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      The night was dark, pitch dark.

      A bitter wind howled across the Yalu River, the border between North Korea and China.

      At the edge of a cliff, fourteen-year-old Dae-hyun lay on his stomach and peered at the frozen river below. Across the ice, he could see the bright lights of China. There was food in China. He'd smelled the mouthwatering smell of greasy noodles wafting across the river. Just the thought made hunger pangs stab his empty stomach.

      He snuck a glance at his friend, Ji-ho, lying at his side. Ji-ho grinned at him. His crooked teeth showed white in his thin, dark face. Dae knew he looked like that, too. Thin face. Sharp cheekbones. Sunken stomach. Stick legs. Dead boys walking, that's what he and Ji-ho were. But not for much longer.

      At last, they had a plan. Soon, they'd have food.

      If they survived the crossing.

      North Korean border guards shot to kill. But he had no choice. He was all alone. His father had been arrested. His mother had disappeared. And he was starving. Every day in his village, more and more people died of starvation.

      There simply wasn't any food. Supply warehouses in North Korea were empty. The fields were stripped of crops. Even the trees were stripped of bark. If he stayed here, he'd die.

      Buzzing with fear, he clutched the box of precious herbal medicines. They were his only hope for a future. In China, he and Ji-ho would sell them. They'd bring back most of the money to Ji-ho's aunt, but their share would be enough to buy food. He could buy rice and corn powder for his mother. Maybe earn enough to bribe the jailers to let his father go free. This trip to China would solve all his problems. He just had to get across.

      Turning to Ji-ho, he whispered, "Ready?"

      Ji-ho gave a small nod. He pulled his treasured baseball cap low over his eyes. Despite the cold, sweat beaded his cheeks. Dae shivered at the sight. Ji-ho was sixteen and the toughest fighter at school. If Ji-ho was sweating, he must think their chances of getting to China were bad.

      Nervously, Dae looked down at the river. He pictured the freezing black water flowing under the ice. Forget the guns—people died trying to cross the Yalu. He'd seen the bodies appear in spring after the ice melted. Would the ice crack under their feet and send them plunging into the depths?

      Ji-ho slid forward. "Let's go!"

      The drop-off was steep. Ji-ho went feet-first, his head disappearing fast. Dae followed, clutching his precious box of herbal medicines. He slid down, knowing he had to be as quiet as possible on the rocky ground.

      A crack broke the silence. Gunshot? A shower of pebbles hit his head.

      He shoved himself faster, plunging downward. He had to make it.

      "You!" came a harsh shout. "Hey, you! Stop!"

      The silhouette loomed above on the cliff's edge. A border guard. His padded uniform and Russian-style hat made him monster-sized. He leveled his rifle, taking aim.

      Dae rocketed downward in free-fall. He hit bottom and ran crunching through the mud and reeds and onto the frozen river. How fast could he run on slick ice? He and Ji-ho would be targets, perfect targets.

      And then he was slip-sliding across the frozen river. Ji-ho sprinted into the darkness, way ahead of him. His shadowy silhouette disappeared. Dae panted, his breath coming out in thick plumes as he struggled to keep up.

      His feet slid out and he careened sideways.

      A bullet shattered the ice ten feet away. Jagged black lines splintered the surface

      From behind, feet slammed onto the ice.

      The border guard.

      A hand grabbed his arm. Hard.

      It was over.

      I'm going to die, Dae thought. I'm going to die!
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      The two teams were playing their favorite relay game: Bash the Yankee.

      Ji-ho, the fastest boy on his team, raced forward with the bat. Wildly he struck, bashing the nose of the dummy—an American soldier figure with yellow nylon hair and big, crazed eyes. The dummy swayed.

      "Get the Yankee devil!" the students cheered.

      Dae cheered too. Like all his classmates, he hated Americans. Their teachers had told them all about the evil Americans, who were as bad as the South Koreans. They were the enemies and the cause of all of North Korea's problems.

      Ji-ho raced down the field, breathing hard, and flung Dae the bat. It was Dae's turn to bash the Yankee. The other students cheered.

      Dae gripped the bat tight and charged. Spots swam before his eyes. He lost his balance and stumbled. His teammates groaned. Bo-young, the girl Dae liked best, looked the other way, embarrassed.

      Dae felt hot with shame. Hunger had made him dizzy. His stomach felt like it was eating itself. This morning, all he'd had to eat was grass and dandelion porridge. He was glad when the game ended and everyone headed inside.

      Entering the classroom, one by one, the children bowed as they passed the two huge portraits of the Great and Dear Leaders hanging high on the wall.

      Today, Dae spotted three more empty chairs. It frightened him. Somehow the empty chairs looked larger than those with students sitting in them. So many pupils had stopped coming to school. So many were starving.

      "Our Dear Leader has a new plan," Ms. Chung, the teacher announced.

      Every face looked at her with sudden hope.

      "We will help our country by eating only two meals a day." Her smile looked fake. "Our Dear Leader is hungry, too. He eats only one ball of rice a day."

      Seated in the back of the room, Dae looked up at the huge portraits of Kim Il-sung, the Great Leader, and his son Kim Jong-il, the Dear Leader.

      The Great and Dear Leaders didn't look starving at all. They looked round-cheeked and happy as they beamed down. He bet they weren't starving in the capital like they were in the far northern provinces of North Korea.
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      Ms. Chung began the math lesson. "If you kill one Yankee devil and your comrade kills two," she said, "how many dead Yankee devils do you have?"

      "Not enough!" Ji-ho shouted.

      Dae grinned, but his heart wasn't in it. He felt like a zombie. No way could he concentrate on math. All he could think about was food. And how his life had changed from bad to worse. It terrified him to realize how desperate things had become.
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      "Students, sit in a circle for self-criticism session," Ms. Chung said.

      Reluctantly, Dae joined the group, sitting cross-legged on the cold, cement floor. He didn't like self-criticism sessions, where it was your duty to confess one of the Great Leader's rules you'd broken. Maybe even worse, during the second half you had to accuse someone else of breaking a rule. Who would he accuse today? He felt sick thinking about it.

      In the uneasy atmosphere, boys and girls faced one another. If you ratted on someone, you could be sure they'd rat on you.

      Dae found himself sitting next to the orphan boy—or kotjebi, as such children were called. Most kids tried to avoid the kotjebi, as if the ragged, homeless boy’s ill-fortunes would rub off on them. Dae, however, nodded at him. The kotjebi nodded back. He was even thinner than the week before. And he smelled sour. His long hair was matted and his tattered clothes were filthy.

      He should at least wash his shirt, Dae thought. But then he felt bad. Who knew how he'd act if they swapped places? Living homeless. Alone. The kotjebi probably only came to school for the half-mug of milk doled out each morning.

      Once, this kotjebi had been Ki-moon, a regular student. Now, he was a lost boy. No one cared for him. No one fed him. He had no home, no parents, no family. Where did he sleep?

      It was only a matter of time before the teacher reported him. He'd be hauled away by secret police and taken to an orphanage. Everyone said orphanages were really labor camps where kids worked in chain gangs, repairing streets, or digging fields until they dropped.

      He jumped as the teacher called his name.

      "Dae-hyun," she said. "Please stand and confess the rule you broke this week."

      Usually, Dae made up something that wasn't so bad. But everyone knew he'd done something terrible this morning. He'd failed to bring poop to school. They fertilized the school soybean crop with poop. Dae hadn't brought his family's share.

      "This morning, I forgot to bring my family's feces," Dae said.

      The teacher shook her head sadly. "And what would our Dear Leader say about that?"

      "Our Dear Leader would be ashamed of me," Dae said. He stared at the floor.

      He'd actually lied about forgetting to bring in the poop. It was far worse than that—he'd forgotten to lock the door to his family's outhouse. So this morning, when he went to scoop out the required poop, the latrine pail was empty. Neighbors had stolen it to fertilize their yards. Now even his own family had no poop.

      "Our beloved Dear Leader would weep to learn what a selfish boy you are," Ms. Chung scolded. "What is our Dear Leader's rule?"

      "We must share everything with our brothers," Dae said.

      "Our Dear Leader works day and night to keep our country the best in the world," Ms. Chung said, her voice stern. "Our Dear Leader works so hard, he never sleeps."

      "I beg forgiveness from our Dear Leader," Dae said. "And from my classmates."

      "You will get no milk today," Ms. Chung said sadly. "And you will receive no soybeans. These are the rules."

      Stomach rumbling, Dae kept his eyes focused on the floor. He'd been looking forward to the milk.

      "Jang-mi," Ms. Chung said, addressing a girl in the circle, "It's your turn to inform of us of a rule that someone has broken."

      Jang-mi tossed her long hair. Her eyes narrowed as she looked at each of them in turn. Everyone cringed and waited.

      Finally, she pointed at the girl across from her. "Yumi has a square of chocolate in her bag, and she won't let me taste it."

      Yumi's mouth opened. No sound came out.

      Ms. Chung went pale. "Yumi," she said. "Please stand."

      Yumi, small with a round face, stood slowly.

      "Yumi, where did you get the chocolate?" Ms. Chung demanded.

      Dae looked away. Already he could guess what would happen. It would be bad, very bad, for Yumi's family. Chocolate didn't exist in Hyesan. It could only have come from China. Illegally. Probably someone in Yumi's family had crossed the river to work there. Everyone knew this was forbidden. Strictly forbidden. Yumi's family would be arrested. They would lose their house. She'd become a kotjebi, just like the boy next to him.

      Dae felt ill.

      "Answer me, Yumi. Where did you get the chocolate?" Ms. Chung said.

      "I don't know." Yumi's voice trembled.

      "Yumi, I must report you to the Bowibu, the secret police," Ms. Chung said, her voice low and sad. "Take your backpack, go home, and wait for them to come."

      After a stunned silence, the criticism session continued.

      Everyone's eyes avoided Yumi as she left.

      Afterward, Dae sat stoically and watched the students drink their milk. He longed for that milk. He could almost taste the rich cream on his tongue.

      Only when school was over did something good happen. As they left, Bo-young, her dark eyes kind, snuck two soybeans into his hand. Dae ate each small bean slowly, savoring the fresh, sweet taste, chewing to try and make them last.

      He wondered if his parents had managed to find some food for dinner.
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      Dae sat close to the fireplace, enjoying the circle of warmth. Shadows flickered on the walls, and outside snow fell steadily. The house was dark, but they'd grown used to that. Electricity in the village and the surrounding villages had failed months ago after the factories had closed.

      The fire crackled as his mother handed his father a bowl of grass and corn powder porridge. She gave a second bowl to Dae. For herself, she only took a mug of hot water.

      "Would you like some porridge, Momma?" Dae asked, holding out his bowl.

      Eyes on the fire, she shook her head. "You eat. I'm not hungry."

      How could she not be hungry? She looked so thin. Stomach growling painfully, Dae swallowed a spoonful of the watery liquid. At least the porridge was hot.

      Suddenly, his father snapped. He threw his bowl of grass porridge to the floor. "We're eating grass at night now, too?" he shouted. He shook his fist at the sacred portraits of the Great and Dear Leaders, mounted in their place of honor on the wall. "Grass! Why? I bet in the capital they're not eating grass."

      "Ssh! Ssh!" His mother looked anxiously at the window.

      To shake your fist at the Leaders' portraits was dangerous. Dae knew that. Everyone did. If neighbors saw and reported it, his father would be arrested.

      "I need to feed my family," his father muttered.

      Dae's mother picked up the empty bowl and stared into it.

      That night, Dae heard his parents arguing. They whispered furiously, anxious whispers easy to understand in the small one-room house.

      His father had a plan, but Dae knew it was a desperate plan, one fraught with danger.

      "I'm going to steal manhole covers," his father whispered. "I'll chop them up and sell the metal. The military needs metal in the capital. We'll get lots of money to buy food."

      "You can't do that." His mother's voice was tense. "That's damaging government property. They'll arrest you. What will happen to us?"

      "We'll starve to death if I don't get money. I have to try," he whispered.

      "If they catch you, they'll execute you!"

      Cold chills ran through Dae's body. Several months ago, he'd been forced to watch a man's execution. Ms. Chung had taken the whole class. He'd looked at the ground, though. He hadn't wanted to see.

      What if he and his classmates were taken to another execution?

      What if he saw his father hanging from a rope under the bridge?
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      "Get up, comrades!" the voice on the radio yelled. "Wash! Get dressed! Clean your house! It's time to work in our Dear Leader's fields!"

      Dae groaned and pulled his blanket over his head.

      The neighborhood leader was giving her usual morning instructions. Too bad the radio had no volume control dial. There was no way to turn it off.

      He stuck his fingers in his ears.

      When the announcement ended, the house fell silent. Usually, he heard his mother moving around making tree-bark tea, but this morning he couldn't hear his parents. Perhaps they were still sleeping after arguing all night.

      Outside, snow fell steadily. It was still dark. He should get up and wash. To do so, he'd have to break a hole in the ice that covered the trough. He shivered. It felt good to stay in bed. Great, even. A thrill of defiance ran through him. He bet the Dear Leader had hot running water in his palace. The Dear Leader probably stayed in bed as long as he wanted.

      The front door slammed.

      His mother rushed into the room.

      "Dae! Dae!" Her voice sounded frantic. "Your father's been arrested!"

      He bolted upright.

      "The Bowibu police caught him," she gasped. "The youth leader saw it happen. Your father was stealing metal covers, and someone reported him. Oh, Dae, I warned him not to!" She sobbed and wiped her eyes. "They've taken him to prison."

      "Where?" Dae said, suddenly wide awake.

      “To the capital, in Pyongyang."

      "The capital?" Dae stared, reeling, not wanting to believe his father was so far away. "What will they do to him?"

      "Beat him. Kill him. I don't know." His mother knotted her fingers. "I have to try and help." She started shuffling papers in their box of ID documents. "I'm going to Pyongyang."

      "How will you get there? What will you do?"

      "I'll sell my wedding ring." She rolled the thin gold band on her finger. Dae knew she loved that ring. "I'll bribe someone to let him go."

      "Momma!" Dae didn't want her to leave. What if she never returned? What if she was arrested too? Family members were often arrested and punished if one of the family committed a crime.

      His mother hugged him hard. "I'll try and be back soon. Go to school. At least you'll get milk there. Tonight you will have to look for grass to eat. There is a little corn powder on the shelf. Don't talk about your father to anyone. Don't tell anyone where I've gone."
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      Wordlessly, Dae watched as she rushed out the door.

      School passed in a blur. Dae said he was feeling ill and spoke to no one. If the other students learned of his father's arrest, Dae would be shunned. His family would be low. No one would come near him.

      All day, he longed to go home. He wanted to crawl under his blanket and hide until his parents returned.

      Finally, classes ended. He'd nearly reached his house when he spotted the pair of Bowibu secret police. One peered in the window. The other banged on the front door.

      Whirling, Dae ran.
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      At night, Hyesan village was a ghost town: no lights, no people.

      Icy winds blew down from the Manchurian Desert, swirling sand along the streets.

      Dae huddled in the doorway of an abandoned factory, teeth chattering. He wrapped his arms tighter around his chest and wondered where to spend the night.

      He couldn't go home. If the Bowibu police asked about his mother, he'd have to lie. And the Bowibu were experts at spotting liars. They'd find out his mother had left home. Traveling without a permit was forbidden. His family would be in even deeper trouble.

      The train station—that's where he’d go. He'd find a sheltered spot out of the wind and watch for his mother. Maybe she'd return on the night train. His mother was good at doing things, he reassured himself. She'd sort out any problems with the authorities. She'd save his father.

      He felt sick.

      At the train station, a group of kotjebis lurked in the shadows. Thin and dressed in rags, the orphan beggars huddled against the building. He spotted a few men and a woman, too. Waiting. For what?

      Around nine p.m., a freight train chugged down the track, slowing as it neared the station. It didn't stop, though. It creaked and squealed, grinding past.

      When it was nearly gone, like a hive of bees, the crowd rose. Swarming forward, they raced alongside the departing rail cars. One after another, they grabbed on and climbed hand over fist up ladders, jumping into the open coal cars.

      Dae caught on fast. The train had come from the coal mine at Camp 22 Gulag. These people were stealing coal. And they were doing it at night when the train guards slept.

      He ran forward. The train was moving faster then he thought. Not daring to look at the tracks below, he grabbed a ladder. Immediately he lost his footing and went flying, one hand still clamped around the ladder rung. With his arm stretched almost out of its socket, he pulled his body up.

      He'd made it.

      He scrambled to the top of a coal car. The bony man alongside him was digging his hand into the coal and piling it into a cloth bag.

      Wind tore at Dae's hair and clothes and he held on as he ripped off his socks. Quickly he filled them both, stretching the fabric as far as it would go.

      If only he had a big sack! He'd get one. Next time, he'd do this properly. At last, he finally had something he could barter for food. Climbing down the ladder, he leaped and rolled across the rough ground, holding his bulging socks close.

      "Hey! Dae?" came a voice.

      Fingers grabbed his shoulder. Ready to run, Dae whirled around.

      Ki-moon, the kotjebi from his class, with his shoulder-length matted hair and torn jacket, stood behind him. He clutched a paper bag filled with coal.

      "You got some too?" the kotjebi said. "We can go to the market together."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      A pale winter sun rose in the sky as Dae and Ki-moon walked into the marketplace. Stall owners busily set out their wares. Dae smiled at a woman vendor. She eyed him suspiciously and moved to guard her stack of corncobs.

      The smell of her cooking rice made his mouth water.

      "Can I get a rice cake?" he said, holding out a handful of coal.

      The woman pursed her lips and studied his offering. "Two more lumps."

      Dae handed over another two lumps.

      The woman nodded.

      Trembling with eagerness, he bent over the hot treasure. His teeth sank into the soft rice, which had been boiled with pigskin. It tasted delicious, but it was small. He'd need at least three rice cakes to fill his empty stomach. Still, it was a start.

      He ate slowly, licking his lips, then searched for Ki-moon.

      The kotjebi stood talking animatedly to a vendor, who was busy arranging soybeans in small piles. Behind Ki-moon lay a table all heaped with yellow corn cobs. As Ki-moon chatted and examined the beans with his right hand, his left hand shot backward.

      Amazed, Dae watched Ki-moon shove a juicy cob into the back of his pants. Then, as cool as could be, Ki-moon casually rejected the soybeans, adjusted his nylon jacket and sauntered off.

      Wishing he had the corn cob in the back of his own pants, but reluctant to steal one, Dae looked around. There was more going on here than he'd ever realized. Small groups of kotjebi were on the prowl. One would distract a vendor, while another snatched food. The vendors shouted, waving them away or running after them. But some kotjebi got food.

      They were eating more than he was.

      Some begged from customers.

      "Please, please, just the last sip of your soup," a girl said.

      "Sir, can you spare the last piece of chicken skin?" asked a boy.

      Many kotjebi were polite. And starving. Dae remembered suddenly what kotjebi meant: wandering sparrow. It was because orphans were like hungry sparrows, pecking all day for specks of food.

      Dae didn't want to be a wandering sparrow. And he didn't want to be a thief. He hated to disgrace his parents. He also knew that if he fell that low, it would be impossible to rise up again.

      A grandfatherly man with a fluffy white beard chewed on a skewer of pork. Dae watched from the corner of his eye as the man ate the meat slowly, red sauce trickling down into his beard. Dae's stomach rumbled. He waited until the skewer stick was almost empty and then, puffing up his courage, he did it.

      Humbly, politely, he walked up to the man. "Sir, could you spare me a small piece? I am very hungry."

      The man scowled and ignored him.

      Embarrassment filled Dae. What if someone he knew had seen him?

      "You!" It was more a hiss than a voice. "You!"

      Dae whirled round. Four older kotjebis loomed over him. Their faces, eyes hidden by wrap-around sunglasses, looked scary, menacing.

      "Yeah, you!" one said.

      The boys moved closer, crowding Dae so that he almost backed into a vendor's wheelbarrow. Another group of younger kotjebis, skinny and potbellied from starvation, joined in, jamming inward till they were right in Dae's face. Their eyes in their skull-like heads were wild, feral. The smell of urine hit him. A small kotjebi lunged forward, pulling at Dae's remaining sock of coal.

      Dae pulled it back, retreating. Heart picking up speed, he tensed to run.

      "You scared?" said an older boy, laughing. "You better be. Clear off, or you're dead."

      "Move!" A boy, his head too big for his skinny shoulders, bared his teeth. "This is our market."
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      Dae walked fast through the maze of stalls and tables, putting distance between himself and the aggressive gang.

      As he rounded a corner, he was surprised to spot his older classmate, Ji-ho, managing a stall. His friend was selling small paper packets of herbal medicines.

      "Dried deer antler for sale," Ji-ho shouted. "Buy the best medicine here. Cure gangrene, bird flu, and back pain. Buy dried bear bile here!"

      "Bear bile!" Dae laughed, glad to see his friend. "Where did you get bear bile?"

      The older boy shrugged. "I don't know. The stuff stinks," he said. "I'm helping my aunt. The medicine is good. Even the Chinese like it." He looked around, adjusted his baseball cap, and then whispered. "My aunt sells these to China."

      Dae stared, shocked. "Your aunt! How? Does she take it there?"

      "She pays a little kid to take it. Kids don't get into so much trouble if they're caught. And she has a trader over there who buys it."

      Dae nodded, his brain spinning. This could be a way to make money! But selling to China was against the law. If you got caught, they sent you to prison camp. People died in prison camps; they were beaten, tortured. But maybe they didn't put fourteen-year-olds into prison camps. And the money could buy food for his family.

      It could help free his father.

      His heart leaped.

      Could he do this?
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      Leaving the market, Dae walked down to the frozen Yalu River. Standing in the brittle reeds, he looked across at the opposite bank. China wasn't so far away. Was he brave enough to go there and sell medicine?

      The frozen river was like an ice road, he thought. I could cross it fast. If the ice didn't break. If the North Korean border guards didn't shoot me. If the Chinese border guards didn't see me and return me to North Korea.

      He couldn't decide what to do. The thought of crossing the river terrified him.

      Snow began to fall, light flakes drifting. The delicious smell of greasy noodles wafted over the river. China was so close.
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      Dae's stomach cramped, and for a moment he blacked out.

      How long did it take before you starved to death? How long before you joined those people buried under the hundreds of small mounds of dirt dotting the hills where the trees used to be?

      If only he could find something, anything, to eat! In summer there had been locusts and butterflies. But there was no sign of them now.

      He shook the reeds. Nothing. With a sharp rock in hand, he smashed down into the mud and ice. A small snake slithered out. Quickly he grabbed it, wondering if he could bring himself to bite it.

      "They taste better hot.”

      Dae whirled around.

      Ki-moon stood behind him. Wow, the kotjebi could sneak up fast!

      Methodically, Ki-moon killed the snake with a stone and then sliced off a piece of snake meat. He stuck a stick through the chunk, whipped a cigarette lighter out of his jacket pocket, and held the flame under it. A roasting smell soon filled the air.

      "Where'd you get the lighter?" Dae said.

      "Stole it." Ki-moon held out the cube. "OK. Try it."

      Dae gulped it down. It wasn’t horrible.

      Ki-moon roasted himself a piece and gave a big grin. "Want some more?"

      Dae nodded. They chewed and swallowed, consuming the snake inch by inch.

      "Thanks," Dae said, feeling a bit better. "Got to go."

      He wondered where Ki-moon would spend the night. Black clouds hung low over the river. It was only late afternoon, but already almost dark. Tonight would be freezing. Deadly. Too cold to sleep outside. But if he returned home, the secret police might question him.

      He shivered and pulled his thin jacket closer. He remembered cold winter nights with his mother and father. They'd been fine, even at thirty-degrees below. They'd snuggled together under the blankets, right up close to the fireplace.

      He longed for his parents. What if they never returned?

      He was so alone. And if he didn't do something fast, he wouldn't have the strength to do it.

      He'd been told the people in China had food, money, electricity, and running water. What did he have? At the moment, nothing!

      I'll go back to the market, he decided. Right now. I'll ask Ji-ho to talk to his aunt. Maybe she'll let me take her herbal medicines to Changbai. Maybe Ji-ho will go, too. That would be good! He can help me find his aunt's buyer in China so we can make the trade. All we have to do is cross the Yalu River.

      And avoid the border guards.

      Tonight would be perfect. Icy cold. Maybe the border guards will stay close to their fires. Maybe.

      What have I got to lose?

      I could cross the river to China tonight.
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      He'd done it!

      He'd talked to Ji-ho, and Ji-ho had agreed. His aunt would bring two boxes of herbal medicines to the market at closing time. The two boys would each take a box across the river. She'd give them the address of her Chinese buyer. When they returned with the money, she'd pay them a twenty-five percent commission. If all went well, they could do it again. And again.

      His aunt warned them that if border guards chased them down, they were to dump the medicines. They were not to mention her name. They must tell the border guards they were crossing to look for cigarette butts. They were young, not yet eighteen. Maybe they'd only be sent to a labor camp for a few months.

      Tense with excitement, Dae tried to plan ahead. He had to get warmer clothing. He'd borrow his dad's thick shirt and woolen cap. He'd skirt the neighbors' houses and sneak into his house by the back door. He'd wait at his house until just before midnight and then go to meet Ji-ho.

      The house was dark, silent and cold. No sign of his mother. Dae made a small fire. Then he mixed the remaining corn powder with water and grass and boiled the porridge for a few minutes. It tasted as bad as usual. He swallowed it fast. Maybe, he thought, he should have added some roasted snake meat.

      He couldn't wait to eat hot, greasy noodles in China.

      As he hunched over the small flickering flames, a loud banging came at the door. Oh no! He'd been seen. Bowibu secret police! It had to be the Bowibu.

      Before he could escape, the door burst open. The youth leader stood there, built like a brick, his face square with no neck. His piggy eyes shone with glee. Dae hunched low, cowering.

      "Stand," the youth leader shouted, giving Dae a well-aimed kick in the ribs.

      Yelping, Dae leaped to his feet. Had the youth leader been told what he and Ji-ho planned to do? Neighbors spied on neighbors all the time. They reported people to the authorities in exchange for a scoop of corn powder.

      "What mischief are you up to, sneaking around alone?" the youth leader demanded. "Where is your mother?"

      "She is looking for my father," Dae stammered.

      The youth leader laughed. "Your father is a thief," he said. "Your family is in trouble." He spotted the remaining bulging sock near the fire. "Where did you get that coal? Are you a thief like your father?"

      Dae said nothing.

      The youth leader stomped out the small fire. Then he shoved Dae against the wall, hard, slapping his face. "Answer me!"

      "I found the coal," Dae stammered, head ringing. "It was on the tracks."

      The youth leader sneered. "Now why don't I believe you? I'm reporting you to the Bowibu. Your family will lose this house. Thieves don't deserve houses."

      Cheeks burning, ribs aching, Dae watched the tall boy march out into the street.

      Don't worry, he told himself. You'll be out of here soon.

      When you get back, you'll have money and food.

      Everything will be better.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The night was pitch dark, no moon in the sky. A bitter wind howled across the frozen Yalu River—the border between North Korea and China.

      At the edge of a cliff, Dae lay on his stomach and peered down. Way below, he could see the frozen white river. And across the river, the bright lights of China beckoned!

      He snuck a glance at Ji-ho lying at his side. Ji-ho grinned at him. His crooked teeth showed white in his thin, dark face. Dae knew he looked like that, too. Thin face. Sharp cheekbones. Stick legs. Dead boys walking. That's what he and Ji-ho were. But not for much longer.

      They'd find the buyer's house, sell the medicines, and be back across the river before dawn. And if it went well, they'd do it again. He just had to make it. If he succeeded, he could make enough money to save his family.

      Dae slid down the ravine, following Ji-ho to the frozen river below.

      A crack broke the silence. Gunfire. A shower of rocks hit his head.

      Above him, shadows moved.

      Heart pounding, he plunged on downwards.

      A voice rang out, "You! Hey, you! Stop!"

      A silhouette loomed on the cliff. A border guard. His padded uniform and Russian-style fur hat made him monster-sized. He leveled his rifle.

      Dae rocketed ahead, almost in free-fall. He still had to cross the frozen river. How fast could he run on slick ice? He and Ji-ho would be targets, perfect targets.

      And then he was slip-sliding across the frozen river. Ji-ho was way ahead. Already his dark silhouette was disappearing. Dae panted, his breath billowing in thick plumes as he struggled to keep up.

      A bullet shattered the ice ten feet away. Jagged black lines splintered across the white surface. It cracked and groaned underfoot.

      Boots slammed onto the ice behind him.

      The border guard.

      It was over.

      A hand grabbed his arm. Hard.

      "Dae! Dae! It's me."

      Still running, Dae tugged his arm away. But not before seeing who was following him—Ki-moon, with his long hair flying.

      The stupid kotjebi must have followed him to the market! He must have seen Ji-ho's aunt hand them the two boxes of herbal medicines. Ki-moon must have guessed they were going to cross over to China to sell them.

      He'd ruin everything. Ki-moon, with his filthy long hair and ragged clothes, would put them in more danger. He looked worse than they did. The Chinese would know immediately he was a North Korean kotjebi. No doubt it was Ki-moon who had given them away by making the noise that had drawn the border guard's attention.

      Dae pumped his legs harder, straining to run as fast as possible.

      With a sickening snap, the ice beneath his feet moved.

      He pictured the water beneath the splitting surface. Black. Cold. Deadly.

      "Dae!" Ki-moon screamed, his voice a high wail. "It's cracking!"

      The stupid boy was too close; their double-weight was too much for the ice.

      "Dae! We'll drown!"

      A shot rang out, shattering the ice to his right.

      Black, icy water washed over his feet. Jagged lines streaked out to every side.

      "Run!" Dae panted. "Run!"

      Somehow, they reached shore, flinging their bodies onto the bank and gasping for breath. Dae sat up and looked around frantically. They weren't safe yet. Chinese border guards patrolled this side of the river. If they caught them, they'd handcuff them and hand them back.

      Where was Ji-ho?

      "Move!" he told Ki-moon.

      Ki-moon just groaned.

      Dae crawled up the steep bank. He had to find Ji-ho.

      Crouching low, he peered over the top edge. Under his right arm, he clutched the precious box of herbal medicines. He had no idea where to go.

      The Chinese side seemed deserted. A sparse covering of shrubs and trees dotted the flat land. Nowhere to hide.

      In the distance, Changbai city glowed. Ji-ho must have headed there. It was too cold to stand still for long. Dae ran toward the distant lights.

      Patches of snow covered the uneven ground, making his feet twist and slide.

      He neared a small, dark shed. It looked deserted. Then, pausing in the shadow of a lone tree, he froze as two men emerged. One held a rifle. Who were they? Chinese border guards? Or were these the traders?

      Dae remembered the aunt's warning. He had to hide the medicines. If he were caught trading, he'd be sent back and arrested. His only hope was to pretend he was messing around looking for cigarette butts. Quickly, he shoved the box under a bush and walked forward.

      From behind him came a little whine. "Dae, wait up."

      Ki-moon.

      "Be quiet," he hissed.

      As he neared the two men, he saw with relief that they wore regular woolen caps and jackets, not uniforms. Slumped down at the shed door, he saw Ji-ho.

      Dae exhaled, glad to see him.

      The taller man had a straggly goatee beard. He held Ji-ho's medicine box. Was he the buyer? Dae couldn't tell what was going on or what he was supposed to do. He glanced back, expecting to see Ki-moon. The kotjebi had disappeared.

      "Come, boy," commanded the bearded man as Dae approached, alone. "Both of you, into the shed."

      Dae and Ji-ho did as they were told. The place smelled of damp, rotting leaves and animal droppings.

      "Wait here," he said.

      Dae was relieved to hear the man speak Korean. Maybe he was helping refugees.

      "We wait for others," the bearded man said. "Then we'll take you into Changbai. We will get you work there."

      The man with the gun spoke up. "Don't try and walk it. You’ll never make it. The Chinese border patrol will grab you. We’ll get you good farm jobs."

      The shed door closed behind them. Inside, only a faint glow of moonlight streamed through a small window.

      A lock clicked.

      Uh oh.
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      "We're locked in," Dae said.

      "And the rat took my medicine box," Ji-ho said.

      Dae flashed to his box of medicines safe under the bush. Lucky he'd hidden it away. He had to get out. Maybe they could still reach the aunt's buyer before dawn.

      Movement at the back of the shed caught his eye. A figure emerged from the shadows. There came a small rasping sound, followed by a flame flickering to life. The light pooled around a girl with long, dark hair, pretty pink cheeks, and a pointed face. She wore a too-small black sweater and her thin arms stuck out of the sleeves. Her hands were red and chapped with cold. She raised the cigarette lighter toward Dae's face.

      "Did you come across from Hyesan?" she said.

      "Yes," Dae said. "And you?"

      "Yes. I came to look for work. The men say they can help me."

      "I don't trust them," Ji-ho whispered. "Dae, did they take your medicine box, too?"

      Dae grinned. "Nope! I hid it."

      "Good," Ji-ho said. "I bet they're slave traders. They're going to sell us to farmers or something."

      Slave traders! Dae looked around, frantic. They had to escape before the men returned.

      He pointed to the small window, high up on the wall. "Let's climb out."

      "Quick," Ji-ho agreed. "We grab your box, and we make for Changbai."

      Dae turned to the girl. "You can come with us."

      She hesitated. "I'd rather go with the men."

      Dae stared at her. "That's crazy! If they're slave traders, they'll sell you! Come with us. We'll walk to Changbai."

      The girl laughed drily. "I want food. Now! And I don't want to walk through those snow-covered mountains. They'll feed me properly if they plan to sell me. I'll wait 'till they give me a meal in Changbai. Then I'll get away."

      Dae understood. He, too, would do almost anything for a meal. Almost. But not quite.

      "Good luck," he whispered and turned to Ji-ho. "Let's go."

      Ji-ho went first, as he was heavier. With the girl's help, Dae pushed him up. Then he followed, with the girl pushing from below. He forced his body through the narrow window and dropped to the other side.

      His foot twisted as he landed, making him yelp. He clapped a hand over his mouth. What if the men heard? Heart pounding, he hobbled forward. They had to get away fast before the slave traders returned.

      "The medicine box," Ji-ho whispered. "Quick! Where'd you put it?"

      Dae tried to get his bearings. Snow-covered bushes surrounded them. Every one looked the same. He had absolutely no idea.

      Frantic, they raced from bush to bush, searching.

      A vehicle approached, the engine growing louder.

      "We've got to get out of here," Dae said. "We can hide in the hills, look for the box in the morning."

      "No. I'm going back." Ji-ho pulled his baseball cap firmly down.

      "Back?" Dae's heart sank. Is that what Ki-moon had done, too? Gone back? Dae needed to sell those medicines. But could he find the trader alone? "Stay, Ji-ho."

      Ji-ho scowled. "It's too dangerous. This is all messed up. My aunt will be furious with me."

      Dae made his mind up fast. What good would it do to return to Hyesan? He had no food. No work. He couldn't help his mother. He couldn't even help himself.

      In the distance, the lights of Changbai twinkled. Surely he could find work in that huge city? Any work. He'd be able to send money home.

      And suddenly, like an invitation, like a miracle, the glow of fireworks lit the sky over Changbai. Rockets soared. Showers of red and white lights blossomed like flowers.

      Dae laughed softly in sheer delight.

      China was welcoming him.

      He'd take his chance in China.
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      Dae trudged through dirt and snow toward the beckoning city lights.

      After twenty minutes, he reached a gravel road and stepped onto it with relief. The twisting road led him past wintery fields and snowy stands of pine trees.

      Nestled in the trees lay farmhouses, squat with tiled roofs, some with lighted windows. He wondered about the people living there. Would they be friendly? Or would they alert the border guards if they spotted him trudging along the road?

      Occasionally he heard cows moo and he thought longingly of milk. He was in China now, the land of the wonderful-smelling greasy noodles, but his stomach was still empty.

      The flow of cars and trucks increased. Each time he heard an approaching vehicle, he ducked into the trees. No one stopped or slowed, so he began to relax.

      Around him, China slept. He slackened his pace, trying to come up with a plan to survive. He'd hoped to have the herbal medicines to sell, but now he had nothing.

      He came to a small café, the bright lights warm and welcoming. Slipping around back, he dug into their trashcan. He gasped with excitement when he found half a corn cake and a chunk of pork rind. Before biting into it, he took a deep sniff. Yes! Definitely pork rind! Dae gulped it down. So good. Licking his lips, he dug through the trash again, searching for another tidbit.

      A dog barked, rousing a chorus of other barks. Reluctantly, he abandoned the trash and hurried away.

      The road wound onward. Soon he neared a small, official-looking roadside building. His back tensed at the sight of two guards patrolling out front. A checkpoint.

      Quickly, he slipped into the shadowy forest and hiked through the trees. Although it was dark and rough going, they kept him hidden, and he liked the fresh smell of pines and firs.

      At a stream, he stopped to wash his face in the icy water. He ran his fingers through his hair. Mud streaked his jacket and pants. This wasn't good. He'd be in Changbai soon, a rich city, and he looked like a North Korean. Poor. Desperate. Dirty.

      But there was nothing he could do about it.

      Finally, at sunrise, he burst out of the forest.

      He heard the market before he saw it. Arriving vendors were setting up stalls, some on the banks of the Yalu River.

      He was surprised to see the river again. It felt like bumping into an old friend.

      Across the frozen water lay Hyesan. He felt almost homesick at the sight of his village—at the patchwork of bulky factories and warehouses surrounded by small brown and gray homes. One of those little homes belonged to his family. They'd been happy there, once.

      He swallowed hard and wondered what his parents were doing.

      Walking into the market, he kept his hands behind his back, trying to look harmless. Chinese vendors unpacked their wares. Some piled tables with fruits and vegetables. Others arranged bowls, pots, and clothing. There was a lot for sale, much more than in Hyesan's meager market. Several vendors roasted pork kebabs. His mouth watered.

      Suddenly, he spotted a familiar face. Ki-moon!

      The kotjebi boy stood at a stall. Talking fast, he showed the vendor a selection of brown paper packets. Smiling, the vendor gave him a few Yuan bills. In exchange for the money, Ki-moon handed over the packets. The herbal medicines! Dae's herbal medicines! Unbelievable.

      Dae raced forward.

      "Dae!" Ki-moon looked surprised to see him.

      Dae drew him around the side of the stall. "Those are mine!" he said, his voice hot with indignation.

      "I know. I saved the money for you," Ki-moon said. "Look!" He reached into his pocket and pulled out a handful of Yuan.

      "I want the medicines back. The whole box," Dae said.

      He was glad Ki-moon was still alive. But he was really mad to see him selling the medicines. And he was probably selling them way too cheap.

      Ki-moon looked at the ground and began to cry. "I don't have the whole box," he sobbed. "I only got a few packets. I had to grab them and run. The slave traders got the rest." He gave a loud wail.

      Nearby vendors turned and stared.

      "It's all right," Dae said.

      Of course, it wasn't, though. If only Ki-moon had left the box where it was, hidden under the bush. Then he'd have it, and his friend Ji-ho would have stayed. But he could do nothing about it now.

      "It's spilled water," Dae said and took the few Yuan.

      Dae bought noodles. Like a dream come true, the two boys sat along the bank of the Yalu River slurping greasy noodles with tasty pieces of pork. It tasted as good he'd imagined: piping hot, spicy, and rich with fat.

      Stomach finally full, Dae felt better. So much better.

      But he and Ki-moon, rail-thin and filthy, looked like beggars, like North Korean kotjebis. If a vendor reported them, they'd be back in North Korea before they could count to ten.

      Dozens of North Korean kotjebi roamed the Changbai market, scavenging and stealing food. The vendors treated the orphan beggars like cockroaches, shouting and waving sticks or brooms at them.

      Dae knew he had to wash and find clean clothes.

      And then he could find work.
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      That night, Dae and Ki-moon found an empty warehouse with broken windows like smashed eyes. Thrilled to have a place to call home, they climbed the stairs to the third floor and made nests of cardboard and newspapers.

      Early the next morning, Dae washed at the river and brushed the dried mud from his pants. He'd found a navy shirt in an alley trash can. The dark color hid the dirt. He pulled it on, certain he could pass for a China-born ethnic Korean. He was ready to find work!

      Back at the market, he took a deep breath and approached a vendor's stall, bowing politely. He asked the bent, wrinkled woman if she had any job he could do.

      The woman's eyes narrowed. "Where are you from, boy?"

      "Baihe," Dae said. He'd heard of the small Changbai mountain town and knew that a lot of ethnic Koreans lived there. "I am a good worker."

      "Show me your ID card," the woman said.

      "I lost it," Dae lied. "I'm getting another soon."

      "You think I want to be arrested?" she said. "Go now, boy. Go away."

      The same thing happened vendor after vendor.

      With a sinking heart, Dae realized his plan would never fly. He couldn't work without an official Chinese ID card. And he had no way of getting one.

      That night, he returned to the warehouse, depressed. I am a lousy son, he thought, overcome with guilt. My father is in prison, and I can't help him. My mother is starving, and I have no way to buy her food.

      Ki-moon came charging up the stairs, hopping over abandoned construction material and broken glass. Sitting cross-legged on the floor, he dug into a paper bag and began munching on his loot: crispy seaweed snacks and crackers.

      Dae watched, stomach rumbling.

      When Ki-moon pulled out a sunflower seed chocolate ball, Dae turned weak with envy. Ki-moon was much better at surviving than he was.

      "Where'd you get that?" he said.

      "The market," Ki-moon muttered, his mouth too full to talk.

      "Someone gave it to you?"

      "Yeah. They like my face."

      "You stole it, didn't you?" Dae said. "You better be careful. You'll get caught."

      "I steal from the rich to feed the poor." Ki-moon laughed. "Poor me." Reluctantly, he handed Dae a chocolate ball. "It's the only way, my friend. You don't steal, you don't eat. You don't eat, you die."

      Dae resisted wolfing it down whole. He wanted to make it last. He'd never tasted anything so sweet or so good. He ate slowly, savoring the delicious treat. When he was done, he thought, I might be in China but I'm living like a kotjebi, hiding from the Chinese police and stealing food.

      The next day, he went to the market and watched the vendors, hoping someone would throw away some spoiled vegetables. He looked like all the other beggar boys and girls, eyes filled with hunger and desperation. The market vendors weren't rich, and he hated to steal from them. Yet if he didn't steal, he'd never eat. Until he could find work, he had no choice. When you're hungry, you'll do anything, he thought.

      He spotted the elderly woman he'd asked for work struggling to carry her trash can. He ran forward to help.

      "Don't need help. No need," she muttered.

      Dae turned away, shoulders slumping.

      Then the woman called him. "You!"

      He spun back around and looked hopeful.

      "Yes, you boy." Her wrinkled face studied his. "You're a good boy, yes?"

      He nodded.

      "You never steal from me. I only see you digging in the garbage. Where is your mother?"

      "I don't know." Dae's eyes filled with tears.

      "You from North Korea?" the woman asked.

      Dae nodded. Was she going to call the police? He tensed to run.
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      "Tonight you come back to the market," she said. "We will go to my church. You can eat there. And you can meet the pastor. Maybe he will help you."

      Dae had never been to a church. But anywhere he could get food sounded good.

      He waited until the market closed, then helped woman pack her goods. She led him along the back alleys. At the door of a small house, she stopped to point out the tiny red cross hidden under a gutter pipe. "Secret church," she said. "Remember, secret."

      Dae nodded.

      She tapped on the door.
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      The room was filled with people of all ages, laughing and talking.

      A tall, well-dressed man with a weathered-looking face held out his hand. "Welcome. I am Pastor Kim,” he said, speaking with a South Korean accent.

      Hearing it, Dae's heart pounded—South Koreans were their worst enemies! They were devils. Like the American and Japanese devils. Tongue-tied, Dae could only stare.

      "And what is your name?" the man asked.

      "Dae-hyun," he managed.

      "Welcome Dae-hyun. Help yourself to a cup of noodle soup and then come and join the others."

      He decided to grab some food and get out of there, fast.

      "I am giving the sermon. Just a short one, I promise!" He winked at Dae. "And after we'll have cookies. Fortune cookies."

      Cookies? Maybe he'd stay long enough for cookies.

      Slurping the spicy soup, Dae listened to the pastor talk about his God. Dae wasn't religious, but if they fed him, he'd be happy to come to church. He'd be happy to come every night. One thing was sure, these people were friendly and kind.

      At the back of the room, Dae sat on a chair and imitated the others, bowing his head and closing his eyes. Lulled by the food and the warmth, he fell asleep.

      He woke with a start when someone tapped his shoulder. He looked up into the thin face of the girl he'd met in the shed. With dismay, he noted she had a black eye, split lip, and swollen nose.

      "Remember me?" she whispered.

      "Yes! Yes!" he stammered. "What happened to you?"

      Self-consciously, the skinny girl touched her eye.

      "That man, the slave trader, he wouldn't let me leave." She swallowed hard.

      Dae wondered what she wasn't telling him. "Did he hurt you?"

      The girl shrugged and whispered, "I'm smarter than he was. I got away. And here I am." She looked around the room. "These people are safe. They're missionaries. They are sorry for us."

      He nodded.

      Leaning close, she whispered, "Pastor Kim's Mission helps North Korean defectors escape to South Korea."

      Dae frowned. "But South Koreans hate us."

      "No. That's not true. The Pastor says South Korea takes in North Korean refugees. They say we are all Koreans." She smiled, and her face seemed to light up.

      "How can we get there? Can we work there?"

      She nodded. "The Mission will help us. We can get a South Korean ID, go to school, work and earn money."

      Dae's heart leaped. Imagine, living in wealthy South Korea. He'd watched Korean soap operas on the televisions in Changbai's store windows. Seoul, South Korea's capital, was a glittering city filled with skyscrapers and well-fed people. He could earn money and really help his parents!

      Yet to travel to South Korea would be treason. North and South Korea were enemies. The penalty for treason was death. And as for the journey itself, it would be dangerous. Really dangerous.

      His head spun. He'd never get a chance like this again, though. He had to try. For his parents and for himself.

      "What do I have to do?" he asked.

      "We'll talk to the Pastor together," the girl said. "I'll tell him you're a good person and that you deserve this chance. I'll tell him you tried to help me."

      "But I didn't help you," Dae said.

      "You tried to make me come with you. I should have run when you did." Ruefully, she touched her split lip.

      Dae grew hot with anger as he thought of those evil slave traders. Looking around again at the people in the room, he knew that not all people were bad. Gratitude filled him at the realization that these people were prepared to offer such generous support.

      He made himself a promise. If he could pull his life together, he too would help others whenever he could.

      "My name is Su-mi," the girl said.

      "I'm Dae-hyun."

      "What the pastor is doing is very dangerous," Su-mi warned. "It's against the law. If we get caught, he won't be able to help us. He could also be arrested."

      Dae shivered. He understood the danger and didn't want anyone else to get in trouble because of him. Still, he buzzed with excitement.

      When he opened his fortune cookie, he laughed as he read it: You will go on a long journey.

      Yes! He would. A whole world of possibilities stretched out before him. He imagined a better life. He could earn money to send to his mother, for food and to bribe the secret police to release his father.

      Yet he wasn't out of the woods yet. As he looked around, he realized there were other refugees here who needed help. Many refugees. And unlike Dae, they were probably all Christians.

      Why would Pastor Kim risk his own safety to help him?

      Dae was just an unknown boy.

      Did he truly even stand a chance?
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      "Su-mi tells me you'd like to join the group of refugees leaving for South Korea next week," Pastor Kim said.

      Looking at the pastor earnestly, both Dae and Su-mi nodded.

      "As you may know," Pastor Kim said, "it's impossible for a North Korean to cross the border directly into South Korea. North Korea forbids it. There's only one way to get there. A refugee must approach a South Korean Embassy on foreign soil and ask for asylum."

      "Would we go to the Embassy in Beijing?" Dae asked.

      Pastor Kim shook his head. "That doesn't work, unfortunately," he said. "The Chinese government blocks North Korean refugees from approaching the South Korean Embassy."

      "Why?" Dae said. "Why does China care what North Koreans do?"

      "Because China trades with North Korea. They don't want to offend them. The Chinese government will not help you."

      "Okay." Dae frowned, trying hard to understand.

      "In a week, a group of seven North Korean refugees will be traveling to the opposite side of China, all the way to the Mongolian border," Pastor Kim said. "It's a three-thousand-mile journey. That's the route you must take."

      Dae took a deep breath. How on earth could he travel three-thousand miles?

      "We go to Mongolia first," Su-mi said. "We cross the Gobi Desert."

      "A long and dangerous journey," Pastor Kim said. "We chose Mongolia because Mongolians are sympathetic to North Korean refugees. If you can reach the Mongolian border, you can ask for asylum at the checkpoint. Their border guards will transport you to the South Korean Embassy in the capital, Ulaanbaatar." He gave a nervous cough. "Or that's what they've done in the past."

      "In the past?" Dae said.

      "I can't guarantee anything. The Mongolians may change their minds and deport you back to North Korea."

      Dae nodded. "I want to go. But I have no money to pay the fares."

      "My Mission will pay the train and bus fares," the pastor said. "Our generous congregation knows that people are starving in North Korea. They want to help."

      "Thank you!" Dae felt overwhelmed with gratitude. "Thank you!" he repeated.

      All his life, he'd been taught South Koreans were devils. He knew now, staring at this kind man, that was a lie.

      "You'll travel first by train, and then bus," Pastor Kim continued. "It's risky. It's likely Chinese soldiers will stop the bus. If they suspect you are refugees, they'll arrest you. Finished. Do you speak any Chinese?"

      "A little," Dae said.

      Pastor Kim's voice was deadly serious. "Knowing some Chinese will help you understand instructions on the train and bus. But never speak to the Chinese. Never. If they hear your accent, they'll know immediately you are North Korean. Don't speak at all on the train or bus. Not even to others in the group. Anybody could betray you. If one of you is caught, he must not bring down the others. You must pretend you have never met the others or each other. Do you understand?"

      Dae and Su-mi nodded hard.

      "We'll give you fake student IDs. You'll pretend to be ethnic Koreans, born in China. We'll give you clothes, jeans, T-shirts, hoodie jackets, and backpacks to help you look the part."

      Dae and Su-mi exchanged quick, excited looks.

      "It's exciting, I know," Pastor Kim said. "But it's also very dangerous. It'll all be over if you get caught. Last year six boys we tried to help were arrested on the bus. They were deported back to North Korea, and no one ever heard what happened to them." He cleared his throat. "If you're deported back to North Korea, they'll arrest you as traitors. The penalty for being a traitor can be death. You have a lot at stake here."

      The pastor stood. "That's enough for one day. Think about what you want to do. The rest of the group has been with me longer. But I want to get Su-mi out of Changbai as soon as possible. I'm told the slave trader is searching for her."

      Dae stared at Su-mi. She hadn't told him the danger she was in. She was brave. A fearless girl.

      "Let's have supper," Pastor Kim said. "And then we will all pray for you."

      Dae shivered.

      He wasn't sure if it was from excitement or fear.
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      Dae pulled his new black hoodie over his head, hunched sideways in his seat and closed his eyes. He'd been traveling by bus and train for four long days. If he pretended to sleep, no one tried to engage him in conversation.

      Whenever they reached a station or changed buses, he'd stretch his stiff muscles. He'd eat one of the rice balls and sip the bottled water the church had given him. Then he'd sit and pretend to sleep again.

      Behind him, he felt Ki-moon kick the seat, showing off his new red and white Nikes. He ignored him. He'd begged the pastor to include Ki-moon with the group of refugees. How could he leave his friend? But he hoped taking Ki-moon wasn't a mistake. He couldn't really trust him not to do something stupid. A small worm of anxiety burrowed through him.

      Across the aisle, Su-mi, wearing jeans and a dark-blue hoodie, sat silently, her face tight with nervous tension.

      Sometimes Dae exchanged glances with Su-mi and Ki-moon. He avoided looking at the other refugees in the group. He'd met them a few times at the church. Even if he hadn't, though, he could see immediately who the refugees were and that made him nervous. They were the people with rough, worn faces and fear in their eyes. Even more reason, he thought, to keep his own eyes closed.

      So far they'd been lucky. At two bus checkpoints, the driver had shown his passenger list and had been waved on. Dae's stomach churned with anxiety. They’d almost reached Beijing. They'd passed the halfway mark to Mongolia. He hoped their luck held.

      "Next stop is Beijing Station," a voice rang out. "After you have been cleared by security, all passengers must exit the train. Connections for bus travel can be found on the terminal ground floor."

      Security! Cleared by Security?

      Dae's heart plummeted. Su-mi got up fast.

      "Let's hide in the restroom," she whispered.

      Dae followed her down the aisle, hanging onto seats as the swaying train came to a halt. He glanced back at Ki-moon. The boy was curled up, pretending to sleep. Maybe that was better. Perhaps the Chinese police checked the restrooms too. He didn't know what to do. He paused and then hurried after Su-mi.

      The train doors slid open a second after Su-mi had passed. Two uniformed police officers jumped onboard. The first, a man with a big round face and cold eyes, blocked Dae's path.

      "Your ID card, please," he said.
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      Dae felt like his heart had stopped. He fumbled in his pocket. Pastor Kim had given him, Su-mi, and Ki-moon fake Chinese student ID cards. But he'd warned that they wouldn't stand up to scrutiny.

      As he held out the card, his nervous fingers dropped it. He watched the card float to the floor. Time seemed to stand still. The card disappeared under a seat occupied by a fat Chinese woman.

      Dae looked up apologetically at the policeman. He was about to speak, then remembered he'd been warned not to.

      Kneeling down, he pretended to search for the card. The fat woman muttered something and moved her legs. To Dae's relief, the card was now nowhere in sight.

      "Better find that fast," the police officer muttered. And then he continued on down the aisle.

      Reaching under the seat, Dae groped around till he found it. Dizzy with relief, he jumped off the train.

      Beijing station was the grandest, most crowded place he'd ever seen. Announcements rang out. Music blared. Swarms of people crowded around him, pushing, shoving. Sleek metal trains zoomed past.

      Hoodie pulled down to his eyebrows, Dae scanned the crowd until he spotted Su-mi. Together, they made their way up from the underground level. The station teemed with Chinese police. He tensed each time a uniformed officer marched close.

      On the main floor, the soaring arched ceiling made him stare upward in awe. Slowly, he walked past a noisy restaurant. His stomach roared at the sight of glossy-red pork ribs and dangling, crisp-skinned roast ducks.

      Su-mi pressed her nose against a coffee shop window, staring at slices of thickly-iced cake. "Durian cheesecake!" she whispered. "Looks so creamy!"

      "Let's buy a slice. We'll share," Dae whispered. "A juice too." Pastor Kim had given them some money for food. But he knew the cake was an extravagance. It was nice to see Su-mi's big smile.

      Su-mi ran into the store.

      About to follow, Dae spotted Ki-moon talking earnestly to an elderly couple. He quickly forgot about the treats. Instead, alarm bells rang in his head. What was Ki-moon up to now? Surely he knew they had to lie low? This place was packed with police.

      The couple looked uncertainly at Ki-moon as the kotjebi dug in his backpack. Talking fast, he held out two small brown paper packets. Packets of herbal medicine! Dae recognized them immediately. Ki-moon still had a stash of Dae's medicines. The medicines he could have sold to save his parents.

      Hot fury filled Dae. He'd trusted Ki-moon. He'd thought he was his friend. Ki-moon had claimed the rest of the medicines had been stolen. The cheat! The idiot! If only he could have taken them to Ji-ho's aunt's buyer like they'd planned, they might have made some decent money. He'd be back in Hyesan and could have given it to his mother.

      The elderly couple shook their heads and turned away. Then Dae saw something else. Ki-moon was smoothly slipping his hand into the woman's purse. It didn't work this time. The woman yelled. Swinging her purse, she bashed Ki-moon over the head and screamed louder.

      Two uniformed officers came running. The Chinese police.

      Ki-moon split. One moment he was there. The next, he'd scrambled over a rail barrier and had disappeared across the rail tracks.

      Dae stared, stunned. He heard the loudspeaker announcement. Su-mi darted from the shop and beckoned urgently. The bus to Erlian, their last stop, was drawing into the station. There was no way to help Ki-moon now.

      Joining the other refugees, Dae climbed aboard, feeling weird. He was furious with Ki-moon. How could he steal from a friend? He was worried about him, too. Ki-moon had blown his big chance of a free life.

      So close. They were so close to freedom.

      He turned around in his seat and looked back at Su-mi. She shook her head.

      There was nothing they could do.

      If Ki-moon got caught, Dae thought, he'll talk.

      He'll endanger the whole group.

      The Chinese police will come after the bus.

      It'll be my fault.
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      The road wound through high snowcapped mountains, past jade lakes, frozen rice fields, and ancient stone walls. Dae watched anxiously for roadblocks or checkpoints, but there were none.

      The long journey ended at Erlian, a dusty border town surrounded by miles and miles of endless sand—the vast Gobi Desert.

      Tense and exhausted, the refugees staggered out of the bus. A Chinese man wearing a wool cap and thickly-padded windbreaker met them. He motioned them to follow, leading them to a sheltered area behind the ticket office.

      "I'm your guide," he said, handing out bags of potato chips and bottles of water. "We wait here till dark."

      Munching chips, Dae looked at the seven other refugees. Worn, skeletal faces, stooped shoulders, anxious eyes. Tonight they'd have to trek across the desert. The temperature was dropping fast. Already, it felt well below zero. Dark clouds loomed, threatening snow. Would they make it?

      The guide selected the pinch-faced father traveling with his wife and two small children as their group leader.

      "When it's dark, a taxi van will drop you close to the Mongolian border." The guide handed the man a compass, a flashlight, and a set of pliers. "Use these pliers to cut a hole in the fence and climb through," he instructed. "Keep going. You'll need to cross through multiple fences. You'll know when you reach the last one because it's much higher than the others. On the far side, you'll see a concrete building—the Mongolian checkpoint. When you get through, run to the first Mongolian soldier you see. Say you are refugees from North Korea. Say you seek asylum."

      The group nodded, taking in every word.

      Dae hoped the kind man would stay with them, but he looked anxious to go. After showing them how to use the compass, he hurried off.

      Huddled together in the cold, the refugees waited for night. They could speak to one another now, yet no one said much. Everyone looked nervous. Su-mi bit her nails, her face pale. The mother hummed softly to her children.

      After sundown, a dark-green jeep drove up. The Chinese driver scanned the otherwise deserted bus station. "Get in. Hurry up, all of you."

      The most elderly refugee staggered forward. The mother juggled her whimpering baby. Su-mi kept biting her nails. She must have chewed them to the quick.

      Climbing up into the jeep, Dae grabbed her hand and pulled her in alongside him.

      The jeep bumped down a gravel road, arriving at what looked like an abandoned construction site. The driver helped the passengers climb out and then pointed into the dark desert.

      "Follow the fence till you come to a hole," the driver said. "Then climb through and go to the next fence."

      Dae peered into the dark. He couldn't see a fence.

      The driver pointed to distant lights. "That's a town on the Mongolian side." He pointed to the brightest star in the sky. "The North Star," he said. "If you get lost, walk that way. You have to go north."

      He half-turned, and then looked back. "Good luck," he added suddenly, his face sympathetic. "God be with you."

      The jeep roared off.

      Gusts of bitter-cold wind blew grains of sand into Dae's face. Already, his hands felt frozen, and he tugged his sleeves down.

      At his side, Su-mi shook with cold.

      The man chosen as their leader led them to the fence and tracked it sideways, shining the flashlight. The ragtag group followed closely, pants flapping against their scarecrow legs. After a tense search, Dae saw a hole tagged with scraps of material, remnants of other refugees' clothing.

      Others had come this way; others had done it. They could make it, too.

      "Let's go!" The leader hoisted his toddler onto his hip and grabbed his older child's hand.

      Following one another, they scrambled through the hole.

      On the opposite side of the fence, a pale moon shone on miles and miles of sand. Sand as far as the eye could see. Rolling dunes, dotted with dry bushes, stark and beautiful.
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      Eyes narrowed, Dae scanned the desert looking for the next fence.

      The moon disappeared behind the clouds and the world went black. He couldn't see further than a foot in front of him. The group stumbled along, following the flashlight beam.

      Somewhere, a vehicle roared. It was coming their way. Headlights swept over the sand, lighting the refugees' faces, frozen in fear. Who'd be out patrolling in the middle of nowhere?

      Dae's heart pounded.

      It had to be the Chinese border guards.
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      Some ran. Some flung themselves flat on the sand. Dae, with Su-mi by his side, lunged behind a thorn bush.

      He heard her praying, a soft litany. He joined in, burrowing down into the sand, praying fervently to Pastor Kim's god.

      Please don't let us get caught. Please don't let us get caught!

      After what felt like ages, the jeep's lights disappeared into the distance. Dae breathed out. False alarm.

      Fog began rolling in as the second fence appeared, half-shrouded in mist. The group staggered toward it.

      The faster we go, the quicker we get through this, Dae thought. He began to run, Su-mi puffing to keep up.

      The roar of the engine came again. Lights pinned the group like frantic moths in the blinding glare. An armored vehicle. The Chinese border guards. They'd been sprung. Uniformed soldiers, armed with rifles, charged across the sand.

      Refugees screamed. Prayed. Sobbed. As one, they dropped their bags, backpacks, and everything they carried and raced toward the next fence.

      "Halt!" shouted a harsh voice. "Hands above your heads!"

      Some refugees staggered to a halt.

      Others kept running.

      There was no hole. They'd have to scale the fence! Reaching it, Dae wrenched off his jacket and tossed it up to cover the barbed wire.

      Gasping in panic, he and Su-mi scrambled over. They fell to the sand and ran for their lives. Behind him, he could hear screams and the gruff orders of border guards.

      Looking back, Dae saw frantic faces, white in the sweeping headlights. The leader's wife had made it up and over the fence. The older child was shrieking, trying to climb up the father's body.

      "Run!" the leader shouted at them.

      Not knowing where to go, Dae and Su-mi fled into the dark desert. Legs pumping, they ran until their lungs were bursting and they couldn't run anymore. Panting, catching their breath, they stopped. Darkness and fog surrounded them. There was no sight of distant city lights.

      "Which way?" Su-mi panted.

      "Don't know." Dae peered up, trying to locate the North Star through the fog. We could be going the wrong way, he thought. We could end up back in China. Or dead.

      "Let's rest," Su-mi said. "Let's wait until the fog clears a bit."
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      Backs pressed against a rocky outcrop, they closed their eyes, exhausted. Cold air pressed down on them, seeping into their bones. The wild wind wailed. Huddled together, they shared body warmth.

      We could freeze to death out here, Dae thought. No one would even know.

      Su-mi pulled a crumpled paper bag out of her pocket.

      Dae watched, hopefully. "What you got?"

      "Durian cheesecake!" Su-mi sounded triumphant.

      "You saved it," he said.

      She nodded and held it out.

      Dae nibbled. The sweet icing melted on his dry tongue, creamy durian covering his sand-encrusted lips.

      "Best thing I ever tasted," he said. "Ever!"

      They ate slowly, savoring every bite.

      "Did you get any fruit juice?" Dae asked.

      "Yes. But I dropped it."

      He nodded and tried not to picture it, lost now out in the vast desert. In the distance, an animal howled. Other eerie howls joined in.

      "Wolves," Su-mi whispered.

      "They won't come near us," Dae said. He hoped they wouldn't. He didn't have a clue what wolves would do.

      Nearby, sand crunched.

      Su-mi's voice shook. "Something's coming."

      Dae bolted upright. Something was indeed coming toward them. Something big. A wolf? A bear?

      A towering shape emerged out of the fog. It made a snorting sound.

      They sprang to their feet.

      "Get!" Dae shouted, waving his arms. "Get!"

      Su-mi joined him, waving wildly.

      "Get!" Dae shouted again. And then began to laugh. "A camel!" he said. "It's a camel."

      Nostrils flaring, the camel made a weird, hacking sound and spat—a big ball of spittle, right at Dae. Then it turned and walked away.

      "He was just checking us out," Dae said, weak with relief.

      "He didn't have to spit at us!" Su-mi said. She began to laugh helplessly, unable to stop. "I think he got your jacket. Feel it. Here! Camel spit! Ugh!"

      "You can yell at it next time," Dae said, laughing harder.

      Laughing felt good. So good. He gave himself up to it. Laughing hysterically, they struggled to catch their breath.

      "Hey!" a voice rang out across the sand. "Su-mi? Dae? Is that you?"

      The other refugees!

      Peering around the rocks, Dae spotted the glow of a small fire and they stumbled toward it. Dae was glad to see the leader and his family. They joined the shivering group. Dae counted quickly. There'd been nine adults, including himself and Su-mi. Now there were five.

      "We'll wait a while," the pinch-faced leader said, pulling up the collar of his thin nylon jacket. "Maybe the fog will lift. Then we'll see the next fence."

      Just before dawn, a distant fence took shape in the half-light. Stiffly, the group members got to their feet and hobbled toward it. The leader cut the wire with the pliers. One by one they climbed through the hole.

      Ahead, Dae saw the high border fence.

      At last!

      They ran to it and scrambled through the final barrier, muttering in relief.

      With a short, puffing refugee leading the way, they raced across the sand toward a road. A barrack-like building flying a red and blue striped Mongolian flag came into view.

      The Mongolian checkpoint!
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      A Mongolian soldier in a khaki uniform stepped forward. "Halt!"

      The short, puffing refugee stopped and raised his skinny arms above his head. The others followed his example.

      "We are North Korean refugees," the leader shouted.

      Eyes narrowed to slits in his high-cheeked face, the soldier leveled his rifle. He aimed it at them.

      Dae's heart sank. This man didn't look friendly. Not at all. He looked young and nervous—a dangerous combination. His expression was blank. Like he didn't care about them. Had this all been a terrible mistake?

      "We're North Korean refugees," their leader shouted again. "We ask for asylum."

      Su-mi did something daring, then. She gave the young soldier a bright, encouraging smile and sang out, "We're free. We made it to your country. We're free!"

      To Dae's surprise, the soldier half-smiled back.

      She looked beautiful with her big freedom smile. Maybe this would be okay. Maybe this would work.

      Eyes still on them, the soldier took out a two-way radio and talked into it. Six soldiers marched out of the barracks, faces rigid, and surrounded them. A uniformed commander with buzzed gray hair and a stern, leathery face advanced across the road to where they huddled on the far side.

      "We want to go to the South Korean Embassy," stammered the group leader. "We are refugees. We ask for asylum."

      The Mongolian commander snorted. "Our orders are to send you back to China."
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      For a moment, there was silence. Stunned silence.

      The refugees looked at one another, faces crumbling, eyes filled with fear.

      Then Su-mi stepped forward, face flushed, long, knotted hair blowing in the wind.

      "You! Get back!" ordered the Mongolian commander.

      The soldiers raised their rifles.

      "If you return us to China, we will die," Su-mi said, looking frail but ferocious. "We will be sent back to North Korea. Arrested as traitors. Do you know what happens to traitors in North Korean prison camps? We'll be beaten. Tortured. We could be executed." She looked up at the Mongolian commander. "I'm not going back. Never. You can kill me first. I choose to die here. Just shoot me now."

      She stared defiantly at the man.

      The refugee leader's wife, clutching her toddler, ran to Su-mi's side. "Please," she said. "Please, sir, please help us. The South Korean Embassy here will take us in. We have been told they will. We just need to get to there. We've traveled thousands of miles. Thousands."

      She began to cry silently, tears streaming down her cheeks. "See my children?" she sobbed. "If I die, my children will die. No one will feed my children. There is not enough food in North Korea. We are starving in North Korea."

      She sank to her knees, hugging her pale-faced child, and looked beseechingly at the commander and his men. "Are you fathers? Do you have children?"

      With her thin limbs and narrow face, she knelt in the sand and gravel as though about to blow away in the desert wind. She looked like a skeleton, Dae thought, as we all do.

      The soldiers, warm and well-fed in their thick military uniforms, looked uncomfortable, muttering to one another.

      The Mongolian commander rubbed his hand across his buzzed head. "Our new orders are to return all North Korean refugees to China."

      "Please," Su-mi begged. "Please help us. We just need to get to the South Korean Embassy here."

      At the checkpoint building, a group of Mongolian businessmen in a jeep packed with boxes of Chinese goods leaned out of their windows and stared.

      A group of Caucasian tourists, wearing brightly colored puffy windbreakers, shook their heads and murmured to one another. A teenager took a camera out of his backpack and began clicking.

      The leader's older child ran to his mother crying, "Let's go, Momma, let's go."

      The pinch-faced father shuffled forward, hands in the air. "I beg you, sir. Please help us."

      It's over. All that, and it's over. Dae thought. He remembered his mother's thin, tired face. He recalled his father's defiant voice as he hurled the grass porridge at the portraits of the Great Leaders. He simply had to help them.

      He had to get to South Korea.

      He stepped forward, heart pounding so loud he could hear it in his ears. "Arrest me, sir!" he shouted. "Send me back to North Korea. Let the others go to South Korea. At least the children. Give these children a chance."

      The Mongolian commander turned. He looked at Dae for a long moment, then gestured helplessly.

      He walked away.

      "Sir!" Dae shouted desperately. "We are travelers in trouble and we are passing through your country. We mean you no harm. And we beg you for help. Mongolia is an independent country. You have helped refugees in the past. You are not ruled by China. Mongolia is a country of honor. And you are a military commander, an honorable man. I beg you, sir, please help us."

      The commander kept walking. But as he walked, he called out something to the soldiers.

      The young soldier lowered his rifle and beckoned the refugees to follow him.

      "Where are you taking us?" Su-mi asked, her voice shaking.

      "The commander says we will send you to the South Korean Embassy in Ulaanbaatar," the soldier said. His slightly-slanted eyes crinkled. "Follow me now."

      Knees shaking, Dae felt weak with relief.  He'd done it! He wished he could tell his father what had happened. His father would be so proud!

      As one, the refugees turned to each other, unable to believe their luck.

      "He's going to let us through the checkpoint! They'll take us to the South Korean Embassy!" Su-mi whispered, her eyes brimming with happy tears.

      The refugee leader took a deep breath. He helped his wife to her feet and hugged her. Then he shook Dae's hand.

      Dae grinned, he knew his grin was lopsided. He'd risked everything. He'd won. He could hardly believe it. He looked around at his fellow refugees. These battered-looking people, their eyes now filled with hope, felt like friends to him. Almost family.

      He hugged Su-mi. He hugged the toddler. He even hugged the short, puffing refugee.

      We're almost there! We're almost free.
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      Dae pressed his forehead to the plane window and stared down at the mountains of sand and the endless grassy plains below. The Gobi Desert was disappearing fast beneath a billowing layer of clouds.

      He felt the vibration of the aircraft through his body. How weird this was. In only three hours they'd be in South Korea. It was so easy for some people to get there. Just hop on a plane. For himself and the other refugees, it had been a major, life-challenging dangerous journey of more than three-thousand miles.

      For a moment, he sank back in his seat and closed his eyes. Then he opened them. No need to pretend to be asleep. There were no secret police on the plane.

      He tensed. A uniformed man was striding down the aisle toward him. The sick clench of fear hummed in his stomach. Beside him, Su-mi clutched her armrests, her knuckles white.

      "Can they still send us back?" she whispered.

      "No. No, I don't think so," Dae said. He didn't know. Maybe they could. Maybe he would never be safe. Fear rose, sour in his throat. He could almost feel the tension streaming off the other refugees seated behind and across the aisle from him.

      The toddler kicked the back of Dae's seat and began to scream.

      The uniformed man stopped at Dae's seat. Bending down, he smiled. "Everyone okay?"

      Without meeting his eyes, Dae nodded. It seemed safer not to speak, to hide his North Korean accent.

      "Lunch will be served soon. Not too long, now. Soon you'll be in South Korea."

      "Yes," Su-mi said. "Thank you."

      The airline logo showed clearly on the man's jacket. Korean Air. He wasn't a soldier. Or the Chinese police. His face was kind. Sweet relief filled Dae.

      "I think you'll like South Korea," the uniformed man said. "Well, I do, anyway. Seoul is an amazing city. Lots to see and do."

      Dae nodded eagerly. He was longing to reach Seoul. He had no idea what the future held, but he was determined to succeed. He'd get two, even three jobs. He'd send money to his mother, enough money for her to buy food and pay the bribes to get his father out of prison.

      He'd go to school. Get educated or learn a trade. With qualifications, he'd be able to get better-paying work. He'd save until he had enough money to pay a smuggler to get his parents out of North Korea.

      He pictured his family all together again. They'd rent a little apartment in the outskirts of the big city. He pictured Su-mi there too or living next door. He'd make a home. A new home. It wouldn't be easy, but if you tried hard, lots of things were possible. He knew that now.

      I did it.

      I'm free!

      I escaped!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Almost 30,000 North Korean refugees have made the dangerous journey to South Korea.

      

        

      
        The escape route Dae followed has been shut down, forcing refugees to find other ways out.

      

        

      
        People continue to flee in hopes of a better life.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Strange, Fascinating Facts About North Korea

      

      

      
        	North Koreans are taught that their leaders are all-powerful gods.

        	North Korean voting ballots have only a single candidate.

        	Legal televisions broadcast only state-controlled local programming. The internet is a closed domestic network.

        	North Korea is the second most corrupt country in the world. (2015 Corruption Perceptions Index)

        	For over 70 years, one family has ruled North Korea: Kim Il Sung, Kim Jong Il, and Kim Jong Un.

        	North Koreans are told where to live and where to work.

        	If a family member breaks a law, the grandparents, parents, and children are punished, too.

        	Hundreds of thousands of people have been imprisoned or sent to labor camps simply for disagreeing with the government. (Amnesty International)

        	North Korea uses human feces as fertilizer and demands the product from its citizens.

        	North Korea has one of the world’s largest militaries.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Study Guide

        Download our map activity and reading comprehension guide:

        scottpetersbooks.com/downloads/worksheets

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Fantastic Books About Refugees

      

      

      
        
        Refugee

        by Alan Gratz

      

        

      
        A Long Walk To Water

        by Linda Sue Park

      

        

      
        Inside Out And Back Again

        by Thanhha Lai

      

        

      
        The Red Pencil

        by Andrea Davis Pinkney

      

        

      
        Amal Unbound

        by Aisha Saeed

      

        

      
        In Order to Live: A North Korean Girl's Journey to Freedom

        by Yeon-mi Park

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Did You Know?

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Life As A North Korean Refugee

      

      

      Almost 30,000 people have escaped from North to South Korea! When they arrive, they’re well taken care of, from housing to schooling, from medical care to job training.

      At first, refugees can find it hard to adjust to modern life. The two countries are like different planets. Schools teach different subjects, and kids have to catch up. Also, after having been hungry for so long, refugees sometimes struggle to become healthy. Worse, they worry about their families and friends still suffering in North Korea.

      It's exciting to know that many people have built new lives in South Korea. They've made new friends and have found comfortable homes. Some have even managed to save the thousands of dollars needed to employ a broker or human smuggler to get their relatives out of North Korea.

      Reading about their challenges, one can't help being impressed by the strength and resilience of these brave people.

      
        
        Snapshot Of North Korea

      

      

      North Korea is ruled by a dictator. Its 24 million+ people are cut off and isolated. It’s one of the world’s least free countries. The supreme leader rules from the capital, Pyongyang. Founded in 1948, one family has kept it under total control.

      
        	Kim Il-sung, first Supreme Leader, established power in 1948 after World War I.

        	In 1994, control passed to his son, Kim Jong-iI.

        	In 2011, control passed to the third generation, Kim Jong-un.

      

      All areas of daily life are under strict control. Private enterprise was banned in North Korea.

      From an early age, North Koreans are taught that their leaders are like all-powerful gods. The Kim family has worked to ensure that the people of North Korea know very little beyond what they're told. Those who disagree or ask questions are punished.

      In the early 1990s, flooding and drought caused food shortages, especially in the countryside. At the same time, food aid from the Soviet Union ended. The result was a terrible famine. Between five-hundred thousand and two million people died.

      Much of North Korea's money goes to support the military and to build high-tech weapons. North Korea maintains one of the world's most massive armies. This vast military presence is a threat to neighboring countries, particularly South Korea and Japan, and potentially the United States.

      In 1950, North Korea invaded South Korea, starting the Korean War. They were helped by China and the Soviet Union. The war lasted for three years, and over three million people died, including thirty-six thousand American soldiers.

      Although still technically at war, both countries have recently expressed a desire to reunite. In April 2018, the leaders of North and South Korea met at the border for the first time in a decade.

      
        
        Children In North Korea

      

      

      In North Korea, kids as young as five are forced to work in chain gangs. Children repair roads, build houses, fix railroad tracks, and more—sometimes for ten hours a day. Older teenagers are sent to the paramilitary and often serve for ten years without pay. All this is called team building.

      Starting in pre-school, children spend hours learning about their supreme leaders and singing their praises. They're taught to believe their country is the best and happiest in the world. Teachers also convince students that the United States and South Korea are evil enemies who have caused all of North Korea's problems.

      Orphaned children in North Korea live tough lives. Families refuse to adopt orphans because they cannot afford to feed them. Many orphans fend for themselves, homeless and alone. Orphanages offer meager, poor-quality food and force children to work long hours for free.

      The North Korean elite, those loyal to the regime and high-ranking military officers, mostly live in Pyongyang, the capital city. Most of North Korea's money is funneled there, making the rest of the country suffer. It’s a bit like the capital in The Hunger Games! Pyongyang's elite children live wealthy lives with fashionable clothes, good food, and even dance classes. It’s a stark contrast to the lives of most North Korean children.

      
        
        Escape Routes From North Korea

      

      

      Many desperate people have risked everything to get out over the years. Some have succeeded, but escape is difficult and dangerous. An awful fact is that the families left behind are often punished.

      People who leave are known as defectors. Many defectors have stories about failed escapes: they tell of beatings and even executions.

      Border guards face severe punishment if they are caught aiding anyone trying to get out.

      Most North Korean refugees head for South Korea because they're able to become citizens. But they cannot just walk across the border. It is heavily guarded by military personnel.

      The DMZ or demilitarized zone between the divided countries is rigged with roughly a million deadly, hidden landmines. You have to know where to walk.

      
        
          [image: North Korean Escape Routes Map]
        

        North Korean Escape Routes | by Ceosad, CC BY-SA 4.0

      

      To reach a South Korean Embassy, most defectors first cross the border into China.

      The Chinese government, however, refuses to let them approach the South Korean embassy for aid. Defectors who are caught are handcuffed and sent back to North Korea. Those who stay in China cannot legally work. They live in constant fear of being deported.

      Refugees rely on a network of smugglers and secret Christian activists to get them to countries like Mongolia, Cambodia, or Thailand. Only then can they reach a South Korean embassy and finally fly south to South Korea.

      When North Korean refugees first arrive in the South, they're interrogated by the National Intelligence Service and the National Police Agency to ensure that they are not spies. They are then sent to a government resettlement center.

      Non-profit and non-governmental organizations try to make the sociocultural transition more comfortable and efficient for refugees. They provide defectors with medical assistance as well as education programs.

      Escape routes are often shut down, but the good news is that new ones are always being found. People continue to flee and share their inspiring stories of survival with the world.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Download this book’s study guide:

        scottpetersbooks.com/downloads/worksheets

      

      

    

  


  
    
      The I Escaped Series

      I Escaped North Korea!

      I Escaped The California Camp Fire

      I Escaped The World’s Deadliest Shark Attack

      I Escaped Amazon River Pirates

      I Escaped The Donner Party

      I Escaped The Salem Witch Trials
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        * * *

      

      More books by Ellie Crowe

      Kamehameha: The Boy Who Became a Warrior King

      Nelson Mandela—The Boy Called Troublemaker

      

      More books by  Scott Peters

      Mystery of the Egyptian Scroll

      Mystery of the Egyptian Mummy

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Join the I Escaped Club

      

      

      
        
        We're always coming out with new adventures,

        so be sure to sign up for updates and news at:

        www.subscribepage.com/escapedclub

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Support North Korean Refugees

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For every book review we receive, we make a donation to rescue group Liberty in North Korea.

      

        

      
        Please lend your support!
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        * * *

      

      About Liberty in North Korea:

      Rescuing refugees starts with a secret rescue mission. Liberty in North Korea’s 3,000-mile secret rescue routes are helping North Korean refugees safely reach freedom right now. That’s only possible with your help.

      
        
        Learn more: www.libertyinnorthkorea.org
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