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1
Black Orb
‘YOUNGSTER, WATCH OUT FOR—’
An old man bumped into Jeong-su as they passed each other, but Jeong-su couldn’t hear what it was he should watch out for. He turned around, but the old man had already exited the alley and disappeared. Perhaps he was warning Jeong-su to watch where he was going. But was that really it?
It was a hot Sunday evening, and Jeong-su, a thirty-one-year-old man in a T-shirt, shorts, and sandals, was out for a walk in the network of alleys behind his house. He exhaled a long stream of smoke as he thought about the fight he had just had with his father.
It was all because he had gone out to buy a few packs of cigarettes and had missed his parents’ phone call. He called them back as soon as he returned home, but they didn’t pick up. They called him again while he was in the bathroom, but when he called them back, the line was busy. Thinking they would call again if he just waited, he relaxed as he watched some Sunday-night TV.
Forty minutes later, his father called, mad as can be: ‘Why don’t you pick up the phone? I called you, but the line was busy. And when I called again, it went straight to voicemail. What on earth is going on? You should at least do your parents the courtesy of calling them back!’ Jeong-su’s father immediately started berating Jeong-su, not giving him the chance to explain. ‘Whatever, I called because I needed your help with something urgent. But I found someone else to help.’ And with that, Jeong-su’s father hung up.
This ruined Jeong-su’s mood. His parents called him on the weekends to ask how he was doing and pester him about getting married. He assumed this was just another one of those phone calls. He had no idea it was about something important. He considered calling his father back but didn’t.
It was after this when Jeong-su, in poor spirits and holding a pack of cigarettes and a lighter, decided to go out for a walk.
He met eyes with a man in a tank top and shorts who was smoking in the alley. Jeong-su kept walking, turned a corner, and encountered yet another man, this one in a T-shirt and track pants. They were all smokers who had been chased into the alleys by their family members. Jeong-su thought it fortunate he could enjoy a cigarette without feeling guilty.
He considered his life a happy one. He was young, his parents were in good health, and he had a job, a house, and a car. Compared to those in the alley, his life wasn’t so bad. Realizing this, he felt his mood improve.
It was strange. A person’s mood could be easily ruined, easily improved, and just as easily ruined again. An angry phone call from one’s parents, or an increase in the tobacco tax – that was all it took to ruin a perfectly happy weekend. He could only imagine how unhappy he would be if something actually bad happened, like being fired, getting into a car accident, or contracting a terminal illness. Indeed, if his happiness was so affected by something as trifling as an angry phone call, what if he were confronted with a real catastrophe? All Jeong-su could do now was wait until his mood improved and he regained his desire to live. But for that, he’d probably need a few more packs of cigarettes.
The summer weather was terribly hot. Jeong-su stopped walking once his body temperature started to rise, and sat on the steps near the entrance to the alley.
‘Youngster,’ Jeong-su said, mimicking the old man’s tone, ‘watch out for …’
For what? Was he really just warning Jeong-su to watch where he was going? Jeong-su shouldn’t have been thinking about the encounter this much, but for some reason, it kept coming to mind. Lost in thought, he continued to smoke until four cigarette butts littered the ground around his sandals.
It was time to go home. Time for everyone – his parents, his friends, his enemies, even the old man from earlier that day – to get ready for Monday and go to bed. He figured he might as well join them. But before he went to sleep, he wanted to call his parents one more time. His father should have calmed down by now. And if not, there was nothing he could do. He got to his feet and headed home.
But, as he passed the place where he bumped into the old man, he thought again about the man’s warning. He still had no idea what the man had been referring to. The man had been well dressed: neatly combed hair, his shirt tucked in, a belt (which many old men forwent), and immaculate sneakers. Jeong-su knew of a few old people like this, who always dressed in nice clothes when they left the house. What was it like, he wondered, to live such a long and tidy life?
Where was the old man headed at so late an hour dressed in such nice clothes? And where was he now? And what in the world was he warning Jeong-su about? His tone sounded like he was warning Jeong-su of something more important than just sidewalk etiquette. Perhaps there was a large sinkhole in the alleyway. Jeong-su looked around but didn’t see any such hole.
What he found was a completely different kind of danger.
Jeong-su stopped walking because the alley seemed different. At first, he thought the streetlamps were out. But that wasn’t it; they were on. Blocking the alley was an object. The jet-black surface of this object blended into the surrounding shadows, making it seem like the alley was shrouded in darkness. 
Jeong-su had never seen such an object before. It was about two metres tall, perfectly round, and didn’t reflect light. Jeong-su felt like he was staring into a hole in the fabric of space. The object was several steps away from him.
‘What is that?’
Someone seemed to be wondering the same thing as Jeong-su. Standing next to him and staring at this mysterious object was Jeong-su’s neighbour. He had a plastic bag in his hand and was in mid-step. He must have been out to throw away the compost. But this spherical black shadow was blocking his way.
‘It’s so dark,’ Jeong-su’s neighbour said. ‘Do you know what that is?’
Jeong-su didn’t. The neighbour dragged his sandals across the floor as he approached the object. The heavy bag of compost swung like a pendulum as he walked.
‘Someone’s furniture? A car? It wasn’t here just a moment ago. Don’t people know not to park here?’
As the neighbour said this, the shadow appeared to be growing. But Jeong-su quickly realised that wasn’t it. No, it was moving – moving closer. And this wasn’t a shadow; it was a physical object.
But what kind of object, he didn’t know.
Wary of this mysterious thing, Jeong-su took a step back.
‘Is it a balloon?’ the neighbour asked as he reached toward the object. But just as his hand made contact with the surface, his fingers passed through it and into the inky blackness. As the object continued moving unabated toward the man, the rest of his arm, starting with his wrist, forearm, then elbow, disappeared inside.
‘What in the world?’
It happened so fast that the neighbour couldn’t even process it. It was only when the thing reached his shoulder that he began panicking. He dug his heels into the ground to stop himself from going any farther, but it was too little too late. The man let out a scream as his sandals began dragging across the asphalt.
‘Argh! Aaaaaargh! Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaargh!’
The object moved past his shoulder and on to his head. When his mouth disappeared, so did the screams. Next was his torso. And when it was halfway down his other arm, the garbage bag he was holding fell to the ground. His legs flailed in the air for a moment before finally being sucked into the darkness. This was the last Jeong-su saw of his neighbour.
Now it was advancing toward Jeong-su. Although he was terrified, he was incapable of taking his eyes off the object as he frantically retreated. As the object followed him and passed under a bright streetlamp, Jeong-su got a good look at it.
The object was a black orb, roughly two metres in diameter. It resembled all at once a large bowling ball, a black weather balloon, and a metal marble. And despite its large size, it made no sound as it moved. Although it wasn’t chasing Jeong-su fast enough to catch him, it was unrelenting and persistent in its pursuit, almost as if it had locked on to its next target. 
He started to run.
‘Help!’ he cried. ‘Please, someone help! Save me!’
But no one came out of their home. He had just witnessed something horrible. His neighbour had disappeared. His life was in danger. And yet no one cared enough to come help.
Jeong-su ran into the nearest supermarket. Two old women, who had been sitting in front of a TV and chatting, looked up at him.
‘May I help you?’
‘Outside. Over there. There’s a thing. Something horrible!’
‘Come again?’
‘Someone disappeared. Over there. This huge thing absorbed a man. We need to call the police. Hurry!’
‘Was there a car accident or something?’
‘Not a car accident. My neighbour disappeared!’
The two women looked at each other in silence. They reluctantly followed him out of the store, more concerned about missing their soap opera than what he had to show them.
‘What did you see again?’ one of them asked.
He pointed to the alley, saying that a dark object had absorbed a man. But there was nothing there. No matter how many times he explained, the two women just stared at him with suspicious looks on their faces. Eventually, they walked back into the store.
He stood there alone, where that thing had swallowed his neighbour, and glanced around. 

What did I just witness? What was that thing that just absorbed my neighbour? Was it a ghost? But ghosts only appeared in old tales. Perhaps an animal? But an animal that large, in the middle of Seoul? Besides, animals don’t absorb people whole. Then what was it? Am I going crazy? No, I know what I saw!

He shook his head.
He was as healthy as an ox and worked out often. He couldn’t even remember the last time he felt ill. There was no way he was seeing things.

I know what I saw. A large black orb. A large black orb that moves slowly and swallowed my neighbour! So, if it wasn’t a hallucination, where did it go? It must have followed me out of the alley. Wouldn’t that mean it’s out on the main road? It couldn’t have gotten far. After all, it was slow enough for me to outrun it.

Jeong-su looked up and down the alley searching for the strange object, but it was nowhere to be found. When he raised his hand to wipe the sweat from his brow, he realised he had been clenching his fist and crumpling his pack of cigarettes. He hadn’t let go of them since seeing the black orb.
He felt a mix of emotions. He wondered how this could happen and wished that it was all just a hallucination. If only this hadn’t happened, if only he hadn’t gone out for a smoke, if only he had turned off the lights and gone to bed, he would have been able to enjoy a peaceful Sunday evening. He took the pack of cigarettes and put them in his pocket. 
‘Aaaaaargh!’
Someone was screaming nearby. This time, it was the scream of a woman. A scream of terror. The scream of someone in the jaws of death. A hair-raising scream of someone fighting for their life. The same scream his neighbour had made just minutes ago. As Jeong-su processed the woman’s scream, the black orb emerged out of the alley wall. It crossed the width of the alley, then passed through the opposing wall and disappeared into another building.
Jeong-su immediately turned around and ran home. There was no doubt in his mind now. A woman had just been absorbed by the orb, and now it was going around the neighbourhood looking for its next victim.
When Jeong-su arrived home, he paced nervously around his house. He picked up his cell phone and tried calling the police, but just as he was about to dial, his mind went blank. He couldn’t remember if it was 112 or 119.
As he stood there lost in thought and holding his phone, he became afraid of what would happen if the orb followed him to his home. He locked the door, closed all the windows, and barricaded himself inside the bedroom. But he immediately unlocked the door and went back into the living room to pace.

I definitely saw that thing pass through a wall and disappear into another building.

He didn’t know how this was possible, but considering the fact the orb could pass through objects, he realised he wasn’t safe just locking his doors. 

But if my home isn’t safe, what should I do?

Finally, Jeong-su concluded he needed to run. He needed to get as far away from that thing as possible.
He found a duffle bag and packed it with whatever was in reach – not just necessities like his wallet and cell phone, but random things like hats, business cards, and matches. He didn’t know why he was packing these things, but he didn’t have the focus to tell the difference between what he needed and what he didn’t.
He went to the bathroom to get his toothbrush, some soap, and a razor, then realised he needed to pee and walked over to the toilet – after all, it might be a long time before he saw another toilet. As he stood there, he repeatedly glanced around, afraid that the orb would appear behind him. Because of this, the ten plus seconds it took for him to relieve himself felt like an eternity.
When Jeong-su left his house and hurried toward his car, he kept his distance from dark shadows and walls. If someone else had been watching him, they would have thought him mad. When he arrived at his car, he opened the door with shaking hands and quickly hopped into the driver’s seat.
But just before he started the car, he paused.

How can I be sure I’m not hallucinating?

He thought for a moment. His neighbour had disappeared. And he had heard the screams of another. But if two people really had been killed, would the neighbourhood be this quiet? He looked down at his shoes, which he hadn’t put on properly. In the back seat of his car was his bag and a mess of clothes. The car door, which was still open, was starting to chime.

Am I really in danger? Am I positive I’m not seeing things?

Then, suddenly, he saw through his rear-view mirror a woman run out of a building. Behind her was the black orb. The woman tripped as she ran for her life, and as she fell, her foot grazed the surface of the orb, initiating the absorption process. She let out a piercing scream. Finally, Jeong-su came to and turned around. He stared through the back window and watched as she was sucked into the orb.
First her legs disappeared, then her body. But just before her head was pulled in, she turned to look at Jeong-su. Her face was filled with anguish and horror. Her arms, which were still outside the orb even after her head disappeared, thrashed wildly looking for something to grab on to, but eventually, they too were pulled in.
The orb now turned to Jeong-su and started toward him. He quickly shut his door and turned the key to start the engine. All the while, the orb was slowly coming closer and closer. He glanced through the rear-view mirror again, getting a good look at the orb’s surface, which was impenetrably black and as smooth as mercury.
Although this thing looked like a perfectly spherical bowling ball, it was like no ball he had ever seen. Jeong-su was turning the key to the right, but the car was just puttering and not starting. The orb, which was moving closer and closer, finally reached the car. When this happened, it passed through the trunk like a shadow falling on the ground, then reappeared through the back seat. 
Finally, the car started.

Screeeeech.

The sound of the car’s wheels trying to get traction filled the alley. The car started moving forward, leaving the black orb behind. Jeong-su kept his foot on the gas, going faster than he had ever driven through this alley. All the while, the undeterred orb continued to slowly pursue him. When he turned the corner in the alley, an old man appeared and stood in front of the car, forcing Jeong-su to slam on the brakes.
He looked in the rear-view mirror to see how close the orb was, but because his car had already rounded the corner, he couldn’t see the alley from which he just escaped.
‘I heard a woman scream,’ the old man said as he stuck his head through the driver’s side window. ‘What happened?’
Seeing Jeong-su panting and unable to answer, the old man pressed the issue.
‘What’s the matter? Why aren’t you saying anything? You didn’t hit her with your car, did you?’
‘It wasn’t my car. There’s a horrible thing back there. Look—’
‘You’re lying. I bet you hit someone and are trying to run.’
The old man, who must have heard the woman’s scream and the screeching of rubber meeting road, seemed to think there had been a car accident. Jeong-su had no idea how to explain to this old man that there was a dark, spherical monster roaming the neighbourhood swallowing people whole.
The two women from the store (the same two who had refused to believe Jeong-su and given him suspicious looks) appeared again to see what all the commotion was about. The old man implored the old women to call the police because there had just been a car accident.
‘If you don’t run, you’re all dead!’ Jeong-su shouted finally. ‘A black orb is killing people! You’re all dead if you don’t run!’
The old man and the women looked at each other, not sure what to say, then turned to look down the alley Jeong-su was pointing at. By now, the black orb had just come out of the alley. It wasn’t fast, but it was persistent.
‘What is that?’ one of the old women muttered.
Jeong-su stepped on the gas and left the three people behind. The old man stepped in front of the two women and extended his hand toward the orb. And then, just as with the others, he let out a scream as the orb pulled him into the darkness. Seeing the old man be devoured just feet from them, the old women also started screaming. Jeong-su exited the alley on to the main road and didn’t look back.





2
Car
WHEN JEONG-SU WOKE UP, the first thing he looked at was his phone, which he had been holding on to tightly all night. Twelve-twelve p.m., and no missed calls nor any messages. He stretched his back and neck, which were stiff from sleeping in his car, and blinked several times trying to wake himself up.
He felt foolish for falling asleep while that black orb was still at large. He had spent the whole night nervously driving around the city trying to figure out where to go. When he finally parked his car, it was dusk and he was near his office. Tired from driving all night, he eventually fell asleep in the driver’s seat.
Still half-conscious, he rubbed his eyes before noticing a woman walking by. She gave him an inconspicuous glance before continuing down the street. He let out a sigh. He was relieved by how normal the woman’s behaviour was. She looked as though she was on her way to lunch, like it was just another day. She didn’t look like a person who knew there was a mysterious black orb wandering the streets of Seoul killing people.
Indeed, it was a sunny Monday afternoon, and the world seemed as peaceful as ever. But this didn’t make sense to Jeong-su.
He had spent the whole night running for his life. As he drove around, he listened to the radio, expecting reports of the people-eating black orb. But they never came. He even made phone calls to his friends, but no one picked up or called him back. Because he had called everyone he knew, he was transfixed by the idea that the telephone lines were down because of the orb.
But he realised this wasn’t the case when a few minutes later, he received a phone call from his mother. She asked why he had called so late last night.
‘It was because of the fight you had with your father, wasn’t it? Don’t take it personally. He’s been a bit irritable lately. He’s always had a bit of a temper. You know that.’
All Jeong-su could say was, ‘Right, I get it.’
Finally, he asked if she had seen anything strange recently.
‘Anything strange? What do you mean?’
‘It’s nothing. Forget I mentioned it,’ he said as he hung up.
He continued to wait in his car, but there was no news of anything unusual. The world was going round, just like it always had, and it was only he who was in panic mode. 
The day was starting to warm up. Jeong-su rolled up his windows to prevent the hot air from entering the car and turned on the air conditioning. As he did this, he met eyes with himself in the side-view mirror. He sat there in silence and stared at his own face for a while.
Whenever he looked in the mirror, he was always met with a cheerful face. Indeed, Jeong-su liked how he looked. Everyone always commented on what a handsome man he was. Jeong-su was happy to be born with a face that made others want to be his friend. Not wanting to waste his good looks, he made a special effort to always smile. But because he had stayed up all night and feared for his life, he looked weary and the area beneath his eyes looked hollow. How, he wondered, could one man’s face change so much in the span of one night?
‘Because I almost died,’ he answered himself.
The terror that Jeong-su felt as he ran from that black orb had changed his appearance. He could still hear the hair-raising screams of the people who had been absorbed into the black orb: his neighbour, that faceless woman, the woman who tripped, and the old man he left behind in the alley.
‘They all must be dead.’
But Jeong-su had made it out. He hadn’t been killed. And yet something didn’t add up. At least four people were now missing, if not dead. How could Seoul be so peaceful? And why was no one returning his calls? Jeong-su looked at his phone. He had no missed calls. Stranger yet, no one from work had contacted him. It was past noon, and he hadn’t shown up at work. There was no way his boss hadn’t called him.

Shouldn’t they be asking each other why I’m so late? Why haven’t my boss or clients called to ask where I am?

A travel program rerun from that weekend was playing on Jeong-su’s GPS screen, which had TV service. The host was showcasing local restaurants just outside of Seoul, festivals from rural parts of the provinces, and popular pets.

Maybe they already destroyed the thing.

He imagined police being dispatched to his neighbourhood, discovering the black orb and opening fire on it. Once their bullets pierced it, the orb exploded, ending the crisis. Or perhaps the orb disappeared just as suddenly as it appeared, back into the shadows of the dark alley it was first discovered in.
If the orb disappeared and the world had gone back to normal, did that mean he could go back to his daily life, too?
He took out a cigarette from his pocket. Realizing this was his last one, he searched through his bag to find more packs, but there were none. He let out a laugh in disbelief as he realised he had left all his cigarettes at home. He couldn’t believe he brought all this useless junk and not a single pack of cigarettes, the one thing he really needed. He looked down at the items in his bag. He felt bothered by the cluttered mess of spare toothbrushes and underwear stuffed in the bag.
Deciding to go buy some cigarettes, he opened his car door and stepped out into the world. He stretched his back and legs in the warm afternoon sun. Having spent all weekend at home sleeping and not exercising, his body felt sluggish. He wanted to go and exercise for an hour or two. But would he have a chance? Was it really safe out there?
He surveyed his surroundings as he headed toward the convenience store. In the show window of an electronics store were brand-new HD television monitors which were all showing the same rerun he had seen in his car. In the spicy beef soup restaurant next door was a middle-aged woman mopping the floor. The stoplight changed from red to green, then back to red. The bored cashier at the convenience store gave Jeong-su his cigarettes and change like it was just another day.
When he left the convenience store, he lit a cigarette and sucked the smoke into his mouth. But instead of inhaling, he just held it in until he couldn’t stand the bitterness any longer. He always did this when he had a lot on his mind.

Now where should I go? Home? The office? Or maybe I should wait longer? If I go to work, what excuse will I give?

Jeong-su would look like an idiot if he didn’t think of a plausible excuse. And that was the last thing he wanted. Once, not long after he first entered the company, a female employee had failed to show up for work. The excuse she gave the next day when she came to the office was that she had been sick. For the next two months, all manner of crazy rumours about her spread throughout the office. Some said she took the day off to spend time with her boyfriend, others said she went to the ob-gyn to get a ‘procedure’, and some thought she was in debt and working multiple jobs. These nasty, speculative rumours followed her around until she left the company.
Jeong-su’s office was that kind of place. If he couldn’t explain his absence today, he’d end up just like that female employee. He was respected at the office and didn’t want scandalous rumours lingering around him for the next several months. As he tried to think of an excuse, he received a text message on his phone, which he had been holding in his hand. It was from the office. He knew it was only a matter of time until someone came looking for him.
He assumed someone was demanding he come to work at once. But when he read the message, he wasn’t so sure. He stopped walking as he looked down at his cell phone.

Are you alive? Call me. Please.

This message was phrased too ambiguously for Jeong-su to know what the sender meant. Was the sender being sarcastic? Or was the sender aware that he had almost died? But how could anyone from his office know about that? Unless …?
As Jeong-su walked back to his car, he contemplated whether he should call the sender and ask what was up. But then he saw a group of people gathering in front of the electronics store he had passed earlier.
Several people were pointing at the TV and whispering in hushed voices to each other. Jeong-su didn’t want to believe it when he saw the words ‘Breaking News’ plastered across all the TV screens in the show window. 
Surely, it can’t be …
He wished it was about politics, North Korea, anything.
‘What is that thing?’ the man standing closest to the television asked as he looked around at the other people.
But no one answered that question. No one could. On the TV was the black orb, slowly moving through a street.
‘Move!’
People started pushing each other, and Jeong-su was thrust to the front of the crowd. From outside the crowd, he had only caught glimpses of the news broadcast, but now he could clearly see the black orb moving slowly over a deserted four-lane highway. It felt surreal seeing that large, obsidian-like orb on TV.
At the bottom of the image was a headline that read ‘Monster spotted in downtown Seoul’. The orb must have travelled several kilometres from his neighbourhood to downtown. That would mean Seoul wasn’t safe.
Perhaps most importantly, Jeong-su knew that what he saw last night hadn’t been a hallucination.
The crowd broke out into an anxious murmur.
‘What in God’s name is that? Is it a monster?’
‘A ghost! It must be a ghost!’
‘No, it’s a UFO!’
The child who cried ‘UFO’ seemed the most convinced, but no one listened.
Then an old man wearing a hat from the 70s yelled out in a hoarse voice:
‘I bet it came down from the Communists!’
The broadcast then switched to a newscaster’s face. Someone must have turned up the volume from inside the store because they could hear it even through the glass. Several people went inside the store to watch, leaving Jeong-su with a comfortable view of the television.
‘I repeat, a monster has appeared in downtown Seoul. Police are securing the area. The monster is extremely dangerous and has already … Yes? Yes. I understand … As you can see from the video we’re about to show you … Oh, right. This video contains disturbing imagery. Discretion is advised … The footage was filmed an hour ago in Seoul and shows the mysterious creature absorbing people … Am I reading this right? Absorbing? It’s correct? Okay … Yes, I repeat, absorbing people.’
The people on the street listening to the newscaster’s incoherent report wore flustered looks.
The footage showed the black orb in the middle of a busy street. Jeong-su flinched as he watched a car almost crash into it. Moments later, the police arrived and cut off the object. They got out of their cars and opened fire on it. Each time they unloaded their guns, the bystanders covered their ears and screamed in terror. Their shots should have reached the orb, but they seemed to have no effect on it.
Because the person filming was far away from the action, it was difficult to see whether the bullets were passing through the orb, bouncing off it, or being absorbed. Undeterred, the orb continued at its unrelentingly slow pace toward the police, passing through their patrol cars and eventually reaching the officers. One policeperson refused to run away and continued to fire at the orb, but as soon as their body made contact with the thing, they were sucked inside.
The orb started looking for its next victim. People were running or driving away if they could. The footage ended. The one holding the camera must have also decided it was time to run.
The people standing around the TV all let out terrified, anxious groans. Only Jeong-su was silent. He was the only one who wasn’t witnessing this monster for the first time.
This is real. It wasn’t a nightmare. It’s real.
Jeong-su felt his chest tighten and his breathing quicken. The newscaster said this mysterious object was wandering downtown Seoul, that dozens of people were estimated to have been absorbed, and that police were closing the streets surrounding the orb. The newscaster also said that it was Jeong-su’s neighbourhood where the orb was first spotted.

Was I the first witness?

‘It’s a demon! A demon has appeared in Seoul!’ a random old woman screamed out as she ran across the street.
With this, the people glued to the TV quickly dispersed, as if they were startled by her screaming. Jeong-su’s eyes went back and forth between his phone and the TV. The people at his office must be watching the same news. And they would have heard that the orb was first discovered near his house. His boss, colleagues, and that girl at work who was fond of him must be wondering about his whereabouts. But that wasn’t important right now. After all, he had parents to worry about.
Jeong-su quickly returned to his car. The people in the area were either frantically running around, dangerously speeding away in their cars, or staring with blank faces at the news on the television. All he had done was go out to buy a pack of cigarettes, but in that short span of time, the whole world had changed. When he got back to his car, he turned on the engine, dialled his parents, and turned on the GPS. The device was still set to the news, and when he saw the black orb appear on the screen, he couldn’t help but jump in his seat.
His mother immediately picked up. She said she had been calling him, but that it kept saying the line was busy. Perhaps, he thought, the phone lines were seeing a lot of traffic. He realised he might not be able to get a hold of his parents again. He needed to take advantage of this opportunity.
‘Are you safe?’ his mother asked.
‘Yes.’
‘Thank heavens. I was so nervous when I couldn’t get through. I thought my chest was going to explode. Have you seen the news? There’s some monster roaming the streets of Seoul. I was worried sick because they said it was sighted in your neighbourhood. Are you home right now?’
‘I’m at work.’
‘Don’t go back home. It’s dangerous.’
She didn’t need to tell him this. Even if she demanded he go home, he wouldn’t risk it. He asked if they were safe in Y City, which was a few hours outside of Seoul, and she said she wasn’t sure.
‘We locked all the doors and windows. Your father and I are just watching TV.’
‘No!’ he yelled suddenly, surprising even himself. ‘It’s not enough just to lock your doors. That thing can pass through walls.’
‘Pass through walls? Says who?’
‘I saw it with my own eyes.’
He could overhear his father in the background asking, ‘He says it can pass through walls?’
‘That’s what Jeong-su says,’ she replied. ‘Heaven help us. What should we do? I’m so scared. What should we do?’
‘Mum, you stand watch at the window and look to see if the monster comes. Have Dad pack the bags so you can leave if you need to. And get the car ready. I’ll head right over. Pack only what you need.’
‘Your office is so far away from our house. What if something happens between then and now?’
‘I’ll be over as soon as I can.’
Suddenly a loud noise came from over the speaker as his mother’s voice faded away. He shouted into the phone several times: ‘Hello? Hello?’ After an anxious minute of waiting, he finally heard her voice again.
‘A tank just passed by the back of the house.’
The loud noise must have been the sound of the tank rumbling through the street. 
‘A tank?’ he asked in surprise.
‘Yes, we must be at war. What are we going to do? This is crazy! What should we do?’
‘They must be headed to fight the orb. I hope they get there in time.’
He tried to calm his mother, but it wasn’t working. Finally, his father took the phone from her and told her to stop freaking out. He and his father, now talking on the phone, agreed not to hang up. Jeong-su connected a hands-free headset and was about to step on the gas when he looked at the windshield. He couldn’t believe it. A parking ticket was stuck to the glass.
‘What asshole gave me a ticket at a time like this?’
Jeong-su got out of the car, took the parking ticket, and threw it on the ground. People and cars were starting to pour out into the sidewalks and streets. If he didn’t hurry, he would get stuck in traffic. Jeong-su quickly got back into the car and took off.
He remembered what the newscaster had said. The first sightings of the black orb had been reported to his neighbourhood police station. He was there, but he hadn’t reported it. He remembered now that he had tried to call the police but couldn’t remember their number. And because he was only focused on escaping from the neighbourhood, he had completely forgotten about making a report.
But why had he spent the entire night cowering in his car instead of calling the police? He had called everyone, his family, his friends. The only people he hadn’t called were the police. Why? Had he called them, he could have saved dozens of lives.

Why didn’t I call?

He was asking himself this question but had no answer.
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Office
TO K, IT WAS A MONDAY morning like any other. Things were moving slowly enough that he even had time to contemplate what he would have for lunch. But just before lunch, rumours of something strange happening in downtown Seoul started spreading through the office. Everyone gathered around the TV in the lounge to watch the breaking news.
‘A black orb that absorbs people?’
Even as he looked at the footage of the black orb, which had appeared near his office building, he still couldn’t believe it. From the window of the office, he saw cars crashing into each other on a busy street as people tried to run away from the orb, and police quarantining the area and shooting at the orb in vain. He even saw the orb absorb a police officer. And still, he couldn’t believe his eyes.
Most of K’s colleagues evacuated the building and fled after they witnessed these events. Only when K saw the people running out of the building did he realise how dire the situation was.
I should have run with them.
Initially, K had stayed at the office because he didn’t want to leave work without permission. But then the police came and ordered everyone to stay inside, making it impossible for K to leave even if he wanted to.
K and his colleagues all pleaded with the police to let them go home, but it was no use. According to the police, all hell would break loose if people started running out of the building. They were probably right. A large group running out of the building in different directions could cause the orb to start moving in an unpredictable way.
As they continued to watch the news from inside the building, they learned more and more about the mysterious black orb. First was the physical description of the object: black, spherical, and about two metres in diameter. But there was no one who could attest to whether the orb was made from hard metal, like it appeared to be. After all, everyone who had touched its surface was sucked inside. Later, it was confirmed that the orb moved at a slow speed of about 4 kilometres per hour, never speeding up or slowing down except to change direction. Eye-witness accounts of physically impossible behaviours, such as passing through walls, were also reported.
And, perhaps most importantly, was the theory that the orb only pursued people.
The news explained that the orb followed humans like a predator stalking its prey, and always pursued the human that was closest to it. If someone came closer to the orb, then it would change direction and start following them instead.
As soon as this was confirmed, someone came up with the idea to lure the orb away from people and keep it in one area. They suggested having one person stay in front of the orb and run away from it slowly, like the way a mother lark lures a fox away from her nest.
The police put this plan into action, and for the last several hours, the black orb had been circling the perimeter of K’s office building in pursuit of the slowly moving patrol vehicle they were using as bait.
‘The police should be trying to get rid of that thing, not playing cat and mouse,’ someone grumbled. ‘Do they really expect us to wait here forever like this?’
‘We’re going to have to make a break for it eventually. Thankfully the orb is slow. They said on the news that it moves at about walking speed. If we run, we should be able to outpace it. The police should know this, too. I don’t know why they need to lock us up in here.’
‘I wish I was a marathon runner. I could keep running for hours and never be caught.’
The person who said this was trying to make light of the situation, but no one was laughing.
‘I envy the people who fled earlier. I’m sick of waiting here. I didn’t even get lunch.’
Everyone nodded in agreement, even K. The people who had escaped before the police took control of the building would have reached safety by now. 
I wish I had run with them. Why didn’t I? Why wasn’t I quicker?
There were several people whom no one had seen in hours. They must have made it through the police barricade, but how they got through, no one knew.
‘If they got out, they should have called to tell us how they did it. I can’t believe they saved only themselves and left the rest of us here like this.’
The sun was already starting to set. It seemed like they were going to miss dinner and be forced to stay the night. K remembered that his biggest concern earlier that day was what he was going to eat for lunch. He almost laughed out loud at the absurdity of it. No one could have guessed that something like this was going to happen today.
‘What’s that sound?’
The entire building was sent shaking by a deafening sound, as though someone had thrown a brick in a washing machine. A few female workers started screaming. Realizing it was the sound of something large moving through the street, K ran out into the hallway and toward the window. He felt relieved when he saw the source of the sound.
‘It’s a tank!’ someone shouted. ‘They’ve brought a tank!’
K knew it was technically called self-propelled artillery, but he didn’t correct them.
News of the ‘tank’ quickly spread through the office, and soon everyone was gathered in the hallway and looking out of the window.
‘I guess they’re going to use a tank on it. They should have done that in the first place instead of locking us in here.’
Everyone agreed with this. Once it was confirmed that handheld guns were ineffective, they should have brought out the bigger guns. Even online, people questioned why the military wasn’t trying larger weapons or explosives, like rocket launchers and grenades. It seemed like the government had finally responded to public pressure.
Everyone watched nervously as the tank approached the orb. K’s heart was racing as he stared at the orb moving through the street. Because it was perfectly round and didn’t have dark or light patches, it was impossible to tell whether the orb was rolling or gliding across the earth. He felt like his eyes would start hurting if he continued to stare at it. K wanted, even if just for a minute, to be by himself where there was no stress, no worries, no mysterious orbs he couldn’t understand.
Once the tank was close enough, the police car that the orb was chasing accelerated and distanced itself from it. The orb immediately changed direction and started moving toward the tank. K got goosebumps all over his body. The orb had switched targets.
K was worried about the safety of the soldiers inside, who, for all he knew, could be high-ranking generals or lowly foot soldiers. But the other people in the hallway only seemed to care about when the tank was going to fire. They started muttering among themselves as the tank just stood there doing nothing, even though the orb was getting closer.
‘Why aren’t they firing?’ 
‘Just blow it up already so I can go home!’
‘It’s getting too close. If they fire now, the tank will blow up too.’
‘Why are they just standing there and not firing?’
Then, as if answering their prayers, a missile was discharged from the barrel of the tank. The shell hit the surface of the orb, letting out a terrifying explosion. The windows of the building lurched as though they were going to shatter, and people covered their ears and screamed.
K was the first one to open his eyes.
He saw smoke hovering over the asphalt. The orb was still stubbornly moving toward the tank.
‘It didn’t do anything …’ K muttered to himself.
The black orb didn’t have a single scratch on it. It hadn’t even been blown off course. It passed through the tank’s thick armour and came out the other side. As it went through, K winced. He even thought he heard the soldiers’ screams.
Without its driver, the tank veered off the road and crashed into a building. As K watched the wall of the building collapse and the tank roll over, the rest of the people in the hallway started to slowly step back from the window. K turned around to look at them, and when he looked back toward the window, he saw the orb start flying toward him through the air.
He was stunned. He never imagined the orb could fly.
How could such a large object move through the air so effortlessly? K wanted to follow the people who were running away screaming, but his legs just wouldn’t move. He was only able to start running when the orb was just outside the eleventh-storey window. The orb passed through the glass and continued toward K.
Now that he had a closer look at it, K was struck by just how perfectly black and round the orb was. K ran into the office from the hallway, but the orb passed through the wall and followed him into the room.
K realised that he had made a huge mistake running in here. Now, he had nowhere else to run.
He hurried over to the window, opened the latch, and squeezed his shoulder through the opening. This window was the one he came to on breaks to stare up at the sky or down at people and cars.
Who knew I would end up hanging out of this window like this?
Even as he squeezed his torso through the window and perched his butt on the ledge, the black orb continued to advance toward him. He looked for an escape route, but there was nothing on the building wall for him to grab on to, no way to jump to a higher or lower floor.
K blamed himself as he felt the hot summer wind raging along the side of the building.
Why didn’t I flee earlier? I wouldn’t be hanging from a window like this had I come to my senses earlier and run with everyone else.
Darkness was falling, and all over the city, streetlights and neon signs were flickering on.
Here I am, staring death in the face, and yet the world is still going round.

K felt like he was about to cry. The black orb was now just feet away from him. Finally building up the courage to jump from the window, K let go of the ledge and lunged into the air.
As he fell from the eleventh floor to the asphalt below, he prayed that he might miraculously survive. After all, that sometimes happened: people falling dozens of storeys only to be snatched out of the air by a streetlamp or shop sign.
Who knows? Something like that might happen to me.
But nothing like that happened to K.





4
Road
JEONG-SU WATCHED ON TV AS a man running from the orb jumped off a tall building to his death. He turned away just before the man hit the ground. He never imagined they would show something like this on the news. But then again, he never imagined any of this would happen.
When the orb first appeared in downtown Seoul, the news media relayed the government’s orders for everyone to evacuate to the outskirts of the city as quickly as possible. Jeong-su thought he had a head start, but once the roads became jammed, he was in the same predicament as everyone else. He had already been sitting in his car for several hours not moving, and soon he turned off his engine just like everyone else around him.
According to the news, even though the tank was unable to quell the orb, the police were able to catch the orb’s attention again and now had it circling the same area as before. The newscaster said everyone was safe for now. But were they really? 
He couldn’t forget the terror he felt the moment he saw the orb take flight. Only having seen the orb glide across the ground, Jeong-su had thought he could hide with his parents as long as he got to a high place, like a tall building. But if the orb could fly, that meant nowhere was safe, not a skyscraper, not even a plane.
Worse yet, he was completely baffled that they couldn’t even destroy it with a tank. That didn’t leave many options. Would they need to resort to nukes? What if they couldn’t destroy the thing? Must they live the rest of their lives on the run, in constant fear of the orb?
Jeong-su felt anxious and frustrated thinking about his parents who must still be waiting for him. His parents had packed their bags and gotten in the car so they could leave as soon as he arrived. They even made sure they knew exactly where to meet. But when it became uncertain when he would arrive, his parents decided to get out of the car and go back inside. And originally, Jeong-su had wanted to stay on the phone with them. But as time drew on, they agreed to disconnect the call to save his cell-phone battery, and promised to call at least once every hour.
Before hanging up, he repeatedly told his parents that one of them should always be on watch in case the orb appeared, and that they should never sleep at the same time. He felt impatient, and even considered getting out of the car and walking the rest of the way. Indeed, the longer the streets stayed jammed, the more people there were who actually did this.
But he didn’t want to leave his car, which had air conditioning and a roof with which to block the direct rays of the hot summer sun. It would take at least fifteen hours to walk to his parents’ house on foot, something he was not quite yet prepared to do.
The sky slowly went dark as Jeong-su anxiously waited in his car. Soon, the street was lit only by streetlamps, neon signs, and headlights. It was exhausting waiting like this. And Jeong-su felt dejected because no one had contacted him since that one cryptic text message from work.
Indeed, Jeong-su was a social butterfly. The female employees at work often teased him saying, ‘Assistant Manager Kim, I don’t think I’ve ever seen you without your phone up to your ear.’
And yet, since yesterday, he hadn’t received a single phone call from anyone other than his parents. As the hours continued to pass by, he started to wonder if his closest friends were even real.
Jeong-su had a lot of friends and was always the centre of attention. This was something he enjoyed. Whether it was at school or at the office, women always gave him more attention than they did the other men. And when his friends hung out, they always asked when he was coming, and welcomed him unusually enthusiastically whenever he did arrive. People older or higher in rank than him at school, the military, or work liked him as soon as they met him, and clients preferred him, even though he wasn’t much better at his job than anyone else.
He didn’t know the reason for this. He always assumed it was because of his cheerful personality, athleticism, sense of humour, or ability to drink. It might even be because he was quite handsome. People always told him he would succeed in life, and indeed, he had the highest salary of all his friends and always got raving performance evaluations. At least that used to be the case.
‘They’re probably too busy looking after themselves,’ he thought to himself as he stared at the phone lying in the passenger seat.
Phone calls from his friends or colleagues was one thing. What bothered him more was the fact he still hadn’t heard from his ex-girlfriend. He hadn’t talked to her since breaking up, but a few hours ago, he worked up the courage to call her. He dialled her number, which he had deleted from his phone but thankfully still remembered. When she didn’t pick up, he sent several messages to her, telling her to leave home and flee the city to somewhere safe. But he was becoming angry now that she still hadn’t replied to his messages.
I’m just worried about her! Why does she need to ignore me like this? Am I that revolting to her? Fuck it. What do I care if she’s safe?
‘She’s probably found another guy to take care of her,’ he muttered to himself.
 
When Jeong-su arrived near the city his parents lived in, he was shocked to see the shops lining the streets bright with lights and open for business. Cars were packing the highways trying to get out of Seoul, and these stores were acting as if nothing was out of the ordinary. He couldn’t believe it. Were these store owners not afraid of the orb?
He got out of his car and looked around. Inside a walnut cake shop, a customer was talking to the owner:
‘Aren’t you going to evacuate? Everyone’s running for their lives. Are you sure it’s safe for you to remain open for business?’
‘It’s the capital that’s dangerous. We’re safe here.’
Jeong-su wondered if people in other parts of the country were as worry-free as this shop owner. The only people who were really safe were probably those who got on international flights. Indeed, he saw, on the news, footage of the airport packed with people trying to get out of the country. He envied people who had the means to buy an international plane ticket in times of crisis.
Stuck in yet another traffic jam, Jeong-su realised this was a good time to get dinner. He left his car in the middle of the road and went into a nearby convenience store. He felt relieved to see that the shelves were still fully stocked. He quickly found what he wanted so he could get back to the car as soon as possible.
He bought several bottles of water, ready-to-eat kimbap, some instant rice, and a few packs of cigarettes. As the cashier rang him up, Jeong-su opened his wallet and realised he didn’t have much cash. Thinking he might need more cash later, he went over to an ATM and withdrew some money as the cashier scanned his items.
Displayed right next to the ATM was some soap. It suddenly occurred to Jeong-su that he hadn’t been able to wash his face properly since yesterday because he had been cooped up in his car.

How nice would it be to take a hot shower and sleep in my own bed tonight?

When he returned to the counter, the cashier had yet to finish ringing him up. He must be bad at his job, Jeong-su thought to himself. He felt anxious, as he had left his car completely unattended in the middle of the highway.
‘I’m in a bit of a hurry. Can I just give you 30,000 won and call it even?’
‘But I still need to scan the barcodes …’
Jeong-su was annoyed with how inflexible the cashier was being, but he just endured it. When the cashier finally finished ringing him up, he started putting the items in a plastic bag, but even these movements were exceedingly slow. Jeong-su helped the cashier bag the items.
‘Did you hear the latest update?’ the cashier asked in a halting voice.
‘Latest update?’
‘Not from the television or the radio. Other news outlets, I mean.’
‘I don’t know. I’ve been in my car all day.’
‘Is that so?’
The two didn’t say anything more to each other until Jeong-su left the store and the cashier called out, ‘Have a nice day!’ But Jeong-su thought this an idiotic thing to say given the current situation, and didn’t even turn around to acknowledge the greeting.
The air conditioning had been blasting inside the convenience store, but now that he was out in the hot summer evening, his whole body was sweating. Thinking that he needed to get back to his car soon, he hurriedly opened a pack of cigarettes and stuck one in his mouth. But when he got back to the highway, a long procession of people carrying luggage was stretched out along the road. They looked just like refugees as they walked down the highway, navigating between the parked cars.
This was already a perplexing scene, but Jeong-su became even more flustered when people started running over to him.
‘Is there a store that’s open nearby?’
They were all pointing at the plastic bag Jeong-su was carrying. He directed them to the convenience store he had just come from, and they all immediately rushed over there. He watched in awe as dozens of people ran into the store and started grabbing whatever they could find and stuffing their bags.
They looked insane running around with armfuls of food and toiletries. The cashier tried to stop them, but they just ignored him. Most people just threw some bills on to the counter as they ran out of the store. A few left without even paying.
‘What in the world?’
Had something happened while he was out buying dinner? The number of people walking along the highway was increasing with every second that passed. Even the people that were in their cars were starting to get out to join the others with surprised looks on their faces. 
In the short amount of time he had been in the convenience store, all the surrounding stores had closed their shutters. Among the throngs of people, he noticed a large group gathered in the middle of the road and talking in hushed whispers. Wanting to know what they were doing, he pushed his way through the current of people to get to the middle of the road.
They were all standing around and staring at someone’s laptop, which was placed atop the trunk of a car. Some people wore looks of terror as they quickly left the crowd.
A video was being played on the laptop. It took a few seconds to understand what he was looking at. The video looked to be filmed with a cell-phone camera. Judging from the dark background, it must have been taken within the last few hours.
‘Is this real?’ someone asked as they pointed to the screen with a trembling finger.
‘It’s all over the internet.’
The young man who answered was portly and wore thick-rimmed glasses and a large backpack. He appeared to be the owner of the laptop. The young man then started shouting to the crowd with a booming voice that was as loud as he was large.
‘Everyone! Check the internet. The news isn’t giving you the proper information. All the media outlets have stopped broadcasting. The internet is the only thing you can trust.’
‘You’re telling us that thing multiplied?’ someone asked. 
In the video, the orb was slowly chasing a patrol car. Jeong-su had seen this behaviour several times on the news, so he didn’t know what all the fuss was about. But then, suddenly, the orb in the video stopped moving.
He had never seen the orb not move. As he watched in awe, the surface of the orb started emitting a faint light. It almost looked like the orb was vibrating rapidly, but because of the poor video quality, it was hard to be sure.
The next moment, a second orb emerged out of the first, like a cell dividing. Jeong-su gasped in disbelief.
The orb had doubled. The original orb continued chasing the patrol car, and the new orb started moving in the opposite direction. The video started replaying the part when the orb multiplied.
‘Is this real?’ Jeong-su asked. Even though someone already asked this question, and even though the owner of the laptop had already given an answer, Jeong-su couldn’t help himself from asking it again.
‘I said it is, didn’t I? It doubled! They said the police and the military are having difficulty controlling the situation now that there are two of them. People are panicking and fleeing Seoul. You all must evacuate south. And make sure you check the internet. That’s the only thing you can trust!’
The young man’s T-shirt was soaked in sweat. Jeong-su stood there, shocked and trying to make sense of this development. People had felt relatively safe knowing that the police were able to lure the orb away from people. But that was when there was just one of them. Now there were two. What if it continued to multiply? How were they going to run away from multiple orbs?
Now he understood why so many people were walking down the highway. They were all in the same predicament. They were scared for their lives. They were reacting to the sight of the orb defeating a tank and flying through the air and now multiplying. Unable to calm himself down and think clearly about what he needed to do next, Jeong-su just stood there for a moment and stared into space.
‘Hey, mister,’ a man said as he pointed at Jeong-su’s plastic shopping bag. ‘Is there a store that’s open nearby?’
‘The convenience store over there is—’
‘I already tried there. They don’t have anything left.’
Hearing this, Jeong-su imagined in horror hordes of people looting the convenience store and moving on to look for the next one.
‘Please, mister,’ the man pleaded. ‘I don’t have anything to eat or drink. All the stores are closed. I don’t know where to look. Would you sell me some of what you have? I’ll pay as much as you want.’
‘I’m sorry. I can’t do that. I don’t have much. And it’s not food. It’s just things like toilet paper and batteries.’
Jeong-su hid the bag behind him, but the man was already walking toward him.
‘I have a wife and two kids. We haven’t eaten anything since lunch. That’s more than enough for you. You should share. Everyone’s got it bad. Let’s help each other out here, buddy.’
His behaviour was slowly becoming more threatening. 
‘Sorry, I can’t,’ Jeong-su said as he turned his back to the man. He quickly used the crowd of refugees to lose the man. He felt relieved when he finally arrived at his car.
There were so many people on the road that he had to push people aside just to get into his car and close the door. Outside was noisy with all the people, but inside his car was quiet. He turned off the lights, thankful that he had tinted windows, and leaned back in the driver’s seat.
He placed the plastic shopping bag, which he had been holding close to his chest, in the seat next to him.
‘I guess I had good timing,’ he muttered to himself.
But after a while, he decided to leave his car behind and go the rest of the way on foot. His parents were still waiting for him to arrive, and now that everyone had abandoned their cars, there was no way he could make it by driving. He would have to walk all night, but that was okay. He figured the wisest thing to do was meet his parents as quickly as possible and move together as a family.
Jeong-su regretted not buying food that didn’t need to be cooked. He contemplated whether he should take the heavy bottles of water with him. He was pretty sure he would be able to find water. But then again, someone needed to be around to keep the water running. It was possible it would be shut off soon. What about the electricity? The internet?
He turned on the GPS one last time to remind himself how to get to his parents’ house. The news was still showing the same images as before. It would be good if he had a phone with internet, like the ones kids these days used, but all he had was an MP3 player and an old flip phone.
He put his MP3 player in the bag and slung it over his shoulder. He then took off his loafers and changed into the running shoes he kept in his car for when he went jogging. He would need comfortable shoes for the long journey. As he rummaged through the vehicle for other valuables and useful items, he discovered in the glovebox a survival knife. He sat there for a moment contemplating whether he should take it.
He then remembered the sight of the mob looting the convenience store and the helpless cashier who could only stand by and watch. Eventually, he put the knife in his back pocket.
When he was all done, he grabbed his cell phone, stepped out of the car, and locked the doors. He missed his vehicle’s air conditioning as soon as he breathed in the stuffy evening air. He hoped that his car was going to be all right. He had begged his parents to help him pay for the ride, which was a bit beyond his means. As he walked down the highway, he occasionally looked back at his prized possession.
He called his parents to tell them that he was walking to their house. They had promised each other to make contact at least once every hour, and the last time he had talked to them was just before going into the convenience store, about an hour ago. He waited for them to pick up, but it eventually went to voicemail. He called again. But they didn’t pick up.
He called one more time, but still, they didn’t pick up.
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Family
‘ARE YOU SURE THIS IS the right way?’ J asked her husband.
They and their son were driving alone through a pitchblack forest without even the company of the moon. Dark branches were constantly scraping against the car’s windows and roof.
‘I told you we shouldn’t have come this way. I’m scared. There are no people out here and we can’t see a thing.’
‘How many times do I have to tell you?’ her husband said as he kept his eyes on the path and his hands on the wheel. ‘We’ll be fine. Besides, this is the only road not blocked by the military. We have no choice but to go this way. We can’t stay in Y City.’
But still, J wasn’t sure it was wise to drive on an unpaved road in the middle of the night like this, especially when the world was descending into chaos.
‘Any news from the internet?’ she asked as she turned to the back seat. 
‘Nothing yet,’ her son said, lying on the seat and staring into the LCD screen of his phone.
‘I can’t believe what’s happening,’ she said with a sigh. ‘I feel like the sky is falling.’
‘Don’t worry,’ her husband said. ‘We’ll be safe once we’re in the country. My parents’ place has rice and there’s a police station right down the street. We won’t have to worry about going hungry or staying safe.’
J couldn’t believe it when she first saw the news of the monster. She felt like she was in a movie as she watched images from Seoul of people being eaten by the black orb. And for a while, she really hoped it was just some hoax.
But she knew the situation was real when her husband and son came home early from work and school after seeing the same news. Her heart dropped that night when the sirens started blaring and an emergency broadcast was dispatched telling everyone to follow the government’s instructions.
The reason they decided to go against the government’s orders and leave their home was because of the video their son discovered online that showed the orb multiplying.
J’s husband was the one to suggest they leave when he saw the footage. J wanted to wait it out at home like everyone else, but her husband knew that if they waited too long, they would lose their chance to get out of Y City and head south.
Her son, who had read online that the roads and airports were jammed with people fleeing the city, also thought they should leave as soon as possible. Eventually, J agreed, too.
But the police had already blocked off downtown, making what should have been a twenty-minute drive into a three-hour detour. Every time they were stopped and questioned by the police about where they were going, they used whatever excuse they could think of: ‘We’re on our way back from the hospital. Our son needed to go to the emergency room.’ ‘We were out late getting supplies from the store.’ ‘There’s an emergency at a relative’s house.’ Eventually they made it out of the city, but all the highway ramps were blocked by the police.
Her husband finally decided on a narrow road through the mountains. Although he assured them that the road was wide enough for a car, once they were deep in the mountains, the pavement ended, and the foliage started creeping closer and closer.
‘People on the internet are warning about false rumours,’ her son said.
‘What false rumours?’ she asked as she turned toward the back seat.
‘I don’t know. The government is just warning people to only trust official information because false rumours about the orb are spreading.’
‘Who believes the government? Give me a break,’ her husband muttered under his breath.
‘But what are they anyway?’ she asked.
‘Some people say they’re UFOs,’ her son began to explain. ‘Others say they’re made of billions of nanorobots from the Americans. There are even theories that they’re singularities.’
‘What’s a nanorobot?’
‘I’m not sure.’
‘What about a “singularity”?’ her husband asked. ‘What’s that?’
‘I read that it’s a star in space that sucks everything in.’
‘You mean like a black hole? Something like that crashed on earth? How?’ her husband asked.
‘I think they’re ghosts,’ J said.
This made her husband and son laugh.
‘Don’t be silly, Mum. There’s no such thing as ghosts. Anyway, what’s for certain is that they only chase people, they can’t move faster than a human’s walking speed, and people who touch them are sucked in.’
‘Really? They move that slow?’
‘That’s why they say to run if you come across one. They only move at a speed of four kilometres per hour, so you can easily outrun them. They also say not to try attacking them. Not even guns are effective. And … I read that they keep multiplying. I think there are at least four of them now.’
‘Who knows how many more they’ll spawn,’ her husband said. ‘And there’s no telling if they’ll make their way to the country. I think we’re fortunate to have gotten out of the city when we did. Even those monsters won’t be able to find us if we hide deep in the mountains. There’s just no way they can sense us from that far away.’
‘I think we should try to get out of Korea. People on the internet think the orbs can’t cross bodies of water. That’s why people are flocking to the airports to—’
A loud sound cut the son off mid-sentence. A large rock from the road had scraped along the bottom of the car. They waited for the rattling to stop and the gravel road to end. But the farther they went, the worse the road and the sound became. Worse yet, the road was getting narrower as branches began tapping on the windshield.
‘Dad, are you sure this road is meant for cars?’
‘Look, there are tyre tracks on the road. A lot of people come here in their cars to visit the graves in the area. And I saw people earlier.’
‘But I don’t see anyone now.’
Suddenly, the rattling stopped as the car’s engine turned off. Her husband started the car again and put his foot on the pedal, but the car wouldn’t move.
‘We must be stuck in the mud.’
J and her son looked out the window with concerned faces. All they could hear was the sound of the wheels spinning in place. Her husband turned off the engine and let out a sigh.
‘Hey, I think I see someone,’ her son said.
J looked out the front window. Four men in hiking gear were walking toward their car. She felt relieved to see people. Seeing people meant they were on the right track.
‘I told you this was the right way,’ the husband said. ‘Should we ask them for help?’
He lowered the window and called out to them.
‘Hello there! Mind giving us a hand?’ 
The group of men started walking faster as if agreeing. As they got closer, J realised they were younger than she had first assumed.
The husband opened the door and leaned out of the car to talk with them.
‘You’ve come from over the mountain, right? Are the roads open ahead? Can I get through with my car? We’re trying to get to the highway. Will we get there if we keep heading this way?’
The four men just glanced around at each other without answering the husband. J and her family waited for their answer in silence. ‘Why aren’t they saying anything,’ she wondered. Seven people had met on a dark mountain road, but no one was saying anything. Finally, the man in the back said something to the man standing in the front, but he spoke so softly, the family couldn’t hear it from the car. But when the young man in the front turned around to answer, they did hear that.
‘Are you sure?’
‘What did I just say?’
‘But are you sure?’
‘Just do it already.’
With this, the man in the front walked over, put his face right up to J’s husband, and glared at him. Her husband turned to her with a flustered look. She saw the man as he pulled a large knife from his pocket and stabbed her husband in the throat.
Blood spurted from his neck and splattered into the car. 
Only when she felt the sensation of her husband’s blood sprinkling on to her face, did the reality of what was happening set in. J and her son began screaming. Her door was locked, but not her son’s. The men opened the back door and dragged him out by the legs.
Her son struggled as he cried out for help, but he was completely overpowered by the four men.
She could hear as the four men stabbed her son repeatedly then threw him to the dirt.
In the driver’s seat, her husband was leaning against the wheel, unable to move. He was turned toward her and making gurgling sounds as he choked on his own blood. From the way his lips were moving, it seemed like he was trying to call out her name, but there was no sound.
The men came over and dragged her husband out of the car and tossed his body on the road. Then the man who appeared to be the leader came over to the passenger side and knocked on the window with a knife.
‘Get out.’
All she could do was cover her face with her hands and sob. The four men just stood there patiently, not getting angry or anxious. The other three men stood in the distance and relaxed over cigarettes as the leader talked to J through the glass.
‘I won’t kill you if you come out. But if you don’t, I’ll drag you out of there and stab you myself. Come out while you still have the chance.’
‘Please, don’t kill me. Please, I beg you.’
‘Just get out here already.’ 
‘Please, don’t kill me.’
One of the other men came over to the driver’s side and reached in toward her. She screamed as his hand passed her and unlocked the door. The man on the passenger’s side opened the door and pulled her out of the car. She thought for sure she was going to die, but he didn’t stab her.
‘Cash, checks, jewellery, bank books. Hand over everything that’s worth anything.’
‘There’s money in the small black bag in the trunk.’
‘You don’t have anything on you?’
‘No.’
‘Are you lying to me?’
‘No.’
The man opened the trunk and rummaged through the bag for money. Another emptied her husband’s and son’s pockets. There was no hesitation, no remorse in the way they did this. They finished quickly as though killing and robbing people was nothing to them.
They told her to empty her pockets, and she obeyed, handing over a small coin pouch and a receipt from the supermarket. The leader looked at these, then threw them to the ground.
‘You came from that direction?’ the leader asked as he pointed down the road with his knife, which still had blood on it.
‘Yes.’
‘If we follow this road, we’ll arrive in Y City?’
‘Yes. Please, don’t kill me. I beg you.’ 
The men surrounded her, bound her hands, and gagged her. They tied a rope to her waist, then started walking down the road, pulling her along as if she were a dog. She sobbed as she walked behind them. They walked slowly down the path from which she and her family had come.
‘I heard that the orbs need to wait six hours before they can absorb another person. Let’s not kill everyone we run into on the way to the city. We should leave a few to use as sacrifices in case we encounter an orb. We can stay safe for at least a few hours that way. And in the meantime, we’ll run around Y City looking for things of value.’
‘Is that really true? The orbs can only absorb one person every six hours?’
‘That’s what the rumours say.’
‘By tomorrow morning, the city will be completely abandoned. If only we could stop those orbs, the city would be ours for the taking.’
‘That’s what I’m saying, you dumb shit. If we run into people on our way there, we kill the men and keep the women and young children as hostages.’
‘This would be a lot easier if we had guns. You think we can find some soldiers or police?’
J realised this must be one of the false rumours her son was telling her about. The government had warned people that false rumours about the orbs were spreading. These bandits must have heard a rumour that the orbs couldn’t harm anyone for several hours after absorbing a person. And it was because of their belief in this rumour that they spared her life. 
She turned around to look at the corpses of her son and husband lying on the road. Why hadn’t she been wary of a group of strange men? You were always supposed to be careful when approaching strangers, especially at night and far away from people. Why hadn’t they been more careful? Her tears continued to flow as she thought about her husband and son, and how she would soon end up like them.
When her husband first suggested they leave the house, she had an ominous feeling and tried to persuade him otherwise. Why didn’t he listen to her? Why was he so stubborn? How could they think that driving on a deserted road through the mountains at night would be safe?
She had lost everything. All she could do now was cry and cry.
The night was silent. The only sounds on that dark, moonless mountain were those of five people walking and a woman’s weeping.





6
City
THE HIGHWAY WAS PURE MAYHEM in one direction, a madhouse of people and cars. Jeong-su saw a child separated from his parents. People passed the child indifferently as he cried out for his mother. Jeong-su then saw another lost child; this one, however, wasn’t crying. He was just squatting on the side of the highway and staring at the ground.
‘I guess his parents abandoned him,’ people muttered as they passed by.
Jeong-su also saw a peddler selling apples at 10,000 won a piece. A sign with the words ‘We Have Apples’ was posted next to a refrigerated truck. The peddler only took out the apples when someone paid him. He seemed to be protecting his merchandise from looters like the ones Jeong-su had seen earlier. Jeong-su wouldn’t be surprised if there were men inside the truck guarding the apples with iron pipes and knives. 
On the journey to Y City, it was just as difficult to find reasonably priced food as it was to find water. People who had no cash resorted to begging others for food. Jeong-su even saw old women with sacks tied above their heads like war refugees.
Along the highway, families and large groups had put up tents to sleep in. The women would look after the children, and the men would stay outside and keep watch. People walked on top of cars that were blocking their way. And Jeong-su even saw one car burning in the distance.
He had never seen such pandemonium. Because he was young and strong, he could look after himself. But he worried about his parents.
The first time his parents hadn’t picked up, he just assumed they were away from the phone. But after repeated attempts to get in contact, he started to become anxious. After a few hours and still no word, his head was starting to spin as he imagined the worst.
Eventually, he started stopping people to ask if they were getting cell service. At first, most people said their cell phones were working, but as time passed, there were more people who said the lines were down.
Jeong-su guessed it wasn’t that they weren’t picking up, but rather that they weren’t getting his phone calls. It had been a little over three hours since he last talked with them. He doubted that anything major could have happened in such a short amount of time. At least, that’s what he hoped.
Thankfully, Jeong-su had discovered his MP3 player had radio. He originally bought this MP3 player not to listen to music but to practise English during his commute, so he hadn’t even been aware that it connected to the radio. This became his way of getting news.
All the stations had stopped their scheduled broadcasts to send out the same newsflash. By now, there were no more Good Samaritans to share their laptops or phones with internet, so it was fortunate that Jeong-su had a way to get the news, even if it was just over the radio. It was an unfortunate fact, however, that the news was slow.
It only confirmed that there were two orbs several hours after Jeong-su had first seen the raw footage. And the mainstream media had yet to report on the mayhem that was erupting on the highways out of Seoul. According to official reports, the two orbs were still being successfully contained by the police inside Seoul. But Jeong-su didn’t believe this. There were separate reports that the military and police were starting to take control of the areas surrounding Seoul. That could only mean one thing: the orbs were migrating out of the city into Gyeonggi Province.
He realised he was smart to ignore the government’s advice and leave Seoul.
 
Jeong-su arrived at Y City just past midnight. The military had set up barricades, tents, and Humvees at the entrance to the city to prevent people from entering. There were three levels of barricades behind the soldiers, and an announcement was being repeated over a loudspeaker. 
‘There are buses ready to transport people south. Please, board the buses in an orderly fashion and continue south. I repeat, no one is allowed into the city. Please, continue south.’
No one is allowed into the city? But why?
Jeong-su couldn’t believe it. He hadn’t come all this way just to be turned away. People who seemed to feel the same way were surrounding the soldiers and shouting.
‘Why can’t we go in?’
‘The military is controlling the city,’ one soldier replied.
‘For what reason?’
‘We don’t know.’
‘What about the people inside? What happened to them?’
‘They are currently being evacuated south. All of you must head south, too.’
‘But why are they being evacuated? Did something happen inside the city?’
‘We don’t know.’
The soldiers, who were wearing orange reflective vests, kept giving the same answers: people couldn’t enter the city, and they didn’t know why. Furious, people started demanding to speak to someone who did know. But even a higher-ranking officer would probably be just as much in the dark. After all, soldiers only followed orders.
But Jeong-su wanted to know, too. Why couldn’t they enter the city?
‘Are you sure one of those orbs hasn’t appeared in Y City?’ someone shouted. 
Jeong-su felt his heart drop when he heard this. He felt like this was the only logical explanation. There was no other reason to take control of an entire city if it wasn’t because another orb had appeared. People started pressing the soldiers. Finally, as their shouting got out of control, the commander appeared.
‘Everyone, calm down. No orb has appeared in this city. We have no reports of any such thing. The orbs are in Seoul and the police have them contained.’
Jeong-su didn’t know what to do. If what they said about the evacuation was true, he wasn’t going to be able to find his parents even if he entered the city. Perhaps this was the reason his parents weren’t answering his calls. They might have already taken their car and evacuated south. If that was the case, he should get on the bus and go south, too.
Feeling drained of energy, Jeong-su plopped down on the side of the road. He stared aimlessly down the road, which was becoming more and more packed with people coming from Seoul. Some people were following the military’s orders and getting on the buses, while others sat on the side of the road or looked for food.
There was a line for water from the military. Another announcement was being broadcasted over the loudspeaker that families with young children, pregnant women, senior citizens, or disabled people qualified for food rations. There was also a medical tent with doctors and nurses who were treating people.
People were shocked when they found out the water they had been waiting for was just bottled tap water. One person made a scene saying they wouldn’t drink tap water even if someone paid them to. The private handing out water responded politely to the angry person, saying they had nothing to worry about because tap water was safe. Jeong-su, who had also been waiting in line, was more annoyed by the soldier’s irritatingly polite response than he was about being given tap water.
People talked about the rumours going around. There were all manner of rumours, and it was this multiplicity that made them hard to believe. One person shouted hysterically that there were more than one hundred orbs in Seoul now. Others bragged about how they knew someone with inside information that said the government had discovered a way to defeat the orbs.
But what Jeong-su wanted to know was how he was going to find his parents, not how many orbs there were or how they could be destroyed.
At some point, Jeong-su saw a white object moving in the hills. Only when it got closer did he realise it was people coming down a hiking trail. Jeong-su eyed the trailhead which started at the side of the highway and disappeared into the mountain forest.
Perhaps, Jeong-su thought, that trail went all the way around the mountain and into the city. He went over to the people to see what they knew.
‘Are you all coming from Y City? Is there a way through the mountain?’
It was a family with two daughters. The mother wered
 Jeong-su’s question, but also told him more than he needed to know:
‘We were told not to come this way. They instructed us to head south of the city. That’s what the government announcements kept saying. But all the roads were jammed, and we weren’t getting anywhere. We thought we would die if we stayed there. So, we came back this way. But the trail over the mountain was so difficult. I thought we would die up there. I’m glad we came this way, though. It looked like we would be stuck for days if we continued south.’
‘Did everyone in the city evacuate?’
‘Some neighbourhoods have. Others haven’t.’
‘What about Jung-dong?’
‘That one hasn’t yet. The roads were backed up, so they probably won’t be evacuated until the morning.’
Jeong-su felt a glimmer of hope when he heard this. In contrast to the barricaded roads into the city, this trail wasn’t being well monitored. The soldiers guarding the trailhead looked less strict than others. Not to mention the fact that most of the soldiers were starting to look exhausted from running around without any clear directive. Jeong-su would be able to sneak by if he had good timing.
 
When the soldiers guarding the trailhead took a break to smoke and chat, Jeong-su made a break for the forest without any more deliberation. This wasn’t his initial plan, nor did he think it very wise, but he didn’t have time to think.
‘Sir! You can’t go that way!’
Jeong-su pretended not to hear them.
‘Sir! Stop!’
Jeong-su turned around when he heard them running toward him, their guns rattling as they hung from their shoulders. He looked at the two soldiers with a guileless expression.
‘Sir, you can’t go that way. You’re not allowed in the city. Take the buses and head south.’
‘I’m not going into the city. I’m planning on meeting my family on the mountain. I’ll be right back down once I meet them.’
‘We still can’t let you in. You can wait for your family here.’
‘But I got permission to go up the trail. They said I could if I came right back.’
‘Who said you could?’
‘Some sergeant major.’
The two soldiers exchanged glances.
‘Sergeant Major Ryoo?’
‘Yeah, that’s the one.’
‘Then make it quick.’
The two soldiers left him and went back to their posts to continue smoking and chatting.
‘What idiots,’ Jeong-su muttered under his breath.
* 
Jeong-su met several people on the way up the mountain. He thought the military would have done a better job preventing people leaving the city through the mountains, especially considering how hard it was for him to get in. From asking these people, he was able to learn about the situation in the city.
When night fell earlier that day, there had been an announcement to evacuate the city by road. The people coming over the mountain were those who had disobeyed orders by taking their own path. Some came because the roads south were too congested, and others just didn’t trust the government.
He asked if an orb had appeared in the city, but they all said they hadn’t seen one.
Everyone he passed asked him about the state of the highways. Several people expressed their concern for him, saying it was dangerous to go into the city alone because all the police had moved to the outskirts. Some even wished him luck finding his parents. Every time Jeong-su watched the people continue down the mountain, he would think to himself that they would become less friendly once they reached the highway and merged with the other refugees.
Jeong-su heard a lot of new reports over the radio. One radio station gave accounts of the chaotic situation created by Seoul’s ten million residents fleeing the city, the same chaos Jeong-su had witnessed on his way to his parents.
There were also repeated pleas to disregard the false rumours that some people were spreading. Apparently, one of the rumours was that the orbs could only absorb one person every few hours. They stressed that this was false.
They also dispelled rumours that the orbs were military weapons created by the Americans, or an experiment by South Korea’s government. They asked people not to believe the rumours that the military purposely wasn’t destroying the orbs because they wanted to use them as weapons. They claimed that such false rumours were the reason the situation was spinning out of control.
Newscasters promised people that nuclear weapons weren’t going to be dropped on Seoul. They assured people that the military was looking for ways to quarantine the orbs, and that everyone should be patient.
If nuclear weapons were ever dropped on Seoul, Jeong-su would never be able to return. Just thinking about this sent chills down his spine.
The path through the mountain was painfully hot and filled with bugs. He took out a long-sleeved shirt from his bag to change into and wrapped his head and face with his T-shirt. He was thankful that he was wearing long pants. He had already been walking for several hours: three hours along the highway after abandoning his car and several more wandering through the mountains.
Gradually, he spent more time resting than he did actually walking. But perhaps the most unbearable part of the journey wasn’t the lack of food and water, nor the desire to sleep. It was time. The situation was evolving faster than he expected, and this made him anxious. 
The farther he went up the mountain, the fewer people he came across. Once he was near the top, he stopped seeing people completely, and he figured he wouldn’t be seeing any more. The news on the radio stopped reporting new things and only repeated the same information. Occasionally, the news would fade out and be replaced by random classical music. How was he going to get information if his radio failed him?
At the top of the mountain, he could see in all directions. Back where he had come from, the highway was a sea of people and cars. But in the direction he was headed, there was nothing but a city covered in darkness, the sight of which horrified him.
 
When Jeong-su reached the bottom of the mountain, he saw several soldiers. They were guarding the trailhead, just like the soldiers on the other side. He quickly hid in a shed nearby. Thankfully the door to the shed was open. Inside, he crouched behind a stack of wooden crates. His back was up against a window, and this made him nervous when he heard the soldiers coming closer.
But they hadn’t seen him. They were just there looking for a quiet place to smoke. With their cigarettes sticking out of their mouths, the two soldiers chatted with each other. Realizing they might have new information, Jeong-su listened closely to their conversation.
‘Fuck, I’m tired. I haven’t gotten a lick of sleep. What the hell’s going on anyway?’ 
‘Right? This is crazy. I’m scared shitless. I had a nightmare about being eaten by that black orb.’
‘You think there’s really no orb in this city? If there isn’t one, why would they make us chase everyone out?’
‘I heard that Seoul’s become overrun with orbs. They’re spilling out into Gyeonggi Province. I bet that’s why.’
‘Really? There are that many orbs now?’
‘The rumours say there are hundreds of them running free in the capital. We’re all fucked if they’re right. God help us if we run into one here.’
‘We can just shoot it.’
‘Didn’t they say that guns don’t work against them?’
‘I heard they break if you shoot them.’
‘Really? No way. If that were true, they would’ve gotten rid of them by now.’
‘They say they’re keeping them alive to use as research subjects. It’s because of the bigwigs that we are running around like this and not getting enough sleep.’
‘Whatever it is, I’m really afraid of those things.’
‘You coward. I told you, you can kill them with grenades and lead.’
‘You know what I thought of? You know how the orbs suck people in? What if someone pulled the pin of a grenade just before getting sucked in by one of those things. It’d explode inside and blow up the orb. I hope someone tries that.’
‘Who’d be dumb enough to get themselves killed like that? If you’re so curious, why don’t you play the hero and do it yourself. Who knows, they might even give you a medal for it after you’re dead.’
‘But did you hear? There’s a shitload of deserters.’
‘I’m not surprised. Right now when everything is going to hell is the best time to desert. What’s the military going to do? It’s not like they have the resources to go searching for runaways.’
‘I also heard that a lot of men in Seoul are running away as soon as they see an orb.’
‘You mean cowards like you?’
‘What do you mean? Why would I run away? If I’m going to die, it’ll be for my country.’
‘Bullshit. You know you just don’t want to be killed by a firing squad. It’s easier for you to take orders, even if you are afraid.’
‘Do they really shoot you on sight if they catch you deserting?’
‘That’s what the second lieutenant says.’
‘Damn, that’s scary. I heard a lot of the deserters are men with family in Seoul. They must be worried. They can’t even call their families to make sure they’re safe.’
‘We’re lucky, aren’t we? Both of our families are from Busan. As far away from Seoul as you can fucking get.’
‘Exactly. But why are they making everyone go south, anyway? All it does is clog the roads. They should make some of them go north.’
Their conversation suddenly ended. Looking out the window, Jeong-su saw the two men running down the mountain. They joined the other soldiers, who were leaving the area on foot and by vehicle. Perhaps they weren’t guarding the entrance to the city any more. If that was the case, this was Jeong-su’s chance. But because they were leaving much slower than he anticipated, he had to hide in the building for a few more hours until the last soldiers were gone.
 
Jeong-su was ready to collapse by the time he arrived in the city centre. He had lost all feeling in his legs, making it seem like his feet were moving on their own and dragging his body along. There were no cars or people on the streets, and all the buildings were closed.
Has everyone left already? He stood in the middle of the deserted street and glanced around. Looking up at one of the signboards, he realised he was only a dozen or so kilometres away from his parents’ house. But he felt like he hadn’t the strength to walk any further. If only there were someone with a car or motorcycle he could hitch a ride from.
‘Is no one out there?’ he shouted.
There was a possibility that the police would hear this and come running to question him, but he didn’t care.
As he trudged through the streets, he eventually came upon a bicycle shop with its doors open. All the other stores in the area had their doors locked. But this one store had its merchandise on the street as though it were still in business.
Jeong-su guessed the owner had evacuated in a hurry and forgotten to lock the door. Thankfully there were no cars on the street, so it would be safe to ride a bike. He looked through the bikes in front of the store for one that looked suitable. But when he tried to take one, he found that it was chained up. He looked around for something to cut the chains, still under the impression that he was alone.
‘What are you doing?’
Startled, Jeong-su turned around to discover an old man glaring at him from inside the store.
‘What are you staring at, you son of a bitch? Answer me! What are you doing, taking from another person’s store?’
‘S-sorry. I didn’t see anyone in the store, so I thought—’
‘I’ve heard enough, you little thief. I’ve got it all on camera. You just sit tight until the police get here to arrest you.’
The old man pointed to the security camera above the store entrance.
‘I’m really sorry. I didn’t want to steal from anyone. I just thought no one was around. I’m sorry.’
‘So if no one’s around that makes it okay? If I weren’t here to stop you, you would have just taken it. It’s stealing all the same.’
‘I’ll buy the bike. How much? I’ll give you everything I have. I don’t have much cash. Do you take credit?’
‘Credit from a thief? Don’t make me laugh. Just wait here until the police come.’
Jeong-su felt the energy draining from his limbs. He didn’t have time for this. It had already taken him more than ten hours just to get here. If he was arrested now, he might never find his parents. When the old man turned his back and went in the store, Jeong-su remembered he had a survival knife in his back pocket.
He stuck his hand in his pocket and felt the knife’s handle. No one was around. He didn’t need to kill the old man. He just needed that bike, whatever it took. The old man couldn’t refuse him if he held a knife to his throat and demanded he unlock the chain.
As Jeong-su stood there calculating how long he had before the police arrived (if they arrived), he eventually shook his head in disgust with himself and the thoughts he was having. No matter how dire the circumstances, he couldn’t go down this path, not like this. Jeong-su took his hand from his back pocket and followed the old man into the store. He then gave him a deep bow.
‘Sir, are you doing okay?’
Jeong-su never imagined his experience as a salesman would help in a situation like this. It was Jeong-su’s job to interact with lots of people and persuade clients to do business with his company. He knew exactly how to deal with stubborn old men like this one.
The old man, who was wearing a tank top, was sitting in his chair and reading a newspaper as he ignored Jeong-su. The store had a musty smell to it, and Jeong-su didn’t want to stay here any longer than he needed to.
‘Sir, please forgive me. In my desperation, I made a huge mistake.’
‘Fuck off, asshole! People like you need to be taken to the police station and taught a lesson.’ 
The old man shoved Jeong-su’s face away with the palm of his hand. Jeong-su felt his blood boiling, but he kept his cool. This wasn’t the first time he had dealt with rude people.
‘I’m really sorry. Everyone’s left the city, haven’t they? Where did they all go? Did they run away?’
The old man just glared at Jeong-su.
‘It must have been scary seeing everyone fleeing like that.’
The old man still didn’t say anything.
‘But, sir, why didn’t you evacuate with everyone else? Are you sure you’ll be okay here?’
Even though the old man wasn’t saying anything, Jeong-su knew that on the inside, everyone just wanted someone to act like they cared. Finally, the old man let out a long sigh.
‘I’m not leaving, asshole.’
‘Why not? Aren’t you afraid it’s dangerous to stay here alone?’
‘I’m old and I’m going to die any day now. Why go through all the trouble of evacuating?’
‘What are you talking about? You look so healthy. My parents are about your age. I’ve been worried sick about them. I walked all night just to find them.’
‘What man with two good parents tries to steal someone else’s bike? Didn’t your parents teach you better? Your family must be the bad kind.’
Even though the old man was continuing to verbally abuse Jeong-su, his anger seemed to be subsiding. Jeong-su took out his wallet from his pocket. He opened the wallet making sure the old man had a good view of the money inside. As he did this, he could feel the old man stealing glances at the wallet. Jeong-su took out all the cash.
‘I haven’t heard from my parents. I don’t know if they’re alive. I went through hell getting here. I don’t know what I’m going to do if I can’t find them. This is all the money I have. If this isn’t enough, would you lend me some money? I promise to come back and repay you. You can hold on to my ID as collateral.’
The old man just looked the other way without saying anything. As Jeong-su held out the cash with one hand, he grasped the knife in his back pocket with the other. If the old man still refused to give him the bike, he was prepared to use the knife. He had no other option. In the short moment he stood there, a million thoughts raced through his mind.
Can I really threaten someone? What if he struggles? What if I end up stabbing him?
‘You can take one bike. It’s worth way more than that, but consider it a favour.’
As the old man said this, he snatched the money out of Jeong-su’s hand. Jeong-su relaxed his grip on the knife and thanked him. The old man’s face was displeased as he counted the small stack of bills. Perhaps to spite Jeong-su, he took out the oldest, ugliest bike he had.
‘Thank you again, sir,’ Jeong-su said as he stood outside with the bike. 
The old man, who was heading back into the store, turned around and huffed through his nostrils.
‘What are you waiting for? Leave already.’
Only after the old man disappeared into the store did Jeong-su hop on the bike and start riding down the street. When the shop sign was almost out of sight, Jeong-su stopped for a moment to look back and spit on the ground.
‘Unpleasant son of a bitch,’ he muttered to himself.
 
The closer Jeong-su got to his parents’ house, the more nervous he became. There was no one left in the city. This was worrying to Jeong-su, who had come all this way believing that some neighbourhoods wouldn’t be evacuated until the morning. He used his cell phone to call his parents even while zipping through alleys on his bike, but still no one picked up. He was anxious, hot, and drenched in sweat.
Then he heard a strange screeching sound. He was going to continue pedalling but eventually couldn’t ignore it. This was no normal sound. It wasn’t the cry of some animal nor the ruckus of some machine.
He rode around the block looking for the source. Because he was near his parents’ house, this sound made him even more uneasy. The farther he pedalled in one direction, the louder the noise became. At some point, it began to resemble the groans of a person. Jeong-su pedalled faster.
Jeong-su cut through an alley and came upon a playground situated between houses. He stopped his bike in shock and gasped. Tied up in the middle of the playground was a middle-aged woman.
The sound had been her screams leaking out from the gag in her mouth. Her eyes and nose were runny with tears and snot, and her hands, feet, waist, and neck were tied to the bars of a swing set. And on her face and clothes were droplets of blood, but it didn’t seem like hers. Jeong-su got off his bike. When the bike fell over, he tried picking it back up, but his hands were shaking, making it difficult.
As he approached the woman, she started thrashing her body and screaming hysterically. Jeong-su tried to untie the cloth covering her mouth, but it was tied too tight. When he took out his knife to cut the cloth, she started screaming even louder.
‘Please, stand still. I’m trying to cut you free. Just calm down.’
But it was no use. Because the woman continued to struggle even as he cut her bonds, his hand slipped, slicing the back of her neck. This only made her thrashing worse. When he finally removed the gag, she gasped for air like a breaching diver.
‘Don’t kill me. They killed my son and my husband. Please don’t kill me. They stabbed them. Please spare me. Please, my son! What am I going to do? They’re all dead. Those bastards did it. Don’t kill me. Please.’
When Jeong-su cut the ropes tying her wrists and ankles, she flailed her arms and legs, punching and kicking him. He had never seen anyone so hysterical. When he finally cut the last rope binding her waist to the pole, the woman pushed him to the ground and ran away.
‘Hey, lady! Lady!’
Despite Jeong-su’s calling after her, she didn’t stop.
What in the world?
It was horrifying seeing someone like that, tied up in a playground in broad daylight with blood all over their clothes. Had someone really murdered her family and tied her up here? The blood on her clothes seemed to corroborate her story. But if that was true, who?
Jeong-su looked around after the woman disappeared. This area looked familiar to him. He realised he was near his parents’ house. Oddly enough, he didn’t remember there being a playground near their place. He hopped on his bike and turned away from the direction of the woman’s screams, which he could still hear.
As soon as he started pedalling, her screams disappeared. But he couldn’t tell if it was because she was too far away, or because something had silenced her.
 
Jeong-su saw that the front door to his parents’ house was open and quickly dismounted his bike.
‘Mum! Dad!’
He ran up the stairs but stopped at the entrance. Why had his parents left the door open? As soon as he entered the house, he saw things strewn about the living room and shoe prints on the floor.
‘Mum! Dad! It’s me!’ 
He searched through every room on the first and second floor. He even went to the basement. But his parents were nowhere to be found. He went out and called into the alley, but still, no answer. After returning to the house, he slumped down on the floor, no energy left in his legs. He had walked all day and night to get here, but he was too late. Perhaps equally troubling was the fact there were signs of someone entering the house.
He wondered if it was a looter. If it had been, at least it wasn’t a violent robbery. Thankfully, there was no blood in the house nor signs of struggle, which most likely meant his parents hadn’t been home. Jeong-su stared into the kitchen and noticed that the refrigerator door was still open.
He went toward it and closed the door. As soon as he did this, the fridge began to let out a faint hum. In the sink were washed dishes left out to dry. His mother must have done them the night before. Jeong-su then recalled that he hadn’t seen their car in the driveway.
They had been watching the news in the living room as they waited for him. After their last meal, they must have taken their bags and left the house. This timeline worked if he assumed they left not long after their last phone call. The shoe prints on the floor must be the looter’s.
Jeong-su opened the fridge door again. The fact that some of the food was still cold meant that the door had only been open for at most a few hours. There were also signs that the faucet had been used recently. The looter must have come in the morning and rummaged through the fridge. If that was true, they must have missed his parents.
If they left before him, they might have written him a note. They usually left notes like that by the telephone. Jeong-su searched the area around the telephone, which was located next to the living room TV, but all he found were receipts, bills, and mail. No notes. He picked up the receiver and redialled the last number. There was no ringtone, but he assumed it must have been calling his cell phone.
As he stood there with the receiver to his ear, he began to sense a strange presence. The room had gone cold, sending a chill down his spine. He sensed someone staring at him from behind. The last time he had sensed something like this was when he was a young boy, lying in a dark room alone at night. He turned around and immediately dropped the receiver and jumped in the air.
A black orb.
The orb was crossing the living room and coming closer. This headless, limbless monster, this lifeless object that had a mind of its own, this ball of darkness, this thing was gliding across the floor toward him in complete silence. Jeong-su didn’t have time to think about where the orb had come from or how it got here.
He ran around toward the entrance, picked up his shoes, and ran out of the house barefoot. As he struggled to put on his shoes out in the street, he kept yelling at himself.
‘Shoot, shoot, shoot. Come on.’ 
He felt the same fear he had the first time he saw the orb. The beads of sweat on his head were raining to the ground. The orb passed through the wall of his parents’ house and moved through the air straight toward him. When he finally got his shoes on, he began running.
He was so flustered that he didn’t even think to hop on his bike. When he finally remembered that he had a bike and turned back for it, the orb was already coming into the alley and heading for him. He decided to forget about it.
Jeong-su kept looking back as he ran. And sure enough, the orb was still following him. He figured it was just a matter of time until the orb locked on to another target, someone hiding in a basement, for example, but no matter how far he ran, he couldn’t shake the orb. Wondering why the orb was pursuing him so stubbornly, he realised something that made the hairs on his neck stand up: he must be the only one left in the city. But could the old man from the bike shop have left already? Or was it that this orb had already gotten to the old man?
And what about his parents? Had they been absorbed, too? Was that why he hadn’t heard from them and why they hadn’t left him a note?
No. If that was the case, their car would still be in the driveway.
They had probably fled after receiving orders to evacuate, just like everyone else. He was sure they were somewhere safe.
Jeong-su ran out on to the main street, where there were no people or cars. He turned around and saw the orb following him out on to the street, moving at that unrelentingly slow pace. Most things would have given up by now. But not the orb.
Jeong-su started to scream as he ran through the streets. His cries were laced with terror.
‘Mum! Dad! It’s me, Jeong-su. Call out if you hear me. Mum! Dad! Please, answer me! Please!’
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School
JEONG-SU DRAGGED HIS FEET through the streets, rubbing his eyes and occasionally glancing around to make sure the orb wasn’t coming. Sometimes he would doze off, only to be jolted awake again when his foot snagged on something. Then he would start walking again, and the cycle would repeat. Because the orb could appear behind him at any second, he couldn’t stop.
It seemed like there was no one left in the city. Between the evacuation and the appearance of the orb, everyone had left. He wanted to leave this city too. He would be able to sleep if he went to where other people were. He even wished that the police or army would show up and arrest him, but no matter how far he walked, no one appeared to save him. He continued walking for what felt like forever.
Finally, when he couldn’t go any further, he slumped down in the street. But the asphalt beneath him was so hot that he had to crawl to a nearby tree to sit in the shade. His eyes slowly began to shut.
It should be fine, as long as I don’t fall asleep. I can doze off a bit and open my eyes occasionally to make sure the orb isn’t coming.
But he wasn’t confident he would be able to open his eyes again once they were shut. As he thought to himself, he closed his eyes and slowly drifted off.
When he heard a bus honking, he thought he was dreaming. The front doors to the bus swung open, and the people inside yelled out to him in unison.
‘Get on!’
Jeong-su got to his feet and rubbed his eyes. This wasn’t a dream. There really was a bus stopped in front of him. He was so flustered that he pulled out his wallet to find his bus card. Several people got off the bus and dragged him inside. As the bus took off, Jeong-su was still awkwardly standing at the front. The bus accelerated and hit a bump, causing Jeong-su to fall into one of the seats.
Riding the bus with Jeong-su were five men and one woman. They were all looking at him with intense stares. And not one of them said anything to him.
‘Who are you people?’ Jeong-su asked.
This made everyone laugh. But was this really a time to be laughing? Jeong-su looked down at the plastic bags lying on the ground. The one at the woman’s feet contained instant ramen, rice, canned food, and candles. They looked like people on their way back from buying groceries at the supermarket. 
‘We’re headed to a refugee camp,’ the woman said. ‘It’s safe there. We’ll be there in forty minutes. You should sleep in the meantime.’
‘How do you know it’s safe there?’
‘You wouldn’t understand even if I explained it to you.’
As the bus glided down the street, Jeong-su leaned against the back of the seat and fell into a deep sleep.
 
‘We’re here.’
Someone shook Jeong-su’s shoulder. He stepped off the bus, still half asleep. The refugee camp the woman had told him about was in an elementary school’s sports field. He had to cover his eyes from the blinding light that was being reflected off the sand. To one side of the field, there were two large tents. The people sitting in front of these tents stood up and walked over to the bus.
Everyone got off and headed toward the school building with their plastic shopping bags. Jeong-su looked around at the people in the camp. They were all adults, and a majority were female. Jeong-su just stood there in silence as the instant ramen, rice, canned food, butane gas, gas stoves, bowls, and chopsticks disappeared into the school.
‘Hey, young man, have you eaten?’ a middle-aged woman asked as she tugged at his sleeve.
Jeong-su shook his head.
‘Then you should get a bite to eat.’
He followed the woman as he held his bag close to his body. She sat him down at one of the tables set up in front of the tents. The table, its chairs, and the parasol all looked like things that had been taken from outside a convenience store. As the woman wiped the table down with a wet cloth, another middle-aged woman came over and served rice and spicy beef soup in plastic bowls. She also included side dishes of canned tuna and individually packaged dried seaweed.
‘Make sure you get your fill,’ someone said from behind.
Jeong-su turned around to see the woman from the bus earlier eating at one of the tables. She was petite and wore thick-rimmed glasses; her hair was tied back and she spoke clearly, enunciating her words. She seemed like a schoolteacher.
‘Why are you all here?’ he asked to the woman. ‘It’s dangerous to stay in one place like this. The orb is attracted to people. You should evacuate south.’
‘It’s safe here. You better hurry up and eat. We have food now, but who knows how long that’ll last.’
‘How do you know it’s safe here? No place is safe from those orbs.’
‘You wouldn’t understand even if I explained it to you,’ she said, repeating her non-explanation from earlier.
Still not quite feeling with it, Jeong-su ate his food slowly. And as he ate, he counted more than thirty people in the camp. They were cleaning, taking naps in the tents, and chatting in the shade as they fanned themselves. No one looked anxious. Some were even joking with each other and laughing. Jeong-su couldn’t believe it. 
When he finished his meal, the woman from the bus spoke to him again.
‘If you want to cool off, you can take a shower over there.’
Only then did it occur to Jeong-su just how filthy he was. There was dirt all over his limbs and face, under his fingernails was a layer of grime, and beads of moisture clung to his forehead. And not having showered in two days, he reeked of sweat.
There was a small, single-person shower attached to the security office at the entrance to the sports field. Jeong-su went inside and locked the door. He took off his sweat-stained clothes, turned on the cold water, and stretched his sore back as he stood under the stream of water. Taking the soap, he lathered his body and scrubbed away all the grime and stench. He tried washing his hair, but the shampoo didn’t foam up, probably because of all the sweat. Jeong-su took his toothbrush and razor out from his bag to brush his teeth and shave. Even after he was done, he stayed in the shower for a while and cooled off.
On a shelf were well-folded towels for him to dry himself with. He took new clothes out of his bag and changed into them. Then, with his old clothes and the wet towel in hand, he exited the shower room.
‘There’s a washing machine next to you!’ someone shouted when he stepped out.
Jeong-su looked to his right to find a washing machine balanced on bricks with its hose emptying into a drain. As he put his clothes and the towel into the machine, another middle-aged woman trotted over to him.
‘Just press these two buttons,’ she said as she turned it on for him. The excited look on her face as she pressed these buttons was as if this were the most wondrous thing in the world. Jeong-su realised it wasn’t just this woman. All the people at this camp had happy looks on their faces.
How strange.
When he returned to the tent, the woman from the bus came over to him.
‘You must be tired.’
Jeong-su nodded. A middle-aged man was standing behind her and observing Jeong-su. He was thin, had greyflecked hair, and was wearing glasses.
‘Sister Lee,’ the man said to the woman, ‘he can sleep in there.’
This man’s voice also sounded like a schoolteacher’s.
‘Thank you, Elder Choi.’
‘What do you people do?’ Jeong-su asked the two of them, but they just smiled at him.
Jeong-su followed the woman into one of the tents. He lay down on the camping mat and blanket spread out on the floor. The air in the tent was still hot, but it was made bearable by a fan in the corner.
She wished Jeong-su goodnight, then left the tent.
Jeong-su was so tired that he thought he would pass out as soon as he lay down, but surprisingly he couldn’t fall asleep. As he lay there, he could clearly hear people whispering outside the tent. 
‘I thought he was a crazy person the first time I saw him. He was a complete mess.’
‘He looked just like a homeless person.’
‘But now that he’s taken a shower and put on fresh clothes, he looks like a decent guy.’
‘Yes, he’s quite the strong young man.’
‘Exactly. He’s actually very handsome.’
‘I think we can trust him.’
‘At the very least, he doesn’t seem like a bad person.’
‘But did you see the way he was holding on to his bag? He must have something inside.’
‘Let’s take a look when he falls asleep.’
‘What do you think he did before it all went down?’
‘He looks like an office worker.’
‘He doesn’t look married.’
‘Do you think I should have explained it to him?’
‘Let’s wait a while. He’ll probably run away if we tell him before he’s ready.’
‘I would if I were him.’
Before long, Jeong-su drifted off to sleep.
But because he had spent the last forty-eight hours walking non-stop, his swollen feet and knees kept waking him up. He tossed and turned all night, and in the early morning, he sensed someone enter the tent and carefully take the bag that was at his feet. He thought he even heard someone opening the zipper.
But he was too exhausted to get up and stop them. And being semi-conscious, he wasn’t sure if he was dreaming. He also thought he heard people praying and singing hymns, but this too might have been a dream.
 
Jeong-su woke up the next day as it was approaching noon. The fan inside the tent had disappeared. Looking outside the tent, he saw people finishing breakfast and doing the dishes.
He went back in the tent and lay down for a while until his head cleared. His body had benefitted from the food and rest. It suddenly occurred to him that he had just spent the night unconscious with a group of total strangers. Yesterday, he had lost all the strength to defend himself, and allowed these people, whom he had never met before, to whisk him off to God knows where.
Now that he was fed and well-rested, he needed to be on his guard.
‘Brother, please eat,’ a woman said as she poked her head into the tent. ‘And your clothes have dried.’
When Jeong-su came out of the tent, the woman who had showed him how to use the washer came over and handed him his clothes. He took the clean, folded clothes and stared at them in awe.
‘You haven’t eaten, right? I’ll bring you something.’
‘Can I wash up first?’
He took his bag, ran to the shower room, and quickly opened it. He wanted to know if what he heard the previous night had been just a dream. His wallet, cash, and ID were all still there. 
It must have been a dream.
He put his bag down and was about to turn on the shower when he realised he hadn’t seen something in his bag. But what that was, he couldn’t remember. Was it something trivial? No, it was something he used often. But why couldn’t he remember? Because he had packed in such a hurry, he didn’t know exactly what he had. Perhaps, he thought, his anxiety was causing him to imagine things.
‘Is that really it?’ he muttered to himself.
When he came back to the tent, the woman from the bus was chatting with people. What was her name again? Lee? He recalled that the man known as Elder Choi had called her Sister Lee.
‘Your name is Sister Lee, right?’ he asked her.
The woman turned to him.
‘That’s right. Do you need something?’
‘I’m just curious. Where are we?’
‘This is an elementary school.’
‘I can tell that.’
‘Then what’s your question?’
‘Forgive me for asking, but what do you guys do? Are you a church? I used to go to church, and my girlfriend is Christian. Why aren’t you people heading south like everyone else? Aren’t you afraid of the orb? Are you sure this place is safe? I don’t understand how you can know it’s safe.’
Jeong-su’s voice got louder with each question. Surprised by his own frustration, he shut his mouth. He hadn’t meant to lose his temper. He asked these questions yesterday but didn’t get any answers. But hounding these people in such an angry and scared manner wasn’t going to do him any favours. Not surprisingly, everyone was now staring at him with stiff looks on their faces.
‘You wouldn’t understand even if I told you.’
There it was again. Jeong-su guessed he would have to wait until he earned their trust. Only then would they give him the answers he wanted. But his opportunity came sooner than he expected.
At one end of the sports field was a faucet, around which a makeshift kitchen had been set up. Working near the faucet were five women about his mother’s age who had been tasked with doing the dishes, though they looked exhausted. Then again, it wasn’t easy cleaning up after thirty plus people. With a stack of unfinished dishes next to them, they stopped to take a break. Jeong-su walked over to talk with them.
‘That’s a lot of dishes,’ he said. ‘Do you need some help? I’m an excellent dishwasher.’
‘You look exhausted yourself. Just take it easy, honey.’
‘Do I look that tired?’
‘Tired? Yesterday your eyes were so bloodshot I thought you were going to die.’
These women had kind voices and optimistic smiles on their faces. Realizing they weren’t going to be angry if he jumped in, Jeong-su crouched down by the faucet, picked up a sponge, and started scrubbing bowls. Immediately, their faces lit up.
‘Don’t worry about it, honey. Just go and rest.’ 
‘I’ve already eaten two meals for free. It’s the least I can do. Anyway, how do you all know each other?’
‘We’re neighbours.’
‘Is everyone here from the same neighbourhood?’
‘Some of us know each other from clubs. You weren’t lying. You are a good dishwasher. Better than my husband at least.’
‘You all can relax. I’ll do what’s left. You’re Christians, right? I assume from the same church?’
‘We are Christian, but we’re from different denominations. You wouldn’t understand even if we explained it to you.’
Why did they think he wouldn’t understand things? With this, the women suddenly stopped talking, so Jeong-su thought of a different subject:
‘I feel odd, though.’
‘How so? Are you feeling ill?’
‘It’s not that. It’s just that you all have been so nice to me. You’ve cooked for me, done my laundry, even hung up my underwear. I feel like I need to repay you.’
The women all cackled when he mentioned the underwear.
‘I’m the one who had the honour,’ one of the women who was wearing a fluorescent-coloured T-shirt said. ‘You were asleep, and I didn’t want to bother you.’
‘That’s what I’m saying. You do all these nice things for me without me knowing. How am I supposed to thank you if I don’t know who did it?’
‘We just wanted you to relax. You looked shell-shocked yesterday.’ 
‘You don’t have to worry,’ another woman said. ‘It’s safe here. Although there’s no guarantee it’ll stay like this, for now you can relax. Have some hope.’
Through these women, Jeong-su gathered a lot of information. First, there were more people staying at this school than he had initially estimated – forty-three, to be exact. The people in the sports field were only part of the group. The rest stayed inside the building and would come out occasionally, but it always seemed like they were in a rush to go back inside.
And Sister Lee and Elder Choi were the two leaders of the camp. They were in charge of deciding when people ate and slept and who did which duty.
‘I thought they were schoolteachers based on the way they talked.’
This made the women laugh.
‘That’s because they are talented preachers.’
Jeong-su also learned how they found him. The people were on their way back from running to the shopping centre for supplies when they saw him under the tree.
‘If you need anything, just ask Elder Choi or Sister Lee before they leave on the bus. They’ll find it for you.’
‘You don’t happen to know if they have any cigarettes, do you? I’m almost all out.’
‘I’m sorry, but we don’t. The people here don’t smoke or drink.’
‘That’s impressive of you. I bet you’re all going to heaven.’
‘Of course we are.’ 
‘When Armageddon comes, the only thing we can rely on is faith,’ another woman said. ‘Only faith will lead us to God’s kingdom. We need faith in times like this, don’t you think?’
‘Of course. Faith.’
It seemed like faith was what was uniting these people. It was also what allowed them to smile and laugh during such chaos.
But Jeong-su still didn’t have an answer as to why this place was safe from the orbs. He decided to ask again in a roundabout way.
‘If this place is so safe, shouldn’t you call other people to come? We can all be safe together.’
‘We have no way of making contact. The lines are down, and the TVs and radios have no signal, though it hardly matters, as the news broadcasts have stopped.’
When Jeong-su heard the word radio, he realised what had been missing from his bag: his MP3 player.
 
Jeong-su squatted in front of the security office and smoked a cigarette. Was what the women told him true? Had the news broadcasts really stopped? Or perhaps they had taken his MP3 player to prevent him from getting the news.
Jeong-su had a good view of the school from where he was. On the left was a small building with classrooms, in the middle was the main building, and to the right was a gymnasium. Inside the sports field were a bus and tents. It was clear even to Jeong-su that there were two groups of people at this camp: those who stayed in the tents, and those who stayed in the main building.
Most of the people in the main building were men. They would come out to eat, then head right back inside. As Jeong-su watched them, he noticed that whenever someone went in the building, they never left the door open, as if they had been instructed to keep the doors closed. But why? What was inside?
Jeong-su wondered if they would stop him if he tried to enter the building.
After smoking the cigarette down to the filter, he threw the butt over the school wall. He walked over to the main building and started looking around. As he did this, two men walked out from behind the building, saw Jeong-su, then turned around suddenly and rushed back to where they’d come from.
The two of them had been covered in sweat, which was strange. Of course, it was a miserably hot day, but they were sweating too much. Not even the women who went around serving people food were that covered in sweat.
‘You aren’t allowed to go there.’
Jeong-su turned around to find Sister Lee. She must have been watching him. He was starting to get frustrated, but he tried to keep his cool.
‘You should stay in the tents,’ she said. ‘The main building is for other people. If you go inside, you’ll disturb them.’
‘We’re all roommates now. I just wanted to say hello and get to know people’s faces.’ 
‘I’ll introduce you to the others when it’s time. And I found your MP3 player.’
She took out an object from her pocket and handed it to him. The moment it was in his hand, he felt his blood beginning to boil.
‘Someone must have sat on it,’ she said. ‘I found it in the trash. I’m sorry. It looked expensive. The person who sat on it must have done it by accident. Please don’t be angry.’
It was obvious that someone had stomped on the thing.
‘You broke it on purpose, didn’t you!’ Jeong-su began shouting. ‘You people took it from my bag last night. You know damn well it wasn’t an accident. I bet you’re trying to prevent me from listening to the radio. You’re a bunch of con men. What are you hiding?’
‘Please. I think you’re being a bit unfair.’
‘Unfair? Do you think I’m an idiot? Are you not going to give me straight answers?’
‘Enough.’ A voice came from the building. It was Elder Choi. It seemed he had been looking at them from the first-storey window. ‘We didn’t explain things to you yesterday because you looked a bit overwhelmed. Let’s not do this here. Come and have a seat and we can talk about it. Tell us, what is your name and how old are you? Are you originally from this area?’
Elder Choi’s tone was polite, but what Jeong-su wanted was answers, not politeness. Straightforward answers.
‘Why ask questions you already have the answer to? I’m sure you looked at my ID when you went through my wallet last night.’ 
‘No one went through your wallet last night.’
‘I know you did! I heard you talking about it.’
‘It was me,’ Sister Lee interjected. ‘I went through your bag this morning. I wanted to make sure we could trust you. Elder Choi had no knowledge of it. It was all my doing. So please, stop yelling. You’re frightening people.’
‘I’m leaving!’ Jeong-su shouted. ‘I’m not going to stay with a bunch of liars. You people are either crazy or con artists.’
‘It’s dangerous outside the school,’ Sister Lee said. ‘There’s no place as safe as here. You have my word. If you don’t want to talk with us, you can stay by yourself, so long as it’s inside the school grounds.’
‘But why?’ Jeong-su continued shouting. ‘Why is it safe? How has an orb not shown up already? There are so many people here. I know there’s an orb in the city. And it must have multiplied by now, not to mention the orbs that are pouring out of Seoul. So why is this the only place that doesn’t have orbs?’
‘If you want to know, follow me,’ Elder Choi said. ‘Please, don’t scream. That’ll put everyone in danger.’
Elder Choi disappeared behind the building. Jeong-su was doubtful that the answers to his questions lay there. He took a deep breath and followed him. Sister Lee, however, stayed put.
Behind the main building was an expansive courtyard planted with grass, trees, and flowers. Lining the border of the lawn were small picket signs with the words ‘Do not walk on the grass’. And yet sitting in a circle on the lawn and holding hands was a group of people. It almost looked like they were playing Duck, Duck, Goose. They all looked over at Jeong-su.
As soon as Jeong-su saw it, he took a step back. In the lawn, in the middle of the circle of people, was an orb.
It was motionless, as though it were being contained by the people.
‘Don’t worry. It’s safe,’ Elder Choi said.
 
Sister Lee explained it to Jeong-su.
‘It was something I figured out. The orbs always move toward the closest human. If another human comes closer to the orb, it will stop momentarily and start chasing them instead. In other words, every time its target changes, it stops. So, I thought to myself, what if its target was always changing, would it become frozen? For example, what if a group of people stood around the orb, all equal distance from it? The orb wouldn’t be able to decide on a target and would be stuck in place. Because our neighbourhood’s evacuation was delayed, we were unable to escape the city. We gathered in this elementary school and waited for someone to come rescue us. Then, as we sat in a circle and prayed, an orb suddenly appeared. It was then that I decided to test my theory. I told everyone to stay put, then led the orb into the middle of the circle. Then we all held hands. And the orb stopped.’
‘God helped us,’ Elder Choi added. Jeong-su burst out in laughter. 
Was it that easy? Was surrounding the orbs all it took to stop them? What did that make everyone who had died? Were their deaths all pointless? Was the military that incompetent? Had people evacuated for nothing?
Not only could the chaos and the mass exodus from Seoul have been avoided, but it also seemed like, had this been known earlier, Jeong-su wouldn’t have needed to walk over a mountain just to look for his parents.
‘The orbs naturally try to distance themselves from each other,’ Sister Lee continued. ‘I heard on the news that, aside from when they multiply, two orbs have never been seen in the same area. As long as we keep this orb hostage, another orb won’t come near us. That’s why this place is so safe.’
‘This is all God’s plan,’ Elder Choi said.
Jeong-su felt annoyed by his constant insistence that God had something to do with this.
‘Do other people know of this method?’
‘Everyone here knows,’ Elder Choi answered. ‘We already made a rotation, and people get breaks every few hours. It’s hot, but people are trying their—’
‘That’s not what I meant. Do people on the outside know? People in other cities.’
‘We’re not sure. I assume some must have figured it out by now. But we haven’t heard any such news.’
‘About your MP3 player,’ Sister Lee said. ‘Elder Choi and I are responsible for reporting the news from the outside. Personal radios or watching the news on cell phones is forbidden. We hope that you follow this rule.’ 
‘Why should I?’
‘I’m sorry about your MP3 player. And so is Sister Lee. It was wrong of us. But you must understand why we did it. There are a lot of dangers out there in the city. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but because the police are unable to keep the peace, the whole country has fallen into anarchy. I really wish people could listen freely to the news, but that will only lead to more unrest. That’s why news from the outside is delivered through a few at the top. It would be nice if you forgave us and stayed at the school. We will give you food and a place to sleep. If you need something or someone bothers you, just let Sister Lee know. All we ask in return is that you follow our rules. Just remember, this is the safest place right now. Every life counts, doesn’t it?’
 
‘Control freaks,’ Jeong-su muttered to himself.
After talking with Sister Lee and Elder Choi, Jeong-su squatted by the side of the main building and smoked. The more he thought about the orb that was behind the building, the more restless he felt. Even now, a group of people were sitting around the orb in a circle, just feet away from death. And all the while, everyone else was in the sports field stuffing their faces and lounging. These people thought the reason they were safe here was because of ‘God’s help’. Outside these walls was an army of black orbs bringing about the end of the world. But in here, where they had worked together to defeat the orbs, was God’s kingdom. 
Jeong-su had already smoked several cigarettes, and now he was on his last one. He had a feeling they wouldn’t get him a pack on their next supply run even if he asked.
As he thought this, something fell out of the sky on to his head. The object bounced off his head and on to the ground. When he saw what it was, he couldn’t believe it. An unopened pack of cigarettes. As he sat there staring at the pack, another one fell from the sky on to the ground. Jeong-su looked up. On the roof was a man sticking his head over the ledge and waving at him.
‘Get up here!’
The man was grinning from ear to ear. Jeong-su picked up the two packs of cigarettes, went inside the building, and walked up three flights of stairs. On his way up to the roof, he passed tiny chairs, shoe racks in the hallway, crayon drawings stuck to the wall, and framed proverbs. When he got to the top, he found the door to the rooftop wide open.
A bald man was sitting in a chair in the middle of the roof under a parasol. He was wearing a tank top with shorts and was holding a can of beer in one hand. He pointed to the ice chest lying next to him.
‘Come have a drink.’
‘I thought the people here didn’t drink.’
‘How do you expect someone to survive in this heat without a cold one?’ the man said as he opened the ice chest and handed Jeong-su a can. ‘Those two packs of cigarettes are the last ones. But I’ve got plenty of beer.’
Jeong-su sat next to the man and took the beer. From here, he could clearly see not just the school, but also the surrounding neighbourhood.
‘You can call me Brother Jung. I’m on lookout duty to make sure no orbs come near the school. What’s your name, young man?’
It seemed the men were called brothers. So why was Elder Choi called elder?
‘Jeong-su Kim.’
‘Well, Jeong-su, I know you must have been angry when you found out what we had behind the building. But now that you know how safe it is here, don’t you feel so relieved? Look, over there.’
Brother Jung lifted his hand and pointed to a spot in the distance. Gliding along a street bright with sunlight was a black orb. As the orb slowly moved through the street, it suddenly turned toward a house and disappeared through the wall.
‘Every time I see them going into a building like that, I worry there’s a person inside. If the orb doesn’t immediately come back out, I assume it means they found what they were looking for.’
Jeong-su held his breath as he watched and waited nervously. Finally, the orb came back out of the house and continued up the street. The hairs on Jeong-su’s body all stood up.
‘Another one bites the dust.’
Brother Jung let out a sigh and took a sip of beer.
Jeong-su finally opened his can and started drinking.
‘There are many people left in the city. I think they’re all locking their doors and hiding in hopes that things will resolve themselves. And then the orbs come for them. But we have no way of bringing all of them to the school. As you know, it’s hard convincing people that this place is safe. Before you, we took the bus out on a risky rescue mission. Brought three people back to the school. But when we showed them the orb, they freaked out and ran away. We tried explaining it was safe, but they just wouldn’t listen. They stole our food and left us scratching our heads. Those two packs of cigarettes, those were theirs. We didn’t tell you about the orb because we were afraid you would run away like they did. And I’m sorry about your MP3 player.’
The way Brother Jung said this made Jeong-su realise he was the one who had stolen it. The whispering he heard last night must have also belonged to him.
‘I had a wife and two daughters. I’m the only one that survived. What about your family?’
‘I haven’t heard from my parents.’
Jeong-su got choked up and couldn’t continue. He had no way of knowing if they were alive or dead, but it wasn’t looking good.
‘But you haven’t given up hope, right?’ Brother Jung said. ‘Maybe they’re trying to make contact, too. They might be safe in the south, where the orbs have yet to reach. I think there’s a chance we’ll all get out of this alive. So don’t get too blue. After all, there’s no way you’ll see your parents again if you die before you get the chance to find them. I keep praying for my family, who are now with God. I know I’m drinking behind everyone’s back, but prayers come in all forms.’
Brother Jung crumpled his empty can and threw it on the ground. Jeong-su also finished his beer and placed the empty can on the ground.
‘There’s more than enough beer in here,’ Brother Jung said as he patted the ice chest. ‘Take as much as you want. I’m going to go to the bathroom. Would you keep watch while I’m gone? All you gotta do is make sure nothing comes toward the school.’
Brother Jung, who talked as though he would be right back, was gone for a long time. As he waited, Jeong-su saw two different orbs pass by in the distance. He shuddered each time he looked at their spherical black exteriors. If he already saw two orbs in such a short span of time, how many orbs were in this city? And how many were there in the country?
Is there really any hope?
Jeong-su’s eyes filled with tears. The tears began trickling down his cheeks as he thought about his parents. He remembered everything he had witnessed: the mob that stormed the store, the woman covered in blood, the shoe prints stamped on his parents’ living room floor. What happened to his parents? What happened to his ex-girlfriend? His friends? His work colleagues? Everyone he knew?
What will become of me? Will I live out the rest of my miserable life with these people as the world becomes overrun with those orbs? Or will I, too, be killed by an orb and sucked into the abyss? 
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The Child
LATER THAT NIGHT, SISTER LEE came to see Jeong-su in the tent.
‘I have something to ask of you,’ she said.
Jeong-su knew what she was going to ask. He’d been preparing himself for it all day.
‘We’re short of people to surround the orb,’ she said. ‘If it’s all right with you, I would like you to participate in the circle for two or three hours.’
‘I’ll do it.’
Of the forty-three people at the school, thirteen were needed to contain the orb. The remaining thirty people were expected to help with cleaning or preparing meals. The only time they were allowed to take breaks was for eating or sleeping. Jeong-su hadn’t been cooking or cleaning other than his moment with the women doing the dishes, so he knew he’d be getting the call soon.
Jeong-su followed Sister Lee out of the tent. It was night-time, and behind the school a group of thirteen people sat in a circle around the orb, shrouded in darkness.
‘You’ll be taking that man’s place.’
The man Sister Lee was pointing to turned around and made eye contact. He and Jeong-su exchanged knowing nods. Another person came up behind Jeong-su, patted him on the shoulder, and put something in his hand. Mosquito repellent. Jeong-su put it on and handed it back to them.
‘Just remember not to break the circle when taking his spot,’ Sister Lee explained. ‘Take it slow. It’s not hard. Don’t worry.’
Sister Lee walked over to the circle and began talking with one of them about logistics: who to put on night watch, who was on breakfast duty tomorrow, where they might find more potable water.
Jeong-su approached the man he was going to replace. He gave the man a smile and took his place as soon as the man stood up. Sitting on the ground, Jeong-su took the hands of the people to the left and right of him. It appeared the swap had been successful. And now, Jeong-su was sitting just two metres from an orb.
‘Best of luck,’ said the man before hurrying off.
Jeong-su stared at the orb for a moment before averting his eyes and closing them. Even though Jeong-su could tell the orb wasn’t moving, when he stared at it like this, sitting only a couple of metres away, the orb looked like it was coming closer. Jeong-su was afraid. It was all he could do not to jump to his feet and run away. Jeong-su knew doing that would put everyone in danger, but he was so terrified that he almost didn’t care.
Jeong-su opened his eyes and stared into the orb’s glossy surface. As he did this, the orb’s appearance began to change. At first, it looked like it was coming closer. It then metamorphosised into a giant pupil. Then an endless abyss, a bottomless well, a cave with no exit. Jeong-su was terrified, like a child left alone in a dark room.
A sudden loud sound pulled Jeong-su out of the darkness.
‘Sorry, I’ve got dreadful allergies.’
The culprit wiped his nose as he gave everyone a sheepish smile. The rest of the people chuckled before returning to what they’d been doing – chatting, dozing off, becoming lost in thought.
Jeong-su had an odd feeling. Had anyone here ever seen how an orb killed? Jeong-su doubted they had – at least, not in person. They wouldn’t be so relaxed if they knew they were sitting just inches away from instant death.
 
Jeong-su washed off the mosquito repellent in the showers, and when he came out, newcomers were arriving at the school.
Camp members approached the bus, which was stopped in front of the gymnasium, to help unload supplies. Jeong-su walked over to the tents and found the newcomers sitting on the benches. Jeong-su couldn’t believe there could still be people left in the city to be rescued. How did the campers find them anyway? It occurred to Jeong-su that these people might know about what was happening on the outside.
There were four newcomers in total. Two men (one elderly), a woman, and a child. The younger man appeared to be in his mid-forties. There was something dark and dishonest about him – even scheming.
Jeong-su was required to meet people often for work, so he had a knack for judging a man’s character just from first impressions. To Jeong-su, this man didn’t seem trustworthy. The other three, it turned out, were a family. The old man, who had trouble getting around, was the woman’s father-in-law. The child was her son. The three of them sat with shell-shocked looks on their faces while the middle-aged man glanced around nervously.
‘Welcome.’
Jeong-su wouldn’t have said this had he known it would make the boy burst into tears.
The boy’s crying was hoarse and halting as though he’d been crying all day. Before Jeong-su had time to react, the boy’s mother began crying as well. However, it would probably be more accurate to call it a mix of fist pounding and wailing. Not knowing what to do, Jeong-su just stood there, paralyzed.
‘Hey,’ the middle-aged man said to Jeong-su.
‘Hi,’ Jeong-su said as he extended his hand. ‘Jeong-su Kim.’
‘What? No title? I guess you’re not one of them, huh? Everyone here introduces themselves as brother or sister.’ 
‘I got here just two days ago. I barely know anyone here.’
‘I see. Anyways, nice to meet ya. They call me Kang.’
Kang took out a pack of Marlboros and lit one for himself. It was Jeong-su’s lucky day; Marlboro was his favourite. Indeed, the pack of Philip Morris that Brother Jung had given him just didn’t appeal to him. Jeong-su took out the unopened pack of Philip Morris and showed it to Kang.
‘Do you like Philip Morris? I got this—’
‘Thanks.’
Before Jeong-su could even finish his pitch, Kang took the pack from him and stashed it in his pocket.
‘Hey, I wasn’t giving those to you!’ Jeong-su said, slightly taken aback. ‘I was showing them to you because I wanted to trade.’
‘Yeah? Sorry, but this is all I have, kid. I’ll tell you what, I’ll take just half.’
Not even waiting for Jeong-su’s response, Kang tore open the pack of Phillip Morris and dumped half its contents into his hand before tossing the remainder to Jeong-su. All the while, the mother and child continued to wail in the background.
Despite it being late, a few women got together to make the newcomers a meal. Jeong-su had also been fed on his arrival; it appeared all newcomers received the same royal treatment. Only Kang had an appetite. The mother and boy were too busy choking on their tears to eat, and the old man looked gone. When Kang finished his meal, he asked the woman if she was going to eat hers. She shook her head.
‘What’s it like out there?’ Jeong-su asked. ‘Have you heard any news?’
‘I can’t say,’ Kang said. ‘I’ve just been wandering the city.’
‘You didn’t see the military or the police?’
‘Police? What police? They’re too busy saving their own skin. Hell, they were the first to run!’
‘No radio? TV? You haven’t heard any news?’
‘Things like that don’t work any more, kid,’ Kang said as he continued to stuff his face.
The people staying inside the school brought out another tent from inside the gymnasium and started setting it up for the newcomers. Jeong-su helped, but Kang, who complained about a sore back, just sat on the ground and watched. Although the woman had stopped crying by now, the boy hadn’t.
‘Hey, lady! Tell that brat to shut up already!’
The woman didn’t respond to Kang’s demands. Even though she had stopped crying, she didn’t seem to have the ability to listen, let alone get up and move.
The family got the new tent, and Kang was given a cot in Jeong-su’s. When Jeong-su finally entered the tent and lay down on his cot next to Kang, it took little time for him to notice the awful stench of Kang’s feet and sweat. It looked like Kang had been smoking inside the tent this whole time, because the air was thick with cigarette smoke. When Kang’s body odour finally became too much to bear, Jeong-su spoke up. 
‘You know, if you want to freshen up, there’s a shower next to the security office.’
‘I’m fine,’ Kang said in a lazy voice, before turning his back to Jeong-su.
A few moments later, Kang was fast asleep and snoring.
Unable to sleep, Jeong-su sat up and stared at Kang until he noticed a sack made of women’s stockings tied around the man’s waist; it looked like a makeshift fanny pack filled with money. What use could he have for all that money?
 
It was a torturously hot and uncomfortable night, filled with mosquitoes, Kang’s snoring, and the boy’s whining. It took more than an hour of tossing and turning before Jeong-su finally managed to drift off.
 
Later that night, Jeong-su was awoken by a loud sound in the distance. It sounded like a tyre popping or maybe some mechanical explosion. Jeong-su lay there for a moment half asleep and thinking what the sound could be. Suddenly, he was fully awake and jumping out of bed. He’d just realised that it sounded like a gunshot. He rushed out of the tent to find people hurrying out of the school.
‘What was that?’ one of them asked.
‘It sounded like a gun,’ Jeong-su said.
This made everyone restless. If Jeong-su was right, perhaps there were police or military in the area. But why had they fired? Everyone stopped talking and tried to listen for more gunfire. A few moments later, this time closer than the last time, they could hear a firecracker-like volley of gunshots.
‘Everyone, get inside!’ It was Elder Choi.
The campers woke Kang and the family, who were sleeping in their respective tents, and led them inside; Jeong-su followed. The people inside the school were divided among three classrooms, and Jeong-su was sent to the room at the end of the hallway. Just as he was about to enter the room, Jeong-su saw something flash across the window of the classroom opposite the hallway.
Jeong-su looked back and could see what looked like a person’s eyes staring at him through the glass. He was about to step back out into the hallway to get a closer look when the campers closed the door, shutting him in. It looked like they used this classroom for sleeping; the desks and chairs had been pushed to the front of the classroom, and mats from the gymnasium were covering the floor. Jeong-su followed everyone as they sat down.
Jeong-su was positive he’d seen eyes in that room. They looked like they belonged to a child. But no one mentioned there being any other children at this camp. The classroom opposite this one looked empty; was there any reason to leave a child alone in an empty classroom? Was Jeong-su seeing things again?
‘But who fired the gun?’ someone said in the darkness. ‘Do you think the police or military fired at one of the orbs?’
‘No,’ someone else answered. ‘That didn’t sound like military or police gunfire. It sounded like someone firing blind.’ 
Jeong-su had been thinking the same thing. Particularly the last shot, which came several moments after the long volley, as if fired out of boredom.
‘You mean some civilian has a gun and is just firing off rounds? That’s illegal.’
‘Maybe someone should go out and check.’
‘That’s too dangerous.’
There was a long pause before anyone spoke again.
‘I’m just asking because I’m curious,’ Jeong-su said after working up the courage. ‘But is there no news from the radio?’
‘They just keep repeating the same information.’ The voice that answered him was Sister Lee, speaking from the dark corner of the classroom. ‘It’s been the same news for the last two days. “There’s no way to defeat the orbs.” “Don’t believe rumours.” “People in Seoul and Gyeonggi Province should form groups of four or more and head south, where there will be army personnel to give you further instruction.” That’s all they say.’
‘Do you really think other people haven’t figured out how to paralyze the orbs like we have?’
‘No, they must know by now. I bet things haven’t improved because they can’t surround all the orbs or something like that.’
‘Or maybe it’s because our method isn’t effective. Haven’t you thought about that?’
‘Isn’t it? We’re alive, aren’t we?’
While Sister Lee had a point, it didn’t answer the big question. Why were orbs still on the loose? Was it really that hard to find enough people to surround each orb?
The boy in the neighbouring classroom started to cry again.
‘That boy’s whining is so annoying,’ someone complained.
‘How did you find that family, anyway?’ Jeong-su asked.
‘We found them sitting in a taxi. They’d run out of gas and were stuck, so we offered them a ride. They didn’t respond when we talked to them, so I have no idea how they ended up there. We found Kang digging through a dumpster. He said he hadn’t evacuated because he doubted things were better outside the city.’
‘And none of them know that there’s an orb here?’
‘We’ll tell them tomorrow at lunchtime,’ Sister Lee said.
Two hours passed, but no more gunshots. Sister Lee went to Elder Choi’s classroom to talk and came back later to tell Jeong-su and the others of their decision. As an extra safety precaution, they added one person to the night watch and let everyone sleep inside the school that night. Thanks to this decision, even Jeong-su was allowed to sleep in the building.
The classrooms were much better than the tents. And because Kang was in a different classroom with the new family, Jeong-su was spared from Kang’s body odour and the worst of the boy’s whining. The air conditioning also provided respite from the heat. But once Jeong-su realised that he and the others had been left to sleep outside in the hot summer weather before, he felt resentful toward the rest of the campers. 
Sister Lee had said she’d tell the newcomers about the orb tomorrow at lunch. Then there will be chaos tomorrow at lunch, Jeong-su thought to himself as he drifted off.
But chaos found them much sooner than that.
 
‘My son is burning up!’
Early the next morning, after they had moved back to the tents, the mother of the family stopped anyone she could find to tell them about her son’s fever. It was the first time Jeong-su had heard her voice. She spoke rather slowly, as though she were still somewhat dazed from whatever she and her family had been through. Several campers eventually gathered in the tent to check the boy’s temperature.
‘It looks like the flu,’ Elder Choi said. ‘Move him to the nurse’s office where he can rest. You and your father-in-law can accompany him. There are beds there, so you’ll be more comfortable than out here.’
‘You don’t have any medicine? He needs medicine. My son is clearly very sick. Please give him medicine.’
‘We don’t have any medicine. I think they took it all when the school was abandoned. We looked all over the school but couldn’t find any.’
‘Then you must send people to find some! You take the bus to search for food, don’t you? Medicine is just as important as food. Why don’t you bring that back, too? My son needs it!’
The woman’s voice was becoming shriller and shriller, and she was beginning to hyperventilate. 
‘It’s just the flu,’ Elder Choi said, trying to calm her down. ‘There’s no need for medicine right now. Let him rest for a day or two and his fever will come down naturally.’
‘How can you say that? What if my son dies? Are you going to take responsibility for that? There’s a pharmacy right next to the school. Just get some medicine from there!’
Elder Choi looked like he was in a pickle. But Jeong-su agreed with Elder Choi. The boy was probably just suffering from the flu. After all, he had just spent the entire night crying; it was no surprise that he had become sick. After the campers calmed the mother down, they led her and her family to the nurse’s office. With them gone, the tent was much quieter.
‘To be honest, I’d been thinking it would be a good idea to get some medical supplies …’ Elder Choi said.
‘It would be good to have some basic pharmaceuticals on hand in case someone needs them,’ Sister Lee said.
‘But it’s dangerous. What if we run into an orb out there?’
‘But don’t you take the bus out all the time?’ Jeong-su said. ‘What’s so dangerous about going across the street to find a few pills?’
‘I’m worried because of the gunshots we heard last night,’ Elder Choi said. ‘And if someone with a gun enters the school while people are out searching for medical supplies, the circle might be broken. There’s also the issue of who to send on this dangerous mission.’ 
‘I’ll go.’
It was Kang. Everyone stared at Kang in surprise. All Kang had done since coming here was eat and sleep; volunteering for work was the last thing anyone expected from him. Kang sneered at everyone staring at him.
‘It’s just a few bottles of pills. I don’t know why y’all have your panties in a twist. Hell, I can go right now if you want.’
‘I’ll go too,’ Jeong-su said. ‘I’m strong and fast. I’m built for this.’
The others in the tent looked surprised. They hadn’t expected the newest members of the camp to be so willing to risk their lives for the group. Elder Choi looked at Sister Lee for a moment. When she showed no disapproval, he quietly nodded his head.
‘Let’s give it a shot.’
 
The real reason Jeong-su volunteered to go was not because he was worried about the boy, but because he knew there’d be cigarettes at the pharmacy. Jeong-su felt a bit pathetic for going to such great lengths just for a few smokes, but what the hell.
The pharmacy was across the street, opposite the main entrance to the school. The rest of the camp members stared with anxious faces at Jeong-su, Kang, and Elder Choi as they stood at the main entrance to the school and readied themselves. Kang requested a hammer to break any locks he might find; Sister Lee found him one in one of the science classrooms. Elder Choi was holding a whistle, probably something he’d found in the gymnasium.
‘I’ll stand guard outside while you two look for medicine,’ Elder Choi said. ‘If you hear the sound of my whistle, run outside like your lives depend on it. It means I’ve seen an orb. You know what you’re looking for, right?’
Jeong-su nodded his head. Cold medicine, fever reducers, digestive pills, ointments, bandages, disinfectant, and …
‘Let’s go.’
Before Jeong-su could go through his mental checklist, Kang had started toward the pharmacy, hammer in hand. Jeong-su followed behind Kang, who was swinging the hammer back and forth as if it were a baseball bat. Elder Choi followed behind Jeong-su but stopped once he reached the middle of the road.
The road, which hadn’t been swept in days, was littered with fallen leaves, trash, and other debris. Realizing that he was no longer safely within the school’s walls, Jeongsu’s forehead broke out in a nervous sweat. When he and Kang arrived in front of the pharmacy, Elder Choi glanced around and yelled out to them.
‘All clear! Make it quick!’
Jeong-su was inspecting the glass door to the pharmacy wondering how to get in, when Kang pushed him aside.
‘Just break the damn thing.’
He took the hammer, struck the lock, and kicked the door in with a loud bang. It looked like Kang had done this before, and this realisation bothered Jeong-su. 
The inside of the pharmacy, which had been baking in the sun with its doors and windows shut for days, was stiflingly hot. Jeong-su went behind the counter and started rummaging through shelves. He remembered seeing pharmacists get common household drugs from just underneath the counter. He took the aspirin, headache medicine, and digestive pills he found there and put them into a plastic bag one at a time. Band-Aids, gauze pads, and ointment were also stashed under the counter. Then Jeong-su found what he’d really come here for: cigarettes. Lucky for him, there were whole cartons of Marlboros, his favourite. Jeong-su put one carton in his plastic bag. He hesitated for a moment before taking another.
Stuffing cigarettes like this into his bag, Jeong-su felt an odd sense of thrill and excitement. It was stupid of him to be enjoying himself in such a dangerous situation, especially over something as dumb as stealing cigarettes from an abandoned pharmacy. Not to mention the fact that he should have been focused on finding medicine for the boy. But it was precisely the stupidity of it that made it exciting. This mood, however, didn’t last long. Jeong-su was snapped out of his trance by a loud banging sound.
Jeong-su looked up to see Kang breaking into the cash register with his hammer.
‘What are you doing!’ Jeong-su yelled out in disbelief.
Kang forced open the register and started stuffing his pockets with cash.
‘Hey, I asked you a question!’ 
‘Mind your own fucking business,’ Kang said without turning around.
‘What are you doing? We need to find medicine.’
‘I am.’
‘They sent us here to get medicine, not to steal money.’
‘Then what’s that in your bag?’
Kang looked at Jeong-su and sneered. Only now did Jeong-su finally understand why Kang had volunteered to go to the pharmacy. Kang was even more criminal than Jeong-su had initially anticipated.
‘Hurry!’
They could hear Elder Choi yelling and blowing his whistle from outside. Kang and Jeong-su crammed another few handfuls of cash and cigarettes into their pockets and bags then ran outside. As they crossed the large street, a black orb shimmering in the summer heat approached them. Jeong-su shuddered as he looked at it and entered the school, where Elder Choi and Kang were already there waiting for him. As soon as Jeong-su was inside, the people closed the school gates behind him.
The orb stopped, changed direction, and started moving away from the school. They waited for a while to see if the orb would return, but it didn’t.
‘This school is under God’s protection,’ Elder Choi declared.
Everyone let out a sigh of relief. Jeong-su’s legs felt weak. All he wanted to do was go somewhere quiet and lie down.
‘What is this? There’s no medicine, only cigarettes!’ 
The mother of the boy, who must have come from the nurse’s office to see them, was rummaging through Jeongsu’s plastic bag when she said this. She took out one of the cartons of Marlboro and waved it in front of Jeongsu’s face.
‘My son needs medicine! Who said we needed cigarettes? Have you lost your mind? Why on earth would you bring these back?’
‘I got medicine, too. The cigarettes are because I was out. The school didn’t have any—’
‘Then where’s the medicine? There are only cigarettes! Are you crazy?’
Jeong-su showed the woman the medicine, which had sunk to the bottom of the bag, but it was already too late. The rest of the camp members were all staring at Jeong-su with looks of disgust and disbelief. All the while, Kang was just standing there and snickering.
‘What a joke,’ Kang chimed in. ‘You should have seen how he stuffed his pockets with cigarettes at the pharmacy, completely passing by the medicine. It’s a good thing I was there to bring back the pills, otherwise we’d have nothing but a bunch of smokes!’
Jeong-su couldn’t believe Kang, especially when Kang was the one who was too busy breaking into the cash register to help Jeong-su look for drugs. Indignant, Jeong-su pointed to Kang’s midriff.
‘And what about all that money in your sack?’
‘My what?’
‘You’re hiding wads of cash, aren’t you? Don’t lie.’ 
‘I – I don’t know what you’re talking about.’
Kang looked around with a flustered expression on his face. Now, everyone’s gaze had moved from Jeong-su to the sack wrapped around Kang’s midriff. Even the mother of the boy, who just a moment ago was ready to tear Jeongsu’s head off, seemed interested in what was in Kang’s bag.
‘It’s a simple question,’ Jeong-su said in a condescending manner. ‘There’s nothing wrong with carrying around a sack full of money. It’s your money, after all. You have every right to carry it around with you like that.’
Unable to answer, Kang just stood there looking guilty. The rest of the camp members stood there in silence, exchanging troubled glances.
‘This is children’s aspirin,’ Jeong-su said as he placed a bottle of pills in the woman’s hand. ‘I brought adult aspirin, too, so just give your son whatever you think he needs. I got children’s multivitamins and some health drinks, as well. Hopefully they’ll help your son regain his strength. Here’s some gastrointestinal medicine for people with digestive problems. And hot pads because I remembered someone complaining about a sore neck.’
‘You brought so much medicine back!’ one of the other women said as she looked into the plastic bag. ‘Thank you, young man. What was your name again? Jeong-su, was it?’ The rest of the camp members gathered around the plastic bag. They were now giving Jeong-su friendly looks. Jeong-su glanced back and saw out of the corner of his eye Kang heading somewhere in a hurry.
* 
At lunch, Jeong-su heard from Sister Lee and Brother Jung that Kang had run away.
‘Are you serious?’
‘No one’s seen him for the last hour,’ Sister Lee said. ‘Brother Lee was on watch at the front gate. He says he didn’t see anyone leave the school.’
‘He probably jumped over the wall,’ Brother Jung said.
Jeong-su knew that his pointing out the sack of money made Kang uneasy, but he never imagined he’d run away because of it. Jeong-su told Sister Lee and Brother Jung about how Kang broke into the cash register at the pharmacy.
‘I think he was carrying money in the sack. That’s why I pointed it out in front of everyone.’
‘I had my suspicions about Kang,’ Brother Jung said. ‘I caught him lurking around the principal’s office yesterday. When I told him he wasn’t allowed there, he spat at my feet before walking away. Everything about him suggested rotten apple.’
The principal’s office? Jeong-su drew a mental map of the school, and realised the principal’s office had to be near the classroom he’d slept in. What was in there, and why was Kang interested in it? Perhaps food or valuables?
‘Maybe we were too hard on him,’ Sister Lee said. ‘We put him in a dangerous situation by sending him to the pharmacy. Every life matters, especially in times like this. We were wrong to do that to him.’
It looked like Sister Lee and Brother Jung both felt guilt over Kang’s running away. Feeling somewhat ashamed that he was the reason Kang was gone, Jeong-su ate the rest of his food in silence.
After a while, Brother Jung broke the silence.
‘Well, there’s nothing we can do about it now. There’s no use in dwelling on past mistakes. All we can do now is pray for Kang. Anyway, thank you, Jeong-su. Because of you, we have all that medicine. You’re a godsend.’
‘It was nothing, really.’
 
Jeong-su threw his cigarette butt on the ground and lit another one.
He hadn’t expected Kang to just run away like that. Kang had no problem staying at the school, eating other people’s food, or taking naps in the tent while other people worked. But it seemed that, for all his brazenness, he was still a coward.
‘But it’s not my fault,’ Jeong-su muttered to himself.
While it was true that Kang ran away because Jeong-su had outed him, it was also true that Kang was a dangerous man. Anyone would have come to the same conclusion if they saw him breaking into the cash register. Jeong-su didn’t need to worry about the safety of someone who was a danger to others.
Actually, what worried Jeong-su the most was that the other camp members would feel contempt for Jeong-su for outing Kang like that in front of everyone. What Jeong-su should have done, now that he thought about it, was go to Sister Lee in private and tell her about Kang’s sack of money. Jeong-su should have been more judicious. He threw away his cigarette and lit yet another.
As he did this, Jeong-su heard the sound of someone crying and immediately turned toward the nurse’s office. As expected, it was the boy’s mother again.
‘Someone, call a doctor!’ she screamed.
The boy was lying on the bed in the nurse’s office, hives covering his body as he whimpered pitifully. The aspirin had lowered his fever, but it seemed like all they had accomplished was trading one symptom for another. Jeong-su felt defeated. All that trouble to get the boy medicine, and now this? The last thing Jeong-su wanted to do was go back to the pharmacy in search of skin ointment or an EpiPen.
‘Look at these rashes,’ the woman said to Elder Choi. ‘He needs a shot. Get a doctor here, now. He needs a doctor.’
‘Please, calm down. It seems like he’s having an allergic reaction to the aspirin. The rashes will disappear when the aspirin leaves his system.’
‘Take the bus and go find a doctor. You do such a good job finding food. Why can’t you find a doctor? Are you going to take responsibility for my child’s death?’ The woman was getting more hysterical by the second. ‘If you won’t do it, I will! Don’t try stopping me. Dying here from sickness or dying outside from an orb, what’s the difference? I’m going myself. Don’t worry about if I die or live.’
Elder Choi said he needed to have a word with everyone and led them out of the nurse’s office. Jeong-su was following when the woman grabbed his arm. 
‘These people—’ she said to him in a hushed voice. ‘Don’t you think there’s something odd about them? Just think about it. Why are they holding out here? Why don’t they want to find other groups? They don’t have medicine or a doctor. And what about the gunshots? Why are they staying here where it’s so dangerous?’
Jeong-su didn’t like this woman. She was the same person who accused Jeong-su of being selfish after coming back from the pharmacy. He just gave her a perfunctory nod.
‘This has to be a cult. Don’t you think? I saw their service. They pray sitting in a circle and sing strange hymns. Those are not Christian hymns.’
‘I don’t know what their religion is.’
‘Do you know these people?’
‘No.’
‘Then why are you staying here with them? Why don’t you run?’
‘It’s safe here, isn’t it?’
The woman let out a sigh.
‘You’re all weirdos.’
‘Jeong-su,’ Sister Lee said as she entered the nurse’s office. ‘Would you mind leaving us? I’d like to have a word with her in private.’
Jeong-su left the room. He had a good idea what Sister Lee was about to tell her. Perhaps she shouldn’t have waited so long.
* 
‘I can’t stay here!’
The woman continued to say the same thing over and over. The child wrinkled his rash-covered face as he cried, and the grandfather was still looking dazed. Jeong-su realised that each member of the family had been in the same funk for the last two days.
Sister Lee told the woman about the orb behind the school and, as Jeong-su expected, this pushed the woman over the edge. No matter how hard Sister Lee tried to convince the woman of the school’s safety, she wasn’t having it.
‘We’re leaving! Got it? I’m taking my family and leaving. I don’t care if you help me or not. Don’t mind me.’
After yelling like this for a while, the woman clamped her mouth shut and didn’t say another word. She really looked like she was prepared to leave the school with her family. But leaving the school was tantamount to instant death by black orb.
People gathered outside of the tents and discussed what they should do.
‘We must stop them from leaving.’
‘But she insists she wants to leave.’
‘Just because someone says they want to die doesn’t mean you should let them do it.’
‘Then what do you suggest we do? She has a sick child, after all. His condition might only get worse.’
‘If only they had a car, then they could leave here safely.’
‘Didn’t she say the taxi we found them in was theirs?’
‘That’s right. She said they’d run out of gas.’ 
‘Really? Ask her if all the car needs is fuel. If so, she and her family might still be able to catch up to the people heading south.’
Everyone agreed that this was their best option. Jeong-su was a bit confounded by their desire to help her. If the woman said she wanted to leave, why not just let her go? No one would think less of them for it. Jeong-su thought it was stupid of them to put everyone in danger just because of one unreasonably stubborn outlier.
A while later, Sister Lee came to Jeong-su.
‘We need you to sit in the circle a bit earlier than originally planned. I and several others will use the bus to get petrol and take the family to their car. We’re short a few hands and need you to fill in.’
Jeong-su nodded. Jeong-su heard the bus’s engine starting as he walked toward the back of the school, but he didn’t turn to look.
 
When Jeong-su lifted his head, the orb was completely dominating his field of view. The surface of the black orb looked like metal, but this was all an illusion. It didn’t reflect light like a metal would, and it was perfectly smooth, no defects, no scratches. Its surface was like the water of a perfectly still lake of infinite blackness.
It was impossible for Jeong-su to tell if the orb was touching the ground or floating just above it. Jeong-su remembered learning about parabolas and quadratic functions in math class. Just like how tangent lines only touch a parabola at one point, if the orb was in fact perfectly spherical, it could in theory be touching the ground at a point so tiny that it would be imperceptible to the human eye.
What was it?
Everyone had to be wondering the same thing. What could this terrible sphere of blackness be? It then occurred to Jeong-su that everyone might die before they could find out. And what then? Would the world become a barren wasteland of nothing but black orbs?
Jeong-su took his hand from the person sitting next to him and wiped the sweat from his brow. Jeong-su’s hand felt cold against the skin of his forehead. According to what Sister Lee told Jeong-su, he needed to sit in the circle for the next two and a half hours. Jeong-su waited anxiously for the time when his shift would end and someone would come take his place. He passed the time by staring at the orb, only taking breaks to wipe the sweat from his brow or take a deep breath.
‘They’re late,’ said the man next to Jeong-su.
‘Your replacement?’
‘No, the bus. Sister Lee said they’d be back in thirty minutes. It’s been more than an hour. They’re really late.’
‘I wish we had a walkie-talkie,’ said another person from the circle. ‘All we can do when they take the bus out is wait and worry.’
‘This mission is dangerous. They need to get gas, find the car, drop the family off, and then make it all the way back here without running into an orb. Foolhardy, if you ask me.’ 
‘But we have no other choice. What else can we do? It’s a matter of life and death for that family.’
‘Why is that our problem?’ Jeong-su said, finding newfound courage. ‘Is it really necessary that we risk our lives to help them?’
‘It doesn’t matter how dangerous it is. We must help them. They have a sick child; we have no choice. There’s no other way.’
‘It’s not like his condition is that serious,’ Jeong-su continued. ‘And what do you mean there isn’t another way? Why not?’
‘Then what do you suggest?’
‘We could wait for the child to get better, try to persuade the woman to stay, or just let them leave on their own.’
‘Are you crazy? How could we just let them leave with those things out there?’
‘What about us?’ Jeong-su asked. ‘What about our lives?’
‘In desperate times like this, we can’t start counting lives. We must help the child and his mother because that’s the only way we make it out of this. It’s not a matter of sacrificing them for our survival or vice versa. We must do this together. That’s why I regret letting Kang go.’
‘What are you talking about? Kang ran away.’
‘We should have stopped him before that.’
‘It’s not up to you whether he runs away or not.’
‘Just think about how he’s out there all alone right now.’
‘You all are only saying that because you didn’t see him stuffing his pockets with cash at the pharmacy.’ 
‘Even thieves are people.’
‘I don’t think all people are the same,’ Jeong-su said, letting his anger show.
At that moment, the black orb vibrated slightly, causing a faint light to roll across its surface. Shocked by this sudden movement, Jeong-su almost jumped to his feet and began running, but thankfully the person sitting next to him grabbed his arm. It was fortunate he did. Had Jeong-su broken the circle, the barrier would have fallen apart, releasing the orb from its paralysis.
‘Am I the only one who saw that?’ Jeong-su asked as he trembled. ‘The orb just moved!’
‘Calm down,’ someone from the circle said. ‘It didn’t move. It just vibrated slightly. It does that sometimes. We don’t know why. But all you have to do is wait, and it returns to normal. So, just hold your ground and don’t get up.’
‘Are you sure it’s not doing that thing?’ Jeong-su asked. ‘Has anyone here seen that video? That looked just like the video of a dividing orb. Just before they divide, the orbs vibrate and emit a faint light. I saw it on the internet. It looked just like that.’
‘It’s shaken like that several times but never split into two orbs,’ several people said, responding to Jeong-su.
As long as they continued surrounding the orb, they said, nothing bad would happen. They changed the topic and started talking about the bus again. But Jeong-su’s trepidation was unbearable. He couldn’t understand how these people could be so optimistic about everything. Jeong-su remembered the terror he felt when he first saw that video of the orbs multiplying. Why were these people so relaxed?
‘Is something wrong?’
Brother Jung appeared on the lawn. Jeong-su told him about how the orb had just moved, how it had glowed with a faint light, that it might be a sign that the orb was about to multiply. But instead of responding to Jeong-su’s concerns, he said something totally unrelated.
‘You don’t look so good, Jeong-su. Why don’t you switch with me and go inside to rest.’
‘My shift isn’t over yet.’
‘I don’t mind. Besides, you’re starting to look pale. You must be tired. Go into the classroom and relax.’
‘What are you going to do if the orb splits in two?’ Jeong-su asked. ‘Do you have a plan? Everyone here will be in grave danger if that happens. What are you going to do if there are suddenly two orbs?’
‘If the orb splits in two, we’ll simply make another circle.’
‘But do you have enough people for two circles? Not with the people here.’
‘We’ll manage.’
Brother Jung gave Jeong-su a smile as he gently patted him on the shoulder.
‘Everyone’s on edge because the bus hasn’t returned yet. I get it. The others are gathered in the main building to pray. Will you join them? We always pray in times of hardship. The power of prayer will protect us and guide us through Armageddon. Only faith in God will bring us salvation.’
 
Jeong-su sat at the bench where he’d been smoking earlier and lit a cigarette. When Jeong-su looked down to spit on the ground, he was shocked to find that the pile of cigarette butts from earlier had been disposed of. It was the end of the world, and these people were still picking up trash.
Jeong-su could hear people laughing from the main building. A few moments later, they started singing hymns. This behaviour befuddled Jeong-su. All these people did was pray and sing hymns. Suddenly, Jeong-su was reminded of what the boy’s mother had said.
These people, don’t you think there’s something odd about them?
Jeong-su stamped out his cigarette and went into the building. He passed the first classroom, where people were sitting in a circle and praying. No one turned to look at him as he walked by. He passed the second classroom and headed for the third classroom, where he’d slept last night.
Jeong-su then remembered the eyes of the child he saw across the hallway. The room, it turned out, wasn’t a classroom but the principal’s office. Jeong-su remembered that Brother Jung mentioned he found Kang lurking around here. Was it just a coincidence?
Everyone was busy either praying or watching the orb. 
This was his chance to snoop around without anyone noticing.
He hesitated for a moment before walking toward the principal’s office. This portion of the hallway was unlit, making it feel especially eerie. The people in the classroom began singing more hymns. Jeong-su grabbed the handle of the door to find it locked. No light was escaping through the cracks in the door, and the blinds covering the door window were shut this time. Yesterday they’d been open when Jeong-su made eye contact with someone.
Jeong-su vacillated in the hallway, wondering what he should do, when he heard footsteps coming from inside the office toward the door.
He leaned in closer to hear the footsteps when the door opened with a click. The footsteps retreated into the room.
Jeong-su walked inside. No one was sitting in the principal’s chair. Bowls of instant rice and ramen were cluttering one side of the desk. Had Kang been trying to get at the food inside of the principal’s office? As Jeong-su turned toward the leather sofa placed in front of the desk, he was shocked to find someone lying on the sofa and staring at him.
A young girl, probably in second or third grade, was peeking out from under a pink blanket at him. So, the eyes had belonged to a child after all.
‘What are you doing here?’ Jeong-su asked.
As Jeong-su looked at her, he realised she looked familiar and decided to change his question. 
‘Is Sister Lee your mother?’
The girl nodded. She stared at Jeong-su, but there was something strange in her eyes, something that didn’t feel like it belonged to a young child. Jeong-su had never seen a child with such an intense gaze. The girl took one hand out from under the blanket and started fiddling with a pink ribbon.
‘Where’s your father?’
‘At work. My mum says he’s got a lot of work to do.’
‘You came to this school with just your mum?’
‘Yes.’
‘Are you a student here?’
‘Yes.’
‘Have you been alone this whole time?’
‘Yes.’
‘How long?’
‘Three days.’
‘Why are you alone? Did the adults lock you in here?’
‘No.’
‘Then why?’
‘My mum told me to stay in here.’
‘Did she give you a reason? Is it dangerous outside, or something?’
‘No.’
‘Then what?’
‘She just told me to sleep in here and dream.’
‘Dream about what?’
‘Angels.’
The girl pulled back the blanket and sat up. She was wearing a pair of matching pajamas. Turning toward Jeong-su, she began to tell him a story. The way she told the story so fluently made Jeong-su feel like she’d told it before.
 
‘I had a dream. A large black ball was flying through the air and chasing me. I was so scared that I cried. And then I woke up from the dream. The day after that, and the day after that, I had the same dream. My dad gave me medicine for them, but they didn’t stop. So, my mother took me to church to talk with the pastor. That night, I had the dream again. The black ball was flying toward me while I jumped rope with my friends in the playground. I called for my mum, but my mum and dad were at work, so they couldn’t come. I thought the ball was going to eat me. In the end, the ball ate all my friends. They cried, too, just like me. Then it came after me. I ran. I ran really, really, really fast. But no matter how far I ran, it didn’t stop. And then an angel appeared.’
‘An angel?’
‘Yes, an angel came down from heaven. She was a beautiful girl angel, with wings, white wings, big and shiny. She brought me to school. She carried me in her arms and flew me to school. The angel told me not to worry. She blocked the school doors. The ball couldn’t come in and left us alone. We were safe. And then I woke up from the dream.’
Jeong-su could guess what was going on. The people didn’t believe the school was safe because Sister Lee had discovered a way to stop the orbs. No, they believed they were safe because they thought this kid’s dream was some sort of prophecy.
In the child’s dream, an angel appeared and brought the child to a school. That’s why they thought this school was safe from the orbs. And they weren’t totally wrong; up till now, they’d been safe here. Even to someone like Jeong-su, who had no religious tendencies, prophecies didn’t seem so far-fetched given everything that was happening. So, to religious fanatics, such a story must have seemed like gospel.
‘Do the others know about your dream?’ Jeong-su asked.
‘Yes, they say that God sent the angel to me.’
‘Who says that?’
‘Elder Choi.’
‘Does everyone here believe Elder Choi?’
‘Yes.’
These people were never going to leave this school. Even if the bus never returned, even if the orb multiplied, even if all the orbs disappeared and society returned to normal – they were never going to leave this place. This school had been chosen by God.
Jeong-su thought about what he should do. These people thought this girl was some kind of prophet. They were going to keep her locked in this building until she died. He had to do something. He had to get her out of here, away from these nuts.
‘Kid, how about running away with me? I’ll get you anything you want – food, toys, anything. Just do one thing for me. All you need to do is keep an eye out while I sleep. If any of those black balls appear, wake me up. How about it? Do you want to leave with me?’
Jeong-su wasn’t sure this was the best idea, but it was the only thing he could think of right now. Besides, having a friend while running from the orbs would be useful, even if she was just a child.
The child stared at Jeong-su with a blank expression. She looked like she was thinking of what to say; it was just taking a while for the words to make their way out of her mouth. Finally, the child spoke in a clear voice.
‘Scaredy-cat.’
Jeong-su left the principal’s office without looking back. He went to his classroom, got his bag, and was coming out of the building when he ran into Brother Jung.
‘What’s with the bag?’
Brother Jung had a towel around his neck; it looked like he was coming back from a post-shift shower. When Jeong-su didn’t answer, he asked again.
‘Are you going somewhere?’
‘This place isn’t safe,’ Jeong-su said.
‘This is about the orb vibrating, isn’t it? Even if it multiplied, you won’t have anything to worry about. We have enough people to contain two orbs.’
‘And what if it continues to multiply? Do you have enough people to contain three or four orbs? We all need to get on the bus and go south. We need to leave now to meet up with those who already evacuated.’ 
‘I’m not sure there’ll be people if we go south. And even if there are, there’s no guarantee we’ll be safe. Besides, that many would never stay in the same space.’
‘But—’
Their conversation was cut short by the sound of someone walking down the hallway. It was Elder Choi, and holding his hand was the little girl. The girl pointed to Jeong-su.
‘He’s the one I talked to.’
Jeong-su took a step back, but Elder Choi waved his hand as if to calm Jeong-su down.
‘Don’t be alarmed. I’m not mad. There’s a reason we kept her from view. I’m not angry that you talked to her.’
‘You’re all crazy!’ Jeong-su yelled. ‘Have you even seen what those orbs do to people? If you’d seen what I’ve seen, you wouldn’t be praying. You all think you’ve received some sign from God. But you’re wrong! You’re wrong
because—’
They were wrong because Jeong-su was the first witness. He was the first one to see them, not this girl. He knew the orbs weren’t Armageddon, they weren’t God’s final judgement. They were nothing but irrational objects of pure terror. And yet, Jeong-su couldn’t bring himself to confess his secret.
Jeong-su just stood there, unable to continue, lips quivering. Finally, Elder Choi cut in:
‘God will protect us.’
Just as he said this, someone from behind the school shrieked. Dozens of voices erupted at once. 
‘Watch out!’
‘Get Elder Choi! Get Brother Jung!’
The three of them ran to the back of the school, leaving the girl behind. When they arrived, the orb was in the process of dividing.
The original orb was whirring and emitting a faint white glow as its surface vibrated rapidly. And from it emerged a new orb. Seeing this, the people sitting in the circle scattered in all directions. The orbs, now two in total, paused for a moment before moving in separate directions, toward the people closest to them.
Jeong-su started running, too. He caught up to everyone else, eventually passing them and coming out on to the sports field. Just as he was past the entrance to the main building, he noticed the girl walking by herself through the hallway.
‘Don’t go that way,’ Jeong-su yelled out to her.
The child looked at Jeong-su.
‘Kid! Get out of there! It’s not safe inside. Come outside!’
‘Scaredy-cat.’
One of the orbs passed through the hallway wall and reached the child. Her tiny body was immediately taken by the orb. The orb changed direction again and disappeared through the hallway wall. Barely a moment passed before the people, who were still praying in the classroom, started screaming and running out of the building.
Jeong-su ran down to the sports field. One orb had passed through the building and was slowly coming toward the pitch, while the other orb approached from around the side of the building. They were moving irregularly, confused by the people running frantically around them.
‘Do what we rehearsed!’ Brother Jung shouted. ‘Grab hands, form a line, and surround the orbs!’
Brother Jung and Elder Choi tried to instruct the people, but they had trouble surrounding both orbs simultaneously. It was complete chaos. Some people were grabbing hands and attempting to corral the orbs, others were panicking and running around, and the orbs were constantly changing directions. Jeong-su crossed the sports field and ran toward the front gate. He shook the gate violently trying to open the lock.
‘We need one more!’
People were shouting from behind at Jeong-su, but he didn’t turn around. When he saw the gate wasn’t going to open, he realised he’d need to climb over it.
Just as he did this, one group of people successfully managed to surround and pacify one of the orbs. The other group of people, who didn’t have the numbers, were clumsily trying to surround the second orb while also keeping their distance from it. They called out to Jeong-su to help them. He finally turned around to look at them.
‘Jeong-su, watch out!’
Startled, Jeong-su lost his balance and fell backwards, landing on the concrete. A third orb was headed for the front gate. Jeong-su had been too distracted and failed to notice the new orb. 
Jeong-su barrel rolled and narrowly avoided the orb’s touch as it passed through the gate. The orb slowly and stubbornly followed him. He ran back toward the sports field. Now that Jeong-su was far enough away, the third orb started following other people.
‘Help!’
People cried. Brother Jung steered the two free orbs while the others grabbed hands and attempted to surround them. But it was hopeless. They didn’t have enough people for two. How would they have enough for three? Once Jeong-su was far enough away from the orbs, he made a break for the school gates again. He was just about to scale the gate and make his escape when the people cried out for him.
‘You can’t leave us! Jeong-su, help us! Please, help us! Jeong-su!’
But he jumped over the fence and ran from the school. He turned around once more and saw that the one orb they had managed to capture had broken free. People were now running in all directions. Their shouting turned into screams of terror. After a while, their screams got more and more quiet. And then, complete silence.
Jeong-su ran and he ran. He ran through the dark streets, not a single streetlamp to show him where he was going. He ran and he ran, not a car or a soul in sight to get in his way.
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Empty Field
THE ALARM ON JEONG-SU’S CELL phone rang, waking him up from his eight-minute nap. He was sitting on the ground in an empty field and leaning his back against his moped, which he had propped up for support. He could hear the sound of cicadas in the distance, but he wasn’t sure if it was really the sound of cicadas or just his hallucinating. After all, he hadn’t seen any animals for the last few days.
This empty field was the most open area Jeong-su could find. The only thing inside it was a bunch of wild grass and dry red dirt. The field was encompassed by a circle of unfinished buildings. It would take eight minutes for an orb to reach the centre of the field from the peripheries of the circle. That meant Jeong-su would have at least eight minutes to escape.
Jeong-su set his phone alarm to ring every eight minutes, which allowed him to catch up on sleep in short intervals. He would sleep with his back against the moped, look around, make sure there were no orbs in the area, then sleep for another eight minutes. He dreamed short dreams during those brief naps, and thankfully his phone’s alarm never failed to go off.
After another eight-minute nap, Jeong-su stood up and looked around. Finally, an orb had caught up to him. It was still far off and obscured by the summer haze, but in less than eight minutes, it would completely fill his field of view and swallow him whole if he didn’t move.
Jeong-su hopped on the moped and started the engine. He staggered slightly, still half asleep. He drove the moped out of the empty field. In seconds, he was out of sight of the orb. Whenever Jeong-su fled, the orbs chased him at their usual slow pace. And they never stopped. Slowly but stubbornly, they followed him, never giving up.
 
Jeong-su carefully inspected the cakes displayed in the bakery refrigerator. With his bare hand, Jeong-su took a bite of the chocolate mocha cake, and then another.
Jeong-su had been craving sweets recently, which was odd because he didn’t have much of a sweet tooth. He took out a carton of milk from the refrigerator and guzzled. His bag was already packed with cigarettes, canned food, cup ramen, and bottles of water, but that didn’t stop him from cramming another loaf of bread from the display case into his bag.
Jeong-su exited the bakery, crouched in front of a faucet that was sticking out of the side of the building, and washed his face and hands. His arms were burnt from overexposure to the summer sun. Realizing that his face and neck might be equally dark, Jeong-su rubbed his face with his hands, as though his fingers could sense colour. He sat there for a while, mindlessly listening to the sound of the water dripping from the faucet, before turning it off.
Next door was an electronics store. Jeong-su looked through the window. The televisions were still on and broadcasting the signal from the television towers. The news hadn’t changed for the last several days. It was still the same blue screen with white text:
SEOUL HAS BEEN LOST.
EVACUATE SOUTH.
800 ORBS HAVE BEEN WITNESSED WORLDWIDE.
THE FOLLOWING ARE GOVERNMENT GUIDELINES:
TRAVEL IN GROUPS OF FOUR OR MORE.
TRAVELLING ALONE IS EXTREMELY DANGEROUS.
AVOID THE CAPITAL. SEOUL HAS FALLEN INTO ANARCHY.
DO NOT STAY IN ONE PLACE FOR LONG.
USE VEHICLES AND MOVE CONSTANTLY.
ORBS CAN CROSS WATER. SHIPS ARE EXTREMELY DANGEROUS.
REFRAIN FROM FLEEING TO OTHER COUNTRIES.
MOVE SOUTH AND WAIT FOR FURTHER INSTRUCTION FROM THE MILITARY.
GOOD LUCK. 
Reading the last sentence, Jeong-su felt his chest tighten. Good luck. What idiot wrote such a dumb line? Good luck? What, because the government can’t protect us?
Jeong-su went into the shop. He had visited this place last night and busted the door handle to get inside. Now, the door creaked every time there was a faint gust of wind. Jeong-su walked up to one of the TV sets and flipped through the channels, but they were all broadcasting the same blue screen.
As Jeong-su was tuning a radio, a black orb appeared through the wall of the store. Jeong-su quickly walked out of the shop. But he didn’t run. He had to reserve his energy if he was going to stay on the move like this. The key was perseverance.
An orb would swallow him whole if he collapsed from exhaustion and was unable to get up. The orbs were like condors patrolling the skies, waiting for a desert vagrant to collapse from exhaustion. Jeong-su got on the moped and sped down the street. The slow-moving orb quickly disappeared from view.
 
This eight-lane highway was the other place Jeong-su came to sleep. On both sides of the road were two large parks, beyond which were two shopping centres. Here, if an orb appeared from a building, Jeong-su, who would be resting in the middle of the highway, would have six minutes to move.
For now, however, there was no orb. 
Jeong-su set his phone alarm to ring every five minutes, just for good measure. After he did this, he sat with his back against the moped.
He was tired, but strangely enough, he couldn’t fall asleep.
A fallen tube man fluttered in the wind. Jeong-su could see trash cans rolling on the ground, discarded clothes, and a single shoe. The thing that was most unsettling was the telephone poles strewn about the road. They had been snapped off at the trunk and were casting thick electric lines like spaghetti across the concrete.
Jeong-su was afraid of the night. There were no people around, so the city became a black void of nothingness when night fell. Jeong-su sometimes imagined how nice it would be if he could go around to all the buildings and turn on their lights. But he knew this was impossible. Just thinking about how alone he was made his heart drop.
Jeong-su stood up and screamed toward the sunset beyond the city skyline.
‘Is there no one out there?’
Silence.
‘Someone, save me!’
Silence.
Jeong-su sat down and tried to fall asleep. As he drifted in and out of consciousness, he could hear the sound of cicadas in the distance, although he wasn’t quite sure they were real.
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Marauders
THERE WERE FEWER ORBS on the west side of town. This was probably because there were no people here – a thought that made the hair on the back of Jeong-su’s neck stand up. If that was true, did it mean the orbs were following people south?
Jeong-su imagined people travelling in small groups – like they’d been instructed to do – constantly on the run from hundreds of orbs and being picked off one by one. It terrified him to think he was wandering the city alone.
So, it struck him as odd when he saw the door to a large detached house standing wide open, as though someone was home. From the front gate’s busted lock, he could tell someone had forced their way in. Perhaps he wasn’t alone after all. Jeong-su parked his moped in front of the house and entered the courtyard through the gate. On the grass were footprints.
It was a modern stand-alone house, the kind only a rich person could afford. The interior design was equally luxurious. It looked like people had been here recently, so Jeong-su took extra caution as he looked around. The living room was stamped with the footprints of dirty shoes, and sofa cushions were scattered all over the floor. Food debris littered the kitchen, as though someone had just enjoyed a meal. The faucet still had running water, but the house had lost power and spoiled food filled the refrigerator. Jeong-su went upstairs to make sure he was alone before coming back down to the living room.
He studied the food scraps and footprints once more and estimated that three or four men had stayed here not too long ago. He had a hunch as to why they’d picked this house. It had large windows in the front and back and no surrounding buildings, giving it a clear view in all directions. Jeong-su sat on the sofa and stared out of the window in silence.
 
Once Jeong-su made sure there were no orbs in the immediate vicinity of the house, he took food out of his bag and sat down in the living room for a comfortable meal. He didn’t see a single orb during the time it took him to finish his meal, so he felt secure enough to take a shower when he was done.
Jeong-su turned on the cold water and slowly began lathering his body with soap. He became lost in thought as he scrubbed away the thick film of dirt and sweat covering his skin. Would it be better, he wondered, to stay the night here or continue west and leave the city? Where had the intruders gone? Had they been killed by an orb? But judging from the mess they’d left, they’d probably stripped the house of everything of value and quickly moved on to their next destination.
Jeong-su wondered if the intruders were somewhere safe now. If he left the city, would he be able to reach a safe place, too? He wanted to go someplace where there were no orbs, only people. People who could help him find his parents would be even better.
Jeong-su was so lost in thought that he hadn’t noticed someone open the door to the bathroom.
Jeong-su froze when he finally noticed the man staring at him.
‘W-who are you?’
The man stared intensely at Jeong-su. He was leaning against the door and tapping menacingly on the hallway wall with some object in his hand, but Jeong-su couldn’t see what the object was. The man was wearing an oversized Red Devils soccer jersey. Despite their eye contact, the man didn’t move and just continued to stare into the shower at Jeong-su.
‘A-are you the owner?’
Red Devil said nothing.
‘Are you staying here?’
Still not answering Jeong-su, the man continued to tap on the wall with the object.
‘Well, I’m glad to meet you. I need your help. I’m travelling alone, and I’m looking for someone to travel with. Thank goodness I ran into you. Do you mind closing the door to the bathroom? I’m almost done. We can talk more once I’m—’
‘Out!’
‘W-what?’
‘Out of the shower!’
‘B-but I’m not finished.’
The man entered the bathroom and thrust the object he was holding into Jeong-su’s face.
‘I said, get out!’
When Jeong-su glanced down at the object, he was staring down the barrel of a gun.
Jeong-su stepped out of the bathroom, soap bubbles and water dripping from his naked body. The man led Jeong-su to the living room and ordered him to kneel in the centre of the room with his hands behind his head. As Jeong-su did this, the man jammed the barrel of the gun in his back, like he was about to fire.
Another person entered the living room. He was tall and scrawny, not an ounce of fat on his face. This second man walked over to Jeong-su and looked down at him. He had a gun in his hand, too – this one appeared to have belonged to a police officer.
‘What’s going on?’
‘I found him in the shower.’
This made Skinny start to chuckle. ‘I guess the bait found us this time.’
Jeong-su looked up at Skinny. As soon as he did this, Red Devil brought the butt of the gun down on Jeongsu’s head. 
‘What the fuck are you looking at, asshole?’
Jeong-su collapsed to the floor. Skinny tied Jeongsu’s hands behind his back with a long piece of cloth as Jeong-su writhed in pain. The two men then started going through Jeong-su’s possessions. Skinny dumped the contents of his bag on to the floor, and Red Devil took out the wallet from Jeong-su’s pants, which he retrieved from the bathroom.
By then, Jeong-su had gotten over the pain in his head and was able to sit himself up.
‘I found his ID. Jeong-su Kim. Aged thirty-one. Lives in Seoul. And according to his business card he’s a manager. Look, keys to a car. And a fancy credit card. I bet he’s rich. Too bad all that money’s not going to do him any good when he’s dead.’
Red Devil tossed the wallet aside and began rummaging through Jeong-su’s pockets again. He immediately found the knife Jeong-su kept in his back pocket for times like this. Red Devil inspected the knife for a moment, laughed once, then threw the knife into the pile of Jeong-su’s belongings.
If only Jeong-su had remembered to take the knife with him into the shower, he might have been able to avoid this situation. Actually, it had been reckless of him to stay so long in this house after he’d seen fresh signs of intruders. It had never even crossed Jeong-su’s mind that they might return. How could he be so stupid?
‘What’s with the naked dude?’
A third man entered the living room. This one wore thick-rimmed glasses. He grabbed Jeong-su by the jaw and stood him up to study his face.
‘What’s your name, asshole?’
Jeong-su’s eyes were stinging from the soap that had dripped into his eyes, and the back of his throbbing skull was starting to swell from the hit he took earlier. Jeong-su squinted his eyes as he looked at the man. Red Devil was aware of Jeong-su’s name, but it didn’t seem like he was going to volunteer an answer.
‘Jeong-su Kim.’
‘Where did you live?’
‘In Seoul’s G neighbourhood.’
‘What are you doing here?’
‘My parents live in this city. I lost contact with them after the orbs appeared. I’ve come looking for them.’
‘Didn’t you get the memo? Everyone in this city has gone to W City.’
‘What?’
Jeong-su’s eyes opened wide. Shocked, Jeong-su momentarily forgot his current predicament. Four Eyes released Jeong-su’s jaw. His hand smelled of grease and metal – like someone who’d just put down a gun. The three men – Four Eyes, Red Devil, and Skinny – sat side by side on the couch with Jeong-su’s bag and belongings spread out in front of them. Four Eyes took out the pistol from his pants and pointed it at Jeong-su.
‘The government instructed everyone in the city to leave. Didn’t you know? They were planning on testing different military weapons on the orbs once everyone was evacuated. But the orbs multiplied faster than they expected, so the feds fled too, like rats fleeing a sinking ship. We’re the only ones left. There were others, at first. Hiding. But we found and killed them all. I’ve got to hand it to you, though. You’re the first one I’ve seen that intentionally snuck into the city.’
Jeong-su’s mind was overwhelmed with all this information. Was that why the military had taken control of the city? Was he only able to sneak into the city because the military was retreating? And how did they know all this? Jeong-su hadn’t heard any such information on the news. If what he said was true, the people at the school had been completely in the dark.
What about Jeong-su’s parents? Had they evacuated with everyone? Or were they murdered by these men? No. Their car wasn’t in the driveway. That meant they took the car and left. Did that mean they were in W City?
‘Do you lift?’
‘What?’ Jeong-su said, not understanding Four Eyes’ curveball of a question.
‘Do you lift? Like work out.’
‘I do judo. As a hobby.’
‘You must be strong then. You look like you work out a lot.’
Each of the three men was now giving Jeong-su’s naked body an uncomfortably thorough inspection. Red Devil pointed at Jeong-su’s crotch.
‘Well, well. Would you look at that cock. Your girlfriend’s a lucky woman.’ 
The three men snickered at Jeong-su as he brought his legs together and shifted sitting positions.
‘But it doesn’t matter how much money you have, or how handsome you are, or how much you work out. You’re dead now. Does it make you sad? That you won’t be able to see your girlfriend or family any more? But it’s your fault for coming into the city. Ha! What are the odds that you would come into this house? You even stripped down and waited for us to come back. It’d be a waste not to kill you. It’s not every day that prey walks so willingly into our den.’
Marauders. These men were marauders. They were Bandits. City-wandering, house-pilfering, killing-anyone-who-got-in-their-way, good-for-nothing thieves. Jeong-su remembered the gunfire he heard at the school. Was it these men? Red Devil started picking out items from Jeong-su’s belongings to throw away. Jeong-su started to tremble, realizing that they might kill him as soon as they were done sorting his things. Most of his possessions were thrown into the trash pile.
‘Useless junk,’ Four Eyes said. ‘You’re just as useless.’
‘I have money at my parents’ house!’ Jeong-su blurted out. ‘You can have it. Their house is close to here. They also have a lot of valuables. It’s more than enough to split between the three of you. Just let me live. I’ll do whatever you want me to do. Just don’t kill me.’
‘We don’t need your money,’ Skinny said. ‘We’ve got more than enough. It’s fun that we need.’
Jeong-su wondered how far he would make it if he got up and started running right now. He probably wouldn’t even reach the front door before they put a bullet in his back. Jeong-su tried moving his arms, but the ties were too tight.
But I can’t die like this. I’ve got to think my way out of this.
‘Hey, wanna see something cool?’ Red Devil said in excitement.
He rummaged behind the couch and pulled out a large sabre. The sword, which was more than a metre in length, looked exotic and had lustrous jewels embedded in the scabbard. Jeong-su found it hard to believe that something like that had been hiding behind the couch this whole time.
‘I found it here. The folks who lived here must have been loaded. But all of the money in the world wouldn’t have saved them from us. Anyway, isn’t it cool?’
Red Devil clumsily unsheathed the sword. The scabbard fell to the floor and rolled about noisily as Red Devil pointed the sword at Jeong-su’s neck. He touched the cold metal against Jeong-su’s skin before taking it away again. Jeong-su felt dizzy, and his vision was starting to blur.
Red Devil teased Jeong-su with the blade, bringing it back and forth toward his neck. The others laughed, amused by how Jeong-su trembled every time their friend brought the sword to his neck.
‘Who was that guy from way back when?’ Red Devil said. ‘The one who went to Iraq and died.’
‘What are you talking about?’ Skinny asked. ‘We didn’t send soldiers to Iraq.’ 
‘Not a soldier. There was a Korean missionary who had his head cut off. What was his name again?’
‘How should I know?’
‘The Iraqis took a video of them decapitating him. I saw the video.’
‘Really? How?’
‘On the internet.’
‘Shit. You watch the grossest things.’
Four Eyes and Skinny snickered.
‘I want to reenact that video,’ Red Devil said. ‘I bet I could lop off his head with one swing of this sword. You wait and see. His blood will spurt all the way across the room. How about it, Jeong-su? Wanna give it a go?’
‘Please, don’t kill me.’
Red Devil could do it if he really wanted to. All he had to do was make up his mind, and Jeong-su’s life, his whole existence, would be severed from reality.
And yet, for some reason, at this moment, Jeong-su was reminded of the woman he found tied up in the playground. Why had he only untied her? Why hadn’t he tried harder to assist her? She was clearly confused and disoriented. Why had he just let her go? Jeong-su also wondered if these were the people who had killed her family and tied her up like that.
Had he tried harder to help the woman, would he have learned about these bandits? Perhaps he would have avoided being captured by these men if he had known there were dangerous individuals on the loose. Why hadn’t he realised that helping her might help him? 
‘Dammit, the son of a bitch’s still dry. The last guy wet his pants as soon as I threatened to slit his throat. Anyway, what should we do with the prick?’
‘We’ll ask the boss when he arrives,’ Four Eyes said.
‘He’ll just tell us to get rid of him, won’t he?’ Skinny said.
‘No,’ Four Eyes said. ‘I think he’ll want to use this guy as bait. And the boss will get mad if we just kill people without asking him.’
‘I guess we’ll have to wait then.’
‘Hey,’ Red Devil said to Jeong-su as he thrust the tip of the blade into Jeong-su’s throat again. ‘Aren’t you curious about what we’re doing here? I can tell you, seeing as you’ll be dead soon.’
‘Please, don’t kill me. I’ll do whatever you want. I’ll do whatever you tell me to do, just don’t kill me.’
‘Jeong-su, just look around you. Notice anything odd? No orbs! Weird, isn’t it? I’ll tell you why. Orbs can’t cross water. Did you hear that? The fuckers can’t swim! They sink when they try. And this house is surrounded on all sides by a stream. The orbs can’t reach us here. That’s why all the politicians and millionaires fled to Jeju Island. The president did one better and fled to Japan. A ticket to Japan is a lot of money. That’s why we’re saving up. Tonight’s our rendezvous with the helicopter from Japan. We’re getting the fuck outta here! We busted our asses gathering the money to get a helicopter to come out here. I gave up counting how many people we killed.’
‘No! The orbs can cross water,’ Jeong-su cried out. ‘How else would they migrate south of the Han River? And it’s not just Korea. They’ve spread to the rest of the world now.’
‘Says who?’
‘I saw it on TV. I swear—’
Before Jeong-su could finish his sentence, Four Eyes shoved the muzzle of his pistol into Jeong-su’s mouth. Jeong-su tried to scream, but because the gun was blocking the air from leaving his mouth, the scream just echoed inside his oral cavity.
‘Shut the fuck up or I’ll put a bullet through the back of your fucking throat, got it?’
Jeong-su nodded. The sharp iron sight was cutting into the roof of his mouth, filling his mouth with the taste of blood. The end of the barrel was pressed against the back of his tongue, triggering Jeong-su’s gag reflex.
‘I won’t stand for it if I find out you’re fucking with us. Besides, if those things can cross bodies of water, then explain why they haven’t found us here yet? This house is surrounded on all sides by a stream. That’s got to be why we haven’t seen one yet. Tell me if you’ve got a better explanation. If you can’t, I’ll blow your head off.’
Four Eyes finally removed the pistol from Jeong-su’s throat, who began coughing violently once his airway was free. Four Eyes struck Jeong-su across the face.
‘Explain it to me. Slowly!’
‘The orbs followed the people when everyone evacuated south. That’s why you haven’t seen any. I’ve seen the orbs cross the Han River on TV. The news warned people of false rumours about the orbs not being able to cross bodies of water. I swear that’s what I heard.’
‘You’re not lying?’
‘I swear I’m not lying.’
The three men fell silent for a moment.
‘Fuck, if only the TV worked,’ Four Eyes said. ‘We would be able to know if he’s lying. Damn electricity.’
‘Why should we believe what he says?’ said Red Devil. ‘We should believe the boss.’
‘Either way,’ Skinny said, interjecting, ‘we have to keep him alive until the boss shows up. We can talk it over then. If he’s lying, we can just kill him.’
‘And what if he’s telling the truth?’ Red Devil retorted. The three fell silent again.
Judging from their conflicted facial expressions, Jeong-su could tell he’d gotten to them.
Jeong-su was having trouble focusing. His head was throbbing, his mouth tasted of grease and rusty metal, the heat was unbearable, and he was sitting in front of three men, butt naked with his genitals out for everyone to see.
But if Jeong-su didn’t pull himself together, he was going to get shot – or worse, have his head chopped off. Jeong-su had managed to buy himself some time from these murderers. He had to make sure he didn’t waste what might be his last chance.
‘Why the fuck is there a naked man in my living room?’
A fourth man entered the living room. The other three stood up from the couch to greet him. He was large, probably the oldest, and had a menacing air thanks to the large scar across his left cheek. Judging from the way the other three were attentive to his every move, Jeong-su figured he must be the ringleader.
‘I found him in the bathroom taking a shower,’ Red Devil said.
Scar walked up to Jeong-su and looked him in the eye.
‘Hey, kid, what’s your name?’
‘Jeong-su Kim.’ Jeong-su figured it would be better just to answer this time than wait for someone else to volunteer an answer.
‘What do you do?’
‘I’m an office worker.’
‘What are you doing here?’
‘I’m looking for my parents.’
‘Is this your parents’ house?’
‘No, I was on my way out of the city. I just stopped here to rest.’
‘Why are you looking for your parents here? This city’s inhabitants all evacuated for W City. Didn’t you know?’
‘We had the same conversation earlier. It seems he was completely left out of the loop.’ Red Devil said this with a snicker.
‘You’re one unlucky motherfucker, you know that?’ Scar scoffed. ‘If you had gone to W City, you’d have met your parents instead of us. But you’re a dead man now. Don’t worry, though. Just think of it like cutting to the front of the line. You were going to die sooner or later. Hell, everyone who stays in Korea is going to die. Anyway, we’re going to use you as bait. You know what I mean, don’t you?’ 
‘I – I don’t.’
‘The orbs can only eat one person every six hours. So, we’re going to tie you up to that telephone pole out there and use you as bait for any orb that passes by. That way, we’ll be safe for another six hours if one comes this way.’
‘No!’ Jeong-su shouted. ‘The orbs don’t have to wait to absorb more people. It’s a false rumour that orbs can only absorb one person every six hours!’
Scar’s face went cross.
‘You little— Who do you think you are, yelling at me like that?’
‘This asshole’s been annoying us with his lies since before you showed up, boss.’
‘If he was annoying you, you should have just killed him!’ Scar shouted, showing his anger. ‘Why bring his butt-naked ass into my living room like this? He’s getting the floor all wet.’
‘He was naked when we found him,’ Red Devil said in a justified manner. ‘He undressed himself!’
This made the other three laugh.
‘I saw it with my own eyes,’ Jeong-su shouted, breaking through their laughter. ‘I’ve seen people get absorbed one after another. And I saw it on the news. It’s not true that the orbs can only absorb people once every six hours. They said not to believe rumours—’
Scar’s fist came out of nowhere and landed squarely on Jeong-su’s jaw. He’d never been cracked so hard in his entire life. Jeong-su rolled on the floor until Scar grabbed him by the hair and sat him back up. 
‘Who said you could fucking talk?’
‘He keeps spewing nonsense like that. Wanna know what else he said before you came? He said that orbs can cross water. He went on and on about how he saw it on TV.’
This made Scar snort contemptuously.
‘Don’t believe everything you see on TV, kid. It’s all misinformation spread by the feds. They spread misinformation through the media so they could escape to Japan. We were fed lies by politicians who cared more about their own lives than the well-being of honest citizens. Got it, kid? You dumb piece of shit. Maybe I should just bust your skull in and get it over with.’
‘No, let’s keep him.’ It was Four Eyes. ‘Don’t forget, boss, we need him as bait. There aren’t many people left in the city. And it’d be such a waste to not use him when he so willingly walked into our den.’
Scar sat down on the couch with the other three men. The four of them then stared vacantly at Jeong-su as they talked about their plans.
‘But, boss,’ Skinny said. ‘Is the helicopter really coming tonight?’
‘No, everything got screwed up,’ Scar said. ‘They told me they’d help if I gave them more money. So I did. And then they told me they can’t send the helicopter today! So now they’re telling us to go down to Pohang and wait a day or two. We’ll catch a ride there. Can you believe it? I was so pissed. We’ll just have to wait until tomorrow night, or the day after that. It seems like the situation in Japan is evolving rapidly. We’ll rest here today, and tomorrow we’ll gather some more money before leaving.’
‘What’s taking so long?’ Four Eyes said with a frown on his face. ‘We were supposed to leave two days ago. They keep telling us “just one more day”. And now you’re telling me we have to wait until the day after tomorrow? I’m sick and tired of this fucking heat! How long do we have to stay here like this?’
‘What do you want me to do about it? You complain too much. If you want to leave so bad, you can swim there.’
With this, Scar said he had to take a piss and went to the bathroom.
Red Devil followed him out of the living room, leaving just Skinny and Four Eyes sitting on the couch. The two of them, as though they had been waiting for a moment to themselves, started talking in hushed voices as soon as the other two left the room. Jeong-su lowered his head and listened in on their conversation.
‘You’re right. He’s hiding something. I felt the same way when he killed Smalls. I know he said it wasn’t because of money, but still. Why would he kill him all of a sudden like that?’
‘You think so, too?’
‘I’m telling you, there’s something he’s keeping from us. Yesterday was really suspicious. He wouldn’t let us listen to the radio. I think there’s some other reason he’s keeping the money away from us. You know, now that we’re out of prison, he doesn’t need us any more.’
‘Right …’ 
‘We might end up like that, too …’
‘Right, you’re right …’
‘Let’s ask the boss one more time …’
When Jeong-su lifted his head, Red Devil and Scar were back in the living room.
‘Boss, is it true orbs can’t cross the ocean?’ Skinny asked.
‘What do you mean?’ Scar had a stern look on his face.
‘Jeong-su kept saying they can. I’m asking because I feel uneasy about this. Are there really no orbs in Japan? He
says they’re everywhere now.’
‘You sons of bitches. All I’ve heard since coming back is Jeong-su this, Jeong-su that. Since when did you guys listen to the lies of a dead man? Don’t you know he’s just lying to save his own skin?’
‘I’m not lying!’ Jeong-su shouted.
Jeong-su wriggled his hands slowly to loosen the ties as the four men argued. All he needed to do was free his hands. Once he did that, he’d be able to steal one of their guns. That was his only way out of this situation.
‘I saw it,’ Jeong-su continued. ‘I saw it on the news. They said there were as many as eight hundred different sightings of orbs worldwide. I’m positive they’re in Japan. Positive.’
‘But that means you didn’t see it with your own two eyes.’
‘I might not have seen orbs in Japan, but I’m certain they can cross—’
‘Then tell me, how do those things cross water? Metal’s heavier than water. Just think about it. You little prick. The orbs crossed the Han River by using the bridges. Didn’t you hear? All of the members of the national assembly have fled to Jeju Island. And the president fled to Japan. My source is credible. If it wasn’t, why haven’t the orbs found us here yet? We’ve been here for two days and haven’t seen a single orb! How do you explain that?’
‘The orbs aren’t made of metal! Have you touched one of them? If you’ve never touched one, how can you be sure they’re made of metal or stone? Just turn on the TV. It’s all over the radio. Just listen to the radio.’
‘They stopped radio broadcasts a long time ago. Stop lying. And we don’t have electricity.’
‘So go someplace where they do have electricity and turn on the TV! I’m positive the TV says orbs can cross water. And I’ve seen an orb absorb fifteen people in a matter of minutes. I’m the only survivor. I swear.’
Jeong-su desperately pleaded with them. The other three lackies stared at Scar, and Jeong-su could see doubtful looks appearing on their faces. Jeong-su’s job required him to be persuasive, so he was well aware of the face people made when they were being won over.
‘What happened to the three hundred grand we gave you last time?’ Red Devil said to Scar.
‘I told you already, I gave it to the person who knows how to get a helicopter.’
‘Did you really give it to him? We’ve never even met him.’
‘So what? Are you implying I took all the money for myself? Just come out and say it if that’s what you think.’
‘And why is it only this house that doesn’t have electricity?’ Skinny asked. ‘It worked fine when we first got here, but then it stopped working out of nowhere. How do we know you didn’t cut the power?’
‘And why did you kill Smalls!’ Four Eyes raised his voice. ‘I know he didn’t listen, but did you really need to kill him?’
‘Hey, what are you looking at?’ Scar said to Jeong-Su. If you keep staring at us like that, I might put that bullet in your head after all. Don’t look up again until I tell you to. And keep that loud mouth of yours shut. If you keep yapping, I’ll shoot you myself.’
Jeong-su dropped his head and continued to listen to their conversation in silence. Their conversation quickly turned into another argument as Scar started yelling at the three men. While this was happening, Jeong-su desperately twisted his wrists, but just when he thought he was about to free one hand, the bonds refused to budge any more. Jeong-su continued to struggle, but the skin on his wrists was beginning to rub off.
Come on. I can’t die like this. Please …
‘We’re not saying this because of the money … And it’s not about whether the orbs float or sink …’
‘Then what’s this about?’
‘Why did you kill Smalls? Did you really kill him because he raped that woman without your permission …? Or was it because of money …?’ 
‘You assholes, I wanted to take Smalls with me to Japan just as much as you did … Why? Why do you think, you dumb shit? You heard the way he talked, didn’t you? Motherfuckers … We almost got killed by those soldiers … There’s no one else who knows what I know … I was the first to learn this city was being evacuated … You believed me then. Why don’t you believe me now? You assholes have lost your minds … If it weren’t for me, you guys never would have made it out of jail; the guards would have killed you just like they killed all the other prisoners. And it’s thanks to me that we’re here making all these big bucks …’
‘Then give us the walkie-talkie or whatever it is you use to communicate with Japan.’
‘You sons of bitches think I’m plotting something?’
‘Boss, this isn’t about the money … We just want to know. Was the helicopter really cancelled?’
‘Fine! You got me. You dumb fucks. Did you really think there was a helicopter to Japan? We were never leaving Korea! We’re dying here just like the rest of them. This is the end of the goddamn world! We’re all dead either way!’
Something felt off. An ominous feeling was starting to press against Jeong-su’s senses. Jeong-su lifted his head to get a better idea of the strange sensation he was feeling. As he had half expected, there was an orb across from where he was sitting, beyond the window the four men were bickering in front of. The orb passed through the main gate and crossed the yard toward the window. The bandits were so engrossed in their disagreement that they didn’t notice the large black object sneaking up on them.
Jeong-su just managed to stop himself from shouting, and quickly assessed the situation. If the black orb was able to reach the four men and absorb them, Jeong-su would be able to make his escape. All he needed to do was keep them preoccupied and fighting. That way, they might not notice the orb until it was too late. Jeong-su figured the best way to distract them was to keep their eyes focused on him.
Fortunately, Scar saved Jeong-su the trouble of getting their attention. Scar had noticed Jeong-su lifting his head without permission.
‘Hey, asshole! What are you looking at?’
‘Did you kill my parents?’ Jeong-su shouted suddenly.
This question caused the four men to stop their arguing and stare at Jeong-su. The orb had almost finished crossing the yard and was just about to enter the house. It only had the window and half the length of the living room left to go.
‘You killed my parents, didn’t you? You sons of bitches!’
‘What the fuck are you going on about now?’
Red Devil picked his sword up off the couch and brought it to Jeong-su’s neck like he had before.
‘I should just cut off this motherfucker’s head.’
‘My parents lived in Y City. The night the orbs appeared, I lost contact with them. That’s when you guys started killing people in this neighbourhood, right? How many did you kill, you sons of bitches! Don’t you remember how many lives you took? Don’t you remember their names? You monsters!’
The orb passed through the window and entered the living room. The orb blocked the sunlight, casting a shadow across the room. And still, the four men hadn’t noticed what was behind them.
‘How can anyone go around looting and stealing while other people are dying? You pieces of shit. You’re not human. Thugs like you deserve to die. Burn in hell, motherfuckers!’
‘You’re right, maybe we did kill your parents,’ Red Devil said as he leaned backward and waved his sword in the air. ‘But so what? We’re all dead anyway. Do you know how many people were killed by those things? The rest are going to end up dead one way or another. We’re all going to die!’
At that very moment, the orb touched Four Eyes’ shoulder and Skinny’s leg simultaneously. Only when they started screaming did Red Devil and Scar finally turn around. Four Eyes only realised what was happening to him when his shoulder and half his head had already been sucked inside the orb. He tried screaming, but his voice was muffled, as though he only had half a throat.
Skinny’s face smashed into the floor as the orb sucked his legs out from under him. He clawed at the wooden floor, trying to resist the orb’s pull. But because the orb was moving forward with him, it almost looked like he and the orb were playing a macabre game of wheelbarrow. 
Jeong-su stood up, but because he’d been sitting in the same uncomfortable position for so long, his legs were immobilised by pins and needles. By now, the orb was all the way up to Skinny’s chest. Skinny reached out to grab Scar’s knee and shouted for help. Scar tried prying Skinny’s hands off his knee, but he pulled so hard that he lost his balance and fell over. He started kicking Skinny in the face, but Skinny wouldn’t let go. Skinny grabbed a hold of Scar’s hand. And as his fingernails dug into Scar’s palms, Jeong-su could swear he heard the sound of small bones breaking in Scar’s hand.
‘Boss! No!’
Red Devil lifted his sword and took aim at Skinny’s wrists. But perhaps because of his lack of experience with a blade, or because of Scar’s thrashing, or because Skinny was moving too much as he got sucked into the orb – whatever it was, the sword missed its mark and lopped off not Skinny’s hand, but Scar’s.
Blood immediately began to jettison from Scar’s now-severed forearm.
Skinny let out one last desperate cry before he was sucked into the blackness for good. Scar’s severed hand, which Skinny had still been holding on to, fell to the ground with a thud. The fountain of blood coming from Scar’s hand splashed against the orb, sliding off its surface and dripping on to the floor, like water sliding off a hydrophobic surface.
‘Arghhhh!’
Scar’s scream when he realised his hand had been severed was as loud as Four Eyes’ and Skinny’s when they’d been absorbed into the orb.
‘Boss, are you okay?’ Red Devil said as he rushed over to him.
Scar, who was thrashing about in pain, accidentally pushed Red Devil, causing him to slip and fall on the floor, which was slick with blood. The sword in his hand flew across the room, and Red Devil fell backwards, legs and hands flailing like some character from a kid’s cartoon. But before he reached the ground, his back met the orb. And just like that, he was gone.
Friendless, one-handed, and losing blood like a leaky dam, Scar was completely speechless, unable to believe how everything had gone to shit in a matter of seconds. This was Jeong-su’s chance, and he wasn’t going to miss it. He lunged himself at Scar, ramming into his back. As Scar fell forward, his shoulder came into contact with the orb. Just before his face was pulled into the darkness, Scar turned around to look at Jeong-su.
‘Thugs like you deserve to die,’ Jeong-su said in a voice that growled like a wild animal.
Then Scar disappeared into the darkness. And just like that, the room went from horror-filled bloodbath to silent hell. Jeong-su was the only human left in the living room. That meant he was the orb’s newest target. The orb was moving toward Jeong-su, slow and steady like always.
With his arms still tied behind his back, Jeong-su hobbled across the living room and out into the hallway. He ran across the yard, covered in sweat and blood. The orb was still in the living room. It only made it to the yard once Jeong-su had made it out the main gate. And by the time the orb reached the main gate, Jeong-su was already running down the street.
Barefoot, butt naked, bound, and out of breath, Jeong-su cried out into the emptiness.
‘Somebody! Help me! Please, help me! Everyone’s dead! Please, someone save me!’
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Department Store
JEONG-SU STARED UP at the large department store located on the outskirts of town as he took a cigarette from his pocket and lit it. According to the large banner hanging out front, the department store was currently having a sale on food and produce at the grocery store located on B1.
Jeong-su came across this department store on his way to W City, the place where the bandits had said the city’s inhabitants had evacuated to. Despite Jeong-su’s initial determination to find his parents, he almost gave up several times because of the number of orbs he ran into. But the closer he came to the outskirts of the city, the fewer orbs there were, and the more hopeful he became.
Jeong-su tossed aside his cigarette butt, poured the contents of his last water bottle into his mouth, and threw the bottle as far as he could. Jeong-su had been craving sweets for the past several days. But he would gladly give up dessert for the rest of his life if he could just sit down and enjoy a nice meal again without needing to worry about his mortality. Would such a day ever come?
Jeong-su started for the department store. He passed through the revolving door and found himself in the clothing department. All the merchandise was still neatly organised on the racks, and the shutters to individual shops were pulled down. Unlike the city centre, these people had enough time to close up shop before skipping town. The escalators were blocked off by shutters, so Jeong-su went looking for the emergency escape that would take him down to the grocery store on B1.
Jeong-su didn’t know if the building still had electricity. But if the electricity had been cut off, most of the food would be spoiled by now. Thankfully bottled water and canned food didn’t need refrigeration. In fact, now that he thought about it, things like that would probably remain on this earth longer than he would. Jeong-su circled the building looking for the emergency exit.
But then, suddenly, there was the sound of something crashing to the ground. Moments later, Jeong-su heard someone running downstairs.
‘Who’s there?’ Jeong-su shouted.
Jeong-su had thought there was no one left in the city. And if there was, this was the last place he would expect to run into them. But were they friend or foe? Jeong-su started running toward the source of the sound. He found the fire escape toward the back of the building and took it up to the second floor. The lights were lit in the stairwell, meaning the building might still have electricity. On the second floor, Jeong-su found the source of the sound: a pile of empty boxes that had fallen to the ground. Jeong-su called out again:
‘Hey! Don’t go! I’m friendly!’
Jeong-su ran through the aisles of the electronics department looking for whoever had knocked over the boxes. But when he failed to find them, he went back to the stairwell and started for the third floor.
The window on the landing was wide open. Jeong-su glanced down through the window and saw what looked like a college kid running out the front of the department store.
‘Hey!’ Jeong-su shouted. ‘Don’t go that way. There’s an orb!’
The kid stopped and looked up at Jeong-su. From the third floor of the stairwell, Jeong-su saw an orb just around the corner approaching the kid. Jeong-su hadn’t seen an orb in hours, and now one had suddenly appeared out of thin air. How? Once the kid turned around and located the orb, he started running in the opposite direction. As he did this, Jeong-su took the stairs down to the ground floor and exited the front of the building. The kid was running toward him now.
‘All the streets are blocked by orbs,’ the kid said.
The kid had a buzz cut and looked to be in his early twenties. His face was scruffy, and his skin was tan from many hours in the sun. He was skinny, too, and wearing black horn-rimmed glasses as though he were from a 1950s movie. There was a stark contrast between his gaunt face, which showed the signs of several days of little food and sleep, and his clothes, which were as new as if he had just come back from an expensive shopping spree.
‘They’re coming from all directions,’ the kid said, as though the end was near.
Jeong-su looked around and saw an orb on the left, and two more coming from the right. How, in just a matter of seconds, had the number of orbs tripled? Jeong-su followed the kid around to the back of the building. As they ran through the narrow street, another orb appeared suddenly, blocking their path.
‘Is there another way?’ Jeong-su said as he grabbed the kid’s arm.
‘Th-there’s an overpass if we go back into the department store,’ the kid stuttered as he pointed back at the building.
The kid guided Jeong-su to a different stairwell than the one Jeong-su had used earlier. They went up to the second floor, crossed the length of the building, then descended again to the first floor. They were now across the street from the department store and behind the orb that had been blocking their path.
Unfortunately, as they came out into the alleyway, yet another orb appeared through the brick wall, as though it had known the path they would take.
Jeong-su and the kid had no choice but to go back into the building. As they did this, they saw one of the orbs phasing through the first-floor revolving door. Yet another exit blocked. They went up to the second floor and ran around before heading up to the third floor and looking out of the window on the landing.
Jeong-su could count a total of eight orbs coming their way. They wandered outside for a while before slowly marching toward the building. A few were flying in a straight line for the third-floor window. There was no escape.
‘I think I’d rather jump from here and kill myself—’ the kid said.
‘No! There’s got to be another way,’ Jeong-su said. ‘There’s got to be a fire escape ladder on the roof.’
‘But the stairs up to the fifth floor are blocked,’ the kid said in a trembling voice.
They were wasting precious time talking, and Jeong-su was all out of ideas. He and the kid entered the shopping area on the third floor but were immediately met by an orb rising up through the floor.
They ran back to the stairs and headed to the fourth floor. Just as the kid had warned, they were met with a locked door on the fifth. The kid’s face turned ghost white.
Jeong-su started kicking at the door. The kid joined Jeong-su, but the two of them weren’t going to open a thick metal door like this with just their legs. An orb was rising up through the stairwell toward them. As the orb made its final approach, the kid stopped kicking and simply collapsed on the floor in defeat. Jeong-su eventually gave up as well and curled up on the floor.
They curled their bodies and leaned against the locked door, like soldiers bracing for a grenade detonation. At the last moment, Jeong-su reached out to hold the kid’s trembling arm.
And then came the orb’s touch of death.
Jeong-su clenched his teeth as he felt a dull force against his head and back.
‘Why?’
It was the kid’s voice. Jeong-su opened his eyes. Why what?
It was then that Jeong-su realised what he had meant.

Why weren’t we dead?

Neither of them had been pulled into the abyss. Jeongsu’s head and back and the side of the kid’s thigh were simply resting against the surface of the orb. A moment ago, this orb had been hell-bent on finding and killing them, but now it was immobile. The only movement inside the stairwell was the trembling of Jeong-su and the kid.
Unable to process what had happened, the two of them just sat there for a while without getting up.
Eventually, Jeong-su removed himself from the orb’s surface. The smooth exterior was cool to the touch and solid. It felt just like metal. As Jeong-su got up, the kid grabbed Jeong-su’s arm and lifted himself up. He was trembling so violently that Jeong-su was worried he might go into shock – or worse, pass out. Nervous beads of sweat were dripping from Jeong-su’s brow. Once they distanced themselves from the black orb, Jeong-su and the kid looked at each other and didn’t say anything. They were both thinking the same thing. Why weren’t they dead? And why wasn’t the orb moving? Jeong-su looked outside. The orbs outside had also stopped moving. Each of the eight orbs were completely immobile. Even the ones that had been flying.
The image of large black spheres suspended in the hot summer air felt to Jeong-su like a surreal dream. He took his arm from the kid to wipe the sweat from his forehead.
But the orbs started moving again as soon as he did this. The kid screamed and lunged for Jeong-su’s shoulder, who had also reached for the kid’s arm in surprise. Once they were holding each other again, the orbs stopped.
That confirmed it. As long as they were touching each other, the orbs couldn’t kill them.
That was the only way to explain it.
‘No way,’ the kid muttered.
He must have come to the same conclusion as Jeong-su.
 
Rain. Jeong-su looked up at the dark night sky and thought to himself that a storm was coming. After their earlier brush with death, Jeong-su and the kid hadn’t left the stairwell. Jeong-su was watching the orbs move in the rain. What had been eight or so orbs quickly turned into twenty. More orbs had made their way to the building, but they only got so close before they started moving irregularly. Some stopped completely, some began orbiting in small circles, while others would approach and withdraw from the building ad infinitum. None of them seemed able to come within a certain distance of Jeong-su and the kid.
Jeong-su took a cigarette from his pocket and lit it.
‘Do you smoke?’ Jeong-su asked the kid.
The kid didn’t answer and only stared vacantly at the orbs. Then after a few moments, he finally spoke.
‘I’ve never heard of anyone surviving the orbs once they’ve been touched. What do you think happened?’
‘Your guess is as good as mine.’
Jeong-su and the kid tested the limits of their newfound immunity by momentarily releasing hands. Sure enough, as long as they were touching, even if it was only the tips of their fingers, the orbs became immobile or stuck in a loop. But, let go for even a moment, and they would begin moving toward them again.
‘The orbs won’t come close to us if we’re touching. But then why were they chasing us at all? What about our touching each other stops them? And I’m positive our arms or shoulders made contact while we were running upstairs. Why didn’t the orbs stop then?’
‘Maybe our clothes got in the way.’
Jeong-su searched his memory to see if their bare skin touched before reaching the fifth floor, but as far as he could remember, they hadn’t.
‘Does that mean we’re safe?’
It was pouring now. Jeong-su threw his charred cigarette stub out the window. A bolt of lightning zigzagged across the darkness as he did this, causing the sky to rattle with thunder. 
‘First, we should get out of here.’
‘You want to go out there?’
‘Not right now. But we could at least get out of this stairwell.’
Jeong-su and the kid stood up. Because orbs were crowding the stairwell, Jeong-su and the kid had to tiptoe around them as they made their way downstairs. Afraid what would happen if they let go of each other, the kid held on to Jeong-su’s arm with a death grip, causing Jeong-su discomfort.
But who was this kid, anyway?
 
‘You seem pretty familiar with the layout of this building.’
‘I used to live around here.’
Jeong-su paused on the second floor in the electronics department as the kid led him downstairs to the grocery store. Confused, the kid turned around and looked at Jeong-su.
‘Maybe we should exchange names. My name’s Jeong-su Kim, what’s yours?’
‘My name’s Jong-seok Kwon.’
‘Jong-seok Kwon, I see. And how old are you? I’m thirty-one.’
‘Twenty… four.’
The end of the world wasn’t really the best time for introductions, but Jeong-su figured he might as well get to know this new companion. The two of them shook hands awkwardly, and because they needed to continue touching, they never let go.
‘You said you used to live here. Does that mean you don’t live around here any more?’
‘I moved away a few years ago.’
‘Where to?’
‘Seoul.’
‘Where in Seoul?’
Jong-seok didn’t answer. He seemed uncomfortable talking about his personal life. Trying to look friendly, Jeong-su smiled as he continued:
‘I’m not trying to be nosy. I’m just curious about other people’s experiences with the orbs. I also came from Seoul.’
Jeong-su was just about to mention which neighbourhood he was from but stopped himself. He’d just remembered that the first orb was sighted in his neighbourhood. It would probably be best if this kid didn’t know where Jeong-su was from. He was thinking about how to change the subject when he noticed TVs in one of the shop windows.
He walked over to a TV, pulling Jong-seok along with him.
‘Let’s see if they turn on,’ Jeong-su said.
‘The TVs? Why?’
‘Information. The news might tell us where other people are and how to get in contact with them. Do you know if they sell radios here?’
The kid stared at Jeong-su. 
‘But mister, they stopped broadcasting some time ago. Don’t you know?’
‘Mister? Please, call me Jeong-su. I hope that isn’t too informal for you. I know I’m older than you, but you can think of me like an older brother. We’ll be attached like this for a while, so we might as well get on a first-name basis. Don’t you think so?’
The kid nodded.
‘So, Jeong-su, have you not seen the news?’
‘No.’
‘When was the last time you saw it?’
Jeong-su was starting to feel annoyed. All he wanted to do was turn on one of the TVs and check the news. Why did he have to go through an entire inquisition just to watch the news?
‘I just want to know what’s going on in the rest of the world,’ Jeong-su said. ‘And once I know how to get in contact with other people, then we can decide what to do next. Okay?’
All the cords for the TVs in the display case were plugged into the same power strip. Jeong-su plugged the power strip into the wall, turning on half a dozen TVs at once. Each of their large high-definition panels was displaying the same blue screen with white text:
THE WORLD HAS ENDED.
‘What does that mean? The world has ended? Do they think this is funny?’ 
‘It’s not a joke.’
Jeong-su’s head was starting to spin.
‘What are they talking about? Ended? Everyone can’t already be dead. You’re telling me all forty-seven million people in Korea died in the span of a week?’
‘This is old news, Jeong-su.’
‘News? Is this what you call news?’
Jeong-su tried changing the channel, but the only ones that worked were ones broadcasting this blue-andwhite screen. As Jeong-su flipped through over a hundred channels, Jong-seok just stood there in silence holding Jeong-su’s hand.
‘Jeong-su, how about we get something to eat?’
‘How can you eat at a time like this?’ Jeong-su’s shouting was hoarse and shrill. ‘I haven’t talked to my parents in days. I need to find a way to contact them. Food’s not important.’
‘There’s no way for you to contact them, Jeong-su.’
‘We need to get out of here. W City is just outside the city. I’m positive there will be people there. My parents, too.’
‘We won’t get far in this weather.’
‘We can take a car. It’s just a few hours. We have to leave. Now!’
‘We can wait until the rain stops. It won’t be too late. Let’s first get something to eat. And then we can talk about it. I’m famished.’
Jeong-su was about to protest when Jong-seok added:
‘Besides, it’s not like you can leave without me. You need to respect my opinion.’ 
*
It was so quiet down in the grocery store that the storm raging outside vanished from their ears. Jong-seok knew exactly where to find the light switch. Once he flipped it on, an immaculately shelved grocery store unfurled before them. Jeong-su became dizzy looking at the noisy packaging made from iridescent foil and exaggerated marketing language which masked their deleterious ingredients.
‘Let’s see. There’s gotta be food that hasn’t spoiled—’ Jong-seok muttered to himself as he entered the main floor of the store. He perused the isles for canned food, instant rice, and condiments. As he picked up some chips, he turned to Jeong-su and asked plainly:
‘Aren’t you getting anything?’
Realising he might as well get some food, Jeong-su decided to grab one of everything the kid was grabbing. They heated up their food with one of the microwaves used for food-tasting stands and used an ice cream freezer as a table.
Eating was difficult because they had to stay in contact the whole time. Each movement required detailed collaboration. At first, they stood there awkwardly for a moment, unsure how to proceed, but eventually they decided to stand on opposite sides of the freezer with their hands on top of each other.
It just so happened that Jong-seok was left-handed, which allow both to use their dominant hand while eating. Even after they figured this out, Jeong-su was anxious that he would lose focus and let go of the kid’s hand, summoning the orbs.
An odd stench permeated the store. Jeong-su brushed it off as rotting food. After all, it was several days since this department store had been abandoned, plenty of time for perishables to go rancid.
‘How about we tie our legs together?’ Jong-seok said. ‘We can tie our ankles together when we eat. That way we can use both hands. After all, it’s not like we need our legs while eating. And when we travel, we can tie our wrists together. That will be a lot more comfortable. I’m sure there are some bandages we can use in the pharmacy section. I’m not sure what to do when we sleep though. Got any ideas?’
Jeong-su only half listened to what the kid was saying. He was too busy thinking about where he would go when he left this place. In fact, he barely touched his food.
‘About the end of the world and what we saw on the news,’ Jeong-su finally said. ‘How long has it been?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘That’s the first time I’ve seen that message. The last time I saw the news, they were telling people to head south, that there’d been over eight hundred separate sightings, that we should be careful …’
‘It changed almost immediately.’
‘I had no idea.’
‘Where in Seoul did you say you lived?’
‘In Seoul’s G neighbourhood.’
‘Isn’t that where the first orb was sighted?’ 
‘Yeah … I was at work when it happened. I only found out about the orbs during lunch when the news broke. I tried calling my parents, but I couldn’t get through. I came here looking for them, but I missed them. I’ve been wandering the city ever since. When did you first see the news?’
‘What’s with this rain?’ Jong-seok said to himself under his breath, as though he hadn’t heard Jeong-su’s question. ‘Is it monsoon season?’
‘No, monsoon season already passed.’
‘Really? A typhoon then?’
‘It’s too early for those.’
‘Really?’
Jeong-su studied the kid’s face – he found it hard to believe a college kid wouldn’t know what season it was. Was he really twenty-four? The more he looked at him, the more Jeong-su felt the man was closer to twenty-one or twenty-two. And Jeong-su found something odd about his tan skin, bald head, and stolen clothes.
‘Jong-seok, why is your head shaven?’
‘I was hot.’
‘You said you’re twenty-four earlier, didn’t you? Does that mean you’re in college?’
‘Yup.’
‘Where do you go?’
‘W University.’
‘What’s your major?’
‘Business management.’
‘That’s a good school and a tough major. You must study hard. If you’re twenty-four, that must mean you’ve already done your mandatory military service?’
‘Mhm …’
‘I’m an office worker. I work in sales.’
‘Mm … You know, this department store has enough food for the two of us, we won’t have to worry about food for a while.’
‘What!’ Jeong-su said angrily. ‘We can’t stay here.’
‘Why not? We have nowhere else to go.’
‘You said we could look for other people when the rain stopped. That’s what we talked about earlier. Aren’t you worried about your friends and family?’
‘My family’s all dead.’
Jeong-su didn’t know how to respond to this. The kid’s eyes were lifeless and hiding behind the veil of his thick horn-rimmed glasses. His voice lacked emotion. He looked like someone who’d given up on everything. Jeong-su could tell he was frightened. His whole family was dead, and he’d probably been starving for days. But now here he was, talking candidly about their deaths and eagerly opening a bag of chips for dessert. Only deep resignation could explain such apathy.
Thinking about this, Jeong-su realised it wasn’t surprising the kid didn’t think much of the news that the world had ended.
‘Sorry,’ Jeong-su said. ‘I didn’t know.’
‘You don’t have to be sorry. It’s not like I’m the only one. Everyone’s lost a family member to those things.’
No, you’re wrong, Jeong-su thought to himself. 
‘Jeong-su, you should get some rest. I bet you haven’t slept for days. Your eyes look drowsy. Take a nap.’
‘Do I really look that tired?’
‘You look like a zombie.’
‘That’s weird. I don’t feel the least bit tired.’
‘Get some shut-eye. We can head out when you wake up and the rain’s stopped.’
Jeong-su nodded then paused. ‘I know how you’re feeling,’ he said. ‘Your family’s gone, this department store seems safe, and it’s dangerous outside. I get that you don’t want to leave. But I need to find my family. I need to know they’re alive. It’s a short journey. We can get there in no time if we find a car. I can sleep later. What do you think?’
Jeong-su didn’t want to waste any more time. He changed people’s minds for a living; he was confident he could change Jong-seok’s.
But to his surprise, he couldn’t.
‘I want to rest first,’ Jong-seok said. ‘We can head out later.’
 
Jeong-su and Jong-seok lay side by side on a full-sized mattress, which they found on display in the furniture store on the third floor. They tied themselves at the ankle with a bandage to keep their skin touching. Outside, heavy rains threatened to wash away the entire world, but inside, the two of them were comfortably lying on a plush mattress beneath a sturdy roof. 
Jong-seok revealed he’d slept on this same bed last night. Jeong-su looked at the price tag next to the bed and realised this was probably the most expensive bed he’d ever lain on. They brought a small portable air conditioning unit from electronics and placed it beside the bed. Cool refreshing air poured out of the machine, a welcome change for Jeong-su who’d been suffering from the unbearable heat the last few days.
But this was still far from paradise. Scattered throughout the third floor of the shopping department store were immobilised orbs. Some were hovering in midair, while others were stuck halfway through the floor. Occasionally, Jeong-su would jump when he thought he saw one of the orbs move. But he and the kid were safe as long as they remained touching.
Yes. Jeong-su was safe. He had survived.
Jeong-su turned his head to find Jong-seok curled up in the fetal position with his back to Jeong-su. Why did the orbs stop moving when he and this kid were touching? The more he thought about it, the more he became suspicious of Jong-seok. Sensing an oncoming headache, Jeong-su reached for the pack of cigarettes lying next to the bed. Inside was his last cigarette.
‘Do they sell cigarettes here?’
When Jong-seok didn’t answer, Jeong-su shook his shoulder.
‘Hey, do they have cigarettes here?’
‘They should have them down in the pharmacy section.’
The kid’s voice was groggy, as though he’d been drifting off before Jeong-su’s question. The kid sat up and was about to untie the bandages when Jeong-su stopped him.
‘No, it’s fine. I can get them later. I’m sorry for waking you up.’
‘I’m already up. We might as well go.’
Jong-seok finished untying the bandages and offered his right hand to Jeong-su, who tied it around his left hand. They’d already tied and untied themselves several times, so these were now practised motions.
‘Sorry in advance for smoking next to you. I know you don’t smoke,’ Jeong-su said. ‘I heard that second-hand smoke is worse for you.’
‘Lung cancer is the last thing I’m worried about,’ the kid said with a scoff.
Jeong-su was a bit confused by his demeanour. On the one hand, he refused to leave this building. But on the other, he seemed perfectly fine with being woken up to go downstairs to find cigarettes. If Jeong-su were in his position, he would be more than just a little annoyed, which is all Jong-seok seemed.
The cigarettes were at the far end of the grocery store. They passed the kitchen supplies and a mound of rotting vegetables before reaching a counter, behind which were shelves lined with dozens of brands of cigarettes. Jeong-su rummaged behind the counter while the kid stayed on the other side, rubbing his bleary eyes with his one hand while the other hand reached over the counter to stay in contact with Jeong-su. Not knowing when he’d have another chance to get cigarettes, Jeong-su busily stuffed his pockets with them.
‘That odour’s really persistent.’
Just as the kid muttered this, Jeong-su felt something wet beneath his shoe. He glanced down and immediately jumped up in shock.
‘Jesus Christ!’
Jeong-su ran out from behind the counter, unravelling the bandages in the process.
‘Hey!’ the kid shouted as he grabbed Jeong-su’s arm. ‘Be careful. I don’t want those things coming any closer.’
‘B-behind the counter …’
Not sure how to describe what he just saw, Jeong-su simply pointed to the back of the counter.
‘I don’t know what could be so terrifying that—’ the kid muttered as he peered over the counter. ‘Oh, fuck!’ Jongseok covered his mouth as he cursed.
Just over the counter, Jeong-su could see a pink sandal and the bare leg of a young girl. As he craned his neck to get a better look, he could see her knees and the hem of her dress. As his eyes continued their way up her body, they eventually came upon her head, or at least what was left of it. Her skull had exploded and was sitting in a dried puddle of brain matter. So, this was what they’d been smelling.
‘Why is there a dead body here?’ Jeong-su shouted.
‘How should I know?’ Jong-seok shouted back.
‘You said you slept here last night, and you didn’t know there was a dead body?’ 
‘I don’t smoke. I didn’t come over here. I knew there was a weird smell … but … Fuck, man.’
Jeong-su stood for a while with his back turned to the counter. His head was spinning. A dead girl. It looked like her head was bludgeoned. But who would do such a thing? And why? More importantly, how were they going to clean up the dead body?
‘Are you not going to get any more cigarettes?’
‘What?’
Jeong-su was so surprised by the question that he wondered if he heard him correctly.
‘Are you done getting your cigarettes? We should go back.’
‘Have you lost your mind? There’s a dead girl right next to us, and you want to know if I’m done getting cigarettes?’
‘What are you yelling at me for? I’m not the one who wanted smokes. And so what if she’s dead? You act like you’ve never seen a dead body before.’
‘Are you insane? You really just want to leave her here?’
‘Look, she’s not the first and she won’t be the last. Countless people have died. Everyone we knew is dead, Jeong-su! Even your goddamn parents!’
Jeong-su cracked the kid across the face. He fell down, and Jeong-su got on top of him and continued punching him. The kid tried to fight back, but his punches were weak. When Jeong-su felt like he’d had enough, he pulled Jong-seok up by his collar.
‘You asshole. A little girl died and all you can think about is yourself. Are you even human? What’s wrong with you. Just think about it, you son of a bitch!’
‘I was there! I was in W City!’
Jeong-su released the kid in surprise. Realising they had lost contact, Jeong-su quickly reached for the nearest piece of skin, which happened to be the kid’s neck.
They paused and looked around to make sure the orbs weren’t coming.
‘My family and I were with everyone who evacuated to W City, but then the orbs appeared and everyone died. There were dozens of them. We were completely overwhelmed. Parents abandoning children, and children trampling parents. Some people were absorbed by the orbs, but just as many were killed in the panic. Some were trampled alive, others run over by cars. Some were even pushed off the bridge. Everyone died, Jeong-su. You won’t find anyone at W City. I’m the only survivor.’
Jeong-su punched Jong-seok to make him shut up.
‘You little shit. Don’t lie. What do you know? You don’t think I know you’re lying? I know you don’t want to go to W City. You son of a bitch. If they all died, where’s your proof!’
‘Everyone who went is dead. Your parents, too, probably. Everyone who evacuated south is probably dead. You and I should have died, too, but we got lucky and survived.’
‘There’s no way my parents are dead. If you really think I’m going to be fooled by a liar like you, if you really think I’m that stupid—’ 
And yet, while Jeong-su continued to deny it, in his mind, he was picturing what the kid told him. Hundreds of orbs descending from the skies and rising from the earth toward thousands of helpless people. A panicking crowd of people fleeing from the orbs. Jeong-su’s parents were old and weak; they wouldn’t have made it far. Jeongsu’s mother had a bad back and could easily have been trampled to death. He could imagine her screams already.
Jeong-su got up, walked toward the aisles and started pushing the products on to the floor. Because they were no longer touching, the orbs had now made their way into the basement. Jong-seok ran over to Jeong-su and tackled him to the floor, but Jeong-su quickly pushed him off and went back to tearing down the shelves.
‘It can’t be!’ he shouted. ‘I don’t believe you!’
The kid grabbed a hold of Jeong-su’s leg and didn’t let go, no matter how hard Jeong-su kicked him. Jeongsu’s fists started pummelling him again. As he did this, Jeong-su lost his balance and fell over.
On the ground, Jeong-su screamed out in despair.
‘It can’t be. My parents are alive. I know it. They’re alive.’
Jeong-su screamed and screamed until he was exhausted. He screamed until he became drowsy, until the hunger in his stomach made him forget about his grief.
 
Jong-seok suggested they put the girl’s body in one of the freezers in the meat section – a suggestion that angered Jeong-su even more. Jeong-su thought dead bodies deserved proper burials. How could this guy be okay with stuffing a young girl’s body in the freezer where they kept the meat? But in Jong-seok’s opinion, they couldn’t bury her outside, not in this rain.
‘It would be wisest to store the body in the freezer and wait for the rain to stop,’ Jong-seok said.
But Jeong-su didn’t think this was an issue of being wise or unwise. What was most important was paying proper respects to the girl. When he said this, Jong-seok just laughed.
‘I don’t think you have the stomach for all that. Aren’t you the one who couldn’t even look at her exploded head? How are you going to drag her mangled body outside to bury her if you can’t even look at her?’
For as much as Jeong-su resented him, the kid had a point. Jeong-su had puked earlier when he went to look at the body again. It was Jong-seok who mopped the floor. ‘As if cleaning up a dead body wasn’t enough,’ the kid muttered to himself.
Despite his dissatisfaction, the kid did a thorough job of cleaning up the floor. Watching this, Jeong-su couldn’t help but think that he was an odd fellow. When the kid came back with a shopping cart to transport the body, Jeong-su was too embarrassed to say anything. Jeong-su followed behind in silence as the kid carted the body away.
There was an orb obstructing the cart’s path on the stairs. Naturally, it was Jong-seok who carried the body in his arms as they tiptoed around the orb. As they did this, Jeong-su’s arm, which was attached to the kid’s arm, rubbed up against the girl’s knee. The icy touch of her skin sent a wave of nausea through his body.
They became soaked to the bone after just ten minutes in the heavy rain, despite the fact they were wearing ponchos they’d pilfered from the store. Holding a shovel, something they also found in the store, they walked around the perimeter of the building until they found a grassy area in the back where they could dig a grave.
Jeong-su dug while the kid watched. Digging up compacted dirt in the heavy rain wasn’t easy, but Jeong-su wasn’t going to give up. He looked possessed as he dug deeper and deeper and deeper. Finally, Jong-seok stopped him.
As they stood out in the rain, black orbs circled them and moved in irregular patterns. Sometimes an orb would pause in front of the two men, as if observing them. Jongseok placed the body in the hole, and Jeong-su covered it with dirt.
When they arrived back inside, Jeong-su thought to himself that the last several hours had been the longest hours of his entire life.
They needed to go inside, wash off the rain and mud, and change into some dry clothes. They found some clothes in the men’s department and wandered around the building until they eventually found the employee showers, which were located on the third floor. The showers, two in total, were old and separated from the rest of the bathroom by a wall. The cold water from the showerhead made the two men shiver. After their shower, they managed to dress themselves, but it took a lot longer than usual, as they had to continually change which part of their bodies were touching.
When they returned to the furniture department and lay in bed, Jeong-su realised something as he lay there in his new clothes: he hadn’t taken the cigarettes out of his old pants. All that work, and he hadn’t even come back with the thing he’d gone downstairs for in the first place. Jeong-su lay there fighting a skull-splitting headache as he tried to fall asleep.
 
The next day, Jeong-su came down with what felt like the flu. Probably from digging a grave in the heavy rain, he figured. Or perhaps lack of food and sleep. Maybe both. Either way, Jeong-su was mad at himself – he never got sick.
Jeong-su had always been healthy. How could something as trifling as a bit of rain give him the flu? Jeong-su lay in bed unable to move, and this was a big problem for both of them, because if one person couldn’t move, neither could the other.
‘I’ll probably be fine with one night of good sleep, right? I don’t usually get sick. I had perfect attendance at school for ten years straight, and I’ve never taken a sick day from work. I’ll be back to normal in no time.’
Jeong-su sounded confident despite the fact he was suffering from body chills, dizziness, and nausea. The kid tried his best to nurse Jeong-su back to health. He didn’t even complain about being stuck in bed with him or about his constant groaning. On the contrary, he went through the trouble of preparing a cold towel and blanket for Jeong-su.
They made one trip down to the grocery store and brought back enough food to last them several days. The kid also offered Jeong-su cold medicine, which he kept with him for emergencies. Unfortunately, they couldn’t use the personal air conditioner because of Jeong-su’s body chills, and still, the kid didn’t complain.
Jeong-su was worried, however. His illness seemed too severe for a mere flu. In fact, it almost seemed like pneumonia. But without a doctor around, what could he do?
‘Let’s head south when you’re all better,’ Jong-seok said.
Hearing this, Jeong-su realised the kid was genuinely concerned about him. Then again, he had no other choice. If Jeong-su died, so would he. Faced with death, they both had to make sacrifices.
 
After three days of being bed-ridden, Jeong-su finally woke up.
‘Are you feeling better?’ Jong-seok asked.
As day broke, the furniture store became brighter. Jeong-su, who was sitting at the edge of the bed, looked back at Jong-seok to see a tired face. Jeong-su realised he probably looked just as horrible. 
‘Yes,’ he said.
Jeong-su got up and walked toward the window, followed by Jong-seok. The rain had stopped, and the sky was a clear blue. But never had an empty sky looked so worrisome. It probably had something to do with the fact there were more orbs in the sky than there were clouds. In fact, the entire airspace around the department store was densely speckled with what looked like hundreds of orbs.
‘There must be more than a hundred now,’ Jong-seok said. ‘And they keep coming. How many more will come? I bet they’re even more behind the building.’
‘Why do you think they’re gathering here?’ Jeong-su asked.
But Jong-seok’s guess was as good as his.
The two of them went to the basement for the first time in four days and ate. Any perishable food that hadn’t gone bad before was rotten now, and the basement was filled with an even worse odour than before. They agreed to find the spoiled food and dispose of it when they had the energy.
After having a meal of cold canned food and instant rice, the two of them went back upstairs. They showered together under the same faucet, which was the safest and fastest way to wash while maintaining contact.
‘That was a close call.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘What would I have done if you didn’t get better? It’s not like there are any doctors or medicine for you. I’m glad you got better on your own. But still, your complexion is a bit pale.’
‘The colour will come back to my face after a few days of eating well.’
‘When should we leave the department store?’ Jongseok asked.
‘Not sure.’
They dried off with towels they took from home appliances and changed into clothes from the men’s department. Drying off and putting on clothes remained the most difficult manoeuvres because of how often they had to swap hands. Other things, like walking, eating, and even going to the bathroom, were much easier to do and they got a lot more practice doing them. For example, Jeong-su always walked on the right and Jong-seok on the left. That way, each could use their dominant hand for other tasks. When tiptoeing around an orb, they agreed that Jong-seok should always take the lead. In bed, it was Jeong-su’s job to untie the bandage from their wrists, after which Jong-seok bent over and tied their ankles together. But putting on and taking off clothes before and after a shower was impossibly awkward. In general, the kid would place his hand on Jeong-su’s shoulder as Jeong-su took off his clothes, whereas Jeong-su would place his hand on the kid’s head when it was Jong-seok’s turn to undress. But this wasn’t always possible. And sometimes, they would fumble around half-naked looking for other bare patches of flesh to hold.
Back at the furniture department, they sat on the corner of the bed and leaned against each other’s back. Jeong-su smoked a cigarette. He hadn’t smoked once since getting sick, so his head started spinning with just his first puff. Jeong-su realised the area around the bed was a mess as he flicked ashes on to the floor.
‘What a pigsty,’ Jeong-su said. ‘It looks like a homeless camp. We should clean up later.’
‘Why bother? We’re going to leave this place eventually.’
‘Even so, people should leave places as clean as they found them.’
The only sound they could hear in the building was the buzzing of the fluorescent lights overhead.
‘Tell me about what happened,’ Jeong-su said.
‘About what?’
‘What happened in W City.’
‘Oh, that—’
‘How did you get there?’
‘I was going to see my parents. We’d agreed to meet there. I called them when I first heard about the orbs. My parents lived in W City, you see. I was living by myself near campus.’
‘No, I meant did you go by foot?’
‘Not at first.’
‘Weren’t the roads jammed? They were packed with refugees when I left the city.’
‘I took the subway to the outskirts of the city then a bus.’
‘The subway? I didn’t know they were still operating. Why didn’t I think of that?’ 
‘I rode one of the last trains. In fact, the train stopped in the middle of its route, and I had to get off. I managed to find a bus that was still operating. But that, too, stopped in the middle of its route. I walked the rest of the way.’
‘Then what happened when you got to W City?’
‘The military took control of the city just when I arrived. I waited until morning, when they left again and I was able to enter the city. I was with my parents at their home until the next day. More and more people flocked to the city. The crowds of people stretched as far as the eye could see. Downtown was so packed with people that I knew something bad was going to happen, maybe even before the orbs arrived. And there were rumours going around. Rumours that the orbs from Seoul were coming to Gyeonggi Province. Rumours sure travel fast, don’t they? People who didn’t want to wait around to find out if the rumours were true headed south. We left, too, but all the roads were jammed. Then the orbs appeared.’
‘Where was that?’
‘Do you know W bridge?’
‘No.’
‘Well, you need to cross that bridge to get to the freeway. It’s a really important bridge, and it was packed with lines of refugees. My family was among them. But it was strange, the line wasn’t moving at all. We eventually heard that soldiers were blocking the bridge and not allowing anyone to pass. I heard they were inspecting people. Men with guns going around checking people’s bags. Can you believe it? What idiots …’ 
It was then that Jong-seok started crying. This caught Jeong-su off guard because the kid had been calm until now. Now he was shaking. Jeong-su had never seen another man cry like this before.
‘Those fucking idiots,’ Jong-seok said as he swallowed the tears. ‘Didn’t they know that bridge was our only way out? Then dozens of orbs appeared on the other side of the bridge … Thousands of refugees all started running at once … the screams and the yelling … faces filled with terror … families separated in a matter of seconds … I was holding my mother’s hand, but then, the next moment, she was gone … The soldiers fired at the orbs … Their bullets did nothing … There were people in the way when they fired, too … It was like they’d never fired a gun before … But what does it matter? Those bastards are probably all dead by now … Some people were pushed off the bridge … broken bones, blown-off limbs, people drowning … And in less than ten minutes … all those people … dead … I stepped on people as I ran … I couldn’t hear anything … I couldn’t see anything … I ran and I ran until I didn’t even know where I was any more …’
Jong-seok stopped talking and all that could be heard was his sobbing.
 
‘How about a drink?’ Jeong-su asked.
The kid had stopped crying, but the traumatised expression on his face showed he was still remembering the events from the bridge. Jeong-su decided he needed to cheer the kid up. Jong-seok had nursed him back to health when he was sick, it was now his turn to help.
‘What?’
‘We should get a drink.’
‘You mean alcohol? Why? It’s still midday.’
‘So what? It’s not like you have plans later today.’
The kid just stared at Jeong-su with a hollow expression.
‘Don’t just stare at me,’ Jeong-su said. ‘Say something.’
‘You feel well enough to drink?’
‘I’m still recovering, but all the more reason to have a drink.’
‘Well, I guess there is some alcohol down in the grocery store.’
The two of them went to the basement. As they walked through the liquor section, Jeong-su asked the kid what kind of alcohol he liked.
‘I don’t drink much.’
‘But you can drink, right?’
‘A glass, maybe two.’
‘Try a little. You’ll feel better. You want soju or beer?’
‘Soju or beer—?’
‘Just pick anything.’
‘I’m not sure.’
Jeong-su wasn’t surprised. Shy people tended to have trouble making up their minds. Eventually, Jeong-su just decided to pick out some of his favourite western spirits.
‘You know, if you want western liquor, there’s wine over that way,’ Jong-seok said as he pointed to the wine section in the distance. 
The wine section had been decorated with care, reflecting the wine craze Korea had been experiencing just before the orbs appeared. The showcase and floor were all made from wood, evoking the image of a wine barrel. Jeong-su picked up a bottle of wine from the central display rack.
‘You might need a bottle opener,’ Jong-seok said as he glanced around.
‘Good thinking. By the way, do you like wine?’
‘Kind of.’
‘Well, well. I thought you didn’t like alcohol.’
‘Well, this looks expensive. I guess I can try a sip.’
They found a corkscrew by the counter and used their shirts to dust the wine glasses they took off the shelf. They sat on the floor, poured each other a glass, and toasted.
‘It’d be nice if we had some cheese to go with this,’ Jong-seok said.
‘I thought you said you didn’t drink. How do you know that cheese goes well with wine?’
‘Just ’cause …’ Jong-seok mumbled.
As the alcohol started to take effect, Jong-seok became more and more talkative. Jeong-su thought to himself that there was nothing better for bringing two men closer than a bottle of ethanol. Jeong-su hadn’t had a drink in forever. Before the orbs appeared, Jeong-su never went more than three days without a drink. His work required him to take people out for drinks often. Normally, he’d drink after work, sober up just in time to go back to the office in the morning, and be out for drinks again later that night. But then the orbs appeared. Of course, he’d had a few sips of beer with Brother Jung on the rooftop of the school, but it felt like forever since he’d had a real drink.
Jutting halfway out of the wall next to the wine corner was an orb.
‘What do you think those things are, anyway?’ Jeong-su asked.
‘What things?’
Jeong-su pointed to the orb.
‘The orbs? Well, there are a lot of theories.’
‘Yeah?’ Jeong-su said as he poured Jong-seok another glass. ‘I’m listening.’
‘They were all over the news. Didn’t you hear any of them? People wrote about them online, too.’
‘I didn’t hear any of them.’
‘At first, people thought they were UFOs. I mean, they’re clearly not our technology. So, naturally, people thought they came from outer space. But when you think about the way they absorb people, I’m not sure UFOs makes the most sense.’
‘Hmmm.’
‘So, people wondered, maybe they’re a type of weapon? Like a weapon designed to only attack humans. Something impervious to bullets and explosions. Specifically, a weapon developed by the Americans and sent to Korea for testing. But then there was a lab leak. At least that’s what people say. The Americans deny it, of course. But then we learned more about the orbs. How they target people but don’t absorb dead bodies …’
‘They don’t absorb dead bodies? I didn’t know that.’ 
‘I heard they tested it in China. Apparently, as soon as a person stops breathing and dies, the orbs lose interest and don’t absorb you. You really haven’t heard this? Governments across the world have been performing all manner of experiments on the orbs. There were even rumours that the Americans used one of their nukes to try to get rid of them. You didn’t hear that either?’
‘Not on the radio.’
‘Of course the media won’t report about things like that. Assholes. They kept all the information for themselves and didn’t give a rat’s ass about us citizens. I hope they burn in hell. Anyway, according to some rumours, the orb turned into a singularity after being hit by the nuke.’
‘What’s a singularity?’
‘It’s what’s at the centre of a black hole. You know what a black hole is, right? It’s a type of dead star in space. Black holes absorb everything. Not even light can escape its gravitational pull. That’s why it looks black.’
‘Sounds just like those orbs.’
‘Exactly. When stars much more massive than our sun explode, they go supernova. They blow their guts across the universe. The leftovers begin collapsing toward the centre of the mass. The gravitational pull is so strong that all the matter gets squished into an infinitesimally small point. It’s so strong that even the protons and electrons of molecules merge. And the smaller the point, the deeper the gravitational …’
‘Hey, my brain’s starting to hurt. You’ve completely lost me.’ 
‘Anyway, the important thing is that the gravitational pull of black holes is so strong that it sucks in anything that gets too close.’
‘Just like people when they get absorbed by those orbs.’
‘But black holes only exist in space. They can’t come down to earth like a UFO. The ones out in space are too big for that. And even if they could, they would simply suck up the entire planet. They wouldn’t run around sucking people up. In my opinion, the most plausible theory is that the orbs are the result of experiments in Europe. I heard there’s this machine in Europe the size of a small village. There were people who opposed the experiments because they were afraid they might bring about the apocalypse. The orbs appeared right around the time of those experiments. I think that’s where the orbs came from. Physics can’t explain them. They phase through objects and fly through the air. I think they’re the results of experiments that were pushing our understanding of physics.’
‘You’ve completely lost me.’
Jeong-su scratched his head, and this made the kid laugh.
‘Jeong-su, if you can’t even understand this, how do you function in the world? You were supposed to learn this in high school.’
‘Whatever. The way I see it, the black hole theory seems promising. Can you get any more information about that? Something easier for me to understand?’
Jong-seok thought for a moment as Jeong-su poured him his third glass of wine. 
‘There should be a bookstore in here. Probably next to electronics. I bet they’ll have a book about black holes there.’
 
After having some more wine and snacks, the two of them found a book on black holes in the bookstore and took it up to the third floor with them. Jeong-su sat on the bed and perused the book, which was a science picture book written for children. Jong-seok laughed at Jeong-su, who was flushed from all the alcohol and trying to read this children’s book about black holes.
‘What are you laughing at? I think you’ve had too much to drink.’
‘Why are you reading a book for kids? Didn’t you learn about black holes in high school?’
‘What high school did you go to? I don’t remember ever learning things like that.’
‘You probably just weren’t paying attention in class.’
‘Yeah, I didn’t really study. I wasn’t very bright.’
Jong-seok lay down on the bed and turned away from Jeong-su. ‘I was smart and studied hard,’ he muttered to himself.
‘Your parents must have been proud.’
‘There were many times I thought I would have been better off if I were dumb.’
‘There are billions of people who’d gladly trade places with you.’
‘Weren’t your parents proud of you?’ 
‘What parent would be proud of a dumb child like me? I tried my hardest not to worry them. After I graduated, I worked my ass off to start earning money before everyone else. I worked like a dog to make it in the world.’
‘That’s admirable.’
‘That’s what they teach you in the military. As men, we must lead admirable lives. It’s not enough just to graduate from a good school. The military is the great equaliser. Once you’re in the military, it doesn’t matter if you’re rich, poor, smart, or dumb. It’s all the same. And when you go out into society, you’re back at square one. That’s why I tried so hard. I tried two, maybe three times as hard as the next guy. You think I was always a good drinker? I used to be like you. But you can’t make it in business if you can’t hold your liquor. I forced myself to increase my tolerance. Now I’m peerless. I drank just as much as you did and look at me. I’m fine.’
‘So am I.’
‘Bullshit. Do you even hear yourself slurring your speech?’
‘I don’t like forcing myself to do things. And I hate forcing myself to drink.’
Jong-seok sounded like he was already half asleep.
‘So what if you hate it? A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do. How many people do you think can get by only doing the things they want? If you can’t avoid it, you might as well enjoy it. Do you know what my superiors did when I went to my first office party and told them I couldn’t drink? They pinned me down and forced the alcohol down my throat.’ 
‘How can you work in such a toxic place?’
‘The nature of my work requires me to drink. I don’t have a choice. Now, I can drink all my superiors under the table. And I make a lot of money doing it, too. I wasn’t the smartest kid when I was in school. But now look at me. I have the biggest paycheck. All my friends used to act so tough just because they had big brains and good grades. But where are they now? None of them could get jobs, so they either went to graduate school or abroad. All of them are green with envy because of me. I’ve got a car, a house, and last time I …’
Jeong-su stopped mid-sentence. He realised there was no point in bragging any more. After all, the world had ended. A week ago, money, jobs, connections, they all would have meant something. But what was the point now? Jeong-su wanted to deny it, but he knew it was the truth.
Jeong-su kicked the empty wine bottle lying near his feet in anger. The bottle rolled noisily along the hard, gritty floor.
Jeong-su said no more and continued reading his picture book. The book was about a boy and a girl who travelled through space with their genius dog. On their journey, their spaceship encountered a black hole and was at risk of being sucked in.
The dog explained the concept of a black hole’s event horizon and how to escape. Jeong-su tried to understand the genius dog’s explanation, but because he had too much to drink, he just kept reading the same sentence over and over. Eventually, he heard Jong-seok’s snoring. Jeong-su tossed the book and lay down on the bed next to the kid before drifting off.
 
From that day on, Jeong-su and Jong-seok spent most of their time in a drunken stupor. At first, they tried their hardest to maintain regular schedules, getting up in the morning, going to bed at night, eating three meals a day and washing their faces twice a day. But with each day that passed, the reality that the world they once knew was gone slowly started to settle in.
Drinking was the only sure way to forget the despair they felt. They would drink themselves to sleep, and when they woke up, they would roll around in bed until they were forced to get up by either an empty stomach or a full bladder. Of course, one always had a hard time convincing the other to get out of bed with him.
Whenever Jeong-su had to get the kid up to go to the bathroom with him, or whenever the kid had to coax Jeong-su out of bed to get something to eat, they couldn’t help but pity themselves. But what other choice did they have?
Every afternoon, they would slowly rise out of bed and go over to the window to see even more orbs than the day before. After that, they would either go down to the basement or stay on the third floor to eat the food they’d brought up with them the day before. Both found it bothersome to wash up, so they often skipped regular hygiene. 
They would lie on the bed and bask in the cool wind coming from the air conditioning until they were hungry, at which time they would look for something to satiate their appetites. The kid usually looked for meat, and Jeong-su sweets. With time, they became less considerate of each other. Jeong-su got annoyed whenever the kid spent too much time in the meat section, and the kid would steal the snacks that Jeong-su brought back for himself.
Their bickering was too immature even for a pair of young siblings. Jeong-su would blow smoke in the kid’s face on purpose, and the kid would tease Jeong-su whenever he had a chance. Sometimes, when irritated, the kid would pout and give Jeong-su the silent treatment. At night, the two would drink some more. Jeong-su sometimes offered the kid a smoke, but he never took him up on his offer.
‘Our mess is getting worse by the day,’ Jong-seok said.
The pile of trash that had started at the foot of their bed had now spread to the entire building. The men’s clothes section was littered with dirty laundry, the grocery store smelled of rotten leftovers and discarded food scraps, the bathroom hadn’t been cleaned once, and the hallways were covered with dust bunnies. There was literally garbage everywhere.
Outside, so many orbs had gathered around the building that they’d started piling on top of each other. From the third-storey window of the department store, Jeong-su couldn’t see a single inch of asphalt, dirt, or grass. At this rate, every orb in the world would end up wasting away outside their building – a thought that filled Jeong-su’s sinking heart with dread and only caused him to drink more.
Sober, Jeong-su and Jong-seok were terrified of the orbs. But drunk, they were suddenly filled with courage and a sense of duty, convinced that they were the only ones who could defeat them. When they were intoxicated enough, they would start looking for ways to destroy or get rid of the orbs. Of course, all their attempts failed. No matter what they threw at the orbs, no matter how hard they swung, they could never even scratch their surface.
Their first attempt involved hitting the orb with a baseball bat. The ping that the orb let out shook Jeong-su to his core. They also tried stabbing and slicing at it with sharp objects. One day, Jeong-su suggested they cover one of the orbs with oil and try pushing it down the stairs. And for the next several hours, they tried their best to push one of the orbs. But it never budged, not even an inch.
Later, the kid admitted to Jeong-su that he’d only agreed to the idea to grease up the orbs because he was drunk.
They tried pouring all manner of liquids on one of the orbs, but nothing stained its surface. Even particles of dust slid off its surface and on to the ground, as though repulsed by some invisible force field.
Jong-seok thought this was evidence that the orb wasn’t matter but a ball of pure energy, formed by unimaginable pressure. The surface of the orb had to be a shell of energy. That was why the orb was able to pass through solid objects. Jeong-su didn’t understand what that meant, but it seemed plausible.
‘So how do we destroy a shell of energy?’ Jeong-su asked.
But Jong-seok didn’t know the answer to that.
One day, while they were spraying the orb with a fire extinguisher, they accidentally got themselves covered in white powder. They looked at each other, completely covered in white, and started giggling.
When they were exhausted and returned to their bed, Jeong-su would slowly work his way through the stack of books he had by his side of the bed while the kid slept. Although he couldn’t understand everything in the books, he would spend long hours staring pensively at each picture. Looking at coloured photos of space and the planets in the solar system, Jeong-su marvelled at how there was an entire other universe beyond the earth filled with things he knew nothing about. He had never thought much about things outside his own life.
‘I like the idea of an event horizon,’ Jeong-su said.
When Jeong-su was drunk, he would often tell the kid about the things he’d read in the children’s books.
‘There’s this thing inside a black hole called an event horizon. We don’t understand what happens beyond the event horizon. That’s why I like it. It means that there are things out there in the night sky that we humans can’t understand. I may be dumb, but even the smartest of us will never understand everything. I like that.’ 
‘Just like the orbs.’
‘Right? I think that’s why we’re so curious about them.’
Whenever Jeong-su got excited about black holes like this, the kid would join in and go on about all the different theories he had about the orbs. Jeong-su would listen to the kid as he fleshed out his theories, which were based both on things he knew and on speculation. While Jeong-su marvelled at how much Jong-seok knew, he was also suspicious – the kid seemed to know too much.
He knew more than the average college student should. What if Jong-seok was linked to the orbs somehow? When he said he thought the orbs were spheres of concentrated energy, Jeong-su thought this was a bit too specific for anyone just to come up with on their own. What proof did he have for such a claim?
‘But, Jeong-su, we need to be careful,’ the kid said. ‘I want to know what the orbs are made of too, but we’re starting to become reckless.’
This made Jeong-su laugh. Indeed, as time passed, they stopped fearing the orbs. When they were drunk, they sometimes walked around or slept with loose ties. They both agreed that they needed to make sure their bandages were tight before going to bed, no matter how drunk they were. But despite this, incidents of carelessness became more and more frequent. It was the alcohol that was preventing them from keeping their promise to each other.
‘What happens if we forget to tie ourselves together before going to sleep one day?’ 
‘That would be bad.’
‘We need to be careful.’
They both promised to be more careful, but they couldn’t keep that promise for long.
 
Because of the stress of their difficult circumstances – surrounded by hundreds of black orbs and always having to be physically touching – Jeong-su and Jong-seok slowly became more and more irritable. They would be chummy one moment, and then the next moment they would be at each other’s throats, only to be best buddies again a few minutes later.
Jong-seok likened their relationship to a pair of quarrelling brothers. They would snap at each other over the smallest thing, and then make up a few minutes later. But they had no choice but to make up. After all, it wasn’t like they could get rid of the other.
Jeong-su thought it fortunate that he could wish the kid dead one moment and want to eat dinner with him the next. At least they didn’t stay angry at each other for long. If anything, Jeong-su was most disappointed in himself for being so volatile.
It was around this time that the kid started repeating one phrase to himself:

They deserved to die.

One time, late at night, Jong-seok was sitting on a couch in electronics watching a DVD as Jeong-su lay next to him sleeping. The only light in the store was that coming from the TV screen. Jong-seok muttered this phrase to himself, waking Jeong-su up.
‘They deserved to die.’
‘You’re always saying that,’ Jeong-su said. ‘Why?’
Recently, Jeong-su had become obsessed with video games, and the kid was obsessed with movies. They pilfered a game console and a DVD player from the store and hooked them up to the best TV in the shop. They would spend all their time in that electronics store, surrounded by hundreds of blue screens that read ‘THE WORLD HAS ENDED’. Each was completely engrossed in his own hobby, and completely uninterested in the other’s.
Jeong-su thought movies were boring, and Jong-seok claimed games were a waste of time. That wasn’t to say Jeong-su disagreed with the kid. Playing video games was pointless. But there was something about the mindless violence of first-person shooters that he liked. And every so often, after gunning down an enemy like a psychopath, Jeong-su would pause and think to himself: What am I doing?
Jong-seok would watch two or three movies back to back, while Jeong-su sat next to him and drank booze and complained about his boredom. Jeong-su hadn’t always disdained watching movies. But with everything gone now, it pained him to remember what life had been, so filled with laughter and tears, not the empty void it was now.
Jong-seok was oddly enthralled by monster movies, especially ones with a lot of gore. Jeong-su couldn’t understand why. 
On the screen, a zombie was sinking its teeth into a person’s neck. The actor screamed as the zombie stuck its hand into the person’s abdomen, as though it were made from cottage cheese, and started feasting on their viscera. When this happened, Jeong-su stole the remote and switched off the TV.
‘Hey! I was watching that.’
‘I don’t understand why you enjoy watching people get killed. It’s so disgusting.’
‘You just don’t know how to appreciate zombie movies. They’re so much fun.’
‘You think watching other people have their intestines eaten is fun?’
‘They deserved it.’
‘Why do you keep saying that?’
Silence fell between them as Jeong-su waited for Jongseok’s answer.
‘Well, it’s true,’ Jong-seok finally said. ‘We destroyed the environment and started countless wars. Humans deserved to die.’
‘How can you say that? What about your parents?’
‘What about you, Jeong-su? How can you play games when your parents are dead?’
Jeong-su threw the remote at the kid, who picked it up and threw it back at him. Jeong-su then got up and punched him in the cheek. The kid didn’t retaliate because he knew he couldn’t match Jeong-su in strength. He never retaliated when hit.
‘I’m sorry for hitting you.’ 
That was as much of an apology as Jeong-su was going to offer.
‘They deserved to die,’ Jong-seok said again. ‘All of them.’
‘Are you trying to get back at me for hitting you?’
‘I’m glad they died. Running animals into extinction, wasting resources, polluting the environment. Fighting, killing, raping. Humans were so detestable.’
‘Well, I miss them. I dreamed that people came to the department store yesterday. People tied at the wrist like us. They had discovered how to survive the orbs, just like us. They said that’s how we need to live from now on. Together. That was the only way not to die. My parents were among them. But just as I went to them, I woke up. You woke me up because you needed to go pee. You son of a bitch. If it weren’t for you, I would’ve been able to speak with my parents.’
‘No one’s coming for us, Jeong-su.’
‘Have some hope, why don’t you? If I didn’t know better, I would think you liked living like this.’
‘Well, I don’t!’
Jong-seok’s voice echoed through the empty chasms of the department store.
‘Dead or alive,’ Jong-seok said, lowering his voice, ‘we’re never getting out of here.’
‘Speak for yourself. I’m getting out of here.’
‘Why don’t you?’
‘Because you won’t let me!’
‘You could drag me out of here if you really wanted.’ 
‘And how far will I get? Working together, Jong-seok. That’s the only way we survive.’
‘I bet you’ll leave once you run out of alcohol. Tell me I’m wrong.’
‘What, to look for more alcohol? Well, you’re right that there’s not much wine here. I like western liquor better. At this rate, I’ll never be able to leave. It’s not like there’s a way out. The orbs have this place surrounded. Even if we went out the door, I don’t think we’ll be able to squeeze past all of them. Fuck, I don’t know!’
‘I’m glad I was left with someone as considerate as you, Jeong-su. I can’t imagine what it would have been like had I been stuck with someone who abused me and treated me like a dog.’
‘Really? I regret every day that I wasn’t stuck with a beautiful woman. I thought I told you that.’
‘How could I forget? You mention it every time you get drunk.’
‘Really?’
Both their gazes drifted down to the bandages tying their legs together.
‘Why do you think it is that we didn’t die?’
‘How should I know?’
‘I think one of us is impervious to the orbs. That’s why we need to stay connected. One of us is being protected by the other. What do you think?’
Jeong-su didn’t think this made sense. When they first met each other, they were both running from the orbs. It was only when their bodies made contact that the orbs stopped. Jong-seok should have known this just as well as Jeong-su.
‘But I’ve never seen you running from the orbs,’ Jongseok said.
‘What are you talking about?’
‘Don’t you remember? The orbs were following me first. They only started chasing you once we met up. I’ve never seen you run from an orb that wasn’t first chasing me.’
‘Well, there’s no way for us to test your hypothesis now. But what am I saying? You’re the suspicious one. You know so much about those orbs. How do I know you’re not one of the scientists who made the orb?’
‘That’s crazy talk.’
‘You’re the one talking crazy.’
‘There’s only one way to find out.’
Jeong-su thought about this. If they untied the bandages and touched one of the orbs, the impervious one wouldn’t die, and the normal one would be sucked in. Obviously, the experiment would cost one of them his life.
‘Let’s not think about that,’ Jeong-su said. ‘We’re in this together. Right?’
Jong-seok turned the movie back on without answering. Jeong-su watched the zombie movie with him until falling asleep. The kid only went to bed after finishing the movie.
Time passed. And days turned to weeks.
Then something happened.
* 
Jeong-su woke up to an odd sensation in his underwear. When Jeong-su opened his eyes, he found Jong-seok’s hand inside his shorts.
Jeong-su was immediately wide awake. He usually woke up with an erection, and today was no exception. Jongseok was moving his hand up and down. This only lasted for a few moments before Jong-seok’s hand retreated from Jeong-su’s underwear.
Jeong-su lay there motionless, listening to the sound of the kid’s breathing over his shoulder. He was trying to judge if Jong-seok was asleep or just pretending to be. But Jong-seok’s breathing was irregular, not like someone who was fast asleep. Eventually, the heavy breathing subsided. Now he seemed to actually be asleep. Jeong-su was convinced, however, that he’d been faking it earlier. Jeong-su continued to lie there, unable to fall back asleep.
They got out of bed around noon and slowly made their way down to the basement, as they always did. Jeong-su tried to act casual, but on the inside, he was close to losing it. He followed Jong-seok down the stairs, his vision blurred with anger as he glared at their holding hands.
Jeong-su finally asked Jong-seok about the previous night while they ate lunch.
‘Why did you touch me last night?’
‘What?’
‘Why did you touch my body while I was asleep?’
‘When did I touch you?’ 
Jeong-su tried to hold back his anger.
‘You touched me this morning,’ he said in a voice that was even more composed than usual. ‘You’re telling me you don’t remember?’
‘Why would I touch you?’ Jong-seok said with a scoff. ‘You don’t think I get enough physical contact from being attached to you all day? You’re the last person I want to touch. You must have been dreaming.’
Jeong-su imagined sinking a sharp knife deep into Jongseok’s smug face.
‘Do you have a sleeping disorder or something? One that makes you grope other men, assault people while they’re sleeping?’
‘I already told you. I’ve never touched you while you were sleeping.’
The kid stared Jeong-su in the eye as he said this. Jeong-su wanted to believe him. He’d been prepared to take his word for it. All Jong-seok had to do was own up to accidentally touching Jeong-su while half asleep. Maybe he’d been dreaming, a kind of sleepwalking. But he wouldn’t even admit to that. And this to Jeong-su seemed like an admission of guilt. In other words, this morning hadn’t been an accident.
But why? And had it happened before? Jeong-su tried to remember if Jong-seok had ever stood uncomfortably close to him while showering. Had he taken a peek while undressing? Was Jong-seok assaulting him every time he fell asleep drunk? Was this his first time or just the first time Jeong-su had caught him? Jeong-su’s head spun as anger boiled up inside him. He hated feeling this way, like a victim, especially when he knew he was stronger than Jong-seok.
‘Do you masturbate?’ Jeong-su finally blurted out.
‘What?’
‘Do you jack off?’
‘Do I what?’
‘Jack off. Masturbate. Choke the chicken! Beat the meat! Shake the stick! Do you do it or do you not?’
‘Why are you asking me that? I’m eating.’
‘I just want to know.’
‘Why do you want to know something like that?’
‘I just do.’
‘Do I really have to answer?’
‘Not if you don’t want to.’
The kid glared at Jeong-su.
‘Do you shake the stick, Jeong-su?’
‘I fuck women. I don’t need to masturbate.’
Feeling like this was a good place to leave it, Jeong-su went back to eating. He’d hoped to feel the kid’s embarrassment, turn him into the victim, but now it was the kid who looked angry.
‘Why would you ask me a question like that?’
‘I only asked because you touched me.’
‘Why do you think I touched you? I never touched you. And what does that have to do with masturbation anyway?’
‘Have you ever slept with a woman?’
Jong-seok put his chopsticks down and began shouting: 
‘What’s gotten into you?’
‘So, have you? Have you fucked a girl’s cunt?’
Jong-seok went back to eating without answering the question. He didn’t speak to or look at Jeong-su. Jeong-su also ate his meal in silence, but on the inside, his mind was a hurricane of violent emotions.
 
On their way up to the third floor after eating, Jeong-su stopped on the second floor.
‘Hey, let’s watch a porno together.’
‘A what?’
‘Why do you look so shocked? You know what porn is, right? Erotic films.’
‘Why are you doing this?’
Jeong-su was blind with rage, but he was doing his best to hide it.
‘What’s the big deal? Healthy men need to watch porn to satisfy their sexual urges. Let’s find a porno. There’s got to be at least one in this department store.’
‘Pornography is illegal. You really think they’d sell it in a department store?’
‘Then how about an erotic movie.’
‘I don’t want to watch an erotic movie.’
‘But I do.’
The kid looked away from Jeong-su’s crazed stare. He was too weak to refuse Jeong-su. Jeong-su smoked a cigarette and followed behind as the kid looked for a suitable movie. He brought several options over to the TV and placed them in front of Jeong-su. Jeong-su had the final say. He ended up choosing a DVD with a cover that featured five western girls in bikinis.
Well, it was less a movie and more of a filmed photoshoot for scantily clad women with curvy bodies. Written on the cover were the words: ‘Exotic Beaches. Glamorous Babes. Panorama in the nude!’ They opened the tacky case and stuck the disk in the DVD player. Immediately, a busty blonde bikini-wearing bimbo wading through the water appeared on-screen.
‘Fuck yeah!’ Jeong-su hooted. ‘That’s what I’m talking about!’
But Jeong-su got bored after a while because the girls weren’t taking off their swimsuits fast enough. The cover clearly implied nudity, but the girls just continued to splash around in the water in their bikinis. Jeong-su ordered the kid to fast-forward.
‘Skip to the part where they get naked. Hurry!’
The kid pressed the fast-forward button, and the girls started speed-walking along the beach, eventually returning to their house, where they took off their bikinis and jumped in a hot tub.
‘Finally, something good. Fuck, it’s been too long since I’ve seen a woman.’
Jeong-su stuck his hand in his pants and started touching himself. As he did this, the kid glanced furtively in Jeong-su’s direction. Jeong-su waited until the kid’s gaze drifted to his crotch before saying something:
‘What a babe, right?’ 
Jong-seok quickly turned away and stared at the floor with a stiff look on his face.
‘What? You don’t like this Jong-seok?’
‘…’
Jeong-su could feel Jong-seok’s shame in the room with them. He could feel it starting to replace his own. ‘Have you slept with a woman before?’
‘…’
‘Have you been laid?’
‘…’
‘Is that a no? Or do you just not want to answer?’
‘…’
‘I guess that’s a no. Am I right? Have you even seen a naked woman before? Do you even know what a cunt looks like?’
‘…’
‘They should put you in a museum. “The man who never watched porn.” Come on, you must have masturbated before, right?’
‘…’
‘Are you not going to answer me?’
‘…’
‘We could do it together, you know.’
‘…’
‘You don’t want to? Isn’t this what you wanted, Jongseok? Should we put something else on? I’ll teach you all about women if you masturbate with me.’
‘I’m not a sick freak like you!’ Jong-seok finally said.
The girls on-screen got out of the hot tub and showered. 
‘Come on. There’s nothing we can’t do together. When I was in the military, our commanding officer once made us a deal. He said he would give a night out on the weekend to the person who could ejaculate the farthest. We all pulled our pants down and masturbated together. You should have seen the way the winner put his arms up in triumph. We all gave him a standing ovation. If those guys could do it, you can do it. It’s not like anyone is watching. There’s no one left to make fun of you. What’s the big deal?’
Jeong-su jumped to his feet and stripped down. Red in the face; his chest and thighs covered in perspiration; legs, arms, and neck all demarcated with faint tan lines; and a rock-hard erection – Jeong-su stood there, butt naked in front of Jong-seok. The kid tried to look away, but Jeong-su slapped him on the cheek every time he averted his eyes.
‘You like the view? I’ve got a nice cock, huh? Nice and big.’
‘Get it away from me.’
‘Take a good look. Here’s your chance. I’ve got length and girth to spare. And this time we’re both awake.’
‘I said get it away from me, you fucking pervert! Goddammit, are you crazy? You’ve lost your goddamn mind!’
Jeong-su studied the kid’s face as he looked up at Jeong-su. He couldn’t tell if the kid was resentful or just aroused and trying to hide it. Jeong-su still couldn’t see the truth of what had happened, even after all of this. Fuck it. It’s too hard to tell. Jeong-su clenched his fist and started beating Jong-seok. His knuckles landed square on Jong-seok’s chin, snapping his head back and knocking him to the floor. Jeong-su grabbed him by the hair and repeatedly punched him in the face. When he finally let go, the kid dropped to the ground like a corpse.
It took a while for the kid to lift himself back on to the couch. A capillary had burst in his eye, and his jaw was swollen. He just sat there and stared at the ground. He looked both terrified and humiliated.
‘I’m sorry for hitting you,’ Jeong-su said.
‘Fuck off.’
Jong-seok paused for a moment before continuing:
‘Asshole.’
‘Stop it.’
‘Fucking prick.’
‘Stop it. I said I was sorry, you little shit.’
‘Asshole.’
Jong-seok went quiet.
‘If you don’t want to join me, I’ll do it alone.’
Jeong-su grabbed his cock and rubbed himself as he watched the women frolic together in the shower. But something had been ruined. His anger had turned. He lost his boner and was unable to ejaculate. All the while, the kid continued to stare at the floor. Jeong-su turned off the TV and put his clothes back on.
 
Jeong-su cooled off in the shower. As he washed up, the kid turned his back to Jeong-su and waited for his turn. They used to wash each other’s backs like brothers, but things had changed. Jeong-su said he would take the first shower and ordered the kid to wait. Jong-seok accepted these terms without objection.
‘If you ever touch me again like that, I’ll beat you so bad you won’t be able to walk.’ Jeong-su knew this was unnecessary as he’d made this clear in the electronics store. But he said it anyway. Jeong-su heard the kid yelp as he washed his face.
‘Oh, fuck!’
Jeong-su turned around, expecting to see guilt, some admission, finally, in Jong-seok’s face, but instead Jeong-su jumped in surprise. An orb had entered the bathroom and was making its way toward the shower. But when? Jeong-su looked down at their wrists. The bandages had come loose.
Jong-seok quickly grabbed Jeong-su’s wrist. The orb stopped, but it was already too late. The orb had already blocked off the exit to the shower.
‘Fuck,’ Jong-seok said. ‘How are we going to get out of here?’
The showers were separated from the rest of the bathroom by two walls. The orb had made it all the way to the edge of the walls, blocking their way out. The space between the orb and the walls was too narrow for a person to slip through.
‘What are we going to do?’ Jeong-su said. ‘How are we going to get out of here? We’re screwed. What are we going to do? Do you think we should untie the bandages so it moves?’ 
‘That will only trap us even more. It’s not going to make the hole larger for us to slip through.’
‘Then what do we do?’
‘We have to try to make it through as it is now.’
‘You might be able to fit, but I won’t. I’m larger than you. You’ll get through, but I’ll still be stuck on this side.’
‘No, you can make it. We just need to climb over the orb. I’ll go first and then pull you up.’
They untied the bandages and held each other’s non-dominant hand. There wasn’t much space to the left or right of the orb, but there was some space above it.
As Jong-seok mounted the orb, Jeong-su nervously wrapped his right arm around his stomach to stop himself from trembling. Because they were only holding hands with no bandages as a safeguard, if they let go for even a moment, that would be it. After several stressful moments, the kid finally made it out of the shower. Now the only body part of his remaining in the shower was his right hand, which was holding on to Jeong-su’s left hand.
Jeong-su’s body began shaking even more violently. He was imagining what would have happened had the orb completely blocked their exit. They couldn’t move or destroy the orbs, nor did they have the tools to tear down a wall. They would be trapped in the cramped shower until they starved to death, or worse, let go of each other.
The kid extended both arms toward Jeong-su to help him climb over the orb. He wanted him to mount it just like he had. Jeong-su shook his head.
‘I’m too big. I won’t fit.’ 
‘There’s no other way. You must climb over the orb. The space is larger above the orb. You’ll be able to fit through it.’
‘Can’t you just lead the orb away? We’ll let go of each other, and you can lead the orb out of the bathroom.’
‘But what if I’m right about one of us being immune? If I’m right, and it turns out I’m the immune one, then it won’t follow me. It’ll go straight for you. Besides, even if I’m wrong and neither of us are immune, what are we going to do once I lure the thing away? How are we going to reach each other again? And what if another orb comes? We’ll be dead. There’s no other way. What are you so afraid of? What’s so scary about climbing over this thing?’
‘I don’t want to touch that thing while I’m naked.’
‘I did it. Is there anything I can do that you can’t? You just have to climb a bit higher than me. That’s the only difference.’
The kid extended his arms again. Jeong-su took a deep breath and brought his shivering arms to the surface of the orb. He began to feel nauseous the moment his skin touched it. Bracing himself, he placed one foot on the wall, and the other on the orb. All he had to do now was to lift his torso into the gap above the orb. From there Jong-seok would be able to pull him through the gap to safety.
But this wasn’t easy. The surface of the orb was frictionless, and Jeong-su’s body was wet, causing him to slip slowly. Jeong-su tried to figure out how to lift himself up, and eventually decided it would be best to start over. Just as he thought this, he slipped and fell backwards on to the floor. As he fell, they almost let go of each other’s hands.
‘Careful!’ Jong-seok cried out. ‘I almost let go. Can’t you keep yourself steady? Just put your foot in the right place and hop over!’
The bathroom was echoing with the kid’s voice. It was fortunate he hadn’t let go of Jeong-su’s hand. Had they lost contact when Jeong-su fell, they’d be dead already.
Jeong-su lifted himself up and planted his feet on the wall and orb again. He then pushed his torso up through the gap above the orb. His shoulders made it through the gap and came out on to the other side where Jong-seok was. The kid slowly pulled Jeong-su toward him with both arms. His arms were wrapped around Jeong-su’s ribcage, like he was holding a child, and Jeong-su was holding on to the kid’s neck. But his hips were still stuck in the wedge.
Jeong-su’s feet were supporting his lower body’s weight, but the foot that was planted on the orb was beginning to slip. Afraid that he would fall like last time, Jeong-su quickly moved both feet to the wall. Fortunately, the kid was finally able to pull hard enough to free Jeong-su. They held each other chest to chest as Jeong-su slid through the gap. Eventually, their bellies were touching, but Jong-seok couldn’t hold all of Jeong-su’s weight and ended up falling backward. Jeong-su fell the rest of the way, falling on top of the kid, who was still hugging his torso.
They lay there for several minutes on the grimy bathroom floor and caught their breath. Both were so exhausted that they had no desire to move yet. Jeong-su’s body was dripping with cold sweat, and he could feel the kid chuckling beneath him.
‘We did it,’ Jong-seok said. ‘That was a close one. I think that shaved ten years off my life.’
Jeong-su was shaking with anger, but he got up before the kid could notice. They held hands as Jeong-su got up.
‘You okay?’ the kid asked as he patted Jeong-su on the shoulder.
Jeong-su wasn’t okay. He was crying. Faint sobs filled the bathroom. Tears of relief. Jeong-su turned his head in embarrassment.
‘What’s wrong?’ Jong-seok asked in a concerned voice.
Jeong-su was replaying in his head every time he’d almost died. The school courtyard, the living room with the robbers, the alleyway where he’d first encountered the orb. All the memories of those dangerous situations came rushing back to him. Jeong-su cried for a while. He kept his head hanging low, embarrassed about crying in front of another man.
The kid took Jeong-su’s hand and led him out into the hallway. There, he let go of Jeong-su’s hand, and the orb that was blocking the shower started moving toward them. When there was enough room for them to enter the shower, he grabbed Jeong-su’s hand again. The two of them went back into the shower and finished washing up. This time, they showered together, just like they had in the past.
* 
Jeong-su lay on the bed and smoked several cigarettes back to back.
‘Today was a weird one,’ the kid said.
Jeong-su thought the same. Silence fell between the two of them again.
‘But is that really true?’ Jong-seok asked eventually.
‘Is what true?’
‘The story about masturbating in the military.’
‘Why? Does it sound like a made-up story?’
‘It sounds odd.’
‘What’s so odd about it?’
‘You don’t think it’s odd?’
‘We were just having a bit of fun. What’s so odd about that?’
‘Fun? Sounds more like sexual harassment to me. I can’t believe your commanding officer made you masturbate in front of other people. That’s got to be illegal.’
‘Oh, please. Sexual harassment doesn’t apply to the military. Fuck, if they say masturbate, you masturbate. I would’ve done anything to get off the base. Hell, I would have blown a load for as little as a chocolate pie.’
‘Well, did you?’
‘No, I couldn’t cum. I got it up, but nothing came out. I had just been stationed at the base as a private. The weekend was coming, and our commanding officer gathered all the boys together. He told us to fall into formation. Then he said, “Pull down your pants!” Someone brought out a tape of pornography, and our commanding officer played it for us on the video player from the night-duty room. We’d all been limp, but as soon as the video started, we all got a hard-on at basically the same time. It was a riot. Then the commanding officer shouted at us: “The one who cums the farthest gets off-base privileges this weekend.” Even the reluctant ones started beating their meat when they heard this. It was fucking hilarious. Even now, I still get a kick every time I think about it.’
‘That’s not really funny.’
‘It was kind of messed up, sure. But you’ve got to admit it’s pretty funny. That’s the kind of guy our commanding officer was: messed up but funny. He was a good guy. He might have run us into the ground, but he did nice things for us, too. My first night out, one of my superiors asked me if I’d ever been laid before. I told him I hadn’t, so he took me to the red-light district and got me laid.’
‘That was your first experience?’
‘That’s most guys’ first experience.’
‘Not mine. Not yet, at least.’
‘That’s why I said they should put you in a museum. But you’re really telling me you’ve never slept with a girl before? You’re really an odd fellow.’
‘How was it? Doing it with a prostitute, I mean.’
‘I was so nervous that I had no idea what I was doing. The brothel layout was weird, too. The rooms only had curtains for doors, and my room was the first in the hallway, so everyone passed by my room on their way in. When I was right in the middle of trying to have sex, my superior poked his head in and asked me, “How’s it going, private?” And then he just continued on his way. And then another one of my superiors came and said, “Keep it up, kid,” and laughed at me. Fuck, I was so embarrassed I couldn’t concentrate. And then before I knew it, the owner of the place came and told me I was taking too long, that the next customer was waiting. How could I perform under circumstances like that? It was so depressing having to finish with my hand. That’s how my first experience with a woman ended. Isn’t that a riot?’
‘Not really.’
‘Hey, don’t be such a prude. If everyone weren’t dead, I’d take you to get laid, too. You’ve never lived if you haven’t been laid before. I miss the military. Of course, it wasn’t easy. I got beat up a lot and had to do degrading things. But it all paid off in the end.’
‘You got beat up a lot in the military?’
‘What do you mean? You went to the military, too. You should know that everyone gets beat up in the military.’
‘But people say the military’s gotten a lot softer these days.’
‘I doubt it. The military will never be soft. If it was soft, then why do kids keep deserting or killing themselves? There’s no way it got soft.’
‘Well, I guess I find it hard to believe that the military’s gotten soft, too.’
‘Our unit was tough. Whenever I share military stories with friends, they all say I had the toughest time in the military. My father always said that men must suffer when they go into the military. That’s the only way they can come out as men. Maybe that’s why I was assigned to such a tough unit. It was hell being a lowly private. I got beat up almost every day. There was no rhyme or reason to it. One day you think you’ve got it figured out. And the next, you’re getting beat up for something else. In fact, I got beat up so often that lack of violence bothered me. One time, I went the whole day without getting hit once. That night, I stayed up all night wondering to myself why I hadn’t gotten hit that day. I was so used to violence that it bothered me not to be bullied. Funny, right?
‘And there was this one incident. One of my squad members got beaten up so badly that he wrote a letter to his parents. I guess his parents read the letter and called the base. You can guess how that went. A few days later, the commanding officer summoned the entire unit. He gave us all a really long lecture – that life in the military was hard, but we had to endure it; that we should be proud that we get to serve in the military and protect our country; that we could help each other, but that didn’t mean things were always going to be easy; that that was the best thing for both him and us. And then he called forward the kid who sent the letter to his parents. Life in the military is hard, he said, but it’ll all pay off when we matriculate back into society. He told the kid to come to him if he was having issues, that he shouldn’t be running to Mommy and Daddy. He told the rest of us to help the kid out, then left. So stupid. He basically outed the kid and let everyone know he’d written to his parents. All my superiors had stunned looks on their faces. That night, we endured the worst punishment I’d ever experienced. The barrack showers were outside; that was where we usually received discipline. We spent all night there with our arms around each other’s shoulders and doing squats. I must have done three thousand squats. I thought my legs were going to fall off. Everyone was crying. But our superiors were like, “We don’t want to do this to you. Why would we want to do this to you? But the commander clearly wants us to punish you. We don’t have a choice.” That’s the kind of unit my unit was.’
‘I guess there were all sorts of commanders in the military.’
‘Right? It was really hard, but when I was finally discharged, I realised my dad was right. People must suffer to become something. I miss those days. Violence teaches men things they can’t learn any other way. I was an idiot when I was a private, but I got better, and eventually my superiors were complimenting me, telling me I’d become a man. And when I got some seniority behind me, I happily beat up the newcomers. All the kids beneath me were hard workers. They had to be. If they didn’t work hard, they’d have to answer to me. I made them into men, just like my commander did for me. Seeing that, I realised that I could do anything if I put my mind to it. So, I became determined to work my ass off when I integrated back into society. It was a good experience. It completed me. That’s what I think.’
‘I don’t really understand what you’re saying.’
‘What’s there to understand? You just have to do what you’re told. You’re a man born in the Republic of Korea. You just have to jump when they say jump. This isn’t America. It’s not Japan. This isn’t a free country where you can just do whatever you want. Maybe if you were born somewhere else … Look, I was just like you when I was young. I didn’t understand how the world worked. I was clumsy, timid, and I tried to avoid doing anything that required me to get off my ass. My father sent me to a taekwondo dojang because he thought men needed to know how to defend themselves. When I got to the dojang, I thought that the master and the other students working out with him were so cool. I thought to myself, I want to become big and strong, just like them. And so I worked my ass off for that childish dream. I also practised judo in high school and college. Hell, I even learned hapkido. Eventually, the training and the military turned me into a man.’
‘When I was young, my mum tried to send me to a taekwondo dojang, too. But I didn’t want to go. I was stubborn enough that I eventually got my way.’
‘If you’d gone, you’d be a different man now. I’m worried for you. You’re so frail. A man needs to look after his body.’
Jong-seok stared at Jeong-su as he threw his cigarette butt to the floor and stuck another one in his mouth.
‘When did you start smoking?’
‘When I first started working. I learned from my team leader.’
‘That’s not what I was expecting to hear.’
‘What were you expecting to hear?’ 
‘People usually start smoking in junior high or high school.’
‘When I was in school I was too naïve. I only learned how to drink and smoke after I got a job. Sex was no different. I couldn’t smoke in the military. My lungs hated it. But when I started working, I was so stressed. I had no choice but to smoke. But even now, I can’t smoke a lot. My body rejects it. Maybe just one pack a day. My team leader smoked two and a half packs a day. He always had one in his mouth. That’s how stressed he was.’
‘And did you also learn about girls because of stress?’
‘I learned about girls while entertaining clients. I do my most important work at night. I have no choice but to take sex workers along with me. But I’m a nice guy. In fact, it’s the ones that look nice – you know, public servants, lawyers, doctors – that are the worst. You’ve no idea how disgusting those pricks are. I could hardly keep up with them. At my first work event, they wanted to see what the new guy was made of. So they paid one of sex workers to give me a blow job in front of everyone else. I didn’t want to do it, but I was trying to be a good sport and not ruin the mood. Anyway, the girl pulled down my pants and poured alcohol all over my crotch. I had to take my pants off. I tried so hard to keep my erection so that the girl wouldn’t have to suck on a limp cock. And then I ejaculated. I guess you could say it was my debut performance.’
‘They make new employees do that?’
‘It can’t be helped. Everyone there has to participate. After all, that’s the whole reason they go to these parties. To do things like that. If you’re there, you have to participate.’
‘I guess your life is full of things that can’t be helped. Everything you’ve told me about, you’ve had no choice in the matter.’
‘That’s life. You’re telling me you’re any different? Anyway, the next day, my team leader came up to me and said, “You’re a real stud. I knew I was right bringing you on the team. I’ll make a man out of you yet. Just trust me and do what I say.” In fact, when I first entered the company, my team leader came right out and said he liked me. He said I was handsome and made a good first impression. That’s why he hired me. He was a good judge of character. He was also good at recognising charlatans and liars. But he told me this: “You’ve got potential. You’ve got charisma, a good personality, and a strong foundation. But you haven’t got the skills yet. You need to learn how to charm people. It’s not easy. But if you put your mind to it, you can do anything.” So that’s what I did. I put my mind to it.’
‘Is that really something you can achieve through effort?’
‘There’s nothing you can’t do with a bit of effort. If you live life thinking it’s all about luck and talent, then you’ll never do anything. You need to change your way of thinking. Anyway, when I went to parties like that, there was usually an orgy. Of course, there were times when we sent the client off with a girl in a taxi. Some nights were quiet, spent just drinking in our rooms. But most of the time, because most of our clients were middle-aged men, we went somewhere we could do it all together. We go there, have our orgy, go to the sauna, and after that, we’re magically friends. But the day after, the relationship changes. The previous night we spend a few thousand bucks entertaining them, and the next day, the money comes back to us as several hundred thousand. With a return like that, who wouldn’t sacrifice their body? I didn’t do it because I liked it. Who likes fucking strangers night after night after night? But that’s the nature of my work.’
‘So … the takeaway is that you had no choice?’
‘Exactly. I had no choice. That’s the only reason I did it. Anyway, feel free to ask me more questions, there’s not a brothel in Seoul I haven’t been to. I’ll let you know what’s good and where to get it.’
‘I just assumed you slept with prostitutes because you liked it. But I guess it’s not that simple.’
‘To be honest, I don’t like it. I mean, sometimes it’s good. But most of the time it’s not. It’s best to have sex with someone you love. Maybe that sounds too romantic? But then again, I am a bit of a romantic. A long time ago, I had a girlfriend. I really wanted to live an honest life. The sex we had when we were madly in love was the best sex of my life. Whenever I was hosting those middleaged clients, and I was looking at their bare bellies and their receding hairlines, and the way they clung on to young girls and giggled with joy, I realised that they were too pathetic to enjoy it with their wives, and that’s why they came here to buy girls with money. And I was in the middle of it. I hated myself, I felt so guilty, and I was sorry for my girlfriend.’
The kid said nothing. He looked tired from listening to Jeong-su’s long story. Jeong-su, too, had a sore throat from all the talking, but there wasn’t any water next to the bed.
Then just when it seemed like he had fallen asleep, Jong-seok spoke up.
‘I’m jealous of you, Jeong-su.’
‘Jealous?’
‘Yes.’
‘Why?’
‘Just ’cause.’
‘What’s there to be jealous about? Don’t be stupid.’
Jeong-su playfully grabbed Jong-seok and wrapped his arm around the kid’s neck. Even Jong-seok smiled as the two wrestled. But then as Jeong-su’s grip slowly got tighter and tighter, the kid’s arms and legs started to flail. He could barely breathe, let alone scream.
Jeong-su wanted to murder Jong-seok. But he couldn’t. That would be suicide.
‘You fucking fag,’ Jeong-su whispered into the kid’s ear. ‘If you ever touch my dick again, I’ll snap your fucking neck. Got it?’
Only when the kid’s body went limp did Jeong-su finally release him. Jeong-su turned his back to him. He could hear Jong-seok gasping for oxygen. Then there was rustling and groans. It sounded like sobbing. But Jeong-su didn’t turn around. The kid had finally gotten the message, Jeong-su thought to himself. If he ever pulled something like that again, Jeong-su really would kill him. Fuck the orbs, fuck the consequences.
Jeong-su shut his eyes and tried to get some sleep. Just as he was about to fall asleep, the kid spoke to him:
‘Jeong-su, why did you break up with your girlfriend?’
‘What?’
Surprised, Jeong-su turned around to look at the kid, whose back was turned to Jeong-su and motionless. His voice was clear, as though he had fully recovered from Jeong-su’s neck-crushing chokehold. A chill creeped down his spine. What if Jong-seok had died? Jong-seok’s voice was distant, as though he were a ghost speaking from afar.
‘You said you had a girlfriend, didn’t you? Did you break up?’
‘Yes. Because I’m tainted.’
‘Why are you tainted? Because you had sex with prostitutes?’
‘My girlfriend didn’t understand. I tried my hardest not to get caught, but she eventually found out. I’d never seen her so hurt and angry. I tried to get her to change her mind. I tried explaining that what I did with those girls was for work, and that it was different from what I had with her. That she was the only woman I loved, that I didn’t want to have sex with other women, that I had no choice. I begged her to believe me. But she just couldn’t understand, no matter how hard I tried. We had hopes of getting married. She even introduced me to her parents. But that was the end of our relationship. I never heard from her again.
‘If you want to know what really happened, I got an STD at one of our work parties. Which one, I wouldn’t be able to tell you. I gave it to my girlfriend. That’s how I got caught. I was so ashamed. Just thinking about it makes me want to crawl into my shell. When I first contracted the STD, I went to a urologist and got over it quickly. I thought there wouldn’t be any issues as long as I was careful. But I kept relapsing. The third time I came down with it, my urologist told me it was probably because I’d infected my girlfriend. In other words, I gave it to my girlfriend before getting treated, and she reinfected me after I got better. The doctor told me things like that happen all the time. The STD I had presents more severely in men than women. Because there was a high chance she didn’t know she was infected, my urologist told me I needed to tell her to go to her ob-gyn and get checked out. As if getting an STD wasn’t bad enough, now I had to tell my girlfriend that she might have it, too. I wanted to die. I couldn’t sleep. When I told my girlfriend, she asked me why I slept with sex workers. I came clean. I told her everything I did for work. When I was done, she said she didn’t want to be with me any more.’
Jong-seok continued to lie still. His low, quiet breathing sounded like sleep. Jeong-su continued.
‘She said she didn’t know I was that kind of person, that she didn’t know I could do things like that, that I was a horrible person for hiding it from her. Being Christian, my girlfriend valued chastity. Her having sex with me was something she did under the premise that we were getting married. But how could she get married to someone who gave her an STD? I tried for a long time to convince her to stay, but it was no use. I really loved her … She was a sweet girl, the kind that always listened to her parents. That’s the kind of girl I wanted to marry. I converted to Christianity and attended church for her. I’d already introduced her to my parents and friends. All that was left was to set a date for the wedding. I promised her I would earn a lot of money so we could live a life that others envied. In the end, it was my pursuit of money that led to our break-up. All my friends took my side. Girls can never understand the things we guys are forced to do to make a living, they said. It was her fault for being unable to understand that. But their kind words didn’t make me feel any better.’
Jeong-su curled up into a ball and shut his eyes, but he couldn’t fall asleep. He thought of his ex-girlfriend, of his parents, of his job and all his connections. The more he thought about them, the angrier he got.
If everyone was going to end up dead anyway, why go through all that? What was the point of him masturbating in front of his commander? What was the point of having sex he didn’t really want just to fit in at work? What was the point of beating up and swearing at his subordinates? What was the point of kowtowing to his superiors? Why? Jeong-su clenched his jaw. Who made him like this? His parents? Teachers? Friends? Schoolmates? Commander? Bosses? 
‘Assholes,’ Jeong-su muttered to himself. ‘They deserved to die.’
This surprised Jeong-su so much that he brought his hand to his mouth. Wasn’t that what the kid always muttered to himself? Jeong-su couldn’t believe he was saying the same curse. Jeong-su turned around to see if the kid had heard him, but he was fast asleep. Jeong-su promised himself that he would be more careful in the future. As he thought this, he drifted off to sleep.
 
It happened quietly, when they least expected it.
Jeong-su and Jong-seok fell asleep from exhaustion, completely drained from fighting and yelling at each other all day. And because of this, they hadn’t noticed that the bandages around their ankles were loose. Whenever Jeong-su curled up into a ball, and whenever the kid wiggled to get further away from Jeong-su, their ankles would momentarily become separated. And each time this happened, the orbs would inch slowly toward them.
All throughout the night, the orbs marched slowly toward the two men, until, finally, the third floor was teeming with black spheres. But even when the orbs were just feet from them, they weren’t aware of what was happening.
And then it happened.
One of the orbs reached the kid’s right arm.
‘Arghhhhhhhh!’
Jeong-su woke up to see that an orb had already taken hold of the kid’s right arm and shoulder. They were surrounded. Jeong-su grabbed the kid’s left arm. But he knew it was impossible to pull a person out of an orb once the absorption process had begun. Before long, the kid’s face disappeared into the darkness, and then the rest of his torso.
‘No!’ Jeong-su yelled. ‘You can’t die!’
Soon, the orb was absorbing the kid’s legs. Jeong-su was at risk of being absorbed too if he let go, but in the moment, Jeong-su wasn’t thinking about that.
And then finally, despite Jeong-su pulling as hard as he could on his arm, the orb succeeded in swallowing the last bits of the kid that remained in the world.
Jeong-su fell forward on to the orb. He bumped against the hard surface and shuddered in terror. But that was it.
Jeong-su was alive.
His palm was resting on the hard surface of the orb but not passing through it. All the orbs surrounding him stopped moving. The kid had been right. One of them had been impervious to the orbs. That’s why the other had been safe in their presence. And it was Jeong-su, not the kid, who was the impervious one.
But Jeong-su had no one to tell it to. He was now alone in the world.
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Solitude
A GUST OF WIND BLEW in through a broken window, extinguishing the candle next to the bed. Jeong-su cracked open his eyes. He fumbled around with his fingers until he found a cigarette, which he put in his mouth. He lit the cigarette and took a long drag.
The orbs surrounding his bed jostled noisily for a moment before eventually quieting down. Jeong-su hardly noticed them. His eyes were closed for the duration of the disturbance. A thought came to him but was forgotten as quickly as it appeared. Darkness filled the furniture department. Jeong-su sat on the edge of the bed. Why had he sat up in bed? He couldn’t remember. Another hollow gust of wind. Jeong-su adjusted his collar.
Glancing around, Jeong-su tried to see if it was morning or afternoon. There should be a clock around here somewhere, but he couldn’t find it. His field of view was dominated by a group of black spheres that had formed a circle around his bed. They hovered over his bed and stared down at him like sentinels who would speak to him if only they knew how to talk.
When will you die? Jeong-su could almost hear them asking. We’re tired of waiting. Just die already.
‘If you want to kill me, be my guest,’ Jeong-su said.
No answer.
Jeong-su had a memory of someone once being next to him. They’d been together for quite some time, actually. Why wasn’t that person here now? Jeong-su’s gaze fell on his ankle. His ankle was always wrapped in a bandage. What is this? Jeong-su thought to himself as he tied the bandage. Why is my ankle wrapped in a bandage? Did I sprain it? Jeong-su checked to make sure the bandage was secure before lying down.
He was hungry. Where was the food? Jeong-su sat back up in bed; his head began to spin. Jeong-su always felt vertigo and a headache whenever he sat up in bed. He stepped down from the bed, nearly slipping on an empty liquor bottle. He caught himself by grabbing hold of one of the orbs. Wading through the crowd of orbs, Jeong-su made his way out of the furniture department.
The orbs jostled noisily again, but eventually quieted down. Jeong-su hardly noticed. But where was the food again? Oh, Jeong-su remembered, the basement. He searched for the stairs. Where are those again? Why am I going downstairs again?
The ground floor was trashed with feces and vomit, but Jeong-su felt nothing looking at the puddles of filth. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d made a distinction between what was and wasn’t a toilet. Jeong-su circled the first floor and checked the three entrances. It seemed like this was a habit of his. As had been the case for some time now, all the exits were blocked by orbs. There was no way out.
Realising he was trapped in this building, Jeong-su’s heart panicked with the sudden desperation to jump from the rooftop. But he couldn’t do that. If he did that, he’d die. Jeong-su wandered the ground floor aimlessly until he forgot why he’d come down here in the first place.
Why did I come down here? He was drowsy and thirsty. Heading back up to the third floor, he found the place where he stashed a bunch of bottled water. He picked one up and drank it. He undressed. It was dark here. Jeong-su thought about lighting a candle. But he was starting to run out of candles and needed to conserve them. Then again, was being out of candles such a horrible thing? Was light such a necessity?
Jeong-su took the remaining water in the bottle and showered his naked body in it. As the cold water trickled down his skin, he began to shiver. The days had become chilly, and cold drafts penetrated the building in the morning. The water spilled on to the ground and made a stream that puddled in the distance. Jeong-su picked a towel off the ground and dried off his body. He put his clothes back on. Dirty clothes. Jeong-su thought about going downstairs and finding new ones. He was hungry, too. Maybe it would be a good idea to bring back some food on his trip to find new clothes. 
The grocery store reeked of rotten food. Jeong-su was at first repulsed by the smell, but after a while, he got used to it. He sifted through the rotten food for things that were safe to eat and headed for the stairs once he had an armful of groceries. The first-floor men’s section was filled with piles of dirty clothes.
Whose clothes are these? Are they mine? Jeong-su took the stairs to the second floor. Just as he turned the corner, he saw someone coming toward him from down the hall. He jumped in surprise. It was him. Jeong-su was startled every time he saw the large mirror placed at the end of the hallway. He mistook his reflection for another person.
Jeong-su didn’t recognise himself. His face was haggard and his beard shabby. His eyes were particularly unrecognisable. They were hollow and lacked any sense of direction. As he stood there staring into the mirror, he forgot what it was he’d been doing. Only when he looked down and found an armful of food did he remember he’d come downstairs to get something to eat. He was cold and wet. But why? Was it raining?
Jeong-su meandered about the second-floor electronics department. He pressed the power button on a TV. No electricity. It had been forever since the power went out, and Jeong-su figured it would never come back. He headed up to the third floor and looked out of the stairwell window.
Thousands of orbs surrounded the building, both on the ground and in the air. Jeong-su continued to the third floor and slumped down on the ground. As he mindlessly chewed on his food, he burst into tears. He swallowed what he’d been chewing and began to wail. Cries echoed throughout the building. Recently, Jeong-su would cry like this whenever he ate.
Jeong-su was reminded of a childhood memory. As an only child, Jeong-su had a lonely upbringing. One day when his parents went out, he started crying because he was scared of being left alone in such a large house. But no matter how hard or long he cried, his parents never came for him. Jeong-su eventually cried himself to sleep. When he woke up and found that his parents still hadn’t returned, he started crying again. When his parents finally did return later that evening, they scolded him for crying so much. ‘You shouldn’t cry like that. I don’t care if you’re scared. You shouldn’t cry,’ his mother had said.
Jeong-su repeated his mother’s words to himself. ‘You shouldn’t cry, Jeong-su. You shouldn’t cry.’ And so, he stopped crying. He finished his food and wiped his mottled face. He sat on the floor until he felt tired and needed to lie down. Another gust of wind. Uncomfortable on the hard ground, Jeong-su got up and sat on the bed. He shut his eyes, but his heart was racing as though it were about to explode. He was so afraid. He opened his eyes and muttered to himself:
‘They all deserved to die, bastards.’
These words often came out of Jeong-su’s mouth. They came when he was trying to fall asleep, but not even he knew why he said it. All Jeong-su wanted was the sweet oblivion that sleep provided him. 
Jeong-su was confused. As he turned in bed, he would hallucinate that someone lay next to him. No, someone really had been next to me. But now when he looked again, there was no one. There was only a neatly folded note. Staring at the note in silence, he suddenly remembered the kid he’d been with. Yes. He hadn’t always been alone. There had been someone, someone he had to stay attached to. They’d had good times together, and bad.
But what happened to the kid? Jeong-su fought against the tears forming in the corners of his eyes. ‘Jeong-su, you shouldn’t cry. Being alone is nothing to be sad about.’ He could hear his mother’s voice. Where were his parents? Where was everyone? Why was he here alone?
The kid had been absorbed, leaving Jeong-su all alone. When he remembered this, he was so overcome with fear that he started running and tried to escape the building, but there was no way out. The orbs had surrounded the building, blocking every exit. And even if he did make it to the street, he would never find a path through the three-storey-high wall of orbs.
Jeong-su was trapped. Alone. Afraid. He blamed himself. Why hadn’t he made sure he was connected to Jongseok? If only he had checked their bandages before falling asleep, something like this never would have happened.

Must I stay here until I die? No, no. Please. Anything but that.

And why can’t the orbs absorb me? As Jeong-su thought about this question, he remembered that he had some kind of special relationship with the orbs. Not only was he the first person to witness an orb, but he was also the only person not to be absorbed. He desperately wanted to know why, but the orbs couldn’t speak, so there was no one to explain it to him.
Sometimes, as the orbs shuffled around his bed, Jeong-su would place his hand on their surfaces and fall into deep thought. Was the kid’s death my fault? His life was in my hands. Was everyone’s death my fault? Jeong-su imagined a long chain of people holding hands, with him in the middle. He could have saved them, he realised. This thought bounced around Jeong-su’s head to no end.
Back in the alleyway when Jeong-su first saw the orb, what if he had touched the orb instead of his neighbour? Had he held hands with the people at the school, would he have discovered his special powers earlier? Had he reached his parents sooner, would he have been able to save them? Would he have been able to save everyone he loved?
Jeong-su thought again about his invincibility. Why couldn’t the orbs kill him? Was he the reason the orbs were here? He sifted through his past in search of an answer, but he could think of nothing that would explain what had happened. Jeong-su’s capacity for thinking logically waned the longer he spent in isolation, trapped in a never-ending thought loop. He often thought about just ending it. No sooner did he think this than he would abandon the idea. He had to go on, no matter what happened. And yet, his resolve was fleeting, only lasting for a few moments before the isolation once again became unbearable. 
When Jeong-su opened the folded piece of paper lying next to him, he discovered directions for a fever reducer. It had come from the box of pills Jong-seok brought up when Jeong-su fell ill. Jong-seok had no other possessions but the clothes on his back when he arrived at the department store. This was all Jeong-su had to remember him by. Jeong-su kept the piece of paper nearby so he wouldn’t forget about the kid. When the loneliness became too much to bear, he would read it.

This medicine may cause anaphylactic shock. Other rare but possible side effects include asthma, thrombocytopenia and other platelet disorders, granulocytopenia, hemolytic anemia, methemoglobinemia, and cyanosis. People who are taking barbiturates, tricyclic antidepressants, or who regularly consume alcohol may have a reduced ability to metabolise acetaminophen, increasing the duration that acetaminophen remains in the blood stream. If you experience any symptoms while taking this medicine, stop immediately and contact your doctor.

‘They deserved to die, assholes.’
Jeong-su put the paper down and looked around for a clock. But being blinded by orbs, he soon gave up and lay down. A lot of time had passed, it felt like. But how much? Could he count it in hours? In days? In weeks? Another gust of wind. He adjusted his collar.
Jeong-su glanced down at his wrist and discovered a surprisingly long scar. It looked like it had been made with a knife. Did I do that? Jeong-su vaguely remembered trying to take his own life. One time, he doused himself with gasoline. But just before he lit the match, he stopped himself, unable to go through with it. Was this scar made before or after that incident? His memory was jumbled and he had lost any sense of chronology.
What’s the time? The orbs jostled noisily again, but Jeong-su hardly noticed. He looked next to him to find a small piece of paper lying on the bed. What’s this? Did I place this here? Jeong-su was just about to throw it away when he got the odd sense that it was something he cherished, so he placed it back down on the bed. But why was it important? He couldn’t remember. His ankle was tied with a bandage. Why? He couldn’t remember. Jeong-su tightened the bandage and sat up in bed.
He was hungry. Jeong-su stopped on the first floor on his way downstairs to bring up some food. Something felt off. But what? He continued down to the basement. The grocery store reeked of rotten food, but after a while, he got used to it. He picked out some food.
He smoked a cigarette. When the cigarette burned down to the filter, he threw it on the floor and put a new one in his mouth. He went back up to the first floor. Another gust of wind. Jeong-su adjusted his collar. Realising his clothes were dirty, Jeong-su went to the men’s department and found some new ones to change into. He then realised something had changed.
The exit was clear.
Jeong-su approached the front entrance of the building. The revolving door was clear. Had it always been this way? He was positive it used to be blocked. He walked out of the building feeling like he was dreaming. The intense afternoon light reflected off the asphalt directly into Jeong-su’s eyes, momentarily blinding him. He breathed in the refreshing breeze. He looked around, but there were no orbs in sight.
They were gone. This was the change Jeong-su had been sensing. Confused and shocked, he went back into the department store. A few orbs remained inside, but their numbers had decreased noticeably. He checked each of the three exits. They were all clear.
Where had they disappeared to? And when? Jeong-su went outside again and walked around for a while. This was the first time in a long time he’d seen the building from the outside. Several of its windows had been shattered, and the store sign was grungy and weathered. This was the case for the other buildings in the area, too. He walked a bit more before running back to the building. He’d been locked inside for so long that being outside filled him with a sense of unease.
Jeong-su went up to the third floor and lay down. He closed his eyes for a while before getting back up. This is no time to be sleeping, a voice inside his head told him. His intuition was telling him to leave this place. Now that the orbs were disappearing and hope had returned, Jeong-su was regaining the ability to think logically.
Jeong-su made up his mind to leave the department store. This is what he’d wanted all along. He pulled out from under the bed the bag he brought with him when he first came here. He went around his bed putting anything and everything that seemed useful into his bag. Slinging the heavy bag over his shoulder, Jeong-su felt renewed. He headed down to the first floor, completely forgetting the piece of paper on the bed.
When he arrived at the men’s section on the first floor, he was shocked to find a fire had started. It appeared his cigarette butt had ignited one of the piles of dirty clothes. In the few seconds Jeong-su spent watching the fire in shock, the small fire turned into a blazing inferno, enveloping the ground floor in thick smoke.
Jeong-su quickly hurried out of the building. Standing outside, he watched the building as it went up in flames. Only when the flames started sending a thick plume of smoke into the air did Jeong-su finally begin distancing himself from the building. He couldn’t believe a building could go up in flames so quickly like that.
Jeong-su walked around the building as he avoided the flames and came on to the empty lot behind it. Reluctant to leave, he glanced around. This was where they’d buried the little girl’s body. Jeong-su found the cart they’d used to transport her. Next to this was the grave. And sitting on the mound of dirt was a napping cat. Jeong-su couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen an animal. The cat gave Jeong-su a wary stare before running away. Jeong-su was so happy to see another living organism. He started walking again, in hopes he would find another. Unfortunately, the next thing he ran into was an orb.
But this one was on its way somewhere. Jeong-su figured the orb was chasing someone – perhaps there were other survivors – and decided to follow it. But Jeong-su soon realised that wasn’t it. The orb had been heading toward yet another orb. Jeong-su observed the first orb approach the second orb, like billiards colliding in slow motion. When they finally made contact, one orb disappeared inside the other. They had fused.
Jeong-su realised this was the exact reverse of how they multiplied. In other words, they were now decreasing in numbers instead of increasing. This explained what had happened to the orbs in and around the department store. He followed the newly fused orb as it slowly found its progenitor.
Were all the orbs in the world fusing like this? If this continued, would they eventually collapse into one single orb? And what would happen after that?
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People
AN ORB SLOWLY SCALED A HILL. It collided with another orb halfway to the top and fused with it. The newly fused orb then made its way to another orb. Jeong-su observed this behaviour as he leaned against a motorcycle.
They were all moving in the same way. Two would make contact, fuse, then look for another. As they did this, their numbers decreased. But why?
‘Why are you doing this?’ Jeong-su asked the orb he was following.
Obviously, it didn’t answer him.
The orbs were disappearing in the same manner they had appeared: without reason.
Jeong-su thought about one of the science books for children he’d read at the department store. The book said that the universe had been expanding ever since the big bang, and that at some point in the future, it would collapse into a single point again – like letting the air out of an inflated balloon. Perhaps this was what the orbs were doing. The orbs had expanded to cover the globe, and now that they had killed everyone, they were returning to their original state. At least, that was Jeong-su’s hypothesis.
As he walked, Jeong-su saw lots of animals. Cats, dogs, sparrows, pigeons, and swarms of rabid flies, energised from all the rotten food and corpses.
Indeed, Jeong-su saw what seemed like thousands of dead bodies as he followed the trail of fusing orbs. He couldn’t fathom how so many people had died without being absorbed. The orbs led him back to Seoul. When he got there, his first thought was that the air quality had improved – not that surprising, considering there hadn’t been any humans to pump noxious fumes into the atmosphere.
As Jeong-su continued to follow the orbs, he realised they weren’t just moving toward the next closest orb. No, their collective movements were slowly but surely bringing them back to a specific location. It was a place familiar to Jeong-su. Although this didn’t surprise him. After all, the orbs had started and ended with him. So, when he realised the orbs were making their way back to the alley next to his house, he only nodded his head in acknowledgement.
The orb stopped in the middle of the alley, completely blocking it.
Another orb descended from the sky and fused with the orb in the alley, the way drops of rainwater merge on a car window. Jeong-su stared at the orb blocking the alley. He thought of that first night, the night he first discovered the orb. This orb was hovering just beyond the streetlight, in the exact same spot the first one had appeared. The only difference was that it had been night then, and now it was daytime.
No, there was one more difference. There had been people back then. But now, Jeong-su had no one. He thought about the man who was first killed by the orb. His neighbour. The bag of compost he had dropped was still here, abandoned next to the wall, dry and shrivelled. Jeong-su approached the orb. They were now face to face, whatever that meant. If Jeong-su was the last person on earth, and this was the last orb, then this was Jeong-su’s final chance to get an explanation.
‘Why?’ he asked. ‘Why did you kill all those people? And why are you leaving after all that? What was the point?’
Jeong-su was reminded of the phone call he had with his father the night it happened. He could hear his father’s angry voice – he was upset with him for not picking up. He remembered his father had said there was something he wanted Jeong-su’s help with. What was that? Jeong-su never saw his father after that; he never got a chance to ask him. Lost in his own thoughts, Jeong-su eventually snapped out of it and focused his attention on the orb again. But it had disappeared. Gone. Leaving nothing behind.
The last orb was no more.
And then people started returning.
* 
‘Arghhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh!’
The sky was filled with agony. Dizzied by the sound, Jeong-su staggered slightly. Screaming, groaning, crying – these were the sounds of people.
As Jeong-su stumbled, he accidentally kicked someone. He stepped back in shock. It was his neighbour, the one who he thought had been killed by the orb. The man was still dressed in shorts and a T-shirt, just like the day he’d been absorbed. He was writhing on the ground and groaning, his face contorted in agony. Where had he come from? Only a moment ago, Jeong-su had been the last man on earth. He knelt next to his neighbour and put his hand to his shoulder.
‘What happened?’
Jeong-su’s neighbour didn’t answer and only groaned louder. Jeong-su left him to look for the source of another pained groan. Around the corner, several people were curled up on the ground: the shop owner, her friend, and the old man. Everyone who’d been absorbed that day was now scattered throughout the alley. They were all crying out in agony. Jeong-su continued down the street and found even more people.
‘Someone, please!’ Jeong-su yelled as he ran through the alley. ‘Anyone, tell me what happened?’ People were everywhere – running out of their houses, lying on the street, staggering along the sidewalk.
And they were all screaming out, ‘Help me! Ouch! Argh! I’m scared! I’m in pain! I’m terrified! Help me, help me, help me!’ 
*
Jeong-su went into his house and locked the door and windows. He sat in his living room, shoes on and his bag held close to his chest, as he listened to the sounds from outside. There was no telling what people would do next. He had to be on his guard. A thick layer of white dust covered every inch of his home.
When he went to the bathroom and discovered the dried-up toilet bowl, it hit him just how long he’d been away from his home. No running water, either. Or electricity. He opened the refrigerator to find the liquified remains of what was once food.
He could hear things breaking outside and people screaming at the top of their lungs. It appeared everyone who’d been absorbed by the orbs had come back. They hadn’t died. Or if they had, they’d been resurrected somehow. Whatever the case, the streets sounded like they were filled with children who’d just woken up from a terrible nightmare.
‘Hey! Come out here. Can we talk?’
It almost sounded like someone was calling for Jeong-su. But why would they want him? Jeong-su slowly made his way to the window. He peered out of the window to find two people talking outside in the alleyway. Thankfully, they weren’t looking for him. Jeong-su put his ear up to the glass and listened to their conversation.
‘What do you want?’
‘I just … You know … I mean … What happened here? I have no idea what’s going on.’ 
‘We were absorbed by that thing. A giant black sphere! Don’t you remember?’
‘How could I forget?’
‘It was horrible, like I couldn’t breathe, like I was trapped inside a long tunnel with no way out, like I was submerged in the darkness, unable to move but completely awake.’
‘And then we came back.’
‘We escaped.’
‘Does that mean … all these people?’
‘I think so.’
‘What about my family? Where are they?’
‘I’m looking for my kids.’
Jeong-su was immediately reminded of his parents. If everyone had returned, then his parents would be back, too. Where could they be? It seemed like everyone was reappearing at the place they’d been absorbed. If his parents had been absorbed at their house, perhaps that’s where he could find them. But then again, their car wasn’t in the driveway. Where could they have been when they were absorbed? Jeong-su imagined them screaming out in agony like the rest of these people.
I must go to my parents’ house.
Beep, beep, beep. Jeong-su turned toward the sound coming from the living room. The battery-powered clock placed on the TV for decoration was beeping. He’d received it as a gift from his company. He’d thought about throwing the cheap thing away at first, but even that was too much trouble. Looking at the date display on the clock, Jeong-su realised he could calculate how many days had passed since the orbs first appeared.
Eighty-two days.
‘Eighty-two days,’ Jeong-su muttered to himself as he picked up his bag. Even as he locked the front door, he muttered this to himself over and over again: ‘Eighty-two days. Eighty-two days. Eighty-two days.’ Outside, some punk was swearing up a storm as he kicked Jeong-su’s motorcycle, which Jeong-su was planning to ride to his parents’.
‘Hey, what are you doing? Get out of here!’
The kid started crying. Jeong-su hopped on the bike and started it. The roar of the engine drowned out the kid’s screams.
‘Help me,’ a middle-aged woman cried as she came out intothealleyway. ‘Mister, pleasehelpme. Ibegofyou. Please help me.’ Jeong-su sped right past her on his motorcycle. He passed several other people who were still collapsed on the pavement, unable to collect themselves. And once again, Jeong-su began his journey to his parents’ house.
 
When Jeong-su arrived at his parents’, he was filled with hope because he saw someone inside. But that someone inside wasn’t his parents. Jeong-su erupted in anger when he saw the strange woman standing in the middle of his parents’ living room.
‘Hey!’ he yelled. ‘This isn’t your house. What are you doing here? Who are you?’ 
‘I should be asking you the same thing.’
‘Answer me first! How did you get in here? If you don’t leave right now—’
‘Please, calm down. You must be Jeong-su. I’m your parents’ next-door neighbour. I was close with your mum. Have you seen your parents? I’m worried about them. I came here because the door was open. I’m sorry.’
Jeong-su had witnessed horrible things on his way here. The streets were in complete anarchy. Abandoned cars blocked all the highways, and people were fighting and starting fires. He even saw a large mob. Witnessing all this, he was thankful to be travelling by motorbike and anxious about what he would find when he arrived at his parents’. Naturally, Jeong-su was irritable, and seeing a stranger in his parents’ living room had been more than enough to push him over the edge. But seeing as she knew his name, he figured she was telling the truth.
‘You know my parents?’
‘Yes, we’re neighbours. The day the orbs appeared, your parents and I had planned to go to W City together. But your mother said she was waiting for you. She wanted to leave with you when you got here. We had to leave her and your father behind. It was around that time that the government gave the order to evacuate the city. There were soldiers with guns marching through the streets. I was so scared. We couldn’t wait any longer.’
‘What time did you leave?’
‘I don’t remember the exact hour. But it was in the evening. Close to midnight.’ 
‘I arrived the next day around noon.’
‘If that’s true, you were too late. By then, most people had already left for W City.’
Remembering that he hadn’t seen his parents’ car, Jeong-su figured the woman was correct in assuming his parents had left before he arrived. But then, where had they been absorbed by the orbs? In W City? Perhaps that’s where they were? Maybe all the people who’d been absorbed in W City were slowly making their way back home.
‘But where did it happen to you?’ the woman asked.
‘What do you mean?’
As soon as Jeong-su asked this, he realised she meant, ‘Where had he been absorbed?’ But Jeong-su hadn’t been absorbed by an orb. And as far as he knew, he was the only one. What would people think if they knew? Jeong-su lied.
‘I was on my way to W city when several orbs appeared. I was cornered.’
‘Well, I’m sure your parents will be back soon. Don’t worry. Most people have a long way to travel before they get home. Give me a call when your parents return. I’m the owner of the small store down the street.’
Jeong-su stopped the woman before she turned around to leave.
‘But ma’am, how did it feel? What was it like to be absorbed by the orbs?’
‘You should know. You were absorbed, too, weren’t you?’
‘I lost consciousness as I was absorbed. I don’t have any memory of it.’ 
The woman burst out in laughter. Jeong-su stared at her, flustered, but her cackling only continued.
‘There’s nothing to believe – at least for me – you know – actually, I don’t know – because it’s not – I’m serious – you know what? Everyone’s the same in the end – I’m going to church around the back – busy – yes, but I must risk it – to pray – they’re probably all scattered in there – people’s minds aren’t the same – probably – those kids. Oh, I don’t know – fear it all felt the same – thanks – I swear – but I want to meet up – don’t say it’s important – no such thing exists – that’s what my husband says – it must be fate – but I go to church often – my husband believes in fate – but dying and being reborn – being sent away and brought back – it’s all the same – when I was young I had a friend who died – it felt like fate – but that’s not the point – that’s life, that’s the direction – thanks – I don’t know – is that really how it is? We got out of the car – you see – it hurt so bad – screaming – it doesn’t matter how much you do it – but as for me – right – that’s the exact moment it started raining – I’m not different – even if no one will help me – my children haven’t called me – I’m too sick to worry about other people – I try so hard – I can only do it if things turn out right – that’s what they say – my husband. Well – I’m sure you’re the same – Jeong-su – that’s trust, isn’t it?’
The woman stared at Jeong-su for a moment before finally adding:
‘Your parents will return, honey. I’m sure of it.’
And with that, she left. 
*
Jeong-su mulled over the woman’s strange rambling. He also remembered the conversation he heard from his window. Something was off. These people, everyone who’d been touched by the orbs, were more than just shocked; something wasn’t quite right with their minds. The people screaming hysterically in the streets, the punk kicking angrily at his bike, the woman’s incoherent rambling. Jeong-su tried imagining the state of his parents. What if they were aimlessly wandering the streets of W City, unable to snap out of their trances?
The more time that passed without any word from his parents, the more anxious Jeong-su became. As the sun began to set, Jeong-su realised he couldn’t wait any longer and needed to go actively look for them. But not having a key to lock the front door, he was in a bit of a bind. Then Jeong-su remembered the spare key his parents used to keep under the flowerpot. Jeong-su lifted the wilted flowers to find his parents’ old spare key.
His parents always took the spare key with them when they went on long trips. He wondered why they hadn’t taken it this time. Perhaps they anticipated he would need it to get in. Realising this had to be why, Jeong-su started to get choked up. But now wasn’t the time to cry. He fought back the tears as he hopped on his bike.
 
There were no streetlamps, no neon lights, no lit office buildings. Usually, such darkness was accompanied by a deafening silence. But this darkness was filled with a loud, low rumble.
It was too dark and there were too many people for Jeong-su to continue riding his bike, so he got off and walked with it. A long procession of people stretched far beyond what Jeong-su could see. They all seemed to be returning to the city.
Most were walking in complete silence. With it being so dark, Jeong-su couldn’t see their faces. But he could hear the thunderous roar of a million footsteps.
‘Where are you people coming from?’ Jeong-su called out to the crowd.
‘W City,’ someone said.
Jeong-su was about to ask this person another question, but they were swept along by the crowd before he had the chance. Realising his parents might be in this crowd of people, Jeong-su began looking for them. He quickly realised he had no hope of recognising his parents’ faces in this darkness, so he began shouting.
‘Mum! Dad! It’s me! Jeong-su!’
No one answered him. All he could hear was the incessant sound of feet hitting the pavement. These people were giving off a strange energy. Jeong-su got close enough to a few people to see into their eyes. They were all staring into empty space, as though the fire of their souls had been extinguished. And the way they walked was robotic, if not zombie-like.
This terrified Jeong-su, and he decided not to speak to them any more. He continued on in silence. Everyone was quiet, their eyes hollow, their bodies exhausted. Scattered throughout the crowd were groups of people acting differently from the rest. One group of people was simply walking in circles. Everyone in the circle was focused on the person in front of them, unaware they were following each other in an infinite loop.
While this was strange, even stranger was the fact that everyone else was just walking past without stopping them. Were this any other day – any other day before the orbs had appeared, that is – some concerned bystander would speak up and help them. But today, no one seemed to care about what was going on around them.
Eventually, Jeong-su turned around and went back to his parents’. It was too slow swimming upstream against the throngs of people. Perhaps his parents had returned while he was out, he thought to himself. Maybe they were waiting for him. Unfortunately, the house was still empty when he arrived. Jeong-su stood there in the dark empty house for several minutes before lying down on the floor and falling asleep.
 
Another day passed, and still no word from his parents. Occasionally, Jeong-su thought he heard someone knocking on the door. But every time he opened it to check, there was no one there. He waited until noon before his restlessness convinced him to go looking for his parents again. He washed his face with a bottle of water, shaved his beard, and rummaged through his father’s closet for fresh clothes. As he searched the closet, he discovered a family album.
The album was organised chronologically, starting with his parents’ wedding photos. There were pictures of Jeong-su at one hundred days old and on his first day of school. And as he grew up, his parents grew old. Jeong-su got teary-eyed as he flipped through the album. But, again, this wasn’t the time to cry.
Jeong-su wiped his eyes as he pulled the most recent picture of his parents from the album. The picture was of his parents at the top of a mountain together in hiking clothes. When had they gone hiking without him? Jeong-su didn’t know his parents liked the outdoors.
Jeong-su was planning to use the picture to ask people if they’d seen his parents. The first door he knocked on was one of the neighbours. A young girl with a pale face opened the door and looked out at him. Her skin was dry and bumpy, she had bags under her eyes, and her hair was dishevelled. She looked like someone who hadn’t slept in weeks.
‘I live next door. I’m looking for my parents. They haven’t come home, and I’m trying to find out if they’re okay. That’s them in the picture. Did you seen them by any chance when the orbs first appeared?’
The girl took one glance at the picture and shook her head.
‘Have you seen their car? It’s a silver Hyundai Avante. Their license plate number was—’
The girl turned around and disappeared inside as the door slowly closed behind her. 
Jeong-su went to the next house. An old man opened the door and began talking before Jeong-su could even say anything.
‘I’m having trouble talking.’
‘Oh, hi. I live next door, you see. I’m looking for my parents.’
‘I’m having trouble talking.’
Jeong-su looked into the old man’s eyes and realised he wasn’t quite all there. Jeong-su turned around and began walking away. As he walked, he could hear the man repeat to himself, ‘I’m having trouble talking. I’m having trouble talking.’
Jeong-su went to the next house and rang the doorbell.
The door opened slightly.
‘Who is it?’
Jeong-su could hear a man’s voice from inside, but the man didn’t show his face. Jeong-su gave his usual spiel and showed the man the picture.
‘Everyone who was absorbed has returned,’ the man said.
‘Come again?’
‘Everyone who was absorbed has returned,’ the man said again. ‘Everyone who was going to return would have returned by now.’
‘Not my parents.’
‘Exactly.’
‘What are you talking about?’
‘The dead can’t return.’
‘What do you mean? My parents haven’t come back yet!’
‘Not everyone was absorbed by the orbs. Some were killed. Those who died aren’t coming back. Do I really need to explain this to you?’
Killed? Jeong-su thought about what the old man meant by this. It then occurred to Jeong-su that some people had died in accidents or been murdered. If Jeong-su’s parents hadn’t returned by now, that might mean they’d actually died.
‘Go to the park,’ the old man continued. ‘You might find something there.’
The man slammed the door shut.
Jeong-su’s energy was being sapped from him as he walked out of the alley. What if his parents hadn’t been absorbed by the orbs? What if they’d been killed? That would explain why he couldn’t find them. But how could he be sure?
 
At the city park, there were people looking for loved ones just like Jeong-su. There was a bulletin board at one end of the park where pictures and handwritten lost-person descriptions were posted. Hundreds of people were gathered in front of the bulletin board. The broadcast stations were still down, so this was probably their only way to get information.
Jeong-su borrowed a pen, some tape, and a piece of paper from someone and wrote a description of his parents. He attached the picture to the paper. Before posting it, he walked around with the piece of paper and picture in hand, asking if anyone had seen them. The thought that his parents might be dead made Jeong-su feel like his chest was going to explode. He thought of the bandits he’d run into. They’d bragged about killing people for their money and valuables. What if his parents had run into them? No, that wasn’t possible. His parents had left the city before they’d started pilfering. There was little chance they had run into each other.
Then what happened to the bandits? Had they been brought back, too? What about the leader? He’d had his hand chopped off. Perhaps he bled to death after being brought back. But what about the other ones? None of them had been injured fatally like that. Where were they now? Surely they wouldn’t stay in the house where they were absorbed? They had probably run away. Should Jeong-su make a police report? Could he make a police report?
It was then that Jeong-su realised the kid must have come back as well. Everyone who’d been absorbed had returned; it stood to reason that the kid would have returned, too. But where? Jeong-su had set the department store on fire. Was the kid resurrected on top of the ashes? Inside the ashes?
And then something terrifying occurred to Jeong-su, making all the hairs on his body stand up. Jong-seok must know about Jeong-su’s invincibility.
No. Jeong-su shook his head. As far as the kid knew, Jeong-su had been absorbed by the orbs, too. After all, the kid wasn’t around to see what happened next. He could only speculate what happened to Jeong-su after he was absorbed. Jeong-su was the only person who knew that he was the last survivor. Only he knew he was special. And it had to stay that way.
 
Jeong-su returned to his parents’ home and waited some more. But as night fell, he still hadn’t heard from them. Waiting was torture. He left all the doors unlocked in case they came back without a key. When the sun was out, the weather was as hot as summer. But by nightfall, an autumn chill permeated the air.
Through the window, Jeong-su noticed a cat wandering through the alley. It looked like it was searching the trash for food. Everyone in the neighbourhood had thrown the rotten food from their refrigerators out into the alley, filling the neighbourhood with an awful stench. Even Jeong-su had placed the liquified food from his refrigerator in front of the house.
The heaps of trash may have been an eyesore, but it was a sign that people were alive and beginning to pick up the pieces of their lives. Society had started its journey back to normalcy.
The lights in the living room suddenly came on with a pop. Milliseconds later, the rest of the lights in the house came on simultaneously. The electricity was back. Jeong-su looked out of the window to see the streetlights starting to flicker. The stray cat skittered away in surprise. Each of the neighbours was beginning to get their electricity back one by one. 
In the distance, toward the city centre, Jeong-su could see the neon lights of billboards and shop signs coming back on. The city was alive. Jeong-su turned on the TV. Electricity passed through the cathode-ray tube, projecting a blue light on the monitor. A message was written in white lettering:
SEOUL HAS BEEN LOST.
EVACUATE SOUTH.
800 ORBS HAVE BEEN WITNESSED WORLDWIDE.
THE FOLLOWING ARE GOVERNMENT GUIDELINES:
TRAVEL IN GROUPS OF FOUR OR MORE.
TRAVELLING ALONE IS EXTREMELY DANGEROUS.
AVOID THE CAPITAL. SEOUL HAS FALLEN INTO ANARCHY.
DO NOT STAY IN ONE PLACE FOR LONG.
USE VEHICLES AND MOVE CONSTANTLY.
ORBS CAN CROSS WATER. SHIPS ARE EXTREMELY DANGEROUS.
REFRAIN FROM FLEEING TO OTHER COUNTRIES.
MOVE SOUTH AND WAIT FOR FURTHER INSTRUCTION FROM THE MILITARY.
GOOD LUCK.
Good luck. Jeong-su scoffed. These words of encouragement seemed even more absurd than when the TV had read ‘THE WORLD HAS ENDED’. What idiot wrote such a thing? Did they really think that would give anyone hope? Jeong-su didn’t know who had written it, but he wanted to find them and punch them in the face. People were dying, and all they could say was good luck?
‘They deserve to die.’
 
Jeong-su headed to the park the next morning, hoping someone who knew where his parents were had seen his posting.
Before he got to the park, Jeong-su noticed a group of people staring up at a streetlamp and speaking in hushed voices among themselves. Wondering what they were looking at, Jeong-su walked over toward them before pausing in shock.
The corpse of a man was hanging from the streetlamp. His body was swaying lifelessly in the morning breeze. This was what people had been staring at. From the bruises and cuts on his face, it was obvious the man had been attacked – probably by a mob – before being hanged.
‘I heard he was a thief.’
Jeong-su could hear the whispering of the people gathered around the body.
‘I heard he went around the city killing dozens of people for their money.’
It was only then that Jeong-su realised he recognised the man. This was one of the men who’d held him at gunpoint in that living room. One by one, Jeong-su pictured each face of that gang. Red Devil, Four Eyes, Skinny, and Scar, the leader.
The one hanging from the streetlamp looked like Red Devil. Jeong-su took a step closer to check the identity of the man; when he did this, he noticed a message had been written in paint on the pavement beneath the man.
IMMEDIATE  JUSTICE  FOR  ALL  MURDERERS. GOVERNMENT, ACT NOW.
Jeong-su had been wondering what happened to these guys. It seemed like he got his answer. Unable to bear the gruesome sight any longer, Jeong-su left the scene in a hurry. He couldn’t tell what was more terrifying: the corpse or the crowd of people staring at it. ‘The killer got what he deserved,’ someone said as they pointed angrily at the corpse. Everyone nodded in agreement, their faces full of wrath.
Jeong-su never imagined he’d see a lynching on his way to the park. Nor did he expect people to just stand there and point accusingly at the body, saying he got what he deserved. They didn’t seem the least bit disgusted by the sight. People had changed.
Jeong-su forged ahead as he tried to fight off a complicated mix of nausea, unease, and confusion. More people were in the park than yesterday, only adding to the chaos. Some were shouting with worry on their faces. Taking care not to get swept away by the throngs of people, Jeong-su made his way to the bulletin board to look for his poster. But the paper he posted and the picture of his parents had disappeared. In their place were four pictures of some other family.
Who would do such a selfish, horrible thing? With a frown on his face, Jeong-su took down the posting that had replaced his parents’ picture. He made another missing person’s flyer with a new piece of paper and posted it back where his previous one had been. Jeong-su was tired of waiting and decided to go to W City. He got back on his motorcycle and left the park behind.
As he was leaving, all he could see was more people flocking to the park.
 
It took the better part of a day to arrive at W City. Not knowing where to look, Jeong-su decided to start at the bridge the kid told him about, the one where all those people had died. As he rode his bike there, his head was spinning with a million scenarios. But just as he was about to arrive at the bridge, he was stopped. The police had taken control of the bridge and were preventing civilians from getting any closer. Jeong-su waited outside the yellow tape with countless others. Among them was a journalist reporting the news.
Police and journalists – professionals doing their job. This was something Jeong-su hadn’t seen in ages. He couldn’t believe that people had already started returning to work. Just like the park, there was a bulletin board near the entrance to the bridge, on which was an ever-growing list of all the people whose bodies had been identified on and around the bridge. The process was slow, and people begged the police to let them help identify the bodies, but the police refused. Not only was it dangerous, they said, but the faces of most victims were decayed beyond the point of recognition. Some people argued that they could identify the bodies by what clothes they were wearing, but the police weren’t having it.
Jeong-su looked at the long list of names. He was completely stunned by the length of it. One of the people gathered in front of the list started screaming hysterically, demanding to know who was responsible for this tragedy. People were arguing with the police. They wanted to know who had started firing – was it the police or the military? Why they weren’t reporting the number of casualties? Why they weren’t allowing civilians to get close? What they were trying to hide?
Jeong-su checked the list three times until he was positive his parents’ names weren’t on it. But because of rumours that the police were going to add new names to the list, Jeong-su decided to wait around until then. But after three hours and no new updates, Jeong-su just left.
He heard that the bodies were all being taken to the nearest general hospital, so that’s where he went next. There, he found another crowd of people that had set up camp waiting for news. But the hospital refused to talk with them. Unlike the bridge, the hospital had no bulletin board or list of names. Jeong-su eventually left empty-handed.
 
Back in Y city, Jeong-su was startled when a large group of people holding sticks ran past him and disappeared into an alley. 
They were gone now, but Jeong-su couldn’t rid his mind of the crazed looks on their faces. There were a couple of middle-aged men hanging around the entrance to the alley as Jeong-su passed. Like the others, they had sticks in their hands and were searching the alley for something.
‘Are you guys looking for someone?’ Jeong-su asked the men. ‘Did something happen?’
‘Kid, are you innocent?’
‘Innocent?’
‘It’s all the rage these days. Taking revenge on people who wronged you.’
Jeong-su doubted you could use the phrase ‘all the rage’ this way.
‘Anyway, think hard about whether there’s anyone you’ve wronged. You’ll want to know if you’ve got any enemies.’
The men holding sticks headed down the street, and Jeong-su decided to follow them for a bit because they were headed in the same direction he was. They eventually stopped in front of a store. It just so happened that this was the same store that his parents’ neighbour owned, the woman whom Jeong-su found in his parents’ living room. People with sticks were now standing outside the store and shouting with furious looks on their faces.
‘Pigs! They locked their doors and are keeping all the food for themselves while the rest of us go hungry! Let’s break down the door and teach them a lesson!’
They seemed upset that the shop owner wasn’t sharing her food with them. One person in the crowd shouted out that the government should confiscate all food in the city and ration it out. Everyone chimed in, saying that sounded fair. Was everyone that hungry? Was there really not enough to go around?
‘We’re all here starving to death, and the government is doing nothing! We should kill the politicians, too. They’re stuffing their faces like pigs! They should all be hanged! We need to teach them a lesson!’
The target of their anger had switched to the politicians. They were angry at them for fleeing the country when the orbs first appeared.
‘I heard the members of the national assembly all fled to Japan while the rest of us were left to be absorbed by the orbs.’
‘Yeah, they used taxpayer money to bribe the Japanese into letting them in!’
This made the mob even angrier.
These were the same rumours the bandits had believed.
‘We’re all back now, but they’re still doing nothing for the country!’ someone yelled. ‘They only care about their own safety!’
Their rage was palpable. They looked angry enough to hunt down politicians and hang them.
‘My child is starving,’ a woman spoke up, breaking through the shouting. ‘We have nothing to eat at home. If anyone has some spare rice, please help us. My child is dying.’
The crowd fell silent. They were too angry to care about the well-being of others. No one had the heart to help someone in need. An awkward silence followed and was eventually broken when someone started kicking on the entrance to the store.
‘Where’d that bitch go?’ they shouted. ‘Does anyone know where she went? Break down this door and clean out her store!’
Jeong-su rushed back to his parents’ home. He closed all the windows, locked the doors, and turned off the lights. He initially had left all the doors unlocked in case his parents came back, but that didn’t seem safe to do any more. Jeong-su found the sack of rice his parents kept in the kitchen and hid it under the bed in the master bedroom. He then searched the house for something with which to protect himself. In the laundry room there was a rusty pipe, which he brought with him back to the living room as he waited for his parents to return.
After several hours of staring out of the window, next to which he had placed the iron pipe, Jeong-su was startled by a sudden, loud sound. He turned around to find that the sound had come from the TV. The blue screen with the words ‘GOOD LUCK’ had changed to white static.
A few moments later, the words ‘PLEASE STAND BY’ appeared on the screen. After that were the words ‘STAY TUNED FOR A BREAKING NEWS REPORT’, something which excited Jeong-su. The TV displayed the date and time, and now Jeong-su could confirm that the clock on his parents’ TV was correct. It truly felt like the world was now starting to return to normal. Jeong-su waited in anticipation for the news broadcast to start. 
‘“We have known despair.” That is a quote from the Pope and how I want to start this broadcast.
‘The Pope has named the black monsters that threw humanity into despair for the last three months the “Orbs of Despair”. These Orbs of Despair consumed every human on earth, including myself. We’ve known death, pain, grief, fear, powerlessness, and, most of all, despair. And now the orbs have disappeared, just as mysteriously as they appeared.
‘The disaster lasted a long eighty-one days. The worst is behind us. But we still know nothing of the origin of the orbs. And we cannot know, not with our current understanding of the universe. Scientists are working around the clock to solve the mystery of the orbs, but now that they have disappeared without a trace, it seems unlikely we will ever know for sure.
‘The disaster began right here, in Seoul. But it’s not Korea’s fault. Nor is it the fault of any one person.
‘Some religious leaders claim the orbs were sent to us by God to make us stronger. Some historians are describing the event as our new darkest hour, when all humanity was almost lost. World leaders are encouraging people to move on and return to their lives.
‘The UN estimates that nearly a million people died as a result of the orbs. Within Korea alone, official reports currently estimate casualties exceeding three thousand deaths. But in truth, none of us survived this disaster. We’ve all experienced death. It’s just that some of us were fortunate enough to be brought back.
‘And so, here we are. 
‘The government says it understands people are angry, but is asking citizens to focus on what they can do to help others.
‘As for myself, I was in a news truck running from the orbs when I was pulled into the blackness. I wanted to continue our live coverage of the orbs until the last moment possible. But we got trapped on a packed highway, and we were caught. When I woke up, my entire crew was right there beside me. It is with them that I now continue to give the news.
‘Experts estimate that humans disappeared from the face of the earth just a month after the first orb appeared. What happened after that is anyone’s guess. But cameras that continued to record in our absence might give us an idea. Even our satellites continued to keep watch over earth while we were gone.
‘What I’m about to show you is footage of earth after humans disappeared.’
The image on the screen cut to a compilation of footage taken from various cameras.
One after another, images of orbs blanketing the earth flashed across the screen – orbs in empty fields, orbs in cities, orbs on highways, orbs in the sea, orbs on the coast being battered by waves.
These sights didn’t surprise Jeong-su. He’d seen things like this on his way back to Seoul from the department store. But they got one thing wrong. The disaster didn’t last eighty-one days. It was eighty-two. But why were they one day short? 
It then occurred to Jeong-su that there was only one explanation: he had started counting one day earlier than them. In other words, he had included the night he first saw the orb, and they hadn’t. Jeong-su really was the first one to see the orbs. Did anyone know? If they didn’t, would they eventually figure it out? What evidence was there? Jeong-su went over the events from that night.
Jeong-su’s neighbour, those women from the store, and that concerned elderly man. They all had seen Jeong-su that night. Did they know that Jeong-su was the first one to see the orb? Would they come forward?
And what about the bicycle salesman in Y city, and the woman tied up in the playground? How about the school people? Did they think Jeong-su abandoned them and left them for dead? Jeong-su was reminded of the vengeful mob from earlier. Was there an angry mob looking for him?
And what about the kid? He was already suspicious that Jeong-su was somehow impervious to the orbs. There was no way he would keep a secret like that to himself.
The department store they stayed in wasn’t far from here. Jeong-su had thought about going there to look for the kid. But there was little chance the kid would stay there after coming back. Then again, the kid had been absorbed on the third floor. Perhaps he had reappeared and fallen to his death on a pile of ashes. Jeong-su almost wished that was what had happened.
But if Jong-seok was still alive, he might be looking for Jeong-su. Jong-seok knew Jeong-su’s name, he knew how old he was and roughly where he lived and what he did. Surely, he won’t come looking for me? On the other hand, Jeong-su knew just as much about Jong-seok. Perhaps he could preemptively use that information to his advantage.
Jeong-su was nervous about the fact there were people who might know he was the first to see the orbs, and at least one who might know he was the last survivor. Should he have been more careful about hiding his identity? But how could he have known things would turn out this way?
At least there was no CCTV footage of Jeong-su in the supermarket. Everything had been committed to the flames. Jeong-su realised he was extremely lucky that he accidentally set the place on fire. In fact, he was really lucky. But he knew his luck might run out one day, so he vowed to be more careful from now on and not to let himself be discovered by other people.
 
The news reported that the government was working around the clock to investigate the ‘Orbs of Despair’. This was the official term that had been given to the orbs. According to the news, the government was still in the process of collecting dead bodies from around the country and most government organisations and hospitals were fully operational. Jeong-su started charging his cell phone when he heard cellular service would be returning soon.
It was a sunny late-summer morning, but Jeong-su’s mood was anything but. His parents had yet to return. Feeling impatient that things were returning to normal without his parents, he decided it would be a better use of his time to try the park and hospital again. If that didn’t work, he could go to the police station to make a report or try the bridge at W City one more time.
Jeong-su put on fresh clothes but found they were too baggy for him. He’d lost a lot of weight and wasn’t able to fit into his father’s clothes any more. And not only that, but his overall health was poor. He had frequent headaches and an upset stomach. Jeong-su figured it was from all the alcohol he consumed while trapped in the department store. But then again, after spending almost three months in a living hell, was it any surprise he was in poor health?
As Jeong-su walked to the park and thought about his health, he noticed someone was walking behind him as if following him. At first, he thought he was just imagining things, but hearing the footsteps get closer, Jeong-su glanced behind to check. The person walking behind him stopped in surprise. Jeong-su was now positive the person had been following him. He tested his theory by walking again and then stopping. The man mirrored his movements. Jeong-su finally turned around and walked toward the man, but the man ran away.
If the man had been trying to be inconspicuous, he was doing a horrible job of it. Jeong-su chased after him. He turned the corner but stopped immediately in surprise. The man was now with three others. They were casually talking among themselves before pausing to glance sideways at Jeong-su. The brazen looks on their faces were asking, What do you want? They turned their backs to him and disappeared down the alley. Jeong-su was speechless.
Jeong-su thought about what had just happened for a moment before deciding to run back to his parents’ home. He locked the door and sat in the living room with his rusty iron pipe. Why were those men following me? Jeong-su tried to remember if anything suspicious had happened around him over the last few days. He often looked down from his window to see if his parents had returned, but never once did he find someone looking up at the house.
What is going on?
Disturbed by the encounter, Jeong-su spent the rest of the day inside watching the news. Apparently, the government was considering a curfew and had started distributing water and food rations. The news also reported on mass casualty events that had happened during the disaster. Subway accidents, plane crashes, and more – all caused by the orbs. Names of confirmed victims would also be reported on the news in time. Jeong-su figured he would hear about the accident on the bridge if he waited long enough.
But could he really trust the news? Could he really trust the government to tell them the whole truth? What if, like people said, they tried to cover up their mistakes or under-report deaths?
The news also reported on the situation overseas. Protests, riots, civil and regional wars. Official reports confirmed that the Americans had tested nuclear weapons on the orbs. China’s use of nuclear warheads on the orbs was still a matter of speculation. But if China had in fact used nukes on the orbs, South Korea was considering hitting them with sanctions, the news reported.
Many countries had fallen into anarchy. ‘But thankfully South Korea has re-established public order relatively quickly,’ the anchor said with conviction. And yet, the longer Jeong-su listened to the news, the less he felt like Korea had re-established anything. From what he saw out on the streets, the people were ready to revolt.
Jeong-su wondered just how safe he was. The men following him might be a sign that he was in danger.
Jeong-su was startled by a chime from his cell phone. He checked the phone and found that it was a text message from his carrier telling him they had resumed service. Indeed, the service icon at the top of his screen had several bars. Jeong-su went over to the landline and picked up the receiver, but there was no dial tone.
Jeong-su squinted his eyes. He realised he didn’t know how exactly landlines and cell phones made phone calls. How could one work and the other not? With shaky hands, Jeong-su found his father’s number and pressed call. An automated voice message said his father’s cell phone was turned off. Jeong-su knew calling his father was a shot in the dark, but this still made him frustrated.
For the next several hours, Jeong-su received calls from all manner of people. The first call came from his boss. Jeong-su thought about picking up, but then realised it would be safer not to. Jeong-su had concluded that he mustn’t let anyone know where he was. Obviously, he wanted to hear from a familiar voice. He wanted to know how his team leader was doing. Hell, he was even curious about what was going on at the office and if people were working again. But these were all things he could learn in due time. He subsequently got calls from other work colleagues and friends, but he picked up none of these. The phone calls continued into the evening before finally quieting down. But not one phone call from his parents, the only people he was willing to talk to.
Jeong-su called his parents once every hour, but their phones were still turned off. All the while, the news went back and forth between news reports and classical music broadcasts – it would probably be a while before there were enough channels of information to fill the news 24/7 like before. Jeong-su fixed himself dinner with the food that was left in the house. The rice would only last him a few more days. What would he do for food after that?
In the middle of the night, Jeong-su got another text message. But who could it be from?
Jeong-su, are the rumours going around the internet true?
Jeong-su was shocked when he saw the sender. It was his ex-girlfriend. He hadn’t heard from her since they broke up. Why was she messaging him all of a sudden? And what internet rumour was she talking about? Jeong-su didn’t even know they had internet. And why was she asking him about internet rumours?
Jeong-su went into his father’s study and turned on the computer. He couldn’t believe it when he saw he had internet connection. The bookmarks bar on Internet Explorer was full of links to health websites archived by his father.
Jeong-su used the keyboard to slowly type the address of a search engine into the address bar. The web page was a simple html page with a list of links to news articles and a search bar. Jeong-su tried several different search terms until he found a link to the most popular website for people sharing information about the orbs. The site was slow and sometimes pages didn’t load at all, but Jeong-su remained patient as he made an account to get access to the posts.
Jeong-su was stunned by the number of stories people had posted. The information was faster and seemed more accurate than what Jeong-su had heard on the news or in the streets. And just like his ex-girlfriend’s text implied, there were lots of rumours.
This was Jeong-su’s worst fear. People were sharing information. He was terrified about what he was going to find. But he had to know. So, he took a deep breath and began to read the posts.
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Isolation
THAT’S SUCH A GREAT NAME. The Orbs of Despair. I’d expect nothing less from the Pope. He’s totally right. What we felt was despair. Complete and utter hopelessness. If that wasn’t despair, I don’t know what is.
 
Does anyone really believe the government’s reporting? Only 3,000 casualties? I don’t. Thirty thousand, maybe, but three? No fucking way. A few thousand died in the subway accident alone. I heard an orb appeared on the tracks as a subway train was making its rounds. The train went right through the orb, feeding people to the orb like a conveyor belt.
 
I’m restating common knowledge here, but they say it’s impossible to pull yourself out of an orb once the absorption process begins. Here’s the scary thing. Think about that subway train. The whole thing passed straight through the orb, right? But what about the people inside? The orb is only two metres wide. That’s not wide enough to span the breadth of the train. Most people only had an arm or a leg touch the orb. It would be like one part of their body hitting a brick wall, while the rest of them was torn apart by the train as it barrelled ahead. That’s why there are piles of severed heads and limbs at all the train stations. They’re cleaning up the bits that were ripped off by the train. The whole subway system reeks of rotting human flesh. It’s no wonder the subways aren’t operating. Because of all the corpses! The government doesn’t want people to know about it. It’s too disturbing. They’re keeping civilians out of the subways so they can under-report the number of deaths.
 
What are you talking about? I heard it was because the tunnels were flooded from all the rainfall while we were gone. That’s why they’re not running. What’s all this ‘piles of severed heads’ nonsense?
 
Our neighbourhood still has no running water or electricity. Not to mention we’ve got nothing to eat or drink. It’s driving me crazy. They declared martial law, so does that mean I can’t go visit my relatives? I can’t understand why they would declare martial law. The hospitals aren’t even taking new patients. What am I supposed to do if I get sick?
 
How can you have internet if you don’t have electricity? Stop lying, you idiot. 
 
Here’s a video of the nuclear test the Americans did. All the people in the area of the bomb were vaporised instantly. But you can see the orb was completely unaffected. Crazy. Everyone should watch this video. The Americans have cordoned off the area because of the radiation. Serves them right. America is always going around with its chest puffed out just because they have a lot of nukes. The UN should start an investigation of every nation that performed nuclear tests on the orbs. Sanctions!
 
Can someone confirm the rumour about a horde of rats in downtown Seoul? Some people say the number of rats exploded after people disappeared. Please, someone answer this. That should mean there are also more bugs, right? Are abandoned houses overrun with cockroaches now? Yuck! At this rate we’re going to have another Black Death. I’ve already heard rumours about a virus spreading around Southeast Asia. Is the government taking the proper precautions?
 
The animals were absorbed along with the humans. Haven’t you been reading anything on the internet or have you been living under a rock?
 
I ran into an orb while walking on the street. I didn’t know what I was looking at. I leaned forward to get a closer look, and just like that, my head entered the orb. I was trapped in darkness. It was like an episode of sleep paralysis, if you know what that is. I had no control over my body. It was like I was dead. And yet, I was completely conscious. It was like that for a very long time. And then, I was back. I woke up on the pavement. I was in so much agony. All I could do was lie on the ground and cry.
 
I was taken by the orbs in my sleep. When I returned, I was still on my bed. So, I just went back to sleep.
 
I was taking a shit when they got me …
 
My husband killed himself and our kids … Our family was staying at a relative’s home to hide from the orbs. The building was six storeys high. We thought we’d be okay if we hid on the roof. We didn’t know the orbs could fly. They came at us from all directions. We had nowhere to run. My husband … He refused to be taken by the orbs. He threw our two kids off the roof. But he and I were taken by the orbs before we could jump. When we returned, we found the decayed bodies of our children on the pavement. We had just gotten back from burying them when my husband looked at me and said he was sorry. Then he jumped out of the window. I don’t know how to go on. It all seems so pointless.
 
Good luck!
 
‘Good luck?’ So stupid! The first time I saw those words on TV, I was so angry I couldn’t see straight. We should find whoever wrote that and kill them. 
 
My child isn’t coming back. She was at daycare when the orbs appeared in Seoul. I was absorbed by the orbs before I could get to her. When I came back, I went to the daycare to look for her, expecting her to be there. But she wasn’t. I think she was kidnapped. I went to the police, but they told me they couldn’t help. There are just too many missing people, they said.
 
There’s no evidence that the orbs absorbed animals. Scientists are researching it right now. I don’t know what you’re going on about. What do you know? I’ve seen every video of the orbs, and there isn’t a single one in which they take an animal. I don’t deny that some animals have disappeared. But that doesn’t mean the orbs killed them. And no one knows how we came back. You don’t know what you’re talking about. Stop spreading false information.
 
I’m a student. Do you think I have to go to school now? Isn’t it summer vacation? My mum keeps telling me to go to cram school. Ugh, I hate it! What’s the point in studying at a time like this? But my English cram school keeps calling our house telling us class is starting tomorrow. Shouldn’t we get a refund for the last three months? What do you guys think? Should I go to school tomorrow? Please answer this.
 
Does no one know why the orbs appeared? 
 
Our church pastor says the Orbs of Despair were God’s way of taking a shit on the world.
 
Please help me find this man. When the orbs first appeared, I was fleeing in my car when this man stepped out on to the road in front of my car. He asked for help, so I gave him a ride. We took turns at the wheel and ran from the orbs. Then one day, when I was out of the car, he took the car and left me for dead. I ran for my life for two days until I was eventually taken by the orbs. My body still hasn’t recovered. I want to find the car thief and get revenge. Can anyone help me? And how should I get revenge? Thanks.
 
I feel really bad for the people who were murdered and killed. Everyone who was taken by the orbs has returned, but not the others. Those people really died. It sucks. I guess I feel fortunate to be alive. I owe it to those people to do something with my life.
 
I just got one of those government rice rations, and it turns out they’re giving people years-old rice from storage. Tastes like dirt. It looks like they gave what the military refused to take. Politicians are such scumbags. They should all go to hell. They tried to give us tap water during the crisis. I threw it right back in their faces. Fucking cheapskates! Bottled tap water! Can you believe it? 
 
THE GOVERNMENT MUST PUNISH MURDERERS!
THE GOVERNMENT MUST PUNISH MURDERERS!
THE GOVERNMENT MUST PUNISH MURDERERS!
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THE GOVERNMENT MUST PUNISH MURDERERS!
 
Statistically speaking, someone had to have been absorbed while having sex. I wonder what that was like. One minute you’re fucking, the next, you’re inside an orb, and then when you wake up, you’re still having sex! The question is, would you keep going? What would you guys do? Would you keep going until you orgasmed? If anyone has any stories, please share.
 
The air quality in Seoul got a lot better. I guess that’s what happens when you don’t have any humans around to pollute it. The oceans and rivers are clean, too. The dolphins must love it. I wish I were a whale. Or a bird. I want to return to nature. 
 
Kill all the politicians. So many lives could have been saved if they had just done their job. Do you guys know why the people of Y City were evacuated by the military? They say the government was planning on luring the orbs into the city to test military weapons on it. How stupid are they? When there were too many orbs to handle, they jumped ship and fled to Japan, leaving the rest of us here to fend for ourselves. Government officials are all stuck in America and Japan right now without any way to get back. We should wait for them at the airport so we can beat them to death when they return. Leaders who abandon their country in a crisis don’t deserve to live. They should all die. We should form a militia and storm the Blue House! Arm yourselves!
 
Why do you want to kill politicians so badly? The only one who should die is you, dumbass. You died and were resurrected, but you’re still a dumbass. You’re all dumbasses.
 
I just graduated from college and need to find a job. Do you guys think I can find work? I graduated from a provincial college. I’m not sure if I can get a job. I’ve got good grades and a decent TOEIC score. Is there any hope for me?
 
Can no one figure out why the orbs appeared? At this rate, we’ll never know. The orbs started appearing all over Seoul one morning last summer, right? Does anyone know who the first witness was? I mean the real first witness. I bet someone saw it before everyone else and didn’t report it for some reason, because if they had, I doubt so many people would have died. Tell me I’m not just being conspiratorial. If that person, whoever they are, had gone to the police, the police could have lured the orb away from civilians, and we wouldn’t have been running all over and dying like we did. What do you guys think?
 
Send me a message if you were robbed, assaulted, or raped during the crisis. I’m helping people get revenge. My rates are cheap. The police are too busy trying to restore infrastructure to govern us citizens. It’s easy to avenge personal vendettas. The longer you wait, the harder it’ll get. Send me a message as soon as you can. I’ll solve all your problems. You can trust me.
 
At the beginning of the crisis, there was a lot of suffering because the government took the wrong measures. They couldn’t keep the peace, so there was a lot of crime. Victims are still grieving. But the government still hasn’t made an official apology. They haven’t acknowledged their mistakes. And by threatening to declare martial law, the only thing they’re doing is worsening people’s anxiety. Let’s overthrow this oppressive regime with the power of democracy! Let’s rally in front of the flipped tank in the city! This is the time to stand up and fight.
 
I killed someone today. The bastard raped me while everyone was running from the orbs. I and the other women he raped got together and made a plot to find and kill him. Our plan succeeded. We buried him at the top of a mountain. I don’t care if you report this post. Do whatever you want. I feel relieved that the bastard is dead now. I have no regrets. I took justice into my own hands. I think I can finally move on and forget the horrible things he did to me.
 
Is that flipped tank still lying in front of Gwanghwamun? Why haven’t they removed it? I bet it’s rusted from three months of sun and rain.
 
I’m working late again today. I hate working overtime. Why couldn’t I have just stayed dead? I would have been happier that way. Why bring me back?
 
They say there might be people who survived the orbs. A department store was burned to the ground in Y City. The police investigated and concluded the fire was started by a cigarette butt less than two weeks ago. That must mean someone was alive to smoke a cigarette, right? Isn’t that weird?
 
Wrong. Everyone was absorbed by the orbs in the first thirty days. There were no humans for the other fifty-one days, just orbs. Just think about it. The whole earth was covered in orbs. Who could survive that? Impossible.
 
There’s a video of someone who wasn’t absorbed by the orbs. It’s security footage of a man walking around and touching the orbs. The media was going to publicise the videos, but the government stopped them. The Americans are sending a team to investigate. Everyone should see the video for themselves. There really was someone who was impervious to the orbs. The film doesn’t look edited. It was taken from a building in Y City.
 
That’s so weird. The two men are just walking around the orbs without being absorbed. I couldn’t believe it when I first heard it. But the video looks legit. Who are they? Did they have some tool that made them impervious to the orbs? If they had something like that, why didn’t they come forward and share it?
 
Why are they holding hands? Are they fags?
 
Who cares? All I know is we need to find them and punish them. If they knew how to survive the orbs, they should have told everyone. They’re horrible people for keeping information like that to themselves. The government needs to find those men and question them. If anyone knows who they are, please leave a comment!
 
That night, Jeong-su ran into his parents’ neighbour again at the market.
 
‘Long time no see,’ she said.
Her husband gave her an inquiring look, to which she explained that Jeong-su was their neighbours’ son. 
‘Have your parents come home yet?’ she asked.
‘Not yet,’ Jeong-su replied.
The woman and her husband were cleaning up the mess inside the store. The windows and door to the shop had been broken, but other than that, the shop had escaped in good condition. Jeong-su wondered why that mob holding sticks hadn’t done more damage. Had breaking the door and windows been enough to quell their anger?
‘Are you still waiting for them at the house across the street?’ the woman asked.
‘I was actually planning on making a trip to Seoul today to pick up some supplies from my house. I think I need to go around to local hospitals and police stations to ask about my parents. It would be nice to have my own clothes and stuff again.’
‘Good thinking. Where’s your home, anyway?’
‘Seoul’s G neighbourhood.’
‘That’s too far of a drive at this hour. You ride a motorcycle, don’t you? They’ve banned personal vehicles in downtown Seoul.’
‘I’m planning on taking the bus. I looked it up online, and there’s a bus that goes directly to my place. It’ll take a while, but I’ve got to do it.’
‘Do what you must.’
The couple tried to comfort Jeong-su, saying his parents would show up eventually. They told him not to worry.
‘Are you open for business? I’ve got nothing to eat for dinner. Do you have any food for sale?’ 
‘You bet! What are you in need of? Just tell us what you need, and we’ll get it for you.’
‘Well, the gas stove still isn’t working. Do you have anything that doesn’t require a stove for cooking, like canned food or instant rice? I don’t have much money.’
‘Don’t worry about the cost. If you don’t have money, you can open a tab. Just tell us what you need. We’ll get it for you.’
‘Do you have cigarettes?’
‘You name it, we’ve got it. What do you smoke?’
Jeong-su couldn’t stop the smile that was forming on his lips. And then he began laughing hysterically. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d laughed like this. He laughed and laughed until tears formed around his eyes. As he did this, the couple just glanced at each other nervously.
‘Did we miss something?’ they asked.
‘It’s just that you two are so nice,’ Jeong-su said before breaking out into laughter again.
The  couple  exchanged  glances  and  laughed uncomfortably.
The two of them filled a plastic shopping bag with the items Jeong-su asked for. They also gave Jeong-su an entire carton of cigarettes for free, despite his insistence that they didn’t need to. Jeong-su gave the couple a polite bow before leaving the store.
As he walked away, he tried his best to act casual. He opened a pack of cigarettes and stuck one in his mouth as he strolled down the street. It was a quiet evening. As he walked beneath a streetlamp, he heard the laughter of a child coming from one of the houses. Jeong-su flicked the embers off his cigarette, then tossed the butt into the alley.
Checking once more to see that the coast was clear, he started running. He passed by his parents’ house, crossed the street, turned into an alley, ran toward an abandoned house, closed the gate, crossed the front yard, went in through the front door, and locked the door behind him.
This was one of the abandoned houses he’d seen while going around the neighbourhood asking about his parents. The doors, windows, and blinds were all shut, making the living room pitch-black. Without putting down his bag or taking off his shoes, he walked over to the window and peered through the blinds. From here, he could see the entrance to his parents’ house and the alley next to it.
No one was in the alley. Jeong-su stood watch for over an hour to see if anyone appeared, but no one did.
Once Jeong-su was sure no one had seen him run into this house, he put his bag down and took off his shoes. He then took a deep breath, something he hadn’t been able to do for the last hour. People were looking for Jeong-su. He’d left his parents’ house as soon as he’d figured this out. He planned to hide here until the opportunity to safely leave the city presented itself.
Jeong-su was positive he would be killed if caught. The world had cast its net and was slowly tightening it around him. Jeong-su never imagined that a security camera would survive the fire. But videos of him and Jong-seok burying that girl in the lot behind the department store and walking around the orbs untouched had been leaked on the internet.
The video didn’t have a very clear view of his face, but anyone who knew Jeong-su would think it looked like him. That’s why his ex-girlfriend had sent him a text. How could a video like that exist? Jeong-su was positive everything had been destroyed in the fire. And how had it got on the internet?
Netizens all agreed that Jeong-su and Jong-seok needed to be found and questioned about the circumstances of their survival. They pretended that they weren’t driven by anger, but Jeong-su could sense otherwise. They needed someone to blame. He’d be crucified if he was caught. Jeong-su had become the target of everyone’s anger. He had no choice but to run.
But run where?
If he ran without a clear plan, he would be caught immediately. Going back to his house in Seoul was suicide. That’s exactly what they would expect. And he knew of no one who would hide him. With his parents gone, he had no one he could trust. Eventually, he realised the smartest thing for him to do was hide somewhere near his parents’ home. No one would expect that. The entire trip to the neighbour’s store and telling the couple his plans to head back to Seoul were all staged to make people think he had left.
Watching the way in which she so willingly gave him a free carton of cigarettes and asked so many questions about where he was going and why, it was clear to Jeong-su that she was going to report him to the cops. Jeong-su suspected she might have connections with the police. Seeing the way her store was mostly intact after being attacked by an angry mob only confirmed his suspicions.
Jeong-su knew hiding so close to his parents’ house was a risky plan, but he didn’t have time to think of a better option.
All he could do was hope for the best.
Jeong-su stayed up peering out of the window. Late into the night, two men appeared in the alley and started snooping around his parents’ house. Jeong-su’s heart dropped when he saw them. The two stood in the alleyway staring up into the house for a while before finally disappearing. Were they police? Jeong-su realised he couldn’t be sure that this was the first time they had paid his house a visit. Not much later, the neighbour appeared with several cops. Jeong-su was right in thinking that she would go to the police. They knocked on the door. When no one answered, they forced their way in.
Twenty minutes later, the police came out of the house and left with the neighbour. Jeong-su had left a fake note in the house in case the police raided it looking for him. The note was addressed to his parents and said he was in Seoul. ‘Call me on my cell if you’re reading this.’ Jeong-su knew the police would raid his home in Seoul once they saw that note. And even when they didn’t find him, they’d probably still suspect he was hiding somewhere in Seoul. They’d never suspect him to be hiding right across the street. That was the plan, at least. 
The police were nowhere to be seen as daybreak approached. Jeong-su let out a sigh of relief.
A large family picture hung above the living room TV. A wholesome family with two daughters. They looked like simpletons, and fat ones at that. In the picture, they were all smiling, faces rosy with hypertension, but where were they now?
Had they died? Or perhaps something else had forced them to abandon this house. Jeong-su tried to imagine what could cause them to leave their house like this.
Permeating the house was the smell of rotting food from the refrigerator. Unfortunately, Jeong-su was unable to open the windows to ventilate. But this wasn’t the time to complain about bad smells. Jeong-su did a walk-through of the house, after which he made himself comfortable in the first-floor bedroom. The room was located in the middle of the house, which would allow him to make a bit of sound without worrying about someone outside hearing. Not to mention the fact the room had its own bathroom.
Jeong-su feared he would be discovered if he used electricity or turned on the water. Perhaps he could break the electricity and water meters, he thought to himself.
There was a laptop on the desk in the room. It was slow, taking several minutes just to boot up and connect to the internet. The bookmarks bar on Internet Explorer was all job-hunting websites and weight loss guides.
Jeong-su connected to a website posting information about the orbs to get his news. Sometimes, he went out into the living room and peered through the window. Thankfully, there was still no activity in the alleyway.
 
The next day, Jeong-su was awoken by a strange sound. He heard a rustling and people whispering outside. Jeong-su tiptoed outside and peered through a hole in the front gate. Two kids were trying to break in. They looked close to succeeding. Jeong-su quickly hurried back inside the house. He stood there for a moment wondering what he should do, before grabbing his bag and hiding behind the bedroom door. He pulled out the knife from his bag and clenched it.
He could hear the sound of the front door opening.
‘I told you. There’s no one home.’
Thieves, probably. Looking for valuables. They seemed unaware they weren’t the first intruders.
‘Is this them? What fat, ugly girls! Good luck getting married looking like that.’
‘They’ve got enough money it wouldn’t matter. But then again, they might all be dead, seeing as they haven’t returned home. Shit, these people were loaded. I heard they’re the richest people in the neighbourhood. How awesome would it be to be born into a family like this? I bet they spent a fortune every day.’
‘The family across the street has this one beat, I think.’
‘Yeah, but don’t even think about going there. I don’t know why, but the police have been staking that place out recently. Something must have happened in this neighbourhood.’ 
‘Doesn’t that mean this place is risky, too? Are you sure we should be here?’
‘How many times do I have to tell you? This neighbourhood is loaded with abandoned houses. No one’s going to bat an eyelash if a few get robbed.’
The thieves went to each room collecting valuables and bringing them to the living room. As the two jabbered and rummaged through the house, Jeong-su thought about what he would do when they inevitably entered his room.
But before he could think of a plan, the two thieves arrived at the open door to the bedroom.
The hand with the knife was starting to tremble.
‘This looks like the eldest’s room,’ one of the thieves said.
The two commented on the room’s cleanliness before rummaging through the drawers and closet for anything worth stealing. They still hadn’t noticed Jeong-su hiding behind the door.
Jeong-su couldn’t believe it. They were searching the desk next to the door, less than a metre from him, and still they hadn’t sensed his presence.
Now that he had a good look at them, Jeong-su could tell they were about sixteen or seventeen, probably still in high school. What if they discovered him? Could he handle the two of them? Could Jeong-su use the knife and kill them if he had to? But killing them might be more dangerous, as they would undoubtedly scream. Jeong-su mentally rehearsed a few moves he’d picked up from years of judo training, as well as his martial arts training in the military, but he wasn’t confident that he would be able to silently take care of two young men.
‘There’s nothing here,’ the thieves grumbled.
It then occurred to Jeong-su that perhaps they had seen him. Maybe they were just pretending not to notice. But why? Were they planning on leaving the house and going straight to the police? The more he thought about it, the more it seemed unlikely that they hadn’t seen him hiding behind the door.
Jeong-su wanted more time to think about this, about whether he was thinking clearly, but he didn’t have that luxury. The risk was too great. He needed to stab both of them in the neck so they couldn’t scream, then hold them down until they choked to death on their own blood. Jeong-su waited for them to turn their backs to him.
But before this happened, someone started banging on the front gate. The faces of the two thieves went white.
‘Is anyone home? It’s the police. We want to have a word. Please come out.’
The two thieves panicked; they looked like they were ready to cry. When the police began banging on the gate again, one of the thieves headed outside. The other one stayed behind in the bedroom, sitting on the bed and biting his nails.
‘Wh–what do you want?’
‘Police. We hate to bother you, but have you seen the man in this picture? Early thirties, about five foot eleven.’
‘No, I haven’t.’
‘Are you sure he didn’t come by this house? According to the neighbours, he’s been to each house asking about his parents.’
‘I don’t know.’
‘Are you the owner of this house?’
‘No, it’s my father’s.’
‘Do you know when your father will be back?’
‘I’m not sure. Not till later. I don’t know. He didn’t really say—’
‘I understand. Well, when you see him, give us a call.’
With that, the police left. They didn’t seem suspicious of the thief’s stuttering or his evasive answers. They were too focused on looking for Jeong-su to notice a thief standing right in front of them – just like the thieves were too focused on stealing to notice there was a large man hiding behind a door. Jeong-su thought this unbelievable. But as long as he survived, Jeong-su didn’t give a rat’s ass about unbelievability.
The two thieves giggled among themselves in the living room, talking about how scared they’d been and complimenting each other on their quick thinking. Jeong-su waited for them to leave. When that happened, the house would be empty, and the cops, who now thought someone lived here, wouldn’t come knocking again. It would be safe for a while – a week a least, Jeong-su estimated.
Eventually, the thieves left the house, their arms filled with plunder. They were even sweet enough to lock the door behind them. Now it was just Jeong-su, alone in a ransacked house. He came out of the bedroom and peered out of the living room window to check that no one was outside. When he was sure the coast was clear, he went back into the room.
Jeong-su’s heart sank when he saw the desk. The thieves had stolen the laptop. He couldn’t believe it. When had they taken it? How was he going to check the news without a computer? Jeong-su searched the rest of the house, but it appeared they’d taken the desktop computer, the radio, and the MP3 player, as well.
Now, the only way he could get the news was through the TV in the living room. He placed a blanket over the TV set to make sure no light leaked out before turning it on. But for some reason, all he got was static. Something was broken, but there were too many potential culprits. Whatever it was, he had no way of fixing it and no way of knowing what was going on outside these walls. He was trapped.
 
Even though he knew it was dangerous, Jeong-su decided he needed to leave the house. But how? The police had started monitoring the area surrounding his parents’. At first, the police waited inside the house for Jeong-su to come back, but then after a few days, they changed their strategy to stakeouts from outside.
At all hours of the day, there was a team of two cops who patrolled the street in front of his parents’ house. Jeong-su knew this because he could see them from his window. Sometimes, the cops pretended to be peddlers selling things from the alley, other times they would monitor the house from the neighbour’s roof or living room. There was also a patrol car constantly making laps around the block. Jeong-su watched all this with great fear. How was he going to get out of this neighbourhood with such heavy surveillance? He’d be caught before he even made it past the alley.
The hardest thing about staying in this abandoned house was trying to stay quiet. Jeong-su tiptoed everywhere, afraid someone passing outside might hear him. Cooking was too dangerous, so Jeong-su had to eat the canned and instant food cold. He drank water from the tap with the tiniest of sips. And at night, he moved around the house in the dark.
At first, he would crawl on all fours at night because he was afraid of tripping. But once he got used to the layout of the house, he found it safe enough to walk upright. The stench from the refrigerator tormented Jeong-su. After a lot of deliberation, Jeong-su decided to place all the rotten food in the wardrobe of one of the empty bedrooms and lock the door. It helped, but only a little. Because he couldn’t open the windows, it took forever for the smell to dissipate.
The daytime heat was also a problem for Jeong-su. While the nights were bearable, the days were too hot, especially because all the hot air got trapped inside. Jeong-su found relief from the heat by dunking his body in the water he painstakingly collected in the tub one drop at a time. Jeong-su did this not only because he was afraid of making noise, but also because he was afraid that a sudden change in the water meter would alert people on the outside. Although he wasn’t positive he could fool the water meter by doing this, he crossed his fingers that there was no one on the outside with the time or energy to check right now.
Time passed. Jeong-su tried his best to ration the food, but despite his best efforts, the food was almost all gone. Before leaving, he had put as much food in his bag as it would hold, along with the food from the store, but it had run out quicker than he imagined. Jeong-su got used to eating raw rice and raw instant ramen, as well as drinking the chlorinated water from the tap. But his hunger never subsided.
Jeong-su knew smoking cigarettes was a risky business, but he couldn’t help himself. So, he only smoked in his bedroom at night and covered the ember with his hand, in case the light somehow leaked outside. Every once in a while, however, he would go into the bathroom and crack open the window so he could look up at the night sky. Sometimes the sky was overcast with clouds, but on clear nights, he could see the stars and the moon. Slits between the living room blinds, cracks in the window, gaps in the door – Jeong-su clung on to these peepholes to the outside world like a diver gasping for pockets of air.
Then something changed. The neighbourhood suddenly became noisy and full of people. Reporters appeared in front of Jeong-su’s parents’ home, taking pictures and making news reports. Soon, all the people in the neighbourhood gathered to see what the commotion was about. Eventually, the police took control of the situation, creating a roadblock and checking everyone’s ID.
Jeong-su thought for a while before concluding that the police investigation had finally gone public. He hoped public interest would die down and that the case would eventually go cold. But Jeong-su would need to spend many more days in this house before that happened.
The more time that passed, the harder it was to stay low. When the electricity to the house was cut off, he was distraught. Sometimes he would turn on the TV in vain, hoping that he could watch the news. It wasn’t like the TV worked when he had electricity, but now he couldn’t even get static. Who cut off the power? In truth, not having power wasn’t much of an issue. He wouldn’t be able to use it even if he had it. The real problem was the water. If they turned off the water, too, he’d be a goner. As soon as the electricity was cut off, he filled every bowl and container he could find in the house with water. When the water was eventually shut off, Jeong-su became filled with a bottomless sense of foreboding.
How long could he last without water? Every time he used his hands to bring water from the bathtub to his mouth, he thought longingly of his old life. He missed freedom, he missed people. He missed his cozy bed, warm meals, and clean water.
Jeong-su often imagined what a happy ending would look like. He imagined evading the police and slipping out of the house when no one was looking. He imagined hiding in a place where no one would find him until things quieted down. And when enough time had passed, he would come out of hiding and live a normal life. He also imagined an ending in which the police stopped looking for him, in which people finally came to their senses and decided to leave Jeong-su alone. Or perhaps his friends would come to help and hide him from the police. He even thought about his parents coming back and protecting him.
But more often than not, he imagined terrible things that might inadvertently give him his freedom. Whenever he heard footsteps approaching the house, whenever he looked at his dwindling stash of food and water, whenever he saw the police standing watch outside his window, he told himself that he would be okay with something horrible happening to humanity as long as he could be happy. Perhaps he’d be able to escape if people revolted and toppled the government. Perhaps he’d be able to escape if Japan or North Korea invaded South Korea. Hell, if the orbs reappeared, he’d definitely be able to survive. After all, he was the only one who could. Even if he wasn’t impervious to the orbs any more, life on the run from the orbs would still be a whole lot better than wasting away as a prisoner in a stranger’s house.
Sometimes, when it became too much to bear, Jeong-su contemplated turning himself in. But no sooner did he think this than he discarded the thought. He’d done nothing wrong. He didn’t know why the orbs appeared. He didn’t know why he was the first witness. He didn’t know why he wasn’t affected by them. He didn’t know why the orbs disappeared or why everyone was brought back.
Anyway, why did an innocent man need to turn himself in just because people were looking for him? Jeong-su doubted the outcome would have been much different had he gone to the police as soon as he saw the orb. He doubted he could have saved anyone had he realised his special powers earlier. And even if he could have changed things, was his ignorance his fault? He was just as surprised as everyone else! Jeong-su asked himself these questions over and over, and every time he did this, he came to the same conclusion: he had done nothing wrong.
But why then were they chasing him?
‘They deserve to die, assholes,’ Jeong-su muttered to himself.
 
Eventually, Jeong-su ran out of food. The only thing he had left was a jar of sugar he found in one of the kitchen cupboards. The jar was nestled in between other spices that Jeong-su considered not worth the energy to digest – chili powder, a dried-up bottle of sesame oil, pepper, and garlic salt. Jeong-su broke up a clump of sugar and dissolved it in a cup of water from the bathtub.
It was late at night as Jeong-su stood in front of the window with the cup of sugar water and peered outside. Recently, he’d been given hope. The number of undercover cops on duty had decreased by exactly one. Jeong-su watched a police officer in the driver’s seat of a patrol car rub his bleary eyes and look up at Jeong-su’s parents’ house.
Jeong-su reasoned to himself that if he waited a few more days, one more cop would be taken off duty, and the stakeout would turn into an occasional patrol. And then with time, the surveillance would stop all together. And when that happened, he would be able to leave the house and make his escape. Just a little longer, Jeong-su told himself as he headed back to his room.
Jeong-su lay on his sweat-stained bedsheets as he sipped his lukewarm sugar water, which smelled of dust. But it tasted good to him – so good, in fact, that he let out an involuntary sigh of approval. Having not experienced sustenance for so long, Jeong-su’s stomach let out a growl. Jeong-su continued to sip on his sugar water, hoping it would quench his thirst and stave off his hunger.
Jeong-su endured the fear. He endured the hopelessness and the despair. He imagined the day he would be free again, and thought of the people he would meet. He thought of his parents. He thought about his friends, his colleagues, and his ex-girlfriend. When he was free, he’d call everyone he knew.
He still had his cell phone. He kept it off in fear that they might track him with it. But he couldn’t bring himself to completely throw it away. Deciding to leave the rest of the sugar water for when he woke up, Jeong-su placed the half-finished cup next to his bed and drifted off to sleep. 
 
‘I heard they recovered new footage from that department store, the one that went up in flames. The footage clearly shows the faces of two men. The police say they’re going to arrest the men as soon as they find them. When they’re caught, we can finally make them pay. But I think they might both be dead. If not, why haven’t we found them yet? The department store went up in flames, remember? Maybe they died in the fire. Turned to ash, I bet. That’s why they can’t find their bodies.’
‘On what charge? Last time I checked, surviving an apocalypse wasn’t illegal. Why investigate two men who’ve done nothing wrong? We should stand up to the government. I don’t understand why people make excuses for a government that’s doing the wrong thing.’
‘But what about the young girl they buried? Even if they weren’t the ones who killed her, they need to be questioned about her death. Who killed her, and why were they burying her? And it’s not like I think the government is always in the right. But we’ve got to do what we can, no?’
‘They say one of them was already caught. The one with the shaved head. They say he’s currently being interrogated. They haven’t found the burly one yet. I wonder where he’s hiding. I wonder if he sought political asylum abroad. I hope he didn’t hand over information about the orbs to the Americans or the Japanese.’
‘That worries me, too. If there’s one thing I don’t want, it’s foreign governments getting a hold of destructive power like that. What if the Americans develop orbs of their own for military purposes? That’ll be a huge blow to South Korea’s military. We’ve got to find that traitorous bastard before he leaves the country.’
‘We’ve got to find him. I want to know why he didn’t tell anyone how to beat the orbs while everyone was dying. I don’t care if the government can’t figure it out. I want to know for myself. Just wait till I get my hands on him. So many people died. How can anyone be so selfish? We’ve got to find him and get an apology.’
‘Right? What a horrible person. The more I think about it, the more I hate the both of them. They’re the worst people on earth. I want to find them and kill them.’
 
Jeong-su dreamed of home. It was a hot night in summer. He was walking in the alley smoking a cigarette. Time for him to return home and go to sleep. He didn’t mind. He returned home. There was something depressing about his empty house.
Jeong-su checked his cell phone to find two missed calls from his parents. He called them back. His father answered. He told him about what he did last week and asked them how they were doing. He talked with his mum, too. Jeong-su told them he was sorry he couldn’t visit this week. He also apologised for missing their calls earlier. And then he asked his dad what was so important that he had to call twice.
His father said he had something he wanted to discuss with Jeong-su, but that it was all resolved now.
‘But what was it?’ 
Just before his father answered, Jeong-su woke up from his dream.
The engine of a car rumbled past the alley, waking Jeong-su up. ‘Asshole,’ Jeong-su muttered to himself as he tossed in bed. After a while, Jeong-su heard the engine be put into idle. The car had stopped. He could hear the chirping of birds.
It was midday, but the air was still chilly. Jeong-su folded his arms to keep himself warm and curled up into a ball as he thought to himself that fall had arrived. From the light leaking into the bedroom through the bathroom window, Jeong-su could imagine a beautiful, sunny autumn day. Jeong-su closed the bathroom door, but the rays were so strong that his bedroom was still awash with the light that made it through the gap under the door. With his eyes shut, Jeong-su reached for the cigarettes on his nightstand and accidentally knocked over the cup of sugar water from the previous night.
‘Fuck! I was saving that. All for nothing.’
Jeong-su looked down at the spilled cup of sugar water in disappointment. Jeong-su stuck a cigarette in his mouth and lit it. Then, remembering that he was running low on cigarettes, too, he measured his puffs. He could hear the voices of people.
Suddenly, Jeong-su realised it had been a long time since any cars had passed by the alley. The roadblock must have been cleared. Jeong-su went out to the living room. He peered out of the window to see someone backing into his parents’ driveway. A middle-aged woman was watching to see if the car was straight. Who could be parking at his parents’?
‘Mum—’
It was his mum. She was dressed in a suit and holding a parasol. She looked like she was headed to watch the autumn leaves. The driver parked the car and turned off the engine.
A man stepped out of the car.
‘Dad—’
His parents had finally come home. Was this a dream? No. Jeong-su could still taste the bitterness from his cigarette. He could also feel sticky sugar water on his hands. Jeong-su looked up and down the alley again.
There were no cops standing outside, no cops looking out of their neighbours’ windows, no cops driving around in a patrol car. The alley was peaceful, free of surveillance.
And in this peaceful alley were his parents, just talking.
‘Mum, Dad,’ Jeong-su whispered to himself.
Jeong-su crossed the living room and headed for the door. He had to remove the kitchen table and sofa, which he’d placed in front of the door to block it. He stepped out on to the front porch barefoot and crossed the garden. He reached the front gate, which had been busted by those thieves, and stepped out into the alley.
He was outside. The air was so fresh. The intense autumnal sunlight stung his eyes.
‘Mum! Dad! It’s me, Jeong-su! I’m over here!’
Jeong-su tried shouting, but his voice was weak and hoarse. He hadn’t used his vocal cords in weeks. All that came out was dry air and phlegm. He was famished and dizzy. The pavement dug into the soles of his bare feet. And yet, he didn’t mind.
‘I knew this day would come,’ Jeong-su whispered to himself. ‘I knew everything would be set right and that peace would come. I knew I would be free. I knew that the cops would go away. I knew the alley would go quiet again. I knew the day would come when they would stop looking for me. I believed.
‘I knew I would meet my parents again. I held on, knowing this day would come.’
Tears formed in his eyes. He cried because he was so happy, so joyous to see his parents again. He yelled out a second time:
‘Mum! Dad! It’s me, Jeong-su. I’m over here.’
Only then did his parents turn around to look at him. He could see their faces. It was really them.
They looked exactly as he remembered them. No, they were healthier. Jeong-su was relieved that his parents hadn’t suffered like he had.
Suddenly, there was a loud sound behind Jeong-su. He turned around. Dozens of people were running toward him. Jeong-su’s ears were overwhelmed with the sound of hundreds of pairs of shoes slamming against the sidewalk as a swarm of people suddenly emerged from their hiding places.
The chirping of birds disappeared. The people were so fast that they got a hold of Jeong-su in just a matter of seconds. Everyone had a piece of him and was beginning to tug.
‘No! No! Stop!’ Jeong-su shouted. ‘I need to see my parents. Mum! Dad! Save me! Please, help me!’
But his parents only turned their heads and looked down the street toward a brigade of police.
His parents greeted the police, who led Jeong-su’s parents out of the alley. Jeong-su’s legs were going numb. He tried sitting down on the pavement, but he couldn’t move with everyone grabbing him like this.
‘No, no!’ Jeong-su cried out.
A hand reached out and covered Jeong-su’s mouth.
Just before disappearing around the corner, Jeong-su’s mother and father glanced in his direction. Their eyes were filled with hate and disgust. They looked like they never wanted to see him again.
And they wouldn’t have to.





15
Despair
JEONG-SU WOKE UP TO SHOUTING and laughter as loud as thunder.
He opened his eyes to find himself lying in a large open space. It wasn’t an empty field. He wasn’t outside. The way the sound echoed, it felt like he was inside, surrounded by walls and a ceiling. The floor was dirt, however, littered with crusty weeds.
Jeong-su found it odd that he couldn’t see his surroundings clearly.
Darkness extended in all directions, except for above, where there was a spotlight shining down on him. It was as though he were floating on a stage in the middle of empty space. The light burned his eyes and his body ached. He remembered he’d almost been torn apart by an angry mob. He’d lost consciousness after that.
Paradoxically, Jeong-su felt both nauseous and hungry. A cold gust of wind blew past him. The loud shouting and laughter continued. But who was shouting? Who was laughing? Where was he?
‘Sit up!’
Speakers were projecting a voice at Jeong-su. The thunderous command shook the room. The voice sent a momentary wave of silence through the crowd. When Jeong-su failed to get up, the voice came again.
‘I said sit up! On your knees!’
The voice from the speakers felt closer to him than the shouting. But sometimes, the shouting felt closer, as though it were right in front of his nose, just beyond where the light could reach. Jeong-su sat up and kneeled.
‘And lift your head. I want you to answer my questions plainly. If you don’t, you will die. Do you understand?’
The crowd erupted.
‘KILL HIM! KILL HIM! THE BASTARD DESERVES TO DIE! KILL HIM!’
A thousand angry voices were calling for his life.
‘WE’LL KILL HIM! GIVE HIM TO US! WE’LL TEAR HIM APART! TRAMPLE HIM TO DEATH! GIVE HIM TO US! KILL HIM! KILL HIM!’
A large crowd was shouting from beyond the shadows. Jeong-su realised he was their prisoner.
The voice over the speakers spoke again:
‘Your name is Jeong-su Kim, is that right?’
‘Yes.’
‘Louder!’
‘Yes, that’s my name!’
‘Aged thirty-one?’ 
‘Yes.’
‘You own a home in Seoul’s G neighbourhood?’
‘Yes.’
‘You first saw the orbs in the alley in front of your house?’
‘No! That’s not true!’
‘Don’t lie! You know you saw an Orb of Despair in your alley. You were the first one to discover them, weren’t you?’
‘No! It wasn’t me! There was another.’
‘Who?’
‘Other people. There was a group of people gathered around it. I just went to look—’
‘Don’t lie! You son of a bitch! We have testimonies from the police. You were the first witness. People say they came out of their doors when they heard your screaming. They said they saw you get in a car and flee. That night, you called your friends and work colleagues. And in the morning, you talked with your parents on the phone. Isn’t that true? We have the phone records. You saw the orb, you knew it could absorb people, and yet you didn’t report it and just ran. You ran to save your own skin. Is it true or is it not true? I want a yes or no!’
‘KILL HIM! KILL HIM!’
The chants were getting louder. It now sounded like tens of thousands of people were calling for his death. It felt like they were getting closer. Their shouting was angry, as though at any moment they were going to charge him and tear him apart. 
‘Answer! Before things get out of control.’
‘I …’
‘Speak up and stop stuttering!’
‘Yes, I was the first witness.’
‘You saw the orb and ran away. Yes or no?’
‘Yes, I saw the orb and ran. I’m sorry. I deserve to die. Please, forgive me. I swear I had no idea things would turn out this way. I beg for your forgiveness.’
‘You took your car and fled?’
‘Yes.’
‘You left Seoul and were headed for Y City, is that correct? You wanted to meet your parents. But when the traffic got too thick, you abandoned your car on the road and continued on foot. We found your car. Don’t think you can lie to us. When you arrived at your parents, they had already been absorbed, right?’
‘Yes.’
Actually, Jeong-su hadn’t known this was what happened. But he just said yes, because that’s what it seemed like the voice wanted to hear.
‘You found other people in the city. They took you to an elementary school. You followed them and stayed with them at the school for several days. Is that correct?’
‘Yes.’
‘Bring him in!’
As soon as the voice gave this command, an old man was brought in front of Jeong-su by two burly men. The old man was brought just to the edge of the light. The large men released him and retreated back into the darkness. 
It was Brother Jung. He’d gotten much older since Jeong-su last saw him. He’d also gained weight and his face was bloated. Brother Jung looked down at Jeong-su. He no longer looked like a friend who would offer Jeong-su beer and cigarettes. His face was weathered with hate.
The voice spoke to Brother Jung.
‘Do you know Jeong-su Kim?’
‘I do,’ Brother Jung replied coldly.
‘You spent several days with him at an elementary school, is that correct?’
‘Correct.’
‘Tell me what he did.’
‘At the time, the government had ordered everyone in the city to evacuate. But the members of our church were unable to get out of the city, so we ended up staying at the school with other stragglers. We met Jeong-su on one of our food runs and brought him back to the school. We gave him a bed and food. Jeong-su thanked us and promised to repay us for our charity, but as soon as things started to fall apart, he ran away. The orbs attacked our school, and Jeong-su fled on his own, without helping anyone.’
‘So, you’re telling me that Jeong-su betrayed the people who helped him?’
‘Yes.’
‘A bit selfish, no?’
‘Yes.’
The shouting became louder again.
‘KILL HIM. KILL HIM. TEAR HIM APART. SELFISH SON OF A BITCH.’ 
Jeong-su could sense the crowd getting closer and then farther away. It sounded like they had charged him but been pushed back.
But who was holding them back? Were there more large men like the ones who carried in Brother Jung? Would they be able to hold back the crowd forever? What would happen if the people got a hold of him?
‘That’s enough,’ the voice said. ‘Take him away.’
The two large men from earlier appeared again and led Brother Jung away. The shouting died down.
‘Where did you go after you left the school?’ the voice asked.
‘I wandered the city.’
‘Why?’
‘I was avoiding the orbs.’
‘Why were you avoiding the orbs? They don’t affect you.’
‘No, the orbs were chasing me. They were relentless and I couldn’t sleep. I swear.’
‘Don’t lie! You can’t be absorbed by the orbs. The orbs weren’t following you, either. You were just wandering in the city for no reason, is that correct?’
‘No. I swear.’
‘You met someone else as you wandered the city, didn’t you?’
‘Excuse me?’
‘You met other people. Don’t you remember?’
Staring into the void, Jeong-su waited until the voice barked another command. 
‘Bring the son of a bitch in!’
The two large men brought another person out. But unlike Brother Jung, this man didn’t walk out on his own accord; he was dragged. He was wearing prison clothes, his hands were handcuffed, and he had metal chains on his ankles. The two large men made him kneel at the edge of the spotlight.
Jeong-su recognised the man. It was Four Eyes. One of the bandits who’d tried to kill Jeong-su. He had been with Red Devil, Skinny, and Scar.
‘You know Jeong-su, yes?’
‘Yes.’
Four Eyes’ voice was lifeless and hollow. His words sounded more like groans.
‘When did you meet him?’
‘I was with him when one of the orbs absorbed me.’
‘Please elaborate.’
‘At the time, I was pilfering the city with a few other men.’
This caused a terrifying uproar. The room echoed with the crowd’s wrath.
‘KILL HIM, KILL HIM! KILL THAT MAN! HE DESERVES TO DIE! KILL HIM RIGHT NOW. KILL. KILL. KILL.’
Four Eyes withdrew into himself. He was crying. These were the tears of a man totally consumed by fear.
‘Speak up if you want to live!’
This threat was enough to stop his crying.
‘We were pilfering and gathering money to buy our way to Japan. We were using one of the houses in the city as our home base, when one day we came back to find Jeong-su there. We found him taking a shower in the bathroom. But he wasn’t afraid of the orbs. We were attacked by an orb and all of us were absorbed. And he just watched casually as we were all sucked into the darkness.’
‘You see!’ the voice shouted. ‘We have witnesses. Don’t act dumb. You weren’t worried because you knew you couldn’t be absorbed by the orbs, isn’t that right? Don’t lie!’
‘No. He was holding me at gun point. I didn’t care because I wanted him to be absorbed by the orbs. That was the only way I could live. I swear. After the orb absorbed all of them, it almost got me, too.’
‘Don’t lie!’
‘Move on and ask him about his parents.’ Another voice appeared behind the first. ‘Ask him first about his search for his parents.’
With this, the crowd burst out in thunderous laughter. Jeong-su couldn’t understand why they were laughing. He could hear talking among the laughter.
‘Isn’t that the president’s voice? What’s the president doing here?’
The president? Was the president really standing next to the speaker? Jeong-su wanted to know the identity of these men in the shadows. He wanted to see the crowd that was shouting at him. Why were they here?
‘Who are you people?’ Jeong-su used all his might to shout. ‘Who do you think you are? You don’t have the right to do this to me. I’ve done nothing wrong! And even if I had, you still wouldn’t have the right to do this to me. Who do you think you are? You can’t do this to me!’
This made the crowd start laughing.
‘You’re brave, I’ll give you that,’ the voice said. ‘You don’t know how much danger you’re in, do you?’
The crowd continued to laugh.
‘Quiet!’ the voice demanded.
But the people only laughed louder. It took a long time until they quieted down and the speaker could talk again.
‘You killed several people while pilfering the city, didn’t you?’
‘Yes,’ Four Eyes answered.
‘How many did you kill?’
‘F-forty. I think.’
‘Forty, you think? Don’t you know how many people you killed? Fifty-one! It was fifty-one! You and your accomplices killed fifty-one people. And all for what? A bit of money? Monsters! You’re not human. You’re the devil. Not even the death penalty is enough for wicked men like you. Do you even realise how much pain you caused?’
The crowd began shouting again.
‘KILL HIM! KILL THE MURDERER! KILL THAT SON OF A BITCH!’
The shouting was getting closer and closer. It sounded like people were rushing toward the spotlight. Jeong-su squinted and was able to make out a sea of people just beyond the darkness. 
Jeong-su backed up in fear. But as soon as he did this, he realised there were people behind him as well. Jeong-su curled up into a ball. The people reached Four Eyes. They grabbed him and pulled him into the darkness away from the spotlight. Jeong-su could see him struggling with them, but he was completely overpowered.
‘KILL HIM. KILL HIM. KILL THE MURDERER. HE CAN’T BE LEFT TO LIVE. DEMON. HE DOESN’T DESERVE TO LIVE. HE MUST BE KILLED. SON OF A BITCH.’
Their hands were pulling at him and tearing off skin and hair.
‘No, arghh! Don’t kill me. Please, don’t kill me. I’m sorry. Please, don’t kill me.’
Despite Four Eyes’ pleading, the people didn’t stop. More and more hands grabbed at his face, pulling off skin and yanking teeth. Blood was pouring out of his wounds, and one of his ears hung from his head by a thin piece of skin.
‘Someone, save me! Please, save me! I don’t want to die like this! Please, don’t kill me! I’m sorry! I don’t want to die like this! I didn’t do anything wrong! Why are you doing this? Please, save me! I didn’t do anything wrong!’
The man begged and begged. But nothing could save him now.
Eventually, the crowd even managed to pull off his arms and legs. When there were no appendages left, they dug their fingers into his stomach and pulled out his organs and bones.
Jeong-su could smell the man’s blood from where he was sitting. Jeong-su buried his head in his knees and covered his face, waiting for it to end.
His screams eventually disappeared.
The crowd quieted down and retreated into the darkness. Jeong-su continued to cower with his head buried between his knees.
‘Sit up.’
Jeong-su was too afraid to lift his head. The speaker continued to yell at Jeong-su until he lifted his head. Seeing the shredded carcass of Four Eyes out of the corner of his eye, Jeong-su shut his eyes again.
‘Now you’re afraid! I guess you’ve finally come to your senses. Answer my questions plainly. If you don’t, you’ll end up just like him. Got it?’
A wave of snickering spread through the crowd. They seemed pleased by the speaker’s threat. But Jeong-su was shaking violently and unable to get anything out.
‘Answer me!’
‘Yes, sir,’ Jeong-su managed to say.
‘After that, you went to a department store, right? You met someone there.’
‘Yes …’
‘Bring him in,’ the speaker commanded. The crowd went silent. The air in the room became tense. Jeong-su opened his eyes.
It was the kid.
The large men dragged Jong-seok into the light. His head was still shaven, but he wasn’t wearing glasses like the last time Jeong-su had seen him. He was wearing an old military uniform. Oddly, the name, rank, and unit badges had been ripped from the jacket. The large men sat the kid next to Jeong-su and disappeared into the darkness. Jeong-su turned his head slightly to glance at him. The kid’s face was swollen and covered in blood. It looked like he’d been beaten.
‘You two were the last survivors, weren’t you?
Neither Jeong-su nor Jong-seok answered the speaker. They didn’t know what the right answer was.
‘You two met at a department store. There, you killed a young girl and buried her in secret. Is that right?’
‘No!’
Jeong-su and Jong-seok answered at the same time.
‘We didn’t kill the girl,’ the kid continued. ‘She was already dead when we found her. We just buried her body, that’s all. We didn’t kill her.’
‘Then who killed her?’
‘I don’t know,’ Jong-seok answered. ‘I already told you. I told you hundreds of times. We didn’t kill her. We found her body inside the department store. We buried her body because we felt bad for her. That’s all. I swear.’
After pleading desperately, the kid burst into tears. Jeong-su was too afraid to say anything.
‘You spent over a month and a half inside that department store and weren’t absorbed by the orbs. Which one of you became the last survivor? Which of you is the impervious one?’
Jeong-su and Jong-seok both pointed at each other as they shouted, ‘Him!’ 
The speaker continued before either of them could say any more.
‘All we know is one of you two became the last survivor because you can’t be absorbed by the orbs. But we don’t know which one. The department store was burned to the ground, so we have no further evidence. All we have to go on is testimony. Don’t think about lying. You risk your life if you lie.’
The speaker turned to the kid.
‘Your name is Jong-cheol Lee, is that correct?’
‘Yes.’
Jeong-su looked at the kid in surprise. That wasn’t the name he had told Jeong-su.
‘Aged twenty-two?’
‘Yes.’
‘And you’re currently serving in the military?’
‘Yes.’
‘Your rank is private. When the orbs first appeared, your unit received orders to take control of Y City. But you deserted your unit. You dropped your gun. Is that correct? You went to W City and pretended to be a civilian. Correct?’
‘Yes.’
This surprised Jeong-su. His name, age, and occupation were all different from what he had told Jeong-su. Everything Jong-seok, or rather, Jong-cheol had told him was a lie. Jeong-su had sensed that the kid was hiding something, but he never imagined he would be a runaway soldier. 
‘Why did you desert?’
‘I did it because I was afraid. When I saw the orbs firsthand, I was so frightened that I just ran without thinking. And I was worried about my family. I heard rumours that everyone in downtown Seoul had died. My family was in Seoul.’
‘Don’t lie! If you were worried about your family in Seoul, then why did you go to a different city? It doesn’t make sense. The military put you on their watch list. You were having difficulty adjusting to life in the army, and you were looking for any chance to escape. You even dropped your gun. Had you been caught, you would have been killed by firing squad. All deserters deserve to die. The only reason you’re still alive is because we need to figure out which one of you is impervious to the orbs.’
‘Tell him about the punishment for people who drop their gun during battle.’
It was the second voice, the same voice the crowd believed to belong to the president.
‘Tell him he’ll receive harsh punishment for dropping his gun. That’s important.’
‘I already mentioned that.’
‘Oh, you did? Okay.’
This made the crowd erupt in laughter. Some even started clapping.
‘Quiet!’
But this only made the people laugh even louder.
‘Jong-cheol Lee!’ the speaker said, cutting through the noise. ‘You met Jeong-su Kim at the department store. The two of you dumped a young girl’s body in the parking lot behind the department store, but after that, you two stayed there. According to the footage we found, you two were tied at the ankle when you buried the girl’s body. You also held hands while walking around the building. You testified that neither of you could be harmed by the orbs as long as you were in contact with each other. You claimed that Jeong-su Kim was the one impervious to the orbs, that you were only able to survive because of him. Jeong-su Kim, is what Jong-cheol Lee said true?’
‘No! It’s not true. I was the one who was absorbed by the orbs. If I was impervious to them, why would I have run away when I first saw the orbs? Why would I have run away from the school? Why couldn’t I eat and sleep while wandering the city?’
‘Lies!’ Jong-cheol shouted. ‘I was absorbed by the orbs. I was absorbed as soon as the bandages tying our ankles together came undone. It’s Jeong-su who wasn’t absorbed by the orbs. He’s the last survivor.’
‘What should we do?’ The speaker seemed to be asking the president.
‘Neither of them has any definitive proof,’ the second voice said. ‘And something isn’t adding up. It’s true that Jeong-su Kim ran away from the orbs. And if he was impervious to the orbs, why would he run away from them? Then again, Jong-cheol Lee’s testimony is logically accurate and has no contradictions. According to his confession, there is only one person who is impervious to the orbs. And as long as someone is touching him, that person won’t be absorbed either. This is supported by the video evidence. Jong-cheol says that Jeong-su is the one who is impervious, but there is no evidence to back that up. For all we know, Jong-cheol could be the impervious one. Maybe he’s trying to pin it on Jeong-su. I know – we should ask them the same question. Let’s have them explain what it feels like to be absorbed by the orbs. The one who wasn’t absorbed wouldn’t be able to describe it. We’ll know based on their answers.’
The crowd got quiet. They had stopped their heckling to hear Jeong-su’s and Jong-cheol’s answers. Jong-cheol went first, his voice stuttering.
‘I was sleeping when I got absorbed … so I don’t have any specific memories … But I guess … It was like a nightmare … It felt like sleep paralysis, but longer … It felt like my body had disappeared … As soon as each body part passed beyond the surface of the orb, it felt like it was being dismembered and sent to oblivion … It’s what I would imagine dying to be like … My body and soul were completely destroyed … It was like a never-ending nightmare of infinite agony and suffering …’
‘Despair!’ Jeong-su cried out. ‘That’s what I felt when I was absorbed. Despair. I distinctly remember a terrible sense of hopelessness. Someone who hasn’t experienced that wouldn’t know what I’m talking about. Experiences of bodily sensations like pain can be faked. But you could never understand such terrible despair like that without experiencing it first-hand.’ 
‘From what I just heard, it seems like Jeong-su Kim’s answer is more believable. But this isn’t enough to be certain.’
‘No!’ Jong-cheol screamed. ‘I swear it wasn’t me. I told you hundreds of times. Everything I said was true. Please, you must believe me. I told you everything. You told me you would let me live if I told you the truth. Please, forgive me. I was wrong. I’ll confess to whatever you want. I’ll apologise for everything. But I swear, I’m not the one you’re looking for. Please, spare me. Please!’
‘I don’t care about apologies,’ the speaker said. ‘I want the truth. All we want is to know with certainty which one of you is the one. All the charges will be brought against that person. I will ask the two of you one more question. Jeong-su Kim, you answer first. You were absorbed at the department store, weren’t you? Describe what happened when you awoke.’
Jeong-su began in a quivering voice.
‘When I woke up, I was on top of a pile of burned rubble. I ran away from there as fast as I could. I stole a motorcycle I found abandoned on the street and went to my parents’ house. I was worried about them.’
‘No. He wasn’t at the department store,’ Jong-cheol protested. ‘I was at the department store. When I woke up, the building had been burned to the ground. I was so afraid and alone.’
‘Jong-cheol Lee, you don’t have to answer,’ the speaker said. ‘I know everything you said. You already gave your confession. According to your testimony, you went south when you woke up. You didn’t return to your family or your unit. Instead, you wandered south until you were caught by the military police. But there is no one to corroborate your story that you woke up at the department store. We only have proof of your whereabouts just a few days before your capture. We have no proof you started from the department store.’
‘That’s what I’m saying,’ Jong-cheol said. ‘If Jeong-su woke up at the department store, then he should have proof, too. But he doesn’t. If he wasn’t absorbed by the orbs, he would have been somewhere else when everyone else came back.’
‘No. He went to his parents’ house just as he said. And we have witnesses. He said he went straight to his parents’ house as soon as he woke up. Based on the timeline, that is more than possible.’
No, Jeong-su had actually gone to his own house. That’s where he saw the last orb. And then the people returned. He took his motorcycle and went to his parents’ house. The speaker didn’t know this.
What would he do if they found out? What would happen if another witness came forward? Jeong-su thought of the people he’d bumped into in the alley. His next-door neighbour who was taking out the trash, the old people from the store. Jeong-su had asked these people what happened when they came back.
What would happen if this was found out? What if the kid who kicked Jeong-su’s bike recognised him? There were too many witnesses. If people realised Jeong-su wasn’t at the department store when everyone returned, they would realise he was the one.
‘Or perhaps I’m mistaken.’ The speaker paused. ‘Did we not investigate that? Do we know where Jeong-su was when everyone returned?’
‘See!’ Jong-cheol said. ‘You don’t know because he wasn’t there. I was at the department store. If he wasn’t at the department store, that means I’m telling the truth and he was the last survivor. Find a witness who can tell you where he was when everyone returned.’
It was at this moment that Jeong-su began shouting.
‘He groped me!’
Silence fell in the room. Jeong-su turned to the kid and glared at him. He glared at his fear-stricken and broken face, his dull, terrified eyes, his trembling body.
I won’t die here, Jeong-su thought to himself. If they find out I wasn’t absorbed by the orbs, I’ll be torn limb from limb just like Four Eyes. I won’t die like that. Not here. ‘He assaulted me,’ he said.
‘What are you talking about? Explain.’
‘When I first arrived at the department store, he told me that he wasn’t affected by the orbs. He told me that if I touched his body, I wouldn’t be absorbed by them either. So, I grabbed his hand, and I wasn’t absorbed by the orbs.’
‘No, that’s not true. That’s not what happened.’
The kid got up and started protesting. Jeong-su stood up and pushed him over. He knew exactly how to save himself.
‘What man would want to hold hands with another man? Who would want to be in constant physical contact with someone day in and day out? I didn’t want to do it, but I had no other choice. But the longer I was with him, the stranger his demands became. He treated me like a maid, making me do all the dirty chores. He beat me and swore at me whenever he felt like it. He told me to obey him if I didn’t want to die.’
‘No. I swear that’s not true. I never did those things.’
‘I took the abuse because I didn’t want to die. I had no other choice. I took it because he told me if I took my hand from his body, I would die. And then it happened. One night while I was asleep, he started groping me. He touched my body and demanded I tell him stories about sleeping with women. He laughed at me as he watched me take showers, and he would sometimes demand I strip in front of him for no reason. He made me show him my genitals. And then, he told me to … masturbate … in front of him …’
‘No, no! I didn’t do that!’
‘He told me to put his penis in my mouth and suck on it.’
Jeong-su was crying by the time he finished. They weren’t tears of sorrow, but of fear. He was crying because if he didn’t pin this all on the kid, he would die.
The chanting was slowly rising. They were rooting for Jeong-su and booing Jong-cheol. They seemed to believe that Jeong-su was crying from having to relive his memories of sexual abuse. Terror in his eyes, the kid stood up and shouted at the crowd.
‘I never did that. Never. Jeong-su, I never did that. Why are you saying these things? I never did that!’
‘You sexually abused me. You know it. Every night, you groped me. You told me I had to take it if I didn’t want to die. You son of a bitch, you know that’s what you did. You goddamn fag!’ Jeong-su knew what this word would do to the crowd. He knew what was in their hearts. He could feel their anger.
Jeong-su ran at the kid and started punching him. As he did this, he whispered into Jong-cheol’s ear.
‘You son of a bitch. You’re going to take all the blame. You have to die. That’s the only way I can live. Just fucking die already!’
The two large men ran toward Jeong-su and Jong-cheol and pulled them apart. The two of them were slumped over on the floor and sobbing.
‘Jong-cheol Lee,’ the speaker said. ‘You’ve done this in the past, haven’t you?’
‘No,’ Jong-cheol said as he lifted his head. ‘Never. I’ve never done that.’
‘No, indeed. Except one of your fellow soldiers testified that you have. That’s why you were put on a watch list, because you were caught groping another soldier while he slept! And you also sexually assaulted Jeong-su Kim.’
‘No, I never did that. I swear!’
‘He lied to me about his name and age,’ Jeong-su shouted toward the speaker. ‘He didn’t tell me he was a soldier. And he sexually assaulted me every day. I had to suck on his disgusting penis daily. It was a living hell.’
The roar of the crowd continued to rise. Jeong-su could feel their wrath inching closer. Assholes, he thought. You all deserved to die.
‘You piece of shit,’ Jeong-su yelled at Jong-cheol. ‘I went through hell because of you. You made me like this. You made me less than human. Don’t you know what you did? It’s all your fault. This is all because of you and your kind. This is your fault! It’s all your fault! You sick sons of bitches!’
‘Quiet,’ the speaker said. ‘Jong-cheol Lee, do you know what you’ve done wrong?’
‘What?’
‘You’re the one. You had the power to defeat the orbs.’
‘No. No, it’s not true.’
‘The person impervious to the orbs is completely responsible for this disaster. If we knew what you knew, lives could have been saved. Think of all the suffering and death you caused. Your selfishness killed millions.’
‘No, it’s not true. It’s not me.’
‘Jong-cheol, why did the orbs appear? Why did they attack humanity? Where did they go? Why aren’t you affected by the orbs? Tell us why.’
‘I don’t know. I know nothing. I’m just a normal person. Please, don’t kill me. I’ve done nothing wrong.’
‘KILL, KILL, KILL, KILL, KILL,’ the mob shouted. ‘HIS FAULT, HIS FAULT, HIS FAULT, HIS FAULT, HIS FAULT.’
The voices were closing in on Jeong-su and Jong-cheol.
‘Quiet!’ the speaker shouted.
‘Make them quiet,’ the voice behind the speaker said. ‘If you don’t calm them down, we’ll have a riot on our hands.’
But the riot had already started.
The crowd’s roar grew until it completely drowned out the speaker.
Jeong-su could hear them running toward them. They broke through whatever had been holding them back.
Hundreds of arms, hands, legs, and eyes reached into the spotlight. Jong-cheol pleaded with them desperately.
‘It’s him. I swear. It’s Jeong-su, not me. I’m not the one. It’s him.’
The kid was completely swallowed by the mob of people. Listening to the kid’s screams, Jeong-su retreated. He crawled, leapt, pushed – whatever he could do to escape.
‘I told you it wasn’t me,’ Jeong-su screamed as he fled. ‘I’ve done nothing wrong! Kill him! Kill that son of a bitch!’ Jeong-su then disappeared into the darkness.
 
Jeong-su saw a light. He saw walls. And there was a door. The light was coming from the door. Jeong-su pulled on the door. It opened. He stepped through and closed it. He was in a hallway. He ran. It was bright. The hallway became wider. The walls became cleaner. Another door. Lots of doors.
Jeong-su pulled on every one of them. Finally, he found one that opened. He stepped through it. He continued to run. The shouting of people slowly died away. Another door. An even wider hallway. He opened the door at the end of the hallway. Beyond that wasn’t a hallway. It was an empty lot. Jeong-su had exited the building. He was outside. Now, he could hardly hear the screaming and shouting. Jeong-su ran for his life. There was no one in the streets. And no one was following him.
Jeong-su ran and he ran. Eventually he came to a corner. He turned the corner and bumped into an old man.
‘Youngster, watch out for—’
Jeong-su turned around, but the man had already turned the corner and disappeared. Jeong-su’s priority was running away, his priority was forging ahead, so he continued moving forward. He didn’t have the time to think about what was behind him.
But now that he thought about it, the person he had just bumped into looked familiar. Hadn’t he experienced something like this before? Jeong-su wondered. The day the orb appeared. He also bumped into someone that day.
Right. It was an old man. He was dressed just like that, too. Neatly combed hair, his shirt tucked in, a belt, and immaculate sneakers. And he said something to him.
Right, he told him to watch out. But watch out for what? ‘Youngster, watch out for …’ That’s what he said. But Jeong-su couldn’t remember for what it was he should watch out. Jeong-su vividly remembered smoking a cigarette as he thought about this same question. What should he watch out for? He wanted to know. And what about this old man? What did he want to warn Jeong-su about? Jeong-su wanted to know. Should he go back and ask him? No, that was too dangerous. The mob might be here any moment looking for Jeong-su.
He needed to run. He needed to run as far away as he could.
He ran and he ran. Farther and farther, he fled. But nowhere was far enough. He ran to the ends of the earth. He ran and he ran.
Jeong-su fled from despair.





Author’s Note
At some point in time, I started to get the sense that people are suffering from political, financial, and emotional angst. It always seems like people are on the run from something, without ever knowing exactly what they are running from. Indeed, what is the source of our anxiety? Is it social or is it personal? And if there is a solution, what would it be? It is these questions that I have tried to address in this book.
The Black Orb is a book that I was planning for many years and putting off for just as long. Then one day, I got the feeling that it was time, that if I didn’t write the book now, I would never be able to write it. Six months of writing and editing later, I finally finished the manuscript.
When authors write, the people near to them suffer. And while I wrote this book in particular, it was my family who suffered and sacrificed the most. I want to thank my brother for always helping me, and my parents, who wereas excited as they were concerned when I first told them I wanted to become a writer. I wish there were words that could fully express just how grateful I am to my family.
I also want to thank my friends who know that it’s the small gestures in life that mean the most. If it weren’t for their support, I wouldn’t be where I am now.
And lastly, I want to thank my fellow writers who have eased the difficulty of writing with their generous words of encouragement and advice. Perhaps some day I will be able to return the favour.
For the last several years, I’ve struggled most with uncertainty. Am I really writing into my novels all the emotions I want to express? Am I accurately conveying those emotions to the reader? As I put the final period on this manuscript, I found myself once again unable to answer these questions with certainty. My only hope is that this book can satisfy the expectations of at least a few readers.
In the future, I want to write even more truthfully. I will try my best to write with conviction and to communicate to readers the emotions I’ve found inside my heart.
 
Ewhan Kim
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