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Yi Chang





The Beginning


“There’s something ominous about the night sea,” Lan mumbled, pushing out the rusted iron door of the abandoned building.


The cold air jolted him awake, and the smell of fishy water penetrated his nostrils. Only then did he realize it was not a dream but reality: the pool of blood spread out behind the door and the boy in his arms, also covered in blood. The weight and warmth of the boy’s body was hard evidence that all of it was real.


Gently, Lan tilted the head of the unconscious boy against his shoulder and held him tight. Looking straight ahead, he pushed his way through the white lumps of sand, one step at a time. Shards of the broken fish tank crushed under his feet now and then. The footprints formed a few hours before had been swept away by the sea breeze—no traces remained. His own footprints would vanish in a few hours as well. The wind from the uncommonly dark and foreboding sea was colder and harsher than that of any other beach. In the distance, the fallen sign of a raw fish restaurant lay half buried in the sand.


Lan looked out at the sea. Black waves, foaming white, surged over the garbage-infested beach. You can’t go back now, the dreary waves whispered to him. The sound grew deafening, raging as if to swallow him whole.


Lan fled the beach. There couldn’t be anyone following him, but he kept looking back to make sure. He tightened his arms around the boy, then quickened his pace and began to run. No matter how he ran, though, the sound of the waves wouldn’t fade away—it struck his ears without ceasing. Then a mysterious roar erupted. The moonlight, eerily cold, fell across his ashen face.


As Lan made his way out of the pine grove along the beach, he saw an asphalt road before him. At last, he could relax a little. Not a single car could be seen. Holding the boy tightly so that he wouldn’t fall out of his arms, Lan walked the secluded road. He kept patting the boy on the back, as the boy drooped listlessly despite his own relentless movements. What mattered was that the boy be kept warm. Lan concentrated on the meager but vital warmth remaining in the boy. He kept pushing past the thick growth of pine trees lining the road until day broke.


Three days later, a dead body was found in an abandoned building on a deserted beach. The body was reported by a high school couple who’d snuck out of school on a date. They found it lying half submerged in a pool of blood, with one side of the face necrotized, and with small and large bruises all over. It was a gruesome sight. Next to the body was a kitchen knife with a chipped blade.


1.


Yi Chang, showing up inordinately late for work, threw himself onto the sofa in a corner of the criminal investigation department. He looked like a homeless man who’d been dragged there after a drunken tantrum. His colleagues, busy at work, cast him sidelong glances as they passed by.


Junhyeok, who had been following Yi Chang with his eyes as soon as he showed up, heaved a sigh and got to his feet. Sensing him approach, Yi Chang picked up a nearby newspaper, spread it open, and covered his face with it. Junhyeok shoved aside the paper and glared at him. Stretched out on the sofa, Yi Chang looked up unabashedly at Junhyeok and said, “What are you looking at? Just give me the update.”


Another sigh escaped Junhyeok’s mouth. “A couple of high school kids playing hooky reported the body. The presumed time of death is three days ago, April 3, at about 9 p.m., and the cause is excessive bleeding from a stab wound. The entire body shows signs of assault, and the suspected weapon is a household kitchen knife found next to the body.”


Yi Chang shifted around to make himself more comfortable. Junhyeok sighed yet again, scowling at him as he scrolled on his phone as if the news was none of his business. Yi Chang finally opened his mouth. “Signs of assault on the entire body? They must’ve beat him to a pulp, then thrust the knife into him. It’s a gang fight, no doubt. Go badger a few of the local guys with no alibi, and you’ll have your answer.”


“But there are too many strange points to say that it was a gang fight,” Junhyeok argued.


Yi Chang had been listening casually, but now a deep furrow formed on his forehead. He had bags under his swollen eyes, and his hair was greasy from days of no washing.


“This is so annoying, when I don’t even have time to wash myself,” he muttered.


Having made his report, Junhyeok blurted in irritation, “Officer Yi, you’re not busy at all!”


“Sure I am.”


“You go around this quiet neighborhood all the time when there’s nothing going on. Now, you need to focus on this case—we haven’t had anything like this in ages.”


“Are you questioning me? Send the weapon and a blood sample to the National Forensic Service and look into the victim’s identity and anyone around him who might’ve held a grudge against him,” Yi Chang said, and checked his watch. It was nearly 11 a.m.


Junhyeok stared at him wide-eyed, asking, “By myself? What are you going to do?”


“I’ve got business to attend to.”


Yi Chang sprang to his feet, giving no heed to Junhyeok. He strode out of the station and got in his beat-up, messy Hyundai Sonata. The old car rattled as he sat down in the driver’s seat.


Junhyeok was right. Nothing significant ever happened in the town. But occasional conflicts did arise among gangs full of bluff in this old seaport town. And although he appeared inexperienced, Junhyeok knew what he was doing when it came to police work. A case like this, he could handle well enough on his own.


Yi Chang was in no position to worry about gang fights. Something more urgent demanded his attention—for which he’d volunteered to come to this seaside town, turning down a promotion in Seoul.


As Yi Chang hastened to leave, Junhyeok, who’d followed him, flung open the car door. His eyes were tense, just like Yi Chang’s.


“Is this about Chaerin? Have you found something?” Junhyeok asked.


“I’m going to check.”


“Well, then, I’ll take care of things here.”


Junhyeok was the only one of his colleagues who knew the reason for his transfer. Before even knowing the specifics, he’d asked for a transfer and followed Yi Chang to the little rural town. On his first day at his new post, Junhyeok had talked on and on about how he’d always dreamed of living in leisure as a bachelor out in the country, though it was obvious that it wasn’t the real reason for his transfer. Yi Chang had been deeply moved at first that Junhyeok had gone to such lengths to show his support, but after the moment passed, he began to boss Junhyeok around, putting him to use.


Leaving the town behind, the Sonata headed toward the outskirts. His eyes full of anxiety, Yi Chang thought, I hope I find him this time.


2.


Checking the address on the piece of paper, Yi Chang got out of the car and fixed his eyes on the one-story building. A cheap-looking sign read THE HEAVENLY REVIVAL ASSEMBLY, and underneath, there was a door with shoddy amulets all over it. The place looked suspicious even at a glance. He took a deep breath and said a silent prayer. He had to move quickly now, to do what he’d come to do.


The door opened easily. As soon as it did, Yi Chang saw people in nothing but underwear bowing down in one direction. It seemed they were bowing to a bald old man on the stand. He was sitting cross-legged, his hands imitating those of Buddha.


“That same despicable face,” Yi Chang muttered under his breath.


The bowing crowd stopped at once at the unexpected presence, their eyes fixed on the uninvited guest. An awkward silence fell. Then a woman in front of the stand, holding a collection box, shouted at Yi Chang, “What do you think you’re doing here at this sacred hour of worship! The Heavenly Spirit will put a curse upon you if you anger him. Begone!”


The woman was wearing a gaudy hanbok jacket with sleeves of multicolored stripes and deep blue eyeliner that accentuated her severe looks.


“Long live the Heavenly Spirit! Long live the Heavenly Spirit!” cried the worshipers, getting to their feet and whirling around in their spots. Their faces were full of fear, yet their conduct was nothing but absurd. Yi Chang had to make an effort to keep a straight face.


“My apologies for being late! I had something urgent to attend to, but I came because I had to pay my offering,” Yi Chang said, fidgeting and taking out a rumpled envelope from his inside coat pocket.


When the woman saw the envelope, her eyes glinted, and her harsh expression thawed a bit. “I don’t believe we’ve met …” she murmured, but as Yi Chang approached her, shouting “Long live the Heavenly Spirit!” she withdrew her last doubts. She put on a solemn face and said, “The Heavenly Spirit values devotion. Though late, you’ve shown sincerity, so he’ll let it pass this time. Curse be upon you if it happens again. Pay your offering and take part in the ceremony!”


Bowing, Yi Chang held out the envelope, and the woman snatched it from his hands. The corners of her lips turned slightly upward as she took the thick envelope. As soon as she checked its contents, however, her face darkened. The envelope was full of ad flyers for an adult entertainment business nearby. The woman threw it to the ground. She raised her eyes sharply at Yi Chang, her blue-lined eyelids crinkling.


“Insolence! You have mocked the Heavenly Spirit!” she shrieked.


Before she had finished her words, Yi Chang kicked the collection box and made a dash at the bald old man sitting tranquilly behind the woman. The collection box flew and hit the wall, and the woman with blue eyeliner screamed, crouching down in fear.


The ceremony, which to some extent had been held in an orderly manner despite its absurdity and sloppiness, came to a stop and the shrine turned into chaos. Worshipers ran about in confusion amid the disturbance caused by the sudden intruder. They became entangled as they rushed to put on their clothes, and some fled in their underwear. Even in the pandemonium, Yi Chang’s focus was riveted on the old man.


Yi Chang stormed onto the platform and got the old man to his feet, grabbing him by his thin collar. The man flailed around, threatening to call the police.


“Heavenly Spirit, my ass!” Yi Chang muttered, seizing the old man’s shiny head in his hands and shoving it to the floor to keep the man from escaping, then tying up his wrists. The old man was struggling so fiercely that it wasn’t easy to keep him down.


“How dare you even mention the police, when you have eleven criminal convictions? Oh, please pardon me, Heavenly Spirit. I forgot to use the honorific!”


The old man changed his tune as soon as Yi Chang revealed his identity. He stopped his struggles and looked up at the officer with a pathetic, obsequious look on his face. The fluttering white fabric he had put on to simulate the “Heavenly Spirit” slid down, exposing his ungainly body. His eyes had already darted beyond Yi Chang’s shoulder to the collection box lying on the ground.


“The money box! Take all the money, and let me go! It’s a lot of money—please! If I get locked up again, this time I may never get out!”


“You’ve been convicted eleven times; you should change your tactics. It’s always the same. Is it that much fun raising up a cult and pretending to be the Heavenly Spirit?”


The old man pleaded frantically, rubbing his hands together. Beads of perspiration rolled down his temples and trickled down his chin.


“Just this once, Officer! I had to make a living, that’s all! I’ll do anything you tell me to. I’ll be good. This time for real!”


The exact words Yi Chang had been waiting for. He grinned, looking at the old man.


“Answer my questions the best you can, and I won’t arrest you this time.”


The old man nodded eagerly. Yi Chang swept his hair back and sighed. For the first time, his face betrayed anxiety.


“Come with me, and behave yourself. Oh, I mean, please come with me.”


In the meantime, the woman wearing blue eyeliner had come to herself and was clutching the collection box to her chest. The old man, free of Yi Chang’s grasp, grabbed the hem of her skirt and shouted, “That’s mine! Where do you think you’re going with it?”


“Let go, crazy old man!” the woman yelled back, falling to the ground with the box still in her arms. The two scuffled for a little while. Yi Chang clucked his tongue and walked out of the building. The man, having gotten a hold of the box at last, followed Yi Chang, grumbling.


3.


Yi Chang and the man went into an old tea room nearby. Yi Chang sat with his arms crossed, a cup of coffee in front of him. The old man sat facing him, barely dressed in his white garb, his legs trembling. After some deliberation about what to ask, Yi Chang opened his mouth at last.


“I’ll ask you a simple question.”


The old man nodded, faking a smile.


“You know The Church of the Heavenly Spirit, don’t you? It was quite famous,” Yi Chang said.


“I’ve heard of it.” The old man held his tongue after this worthless reply.


To maintain his composure, Yi Chang said to himself, You’re almost there. Then he grabbed the old man’s chin and looked him straight in the eye, as the man desperately tried to evade his gaze.


“I can see your wheels turning—spit it all out if you don’t want to rot away the rest of your life.”


Terrified, the old man nodded. His shiny bald head gleamed under the fluorescent light. Yi Chang straightened himself and said, “I know you belonged to the church from 2002 to 2005. From what I hear, you held a high position there. What I want to know is where the leader is. Where the hell is he, and what’s he doing? Is there anything you know about him and anyone else involved with the church? And why did the church disappear suddenly in 2005?”


The old man racked his brain. He barely remembered anything as it was all so long ago, but he had to provide some answer if he were to be let free. As he searched his memory, an unexpected face came to mind. His dull eyes filled with light.


“I was wondering why you were asking about that damned cult—you were a member there, weren’t you?” he asked.


Yi Chang motioned at him with his chin, signaling him to go on.


“I remember. Of course I remember. People like us have nothing but our memory to serve us,” the old man said.


“Do you remember my family, then?”


“Of course I do. I was the one who dragged your father there. He was devout, because of his ill daughter. Your sister was ‘blessed’ in the end, wasn’t she? So the little boy is a big investigator now. But why’re you looking for the leader after all these years?” the old man asked, narrowing his eyes after taking a sip of his coffee, relaxing a bit. Yi Chang frowned at the instant change in his attitude.


“None of your business. Where is he?”


“I was a lowly deacon. All I did was bring people to the church and collect donations. How would I know?”


“If you’re jailed at your age, you won’t even get a funeral, you know.”


“But I really don’t know. I left as soon as it happened!”


“As soon as what happened?”


“It was the day of your sister’s blessing. That’s right, that was the last of the blessings. Some crazy bastard stabbed the leader’s son. He saw that your sister was healed and said he wanted a blessing as well, as I recall. An elder found him in the act, but it was too late. The kid was dead by then. You didn’t know?”


Yi Chang shook his head in silence. The old man gulped down the rest of his coffee and continued. “There was an uproar for a while. The home of the leader and the elder burned down, and the leader’s son died, I believe. The crazy guy hung around the neighborhood with the bloody knife in his hand and was caught by the police. Oh, it was horrific.”


Shivering, the old man blinked rapidly.


Yi Chang, leaning across the table, urged him: “Go on.”


“Then about a week later, I think, a worship was held as usual, and donations were collected. The leader looked undisturbed, not at all like someone who’d lost his son. Then he up and vanished. Just like that, leaving no traces. The believers who were left behind came up with all sorts of stories. People who’d never received a blessing after taking out loans and giving all their money to the church started wailing and smashing the church to the ground; it was insane.”


The old man asked an employee for some water and gulped it. Putting the cup down, he peered at Yi Chang and lowered his voice, saying, “Do you know what’s the creepiest?” Drops of water, or sweat, dripped down his white beard. “The bastard who killed the leader’s son—he died from a disease, soon after he was caught.”


“Disease?”


“Yes! He became a believer because of his sick kid, but he himself was fine. But he just up and died. Not from an acute illness like heart attack or brain hemorrhage, but from a rare disease children usually get.”


An arsonist murderer dies of a rare disease all of a sudden? Yi Chang thought, contemplating how everything that had happened back then defied common sense.


The old man’s lower lip trembled as he said, “How do you think the believers took it? Think back to the madness at the time. You can’t blame them for thinking that the leader put a curse on him. We saw with our own eyes, didn’t we? Why couldn’t someone who worked miracles also call down a curse? The name of the leader has been a taboo among the believers ever since. You wouldn’t know, because your family never showed up after your sister was healed.”


A curse. Any normal person would scoff at the idea, but Yi Chang didn’t think the old man’s words were farfetched. His father and older sister, who were dead, and he himself were witnesses to the leader’s supernatural power. Had the leader had a son, though? He asked the old man, who said in great surprise, “You must remember the boy who held the hands of the chosen believers standing before him, each time there was a blessing ceremony. I don’t know how old he was. He’s dead, anyway, so what does it matter?”


“Oh!” Yi Chang let out a small cry. Only now did he remember the thin little boy who had assisted in the ceremony, covered in a red robe. As the old man had said, what mattered was not the dead boy but his father.


“You really don’t know anything about the leader?”


“Nothing! No one’s seen him since, let alone know of his whereabouts.”


“You think I believe that?” Yi Chang spat out in frustration and struck the table with his fist. His face was full of gloom as he rubbed it with his hands.


The old man, shoulders hunched, looked this way and that, then opened his mouth.


“Uh, well … I’m not sure if I should tell you this, but …”


Just then, the cell phone on the table started vibrating. Junhyeok’s name appeared on the screen. Yi Chang tried to ignore it, but the phone continued to vibrate. He put the phone to his ear, and Junhyeok’s sharp voice screamed, “Why don’t you pick up your phone? What I told you this morning, it’s not just a simple case of violence—it’s major! Where on earth are you?”


Running his hand through his hair in frustration, Yi Chang got to his feet. He told Junhyeok he was on his way and hung up. “Pick up your phone as soon as I call you. And call me if anything else comes to your mind,” he said to the old man, who nodded.


Before leaving the tea room, Yi Chang went and stuck his arm into the collection box and rummaged about. Then he left, with a fistful of money envelopes. He didn’t bother to count the amount.


4.


Lan entered a bar in the basement shopping center of an apartment complex. The bell on the door gave a clear ring. He deftly smoothed his hair and changed into his work T-shirt and apron. The owner couple who had been preparing ingredients in the kitchen greeted him, and Lan bowed lightly.


The couple and Lan had met at a youth protection center. Lan had entered the center at an awkward age and was having a hard time adjusting when the couple, who volunteered regularly at the center, began to pay him attention. Thanks to them, Lan could shake off his feelings of depression and go about his daily life. He felt indebted to them but didn’t know how to express his gratitude. He just quietly helped out at the bar. Several years had passed already since he’d started working there.


The bar sold simple meals during the day and drinks and side dishes in the evening. Business was pretty good with residents of the apartment complex frequenting the place. It was 5 p.m., so there was still a little time before things got hectic. In the evening, they’d be up to their ears with orders. Lan took out a mop and began to clean the floor. There was breaking news on the TV that hung in a corner. Lan stopped mopping and turned his gaze to the TV.


“A dead body was found in an abandoned building in Gyeoksan Beach in the town of Byeonan. The deceased is Han, a pastor, who had established a church in town, and the cause of death was excessive bleeding due to an abdominal stab wound. Based on multiple factors, the police is focusing on the possibility of a revenge killing …”


Lan remained unshaken, confirming the death of someone he’d once called father. He actually felt fantastic, though a bit dazed. The fact that the man no longer lived brought him a sense of great relief and freedom. He started mopping again.


After 7 p.m., people began to trickle their way into the bar. Things got busy not only in the barroom but also in the kitchen where the owner couple was cooking. Lan put a plate of yukhoe from the kitchen onto a tray. The yukhoe—marinated diced raw beef—was a vivid red, with red seasoning on red meat. Lan felt nauseated all of a sudden.


“Oh, what on earth?” mumbled the customer who’d ordered the yukhoe, staring at the TV. Lan wanted to look away, but couldn’t; the screen showed a dark, desolate basement.


“Breaking news—evidence of child abduction and killing has been found in the basement of the building where Han’s body was found. The identified victim is …”


Lan’s ears rang and he felt dizzy. He could no longer hear a word and couldn’t move a step. How long had he been standing like that?


“Can I order?” someone shouted, bringing Lan back to his senses. Everyone was calling out to him. With great effort, he tore his eyes off the screen and saw the lump of red meat on the plate. Something crumbled within him, like a wall that had kept things at bay, and red images came pouring down. He felt unbearably queasy. He took a deep breath and repeated in his mind: Don’t let it get to you.


The nausea didn’t settle easily, but Lan went on with his tasks. He knew that busying himself was the best way to not get drowned in memories. The customers began to thin out after midnight. The owner couple showed concern, saying Lan looked unwell, but he finished up as usual and left just before 2 a.m.


As Lan stepped out into the dark street, the chill night air brushed against his face. The sea always pervaded the air of this town. He both liked and hated the fishy smell that accompanied daily life here. He often wondered, What do you do when something really sticky and fishy clings to your body and doesn’t come off? Even worse, what if it’s something you can distinctly feel but can’t touch? You’d probably just have to get used to it, the way you get used to the dampness at night.


Lan fell asleep as soon as he got home. It was still deep in the night when he opened his eyes. He was sweating all over from a bad dream; he hadn’t had a nightmare in a while. Lying still, he stared up at the ceiling and thought he saw something moving about in the darkness. He felt as if there were a hundred needles pricking his head. He felt weary. He wanted to go back to sleep but couldn’t.


5.


The beach was bustling with a crowd when Yi Chang arrived at the scene. Reporters and cameramen were madly competing for material. Yi Chang crossed over the police line and entered the building. Junhyeok waved to him from inside.


The two men headed to the kitchen, which was adjacent to the dining area where the body had been found. A metal sheet stood looking out of place between the sink and the refrigerator. It was clean and without dust; the fridge had been in front of it, keeping it hidden. They set aside the metal sheet, revealing an old, battered wooden door. Junhyeok pulled it open. The door led to the basement.


A sickening musty smell, mixed with the odor of fish, rose from the basement. The rusty iron stairs rattled with each step the men took. It was pitch black in the basement—a discomfiting, clinging darkness. Junhyeok groped around for a switch and flicked it on. A dull orange light bulb flickered several times, then shed light on the basement.


To one side were several large dog cages, whose actual purpose couldn’t be ascertained. Unable to bear the stench, Yi Chang lifted his arm and held his nose without even realizing it. His feet kept stepping on ropes of indistinct color. The metal table in the middle of the room was rusted.


Yi Chang stared at the wall across from the cages. It was covered in tape marks, as if things had been put up on the wall and taken down countless times. Amid the messy marks was a photograph. The boy in the photograph, around ten years of age, was smiling brightly. Yi Chang’s face stiffened.


6.


“The deceased is Han Seungmok, fifty-five. He was a pastor ten years ago and went around Hong Kong and Macao among other places until he returned to Korea recently. He had a brother, three years younger, whose whereabouts can’t be confirmed. He had no other relations. The building was registered in his brother’s name. But the keys to the building, including the one to the basement, were found in the dead man’s pants pocket. The fingerprints found in the building mostly belong to the deceased as well. Further investigation is needed to see if his brother has anything to do with the death. And this …” Junhyeok said, handing Yi Chang a stack of paper. Yi Chang took the stack and turned over the sheets one by one, and let out a small groan.


“It’s a copy of the notebook found in the basement, presumably in Han Seungmok’s handwriting. It contains the identities of children around age ten who disappeared over a three-year period, between 2003 and 2005. There’s another date written next to the date of each child’s birth, which seems to indicate the day they were brought here. The record is of ten children total, all of whom had been reported missing,” Junhyeok said, then added cautiously, “And none of them came home.”


“What about the boy in the picture on the wall? The picture doesn’t look that old.”


“That’s right. The nine-year-old boy was reported missing on the twentieth of last month, and his name was written in the last page of the notebook. He hasn’t come home.”


“Yu Junseo, born March 20, 2006, nine years old …” Yi Chang read, and bit down on his lip. Next to the boy’s age was a curious little star-shaped mark. “What about the weapon?” he asked.


“There’s something unsettling about it,” Junhyeok replied. “Fingerprints were found on a weapon recovered nearby, but they all belong to Han Seungmok. The killer could’ve been wearing gloves, of course, and they could’ve used a knife the victim had been using. But what would you say if the blood on the weapon wasn’t the victim’s? The results show that the blood was someone else’s entirely.”


Yi Chang recalled the scene of the incident as he’d first seen it. The blood from the victim had formed a pool. And at a distance from the body, there had been another, smaller pool. Had both of them been one person’s blood?


“So, to sum it up, the weapon found at the scene was used by the deceased to harm someone, not for the murder of the victim. Which means that the real weapon hasn’t yet been found,” Junhyeok said.


How odd. Even with the same type of knife, wounds vary depending on the sharpness of the blade. The weapon found on the scene had a chipped, uneven blade, and the victim’s wound was jagged, like the blade itself. Yi Chang considered a number of possibilities. Did the killer stab two people with one weapon? Or is there another weapon that was used in the actual murder? Is the person whose blood is on the knife the one who killed Han Seungmok? Is there the possibility of an accomplice? Yi Chang put a hand to his forehead, his head throbbing with the hailstorm of questions. “Is there anything else?” he asked.


“The kitchen shows traces of no one but the victim and his brother, and not much was found in the dining area either, the scene of the murder. The only distinguishable fingerprints belong to those who first came across the body, and the rest of the fingerprints can’t be discerned because they’re so smudged. Oh, and there was something else that was odd,” Junhyeok added.


Yi Chang waited for him to go on.


“The signs of assault on the body. They say that all the bruises formed steadily over a long period of time. And that the spots covering his face turned out to be tumors, malignant melanoma. They’re unusual in that they were found only on the skin, without spreading to the spinal cord.”


“What does that mean?” Yi Chang asked.


Junhyeok took a sheet from the stack and thrust it at him, saying, “Han Seungmok’s checkup results from a month ago show no indication of illness, other than slightly high blood pressure. And the people in the neighborhood who saw him two days before his death say that his complexion looked fine. Cancer doesn’t develop in a few days like that, you know. And people who saw him in the sauna say that he didn’t have any bruises. It doesn’t make sense, does it? It’s completely baffling.”


Something flashed through Yi Chang’s mind, something he’d heard from the old man in the tea room, about the believer who’d come down with a rare disease because of the cult leader’s curse. There was a bizarre connection between the believer and the victim of the recent incident. This dead body found near the beach was an unexpected clue for Yi Chang.


I may be able to find the leader soon, Yi Chang thought, his hands trembling.


“Oh, I just remembered,” Junhyeok said, looking up from the report. He looked into Yi Chang’s eyes and said, “I came across something unusual about the victim’s past. I thought he was the pastor of an ordinary church, but it turns out that he was the leader of a cult that became popular between 2002 and 2005. You’ve heard of The Church of the Heavenly Spirit, haven’t you?”


Yi Chang could not hide his dismay at the words. Han Seungmok was the leader? And he’s dead? he pondered in despair.


7.


It was another rainy spring day. Scattered petals stuck to the beat-up bonnet of the car. Yi Chang was headed to a hospital downtown. He had to see his niece, Chaerin. The nine-year-old girl was the only thing his older sister had left behind. Every now and then came a day when he desperately longed to see his niece, and that day had come. Yi Chang recalled a time that seemed ages ago.


Yi Chang’s sister suffered from a rare hereditary disease, from which almost no one had made complete recovery. A disease doesn’t just weaken the body. It eats away at the mind and wears out the people around the sick person. The more they struggle, unable to give up even while knowing there’s no hope, the more viciously it attacks.


Yi Chang’s father had also been unable to give up. Having lost his wife early on, he couldn’t bear to lose his daughter, too, and crossed a line he shouldn’t have. Perhaps it was the most natural destination for those who didn’t want to let go of hope, even though they knew there was none. Clutching at straws, he arrived at The Church of the Heavenly Spirit, a cult that was thriving in the city.


The church was infamous for its persistent proselytizing efforts. Around most schools in the city, people with glassy eyes handed out pamphlets every day, latching onto anyone passing by and prying for personal information, not letting them go until they got what they wanted. Often, the police were dispatched because several of them would go chasing after an individual. The city’s office of education even issued an official document regarding the matter. The church’s crudely-printed pamphlets with the word “miracle” on them would get trampled by students as they ran.


On weekends, cult members would put on ludicrous animal costumes and flock to the park and sing songs of praise. They stood their ground and sang, even when passersby hurled abuse at them, even when they were reported for excessive noise, and even when some daring grade-schoolers pulled down the zippers on their costumes and shoved garbage down their backs. The songs they sang, of simple melody, were as catchy as commercial music, and people would find themselves singing along in spite of themselves. It was on the day that Yi Chang had run home to evade these frenzied evangelists that his father came home with an armful of their flyers; that day, his father had a glassy look in his eyes.


They say that a human brain stores only the memories it can cope with. Yi Chang remembered those days only vaguely, and only absolute facts were clear, like the life of a stranger written in a book: his father giving all the money they had to the church, so as to be chosen for the leader’s “blessing ceremony”; the family’s finances rapidly deteriorating; Yi Chang running into his father, dressed in an animal costume and singing a song of praise, in front of his university.


“As long as we’re chosen for the ceremony …” Yi Chang’s father would say. By then, normal communication with him had become impossible. No matter how Yi Chang tried to stop him, to talk him out of it, his father would repeat the same thing, his eyes vacant, as if that were the only thing he could ever say. He staked everything he had on that tawdry show, which was obviously a fraud.


By the time Yi Chang was discharged from the military, which he’d entered to escape reality, his home had long fallen apart. All the furniture in the house had red seizure stickers on them, just like on TV shows. His sister’s condition had declined to the point of near death. Even hoping for a miracle seemed too much to ask for; he just hoped that things would come to an end, in whatever form.


One day, Yi Chang’s father took his hand in his, just as he had on the day he’d come home with an armful of flyers, and told him it was all over.


Yi Chang felt guilty and hopeful at the same time. The two emotions had the same weight upon him; he didn’t know which one to choose. That was why he hadn’t been able to prevent his father from taking his dying sister to the church assembly hall. Instead, he followed him there. Only when he was at the door did it occur to him that perhaps he wouldn’t, not couldn’t, keep his father from doing what he was doing.


At any rate, Yi Chang was standing before the church door, which he pushed open. Once inside, he saw faith—pure faith, almost—born of madness, desperation, and urgency pervading the spacious hall and his father looking as if he had been saved by God. The so-called leader shouted an awkward chant, made up of fragments of the Bible, and his sister lay on a slab of white marble like some sacrifice, her face pale and her hands folded together. Yi Chang sensed that the end he’d so longed for was near, and thought he would resent himself and his father for the rest of his life.


Yi Chang closed and opened his eyes, then stepped backward. The door at his back didn’t budge, as if to say it wouldn’t let him out. Silence fell in the hall, which had been in an uproar with blind faith and excitement, and Yi Chang saw what the believers saw: his sister, looking dazed, rising on her own two feet.


His sister looked refreshed, as if she were getting up from a nap on a weekend afternoon. She looked incredibly well. Before, she hadn’t been able to even stand on her own without someone aiding her. Yi Chang was astounded. His sister walked across the wide hall and stopped in front of him. The believers parted to make way for her. Their eyes were full of envy, jealousy, and wonder as they stared at her. Their gaze reached past her to Yi Chang.


“Is this a dream? I’m sleepy …” said the healed girl, and collapsed before her brother.


At the hospital, the doctor took a look at the test results and scans and said in disbelief that it was a miracle. The disease hadn’t taken a turn for the better or been cured. It had disappeared altogether, as if it had never existed. It felt unreal. The best doctors in the country had given up on Yi Chang’s sister and no medicine had worked for her, but here she was, healed in a matter of a few hours. Yi Chang couldn’t help but believe in the power of the blessing. It wasn’t a play or a show—it was truly a miracle.


And that miracle was the reason Yi Chang was looking for the leader of the cult now.


After the healing, Yi Chang’s sister fell in love with a man and got married, but then she died in a car accident, which made no sense at all. During the funeral, Yi Chang couldn’t help but think about the fate allotted each person.


The accident occurred on a trip. Accompanied by her husband, Yi Chang’s sister was taking their father to Gangwon Province. The trip was planned to coincide with Chaerin’s two-day English camp; Yi Chang was supposed to go with them, but he had to stay behind because of a case. The driver in the car in front of his family had fallen asleep at the wheel. In the blink of an eye, a large cement truck ended up crashing into the car his sister was driving. Watching the black box footage from the car that had been behind them, Yi Chang thought of the ants he’d killed as a child. Just like those ants he’d squished to death with his finger, his family had been crushed under a heap of cement mix.


The emptiness and sense of futility tormented Yi Chang every night, like a rockslide rolling fiercely his way. Many times he’d decided to end his life, having no desire whatsoever to go on. But the thought of Chaerin, who’d be left all alone, prevented him. And it was because of his niece that Yi Chang, who’d been struggling in the depths of despair, could return to normal life. Chaerin was his only remaining family, and he put all his love and care into the child. He didn’t care what anyone said. He made an effort to ignore the anxiety that reared its head inside him now and then, focusing on the small moments of happiness.


One day, Yi Chang got a phone call from the after-school academy Chaerin attended. She had passed out after vomiting and had been taken to the hospital. The test results showed that Chaerin had inherited the disease from her mother.


The doctor said that Chaerin wouldn’t live to be an adult. Yi Chang took her to a different hospital. The doctor there said the same thing. Yi Chang changed hospitals again, but they all gave him the same answer. He did exactly what his father had done when his sister was sick. Only now could he fully understand his father’s actions. He tried all kinds of medicine, looked up dissertations, and went to hear lectures by renowned doctors, putting aside his work and daily routine. He’d even followed around a cult member who was proselyting on the street. Despite all his efforts, though, Chaerin’s illness only worsened.


Yi Chang had the insurance money his father and his brother-in-law had left him, but he couldn’t quit his job entirely because he didn’t know how much more money he’d be needing. He was so busy that he didn’t notice the days go by. A week, a month, a year passed in a flash, and there came a point where he couldn’t tell if he’d gotten used to it all or if he was quickly wearing down. Chaerin had a seizure one night, when he was working late on an assault case. He realized yet again that the child was the only thing that kept him going. Staring at his niece who was lying in the ICU, he thought of the miracle that had happened to his sister.


There was no other hope. Yi Chang needed the blessing one more time, just one more time. Since then, he had been seeking The Church of the Heavenly Spirit and its leader. That was the reason he’d come to this little town where he didn’t know anyone. The church site lay in ruins. He inquired into the people who, like his sister, had fully recovered after a blessing from the leader, but no one knew his whereabouts; he seemed to have vanished overnight.


Upon learning that the deacon who’d been in charge of overseeing the believers—the old man—was conning people in the name of the church, Yi Chang thought he’d come across a lead. But when it turned out the dead body found near the beach was the man he’d so desperately been searching for, he felt as if the world had come crashing down.


Incessant rain pelted the car window. The crawling raindrops looked like transparent, living worms. The light of the hospital in the distance, where Chaerin lay sleeping, came into view. Yi Chang glanced at the rearview mirror and saw the reflection of his sunken eyes. Again, he recalled the ants, crushed to death. He wanted to see Chaerin alive and moving with his own eyes. He felt he couldn’t sleep otherwise.


8.


“Uncle Chang! I had a feeling you’d come today,” Chaerin said. She was still awake though it was nearly midnight. Yi Chang couldn’t help smiling even as he chided her, saying she shouldn’t stay up too late. He’d been expecting no more than to see her asleep in bed, but the girl jumped up as soon as he opened the door and threw herself into his arms. The fatigue and headache that had plagued him for so long instantly melted away. Chaerin smelled of baby lotion, but she held her nose, saying he stunk.


“Uncle Chang, can’t you come more often? I’m so bored here. And kids make fun of me, saying no one ever comes to see me,” Chaerin said.


“Who says that? Tell me which kids, and I’ll tell them off if it happens again.”


“No, don’t. Just come when I’m playing with my friends.”


“All right, I’ll bring lots of goodies, too.”


“Promise?”


“Promise.”


The friends she was referring to were kids hospitalized year round, suffering from chronic illnesses like that of Chaerin. Yi Chang felt conflicted every time she hinted at her loneliness. Should he give it all up? Wouldn’t it be better to let go of the things he was barely holding on to, spend time with the child who didn’t have long to live, and keep her from feeling lonely? Such reflections always ended in self-reproach. It was too soon to give up on his last living family.


Chaerin didn’t want to go to bed, but Yi Chang lulled her to sleep. By the time he left the hospital, the rain had stopped. Looks like it’ll clear up tomorrow, he thought. He also thought he should come back soon, with gifts in hand.


Although Yi Chang’s apartment wasn’t far from the hospital, it was almost two in the morning when he got into bed after washing himself. The room, with the light turned off, was thick with darkness. Overlapping the darkness were the crime scene and the basement he’d seen in the day. The face in the photo of the deceased belonged to the cult leader he remembered. Was the man really dead? The tumor that had spread over half his face in just two days was exactly like what happened to the fanatic believer after the leader pronounced a curse on him. Did it mean that someone had put a curse on the leader? Or had he done it to himself? He couldn’t have. Amid the myriad possibilities, Yi Chang came upon a theory that seemed somewhat feasible. He’s dead, but what if there’s another person with similar powers? he wondered.


He sat up immediately. His face looked calm, but his heart was about to burst out of his chest. Someone who could pronounce a curse upon a person could probably give a blessing, too. Did it mean that the person who’d put a curse on Han Seungmok was also the one who’d stabbed him? But that raised the question, Why did he stab him, when the man would’ve died anyway from the curse?


Yi Chang shook his head. What he needed right now was some sleep. Obsessing wouldn’t give him the answer, since he didn’t have enough information anyway. Just before drifting off to sleep, he recalled the leader’s younger brother, the prime suspect. He entertained the vague hope that someone of the same blood might have the same power. He closed his eyes at last, thinking he should look into the younger brother first thing in the morning.


9.


“This is Han Seungmok’s younger brother. He’s just a thug. Han Seungtae, fifty-two years old,” Junhyeok said, handing Yi Chang a photograph. Yi Chang frowned, remembering the face.


“When Han Seungmok was the leader of the church, his brother was an elder. After the church’s demise, he took the money he’d extorted from the believers and went around abroad splurging it. A lot of people in town say they saw the brothers quarreling over money—it seems they’d been running out. A record shows that Han Seungtae lived in Macao for a few years, and he likely squandered all the money he had at casinos. It’s been less than a year since he returned to Korea,” Junhyeok related.


The face in the photo was exactly as Yi Chang remembered. The leader had looked like a nice enough person, but his brother had a boorish face, his eyelids and cheekbones bulging like those of a toad.


“Who’s last seen him?” Yi Chang asked.


“A woman, the owner of a hostess bar downtown. According to her, Han Seungtae started showing up there about six months ago—he’d often come with no money on him and order on credit. On the day she last saw him, he’d come in and raised hell, saying one of the employees had ignored him. No one’s seen him since. The murder took place when he was throwing a fit there. He’d been drinking since seven in the evening of the incident and started making a scene past midnight; he fell asleep drunk, and the owner left him as he was, not wanting to deal with him. He ended up leaving only after sunrise the next morning. Pastor Han died around 9 p.m. the night before, so Han Seungtae has a solid alibi.”
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