




A sudden voice echoed in the background. “We’re departing in five minutes! Gather up!”

"Mom, we gotta go. See you soon. I love you." Hyunsoo shouted.

Shortly after, the line went silent. 
 

***
 

Clunking sounds of footsteps and the heavy odor of oil greeted me unpleasantly as soon as I stepped into the dim
bus. After a brief phone call with mom, I had no time to look around the dark surrounding as someone from behind
shoved me forward further into the aisle.

Junsoo, Hyunsoo, and I had climbed the snowing Baekdu Mountain for three nights nonstop. Despite the
dangerously freezing weather, all three of us made it in time for the departure, alive, and that was the only thing I
genuinely cared about. My stomach growled in hunger, and my small hands showed a crystal clear hue of blue, but I
felt happier than ever; I was finally going to South Korea. 

I found an empty seat at the very back of the bus. I pulled Hyunsoo into my lap and quickly sat down next to a
young lady. 

"Hi, my name is Sunmi," she smiled as she scooted closer to the window. Her bright yellow hair was tied into a low
ponytail, and her tanned face was coated with layers of unnatural makeup.

"Hello, are you going alone?" I whispered.

"Unfortunately, yes," the lady answered. "My family doesn't know that I'm leaving. My parents still think that North
Korea is the wealthiest and best country in the world. It's a pity. But I doubt they'll leave even if they know that any
other country is better than North Korea. "

She rolled her eyes sarcastically.

"Why?" I asked.

"My brother," she answered. "Like my parents are so going to leave my brother and come to South Korea with me.
Right? And just abandon him in the north.”

She chuckled emptily as she glanced at Hyunsoo.

"At least he's here with you," she grinned. 

Suddenly, a loud voice boomed inside the bus.

"Good evening, everyone. My name is Chul Kang, and I will lead our group for the rest of the trip. Speaking of our
journey, we're finally departing from North Korea now. It'll take around seven days to arrive at the China-Laos
border. This is a strictly secretive journey. I am warning. Anyone who wishes to leave right now must do so at this
moment. After now, there is no turning back."

There was a deadly silence on the bus for a few moments.

“Well, I guess that’s the cue for our departure,” Mr. Kang spoke as the bus doors squeaked closed. “Good luck
everyone.”
 

***
 

It’s already been five days since the departure from the safe camp. I have gotten used to the musty smell that
enveloped the cramped bus and the atmosphere of uncertainty that hung over us...





"Please stay safe,” I faltered.
 

***

"Nayoung! Wake up," someone whispered urgently. 

I fluttered my eyes open to see a figure waving their hands in my face; it was Junsoo.

"We made it to the China-Laos border, and we're leaving now. Be as quiet as possible," Junsoo spoke as he zipped
up his navy jacket. Even in the pitch-black darkness, I could see his fearless eyes sparkling with determination; we
were going to survive.

Half asleep, I fumbled around my seat and hastily grabbed my belongings before dashing out into the cold winter
night.
 

***

“Folks, the two-hour climb on Shicheng Dashan isn’t going to be pleasant. There’re a lot of hunters in this region, so
we have to be careful. They can shoot us at any time.” Mr. Chul mumbled as he led the group through the thick
bushes.

Whoosh.

Mr. Chul froze for a moment and slowly turned his head to the left; a thin arrow was deeply rooted into the tree
about a foot away from where he was standing.

Whoosh. Another arrow. This time, the unknown shooter shot closer to Mr. Chul. A similar thin arrow grazed Mr.
Chul's left cheek as it struck the tree just behind him.

Then another. Whoosh. Whoosh. 

Mr. Chul dipped and whispered loud enough for only our group members to hear.

"Dip down low, now," he ordered as three more arrows flew over his head.

"We can't stay here hiding and just wait for that person to leave. And we don't even know if there are more people.
We have to leave," Mr. Chul whispered. He tried to stay nonchalant, but his shaking voice was conspicuous. 

Leaves rustled nearby as a pair of feet stepped over a pile of dead leaves. Whoever the shooter was, they were
getting dangerously close to us.

"Everyone, follow me and stay low."
 

***

After an hour, we saw the end of the thicket. Nothing special awaited behind the dense trees, but relief washed over
me as I saw the small cluster of boarding houses. 

"We made it," I breathed. "We're finally here." 
 

***

Clang!

"Argh!" I screamed as I jumped out of my sleeping position. "What in the world was that?"

Hyunsoo gave me a nervous chuckle as he held up a half-empty lunch box container.



"HYUNSOO LEE!" I exploded as I marched up to him. "WHEN DID YOU SEE THIS?"

"Sorry," Hyunsoo mouthed as he gulped down another rice ball. "I was too hungry…."

I opened my mouth to bark angry words at him, but nothing came out. How could I ever get mad at this poor child? 

“Nayoung!” Junsoo popped his head into the doorway and beamed. “I got treats!”

“Huh?” I asked, confused. “How?”

“This morning, Hyunsoo told me that he was super hungry. So, I sneaked into one of the police officer’s dormitories
and got this granola—”

“WHAT? YOU DID WHAT?” I shrieked as I pointed to his hands accusingly.

“Umm, haha… I stole this from the—”

“WHAT IS WRONG WITH BOTH OF YOU GUYS?” I angrily yelled at Junsoo and Hyunsoo.

 “Nayoung, everything’s fine.” Junsoo smiled as he let out a nervous giggle.

“I’m going back for more food,” Junsoo spoke. 
 

***

I held my breath and waited. Two minutes went by. Then five. Then ten.

"What's taking you so long?" I whispered to myself as I scanned across my surroundings.

Just as I started to fumble from my uncomfortable squatting position, a black, bowl-cut hair popped up behind the
nearby house. A few moments later, a pair of glowing, dark eyes came into view.

I sighed in relief and flashed an urgent smile. "Hurry!" I mouthed.

Just as Junsoo started dashing to my hiding spot, two police officers approached Junsoo.

"Nǐ zài gàn shén me?" one of the Chinese officers inquired.

Crap. He can't speak Chinese.

"I-I-I…" Junsoo faltered.

"Nǐ huì shuō zhōng wén ma?" the other officer barked as he pointed to Junsoo.

Junsoo slowly backed away from the officers and covered the food under his jacket protectively.

One of the officers chuckled deeply and mumbled, "shoot him."

Shoot him. 

Before I could do or say anything, a gunshot fired.

I covered my mouth with my trembling hands as my body shook in uncontrollable fear and desperation.
 

***






