. Before I had the chance to react, his fist collided with my face. I lost my balance and tumbled to the ground, landing on my back. My head was in a daze and my jaw throbbed with pain. The metallic taste of blood filled my mouth. Before I had time to recover, Dong Suk landed with his entire body weight on my stomach, forcing every last particle of air out from my screaming lungs. My mind was transported back to the clearing that fateful late June night… and over of my naked, bruised chest I saw Chul’s drunk boyish face asking for forgiveness.
Gasping for air through the pain, I tried to focus, but Dong Suk and the whole ring around us were spinning. There was loud, but muffled, cheering from all around us… but I had no idea who they were cheering for. Dong Suk bent forward and tried to grab my arms. His mouth smelled of rotting cabbage, and sweat from his thinning, gray hair dripped down on my face and stung my eyes. I evaded his attempt and tried to push him off, but without being able to breathe, I had no strength. He finally managed to get hold of my arms. He fit both of them in his left hand and pressed them against the ground over my head while he punched me right in the eye with his right fist. Flickering stars appeared before me and there was a loud ringing in my ears. The cheering from the crowd became increasingly muffled and distorted. There came another blow, and then another. I felt my left eyebrow cracking in the same place as last time, and warm blood flowed down into my eye and my ear. I tried to raise my arms to block his punches, but I was too weak. Another blow came, this time to my jaw, and then another one to my already cracked eyebrow.
I tried to remember my taekwondo training. I had no strength to lift my arms, but I could extend them, so I straightened my whole body into a long arrow, making Dong Suk abandon his next punch to regain his balance. Then, with almost superhuman power, I made a pull while twisting my body to the side. I got my left hand loose from his grip, forcing Dong Suk to abandon his second punch as well and use both his hands to get me back under his control. Before he had time to grab my arm again, in the blink of an eye, I clenched my left hand into a fist, thrust it down along my stomach, and grabbed his scrotum with all my might.
Dong Suk screamed in agony as both his hands by reflex went down to protect the hurt area. He was still on top of me, but both my hands were now free, so I grabbed him by his shirt and pulled him down toward me while twisting to the right. Since his heavy torso still wouldn’t budge, I abandoned the last principles of a fair fight my taekwondo training had instilled in me my whole life and bit him as hard as I could in his nose. Blood gushed into my mouth. Dong Suk wailed like a cut pig and fell on the ground next to me.
Now my body was free as well. I jumped up and went to attack before he could recover. He held one hand between his legs and the other over his bleeding nose, as tears flooded from his eyes. I kicked him in the ribs from the side with a furious roar. He wailed and cringed his body. I went in for another attack, but he saw me coming and pulled up both his feet against my stomach and thrust me backward with enormous strength. I tumbled to the other side of the circle where I collapsed on the ground, my lungs again painfully gasping for air. I turned my head, and through my tears, I saw Nari. She was no longer covering her panicking eyes - her hands were instead covering her mouth. Tears ran down her glistening red cheeks.
A split second later, Dong Suk towered up in front of me. I rolled over and jumped up to my feet just in time to evade his foot as he tried to stomp my face to a pulp. He grunted with furious desperation but was not deterred. He tried again to stomp me, this time to the ribs, but my body was finally starting to remember how to move, and I could easily roll out of harm’s way again. I rolled once more to get some distance from him and then jumped back onto my feet. Before he had time to charge again, I jumped up and did a roundhouse kick that hit him right on the cheek. He briefly lost his balance and went down on one knee, slightly dazed, but immediately got up again. Nevertheless, it gave me enough time to take a few steps back to increase the distance and then barge toward him in full speed, jump, and in mid-air do one of my match-ending spin hook kicks - as my taekwondo teammates used to call them - hitting him right in his already wounded nose. I felt the bone shatter under the heel of my foot. As I landed, Dong Suk was standing bent over on his knees. Blood gushed from between the fingers that were holding his mutilated nose. There was no way he would recover from that.
I have won!
Panting, I took a couple of steps backward. I just wanted this to be over… to take Nari’s hand and go home. To eat our disgusting soup and lick my wounds.
“Finish him!” Hana commanded from behind me.
“What?” I turned around and stared at her. “What are you talking about? He’s done for… there’s no need… I won.”
“I said finish him!” Hana repeated her order with an unwavering glare. “I decide when this fight is over.”
My eyes swept over at the Dragons. They all glared at me, menacingly holding their sticks and knives ready… all except for Jun Ha, who nodded at me with terrified eyes to go through with it.
Is she… threatening me?
“Finish him!” Hana commanded again, visibly running out of patience. “Finish him now!”
“P-please… there’s no need… I-I give up…” Dong Suk stuttered nasally from the ground, all of him covered in blood that was still flooding from his nose.
“FINISH HIM!” Hana bellowed and took a menacing step into the ring.
I looked over at Nari. She shook her head at me. “I have to,” I mouthed to her, then turned around and did a back kick, once again landing the heel of my food on Dong Suk’s nose. A loud crack carried through the night air and Dong Suk fell to the ground.
I looked at him holding my breath. The blood gushed from his nose more abundantly now. It had been a tricky balancing act to kick him hard enough to knock him out but not hard enough to kill him. But he wasn’t moving. Had I just killed a person? Not only caused somebody’s death like before… but killed him with my own hands… and feet? The whole field was veiled in tense silence. My body filled up with a tidal wave of new emotions I had never experienced before and had no idea if they even had names. I heard Nari gasp through the dead silence as I looked down at my doing on the ground. Then suddenly I jumped, and the whole circle gasped. Dong Suk’s body twitched on the ground. He let out a moan and rolled over on his back. His eyes were closed and a strange hissing sound was coming from his mouth. He was somewhere between conscious and unconscious… but he was still alive.
I sighed with relief and looked over at Nari, whose face still displayed nothing but shock and horror.
“For Juche’s sake!” Hana scowled and rolled her eyes. “Areum… go and finish him… for real this time!
My short-lived relief turned into fury and I glared her down, defiantly crossing my arms in front of my chest. My eyes were met by her huge, penetrating eyes as her face took on a darker shade of red.
“Finish him!” she spat again.
Nari was still desperately shaking her head at me behind her, pleading to me with her eyes to stop. But after the constant adrenaline overdose the whole day, I felt strangely numb inside, and at that moment it felt like it maybe didn’t make any difference… and that I didn’t have a choice in the matter either way. I slowly walked over to Dong Suk. The crowd of workers behind us gasped, but on one moved and nobody uttered a word. I lifted my leg over his face and held it there.
“DO IT!” Hana screamed at the top of her lungs.
I raised my leg further, and just when I was about to crush his face with the full weight of my body, there was another scream that made me stop mid-air.
“NOOOOOO… Areum… don’t do it… Great General… please don’t do it… PLEASE! I’M BEGGING YOU!”
Everybody’s attention was now directed at my baby sister, who had entered the circle next to Hana. I stood frozen like a statue with my foot still in the air, staring at the two of them. Dong Suk was barely conscious underneath me.
“Get out of here,” Hana ordered her furiously. “This is none of your business.”
“I won’t let you do it,” Nari cried. “Areum… I know this isn’t you… please… this is not who you are… you don’t have to do it… you’re my sister… I love you… please!”
“Oh, for Juche’s sake,” Hana shouted. “Do I have to come out and do it myself?”
She started walking toward me and Dong Suk in the middle of the circle. The tension around me spiked again, but I’d had enough. I carefully lowered my foot and put it down next to Dong Suk’s head. Hana was still coming toward me, so I held up an open hand.
“They have learned their lesson, Hana,” I said calmly. “I’m not disobeying you… I’m protecting you… if we cross this line, there will be consequences… consequences that I can’t protect you from… you want me to be your right hand in the Dragons? Then please don’t make it impossible for me to help you.”
Hana glared at me, her eyes burning with fury and hatred. But only for a moment. Then, her expression changed. She put her hands against her sides, and let out a thundering laugh.
I was shocked, but even more shocked when all of the Dragons joined in, standing in stark contrast with the grim-looking workers who still stared at me and Dong Suk.
The laughter settled down, and Hana came over and put her hand on my shoulder. She winked. Then she spat on Dong Suk, who was still barely conscious on the ground, and walked over to the rest of the workers.
“Well, then… I assume you have learned your lesson and that there will be no more insubordination from any of you… am I right?”
“No, Ma’am,” they all mumbled, their eyes moving from Dong Suk’s bloody figure on the ground to me, who was panting in the middle of the circle and finally back to Hana. “No, Ma’am.”
“That’s what I like to hear,” she smiled. “Now, what you’re going to do is to leave Mr. Dong Suk here while you go and finish your quota. After you have finished… if he’s still alive… you can take him to the doctor, so you’d better work quickly. Is that clear?”
“Yes, Ma’am,” the men mumbled, and after throwing one last look at Dong Suk, they picked up their harvesting knives and hurried back to work.
Hana took me to the side and gave me a big smile.
“Well done, Areum… from now on you can be sure no one will mess with you.”
“Hana… you will never do this to me again, do you understand me?” I locked my furious eyes on hers. “You will never leave me out of the plan again… you will never push me into a fight that I haven’t agreed to… and you will never tell me to kill somebody… or I’m done, I swear to the Great General!”
“Hey… don’t worry about it,” Hana said and bumped my shoulder. We’re a team now… Hana and Areum… together we’re unstoppable… everything will be great… you just need some time to get used to it, that’s all.”
She patted me on my cheek and disappeared into the night together with the rest of the Dragons before I could wrap my head around what she had said.
Nari came up to me, her face glistening with tears in the pale moonlight.
“Thank you, Nari,” I said.
“Areum… you almost executed that man in cold blood… would you have done it? If I hadn’t stopped you, would you have done it?”
“I… I don’t know… I was so… exhausted… and in so much pain… I just wanted it to end… I don’t know…”
Nari took my hand.
“Please, Areum… never cross that line… promise me that.”
“I promise,” I looked her in the eyes and squeezed her hand. Remembering Hana’s words, however, I realized I had no idea what Hana would make me do in the future.
And what will happen if I break this promise to Nari?
But the future was the future… right now, I just needed to finish one of the worst days of my life and go home to bed.
Chul suddenly emerged from the darkness.
“Hey… you did what you had to do,” he said. “How do you feel?”
I looked at him with my tired bruised eyes.
“You saw that? You saw all of it… and you didn’t stop it?”
“It had to happen… I’m just glad you’re alright.”
Despite my exhaustion, I felt my hatred building up again, but my body didn’t have enough energy to let it peak.
“Don’t worry, you’ll get your full quota today,” I said. “But you don’t have the right to ask me how I feel. Stay away from me… and stay away from my sister!”
Without waiting for his reaction, I walked away to inspect the progress of my now terrified work unit.
On my way home after we had finished, I vomited on the side of the road.




CHAPTER 42
My night consisted of a marathon of consecutive nightmares, each more gruesome and horrid than the last. In the one that finally woke me up, I saw my Father - the Great General in the shape of a radiant celestial being of boundless benevolence, extending his arms at me. My body floated in the air. I tried to swim up to him, but no matter how much I kicked with my legs or moved my arms, I didn’t get an inch closer. Then suddenly, I was thrust backward by an unseen force. I flew through the air faster than a rocket, farther and farther away from the extended hands of my salvation. I screamed, but no sound came from my mouth.
I woke up covered in sweat. Based on Nari’s expression, my mouth had produced an actual scream in the woken realm. But she didn’t say anything. Nari had already made breakfast. As I sat on my quilt, I noticed my left fist was still painfully clenched around the Great General pin. I put it back under my rag pillow.
I touched my throbbing face with my fingers. I couldn’t find a single spot that wasn’t swollen and sore. I could hardly open my left eye, but at least, no part of me seemed to be bleeding. It was just the two of us in the house. I didn’t bother asking Nari if she had seen our parents before they left… or if Sun Hee had been home at all. It didn’t matter one way or the other. And besides… I already knew the answer. The room was filled with the usual damp smell of old cabbage and corn soup. Nari handed me my bowl, her face tense with concern.
“Thanks,” I said.
My night panic had made my fingers cold, so the bowl felt pleasantly warm in my hands. We ate in silence for a while, but I could see Nari building up the courage to speak.
“What is it?” I gave her a push.
Nari took a deep breath.
“You almost killed somebody yesterday, Areum,” her voice trembled.
“It was self-defense,” I muttered.
“At first… but at the end, he was lying unconscious on the ground. If I hadn’t begged you to stop… you would have—”
“But I didn’t,” I snapped. “And what did you want me to do? The whole thing was so… intense and extreme… and he was trying to kill me… I didn’t know what to do… it was all a haze.”
I looked down into my bowl and continued eating, awaiting an avalanche of judgment and pleas from my sister.
“How do you feel?” she asked instead.
“I… I don’t know. Honestly… I don’t know. But I think… I think I might be… okay.”
I looked over at her to see if she believed me. It didn’t seem like it.
“Do you think… you’ll get into trouble for it?” she asked after slurping down an extra-large and slimy cabbage leaf. The sight made me gag.
“I’m not sure… Hana said I won’t… that it’s part of their agreement with the guards.”
Nari cringed at the mention of Hana.
“That girl is dangerous,” she said under her breath. “Look at what she made you do yesterday—”
“I know. I don’t like her either… but I’m pretty sure she needs me to keep her in power, so I don’t think she’s about to throw me to the wolves.”
“She ordered you to kill that guy, Areum!” Nari raised her voice. “She will get you killed… maybe not now, but… you shouldn’t get more involved with her.”
I scoffed.
“I think it’s a bit late for that, Nari. Besides… we need her just as much as she needs me. Without her, we would still be starving… and you would still be dying from pellagra… and she could just as well have given me up to the guards when I stole the rice that night instead of Sang Jun and keep the whole reward for herself… but she didn’t… so for now, I have to see this through.”
“Areum, please… there must be another way,” Nari pleaded. “She is turning you into a murderer… people are dying, if not directly by your hand, then by your name. Yesterday, I can agree you acted in self-defense of sorts… but how about next time? Will you kill whomever she points her finger at?”
A lone tear ran down her left cheek.
“It won’t be like that.” I was losing my patience, but the truth was I had no idea how it actually would be. “Anyway… there’s no other way… this is how we survive… I will make it work.”
“I will tell mom and dad,” Nari mumbled. “If you don’t listen to me… maybe you’ll listen to them.”
“Are you joking?” I sat up. “Dad is… I’m sorry to say it, but he’s already half-dead… broken… he can’t do anything for us. And Sun Hee… she has abandoned us… she’s off living a comfortable life with General Roh… she doesn’t care about us… at all! How often does she come home lately? We’re not her family… not anymore!”
“Maybe it’s because you scared her away,” Nari said under her breath.
I felt a sharp dagger piercing through my heart.
Is she blaming me for our mother’s betrayal?
“This is ridiculous,” I jumped to my feet. “We have to get to work. Do whatever you want… talk to them, don’t talk to them… I don’t care… and it won’t make any difference either way.” I put on my now almost worn-out shoes before turning to her again. “And you can’t seriously blame me for Sun Hee abandoning us. She did this to us, no one else.”
“I know you think you’re saving us,” Nari said, “but I’m starting to think all these things you’re involved in… all the things you do… that is what will get us killed… and it will happen long before Colonel Wan or any of the guards get to us.”
I looked into Nari’s large swollen eyes behind her dirty glasses, not believing how unappreciated all my efforts and sacrifices were.
“You’re wrong, Nari,” I felt my eyes welling up, but pushed the tears back down again. “And by the way… while you’re here doing nothing to improve our situation… Hana is helping me get back at Chul… for what he did to you.
We will do that since you obviously have no capability - or wish - to fend for yourself.”
Nari’s eyes and mouth opened in shock.
“No, Areum… no… no… this is bad… please, you have to stop her… I… I… you can’t do this,” Nari jumped up and grabbed my shoulders, her face distorted by desperation.
A hot wave of indignation flushed through my body upon her touch.
“I’m doing this for you, Nari,” I stared at her with incredulity. “He has to pay for what he did to you… how can you not understand that?”
“You’re the one who doesn’t understand, Areum,” her pleading eyes penetrated mine. “I… I can’t tell you, but… you just have to trust me… you can’t hurt him… promise me that you won’t hurt him… please, Areum!”
I pushed Nari away from me so hard that she stumbled and fell to the floor.
“I don’t know what’s going on with you, Nari, but you’re not thinking straight. If you’re not woman enough to stand up for yourself, I’ll just have to do it for you… just like I’ve done our entire lives.”
“No, Areum… you have to promise me… don’t do it!” Nari pleaded, but I was already out the door and running down the street toward the main road feeling the cool morning air against my swollen wet cheeks.
She’s never happy… never thankful… everything I do is wrong! But she will thank me later…
She will!
When I came to the cornfield, Chul was there with two nervous-looking replacements for Dong Suk and Mr. Ma. I had never seen either of them before. I also didn’t ask how or where my adversary from yesterday was. I didn’t want to know. I had enough horrible images in my mind without adding another one of them being tortured in the Center of Truth… or already up on Cemetery Hill. I also didn’t want to engage in unnecessary interactions with Chul. Now that I was no longer facing impending starvation and Nari wasn’t dying of pellagra, I could again channel my rage and hatred for Chul and go back to planning my revenge. Even if Nari for some inexplicable reason didn’t want to take part in it, it felt good having a sense of purpose again.
The cornfield was quiet. Nothing was heard except for the soft wind rustling the leaves of the unharvested cornstalks against the backdrop of the invisible cicadas. The challenging and hateful glares were gone. Nobody in the work unit even met my eyes as I gathered them around me. To be honest, it was a relief not having to assert my authority again, but I still felt horribly uncomfortable in this new role Hana had shoved down my throat.
I handed out the quota for today and we all went to work. During my inspection rounds, I was again relieved to see everybody work harder than I had ever seen them work before… even when Mr. Ma was in charge.
On a full stomach, I could also work harder. The magic water did its part as well… as always. I didn’t talk to Nari for the rest of the day, but as usual - and without getting a single thank you - I had to fill the part of her quota she couldn’t do herself. Luckily, I managed to negotiate a lower quota for myself with Chul since I had my duties as the leader now… Chul also knew about the arrangement I had with Nari.
I hated every moment I was forced to talk to Chul, which in my new role as the work unit leader was several times a day. No matter how guilty he looked every time we were face to face, or how much he seemed like an innocent little boy who was completely out of place, I forced myself to savor the images of him being crushed by the large cogwheels in the watermill or slowly drowning in the river under the enormous waterwheel. Luckily, his constant reminders to also fulfill my duties as an informant - which, supposedly, should be easier in my new position - helped fuel my hatred.
I spent the lunch break with Jun Ha as far away from Nari as possible - but still keeping her in my sight, just to make sure she didn’t get into any trouble with the others. He told me again what a good job I had done the night before and asked me how I felt.
“Is Hana… always like
that?” I asked him instead of answering.
He laughed.
“Basically… yes,” he said. “But you also have to understand how devastated she was when Hyuk got her best friend killed and took over the gang she had created with her brother. Now that she’s back… all thanks to you, I might add,” he winked at me, “she wants to make sure there is no uncertainty about who is in charge… so she’s overdoing it a bit.”
I could relate to that, but it didn’t make me like her any better.
After having finished my soup - which today didn’t contain more flavor than warm water - I conducted another round and went to the guardhouse to give Chul the half-day report. Walking along the sidewall, I heard voices and laughter from the road around the corner. I swallowed, feeling my breathing becoming shallow, but continued forward. All of a sudden, I heard them mention Nari’s name. I froze, pressing myself against the ragged wooden wall as if that would make me invisible.
“Hey, Chul… isn’t it time you do a reprise of your recent conquest?” one of the voices said. “That Nari girl was pretty compliant, wasn’t she? I should have tapped that when I had the chance.”
They all laughed.
“Nah,” I heard Chul say. “It took me a month to heal after the last time.”
Another outburst of laughter.
“Well… maybe next time you don’t get wasted and try with a taekwondo master… there’s no need to show off, you know… just go directly for the weak ones like the rest of us.”
I recognized this voice as well - it was Chang Min - and it ignited another round of laughter.
I was burning up inside as the scenes they were talking about played before me in my mind.
“So what do you say, Chul… will you have another go at her?”
“Nah… honestly speaking, she’s too ugly. Next time, I want a real fox… maybe one of those girls working at the Chrysanthemum Garden.”
“Oooh… you’re brave,” another guard said. “I think all of them are spoken for by one of the higher-ups… so you’d better be careful.”
Another round of laughter.
“Okay, let’s go back to work,” Chang Min said after a moment of silence. “Anyway, all I hear from you guys is a whole lot of talking… but I don’t see a whole lot of action.”
“Well, we can’t all be studs like you, Chang Min,” they laughed as they walked off in different directions.
I ran and hid behind the opposite corner before one of them would spot me, panting from rage and adrenaline.
I waited several minutes, breathing deeply and slowly to regain control over myself before going into the house like nothing had happened. Even though I tried to keep a straight face, Chul was utterly shocked to see me. I knew he wondered if I heard what they had talked about, but I didn’t let anything on. Even if it wasn’t much, it gave me a sense of satisfaction to see the sweat pearling on his forehead.
You’re going to pay, you bastard… soon you’re going to pay!




CHAPTER 43
The fragrance of sweet, newly-harvested corn was in the air, and since the whole work unit had worked harder than usual, we finished well ahead of time… and that was despite several workers having to stop to kick a pestering Lucky out of the field no less than three times. I felt relieved to finally have something positive to report, and was in a fairly good mood as I set off to find Chul, even though I could not block out the jokes and laughter about his exploits over my baby sister only a few hours earlier.
Now is not the time… he will pay soon enough!
Halfway to the guardhouse, Hana intercepted me from the main road. She looked more relaxed than usual and her eyes were not as intimidatingly large as most times she looked at me. She even smiled.
“Hey, Areum… how are you doing?”
“I’m okay,” I lied, steaming from the re-emerging memory of last night when she had pushed me into the fighting ring and then prompted me to take Dong Suk’s life.
“Good to hear. And how are your workers behaving today? No more problems, right?”
“No… they’re all afraid… and they’re working harder than I’ve ever seen them before… they have already finished for today, actually, so I’m heading over to Chul to report the good news.”
“That’s great, Areum… good job! But don’t do that.”
Once again I became flustered with anger.
What is she up to this time?
“I mean… it’s truly great what you have accomplished, but you shouldn’t let Chul know… he’ll be forced to give you a higher quota for tomorrow… or expect you to perform like this every day… and then you’ll have another problem on your hands.”
I nodded, even angrier since I knew she was right.
“So go back to the workers and tell them to pretend to work for another hour… and that from tomorrow, they should fill the quota by the set time, not sooner and not later. That should make them happy and your life easier… and Chul will still consider it a success when you come and report in an hour… okay?”
“Okay,” I nodded, increasingly annoyed by the fact that every part of my life lately seemed to be dictated by this tall girl with large penetrating eyes.
“Great,” Hana winked at me and turned around to leave. “I have to go up to the cave… apparently something has happened…”
“Hey… Hana,” I called out to her.
She turned around, surprised. I wasn’t sure how to phrase it, so I just blurted it out.
“H-how much power do the Dragons have in here?”
Hana was amused by my question and walked back to me.
“Now that I’m back in charge, I can do almost anything I want,” she whispered. “What did you have in mind?”
I looked at her smug face, which reconfirmed the impression I had gotten the night before. I leaned over to her.
“Can you also… get somebody out?” I asked in a barely audible whisper, looking her straight in the eyes.
All her smugness washed away in an instant.
“No,” she answered flatly, “and get those stupid ideas out of your head… that’s something that can really get us into trouble.”
“Okay… I’m sorry… I just thought I’d ask,” I mumbled, disillusioned.
At least now I know her powers have limits…
I went back to instruct the work unit, and they didn’t protest. Hana had been right… again.
Nari gave me a judgmental look - she had seen me talking to the girl who had tried to turn me into a murderer - but then looked away. I didn’t pay her any attention. As the others in my unit pretended to work, I strolled around in that tall, unharvested part of the field, letting the large, soft corn leaves caress my face. I didn’t know how long the peace would last… how long they would continue to be afraid of me and the Dragons… and not even what Hana was planning for me - but I was no longer afraid. The sun, for once, felt good on my bruised face, although my cracked lip and eyebrow stung slightly. The images of the killed newborn baby being tossed like garbage, and my mother, naked in the arms of General Roh tried to enter my mind, but I managed to gently block them out.
I deserve at least one brief moment of peace… just one… for all I know, this could be the calm before the storm…
One hour later, with the evening sun commencing its descent behind the mountain ridge, I went to the guardhouse to report the complete fulfillment of the quotas. Chul was extremely pleased.
”Good job, Areum!” he said. “I knew you could do it.”
To my horror, there was a warm feeling spreading through my body despite the fact that the praise came from Chul. I fought it tooth and nail. I mumbled thank you and stormed out of the guardhouse as quickly as I could, barely hearing Chul once more reminding me I had yet to inform on anyone this week. Outside, I almost crashed with Hana. She looked flustered, her eyes under the long straight bangs were again bulging.
“Come,” she said. “We have an emergency… you have to come with me to the cave.”
“What happened?” I asked as I rushed after her without protesting. I had to struggle to keep up with her fast pace - my whole body was still aching from last night’s fight.
“It’s one of our guys… Ho Jin… he got sick… we need to help him.”
“Okay,” I panted, “but I don’t think there’s anything I can do about it… I’m not a doctor.”
“We’ll see… let’s talk about it when we get to the cave.”
I was angry she again withheld information from me, but I followed her nonetheless.
She’s the one pulling all the strings now…
The cave smelled of disease and loud coughing echoed against the uneven stone walls. A fire crackled in the middle of the main cave room. I saw the same faces as I had seen the other night when I fought against Hyuk and his posse, out of which only his girlfriend - Yo Suk - had left with him. I hadn’t heard anything about them since. Jun Ha was also there. He was kneeling over an older boy around Hana’s age who was lying on a blanket next to the fire. He looked pale and was sweating and coughing, holding a large piece of cloth over his mouth.
“How are you doing?” Hana asked.
“The infection is getting worse,” Ho Jin said before being interrupted by another intense cough attack.
“He says he needs antibiotics,” Jun Ha looked up at us.
“What’s that?” Hana asked.
“Some kind of medicine… it fights infection,” he said, and after seeing the confusion on my face, he added, “His parents were both doctors… and Ho Jin himself did one year at a medical university before ending up here… so he knows what he’s talking about.”
I nodded that I understood, but then reflected over what Jun Ha just had said.
“Medicine?” I said. “There’s no medicine here… at all. I’ve been in the so-called hospital… there’s nothing there… absolutely nothing.”
“There’s nothing for us,” Hana corrected me, “but trust me… they take care of their own. This… anti-stuff… does it work?”
“Works every time,” Ho Jin panted from the ground. “I’m certain the guards have it… at least the officers must have it.”
He was interrupted by another cough attack.
“Ho Jin told me he’s seen some shipments coming in that he thought were medical supplies,” Jun Ha said.
“That’s great news… so, where do they keep it?” Hana asked.
“In the… other hospital,” Ho Jin panted in between gasping for air.
“What other hospital?” I furrowed my brow. “I’ve never heard of another hospital… or another doctor, for that matter.”
“It’s the same doctor,” Hana said. “He has another facility in the Chrysanthemum Garden… for the officers, in case they get sick… they must keep some medicine there.”
She turned to Ho Jin, waiting for his current cough attack to finish.
“What are your chances without the medicine?”
“Zero, I’m afraid,” Ho Jin panted.
Hana nodded.
“And… how much time do you have… you think?” she asked.
“Not long. Maybe until tomorrow… if I’m lucky,” Ho Jin said. “The infection is spreading fast.”
“Okay,” Hana nodded and turned to me. “Areum… you’re our best shot… and you have already broken into the Chrysanthemum Garden once. You will have to go and get that medicine… the anti… anti—”
“Antibiotics,” Jun Ha helped her.
“Right… the antibiotics,” Hana’s face was slightly flushed.
Stunned, I looked around the room at all the other able-bodied, young people there.
“Why me?” I asked. “I’m far from being the biggest or the strongest person here.”
“We don’t need big and strong,” Hana said. “We need somebody who has been there before, and who is stealthy and limber… you’re a professional athlete, right?” I nodded, painfully remembering the distant tryouts for the Great General’s National Gymnastics Team… that Su Mi had helped me cheat in. “And you’re a taekwondo master as well, right?”
“Not a master,” I shook my head, almost laughing. “I mean… I have competed in it, but—”
“I have seen what you can do,” Hana said. “When you fought Chul and Chang Min… how you fought Dong Suk yesterday… and when you stole the rice from the heavily guarded granary… if you wouldn’t have made that last tiny mistake, it would have been a perfect crime.”
“That last tiny mistake made the whole guard force chase me up the mountains,” I reminded her. “If you wouldn’t have come along, I would be dead now.”
“Mistakes are what we learn from,” Hana smirked at me and tapped my shoulder. “Next time you simply won’t make them. But you’re absolutely right… I did save your life that time… I advise you not to forget that.”
My heart pounded furiously in my chest. She had saved my life that time… but it doesn’t make up for not saving Nari from being raped. I frantically looked around the cave room. Everybody’s eyes were fixed on me.
“Hana… can I talk to you… er… alone… outside?”
Hana didn’t look pleased, but she nodded and took the lead walking out of the cave into the cool evening air. The pale crescent moon glowed softly behind the light clouds above us. She gave me a serious look.
“Areum… I know you are new to this… that’s why I’m going to let this slide… just this once.” I looked at her without understanding. “You can tell me whatever you want when we’re alone… but when we’re in front of other people… the only thing you will give me from this moment on is absolute loyalty and obedience. Is that understood?”
“Is what understood?” I scoffed. “You don’t tell me anything… you pushed me into a fight yesterday… now you drag me into a cave and tell me to break into the Chrysanthemum Garden again. And what do the Dragons even do? I have no idea what you expect from me… am I like a normal member now, or—?”
“You’re not just a normal member,” Hana put her hand on my shoulder. “You’re my right-hand girl… I need you… and I need your absolute loyalty.”
I crossed my arms and glared at her.
“Fine,” she said. “I’ll work on keeping you in the loop better… but I’ve only been back a couple of days, you know… it’s been kind of crazy for me too.”
I bit my lip. Hana had some uncanny ability to make it impossible for me to stay angry at her for long.
“And how about your part of the deal?” I asked.
“You mean—?”
“Chul. When are we going to take care of Chul? I don’t see anything happening with that.”
Hana sighed and took a step back.
“It takes time, you know… I just regained my power… and Hyuk’s out there lurking… and there are still some doubtful looks around… people waiting to see if I will slip up and make a mistake… we have to let it settle a bit first, that’s all.”
“No, we don’t,” I said firmly. “I need this to happen now. He needs to pay for this now!”
“Well, you’ll just have to wait… be patient… and for now, let’s go in there and plan how we can steal those anti… anti… whatever they’re called.”
She turned her back to me and headed for the entrance of the cave, but I didn’t move.
“Ho Jin is dying,” I said. Hana stopped dead in her tracks and turned back around to me. “If I don’t do this, he will die.”
“What are you implying?” Hana scanned my face.
“I’m just saying… that saving Ho Jin is very urgent… and taking care of Chul is also very urgent… for me and my sister.” Hana took a menacing step toward me, her intense eyes fixed on mine. “I just want you to promise me that we’ll take care of Chul… soon… and if you do that, I’ll run off to save Ho Jin right away.”
My whole body was burning up inside and I felt my face twitching as Hana’s face hovered mere inches from mine.
“I don’t like being threatened,” she spat.
“I-it’s not a threat,” I said. “It’s our agreement… I helped you because you made a promise… now you need to deliver on that promise.”
“Be careful, Areum… be very careful.”
“So… do we have an… agreement?” I asked, unable to turn away from her hypnotic gaze.
“We’ll start putting the wheels in motion next week,” Hana said. “Good enough?”
I couldn’t help but sigh with relief, and I didn’t care that she noticed.
“Yes… that works for me,” I said with a slight tremble in my voice from the adrenaline. “Thank you.”
“Don’t thank me,” Hana sneered, “just get that damn medicine. And never… ever… threaten me again.”




CHAPTER 44
Hana turned around, breaking her hypnotic trance, and I could finally breathe normally again. The tension and the cold made me shudder, but I took several deep breaths before following her back into the warm cave tunnel.
“So how do we do this?” Hana asked once we were back in the large cave room, but before anyone could answer, Ho Jin had another strong cough attack that ended with him passing out so suddenly his head bounced against the shirt someone had put under his head as a pillow.
“Ho Jin,” Jun Ha shrieked. “Ho Jin!”
He grabbed the boy’s shoulders and shook them. That didn’t work so he started to slap his cheek. There was still no reaction.
“He’s out cold,” Jun Ha looked up at Hana.
“That means we don’t have much time,” Hana said. “We can’t assume he’ll last until dawn. Our best chance is for Areum to sneak in and steal the medicine tonight… are you up for it?”
All scared eyes were again on me, but this time I was ready.
“Do you know where it is?” I asked.
“None of us have ever been in the other hospital,” Hana said, “but I have heard it’s on the second floor of the restaurant in the middle of the Chrysanthemum Garden… do you know where that is?”
I nodded.
“Do we know where they keep the medicine?” Hana asked the room.
“Not exactly,” Jun Ha said. “But since medicine must be the second most valuable thing they have in Yodok after their stockpile of rice, they probably have it hidden in a safe place. Maybe locked up in a cabinet or something.”
“Wait a minute,” I said. “If it’s locked up, how will I get it? You want me to steal a whole cabinet?”
“You don’t know how to pick a lock?” Hana had surprise written on her face.
“Of course not,” I scoffed. “When would I have learned that… and why?”
“I’ll teach you,” Jun Ha said. “If it’s a simple lock… and I haven’t seen any other kinds of locks here since they only get the cheapest of the cheap… then it’s easy… you’ll learn it in a minute.”
“I don’t know…” I mumbled.
“You got this,” Hana gave me stern look. “Ho Jin’s life depends on it… and we have our agreement, right?”
“Fine,” I sighed. “I’ll try.”
“Good… then let’s get moving,” Hana said. “There is no time to lose… Jun Ha, start prepping Areum right away… we leave in ten minutes. Jun Ha and I will come along to keep lookout by the outer wall. It should be completely dark by the time we get there.”
I expected everyone who wouldn’t be part of this operation to leave, but they all stayed, sitting quietly against the cave walls, observing Ho Jin in silence with worried expressions.
Jun Ha took me to a pile of junk at the back of the cave. The smoke from the fire tickled my nose as it slowly floated past us and merged with the vast darkness of the long shaft leading into the depths of the mountain. After digging around for a while, he finally emerged with what looked like an old desk drawer that was full of yellowed paper and scrap metal. He emptied everything on the junk pile and brought the drawer over by the fire.
“It’s good we kept this,” he said and pointed at the lock on the front of the drawer with the key still sticking out from it. He turned the key so the latch pointed up from the drawer, and then pulled it out. “Now, the drawer is locked,” he explained. He took out two pieces of steel wire. “I got these from some old barbed wire I found lying around… they come in handy more often than you’d think.” He angled the drawer to get sufficient light from the fire. “So… what you do is that you insert one on the top and hold it up, then you insert one on the bottom… like this… and then you need to slide it slowly until you reach the spot where it gives way… you’ll feel when that happens… and then you turn… like this, and… ta-dah…open!”
He smiled at me but stopped when he saw my blank face.
“It’s easy,” he reassured me. “Come on… now you try it.”
I took the two pieces of wire and inserted them in the same way he had done it.
Nothing happened.
“Don’t worry,” Jun Ha said. “I’ll guide you through it.”
After five failures, I just wanted to smash that stupid desk drawer against the wall, but on the sixth try, I managed to unlock it. It was silly, but the feeling of accomplishment was intoxicating.
“See… it’s easy,” Jun Ha smiled, and this time I smiled back at him. I don’t think I had realized until then how fortunate I had been to have Jun Ha looking out for me all this time. He made me feel safe. He was like an older brother, or more…
I tried another five times, and I managed to unlock it every time.
“Good… you’re ready,” Jun Ha smiled, visibly relieved. “Now… the lock in there might be slightly different, but all simple locks follow the same basic principle. Just do the same… wiggle it a bit… and it’ll be fine.”
“Okay,” I nodded nervously.
“It’s time… let’s go!” Hana said. Jun Ha and I threw one last glance at Ho Jin before following her lead out of the Dragons’
Lair.
Outside was completely dark as thick, black clouds had gathered in the sky and didn’t let through even the tiniest sliver of moonlight. Unable to see, I had to rely on my hearing to step as Hana stepped in front of me, just as the first time she took me to the cave. This proved to be difficult, however, since Jun Ha’s noisy steps behind me kept scrambling my senses. A couple of times, I couldn’t keep up and had to tell her to slow down, which she did without any comments, but I could tell it annoyed her. Walking like this with one person in front and one behind made me think of that cursed night when I had been stupid enough to follow Chul and Chang Min up in the mountains.
At least the wheels are in motion… soon he will pay!
Once we arrived at the Chrysanthemum Garden wall, I took my companions to the trees in front of the barn where I had climbed over the last time. Seeing the dark, desolate structure where I had stood frozen and helpless the other night, that horrid scene replayed before my eyes like it was happening for real all over again.
“Snap out of it,” Hana said as if she could peer into my mind. “We don’t have time for this.“
Even though I became flushed with anger at her way of talking to me, I couldn’t help being thankful to her for extracting me from my waking nightmare.
“Be careful,” Jun Ha told me while we waited for a guard patrol to disappear around the corner. As soon as the coast was clear, I sprinted over to the barn, closed my eyes firmly as I passed the now-dark window - even though I knew the two corpses were long gone - and slid into the gap between the two walls. In the same motion, I soundlessly jumped up and grabbed the edge of the barn roof, and then continued over to the wall. After making sure I hadn’t been noticed, I pulled myself up and was over on the other side before the next guard patrol appeared.
Just like last time, there was light emerging from most of the houses. But in comparison, the two-story restaurant building in the center looked like an enormous bright lantern. The air was filled with the enchanting scent of freshly boiled rice and cooked meat. It was a wondrous smell I hadn’t felt in a long time… so distinct I could almost taste it in my mouth. Unfortunately, this overexposure of my senses made my stomach awake and roar in protest loudly enough to be heard two streets away. I stroked it gently with my hand as if saying I’m sorry, and to my surprise, it settled down.
I resisted the urge to sneak over to General Roh’s house to see if my former mother was there - I knew she most likely would be - and instead headed through the dark alleys straight for the restaurant. In my mind, I rehearsed how to use the pieces of steel wire that I had safely tucked away in the bundle attached to my belt.
There was more movement in the Chrysanthemum Garden this time - officers walking around in small groups, many of them with beautiful women by their side. It was easy to distinguish which ones were wives and which ones were prisoner mistresses. Whenever a couple appeared, I had to wait in the shadows, holding my breath until they passed. After making my way around the restaurant, it was clear there were no outside stairs leading to the second floor. That meant the only entrance was through the restaurant on the ground floor. A glance at the liveliness inside through the brightly lit windows was enough to know that way wasn’t possible.
There must be another way!
On my second round, I made a broader search and noticed a window on the second floor that was slightly open. There was no way to get to it, but on the other side of the house, there was a power line attached to the roof that came from the other side of the street.
Okay… so I have to do it in the same way as when I stole the rice… the Acrobat Thief strikes again!
I felt the scar on my hand from cutting myself on the wire leading to the granary that night. It was completely healed now, but just thinking about it made it sting anew.
I snuck over to the house the power line came from. There was light coming from a window facing the street, but the backside was dark. I waited for some voices from around the corner to fade away before I started climbing. I was relieved I once more had full strength in my fingertips after Colonel Wan’s - thankfully interrupted - torture session in the Center of Truth, so I could easily lift my entire body by holding on to the almost non-existing ledges. Slowly but steadily I made my way up the façade. Finally, I reached the upstairs window, but when I touched the window sill, it emitted a loud screech. I froze in my position, afraid even to breathe. Voices carried from inside and I heard footsteps approaching. There was no doubt they had heard me… or, at least, heard something that was out of the ordinary. I pressed myself tightly against the wall. The person holding my fate in his hands was now on the other side of the window. If he opened the window and looked down, I would be doomed.
He juggled the latch of the window, making dust fall on my face. I had to put my nose into my armpit to prevent myself from sneezing. The juggling continued and became more frantic. The seconds felt like hours and my fingertips started to cramp. There was nowhere to support my feet, and I knew I couldn’t hold on for much longer. Finally, the juggling stopped and was followed by a long muffled tirade of curse words, most of which I couldn’t distinguish. I heard footsteps going in the opposite direction. The window was still closed.
I sighed with relief and quickly improved my grip on the ledge. This time it didn’t making any noise.
Thank the Great General even the officers get cheap crap that doesn’t work…
I knew I didn’t have much time. For all I knew, the man could have gone downstairs to investigate the noise from the outside. And even if he didn’t, a random couple might come strolling by and spot me. I changed my direction, took my hand off the window sill, and climbed the last distance to the roof without incident. My hand was still cramping, but it felt better as long as I was moving it. Once I had reached the edge of the roof, I pulled myself up and collapsed on the black tarred surface. Panting, I looked up at the equally black sky. Three breaths later, I decided I had rested enough and crawled across the roof to where the power line was connected. I peeked over the edge down at the well-lit street. Some people were moving about, so I had to wait.
How much time do I have? How long time does Ho Jin have? And what happens if I’m too late…?
I chose to not think about it.
While waiting for the street to clear, I carefully wrapped my hands with a piece of cloth, determined to avoid making the same mistake as last time.
When the street below had cleared and I couldn’t hear any more footsteps or voices approaching, I swiftly leaped out to the power line.
It held my weight!
I immediately lifted my legs and locked them around the thick wire. Then I started pulling myself across the street. When I was almost at the other side, I lowered my legs and swung my body a couple of times until I had sufficient speed before flinging myself towards the edge of the rooftop. I managed to grab it with my fingertips, but when my body collided against the wall with a loud thump, I lost the grip of my left hand. I dangled by only three fingers of my right hand in excruciating pain, but I had to hold on until my body had stabilized… and from my countless hours of gymnastics training, I knew they would hold. Once still, I swung up and got a firm grip with my left hand just as the last three fingers of my right hand finally lost theirs. I was dangling again, but the grip of my left hand was rock solid. I panted with relief and looked down at the street below me. It was still empty. I looked over my shoulders at the windows on the other side of the street. Also empty. Nobody seemed to have heard the thump.
I guess I can’t have bad luck all the time…
I pulled myself up and lay down panting on the flat rooftop of the restaurant, looking up at the sky. A tiny patch of star-filled black infiniteness had appeared in between the dark clouds. I didn’t know why, but somehow seeing them twinkle comforted me.
There was no time to lose, so after another three-breath rest, I rolled over and swiftly tiptoed over to the other side of the building, praying the window would still be open. Just as I stuck my head over the edge, however, the restaurant entrance door below me opened and cheerful voices emerged. I immediately cowered down but kept my eyes peeking over. I realized these were voices I knew… and my heart clenched painfully in my chest. The next moment, I saw my mother walking down the street shoulder to shoulder with General Roh until they disappeared around the next corner. The scene from last time I was here replayed in my mind, but I quickly pushed it out.
I’m on a mission… I can’t be distracted!
As the street once more fell into silence, I stuck my head out all the way and looked down.
Yes!
The window was still open. I looked in all directions to make sure the street was still clear. Then, holding the edge of the roof with my hands, I climbed over and lowered my body until my feet stood firmly on the windowsill. I leaned over to peek inside the room. It was dark but seemed to be empty. I carefully let go with my right hand and tried to open the window further. It was stuck. I heard new footsteps and voices approaching down the street. My heart started racing again. I tried to see what was blocking the window, but it was too dark. The voices were close now. They would soon come around the corner and see me. I felt along the side of the window for a latch but found nothing. The voices grew louder still.
I have to climb up again or else I’ll get caught!
But instead, I made one last attempt and stretched my body to the maximum to feel the bottom of the window with my foot. Something was there.
It’s the latch!
But I could barely reach it with the tip of my toe. The voices and footsteps were almost at the corner now. I jumped slightly to adjust my right hand to the side but almost lost my balance. After correcting my grip, I stretched out again, and… yes!
I released the latch and opened the window. Quick as the wind, I swooped through the opening and hid behind the wall in the dark room. My lungs screamed for air as I pressed my back against the wall, waiting for the voices and footsteps to reach the restaurant entrance and go inside.
This is too much… how many more nights like this can I take…?
The room was dark and smelled of stale dust. My eyes had not yet adapted, but I knew right away I wasn’t in a doctor’s office. It looked more like an office of a mid-level officer, with a desk, a chair, a couch, and a bookshelf. But the medicine might still be here, so I got up and started cautiously going through the desk drawers. I found nothing but papers. Then I looked through the bookshelf. It was nearly empty - just a handful of thick books. It was too dark to see, but my fingers recognized the leathery binding of a massive autobiography by my Father - the Great General that also had the central place in our bookcase at home in the Capital. The hollowness of my Father’s passing made an attempt to grab my attention, but I pushed it firmly down deep inside me and continued to search the room. It didn’t take too long to look through all the places where the medicine could be, so I reluctantly had to accept there was no avoiding going further into the building.
A heavy lump formed in my stomach, but I ignored that too.
I went over and listen through the closed door. There was a ruckus of talking, laughing, and clanking of plates and glasses from downstairs, but I couldn’t detect any sounds from the floor I was on. I opened the door and peeked out into the dark hallway. It was empty. The only light came from the end where stairs led down to the restaurant. On the right side were three more doors, none of which had any light seeping out from the door frame.
I looked over at the stairs one last time to make sure no one was coming, then quietly tiptoed down the hall. I tried the first door. It was locked.
Is this a lock I can pick?
I couldn't see it clearly in the darkness, but from what I could feel, it was a completely different kind of lock. I went over and tried the second door. It was locked as well.
Panic crept up on me fast.
This will be a complete failure! They will catch me, torture me and execute me. And poor Ho Jin will die a horrible death as well!
With salty sweat streaming down from my greasy hair and stinging my eyes, my mind told me I must abort while there was still time. But the last door was only a few feet away… and I hated to give up. Without any hope left in me, I went over and tried it. To my surprise - it opened with a soft creak. I took a deep breath, praying to myself it was the right room. I threw a quick look over my shoulder, making sure the stairs were still clear, I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.
This room was brighter because there was a streetlight placed right outside the window. I immediately recognized this indeed was a doctor’s examination room. It carried the pungent smell of strong disinfectants. I also noted it bore no resemblance with the room where Doctor Death had examined Nari the first - and hopefully last - time. There was an adjustable examination table on wheels in the middle, large lamps on arms that could be brought down from the ceiling, and tables full of scalpels and other equipment against one of the walls. There was also a small desk with a chair next to it. This was how my image of a hospital had always been. This is how it had always looked when I came to visit Nari all those years until the surgery fixed her.
I started to look around in a frenzy. Antibiotics was the name… antibiotics. I checked the desk and the drawers first. There was nothing. The metal table only carried various steel equipment. The bookcase had more books than the previous room, but nothing else. Then I saw it. A large steel cabinet in the corner of the room.
That must be it!
I rushed over and tried the handle. It was locked… of course. I crouched down to the level of the lock. It was similar to the one I had practiced on, but that didn’t help lower my heart rate. I took out the pieces of wire from my pocket, forcing my brain to visualize how they would go into the lock.
At least I don’t have to work in complete darkness…
The first piece of wire went in smoothly, and the second one as well.
This is it!
“Looking for something special, Miss?” a sudden slurry voice from behind made me shriek, cutting my finger on the sharp edge of the top wire.




CHAPTER 45
The voice was so unexpected I fell backward on the floor, gasping from the shock. My precious steel wires slipped out of my bleeding fingers and disappeared somewhere on the dark floor. I looked up at the man in the doorway. His tired face was illuminated by the soft light seeping in from the two large windows next to me. I recognized him immediately. It was Doctor Death.
I sat frozen stiff on the ground as I watched him close the door and stumble over to an armchair beside it. He collapsed into it with a loud thump.
“I can just leave,” I panted in a full-blown panic. “Please… I was just trying to help a friend… but I can just leave… please… you don’t have to call the guards—”
“You didn’t answer my question,” Doctor Death slurred again as he fumbled trying to light a cigarette. After two failed attempts, he gave up and looked over at me with hazy eyes.
“Miss… could you help me out here? The stupid matches keep breaking…”
I stared at him, stunned.
“Y-you want me… to help you… light your cigarette?” I stuttered.
“That’s what I said, wasn’t it?” he threw the matches on the floor in front of me through his barely comprehensible mumbling.
I got up on my feet and rushed over to pick them up before he became angry. Stepping closer with the matches in my trembling hands, I tried to assess just how drunk he was.
Will he pass out and forget this ever happened? Could I be so lucky?
Regardless, that was a problem for later. Right now he was lucid enough to call the guards and officers from downstairs if he felt like it, so I had to appease him.
As I neared him, I almost gagged. His pungent breath reeked of strong liquor which blended with the stink of permeated sweat from his body and the clothes he probably hadn’t changed for months. I hurried to extract the match, which sparked to life on the first try, lighting up his unshaved rugged face. The flame extended into the end of the cigarette as he took his first drag. He held it for a while and then exhaled with a deep sigh of satisfaction. I put out the match, and the room went back to its previous dimly lit state from the streetlights outside. The fragrant smoke from the cigarette, mixed with the smoke of the still smoldering match, created a welcome barrier against the Doctor’s horrid stench.
I again stood frozen before Doctor Death. With great satisfaction, he puffed at his cigarette, which was only visible as a bright red dot in the middle of his shadowy contour. He didn’t pay any attention to me. My breathing was fast and shallow, and my heart pounded hard against my ribcage. Halfway through the cigarette, his sigh of satisfaction while exhaling was replaced by a severe cough attack, which broke the tension in the room… as well as my paralysis.
“Sir… can I go?” I asked in a barely audible whisper.
“S-sit… sit over there… go there and sit,” he coughed, pointing at the chair by the desk. I went over and sat down, stiff as a board and sweating from the fear that his coughing would attract attention from downstairs. When the cough attack was over, he relaxed back into his chair again and looked at me with foggy eyes. He took another deep drag on his cigarette.
“I never wanted it to be like this,” he exhaled a new cloud of smoke.
“Sorry?” I said while racking my brain for any scenario that wouldn’t get me sent down to the underworld of pain, ruled by the sadistic Colonel Wan.
“Why do you think they made me be a doctor for the prisoners?”
“I… I don’t—”
“I’ve told them many times… there’s no point,” he slurred. “There just… isn’t… any… point!”
“W-what do you mean?” I asked hesitantly, wondering what would happen if I strangled him during his next cough attack.
Would people think he had drunk himself to death? That he had a heart attack? But they would see the marks on his neck…
“I bet you know what they call me in here,” he chuckled. “Doctor Death!” he theatrically put his hands up in the air. “Doctor Death… Doctor… the Doctor of Death…” He chuckled again and took another deep drag on his cigarette.
I forced my head to nod.
“Of course you know,” he said. “The dreadful Doctor Death… killing his patients one after another… but only after conducting brutal sadistic experiments on them…”
He took out a new cigarette and lit it on the old one, which he then put out against the side of his armchair.
“And here you are… in my examination room,” he leaned over, for the first time with a focus in his eyes. “So I guess that means that I will torture and kill you now… right?”
My peaking level of panic almost made time stand still. I wasn’t sure if I was breathing or not.
Doctor Death leaned back into his chair.
“What are you after, anyway?” he asked.
“Anti… antibiotics,” I said, seeing no point in hiding the truth. “My friend… he’s dying… if I don’t get it back to him in time—”
“Your friend is dying,” the doctor repeated under his breath. “Well… everybody here is dying, aren’t they? It’s just a matter of time…”
“B-but… it’s not only that… if… if he dies… they will kill me too,” I stuttered.
Doctor Death let out a chuckle.
“I see… so this is not a selfless quest. You have to save your own skin.”
“Well… yes,” I said. “But if I die… my sister will die as well… she’s weak, and… she can’t make it on her own, and… I can’t let that happen.”
“Hmm,” he pondered, holding up the burning ember of the half-smoked cigarette before his eyes and inspecting it like it was a rare gem he had just stumbled upon somewhere in the wilderness. “That’s quite the pickle… yes, quite the pickle.”
I cleared my throat and wiped the sweat off my forehead.
“I… I know,” I stuttered. “I know you don’t kill your patients.” He stopped examining the burning ember and gave me a surprised look. “I… I know that… that General Roh is just punishing you for not being able to save his… his wife.”
By the end of the sentence, my voice trembled uncontrollably. The drunk doctor stared at me with his mouth open for what felt like an eternity. Then his face changed.
“HA!” he slapped his knee hard. “Now that’s something I haven’t heard in a long, long time. You are quite well informed, Miss… Miss…?”
“I… I’ve heard the real story,” I avoided telling him my name.
He was now tapping the butt of the cigarette against his knee, and I saw something like a smile appearing on his face.
“Yes… that was indeed an eventful time… catastrophic, really… so much suffering… and like most suffering, it originated from love…”
Doctor Death lit a third cigarette, and I started to suspect he would not pass out on his own.
HOW WILL I GET OUT OF THIS?
“But you’re wrong, Miss… whatever your name is,” he exhaled another cloud of smoke.
“W-wrong?”
“Wrong,” he repeated. “Because you see… I do kill my patients.” I suddenly felt like I had been dropped into ice-cold water. Every hair on my body stood on end. “Well… what else am I supposed to do?” he shrugged his shoulders and leaned further back into his chair, making it creak so loud it sent another chill through my body.
That must have been heard all the way downstairs!
If I was going to do something, it would have to be soon.
“So what they’re saying is—?”
“I’M NOT A MONSTER!” he suddenly screamed. “I’m not! But what else can I do for them? You tell me! Somebody comes… with an infection, like your… your dying friend… I have no medicine to give him… he will die an agonizing death in a couple of days… or even in a couple of hours, sometimes. So I tell them… I tell them I can give them peace quicker, and without pain… and… and… most of them beg me to do it… most of the time they’re just happy to leave this place… forever.” He took a last drag on his cigarette, threw it on the floor, and put it out with his foot. “I’m helping them…” he muttered. “I’m helping them… I’m not a monster… I’m not…”
At that moment, I felt sorry for this sad little man who was almost crying before me.
“No… you’re not a monster,” I said.
I meant it.
Doctor Death looked at me as if he had noticed me for the first time. Then he jumped to his feet with surprising balance and vigor and stumbled toward me. In my overwhelming panic, I stood up as well and started backing toward the wall.
Where can I go…? The only exit is blocked… or can I open the window behind me? Can I fight him without attracting attention from downstairs?
“Get out of the way,” he growled, pushing me to the side. I tripped over a small stool and fell on my back, landing on my bony hip. A sharp pain shot through my body. Doctor Death walked past me and over to the cabinet. After a few failed attempts, he got the keys out of his pocket and opened it.
“Screw it,” he mumbled as he bent over, took out a yellowish pill container, and tossed it to me. I hadn’t held anything plastic since I came here. It felt strangely cold and smooth in my hand. “Three pills a day until he feels good… and then a few days more after that… let’s hope it’s not too late.”
I couldn’t believe my eyes and ears.
“A-are you—?”
“Just take it and go,” he muttered.
“T-thank you,” was all I could muster to say as I got on my feet again. I knew I shouldn’t test fate and just take the pills and run… but for some reason, my body wouldn’t obey my commands.
Doctor Death locked the cabinet again and started walking back to the door.
“Screw it… I’m tired of only helping people that one way,” was the only part of his mumbling I could comprehend. In the doorway, he stopped and looked back at me. “Please don’t tell your friends about this, okay? Tell them you broke in… nobody was here, so you picked the lock and took the medicine… and then you left without being seen. If rumors start to spread… well, you can probably guess yourself what would happen to me.”
“Of course,” I promised. Also this time truthfully.
He gave me a single nod and disappeared out the door.
As I heard his unsteady footsteps descend the stairs, I hurried to stash the small container under my clothes and ran out to the dark corridor and back into the room with the open window. There were fewer people in the streets now so I didn’t need to stop and wait anywhere. Before I knew it, I was again climbing over the outer wall of the Chrysanthemum Garden.
I found Hana and Jun Ha where I had left them and handed them the pills.
“I never doubted you for a second,” Jun Ha patted my back. I blushed slightly, which luckily couldn’t be seen in the pale dark of the night.
We set off right away, and since the black clouds in the sky had broken up enough to let the moon illuminate our path, we could sprint back up to the cave at a faster pace than when we came down… which felt like an eternity ago. Even though I was in a nearly euphoric state of victory, I was at the same time fearing the worst.
What if Ho Jin is already dead? What will happen to me then? Will they blame me for taking too long?
Everybody jumped to their feet as the three of us barged into the large cave room. Ho Jin was on the floor in the same state as we had left him in. He was even paler now. Only his chest moved slightly up and down. Bit Na - the only other girl in the Dragons apart from me and Hana, now that Hyuk’s girlfriend had left - sat beside him.
“Is he…?”
“No… just passed out,” Bit Na said. “Did you get it?”
I threw her the bottle of pills. She gave me a quick but warm smile, then hurried to open the bottle.
“Three pills a day until he’s well… and then a few days more after that,” I repeated Doctor Death’s instructions.
Hana looked at me surprised.
“Yeah… I had just forgotten the name, but my sister took this medicine all the time before… and that’s how they told her to take it,” I hurried to explain. I didn’t know if it mattered, but I didn’t want to break my promise to Doctor Death.
Jun Ha and two others lifted Ho Jin so that Hana could put a pill in his mouth and pour some water down his throat.
“Come on, swallow!” Hana whispered.
“Massage his throat,” Jun Ha said.
As she did it, I noticed Ho Jin’s face twitching. Maybe it was from the horrendous flavor medicine always seemed to have by default.
“It’s down!” Hana sighed with relief, and the whole cave erupted in a loud cheer.
They held Ho Jin up for a while to make sure the pill reached his stomach before putting him back down to a lying position. We all stood in a circle and looked at him like we expected an instant miracle to happen. It didn’t. He lay there looking precisely as he had looked a minute ago.
“So what do we do now?” Hana asked.
“I guess… we just wait,” Jun Ha said. “I’ll stay with him tonight, and I’ll need another volunteer… we have to give him the next pill in the morning before work.” One of the men who had fought for Hyuk but stayed - a short muscular man in his twenties with short hair - raised his hand. “Great… the rest of you should head home. You need your rest… and we shouldn’t arouse too much suspicion.”
“Thank you,” Hana said and put her hand on his back. “I hope we weren’t too late.”
“He will be okay,” Jun Ha said. “I’m sure of it.”
Hana walked me out of the cave.
“You did really good today, Areum… again,” she smiled. “I knew I made the right call to take you in as my right-hand girl.”
“Thank you,” I said, uncomfortable with the persistent unclarity of what my role as her right-hand girl entailed. I cleared my throat. “And… er… when do we take care of… my thing?”
“I’ll come to you tomorrow… then we’ll start planning, okay?”
“Good,” I sighed. “Thank you.”
Hana said she wanted to stay with Ho Jin a bit longer to make sure the pills took effect, so I went home alone.
The entire way, I had an unaccustomed, but wonderful, sense of accomplishment.
The next day in the cornfield, Jun Ha looked very tired, but when I asked him about Ho Jin, he smiled.
“His fever is going down… looks like he’ll pull through.”
“I’m glad to hear that,” I said.
“Well… it’s all thanks to you, Areum… you did great, and you should feel proud of what you did for him. I can honestly say that I don’t think I have ever met anyone like you before… I mean… the things you can do… it’s just… wow!”
By the end of his sentence, I blushed so hard I had to storm off with the excuse that I immediately needed to check the quota fulfillment status. But after that, I had butterflies flying around in my stomach the whole morning. I wasn’t used to that feeling… and I wasn’t sure I liked it.
During the lunch break, Hana came over to me. My heart rate accelerated at the mere sight of her.
“Okay,” she said. “The wheels are in motion.”
“Really? Already? T-that’s… great,” I felt a lump in my throat.
“Yep… starting tomorrow, you’ll be in charge of the watermill as well as this cornfield, which means Do Hun will report to you. Now, nothing can stop you from putting Nari to work there.”
“Great,” I said, taken aback by how fast things were happening.
But this is what I wanted… right?
“Chul is the guard in charge, as you know. I think the best way to do this is to get Do Hun out of the watermill for an hour or so. At the same time, the machinery gets jammed by a log or something… I’ll arrange that, no problem… you go and ask Chul to help you… if he tries to get one of the other prisoners to help, change his mind… that’s your job… once he’s inside and trying to unclog the waterwheel, you give a push at the right moment, and… Oh no! What a tragedy!” she smiled.
“Okay…” I nodded, noticing that my hands were shaking. “So… when do we do this?”
“Monday, one week from now.” Hana looked at me worriedly. “You will be able to do this, right? There’s no going back once we start this.”
“I will… I will… don’t worry,” I said but had to struggle to keep my voice stable.
“Good… because if you chicken out at the last minute, and he notices… we will have a very difficult situation on our hands… I hope you realize that.”
“I said don’t worry,” I repeated, this time firmly.
“Good.” Hana looked at me inquiringly. “Chul feels bad about what he did to your sister, right?”
“So?” I furrowed my brow.
What is she getting at?
“If you get Nari to work in the watermill… try to get him over, at least once a day, to check in on her, or whatever… that will make it more natural to get him there on Monday.”
“I… would prefer not to have him anywhere near my sister—”
“Do you want this done or not?” Hana snapped. “It’s just for a couple of days… endure!”
“Fine,” I muttered.
“And maybe I can clog the wheel a few days earlier as well, and you get him to help you… you know, like a rehearsal… it’ll make it easier, I think,”
I didn’t like the idea at all but still nodded in agreement.
“Great… I’ll get back to you,” she got up and left as casually as she had come.
I noticed Nari standing only a few yards from me looking at me with judgmental eyes.
Does she know what we talked about? No… that’s not possible… she was too far away…
Still, I had to be sure, so I stood up and walked over to her.
“So… you’re still involved with her,” Nari said.
“Hana’s helping us,” I said defensively, still not sure what she was referring to. “She’s helping you… tomorrow you will go back to working in the watermill. Life will be much easier for you from now on… she helped us with that.”
“No, thanks… I don’t want to owe her anything,” Nari crossed her arms.
“You won’t… she’s doing it as a favor to me.”
Nari looked worriedly into my eyes.
“I don’t want you to owe her anything either, Areum.”
“I won’t… I promise,” I lied. “I’ve already helped her with something… nothing dangerous, I swear… no one got hurt,” I hurried to add. “So she’s just returning the favor.”
Nari looked at me suspiciously.
“Come on, Nari… working out here is killing you… do it for me, okay? Let me help you… please! Neither of us will owe her anything… I swear!”
She thought for a moment, then her face softened slightly.
“Okay, I believe you,” she nodded. “Thank you, Areum.”
“You’re welcome, sis,” I sighed with relief.
“But Areum… please don’t have anything more to do with her… promise me that,” Nari pleaded.
“I can’t promise you that. But I do promise I won’t do anything stupid… okay? That is my promise to you.”
“Okay,” Nari said, and a cautious smile appeared on her lips.




CHAPTER 46
The next morning was cooler than usual, and after I had given my work unit that day’s quotas - an act that, surprisingly enough, didn’t feel all-that unnatural anymore - I went with Nari to the watermill to set her up. It felt strange being back in that noisy rackety construction that produced musky sludge that didn’t bare any resemblance to the enticing fragrant cobs surrounding us in the fields. Do Hun grunted and shot hateful glares at us, but said nothing. That little man was truly nothing like his predecessor - the giant fearless ogre that had made our measly two weeks working here a torment. Seeing him surrender to my authority gave me a weird sense of satisfaction and I understood how Hana must feel at every moment of every day… and also what drove Hyuk to stage the coup to grab the power for himself. That was also how I knew we hadn’t seen him for the last time.
I said goodbye to my sister - who surprised me with a strong hug - and braced myself as I went over to the guardhouse to talk to Chul. I was relieved to find him alone in the room.
“I put Nari back to work at the watermill,” I told him right off the bat.
He gave me a worried look from behind his desk where he administrated the quota fulfillment status of his different work units.
“I know,” he said. “It’s good… but… are you okay, Areum? What you’re involved in now… can you manage it?”
“Don’t worry about it… I’ve got it under control,” I replied, annoyed. At the same time, I couldn’t forget what happened to Hana’s last right-hand girl. “But I need a favor from you,” I continued as I felt my heart accelerate.
“What is it?” Chul raised his eyebrows.
“I’m worried about my sister being alone all day with Do Hun… I think he blames me for what happened to Ki Ha.”
“Not surprising,” Chul said.
“And now that I have to continue working as normal in addition to administering and making sure the workers fill their quotas… I don’t have so much time to go and check on her, so—”
“Oh,” Chul’s face lit up. “Hey… it’s not a problem. I’ll check in on her from time to time… don’t worry about it… and Do Hun is not like Ki Ha… he can be easily managed, so I don’t think you have to worry about him.”
“Thank you, Chul… I’m counting on you,” I forced a smile, pushing my hatred deep down so it wouldn’t seep through.
The rest of the morning I monitored the watermill from the field. Chul came one time and stayed for about ten minutes. Things were going according to plan, but having them alone in a room made me uneasy.
What are they talking about for so long?
I didn’t like them being together, but after having heard Chul call her too ugly to rape, at least I was no longer worried about him attacking her again. And even though she was my sister, I couldn’t help but see his point. After her long term of sickness and the starvation due to the cut rations and stress - not to mention the nightmare that was her uneven short hair, which looked more like a black, half-built birds nest above her thick, greasy glasses - I could honestly not fathom how any man could find her the least bit attractive. And that was a good thing… in here at least. But men are men… and there is no way of knowing how their minds, and other body parts, function… so I couldn’t allow myself to be completely at ease.
At lunchtime, I went to eat with Nari outside the watermill by the river. The cabbage soup didn’t have the distinct moldy flavor it used to, which made me wonder if they had started using fresher cabbage or if I had just gotten used to the taste of mold. Or maybe they were now putting so little cabbage in the soup it simply wasn’t enough to affect the flavor. Either way, I happily noticed Nari looked slightly more rested than before. There was also almost not trace left of her pellagra rash, so for the first time in months, I was not acutely worried she wouldn’t survive the day.
We ate in silence for a while as my mind drifted off to what will happen on Monday. I was terrified but tried to convince myself I wasn’t.
“How are you holding up?” she gave me a worried glance.
“Don’t worry about me, sis… nobody will mess with me again,” I winked at her.
Chul came two more times after lunch but didn’t stay long. The next day went the same with Chul checking in on Nari three times, and the day after as well. I also checked in on her from time to time, but not too often. After all, according to what I had told Chul, I hardly had any time to leave the cornfield. I also purposely avoided asking Nari about Chul’s visits. It wasn’t worth the risk of triggering another conflict.
Three days after I had relocated Nari to the watermill, Hana came over to me around the time the sun had commenced its descent behind the western mountain ridge.
“How’s it going?” she asked.
“Good,” I could truthfully admit. “Nari is better now, working indoors… and no more problems with my work unit.”
“Good to hear,” Hana said without the slightest hint of interest in her voice. “So… be ready tomorrow… we’ll rehearse after lunch. Get Do Hun away during that time.
“Tomorrow?” I swallowed, feeling the hair at the back of my head stand on end. “O-okay, but… how?”
“You’re the unit leader… ask him to go and do inventory or something,” Hana shrugged her shoulders.
I nodded, feeling a heavy lump forming in my throat.
After Hana left, Jun Ha approached me.
“What was that about?”
“Nothing special… she’s just trying to control everything I do… as usual,” I said.
“Don’t take it too seriously… it’s just the way she is. As soon as she feels her power is secure, she’ll calm down a bit. Don’t expect a complete change, though,” he winked and turned around, but just as he was heading back toward the field, I called out to him again.
“By the way… how is Ho Jin?”
“Almost recovered,” Jun Ha smiled. “And he’s very grateful to you… expect a hug next time you see him.”
He turned away again, which I was grateful for since I didn’t want him to see my blushing face.
The workday finished uneventfully, but my anxiety for what was to come continued to grow. Nari noticed my absentmindedness - I assume she thought it was because of my new responsibilities - so she let me rest while she did the cooking by herself. I barely noticed when she handed me my bowl, and I was still deep in my thoughts when there was a knock on the door later that night. I noticed the half-eaten soup I was holding had turned cold. For the first time in a long time, I had no hunger at all, so I put it down as Mrs. Choy and Mina entered our house. They were later than usual for their daily check-up visit for Nari, and I saw Mrs. Choy checking extra carefully that Sun Hee was nowhere to be seen.
By now it felt like our rice was stolen more than an eternity ago, and there was no doubt in my mind the Choys were innocent. Sun Hee still didn’t feel that way… but that hardly mattered anymore. I knew Mrs. Choy pitied us. As much as she hated our mother, she didn’t wish for us to be abandoned. I hated being pitied, but I was thankful to have them, now that Nari and I were basically alone. And now that we had food in relative abundance - and no parents around to object to it - we gladly shared part of it with them. Partially, I also did it out of spite. I still couldn’t shake the horrible image of my mother’s naked body in the arms of the Demon of Yodok.
At long last, I had also come to terms with having Mina as part of my replacement family. I saw how much she meant to Nari and had grown confident my secret would stay buried deeply under the surface forever.
I had difficulty sleeping that night and kept twisting and turning on my rock-hard quilt. I tried to channel my hatred for Chul, but it had become increasingly hard lately. Especially since there were so many other people competing for my hatred. Colonel Wan, who was still out there biding his time, looking for the next opportunity to drag me down to the Center of Truth to finish what he started. Lieutenant Kim, who had snapped that poor infant’s neck without even flinching and then blew its mother’s brains out all over the floor. Private On - the father - who just sat idly by and did nothing to protect the people he himself had put in harm’s way. Hana, who now seemed to be more in control of my life than I was. My mother and General Roh… and my father - the reason we were all here in the first place. The list could go on… and on…
But I had to stay focused on Chul. If I at least could get rid of him, there would be slightly less evil in the world!
But then again… what kind of world is left now that our Father - the Great General has left us?
I think I must have slept, but it felt like I had just closed my eyes for a minute, and when I opened them again, it was morning. At work, I was completely disconnected and unable to focus. Luckily, my workers were still too afraid of me - or rather, afraid of the Dragons - for it to matter. After lunch, which I again ate with Nari by the river next to the watermill, I gathered my strength and went over and instructed Do Hun to go over to the granary and do an inventory of the bags of unground corn delivered from my field yesterday. Apparently, there had been complaints from the Oversight about a discrepancy in the numbers, and I couldn’t spare anyone from the field to do it. Hana had arranged an official-looking order document to give to him. He grunted angrily but didn’t protest this time either.
As agreed, Hana positioned herself upstream - hidden, but with a clear view of the watermill and the cornfield - with a log she had prepared beforehand and waited for Chul to appear for his afternoon visit to Nari. It never stopped baffling me how freely she could move around the camp at any time of the day - or night - without anyone even raising an eyebrow.
But her powers have limits… she can’t get us out of here…
I positioned myself behind the first line of cornstalks at the edge of the still unharvested part of the field, facing the watermill. The weather had noticeably turned the last couple of days, and the chilly gusts of wind rustling through corn leaves made me shudder. From where I stood, I couldn’t see what was going on with Hana and the log, but just when Chul was passing me on the road, there was a loud bang from inside the watermill followed by a terrifying scream from Nari.
Chul took off spurting, and so did I, catching up with him within a few seconds.
“Hurry… she’s alone in there,” I panted. Chul picked up his pace.
Just as we approached the door, Nari came storming out, her pale face distorted with terror.
“There’s something huge stuck in the waterwheel,” she shrieked. “I don’t know what to do… I thought the whole building was going to come crashing down on me,” her voice trembled and tears streamed from her eyes.
“Don’t worry,” Chul panted without slowing down. “I’ll take care of it… just stay here.”
“I’ll help you,” I said and followed him through the door.
Inside the building, there was a battle of the elements. The waterwheel and the cogwheels were fighting with all their might, emitting ferocious squealing and screeching noises, but were completely blocked by the intrusive log.
“Be careful,” Chul screamed over the noise. “Stay away from all the moving parts. As soon as I dislodge it, everything will start moving instantly… so don’t let it catch your clothes or anything.”
“Okay,” I screamed back, feeling the pounding of my heart was competing with the squealing and the screeching of the cogwheels.
I noticed Nari had also come back inside. She stood pressing her body against the wall, her wide-open eyes fixed on our progression. I didn’t protest.
Today is only a rehearsal… it doesn’t matter if she sees or not. It might even be good…
Chul took a plank leaning against the sidewall and went over to the large opening where the waterwheel was fighting its one-sided battle against the log. He carefully positioned the plank and started pressing. The water swirled around the log, and the waterwheel squealed to get loose. But it didn’t move an inch. Chul put more and more force into it, pushing the plank with the entire weight of his body in complete disregard for his own safety.
If the log gets dislodged now, he will lose his balance and fall in… could this be over already today?
“Come and hold my waist,” Chul yelled at me over his shoulder. “I need to push harder… you need to help me keep my balance.”
“Okay!”
I took a couple of reluctant steps over to him and, with disgust, put my hands on his waist.
“Hold on tight,” he yelled.
I felt his body tensing as he applied every ounce of force into pushing the plank against the log. When he didn’t have enough strength left in his arms he put the plank directly against his chest and pushed back with his legs. The log was finally giving way… slowly… slowly.
If I just let him go he will fall and it will all be over…
My heart raced furiously as the deafening squealing of the struggling waterwheel painfully pierced through my eardrums. My whole body was drenched in sweat.
Is this it? Can I really do it? Nobody will suspect this wasn’t an accident… not even Nari…
Chul screamed and I felt his body moving forward. I grabbed his waist harder. There was a deep guttural sound - like the whole building was struggling to get rid of the unwanted intruder holding up the waterwheel - and the machinery came jolting to a start, taking in the plank Chul was holding with it and smashing it to bits with merciless and uninhibited force. The entire building came back to life. The waterwheel and the cogwheels spun like they were making up for all the time they had lost. Chul was losing his balance and was inches from falling into the waterwheel to meet the same fate as the disintegrated plank… but I was still holding his waist.
Come on Areum… let go… everybody will believe it was an accident… just like you planned!
Just as I started releasing my grip, my body was pulled backward, and both me and Chul fell to the ground. I screamed, but it was drowned out by the raging waterwheel beside us.
What happened? I was so close…
I turned my head and saw a panting Nari lying next to me. I gaped at her, dumbstruck.
“Oh, thank the Great General,” she cried. “I thought you were both going to fall in and… and get crushed,” tears dripped from her chin onto the colorless dirt that had taken possession of her once colorful shirt from back home.
Chul panted on the ground for a moment, then sat up and looked at us.
“That was a close one,” he gave a twitching smile. “Thank you, Nari… I started to think that Areum wouldn’t be able to hold on to me,” his voice trembled.
“I’m just glad you’re alright,” Nari said, looking at me.
“Thanks, Nari… you saved us,” I panted. “And thanks for fixing the waterwheel, Chul… now I know where to go if this happens again.”
Nari threw me a suspicious look but didn’t say anything.
“Hopefully not too soon, though,” he laughed nervously as he stood up on shaky legs. After he had helped Nari up as well, he brushed off the dust from his uniform and started walking toward the exit, carefully avoiding all the potentially lethal rotating machinery all around him. When he came to the door, he turned around to us.
“Are you sure you’re okay, Nari?”
“I’m fine,” she said. “Thank you.”
He gave me a searching look but then opened the door without saying anything else, and we followed him outside. Once back under the blinding sun, he looked at me again.
“Maybe next time… er… you should keep Do Hun here,” he said insecurely. “I mean… now that you’re a leader, Areum… you have to learn to use the right people for the right job, and… I don’t think it was the best move to send Do Hun to do inventory. It’s… just an advice for the future.”
“Thanks… I’ll keep that in mind,” I mumbled, my face flushed.
Nari and I waited outside until Chul had disappeared out of sight.
“Was it just a coincidence?” Nari asked me.
“What?”
“The waterwheel clogging exactly when Do Hun was out and Chul was coming over… was that really a coincidence?”
She looked at me with inquisitive eyes.
“Wow… you have a suspicious mind, sis,” I emitted a fake laugh and shook my head. “It was… and you saw me… I was helping him. If I wouldn’t have held him, he would have fallen in… I wasn’t losing my grip as he thought… I was saving him.”
“I saw you holding him,” Nari said. “I didn’t come over because I thought you were losing your grip… I came over because I thought you were going to let go.”
“That’s ridiculous,” I let out an exaggerated scoff.
“Areum, I’m begging you… don’t do it… please don’t hurt him… please!” Nari pleaded.
“I don’t get it… why are you defending him?” I snorted. “Have you forgotten what he did, huh? Have you forgotten what he did to you?”
“You don’t know everything, Areum,” Nari averted her eyes. “That’s why I’m asking you… sister to sister… twin to twin… please, just leave him alone.”
“As I said… I was just helping him in there… you saw me… I was just finding my balance to pull him up when you came along,” I insisted, but I couldn’t look her in the eyes.
“Just… please think about what I said, Areum,” Nari gave me a compassionate look and then hugged me. Then she went back into the building, and I went back to my cornfield, feeling the cold gusts of wind drying the sweat on my burning face.
Hana waited until the end of the workday before she came over.
“So?”
“It’ll work,” I said. “But Nari is suspicious… I don’t think I can send Do Hun off to do inventory again.”
“I thought as much,” Hana shrugged her shoulders. “Don’t worry… I’ll use my connections to get him called away by somebody else.” She paused to explore my face. “And how about you? Are you still okay?”
“I’m fine… it needs to be done.”
“Good… until Monday then,” she turned around and left in the direction of the Village of the Strayed.
“Until Monday,” I said to myself under my breath.
The following nights, Nari looked more and more concerned. I tried to put on a good face, not to arouse suspicion, but considering how I usually was, that was probably even more suspicious. At the same time, I couldn’t shake the feeling that Nari wanted to tell me something but didn’t. Maybe it was about Chul, maybe about something else… either way, I didn’t ask.
If she would tell me again not to hurt the monster who raped her, I swear to the Great General I’ll lose it…
Chul continued to visit her three times a day, and after the log incident, he stayed longer and longer. For me, that proved once again that what had to be done couldn’t wait.
He has to pay now!
This was my mantra, and I was determined to prevent Nari from becoming attached to that monster at any cost. However much I tried, I couldn’t understand what was going on in her head, and during that week’s self-criticisms session, I almost lost control and was about to criticize her for her weakness and how it went against the principles of Juche. Fortunately, Chang Min was the overseeing guard of that session, and since I knew he would understand what I was talking about no matter how vaguely I put it, I managed to stop myself at the last minute.
Whatever was going on with her, I was unwavering in my determination to protect and avenge her… even if she for some reason didn’t want it herself.




CHAPTER 47
The day of reckoning finally came. Soon, it would all be over and Nari and I could again have peace. At least, that’s what I repeated to myself over and over while working in the cornfield under the bright but cold September sun. Still, I was on edge the whole morning. Sudden and repeating heart palpitations - which I had never experienced before - terrified me to the extent I was afraid to drop dead before the task was done. I wondered if they came close to what Nari used to experience, but somehow I doubted it. I kept close to the edge of the field and observed Chul doing his morning visit to the watermill. I had to wait a long time before seeing him leave.
Hana came over briefly to ask if we were ready to execute. Just as I nodded yes, another heart palpitation hit me and made me clench my fist over my chest. Hana gave me a worried look but left without saying anything.
Just before lunch, Chul of all people came over and told me that Do Hun had been called over to the Oversight during the lunch break and accompanied me as I went to inform him.
Another marvel pulled off by Hana…
This time, the short man didn’t hold his peace.
“You think you’re some big hotshot now, little girl… but you just wait!” he grunted in a whisper as he painfully knocked his shoulder against mine while passing me through the door.
I looked over at Nari, who absentmindedly observed us, holding a half-peeled corncob over the barrel of corn. It was the same look she always had on her face before the extra afternoon ration of magic water arrived. Remembering her pleas for me to leave Chul alone - and my promise to do so - caused a wave of guilt to flood over me for what was about to happen, but I pushed it back down deep inside me.
I am being a good big sister… I’m doing this for you, Nari! He’s a monster… he must pay!
“I’ll come back and check in on you soon, Nari,” Chul gave her a worried look. I could tell he wasn’t comfortable leaving her alone in this place.
She nodded feebly and, devoid of energy, picked up another corncob from the barrel. I let my eyes linger on my little sister before I followed Chul out. There, he turned to me like he was about to say something, but I rushed off without giving him the chance.
I don’t need to hear the empty words of a dead man…
Hana was in the cornfield waiting for me when I came back. Her eyes were closed and her face tilted up toward the weak sun.
“I’m heading up to my spot,” she said after I brought her back to reality. “I couldn’t find a log this time, but don’t worry… I have arranged a massive tree branch instead.
“Will it work?” I felt the sweat pearling on the back of my neck.
“Without a doubt,” she winked at me and strolled off.
The last hour waiting for Chul to make his next visit was excruciating. Even though the temperature was cool, my head was burning up and my whole body was drenched in sweat. My heart raced to the point it hurt, and the palpitations were seriously scaring me. I noticed some in my work unit had started to look at me funny - probably looking for signs of weakness they could exploit - but I didn’t care… not today.
Finally, Chul appeared from the guardhouse. I stood hidden by the cornstalks and followed him with my eyes. I had never seen a person walk so slowly in my life. Just like last time, a deafening screeching and alarming cracking noises emerged from the building my poor, clueless sister worked in. But the waterwheel didn’t stop. My entire body tensed up as I stared in horror at its continued rotation.
It’s not working… the branch was too weak!
Chul set off running toward the watermill. I, on the other hand, was frozen to the ground… just looking at the ever-moving wheel splashing against the foamy river surface. I couldn’t breathe. All was lost. I would never get another chance like this. I would have to continue breathing the same air as that monster until my last breath was drawn.
Then, all of a sudden, there was another long, penetrating squeal, even louder and more agonizing than the previous one. My eyes were in pain from being over-flooded with sweat without blinking. My vision was blurry, but then I saw it. The waterwheel was still moving, but it had started slowing down. Then even more. The screeching intensified. The whole building trembled as from an earthquake. The wheel jagged a couple of times, fighting with the current, let out another horrid screech, and then finally came to a complete halt.
At that moment, I noticed I hadn’t breathed the whole time and had to bend over as my lungs painfully filled with air.
There was no time to lose. I made sure I had at least some control over my body again and spurted as fast as my legs could carry me toward Chul, who had nearly reached the struggling structure. Just then, Nari came rushing out, screaming for help, her scarlet face glistening in the sun.
As I sprinted down the dirt road, my whole body burning, I noticed a movement in the corner of my eye and looked over my shoulder. The ruckus from the watermill had caught the attention of my work unit. Most of them were standing in an uneven line, staring at it, but some had set off in full sprint to help out.
I immediately changed direction to intercept them.
“STOP!” I screamed, waving my arms in a panic while praying to the Great General neither Nari nor Chul would notice. They didn’t stop completely, but they slowed down, looking at me with surprise and suspicion.
“Go back to work!” I panted. “I’ll go and deal with this… I need you to continue working… you have to fill your quotas… that is your first and only priority!”
The men stopped this time, but they didn’t turn around. They just stood there, staring at me like they didn’t believe what they were hearing.
“But don’t they—?”
I don’t have time for this!
“Did I stutter?” I growled at them. “I said go back to work! What are you waiting for? Do it NOW!”
Finally, they turned around and prodded back toward the cornfield, throwing disgruntled looks over their shoulders in my direction and whispering to each other… no doubt highly unflattering things about me.
I turned around and saw that Chul had reached Nari. The next moment, they caught sight of me running toward them.
“I can’t believe this happened again… it was just a few days since last time,” Chul said.
“I know… somebody should really do something about all the debris floating down from the mountain,” I panted. “Maybe you should build some kind of underwater fence or something…”
Nari gave me a suspicious look, which I ignored.
“And Do Hun isn’t here this time either,” Chul shook his head. “Come on, Areum… let’s go get some workers from the field to help out.”
“NO!” I shrieked. “I mean… they can’t stop working… they’re far behind on their quotas today… besides, we don’t need them… this time, we know what to do.”
Chul didn’t look convinced, but I could see in his eyes he didn’t want to criticize my way of working again, so he nodded, “Okay.”
Another heart palpitation forced me to wait a moment before following him into the building. Nari was right behind me. When I passed the doorway, I stopped so abruptly Nari almost collided with me.
“What…?”
I turned around and looked at her seriously.
“Nari… I think I made a mistake. Chul is right… we need some more help. Can you please go and get Jun Ha from the field?”
Nari hesitated and gave me another suspicious look.
“Jun Ha? Why him? Why not someone bigger and stronger?”
“Because they all hate me, Nari… if they come, I’m afraid they will seize the opportunity and do something to me… maybe even to get me killed. He’s the only one I trust.”
Nari nodded but still didn’t look convinced.
“But… why don’t you go instead? You run faster than me,” she asked.
“Come on, Nari… I need to help Chul… just like last time… you’re not strong enough to keep him from hurting himself,” I pleaded, trying desperately to activate the twin connection we supposedly had to telepathically convince her I was telling the truth. The little patience I had left was quickly giving way to the enormous wave of panic about to consume me.
Nari still hesitated, scanning my burning face for clues to confirm her suspicions, but finally nodded in agreement. Before she went she looked me straight in the eyes and said, “Remember what you promised me… okay, Areum?”
“Of course… I promise,” I forced myself to maintain eye contact, “but you have to hurry now… come on… GO!”
Nari’s inquisitive eyes lingered on my face for just a moment longer, then she set off running - for lack of a better description of the slow clumsy movement her body was doing - toward the cornfield. I went into the watermill and closed the door behind us.
She’s slow, but that still doesn’t give me much time…
The deafening noises inside the building were overwhelming. It was like the watermill was in labor, frantically squeaking and squealing as it fought to expel its unwanted wooden fetus. I made my way through the menacingly jerking machinery. Chul stood by the waterwheel on the other side with a long plank, just like last time.
“It’s tangled,” he screamed as he spotted me approaching. “Hurry… I need your help!”
I walked up to him, evading the twitching cogwheels around me. My heart was pounding harder and harder. I wondered how long my ribs would be able to hold it back.
“Last week, it was a log that got stuck, but this here is like an enormous branch,” Chul screamed. “It’s completely tangled in the wheel… I think you have to go and get one of the men from the field to help!”
“I already sent Nari to get someone,” I screamed back. “She’ll be back soon. I’ll help you in the meantime.”
I walked over and got a second plank from the wall. As I walked back, I visualized him falling into the waterwheel and being disintegrated - like his plank had last time - before being swept down to a certain death by the merciless force of the water… or maybe falling back into the cogwheels right behind him and having every bone of his body crushed as he slowly drowned in his own blood.
Strangely enough, that image didn’t have the expected effect on me.
I felt nauseous.
“Come on,” Chul dragged me back to reality. “We can try by ourselves at first, but if it doesn’t work, we’ll wait for Nari to come back with help. Put your plank against the side and push it away from you… I’ll have mine in the fork of the thickest branch… I will try to dislodge it by pushing it down into the water.”
I did as I was told, pushing it away from me with all my might. Painful splinters penetrated my fingers, making tiny red spots form on the pale white skin. Chul had been right - the massive tree branch was thoroughly tangled up in the wheel. A different panic started creeping up through my body.
If we don’t dislodge it soon, it won’t do any good if he falls in… and the cogwheels aren’t moving either… we have to get it out before Nari comes back with Jun Ha… I won’t get a third chance!
“It’s not working,” I panted in honest desperation. The cold water sprayed up from the branch and drenched my clothes and face, which helped cool down my burning body.
“Okay,” Chul withdrew his plank. “I will try to push against another fork. You continue pushing it out… hard.”
“I’m doing it as hard as I can,” I grunted. “You push harder!”
We both screamed at the top of our lungs as we put our entire combined force into untangling the branch.
“It’s no use,” Chul panted, “let’s wait for Nari and the others to come back… maybe we need somebody to go into the river from outside and pull as well.”
“Don’t give up, Chul!” I panted. “We can do it! Come on… you keep your plank against that fork there… and I’ll put mine against the big one… and then we push down together.”
“Okay… one last try,” Chul nodded, exhausted. “If it doesn’t work, we’ll stop and wait for backup.”
We pushed again. Sweat poured from my wet, greasy hair into my eyes, making them burn like fire. I screamed from the excruciating strain on my body, from the adrenaline pumping through my veins, and from the desperation of seeing my plan failing before my eyes.
No… I won’t fail… I don’t care if I die with him, but he must DIE!
“I think it’s moving a little… keep pushing,” Chul squeezed through his gritted teeth.
I could feel it too. The waterwheel started screeching louder, so I knew something was happening.
“I think we got it,” Chul grunted as the main part of the branch slowly disappeared under the surface. “Go over and push from the side, like before… I continue pushing down.”
I looked over at the door. This was taking too much time.
Soon they will be back!
I put the plank back against the side of the branch and pushed with all the strength I had left. There was a slight movement. I could feel the force of the waterwheel, fighting to break free.
“Okay… one last push,” Chul emitted a ferocious guttural scream.
I put my entire body weight against the plank while trying to find enough support for my feet. I looked over to Chul. Every vein in his body was bursting out from his tightly wrapped skin. His face was distorted beyond recognition. The branch was budging little by little, but my strength was waning and I knew it wouldn’t be long before I had to give up. Without seeing any other option, I threw my body against the plank. Pain shot through my chest where it hit me. At first, I thought nothing had happened, but then the waterwheel emitted a deafening squeal mixed with the merciless cracking of twigs and branches.
In the blink of an eye, the waterwheel was back to rotating at full speed, thrusting the remaining fragments of the branch to the side. I shrieked as I lost my balance. My plank was devoured and disintegrated by the rotating wooden monster before me, and I fell forward to meet the same fate. Screaming at the top of my lungs, I waved my arms in panic, but suddenly my fall was interrupted. My left hand had landed on something, and I was leaning almost horizontally over the merciless foaming madness below me. I looked up as saw my hand had landed exactly on the extension holding the waterwheel in place. But my feet were slipping. I knew it was only a matter of seconds before my hands would lose their grip and I would tumble to my death. I tried to push with my feet, but it was too wet for them to get traction. I looked down into the foaming inferno and knew this would be the last thing my eyes ever saw.
I’m sorry, Nari… I have failed you… I’m so sorry!
After a last futile attempt to get traction with my feet, they irreversibly slid on the wet wooden surface, and I felt my hands losing contact with the only thing standing between me and certain death. I was in free fall… and in a way, I was at peace with my fate.
Maybe this is how it was always supposed to end…
I closed my eyes and awaited the last pain I would ever feel. But instead of feeling the waterwheel crush my bones and drag me down into its cold watery tomb, there was an enormous force hitting my stomach, painfully extracting all the air from my lungs. My head dropped down and stopped an inch away from being crushed by the raging wooden construction on its relentless path to the foaming white surface, which sprayed my hair and face with its cold transparent lifeblood.
What is happening?
The pressure around my stomach tightened, and an even greater force thrust me backward until I landed on my back and hit my head hard against the wet floor.
The pressure against my stomach disappeared, but my vision was blurred, and I was gasping to get air into my burning lungs.
“Wow… we almost lost you there,” Chul panted next to me. “Just relax… try to breathe.”
“Aaaahhhh…” I finally managed to force air into my body, but the burning pain was beyond excruciating.
“Come on… small breaths, okay… small breaths,” Chul said. “Oh… your head… it’s bleeding… come on, I’ll help you up… we need to stop the blood flow… here, take my hand.”
My vision was still foggy, but I extended my hand toward the shadow that appeared in front of me. Chul grabbed it and pulled me up.
“Can you stand on your own?” he asked me.
“I’m… I’m fine,” I panted. Speaking increased the intensity of the burning in my lungs. “Just… give me a… second.”
“Okay… take your time… catch your breath… then we’ll go and take a look at your head.”
I put my hands against my knees to support my upper body and breathed. With every breath, it became easier. I started blinking, and with every blink, my vision became slightly less blurry. Finally, I felt strong enough to straighten myself. Right in front of me appeared Chul’s smiling boyish face.
“You gave me quite a scare,” he said. “Come on, let’s get you fixed up.”
In my dazed state, I looked over at the door. We were still alone. I looked at the ferociously rotating cogwheel to the right of me.
I shook my head to get clarity.
It has to be now!
I looked at the nervously smiling little boy in front of me, still blurring out from time to time.
But he just saved my life!
I shook my head again and pressed my eyes hard together.
No… it doesn’t matter… don’t get distracted, Areum… he has to pay for what he did… you have to do it! Don’t fail Nari!
I stepped forward and grabbed Chul by his clothes and started pulling him toward the cogwheels. I caught him completely by surprise, so he stumbled toward me without resisting… without understanding. But then his face changed. I saw his fear. Then I saw his panic. He put his feet against the ground in a desperate attempt to stop our progression, but it barely slowed us down.
“W-what are you doing? Areum… what…? Are you crazy?”
I stomped on his foot to get him off balance again. I still felt woozy, and my strength was failing me.
“Stop it!” he shrieked in panic. “What the hell are you doing? I just saved your life…”
“THIS IS FOR NARI!” I screamed at the top of my burning lungs. “YOU RAPIST! YOU PATHETIC WORTHLESS RAPIST… I HATE YOU… DIE! JUST DIE!”
“Stop it… Areum, stop it… please stop it!” he pleaded, pushing back at me with all of his strength.
In my weakened condition, we were almost equally strong and ended up just wagging back and forth without moving in any direction. Time was running out… and my strength as well. I screamed with every fiber of my being, and so did he.
This is not working!
Relying on my muscle memory from my many years of taekwondo training, I slightly relaxed my body, making Chul almost fall over me, and before he could regain his balance, I pulled myself close to him. I tilted my head as far back as I could, and with every last ounce of energy I had in my body, I catapulted my forehead against his nose.
Blood sprayed into my eyes and mouth, as well as every other part of my face. I was blinded. With my hands still locked in the power struggle, I blinked frantically and soon regained enough vision to see Chul’s eyes losing focus before me. His body became heavy and started falling on me.
“NO!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as I tried to resist his weight and push him toward the cogwheels. But my strength was almost depleted.
“No…” Chul mumbled nasally through his broken nose.
“ARRRRRRGG,” I emitted yet another guttural squeal.
I could barely stand on my feet, and Chul’s body was getting heavier.
“DIE… JUST DIE… I HATE YOU… JUST DIE!”
“Areum… NO!” there was a piercing shriek from behind me. “Let him go… stop it!”
Even in my delirious state of extreme fatigue, I knew it was Nari screaming at me.
“No… he must die… he must die for what he did to you… he must…” I panted, tears streaming down my cheeks.
“No… Areum… don’t do it… please…” Nari pleaded.
“STOP… DEFENDING HIM!” I screamed, and suddenly felt a boost of strength. All the anger toward Nari from my entire life flushed back through my body all at once, fueling my muscles.
With another scream, I regained balance, holding the barely conscious Chul in my arms. His face and clothes were covered in glistening blood.
One little push… one little push, and it will all be over…
“AREUM, NO!” Nari screamed from right next to me.
“STOP DEFENDING HIM!” I roared as I harnessed my strength for the final push that would end it all. “I’M DOING THIS FOR YOU! WHY DON’T YOU UNDERSTAND THAT, NARI…? EVERYTHING I’VE EVER DONE HAS BEEN FOR YOU!”
“I’m not defending him, Areum… I’m… I’m pregnant!”
All the sounds in the world silenced as I pushed Chul’s limp body toward the merciless clacking teeth of the lethal machinery that in deafening soundlessness screamed to be fed.
Then the silence was broken.
“NOOOOOOOOOOOO!”
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Hi there!   

 
I hope you enjoyed the third installment of the epic JUCHE SAGA.    

 
If you did, I would be immensely grateful if you could spare just a few minutes of your precious time to help me, as well as your fellow book lovers, by rating it on your site of preference:      
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A warm and heartfelt thank you!
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