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She traded in her prison uniform for shackles of a different kind.

After escaping a North Korean prison camp, Mee-Kyong is hustled over the border and sold into the Chinese underworld. She vows to survive, but sheer determination and willpower won’t save her this time. 

Is she fated to remain a slave forever?

Read Slave Again now

***
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TORN ASUNDER

After graduating from the Secret Seminary, Hannah and Simon are ready to return to their homeland. Their training has equipped them to carry the gospel to a country ravaged by darkness and despair. If necessary, they're even prepared to face the North Korean labor camps, but the hardest part of their mission isn't the hunger, cold, and incessant danger. The hardest part is cutting off contact with one another. In this world of spies, secret police, and informants, Simon and Hannah learn that staying together won't just compromise their ministry. It could cost them both their lives.

Two undercover missionaries delivering a single message of hope. Two Christians willing to die for the sake of the Good News. One love - more powerful than terror, more beautiful than life, and more dangerous than either of them could possibly imagine.

A love so strong, nothing but the grave could overcome it.

Read Torn Asunder now

***
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FLOWER SWALLOW

"I never woulda guessed a bowl of curst noodles could cause so much trouble." ~ Woong, North Korea, age unknown

It all started with a curse. When Woong's hunger drives him to steal the fancy meal set out by his superstitious mother, he invokes a shaman's wrath. Soon afterwards, a flood ravages his home, ripping him from his parents and hurtling him into street life during the catastrophic North Korean famine of the 1990s.

Traveling from place to place in order to survive, Woong meets a grandmother whose faith in the Dear Leader enables her to wait patiently for the arrival of food aid, an uncle whose plot to take over a grain silo could land the whole family in prison camp, and a mysterious character who may or may not have an angelic blessing.

Woong's journey is arduous, spanning several winters where cold and sickness are perils as deadly as starvation. Still, he holds on to hope of one day reversing the shaman's curse and forging a new life of freedom and belonging.

Hailed as Alana's most masterful novel to date, Flower Swallow is a touching story appropriate for most ages. Readers of suspense, young adult, and historical fiction will find Woong's story inspiring and uplifting. It has been described as a "Korean Oliver Twist" and compared to "Life is Beautiful" because of its gentle handling of a very heavy topic.

Read Flower Swallow now



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]



Slave Again



a novel by Alana Terry










[image: image]
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CHAPTER 1
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“Kick me again, and I swear I’ll kill you,” Mee-Kyong growled.

She fell backward, exposing the small swell of her abdomen. Pang didn’t miss his opportunity. As soon as his heel connected with the underside of her belly, a warm gush streamed down her leg. “What did you do?” Her voice faltered. “What were you thinking?” She gawked at the puddle beneath her.

Pang shook his head. “You shouldn’t provoke me like that.” He sank down beside her. “You know how hard it is for me to keep my temper.” Mee-Kyong didn’t try to stand. She stared at the blood-tinged liquid on the floor. He groaned. “I asked you to help me not get so angry anymore.” He scooped her up, and a smaller leak cascaded down to the ground. “You’re bleeding.” He brushed her cheek with his lips as he laid her on the bed. She was too nauseated to open her eyes. Pang curled down beside her on the mattress, wrapping his arms around her and stroking her hair. “Next time, try not to make me so upset. At least not until our child is born.”

She intertwined her legs with his, wincing as her nerves shot fire through her belly in protest. He pressed himself up against her back and ran his fingers around her navel. “I would never do anything to hurt either of you.” His hot breath tickled her ear. “You are my family now.” A shiver started at the tip of Mee-Kyong’s tailbone and scurried all the way up her back, finally erupting into goose bumps across her shoulders.

He buried his face into the curve of her neck. “All I want to do is love you.” Her whole body shuddered.

Half an hour later, she stood over him and focused on his snoring. Not yet. Wait a few more minutes. She held her breath. Invisible iron fingers clamped down on her uterus. Her discharge was now mostly blood instead of clear liquid. He’ll be sleeping soundly soon enough. Don’t be an impatient fool. Wait a little bit longer. A contraction forced the breath out of her, and Pang shifted on the bed. She froze. He couldn’t wake up. Not yet.

She held her abdomen, pressing her fingers against the hard swell. You can do this. She stared at her bruised belly. Pang twitched in his sleep. Mee-Kyong rose slowly, keeping her hand over her midsection. She tiptoed to the far side of the cabin and turned around long enough to study her lover. She had endured so much as a prisoner in Camp 22. She could make it without Pang. But did she really want to? He was the father of her child. He had purchased her freedom with his own. He gave up everything — his job, his standing with the Party, his personal safety — just to help her escape the gulag. You owe it to him to stay with him.

Pang grimaced and let out a loud snore.

Mee-Kyong wrinkled her nose. I hate snoring. She reached into Pang’s traveling bag and pulled out his knife. Do it now, or you’ll never have the courage, you coward. She wished Pang weren’t asleep, but it had to be this way. If he was awake, she would never follow through. He would thwart her just as easily as he would swat a mosquito. Whether with his fists or his kisses, he could always find a way to stop her.

She grimaced when a contraction seized her abdomen. More blood oozed down her leg as she studied the former prison guard. Scratch lines ran across one side of his chest. She stood above him, etching his muscular frame into her memory. Even in his sleep, he made a fist.

The contraction tapered off, but she still hesitated. You’ve always been too pathetic to do anything. She should just take a nap like Pang and sleep off her worries. That night, the broker would come and hustle them into China. Once they were out of North Korea, Pang wouldn’t be so tense. He wouldn’t get so angry. She put her hand protectively over her abdomen. Her other hand trembled, almost dropping the weapon. “Maybe we should stay,” she whispered to her womb.

Pang choked on his own snore. His mouth hung open as he lay splayed on the bed. Mee-Kyong gripped the steel handle. He looks so pathetic when he drools. She breathed in and plunged the knife into Pang’s chest.
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CHAPTER 2
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Mee-Kyong slid down against the wall, clutching her abdomen and gaping at the blood on her arm. What are you sitting down for? She shivered and refused to look toward the bed. She hadn’t expected Pang to wake up. She had imagined it would be easy. Quick and painless. Merciful, even. She leaned over and vomited. Quit acting like a baby. She spat and wiped her mouth on her shirt. You need to leave, or you’ll end up even worse off than him.

She staggered to her feet and leaned against the wall for support. Her eyes caught the blood-stained blanket on the bed, and she retched again. Mee-Kyong picked up the knife and wiped it clean. At least if she had to use it again, she’d learn from her mistake and angle it right. She thought about Pang, held her stomach, and groaned once more. Nice planning, you idiot. Now you’ve got to find your way to the border by yourself. How was she supposed to make it to China without him? She could have put up with a few more days of his assaults, couldn’t she?

It’s only nerves, you wimp. Of course her stomach was a little upset. She put one hand on her abdomen and steadied herself with the other. It’s only nerves. Nerves that she would have to overcome if she was going to escape North Korea with her hard-earned freedom.

Pang had never mentioned the name of the broker who would lead them into China, but Mee-Kyong had to decide what to do before he showed up. She either needed to get away from the cabin before he arrived, or she’d have to find a hiding place for the body, clean up the entire mess, and think of a compelling lie to convince the man to help her escape without Pang.

Right now, it looked like her only real option was to run away. She couldn’t move the body by herself, not with the continuous cramping in her uterus and searing pain in the small of her back. She didn’t have the fortitude to even look at the corpse, let alone clean away the filth of death. She wasn’t about to check to confirm her suspicions, but the odor from the bedside made her guess the blanket was soiled with more than just blood. And even if she hid the body, she had no money to pay the broker.

Money. You fool. Why didn’t you think of the money? She bit down on her fist. Pang always kept his money in his pocket.

She willed her body to turn toward the bed and swallowed down another rush of bile. Even Pang’s pants were filthy. Now look at what you have to do. She straightened her spine as best she could with her swollen abdomen. She had persevered through an entire childhood in a North Korean prison camp, relying on her own wits and strength. The gulag raised her. She was born behind a barbed electric fence, but she endured. She had eaten raw rodents. She had lanced a boil with her teeth when no better medical care was available. She had survived her relationship with Pang, even though he always threatened to be the one to kill her. If Camp 22 had taught her anything, it was how to survive.

And right now, what Mee-Kyong needed to survive was an envelope full of cash.

She trudged to the bed, averting her gaze. She didn’t want to face her lover’s eyes again. The stench of death’s final humiliation assaulting her nostrils, she grimaced and crept her hand toward Pang’s pocket. She felt her way, finger after finger, until she found the cash. She snatched it out and then doubled over gagging. She tried to twist her body away, but a stitching pain in her side stole her breath instead, and she stumbled to the ground. Clumsy buffoon. Propped up on one elbow, she pressed down on her waist. Her uterus was as hard as the cement floor of the dorm back at Camp 22. Mee-Kyong shut her eyes. Her whole body felt like it was orbiting around a point just above her head. After vomiting once more, she fumbled toward the door, wondering what she had to do to forget the corpse that lay on the mattress, defiling her senses and her memory.

She didn’t even make it out of the cabin before she staggered again to the ground. Get off this cursed floor. As she rocked back and forth on her elbows and knees, anguish from her abdomen radiated through the rest of her body. Her arms trembled as she struggled to hold herself up.

The baby wasn’t supposed to come for another six or eight weeks. That’s what the nurse Pang brought from Onsong had said. Mee-Kyong planned to be safe in the Chinese interior by her due date, not stuck in this cabin next to Pang’s corpse. What was she supposed to do if her child was born here? She couldn’t bring it with her to China. She would have a hard enough time surviving by herself. How could she expect to take care of a newborn? Pang never mentioned it, but she always assumed he would whisk the baby away and get rid of it somehow. They had both hoped the Onsong nurse would take care of the problem for them, but it was too late into the pregnancy for that.

By nightfall, she was still on the floor. Her body had decided to expel the child with or without Mee-Kyong’s consent. She closed her eyes and clenched her teeth. Don’t be such a sniveling wimp. In the prison camp, she had endured all of Pang’s violent outbursts; she could endure something as universal as childbirth. Like Pang’s temper, this delivery wouldn’t last forever. At some point, it had to end. The only problem was that when it was over, instead of having a lover to comfort and soothe her wounds, she would have a baby she didn’t know how to care for, a baby she didn’t even want.

No matter what happened, it had to end soon. Either she would die, or her body would evict Pang’s baby from her womb. There would be no more waiting. Mee-Kyong gritted her teeth. Drenched with sweat, she barely had time to inhale before she needed to bear down again.

Her skin burned. She clenched her eyes shut, and with one more push, she stretched wider than she thought was physically possible. Another small squeeze, almost an afterthought, brought her child into the world.

Soft fuzzy down covered near-translucent eyelids. Perfectly formed nails tipped the ends of ten wrinkled fingers. It was a boy. Mee-Kyong held him up in detached scrutiny.

Pang’s baby was dead. At least she wouldn’t have to figure out what to do with their bastard son. She struggled to clean herself up, using the already bloody blanket to wipe off as much of her filth as she could.

Repulsed by the sight of the child, she wrapped the corpse in Pang’s undershirt and shoved it away in a corner of the cabin. Her legs trembled as she dressed. You are not going to give up now. She had to survive. Who cared if she had just delivered a baby? So had every other mother in the course of all human history.

She lifted her chin, steadied herself with her hand against the wall, and staggered out the cabin door. She only made it a few steps before she collapsed. Don’t stop moving, you lazy idiot!

She got up and counted her steps until no degree of self-degradation could coax her body farther. She was bleeding even more heavily than she had been before the delivery. She was still within sight of the cabin when an aftershock gripped her uterus so tight a sob escaped.

Stand up. Her body refused to respond. She tried to blink away the blurry lights in her field of vision, but her sight didn’t clear. Forget the pain. Another contraction, the byproduct of labor, made the ground spin around her. She wouldn’t be going anywhere.

Suddenly chilled, she curled up into a ball and tried to warm up by hugging herself. If you lie down, you’ll never get back up again. She tried to resist the drowsiness that encircled her shivering, aching body, but right now she only had the will to sleep.

Tomorrow, she would continue on her journey.
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CHAPTER 3
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Min-Ho had already examined the young girl from head to toe and then all the way back up again. Now he focused on the way the bottom of her throat trembled when she spoke. “My teacher said you could help me get a job.” She swept her bangs across her forehead.

“You’re kind of young, aren’t you?” Min-Ho smiled to calm the girl’s nerves. He wasn’t about to scare away a catch like this.

Sun focused on her hands. “My family needs the money.”

He didn’t ask for any more details. Details didn’t matter. He hadn’t met a girl like Sun in years. Numbers and figures raced through his mind. “You’ll need some new clothes.” His fingertip grazed the sleeve of her sweater, and he gauged her reaction when his knuckle brushed the back of her hand. “Much prettier clothes. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

She glanced down. He was pleased to note the red creeping into her cheeks. He pursed his lips. “You know, I could get you a job here in North Korea, but there’s no guarantee you’ll earn a single won. If the Dear Leader doesn’t pay your boss, you can’t expect your boss to pay you. You understand how it all works.” Sun blinked a few times but said nothing. She didn’t understand at all. Another good sign. “How old are you?” He wasn’t sure if the child was wise enough to lie, but he guessed not.

“Fifteen,” she whispered. No, not very wise at all.

“You know, I’ve helped girls even younger than that find jobs across the border.”

She touched her smooth, olive cheek. He picked at one of his pimples and shuffled closer to her on the park bench, watching her expression as his leg brushed against hers. “You’re smart enough that I won’t lie to you. It’s risky. Lots of people would take advantage of a young girl if she doesn’t have someone looking out for her, you know.” Her eyes grew wide. He put his hand on Sun’s knee, making sure not to touch the skin underneath the skirt of her school uniform. “I could help you find a good job in China, though. A better job than what you could find here.”

“And you’d help me get there?”

He nodded. “Of course. It’s too dangerous for you to cross the river alone. I’d be there to help you. I even know most of the border guards.” He paused to let her suck in a little breath. “We have certain ... arrangements. In fact, several of them are my friends. They’ll let you cross.”

“And when I want to come back home?”

His hand was still on Sun’s knee, but his thumb brushed her skin. “You just let me know, and I’ll come and bring you back to your family, safe and unharmed.”

“With all the money I earned?”

Min-Ho scratched away at his chin. “Exactly.” His other palm now rested completely on Sun’s warm leg. They sat for several moments in silence. He finally cleared his throat. “You’ll need to be very brave when we travel. I have some medicine that will help you sleep.” He stroked her skin. “You won’t wake up until we’re across the border. Can you do that?”

Sun nodded and hugged her arms across her chest. Min-Ho coughed. “You might also be asked to do other kinds of things. Scary things, for example, that you’ve never done before.”

She turned to meet his gaze. “I’m old enough.”

Min-Ho grinned. “Of course you are, child.” He stood up and took her by the arm. “One more thing. We need to make it look like we’re a couple, or people might get suspicious. When we walk, put your arm through mine like this.” The promise of a large steak dinner whetting his palate, Min-Ho paraded with Sun through the park. “Stand tall. Nobody should be able to guess your real age.” She hadn’t stopped blushing since he took her elbow. “We’ll toss out that school uniform, too. Anyone who sees you dressed that way will know you’re just a child.” Sun frowned, but Min-Ho prattled on, scratching his cheek with his free hand. “Don’t worry about a thing, though. I told you I’d take care of everything, didn’t I? I have some new clothes that will fit you. You can try them on at my apartment.”

“Your apartment?”

Min-Ho patted Sun’s shoulder. “I have everything we need there. Remember, I’ve helped lots of girls do this before. It couldn’t be easier. But first you need new clothes, or else everyone over the border will see you’re an illegal alien. Do you know what happens to runaways if the police catch them in China?” Sun shook her head. “They get sent home.” Min-Ho picked at a second pimple, pausing so Sun could feel the weight of his words. Then he smiled. “Come on. It’ll only take us a few minutes to get there.”

He watched the nape of her neck constrict. She looked up at him with wide eyes. “You mean right now?”

He continued to lead Sun forward but slowed his step. “For this to work, we need to move fast. We can’t afford to sit around and wait. Unless you’ve changed your mind, that is.”

“I didn’t change my mind.” She clutched Min-Ho’s arm. “It’s just ... tonight?”

He stopped walking long enough to brush her flushed cheek with the back of his finger. “These things happen fast. People have already seen us together at the park.” He tilted her chin up until she looked at him. Winter was still a month or two away, but she was shivering. “There are people here that know who I am. They know what kind of work I do.” She winced, and he tightened his grip on her arm. “I’ve got the contacts to keep me out of trouble. No one around here will bother me. But you ...” He sighed. “The police will know we were together. They’ll track you down. They’ll find out who you are, you know. It’s not hard for them. Then they’ll be angry with you for talking to me. And angry with your family, too.” Sun didn’t make any noise. Min-Ho couldn’t force his eyes away from the small indent of her neck. “Now you see why we need to get ready right away.”

She nodded and leaned against him as he led her out of the park. Back at Min-Ho’s apartment, the girl started to calm down a little. The red dress he had bought across the border fit perfectly. It had cost him four months’ savings, and he had squirreled it away, certain he’d eventually find the right one to wear it. The thin straps accentuated Sun’s dainty shoulders. The low cut made it hard for him to focus on anything besides the little hollow in her neck that quivered so provocatively while she swallowed.

The only problem came up when he mentioned they’d be leaving right away.

“You mean I can’t even hug my mother good-bye?” Sun’s voice trembled nearly as much as her chin. He frowned to hide his pleasure. Even while she was fighting tears, she didn’t suffer from the blotchy eyes and puffy cheeks that made average girls look so pathetic when they simpered.

He passed her a handkerchief. “If your mother discovers where we’re going, she’ll only worry about you, right?” She nodded and sniffed. “How could you put your mother through that just for one last hug? You do love her, don’t you?” He wiped one of her tears with his thumb. “Just think how happy she’ll be when you come home with your first paycheck.” He had already done the math. If Mr. Lee agreed to his price — and only a fool wouldn’t — Min-Ho would earn back four times what he had spent on the red dress.

Sun brushed her bangs aside. “Jae wouldn’t approve if he knew about it.”

“Jae?”

“My brother.” She looked down.

He sat beside her, close enough he could feel the goose bumps on her bare flesh. “Jae won’t complain when you come home with enough rice to last all winter, will he?” She didn’t react when he drew little circles with his thumb around her elbow. He stretched his free arm and pulled her in tight. “You should try to take a little nap. You’ll need your energy for the trip tonight.”

She kept her eyes to the floor. “I don’t know how I can ever repay you for your kindness.”

Min-Ho had to swallow down his anticipation. His payment would come soon enough.
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CHAPTER 4
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Even underneath the blanket, Sun shivered in her new red dress. She had never seen anything so fine or even imagined such beautiful clothing existed. Min-Ho told her she looked old enough to work in Pyongyang itself. She wanted to obey Min-Ho and get some rest, but she couldn’t stop thinking about how brave he was to risk his own safety to help her find a job in China. She was young, but she’d work hard once he led her across the border.

Her arms tingled, not just from the cold but from the excitement. She felt so grown-up in her new clothes. She hugged herself, wondering what life would be like in China, where she’d have a real job, with a real employer who could pay her real money. She pictured how surprised Mother would be when she returned home with a whole envelope full of cash. And her brother, Jae. Sun smiled and envisioned him beaming at her with so much pride. Min-Ho was right. It would be selfish to stop by home first and say good-bye. Better not to let Mother know where she was going. Besides, if she did tell her family, Jae would try to stop her. Her brother never thought she was old enough to do anything important. He’d be so impressed now if he saw her in Min-Ho’s red dress. Then he’d have to admit she wasn’t a child any longer.

The door to her room opened slowly. She shut her eyes and pretended to sleep. Grinning in spite of herself, she hoped Min-Ho would think she was just dreaming pleasantly. Her arms tingled as she heard him approach her bed. It was a real bed with tall posts on each corner — proof he knew all kinds of wealthy patrons in China. How else could he afford such a soft mattress, such a puffy pillow?

“Are you awake, young one?” At his whisper, tingles raced up Sun’s bare shoulders and prickled the base of her neck. How could someone as influential and brave as Min-Ho notice such a poor, provincial girl? Why was he willing to sacrifice his own safety for her? She never felt so lucky before. She hated displeasing him, but she also knew that a giggle would soon give her away if her words didn’t. She tucked her bangs behind one ear. “Yes, I’m awake.”

“I thought you might be.” His tone was amused, not disappointed. He sat on the edge of the bed and put his hand on the section of blanket covering her leg. Her first instinct was to pull away, but she forced herself to relax. He was doing so much to help her. She had to show him how grateful she was. Min-Ho cleared his throat. “I’m actually glad you’re awake. We need to talk about something.”

She made a move to sit up, but she was more comfortable lying down, covered by that big, fluffy quilt. Min-Ho scratched his cheek and frowned at the wall. “I have friends who patrol the border. We have a certain understanding, them and me.”

“So they’ll let us cross safely because they trust you?” Sun was pleased she could grasp such a mature concept and hoped Min-Ho would be impressed, but he didn’t return her smile.

“My friends tell me crossing into China is more dangerous these days than ever before.”

She clutched the blanket and hoped he didn’t notice her anxiety. What was he saying? Did that mean he couldn’t help her?

“Don’t worry.” He squeezed her leg. “We’ll still be able to go. It’s just that my friends will want to be paid even more than usual. And I spent almost all of my extra money to buy your dress. I’m afraid I’ll need to ask for my payment now instead of once we get to your employer’s.”

“Payment?” The back of Sun’s throat tightened. She tried to swallow away the dryness. “I thought ... I didn’t realize ...”

He furrowed his eyebrows. “You mean you weren’t planning to pay me?”

Sun begged herself not to cry. She looked up into his acne-scarred face. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know. When my teacher told me about you, when she said you could find me work ... She didn’t mention that I would ... She didn’t say ...”

Min-Ho wiped away one of her tears. “I didn’t mean to upset you, little one. I’d love to take you to China for free, but I have expenses to worry about. They don’t let people cross over for nothing, of course.”

She lowered her head. “I don’t know about these things. My mother and father ... They don’t teach me. We don’t talk about China or going across the river.” She wiped her nose with the back of her hand. “My family doesn’t have any money at all. Nothing. That’s why I came to you.” She sat up in bed, her bare shoulders heaving with each tiny sob.

“I don’t want to see you cry, little one.” He reached over and stroked her hair. “But it’s too dangerous to try to cross the border empty-handed. As much as I want to help you, if the guards stop me, I’ll need some money to keep us both out of trouble.”

Sun’s lip quivered. Now nothing would come of her plans. Her parents would still struggle. She would never make her family proud. She would have to give the red dress back. She exhaled deeply and looked around the room. She didn’t know where Min-Ho put her school uniform, but she needed to get dressed and get home by nightfall.

Min-Ho glanced at her, his hand still resting on her leg. He put one finger up to his chin and picked at one of his pimple heads. “You know, I might have a way to make this all work out.” Sun sucked in her breath but tried to keep her expression neutral as he continued. “I just remembered a friend of mine loaned me some extra money the other day. It might be enough to help get us across.”

She clasped her hand over her mouth to hide her excitement. “You would be willing? You’d do that for me?” Her voice squeaked in spite of her best efforts.

He rubbed his chin, and his eyes narrowed. “My weakness is I can never deny a pretty woman anything.” A smile spread across his face. “Besides, it’s not your fault you didn’t know about the fee.”

Sun reached out and clutched his hand in hers. “Thank you, sir. Thank you. And you have my word that as soon as I get paid, I’ll send you whatever money I owe you.”

He shook his head and held up a hand. “No, little one. I’ve already made up my mind. Your family is poor. You’ve all struggled enough. It wouldn’t be right for me to take a single won from you. You’re young but courageous. You deserve to be treated well. I won’t take food out of your mother and father’s mouths. Work hard, little one. The money you earn will be yours to keep.”

Sun tried to slow her heartbeat and held the blanket up to her face to cover her grin. Her eyes scanned his cluttered floor, and she quickly turned back to Min-Ho. “May I serve you?”

He frowned. “What did you say?”

“Cleaning. Cooking. There must be something I can do before it’s time to leave.” She didn’t mention she never learned to cook anything but gruel and roots.

“You want to do me a favor?” He laughed outright. “As I said, I could never deny anything of a woman as beautiful as you.”

Sun wiped her cheek. At least her mother had taught her the importance of a good cleaning. And Min-Ho’s house certainly needed it. “Where’s your bucket? I can wash the floors.”

He reached over and took her hand in his. She hoped he didn’t notice the way her arm hairs stood up on end. Min-Ho caressed her palms. “You don’t want to ruin those delicate hands by scrubbing. Besides, you might dirty your new dress.”

“Then how can I ever work off my debt?”

Min-Ho smiled, and even with his face covered in acne, Sun couldn’t help but notice how handsome he was.
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CHAPTER 5
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It took longer than Min-Ho expected for his concoction to work on the young girl, but at last she slept solidly. Her body was heavier than her petite frame suggested as he hoisted her into the trunk of his car.

Most of Min-Ho’s money as a broker came from girls, but since the younger ones weren’t always willing to follow him into China, he supplemented his income by working as an ordinary border broker, escorting families, couples, stragglers, and anyone willing to pay to get out of North Korea and into the relative prosperity of China. Tonight, he had a pickup scheduled near Onsong, less than an hour’s drive away. A couple was waiting in the cabin he used for that very purpose. He needed to hurry. He had to get Sun away from her hometown as soon as possible. The last thing he wanted was for the girl to change her mind and run back to her family in Chongsong. Not only would he lose the yuan he knew Mr. Lee would pay for his find, but he might have to face whatever father, brother, uncle, or cousin would challenge him for trying to whisk Sun away.

Once he left, Min-Ho doubted he’d be returning to Chongsong — or any of the neighboring villages — for a long time. It was fortuitous the teacher had told him about this rare beauty. His contacts knew just what to look for, which is why Min-Ho paid them so well. With Sun sound asleep in the trunk and not due to wake up for at least another twelve hours, Min-Ho checked his rearview mirror and headed toward Onsong, where he hoped the couple was ready.

If they weren’t, he wasn’t about to wait for them. He pulled his car up alongside the cabin and shut off the engine. He had lost track of how many trips like this he had made. As long as his clients paid, he had no reason to remember their faces, their names, their stories.

He knocked on the cabin door. The couple was supposed to be ready. In fact, Min-Ho was a little late. When nobody answered, he let himself in.

From the moment he stepped into the cabin, the silence hung ominously around him like a fog. He held his breath. It wasn’t a set-up. He would have heard if there were men hiding to arrest him. He would have sensed their presence. But this ... it wasn’t just the silence of night. Clenching his flashlight, he made his way to the bedroom.

Min-Ho had seen death before, but never like this. A knife stab, several by the looks of it. Near the far wall was a puddle of blood with drops leading toward the door. Under ordinary circumstances, he might regret the loss of a paying client. But with Sun sleeping soundly in the trunk, he didn’t worry about a couple hundred yuan. Still, he grew even more resolute to leave the region for good. He wasn’t about to be linked to a murder.

Before turning, he scanned the room — a suitcase on the floor, a cloth bundle folded up in the corner, probably just a wad of clothes. There was nothing for him here, unless the man died with some treasure hidden in his pockets. Min-Ho spun on his heel and left the cabin without looking back. He didn’t need to prod around, hunting in pockets for aluminum when he had gold tucked safely away in the back of his car.

He heard the muffled screams as soon as he was out of the cabin. Cursing, he jogged to the trunk and forced it open. Sun’s foot flew out and barely missed his face. He frowned. His mixture was guaranteed to maintain its potency for twelve hours. It should work even longer on a girl as small as Sun. His supplier must have mixed something inert in the supply. He was glad he opened the trunk when he did. With the child hyperventilating like that, who knew how long it would be before she ran out of oxygen completely, especially once he got the car running again?

He vowed vengeance on his supplier but didn’t take the time to plot the fine details. He already had his hand on the backup in his pocket and forced a smile to his lips. Fingering Sun’s cheek, he crooned, “It’s all right, little one. You need to stay hidden for a while longer. It’s just like we talked about, remember?”

Her breathing didn’t slow. Min-Ho had to hurry to the border if he was going to make the exchange before morning. “This will help you rest.” Before Sun could protest, he pulled out the extra syringe and injected it into her arm in one smooth, practiced motion. 

He sauntered back to the driver’s seat, kicking an old sandal that lay in his way, and had only rolled the car a few feet before his headlights captured an animal huddled in the road. He slammed on his breaks. The figure scampered away in slow motion, and Min-Ho saw the creature was human. “What do you think you’re doing?” He got out and stomped toward it, his fists clenched. “What’s wrong with you?”

The woman stumbled to her feet and eyed his car. Placing her hand on her side, she formed her lips into a slight pout. “I need help,” she confessed with a little tremor in her voice.

Min-Ho eyed the stranger. Her pants were steeped in blood. She could barely stand on her own. He couldn’t afford to waste any more time. Nothing could jeopardize his meeting with Mr. Lee. The woman steadied herself against the hood of his car. “You need to help me.” He didn’t respond. She reached into her pocket. “I have money. Lots of it.” Her voice was stronger than she first intimated.

Min-Ho raised an eyebrow. “How much?”

“Three hundred yuan.”

He snorted. Under normal circumstances, that amount would be enough to at least pique his interest. Tonight, with a once-in-a-lifetime investment sedated in his trunk, he wasn’t so easily swayed. He opened the car door and lowered himself into the driver’s seat. He had wasted enough time in Onsong already. He turned the key in the ignition and rolled the car slowly toward the road that would take him to the border, to riches. The woman took a faltering step. Min-Ho expected her to stumble off the path and out of his way. Instead, she staggered into the middle of the street, collapsing against his car as he slammed his boot down on the breaks.

He lowered his window and flung out his head. “Are you crazy?”

The woman lay with her chest on top of the hood but finally managed to slide over and open the passenger door. “I’m going across the border with you.” She slunk into the seat next to his.

“What makes you think I’m crossing the border?”

“I know what kind of business you do.”

Min-Ho shrugged. “Lots of folks think they know somebody else’s business.”

The woman narrowed her eyebrows. “You’re taking me with you.”

“Listen, lady ...”

“My name’s Mee-Kyong. And I told you, I have money.” She pulled a thick envelope out of her pocket. Min-Ho eyed it and then squinted to see if he could detect a bluff. She held his gaze without blinking. “I know who you are, and I know what you do. My husband hired you to come and take us across the border. I’ve got your payment here. Now let’s go.”

Min-Ho frowned and picked at a pimple. There was no reason at this point to deny her assessment. “And where is your husband?”

She crossed her arms. “We were attacked. The assailants left us both for dead. Turns out they were only half right.”

Min-Ho noted the twitch in the woman’s eye. “So they beat you up, killed your husband, and left?” he asked. She lifted her chin and nodded. “And they didn’t take your money with them?”

She pursed her lips together. “It was hidden. Now, are you going to honor my late husband’s arrangement? Here’s double the payment since now I’m the only one you have to transport.”

Min-Ho picked at his cheek. Could this woman somehow ruin his plans for the girl from Chongsong? He peeked in the envelope. There was enough money to cover bribes for an extra passenger. She wasn’t as young and fresh as Sun, but he could probably even get a little from Mr. Lee for her as well. Min-Ho sighed and put the car into drive. The stranger said nothing, but he noticed her smile out of the corner of his eye.

They had only been driving ten or fifteen minutes before something pounded in the back of the car. For the second time that night, Min-Ho cursed his fraudulent supplier. He watched his passenger out of the corner of his eye to determine if she had noticed anything. Sun was supposed to be comatose by now, and he didn’t have to time to stop.

A kilometer or two later, there was no way to keep ignoring it. The girl in the trunk was screaming loudly enough for her voice to carry over the engine’s sounds.

“What are you hiding back there?” Mee-Kyong sneered. “A pack of wild cats?”

“I’ll check on her a little later. This isn’t a safe place to stop.” If he was lucky, she’d fall back to sleep. Why wasn’t the medicine working?

Mee-Kyong crossed her arms. “Her? You sure you haven’t got more than one back there?” Her voice dripped with disdain.

“We’re not stopping now.”

Her body tensed up in the passenger seat. “You are stopping now, or I’m getting out of this car. You won’t see a single won of my money.”

He chuckled. “Nice try. But you’ve forgotten that I’m the one holding the cash.”

“Not anymore.”

Min-Ho glanced at the envelope in her hand and tried to hide his amusement. He knew plenty of moves that would disarm her in an instant, but for now he would humor her. After all, Sun wouldn’t bring him any income if she suffocated back there. With the concoction behaving so erratically, he probably didn’t have much choice. He drove for another minute with his jaw set, and then he pulled the car over to the side of the road. “Have it your way.”

He took the keys out with him and headed to the back. When he opened the trunk, Sun blinked up at him, the skin pulling against her collarbone with each shallow breath she took. He removed the tape from her mouth as gently as he could, and then he leaned down and scooped her up. “I’m so sorry I had to do that, little one. You know why, though, right? You’ve been so brave for a girl.”

“My shoe. It flew off my foot when you opened the trunk the last time.”

“I’ll get you another one,” Min-Ho promised absently.

“Are we across the border yet?” Sun’s voice was hoarse.

He shook his head as he carried her to the back seat. “We have a little longer to go still. But I thought you’d be more comfortable in here. You promise to be good, don’t you, and not to cry or make much noise?”

Sun nodded with wide eyes. “I’ll be good.”
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CHAPTER 6
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Mee-Kyong twisted around in her seat and examined the girl as best she could. She was a tiny wisp of a thing, even younger than Mee-Kyong had been when she first met Pang. “What’s your name?”

The girl didn’t raise her eyes. “Sun.”

“I’m Mee-Kyong.” She pressed against her abdomen, which protested in pain each time the broker’s tiny car sped over a bump in the road. “Have you ever been to China, little cousin?”

Sun shook her head.

“That’s a pretty dress,” Mee-Kyong remarked.

“Thank you,” the child croaked pitifully. How long had she been screaming in the back before Mee-Kyong and Min-Ho heard her?

Mee-Kyong winced and faced forward again, sitting carefully with one hip propped up to keep the weight off her sensitive areas. Don’t get attached to her, you sentimental wimp. You know exactly what the broker plans to do with her. Still, she couldn’t keep herself from wondering about the child. Where was her family? She was too innocent not to have one. Did they know she was here? Did they suspect what was about to happen to her?

“You’ll need to be ready soon.” It was the first time Min-Ho spoke since letting Sun out of the trunk.

Mee-Kyong grimaced and shifted her weight onto her other hip. “Aren’t you going to untie her hands?”

Min-Ho shrugged. “Do it quick. We cross the border in less than ten minutes.”

***
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Sun liked Mee-Kyong from the very beginning. She didn’t know where Min-Ho found her, but she was glad she wasn’t traveling alone. She already missed her family more than she wanted to admit. She wished Jae were here to tell her one of his fantastical bedtime stories about lands where food grows on trees and the fields are filled with the leftovers that fall to the ground. She swallowed away the dryness in her throat. What had she been thinking to leave her family?

Just a few minutes had passed since Min-Ho handed a large roll of bills to the patrolmen on the bridge and drove across to the Chinese side of the border. Everything was so bright and colorful. Electric signs and bright street lamps illuminated the night. Sun had to squint her eyes to shield out some of the brilliance. “Is this where we’ll be working?”

Min-Ho shook his head. “Nah, this is just Tumen. It’s more like a town, really. I’m taking you on to Yanji. It’s even bigger.”

Nothing could have prepared Sun for the sights when Min-Ho’s car finally sped its way into the interior of Yanji about an hour later. She had never seen so many people gathered in one place before. Even in the middle of the night, young men and women scurried down one street and up the next. The women wore shoes with spikes on their heels, making Sun wonder how they kept from falling. The pedestrians were mostly Korean, with a few ethnic Chinese joining the throngs. Now Sun realized why Min-Ho told her she needed new clothes. Women and girls paraded by, some only a few years older than Sun, dressed in every color of the spectrum: flashy pink, bright teal, deep maroon. Their faces were just as vibrant, with glittery eyelids and red painted lips.

Sun put her hand to her throat and held her breath. She could hear her heartbeat all the way up to her ears. She squirmed in her new dress and stared out the window as Min-Ho rolled past one side street after another. Sun had never seen so many lights in one place and wondered how the Chinese could afford to keep them on all through the night.

Yanji itself stretched on and on. Each time Sun thought they must be through the heart of the city, Min-Ho would turn down another road, each one even more dazzling than the last. Eventually, he slowed down in front of a tall building. She counted the windows. It had five levels, and almost all of the lights were on inside. The sign in front was written in Korean, illuminated by a spotlight coming from the ground. Round Robin Inn.

Min-Ho parked. “We’re here. Get out.”

It was Sun’s first time in a car, and she didn’t know how to open the door. She watched the way he pulled against the handle.

“Not you,” Min-Ho barked at Mee-Kyong.

Sun jumped at his stern voice. Had Mee-Kyong done something wrong?

“You stay here,” Min-Ho ordered. “I just need the girl.”

Mee-Kyong turned back to face Sun. “Hope it goes well for you, little cousin.” Her words were kind, but her face was contorted like she was in pain.

Min-Ho came around and opened Sun’s door, his acne-scarred face softening. “We made it.” His voice was back to normal now, friendly and considerate. As nervous as she was, Sun managed to return his grin. He offered her his arm, and she took it like they practiced at the park. After smoothing out the skirt of her red dress, she swept her bangs out of her eyes and behind her ear. He brushed her bare arm. The light touch tickled. “Mr. Lee is going to love you. I just know it.”

Sun turned when she heard Mee-Kyong make a noise from the front seat. It sounded almost like a snort, but she couldn’t tell for sure. During the ride, she had assumed she and Mee-Kyong would be working together. So why did Mee-Kyong have to stay in the car? Sun felt flattered, but also a little guilty, that Min-Ho was going to escort her into the inn all by herself. “Will you be all right here?” she asked.

Mee-Kyong nodded and flashed a smile. “Of course, little cousin. Now go make a good impression.” Sun tried to read the expression on Mee-Kyong’s face, but the blinding lights all around made it difficult.

Min-Ho wrapped his arm around her waist. The protective gesture warmed her entire face. Had his sleeping medicine made her dizzy? “Come on, little one. Let’s go introduce you to Mr. Lee.” She leaned heavily on Min-Ho’s arm as they paraded up to the front doors of the Round Robin Inn.

***
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Mee-Kyong watched as Sun sashayed away. The child glided over the concrete sidewalk as she held on to the broker’s arm. Min-Ho stood with his chest puffed out, stretching his spine as if an extra centimeter might conceal his short stature. Mee-Kyong adjusted her weight once more, groaning from the discomfort. The self-assured broker wouldn’t remain so happy, she suspected, when he saw all that blood on the seat of his car.

She shut her eyes. She just needed another minute to regain some of her strength. The pimpled man and his buyer would haggle over money, and then they would be back for her. She could tell by his swagger the broker intended to come out rich. Mee-Kyong was just an afterthought. That’s probably why he hadn’t wanted to bring her inside for the first meeting.

It was just as well. Mee-Kyong didn’t intend to let anybody sell her into the underground market of human flesh. It was time to make her escape. She wasn’t even sure her legs would hold her up to stand, but she would crawl one meter at a time if she had to. After spending almost two decades of her life at Camp 22, she wasn’t about to walk into captivity again.

She studied the building where Min-Ho took the girl and thought about the child’s beaming face. “Good luck, little cousin,” she whispered. She shut her eyes for a moment, wondering which was worse — to grow up in the prison camp and never have a childhood to speak of, or to grow up with a family that loved you and have your childhood ripped away in a single night.

Gritting her teeth against her own exhaustion and discomfort, Mee-Kyong reached for the handle of the car. The door was locked. What did you expect, fool? Did you think he was just going to let you run off unnoticed? She fumbled with the gadgets around her. She had only been in a car once before, a week earlier when Pang found them a ride for part of their journey from Camp 22 to the cabin in Onsong. At the time, she had been too excited at the prospect of a free life with Pang to pay attention to doors and mechanisms. You idiot. You killed off the only good thing that ever happened to you, and now look where you’ve ended up.

Mee-Kyong scowled at the windows of the Round Robin Inn. She had suffered worse, but still she didn’t plan to stick around. She would find a way to escape. She fingered the knife in her pocket. She remembered the sight of Pang’s blood on the blade and imagined returning with it to Camp 22. Which of the guards would she approach first if she had the opportunity? She brushed the handle of her weapon and fumbled at the door with her other hand until she finally found the lock. She fell outside, gasping with pain, and stumbled out into the night. Her bare feet splashed in an icy puddle beneath her, and she almost doubled over from the burning sensation in her gut. She was too weak to even cry out in frustration.

“Going somewhere?” The pimple-faced broker was right above her. Next to him towered a man wearing a suit. His stomach was so massive it bulged out not only in front but also to either side of him. Mee-Kyong reached into her pocket for the knife, and then she saw the girl. Sun stood behind the broker in that flimsy dress. Her bangs fell in front of her eyes and she opened her mouth in the shape of a little ring. Mee-Kyong froze.

Min-Ho gestured toward her. “Here’s the other one.”

The fat man grunted but said nothing.

Sun rushed to Mee-Kyong’s side. “Are you all right? Were you afraid we forgot you?”

Mee-Kyong looked up and noted the hint of guilt in the child’s face. She tried to smile, but it felt more like a grimace. “I’m fine, little cousin.” She stood up as straight as she could and glared at the two men. “I just needed some fresh air.”
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CHAPTER 7
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“What’s taking them so long?” Sun sat on the side of her new bed in the Round Robin Inn, swinging her legs back and forth over the side. Mee-Kyong lay down, thankful for the chance to finally recline. Everything below her waist felt like old, shredded meat. The fat man had posted two of his guards outside the bedroom door. She still had her knife, but she was too tired to even think about escape. She wasn’t foolish enough to hope her new owner would spare her since she had just delivered a child, and she wanted to rest before she had to worry about what the remainder of the night held. Unfortunately, Sun didn’t seem to share Mee-Kyong’s desire for sleep. “They’ve been in there forever,” the child complained.

“They’re just discussing payment. The usual. It can take hours and half a dozen glasses of soju before they come to any sort of agreement.”

“I hope Mr. Lee won’t send me away.”

Mee-Kyong couldn’t keep from chortling when Sun turned to her with wide, hopeful eyes. “You don’t have anything to worry about there, little cousin. You’re just the kind of worker he wants.”

“And Min-Ho said he could probably get you a job here, too.”

Mee-Kyong kneaded her bruised abdomen, welcoming the pain. She let out a dark laugh. “I’ve done this kind of work before. Well, close to it, anyway.”

“Really?” Sun scooted over closer to Mee-Kyong. “Did you like it?”

Mee-Kyong stared up at the dark brown stains on the ceiling. “Money is money, right?”

“Oh, I’m not here to make money for myself. It’s all to take back to my family when I’m done.”

“Yeah, about that ...” Mee-Kyong wondered just how much she should divulge. She could tell the girl everything, but what would be the point? The child would start working at the inn whether she was prepared for it or not. Maybe it was more merciful to let the poor soul savor her last minutes of youth with a little gaiety and optimism.

Sun twirled her hair around with a finger. “About what?”

“Never mind.”

“No, you were going to tell me something. Something about going home.”

Mee-Kyong sighed. “I just wanted to warn you it might take a little bit longer than you thought before you get paid. That’s all.”

“How long?” Sun leaned in so close her dark hair fell forward and brushed down against Mee-Kyong’s arm.

“Oh, you know. These men, they talk. And it takes a while for them to agree. Don’t worry about it too much. Just get some rest, and when they’ve figured out the details, I’m sure they’ll come and let us know.”

It only took a few more minutes before Sun dropped into the innocent sleep of the unsuspecting. Mee-Kyong fingered her knife and decided it was a good thing she was too exhausted to sit up, or she might have been tempted to let the poor child die happy right then.

***
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That night, Min-Ho dined in the restaurant across the street from the Round Robin. Mr. Lee had haggled like the finest but eventually agreed to Min-Ho’s asking price and paid him up front in cash. Min-Ho scratched one of his infected pimples and savored his first bite of steak. He would probably always remember the little beauty in the red dress, wondering sometimes what it would have been like to keep her for himself. But the thick pile of bills in his pocket was enough to keep his mind from vain sentimentality.

The other woman, the bleeding one from Onsong, brought him in only a fraction of Sun’s price. She was older, much less feminine, and obviously more experienced, but she was no longer his concern. Half an hour later, Min-Ho was so full from his steak he couldn’t even take another sip of soju. After he paid his bill, he checked one more time to make sure he still had the money and then walked out of the restaurant, ready to enjoy the pleasures of the Yanji nightlife for himself.

He deserved that much at least.

***
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“Take me to the man in charge. The fat one.” Mee-Kyong looked the guard square in the eyes.

He grunted. “Mr. Lee will summon you when he pleases.”

She lowered her voice. “You don’t want a hysterical woman on your hands. Trust me. There’s no telling what damage I could do to that little hotel room you’ve got us locked up in.”

The guard’s expression didn’t change. “Like I said, when the boss ...”

At that moment the door at the end of the hallway opened. Mee-Kyong saw a set of stairs behind the fat proprietor, who waddled into the hallway panting from exertion. He furrowed his brow and glared at her. “What are you doing out of your room?”

“It’s about the girl. I need to talk to you.”

The security guard shifted his weight. “I’m sorry, Mr. Lee. She just came out a few seconds ago.”

Mr. Lee ignored him. “Say what you want to say and don’t waste my time again. Quick.”

“The girl I came with isn’t ready to start work right away. She needs a few days to rest.” Mee-Kyong’s leg muscles were about as solid as cooked noodles, but she managed not to buckle over as she faced him.

Mr. Lee eyed her pants. “You’re in no position to bargain with anyone right now.”

She lowered her voice. “I don’t want you to start Sun. Not tonight. She needs time to adjust.”

“Adjust?” Mr. Lee spat out the word like it was the punchline of a joke. Mee-Kyong wiped drops of his saliva off her cheek. He put his hands on his expansive hips. “Whether she’s adjusted or not, she’s got a job to do here. There’s no choice in the matter.”

She locked her knees so her legs wouldn’t collapse. She wasn’t frightened, just so weak that she could hardly stand. She couldn’t let Mr. Lee know it, however. He had to think she was strong. He had to think she was ready. “I can teach her.” The laugh she expected never came. Emboldened, she continued. “I can prepare her for what’s going to happen. I can tell her what she should do.”

Mr. Lee stroked one of his chins. “You could do that in ten minutes. Besides, I already have a customer in mind for her.”

She recalled the child’s hopeful eyes. “Yes, but if you give her another week, you would have more time to find a higher payer. Maybe even start a bidding war.”

Mr. Lee furrowed his brow. “What do you know about it?”

She matched his stoic expression, clenching her teeth so they wouldn’t chatter. “I spent eighteen years in the gulag. I didn’t feed myself by hunting roaches that whole time.”

“And you’d be willing to work double while the girl’s in training? To make up for her lost time?” Mr. Lee scratched at his largest belly roll.

“I wouldn’t have brought the idea up if I wasn’t prepared to do just that.”

Mr. Lee eyed her pants. “You think you’re capable?”

“It’s no worse than what I endured in prison camp, is it?” Mee-Kyong clenched her jaw and fought against her dizziness.

One corner of Mr. Lee’s lip curved upward. “I’m sure I wouldn’t know.”

Hours later, Mee-Kyong limped into Sun’s hotel room, hoping the young girl was finally asleep. “I was wondering where you were!” At the child’s birdlike voice, Mee-Kyong sighed wearily and tried not to wince as she shuffled over to Sun’s bed. “I went to have a chat with Mr. Lee.” Mr. Lee agreed to delay Sun’s introduction but didn’t waste any time putting Mee-Kyong to work.

Sun tugged at the bangs that fell over her eyes and leaned toward Mee-Kyong. “So when do we start our new jobs?”

Mee-Kyong’s body swayed slightly from exhaustion as she sat down on Sun’s bed. “Mr. Lee said he wants you to wait a few more days.”

“Why not sooner?”

Mee-Kyong licked her upper lip. She still wasn’t sure what to tell Sun, or how postponing her introduction would benefit the child in the end. When her training period ran its course, she would still fall victim to the same fate as all the other girls at the Round Robin. What did it matter if her introduction came now or later? “It’s all about the money,” Mee-Kyong bluffed. Maybe by the end of the week she’d have a plan to get them both out. “I warned you. These things take time.”

“So we’ll both just stay here and wait?”

Mee-Kyong took a deep breath. “Actually, I’ll be in and out. Sometimes I’ll be next door. It’s just one of Mr. Lee’s preferences. He thinks we need some time alone, I guess.”

“So what now? What do we do while we wait to start working?”

Mee-Kyong curled up on the bed in Sun’s room. It would be at least several hours before Mr. Lee needed her services again next door. “For now, we rest.” She situated her head on the pillow and covered up with the blanket.
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CHAPTER 8
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Jae realized something was wrong as soon as he walked into the house. It was past midnight, but his position at the police office would protect him from punishment for breaking curfew. “What happened?” He didn’t bother addressing Father, who sat staring out the kitchen window, but went straight to Mother’s bed. He knelt down and placed his hand on her heaving shoulder. “What’s wrong, Mother?”

“She’s left us.” She grabbed Jae’s arm in both of hers and sobbed into his bicep. “Our Sun’s gone.”

His heart constricted in his chest. He smoothed out Mother’s graying hair and clucked his tongue the same way he used to soothe his little sister when she was still a baby. “We don’t know that. She might have gone visiting. Maybe she missed curfew and decided to spend the night with one of her friends. You know how forgetful girls get when they’re together gossiping like geese.”

Mother didn’t stop rocking on her mattress. Jae stood up. “If she doesn’t come home after school tomorrow, I’ll go to her friends’ houses and see if I can find her.”

“You are a good son,” she muttered.

“Stop worrying. Wherever she is, I’ll bring Sun back safe and unharmed. I promise.”

An hour later, Jae rolled over fitfully on his cot. Mother muttered in her sleep, and Father sat snoring at the table. Jae silenced his own breathing until all he heard were echoes of his sister’s voice. She was several years younger now, the traces of her budding womanhood erased in his memories.

“Another story, Brother.”

Jae wrapped both their blankets tight around her skeletal frame and then sat her on his lap. The blankets were thin enough he felt the sharpness of her shoulder blades jut into his chest as he held her in his arms.

“Another story, you say?” Jae felt the wisps of her bangs and swept them out of her face. “A story for my little sister?” Sun wiggled in excitement. Jae took in a deep breath. “Once upon a time, there was a beautiful maiden.” Sun giggled, but Jae didn’t stop. “She was prettier than all the other girls in her village, and one day a king from a faraway land decided he must behold her loveliness for himself. The maiden was brought to him in a carriage made out of gold and pearls, drawn by four horses with their braided manes reaching all the way down to their hooves.”

Jae waited for Sun to suck in her breath in awe. Her shivering subsided. Her teeth stopped chattering. “When the maiden arrived at the river bordering his empire, the king was there to meet her. He instantly fell in love with her and declared his eternal devotion. He took the horses’ reins and drove her himself across the bridge into his realm, a paradise where the streams are made of syrup, and the rocks are sweetened candy. The trees grow fruit all year round, and it’s never, ever winter. Birds fly overhead day and night, dropping donuts and pastries for all the citizens to enjoy. Everyone there is fat and happy, and all the little girls wear colored ribbons in their hair.”

Jae was getting ready to tell her the part about the wedding celebration, in which the royal newlyweds ride on two ponies with wings like eagles, but he didn’t need to.

Sun was already asleep.

Jae clenched his eyes closed, grinding his teeth until his jaw felt partially numb. He clamped his mouth shut even tighter to contain the groan that welled up from somewhere deep in his gut.

Sun. Where was she? Didn’t his sister know how much he’d done for her, how much he’d already sacrificed for her? Jae thought over the past few days, racking his brain for any clues about his missing sister. Had she taken up with any new friends recently? Had anybody been paying her special attention? He tried to recall her behavior. All he could think of was the glow of her broad, smiling cheeks, the hair that never stayed in place but cascaded down her face like unruly streams of water.

He counted back the months. How long had it been since the river swept Sun away from him? He had jumped in after her, disregarding the ice and chill. She shouted his name, kept on shouting it in a throaty little shriek even after he reached her. They were swept downstream together before he finally led them to shore. He was thankful that by then he was already wet; his sister had never seen him cry before.

Jae sighed and thought about what he had told his mother just a few hours earlier. A friend’s house. She must have gone to a friend’s house. He didn’t realize he was gripping his sheets until a muscle spasm shot pain up from the side of his smallest finger, racing all the way up his forearm. He shook his hand out and then held his blanket against his body once more. The accident at the water’s edge wasn’t the first time he had risked his life for Sun. The other times she didn’t even know about. Nobody did. Jae sighed.

Tomorrow he would find Sun.

And he would kill anyone who hurt her.
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“You swear it was my sister you saw with this man?” Jae lowered his face toward Sun’s schoolmate and balled both his hands into fists. The crisp morning air might have felt cold against his skin if he weren’t so angry.

The teen nodded so fast Jae wondered if he was jostling his brains out of place. “He’s the one, I tell you. Short. Ugly face. Lots of pimples. Maybe your age or a little older.”

Jae figured a swift blow to the boy’s head would stop it from bobbing up and down so much, but he needed more information first. “And it was my sister you saw talking to him last night?”

He nodded more vigorously. “Yes, your sister, Sun. Everyone knows Sun.”

Jae’s blood pressure rose even higher at the sound of this sniveling boy speaking his sister’s name. He grabbed his collar and lifted him off the ground. “What do you mean, ‘everyone knows her’?”

The boy fluttered his legs and held his hands up in a position of surrender. “No, no. Nothing bad. Nothing wrong. Your sister ... she’s a good girl. She’s ... I only meant we all know each other. Every one of us. Including your sister.”

Jae lowered the boy back to the ground. “And it was my sister you saw speaking with this man?”

“Yes, sir. At least I think so.” He adjusted his shirt and backed away several steps from Jae. “Now that I think about it, though, maybe not. It was evening. The sun was setting. It was hard to see.”

“I hope you’re right,” Jae snarled and dismissed him with a wave. Sun’s classmate ran off in the direction of the school. Jae squinted in the early morning light until the boy was out of sight and then headed home.

“Mother?” He crouched down by her lopsided bedside. “Mother?” Jae repeated. The wispy woman stirred in bed. Jae held her hand in his. “It’s time to wake up.”

She grabbed his wrist with her leathery, gnarled fingers. “Is Sun home?”

“Not yet. But I found one of her friends on his way to school. He said he saw her just last night at the park.”

“The park?”

“She was probably there with the kids she knows. You know how those teens like to go and play together. She probably stayed out too late and went to her friend’s house to keep from breaking curfew. I’m sure she’ll be in school today. You don’t need to worry about her.”

Mother patted his cheek. “You’ll check for me?”

Jae hadn’t slept more than a few hours, but he pressed Mother’s hands and nodded. “Of course. I’ll go check this afternoon. I’m sure she’s there already.”

Father slouched at the table, and Jae couldn’t tell if he had overheard their conversation or not. Jae strode by and headed off in the direction of the police station. His boss had files of all the vagabonds who showed up in Chongsong. Jae would have to swallow down the remnants of his family pride and confide in the captain.

That afternoon, after fulfilling some of his duties for the day, Jae left the station and headed to the park to talk to one of the men there. “What can you tell me about this man?” Jae passed the photograph to the leather-faced beggar. Jae’s co-workers at the police office nicknamed the man Tip and often relied on his acute memory and watchful eye. A few feet away, a bronze statue of North Korea’s deceased Great Leader gaped down on the pair. Tip shrugged. “Yeah, I’ve seen him.”

“He lives here?”

Tip shook his head. “Here and there. He only comes around occasionally from what I can tell. Why do you want to know?”

Jae reached into his pocket and pulled out a small pouch of uncooked rice. Tip shrugged again but took the bag, bouncing it in his hand. “Like I said, he comes and goes.”

“Goes where?”

Tip put the rice in his pocket. “Wherever do any of those young fools go who want to make some money?”

“He crosses the border?”

Tip’s leg bounced, and he stared at the bronze statue. “That’s not what I said.”

Jae leaned forward. “But you don’t deny it?”

“Listen, I like rice, but it’s a little bag. Got anything else?”

“Just this.” In one swift movement, Jae spun the man around and wrapped his arm around Tip’s neck. He didn’t want to injure him — not yet — but he hoped the surprise might loosen Tip’s tongue. “The last time my sister was seen in Chongsong was here at this park, talking to this man,” he snarled into Tip’s ear. “She’s been missing since last night. And you’re either going to help me find out where he’s taken my sister, or I’ll show you first-hand what I intend to do once I find him. Understand?”

Tip nodded and shrugged once more when Jae loosened his hold. “I could tell you what the car looks like.”

“Then do it.”

As Tip described the vehicle, Jae forced himself to remember each and every detail, refusing to imagine what this pimple-faced punk in the photograph might have done to his little sister once he got her alone in there. “Did you see him in his car yesterday afternoon or evening?” he demanded. “Was anyone with him?”

Tip tilted his head to the side. “I was sick last night.” Jae didn’t know whether to believe him or not. He debated whether he should lead him to a less public area and jostle his memory. “He usually heads northeast.”

“So you did see him?”

Tip shook his head. “Nah, I already told you I was sick yesterday. But when I do see him come, it’s usually to talk to some ...” He faltered for a moment and glanced over Jae’s shoulder. “He usually comes and talks to some young girl and then takes her east in his car.”

“And you don’t know what he does from there?”

“Healthy young man alone with an innocent little girl?” Tip cackled. “Let’s just say I don’t think they sit around sipping tea.”

Jae lowered his face until his nose pressed up against Tip’s. “Do you realize that’s my sister you’re talking about?”

For a moment, Tip’s eyes widened, but then he softened his expression and shrugged both shoulders again. “Hey, I’m just telling you what I know. That’s what you wanted, right?”

Jae sighed. “Right. That’s what I wanted.” He turned on his heel and strode to the police station. It was time to have another talk with his boss.

It wasn’t hard to convince the police captain to let him track down Sun’s abductor, but it did cost Jae his entire savings. He had stored away some of his black-market profits for the past two years to give Sun something of a wedding celebration when her time came. Knowing his sister’s best prospect in life was to find a wealthy husband, Jae had saved up his money in hopes of one day helping her woo him. Now, unless Jae got to her in time, Sun would never catch a man of any kind, so he handed over his savings and convinced his boss to help him.

The police captain had been watching the broker for some time. Two other girls had disappeared from Chongsong over the past nine months, including his wife’s young cousin, which probably explained his willingness to aid Jae on his way. With all of Jae’s savings in his pocket, the captain signed the travel papers Jae needed and agreed to grant him an undocumented leave of absence from police duty.

His intel would take Jae as far as Onsong. There weren’t any checkpoints, the captain assured him. “He’s been followed before to this cabin.” The captain wrote some directions on a piece of paper and slipped it into Jae’s hand. “We think he uses it as a hideout for his customers while he gets his travel plans in order.”

The captain was just as cooperative, although less direct, when Jae asked how he should get to Onsong. “I’ve noticed the officer on night duty leaves the keys on the peg in my office. It’s quite foolish of him. Anyone with access to my room could just walk in and take the car.”

Jae had a little more work to finish at the police office but went right to Mother’s bedside when he returned home that evening.

“Let her rest,” Father grumbled.

Jae ignored him. Mother opened her eyes, and her expression changed in an instant. “She’s gone.” It wasn’t a question.

Jae lowered his voice. “I know. But I found out some things. I met a man at the park who knows where she might be.”

Mother made a move to sit up in bed, but Jae pressed gently down on her bony shoulders. “I’m going out to find her, Mother. You just rest and go to work tomorrow like normal. It might take me a few days.”

Mother whispered something in a gravelly voice. Jae had to lean forward to hear. “Curfew.”

“I’ll be all right, Mother. I know what I’m doing.” He stood to leave.

She clasped his hand and didn’t release her grip until he turned around to look at her. “Bring back my daughter.”

Jae bowed his head. “I will, Mother. I promise.”

Father let out a grunt as Jae strode out the front door into the darkness of night. 

He found the cabin about an hour later. Sun had been gone for an entire night and day already, but he still hoped against reason she would be there. He pulled the police car up in front and fingered his rope.

He was a few steps away from the car when his flashlight beam landed on something in the road. He dropped down and clutched the thread-bare shoe, which his sister had outgrown years ago but still offered scant protection from the elements.

Sun. His heart repeated her named with each quickening pulse.

After slinking around to a window, he peeked inside the small wooden building. The moon offered up only a thin sliver of light, but he could make out the shape of a person on the bed. Only one. It was too big to be Sun, Jae noted with disappointment. Perhaps the broker himself? He took out the rope he had brought with him. If the broker was asleep, his job would be easy. He peered in the window again and tugged on two ends of the weapon, testing its strength. He would find out exactly where his sister was. And then he would mangle the man who stole her away.

Jae cracked the door open and listened. The only thing he could hear was his own pulse pounding in his ears. He clenched the rope and entered the dark cabin. In some way, he blamed himself. He should have warned Sun. He should have told her what these men were like. It was a conversation Father certainly never had with her, and Mother was too busy keeping the family from starving to notice how Sun had blossomed and matured over the past six months. Mother had no idea how beautiful Sun had grown.

Poverty and beauty were a deadly combination for someone like his sister.

He tiptoed like a tiger stalking its prey. The stench inside was moist and earthy. He crept up to the bed and nearly vomited. It wasn’t the broker. The suspect in the photograph was ugly, with pimpled scars across an angular face. Even though the dead man’s mouth hung open and his muscled chest and abdomen were covered in blood, he had obviously been desirable — the kind of specimen that could easily turn a young girl’s head. Jae clenched his jaw shut. He didn’t want to look but couldn’t turn away from the mangled corpse. It had been stabbed multiple times. But who would have killed him? The broker? Anyone who lured young women away from their families, for whatever purpose, must also be capable of murder.

Jae shone his flashlight around the room, looking for any clues. On the floor against the far wall he noticed a pool of blood, nearly dried but not quite. Next to it was a bundle wrapped up in some kind of cloth and propped up in the corner. Jae clenched his fist, strode toward the object, and turned down the top of the rag.

Less than a minute later, he was back in the police car, swallowing down his bile as he raced back home. He couldn’t focus on anything but the two bodies from the broker’s cabin. Whenever he tried to think about anything else, his mind conjured up the grotesque images with merciless clarity. The drive back to Chongsong gave Jae time to make sense of what he saw. No matter how hard he tried to explain things, there was only one conclusion. It nauseated him even more than the carnage he witnessed.

Sun had deceived them all. She wasn’t the innocent, pristine little sister he had set out to rescue. The dead baby bore witness. If the child was Sun’s, she had been carousing around behind her family’s back long before the broker found her in the park. She hadn’t been kidnapped or coerced away at all. Jae clenched his fists and remembered the infant’s pale blue skin.

Sun had conceived a child.

Jae hadn’t recognized the dead man on the bed. Was he the one who convinced Sun to leave with the broker? Was he the one who ruined his sister’s honor? His throat was clenched, ready to let out the roar that any moment might well up from deep within. However the scenario had played itself out, Sun wasn’t victimized. She willingly left with the broker. She wanted to leave with him.

It was still dark when he arrived back in Chongsong. Jae parked the car behind the police building and had no problem returning the keys to the captain’s office. Once he got home, he spent a quarter of an hour washing himself. When his arms and hands were numb with cold, he leaned over and rinsed out his mouth. Could he ever bear the taste of food again? He spit the water out, leaned over, and retched. His baby sister ... pregnant? She was only a child herself, just beginning to mature. He thought about Sun’s apparent coming of age over the past several months, the budding figure, the developing confidence.

Now he could explain it.

And what about the broker? Jae had planned to seek him out, to punish him for deceiving his little sister and threatening her purity. He spat on the floor. What purity? His sister had already experienced the ways of lust and passion before she met with that acne-covered trash in the park. She was already corrupted, already pregnant, already living a lie and hiding her shame from the family that cherished her. And when she found out she couldn’t keep living under her parents’ roof without exposing that lie? She sought out a broker and arranged to escape.

Something in the plans went wrong, though. Jae recalled the bloody corpse on the bed, the mangled chest that probably knew the softness of his little sister’s hair as she embraced her lover in the dark. Who had killed him? Perhaps the broker, driven by lust, had wanted Sun for himself. Jae rinsed his mouth out one last time. He recalled his mother’s tears when Sun first disappeared. Had the harlot even thought about what shame her behavior would bring to her family? Mother already toiled relentlessly to feed everyone. How could she be expected to carry the additional burden of her daughter’s shame?

Jae glared down at the water bucket. He remembered last spring when he rescued Sun from the thawing creek. He should have let the river sweep her away to her death.

Jae didn’t care what future Sun chose. With her lover dead, she would have no respectable way to provide for herself. So be it. Girls like that deserved far worse than a brothel. She could rot away in some shabby Chinese inn until she died, and Jae wouldn’t shed a single tear on her behalf. She was no sister of his. Jae heaved the water bucket outside.

“Sun?”

Jae unclenched his fists and took several breaths to calm himself as he approached Mother’s bedside. “No, it’s me.” He gripped the hand that reached out toward him.

“Did you find your sister?”

Jae swallowed down the pain in his throat and hid his sister’s shoe under his mattress. “Sun is dead.”
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CHAPTER 10
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“I’m so glad you’re home tonight. Do you know where Sun is?” Jae glared down at his sister’s schoolmate who stood outside his front door chattering like a squirrel in springtime. “They say she’s been taken across the border. Kidnapped.”

Jae set his jaw. “You should know better than to go around spreading rumors.”

She didn’t flinch. “You have to find her. You have to get her out of there and bring her back home.” She lowered her voice. “Some of my friends told me what kinds of things happen over there. What they make the girls do.”

Jae stepped outside and scowled down. “Shouldn’t you be getting home before curfew?”

She shook her head. “Sun’s so naïve. She’s ... inexperienced.” The girl flushed. “If what the other kids are saying is true, she won’t know how to defend herself. She’s ...” Sun’s friend covered her red cheeks with her hands. “She’s young.”

Jae cleared his throat. “You don’t need to worry about Sun anymore.” He slammed the door and strode to his bed, digging his fingernails into the flesh of his palms. He swallowed down a furious growl and resisted the urge to tug out his hair by the roots. No sister of his would play the part of an innocent, loving child while hiding a shameful pregnancy from her family and her friends.

Jae pictured the man in the cabin. The corpse lay with his eyes open, his expression indecipherable, neither anguished nor at rest. Was he the one who stole her away from her home and threatened to drown her family in shame? Jae regretted the man was already dead. If Jae had reached him first, it wouldn’t just be his torso that ended up butchered. Jae clenched his teeth. What had the smooth-complexioned, muscular man said to entice his sister to her ruin?

He hung his head in his hands, sank down on Sun’s bed, and fingered her discarded shoe. Sun ... his own baby sister. His precious baby girl. How often had he sat up, telling her stories until she fell asleep? How often, during the worst of the famine so many years ago, did Jae whisper to Sun about the great life beyond, where happiness waited and feasts were held in abundance? They were lies, but they were merciful lies, and he fed Sun’s empty stomach with words and images of gluttonous plenty.

Sun ... with that soft black hair, those unruly bangs, the rounded cheeks that remained plump even during the most extreme months of hunger. Sun didn’t know it, but Jae had twice risked his life by rushing over the frozen Tumen River into China to find food for her. Getting caught was a more bearable fate than watching his sister starve to death.

He squeezed his eyes shut. How he had loved that child! He would have done anything for her, would have faced hunger or danger or even the gulags to ensure Sun’s protection. Didn’t she know Jae cherished her over anything else in the world? Didn’t she know it would kill Jae if she ever fell into harm? Could he really turn his back on her? Could he cut her out of his heart that flippantly? From her little corner in the cabin, Mother let out a pitiful moan.

Jae threw his coat over his back. He would need it across the border.

There was only one thought in Jae’s mind as he walked away from his parents’ home. He needed money. An awful lot of money. The captain at the police station was a rich man, probably the wealthiest in the entire village. Jae liked his boss, but he was on a nearly impossible mission. He couldn’t just walk across the border without a single won to his name and expect to find his sister. Waiting for complete darkness, he paced the woods near the captain’s house for what felt like hours. He didn’t know where the captain stored his cash, but he didn’t have the time to snoop around for a few days in hopes of catching him make a deposit. Sun and the broker already had a two-day lead on him. His sister wasn’t going to rescue herself while Jae sat around playing thief.

When it finally grew dark, Jae pulled his hood over his hair and reached into his pocket for his makeshift mask. Whatever happened, he didn’t want to be recognized. He wasn’t sure how much time he had left to reach his sister, but the night wouldn’t tarry forever, and neither could he.

He lowered the mask over his face and crept through the window into the captain’s house. He made his way through the main living room, but by the time Jae realized the captain was waiting for him in the bedroom, it was too late. Jae grunted and stumbled as his boss’ ceramic jug cracked against his skull. A fist sped toward his head. Jae ducked. The captain reached for the mask but missed. Jae straightened up, flinging the full weight of his body against the captain’s shoulder. Both men fell to the ground, their mixes of curses and grunts awakening the captain’s wife and child. The woman held out her arms and called to her son. He scurried across the floor but Jae grabbed him before he reached his mother.

The boy kicked and struggled in Jae’s arms. “Father!”

The captain froze. His wife screamed again. In a swift motion, Jae pulled out the rope from his pocket and wrapped it around the boy’s neck. He kept it slack and put his lips close to the child’s ear. “Tell him I need two thousand won,” Jae whispered. The boy shuddered. “Tell him,” Jae repeated in a low snarl.

“He wants two thousand won, Father.”

The captain nodded at his wife. She scurried under the bed. Jae kept his eyes to the ground. A moment later, she emerged with a bundle of bills.

“Count it out,” the captain demanded.
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CHAPTER 11
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No matter how bad it gets, it still beats life in the prison camp. The food was better, for one thing. Mee-Kyong didn’t have to eat bugs anymore. The pain sometimes threatened to knock her unconscious, but it probably wasn’t any worse than what Pang would have put her through if he were still alive.

Why did it always come back to Pang? Why couldn’t she forget the soothing power of his voice or the silky touch of his skin? There was a time when his irresistible charm, even his possessive insanity, exhilarated her. When else in the gulag had she felt so alive? She couldn’t allow herself the luxury of missing him. He had been useful for one thing, and one thing only — survival. Pang’s extra rations got her through prison camp. And his jealous passion for her eventually got her out of it.

Because of Pang, Mee-Kyong was free. At least, she would be once she found a way to leave the Round Robin. Having Sun there complicated things. Mee-Kyong couldn’t articulate why she cared about the unfortunate girl. If it weren’t for Sun, there was no way she would have agreed to work a double shift. And what good had it done? Sun would still have to go through her introduction as soon as Mr. Lee found a patron wealthy enough to purchase the child’s innocence.

You should find a way to escape, fool, not waste your energy worrying about some pathetic child. Once she regained some of her strength, she could flee. But that would mean leaving Sun behind without anyone to stand between her and Mr. Lee’s hungry customers. Why do you care about her so much, anyway? Sun had never done anything for her. If Mr. Lee started working Sun right away like he initially planned, Mee-Kyong would only have half the customers to trouble over. Why should she worry so much about a little girl, a girl who had brought her nothing but torment?

She couldn’t answer that question, even though it kept her awake at the end of each shift.

One day you’ll thank me, little cousin.

Mee-Kyong started to dress for the day but jumped up when Mr. Lee barged into her room. Red splotches stained his fleshy face, and drops of sweat beaded on his bulging forehead. “I hope your friend is worth ten thousand yuan.”

She forced all emotion out of her expression. “So your little bidding war worked out in your favor?” Mee-Kyong spoke slowly and tied her bathrobe around her waist.

Mr. Lee ignored the question. “She’s been adequately prepared, I assume?”

Mee-Kyong fingered the nylon sash of her robe. “She’ll be ready in a few more days.”

“She’ll be ready this afternoon.”

She reached over for her comb and brushed her hair, taking pride in the way she could deliberately keep her hands from trembling. How many times had she lied to Pang? This would be no different. “You should let me have a little time with her first.”

Mr. Lee chuckled mirthlessly. His entire midsection jiggled, and his lungs wheezed with the effort. “I gave you two whole days.”

She shrugged. “Two days or two weeks, she’s still only a child.”

“What do you think I’m getting paid for? An old hag dripping blood?”

Mee-Kyong ignored the insult and fidgeted with her collar. “She’ll be nervous. She might make a mistake.”

“That would not be so fortunate for you, Teacher.” Mr. Lee spat out the last word like a curse.

Mee-Kyong imagined the expression on his adipose face if she plunged a knife into his heart. “Of course, I’ll continue to coach her so she’ll be ready for her meeting.”

“Good,” Mr. Lee grunted, passing gas as he maneuvered his overburdened frame out the door. “I just hope her customers are more satisfied than yours.”

Mee-Kyong lost track of how long she spent vacillating between her bed and the door once Mr. Lee left. What good had she done by giving Sun extra time before her introduction? None at all. Two days. A mere two extra days of childhood, but her fate was still the same. Mr. Lee was the only one who benefitted at all from Mee-Kyong’s plan, which gave him extra time to find the highest bidder.

Her legs were as stiff as a statue of the Dear Leader himself, and just as heavy, as she made her way to Sun’s room, liquor flask in hand, sick with the realization that she had no way to help Sun escape. She couldn’t even help herself. In better health, she could probably sneak past Mr. Lee’s guards, but she wasn’t strong enough yet. She couldn’t run, and she certainly couldn’t fight her way out. One kick to the abdomen would drop her in an instant. In a month or two, she could run away. But what about Sun? The girl was nothing more than a child. She was a head shorter than Mee-Kyong, and just as skinny and malnourished as the sickliest of girls from the gulag. Mee-Kyong was only a few years older, but when it came to life experience, the difference could have been measured in decades.

She couldn’t get Sun out, not yet anyway. The child would have to go through with her introduction. She eyed the small flask in her hand. At least she could help Sun forget for a few hours. But Mr. Lee would get his money’s worth out of the child after all. There was no other choice. At least not with Mee-Kyong still so weak from the delivery. She took a deep breath. She hadn’t told Sun anything yet. She had tried once or twice but always changed her mind out of pity. The girl had no idea what was about to happen to her. Mee-Kyong had been waiting, refusing to squelch Sun’s enthusiasm and naiveté until the very last moment.

That moment was here.

Her hand felt like it was weighed down with an iron chain as she lifted it to Sun’s door. She knocked even more loudly when there was no response. The poor soul was probably taking a nap, oblivious to her danger, dreaming about home and all the money she’d bring back to her adoring family.

Go in there and get this over with, you stupid coward. Mee-Kyong couldn’t wait any longer. In just a short time, Mr. Lee’s bidder would come and claim his prize. There was no way to spare Sun from the fear and the pain, but at least Mee-Kyong could tell her the truth. The child deserved that much. She deserved to know what was about to happen to her. And the liquor could help her relax. Would Sun hate her after tonight? Mee-Kyong took a deep breath and lifted her chin. It was time to tell her everything. Beyond that, there was nothing else she could do. Not yet, at least. She cracked the door open and heard the child’s stifled sobs.

She was too late.
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CHAPTER 12
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Sun curled up on the mattress and bit her lip to keep from crying out loud. The bitter drink Mr. Lee had given her made her legs heavy. Her head was spinning. How could this have happened to her? How could she have let everyone deceive her? It had only been two days since she crossed the border with Min-Ho. Two days waiting in a filthy hotel room, eating no better than she had at her parents’ home. Two days spent locked up because her fat and blotchy new boss told her it wasn’t safe to venture out until he got her the appropriate identification papers. She had been so eager to start earning money to help her family back home. Then tonight Mr. Lee sauntered in, heaving around his enormous swell of a belly, and told her everything was in order. She was now a working woman.

Sun scratched her cheeks until her fingernails were bloody. Maybe if she were disfigured ...

“Horrible, isn’t it?”

Sun jumped. She hadn’t heard Mee-Kyong enter. Before tonight, she had wondered why Mr. Lee gave them each their own room when they easily could have shared one large bed. Now she understood.

“Mr. Lee told me you were starting.” Mee-Kyong covered Sun up with a heavy blanket but didn’t actually touch her. “It won’t always hurt that bad.” The words were so quiet Sun could barely hear them. She shut her eyes. She didn’t want to look at anyone. She didn’t want to face another human being for the rest of her life. Mee-Kyong lowered her face closer to Sun’s. “I got my bath tub ready for you. I thought you might want to wash yourself off.” She handed Sun a small flask. The acrid drink brought stinging tears to her eyes.

Sun swallowed. Mee-Kyong reached out her hand, but Sun didn’t take it. Clutching the blanket around her shoulders, she staggered on uneven legs, certain a bath would never wash away her filth.

***
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Mee-Kyong knocked softly on the bathroom door as her mind blared accusations. It’s your fault she wasn’t prepared for this. You should have at least warned her. For a moment, she felt like she was at one of the nightly self-criticism sessions back at Camp 22. When there was no answer, Mee-Kyong considered just walking in. After all, privacy wasn’t a luxury Mr. Lee granted to his workers. Sun knew that now. Before long, anyone with money to spare could see her nakedness. Why should it matter if Mee-Kyong beheld the same?

How had she felt after her introduction in the prison camp? It was so long ago she could scarcely remember the guard or the circumstances surrounding their union. What she did remember, however, was the taste of the rice she ate afterward.

She had never been in Sun’s situation. She had been conceived in Camp 22, never stepping foot outside its electric fence until she escaped with Pang just a few weeks earlier. For most of her life, she lived like an orphan with dozens of other girls. Her friends from the dorm were the closest thing she had to a family. She always knew her body was not her own; her school teachers and overseers from the gulag could strike or abuse her whenever they saw fit. Many girls just withered away. They grew weak. They couldn’t handle the suffering, and so they eventually died. The methods varied remarkably, but in the end it didn’t matter. They died just the same. Mee-Kyong had vowed to survive, and so far she had. Her spirit was toughened by a lifetime of calluses, calluses Sun had never needed to develop. Mee-Kyong wondered what she should say to ease the child’s mind. She knocked on the door once more and finally opened it.

Sun lay face-down in the bathtub, her black hair billowing up on top of the water. Mee-Kyong ran to the body. She’s dead, and it’s your fault.

Mee-Kyong tried to ignore the angry shrieks of her conscience. She was only trying to help, and she would have continued to do so. The wimpy child just wasn’t patient enough. Mee-Kyong was hardly to blame. Stupid girl. Yes, of course she was hurt. Of course she was ashamed. But hadn’t Mee-Kyong told her it would get easier?

Mee-Kyong glared at Sun’s narrow shoulders. Her bones were as brittle as sand. The girl couldn’t even withstand her introduction. And Mee-Kyong had been seeing one customer after another, taking on extra men to give Sun a chance to be broken in easily. She had done so, despite being still torn and injured from childbirth. And Sun couldn’t even manage to live through her first customer.

Pitiful.

Mee-Kyong pulled the girl’s face out of the water and could still smell the liquor on her breath. Stupid child. Stupid, ignorant, naïve child. If Sun couldn’t survive an introduction, how did she think she’d ever make it to adulthood? Pathetic baby. Whatever puny mistreatment Sun suffered in one night was nothing compared to the lifetime of horror and despair Mee-Kyong endured in Camp 22. Had she flung herself into the bathtub as soon as things got painful? Ignoring the hot tears that spilled down her cheeks, she slapped Sun’s face.

Sun opened her eyes, turned her face, and vomited into the water. Mee-Kyong wanted to hug the girl and hated herself for it. “I told you it would get better. Why didn’t you listen to me?”

Sun’s lip quivered, but Mee-Kyong was thankful that the child didn’t cry. “I slipped in the tub. It was an accident.” She lowered her eyes.

Mee-Kyong raised an eyebrow, but she wasn’t going to argue. It wouldn’t kill anyone to let Sun keep at least a shred of dignity after all she had been through. There wouldn’t be much dignity in the days and weeks to follow. “It gets easier,” Mee-Kyong breathed. “I promise.”

Sun turned her head but didn’t look at her. “It was kind of you to save me.”

Mee-Kyong studied Sun and decided the girl deserved some honesty for once. “I didn’t think you were still alive.” She looked at Sun until the girl met her gaze. “Otherwise, I might not have.”
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PART 2
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CHAPTER 13
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Juliette Stern ran the brush through the young woman’s hair. “Are you nervous?” She could barely ask the question without her voice squeaking.

“If God’s will is for me to leave, how could I be worried?” Hannah’s image in the mirror reminded Juliette of the Met’s sculpture of Saint Margaret, the sixteenth-century martyr. She wondered how someone so young could know what was coming and remain so serene. After growing up in Seoul as the American ambassador’s daughter, Juliette’s Korean was nearly impeccable. Tonight, however, she couldn’t even express in English her love for Hannah and the other students she was sending off.

“You know you’ll be missed.” Juliette lowered her voice. “By more than just Mr. Stern and me.”

Hannah didn’t blush, but Juliette noticed her bite the corner of her lip. Eve, the Sterns’ housekeeper, slipped her head into the room. “I’m sorry for interrupting, but Mr. Stern just called from the office. He said he’s a little late. He expects to be home in twenty minutes or less.”

Juliette nodded, both in thanks and in dismissal. “Thank you. We’ll start when he gets here.” Eve shut the door, and Juliette thought about the students they would commission as soon as Roger got home. Would she ever know what happened to them ... which were to experience a full life of ministry and impact, and which were doomed to imprisonment and death? The Sterns wouldn’t have any contact with the students once they returned to North Korea. There was a finality to this farewell that made it even more poignant than sending her college-bound daughter back to the States a few weeks earlier.

Crossing her arms, she sighed. “I’ll get your robe from the closet.” Her husband had scoffed at the idea, but Juliette purchased caps and gowns for the Secret Seminary students. After the uncounted hours of labor these young people had poured into their training, Juliette insisted on providing this special touch. She also hired two extra workers to help Eve prepare a send-off feast, since God alone knew how the students would manage to feed themselves once they crossed the border and returned to North Korea. But she would think about more positive things tonight. She forced herself to smile at Hannah, whose hands were folded in her lap as if in perpetual prayer. Juliette cleared her throat and forced chipper confidence into her tone. “Let’s finish getting you ready.”

***

[image: image]


Roger Stern steeled himself against the breeze and hurried past the lane of houses. His neighborhood was peopled almost exclusively with expats, mostly European or American businessmen like himself. He tightened his beige pea coat against his chest and pressed on.

Of all the days for one of his printers to fry on him, it had to be today. Not only was his wife planning a huge ceremony and elaborate buffet to send the Secret Seminary students off, but he needed to ship out his largest order of the quarter by tomorrow for it to arrive in New York on schedule. Roger would have to go back to the office right after the graduation ended and probably pull an all-nighter to guarantee the books got out in time.

What a day. Of course, Juliette had to get herself so wrapped up in this ceremony she went so far as to order caps and gowns for the students they were sending out. Caps and gowns — as if the graduates’ decision to return to the most hostile mission field on the globe was a reason to celebrate. On the other hand, it was exactly something his wife would dream up. She was never one to do things small-scale. When their daughter Kennedy asked to ride a horse a decade earlier, Juliette didn’t take her to the kiddie corral for a five-minute spin on the pony-go-round. No, Juliette made arrangements for their eight-year-old to take riding lessons for the entire school year, and that summer would have convinced Roger to buy Kennedy a horse of her own if they hadn’t already been packing up their things to move to China.

Roger waved to his security man, Benjamin, who lately had been doubling as a landscaper, and strode into his house. The scent of soy sauce and ginger wafted through the entryway in greeting, along with the tantalizing sound of meat sizzling in the kitchen. He wondered at the irony of this feast even as his mouth watered. Wasn’t it cruel in a way to stuff the graduates with such fine cooking just hours before they crossed the border into a land ravaged by famine and scarcity? He inhaled deeply and wondered if all cultures had a last-meal tradition for their condemned.

“Hello, Eve.” Roger handed his hat and scarf to the housekeeper. “Is Mrs. Stern already in the den?” Eve nodded, and he headed upstairs. Since he was late, he expected to find the students already in their ridiculous graduation get-ups and was surprised to find the den empty except for Simon. Upon entry to the Secret Seminary, each refugee was given a new name. Their christening served as a reflection of their new identity as Christian believers as well as a safeguard for those who had illegally crossed the border into China.

“Hello, Mr. Stern.” Simon bowed his head, and the tassel on his graduation cap toppled into his eye.

Roger grinned as the young man fiddled with the mess of strings. “Here, let me straighten that up for you.”

Simon thanked him and shrugged his shoulders. “I think Mrs. Stern ordered these in American sizes.” He held up his arms to show his sleeves, which hung so far down they covered his hands completely.

Roger patted him on the back. “A tradition. When a student works hard enough to earn his degree, the people in charge want to make sure he’s as uncomfortable as possible so he doesn’t sleep through his own graduation.”

Simon returned the smile, but his eyes were fixed on the door. Roger glanced behind him. “Are you expecting someone?” A deep, almost maroon blush crept up the sides of Simon’s face. “I take it then that you haven’t talked with her?” Roger asked.

Simon rubbed his forehead. “Who?”

Roger wondered how much redder the man’s face could grow. “I think we both know who we’re talking about. Or do you want me to force that blush all the way up to your eyebrows by saying her name?”

“Don’t!” Simon let out an awkward chuckle, but his stare never wavered.

“Fine,” Roger agreed. “I’m sorry. But tell me now. Did you have a chance to talk with ... with a certain graduate we’ve discussed before at length?”

Simon’s head wagged from side to side like the tail of that little yippy Schnauzer Juliette bought for their daughter so many years ago. Roger put his hand on Simon’s shoulder. “You’re running out of time, don’t you think? Are you going to wait until after the ceremony to talk to her?” Simon’s head continued on its horizontal track. Roger felt dizzy just trying to maintain eye contact. “You’ll never know if you never ask.”

Simon lowered his eyes. “It’s not that. I asked her already.”

Roger raised his eyebrows. “And?”

Simon sighed. “She’s got her heart set on going home.”

“She’s a very brave young woman.”

“The bravest.”

Roger stared straight at Simon. “You don’t want to leave, do you?”

Simon didn’t meet his gaze. “I hate to think of what might happen to her. She’s so young. So innocent. And she’s going out all by herself ...”

Roger didn’t feel like rehashing all the reasons it was safer to send the graduates out solo instead of in groups. “So she won’t change her mind, then? Even after you talked with her?”

“No.”

“And you told her everything? Including how you feel?”

Simon lowered his gaze until Roger could only see his eyelids. “I told her I didn’t want to see her hurt.”

“But did you tell her how you feel about her?” Roger pressed.

Simon threw both hands up. His sleeves cascaded down to his shoulders. “She must know it by now.”

Roger shook his head. He would have smiled at the young man’s fears if the issue weren’t far more complicated than a simple crush. Lives were at stake. And once the graduates left tonight, they wouldn’t be coming back. Roger thought about when he first met Juliette, how terrified he had been, how convinced he was that a girl so confident and beautiful and sophisticated deserved to find someone well-off and well-bred, someone exactly the opposite of him. It had taken him three months just to work up the nerve to invite her to the movies. Sometimes Roger wondered what might have happened if he had never found his courage. He was about to respond to Simon when two other graduates entered the den, their tasseled caps painfully askew and their limbs completely swallowed up by their billowy gowns.

“Well, I guess it’s time,” Roger sighed.

“Yeah,” Simon agreed. “I guess it is.”

***
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After the ceremony, Juliette handed the graduate a small envelope. “I can’t even begin to describe how proud I am of you, Brother Simon.” He lowered his head. Although he was only in his mid-twenties, Simon was one of the oldest students graduating tonight. Juliette studied his features one last time. She had grown used to him knocking on their bedroom door at all hours of the night, impatient to ask her husband some deep theological question that couldn’t wait for morning. Simon was bright and quite skilled, so skilled the Sterns had even offered to help him relocate to the States and pastor a Korean-American church. He had refused.

Juliette tried to give him a parting smile, but she had to bite down to keep her chin from quivering. He bowed to her as he accepted the money. “May God bless you for your generosity,” he whispered.

She squeezed her eyes shut. She had already shed enough tears during the ceremony itself. She didn’t want the graduates’ last memory of her to be maudlin. After all, she was the one staying here in the relative safety of Yanji. She took a deep, quivering breath.

“It’s been an honor and a joy to see you grow,” she finally managed to murmur, but Simon wasn’t looking at her. He stood with his hands limp by his side, gaping at Hannah, whose singing during the ceremony was what had set off Juliette’s tears in the first place. Juliette observed him discreetly as he walked up to the young woman, who stood by the window that overlooked the Sterns’ garden.

He stood behind her for an awkward moment and then cleared his throat. “So I suppose this is good-bye.”

Juliette lowered her gaze but still heard Hannah’s sweet soprano in reply. “There are no good-byes in the kingdom of heaven.”

Juliette turned away to give them some privacy. This wasn’t the kingdom of heaven yet, but she wasn’t about to break the news to the young couple.

***
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Roger’s belly threatened to pop the button right off his pants, but he put on his overcoat and leaned over to kiss his wife on the cheek. “That was a wonderful feast, Baby Cakes.”

She pouted. “You going already?”

“Yeah,” he sighed, “I’ve got to get that order ready to go out tomorrow.” He pecked her once more on the other cheek and then left before she could voice any more arguments. It was chilly, and Roger thought about the graduates who would be crossing the Tumen River into North Korea.
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