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  Prologue:
One Man’s First Encounter with the Abyss


   


  THE DEEP SEA IS DEFINED as the ocean depths where light begins to dwindle, starting from an approximate depth of 650 feet. But how much farther down does it go?


  Sunlight bounces off the water, breaking apart on the ocean’s surface like glittering shards of diamonds. At midday, when the sun is at its highest, its glaring rays thread the watery swells like a tapestry of molten gold and silver, radiant and harsh in equal measure.


  If you were to be lowered headfirst, submerged up to your waist, you would still be able to make out shapes and colors in the water as it disperses light like a glassy prism. In perfect daylight, it might be gem-clear and transparent. In other conditions, it might be diffused with a yellow-green glow or murky with swirling sediment. If you’re lucky, you might even catch a glimpse of the ocean floor, webbed with pale ripples of sunlight, as surly waves churn the water’s surface. But at these depths, we can’t say we’ve gone deep enough. The waters are still veiled in natural light, teeming with warm-blooded creatures that frolic in their currents. It’s a noisy, garish place filled with all the clamorous activity of life.


  Go a little deeper, and things get darker. The bluish-green hues shift into something more shadowed, like cerulean or midnight blue. The most skilled divers can reach these depths on a single breath, linger for the barest of minutes, and trust in naught but the strength of their legs to take them back to the surface.


  Here, it’s quiet, but you wouldn’t have to travel up very far to return to the light and noise. It’s deep enough that you can resurface with ease and come back down again freely and without fear. But though the ocean nurtures its deep-sea inhabitants seemingly without limit, the same cannot be said for land dwellers. Not even aquatic animals like crocodiles or hippos dive beyond this point. From here on out, the ocean withdraws all benevolence toward terrestrial life, leaving only cruelty behind.


  If you go deeper still, you enter a place that is, in a word, subaquatic. The darkness distills into a deep, inky blue that the ancient Greeks might have had in mind when they spoke of the “wine-dark sea.” Crushing layers of water thwart light and sound till the sunbeams above offer just enough light to navigate the eerie silence of those pitch-black depths.


  Here, in this inhospitable environment, terrestrial life-forms must rely on tanks of borrowed air for their every breath. This is the domain of maritime flora and fauna, where most of the seafood that humans eat can be found. It is a wild yet tranquil place, whose waters grow quickly darker and more frigid the further you plumb.


  Beyond this layer of the sea lies a realm of mystery. There is no light save for the bioluminescence of its native creatures, which have less use for sight than their other senses. Adapted to a habitat with scarcely any food, energy, or even sunlight, these creatures’ eyes grow larger and larger to desperately capture every last dim, downwelling light particle they can, until at last they can offer no use. Bring them to the surface, and the light will burn their vision, rendering them permanently blind.


  The bottom of the ocean conceals many things: countless shipwrecks, treasures, corpses, and secrets, all lost and forgotten to the obscurity of its unbroken, undisturbed waters. This is as low as it gets, the underbelly of the underworld, the geological abyss. Once you’ve sunk this deep, rising back to the surface is inconceivable.


  If someone were to ask me what the lowest point of my life was, I would point to this place: the bedrock of the oceanic crust, the closest you can get to the inner core of this star we inhabit. Where no one can hear you scream. The very bowels of the abyss.


  And pulsing beneath my feet, black as pitch and precious as gold, is the crude oil we take from the crust of the earth.


  My entire life, I was so far removed from the extraction of the earth’s natural resources that I believed—foolishly, absurdly—I had nothing to do with petroleum or natural gases, even though my life was wholly centered around the consumption of them.


  Modern life in the twenty-first century had no shortage of ­petroleum byproducts. If anything, there was a disorienting surplus of them. Yet it never occurred to me consider the ins and outs of plastic resin or synthetic fibers. Sure, my line of work made me vaguely aware that disposable supplies and certain medications like aspirin contained petroleum-derived ingredients, but I’d never needed to give it more thought than that.


  I never thought about what powered the water heater in my home or where it came from. When I topped up the fuel in my car, I never wondered what ocean it had been mined from. Hot water, gas in the tank—I simply took them as a given and carried on without question.


  My blissful ignorance didn’t stop there; I rarely gave a second thought to the ocean except when eating seafood or planning a trip. Even then, my ideas were hazy and undefined. What little I knew of the ocean came mostly from glossy television segments of Mediterranean beach getaways and picturesque snorkeling destinations. The ocean was an exotic vacation spot, where the prawns and shellfish in my pasta dishes happened to come from too.


  So when I was suddenly relegated to the deep-sea mining sites at the bottom of the abyssal plains, I was totally unprepared to grapple with the reality of what that meant.


  It unmoored me, like the ground beneath my feet had collapsed, plunging me into free fall without a safety net. And by the time I came to my senses, I found myself on the seafloor, separated from the sun by miles and miles of pitch-black water pushing down from above. The kind of stygian pit of emptiness and despair that only those who have hit rock bottom can understand.


  Creatures of the land have always felt a primordial, irresistible pull to the ocean. But the moment you lose yourself to its depths, you can never return.




  Chapter 1:
By Way of Ship or Helicopter


   


  IF YOU TAKE A PLANE from Seoul to Jeju Island, you can reach the Jeju Naval Base. At the naval base, submit your ­papers confirming your admittance into the undersea station and you’ll be taken through an exhaustive series of screening checks with much hand-wringing. Wait to be approved, and once you’re cleared, you can board a ship that sails into waters so choppy, they’ll have you second-guessing every choice that led you to that moment—including your breakfast. When the seasickness gets so bad that slipping into a coma begins to seem more appealing, you’ll finally be dumped unceremoniously off the ship and ushered onto a helicopter instead.


  I’d never ridden a helicopter before in my life, but it didn’t take me long before I decided that a helicopter was essentially a flying motorcycle. And like when I rode a motorcycle, I couldn’t stop myself from reeling at every groan and shudder, wondering if we’d be sent careening into the ocean, then kicking myself for not taking out a life insurance policy before getting on the damn thing in the first place. Though I don’t recommend spiraling like this, there’s definitely one upside—by the time your panic attack subsides, you’ll find your chopper’s already landed.


  So, after a gut-churning, nerve-shredding journey of no less than three days, my feet finally touched the ground—on an artificial island. Having spent the last two days dry heaving and spewing out what little I had left in my stomach, I could barely crawl off the helicopter without my knees buckling from fatigue. I felt like I was about to see spots when someone stopped me from keeling over by taking a firm hold of my arm.


  “Welcome to the undersea station. Rough trip, eh?”


  I looked up in a daze at the person holding me steady: a woman with chin-length brown hair who stood at an imposing height of over six feet.


  She winked down at me knowingly. “Hiya, I’m Sujeong Kang. Nice to meet you.”


  “Nice to meet you too,” I said, still in awe of her towering stature. “I’m Muhyeon Park.”


  As soon as we exchanged handshakes, Sujeong wasted no time grabbing my luggage out of my hands. “You’re the new dentist, right? We’ve been expecting you.”


  “Are you dealing with some dental issues, Ms. Kang?”


  Sujeong eyed my peaked, green-tinged face and emphatically shook her head. If someone had so much as poked me in the ribs, I would’ve doubled over and vomited immediately. “You don’t look so good, Doc. I’m guessing the semicircular canals in your inner ears are pretty sensitive. You want something to help with the motion sickness? Medication, maybe?”


  “I’ll be fine now that I’m off the helicopter,” I managed to say without heaving.


  “Okay, but just so you know, all medical services on the island are free of charge. If you ever need treatment, you can visit the hospital anytime.”


  Brushing off my insistence on handling my own luggage, Sujeong carried it from the helipad to a nearby building so easily, you would’ve thought it was a handbag and not a sixty-something-pound suitcase. After taking a few tentative steps, I trotted along behind her, feeling better with every stride I took on solid ground.


  “Suhyeok does fly a little like a madman, doesn’t he?” Sujeong called out over her shoulder.


  She was referring to the helicopter pilot, and though I hadn’t even known his name until that moment, I decided he would henceforth be my sworn enemy. Swallowing the bile rising in my throat, I made a sarcastic remark. ? I’m pretty sure that chopper did a full 360-degree spin.”


  “Oh yeah? I guess that means he likes you,” Sujeong said airily.


  I balked. mean? The helicopter had done a 360-degree tailspin while plummeting into a vertical drop. Roller coasters had been condemned and demolished for much less. But from the moment the pilot smugly warned me to strap in for “the ride of my life,” he gave me all of two seconds to brace myself before throwing me around like a rag doll as I screamed my head off like a maniac. To add insult to injury, the person in the passenger seat, mistaking my shrieks of horror for excitement, had decided to join in on the fun and scream along with me with both arms raised overhead.


  “Sometimes the naval base will fly their choppers out to the undersea station. You can time your trips back to Korea with those flights,” Sujeong said, breaking me out of my reverie. “Here’s a tip: If you wanna get into the pilots’ good graces, there’s a bakery in Level 3 of the undersea station. They can’t get enough of the pastries from there.”


  That explained why Sujeong had exchanged large paper bags with the helicopter pilots when she greeted them. It was a trade.


  “And what’s that?” I asked pointedly, referring to the enormous shopping bag Sujeong was carrying in her other hand. It seemed big enough to fit two small adults or two overgrown children.


  Sujeong grinned. “Just some odd and ends that the Koreans here at the station had delivered to the Jeju Naval Base. A little taste of home, you could say. The pilots are good enough to bring them along when they fly here. You have no idea how much we’ve been anticipating these packages.” Cheekily, she added, “Almost as much as we’ve been anticipating your arrival.”


  “Seems like these packages were the real priority.”


  “Aww, don’t say that! You and the packages are of equal priority, obviously.”


  Despite Sujeong’s cajoling response, she made no effort to hide her delight as she lovingly surveyed the cardboard boxes piled high in her bag.


  “So what did you get?”


  I had been told that most necessities were available at the undersea station, so I’d packed as light as I could for my time here. What on earth could people possibly want that they couldn’t get here?


  “I got some makeup and a few comic books. Others usually get Korean snacks or ramen packets. I’m guessing Aeyoung got some earrings and clothes. Jihyeok, clothes too, probably. Jaehee was talking about how he ordered a whole box of shelf-stable banana milk, but I don’t think it arrived this time.”


  Sujeong rummaged through the shopping bag with her long, large hands as she spoke, then gave up when she seemingly failed to find her own package in the mix.


  “Can we get food delivered here too?”


  “You can, but you’re better off not to ’cause there’s no telling when it’ll show up. You wouldn’t believe how much it costs to get those helicopters in the air for each trip.” She made a face. “But if it’s really urgent, we can ask the Americans to bring it in for us. They have choppers flying in and out all the time.”


  “Do you miss Korean food a lot?”


  “You have no idea,” Sujeong said earnestly. “Sometimes I secretly make tteokbokki in the middle of night. If you ever get desperate, feel free to come by my room. I might be able to rustle up some cup noodles for ya.”


  “Thank you,” I said, oddly touched by her offer.


  As we moved away from the helipad, several towering structures came into view. Some I recognized as hospitals, with another large building adjacent to them. Sujeong pointed them out and said something to me, but I was too distracted to hear her. Despite the biting wind blowing in from the sea, she was wearing a short-sleeved shirt, and every gesture she made showed off her impressively defined triceps.


  “Those three building are the hospital facilities, and that one on the side is for administrative operations,” Sujeong said, snapping my attention back to her. “You’ll have to fill out some paperwork since it’s your first time here, but after that, you can settle in at Room 38 in the White Tiger District. Head to the single-story building over there and look for Priya Kumari—she’s probably waiting for you. And don’t worry about your luggage. I’ll bring it down to your room.”


   I recited in my head. I was clearly on my own now. While I tried to memorize all the details of my instructions, I asked her a question. “What do you do here at the undersea station, Sujeong?”


  “I’m an engineer. Pretty much everyone here works in engineering, mining natural gas and petroleum, or marine research. I’m on Engineering Team Ga. Anyway, just go straight ahead and you’ll get to where you’re going. And there’s a central elevator in the direction I’m heading—remember that, so you can take it when you go down later. Did you get all that?” I nodded. “Good. See ya later!”


  “See you later! And thanks!”


  With that, Sujeong sped off toward the hospital buildings, dragging my luggage and her gigantic shopping bag behind her as I waved goodbye. Now on my own, I turned to face the pale-green building before me. Shivering in the chilly ocean breeze, I ducked inside; before I knew it, I’d found my way to Priya’s office.




  Chapter 2:
When Signing a Contract, Make Sure to Read the Fine Print


   


  THE REASONS FOR THE ESTABLISHMENT of the International Undersea Station—or the IUS, for short—were quite simple.


  For starters, marine pollution had risen to levels that could no longer be ignored. In the past, the potential eradication of Earth’s marine biome and its biodiversity was seen as an unimportant and frankly minor inconvenience on the path to capitalists’ development projects and industrial fisheries. Now, however, almost all ocean flora and fauna were designated as a protected species. Fishing so much as a single anchovy out of the sea to be processed, distributed, or kept as a pet was prohibited by law.


  Take the Korean peninsula for example, a land bordered by ocean on three sides, with tidal flats that once ranked among the richest and most productive ecosystems on the planet. Out of over fourteen thousand marine species that once lived there, four thousand had gone extinct, and the survival of the ten thousand or so that remained hung by a thread. The rest of the world hadn’t fared much better—ravaged by decades of unchecked coastal development, land reclamation, pollution, overfishing, water contamination, and radiation, all of Earth’s major ocean ecosystems were poised to go the way of the dodo and drag humanity along with them. Confronted with the existential threat that we had never believed would materialize, our morally unscrupulous leaders of the developed world were forced to put their heads together to find a solution.


  Then came the necessity of finding a new home for humankind. Around the time the seas had been overfished to the brink of collapse, humanity was compelled to see space-colonization projects for what they really were: self-indulgent delusions that accomplished nothing other than turning vast investments of money and materials into corpses and nonbiodegradable trash. After the three astronauts of Earth’s final interstellar probe were discreetly recalled, the grandiose notion that the planet’s most privileged and preeminent few would take off for a newly terraformed Mars—relegating the rapidly degrading Earth to no more than a distant memory—was finally and decisively abandoned. Instead, all of the world’s governments funneled every last bit of the funds they’d wrung out of their citizens into the creation of a massive undersea base.


  For better or worse, humankind had always been more skilled at exploiting the environment than preserving it. Fittingly, the creation of the IUS was spearheaded not by conservationists but by oil-drilling corporations and marine energy developers. In time, eight developed nations banded together to construct an undersea station at the bottom of the Pacific Ocean—though not without generating more problems and new forms of pollution along the way. Simply choosing the location had been fraught with political and public tension. But who was keeping track of those things now? That was all so long ago, when I was no more than a child in elementary school.


  Despite initial plans, and owing to the assessment of several variables such as earthquake risks, access to rare earth elements, mining rights for crude oil and natural gas, international lobbying, and various backdoor political dealings I wasn’t privy to, the world’s first undersea station was birthed in the Pacific Ocean. The previously selected site in the Atlantic was instead slated for a second undersea station, with participating nations pumping funds into its construction.


  Last, but arguably not least, there was mining and extraction. Much like outer space, the ocean abyss was still an unexplored frontier full of untapped resources, with only a tiny fraction of it mapped and studied in detail. Driven by visions of yet-to-be-discovered petroleum and natural gas deposits, rare minerals, manganese nodules, zones of pristine deep-sea waters, and abundant sources of food, humanity seemingly hadn’t given up hope that we could somehow consume our way to survival.


  As someone now employed by the IUS, I was in no place to pass judgment on what I considered to be its fundamental self-contradictions. After dumping our waste and refuse into the ocean for years, we suddenly changed our tune and started building homes on the seafloor, as if our phony platitudes about “returning to the ocean’s embrace” could undo the irreversible damage we’d done. The polar ice caps and glaciers were gone, the ozone layer destroyed, entire biospheres devastated by overharvesting and nuclear waste. We depleted and dismantled our planet with our own hands, causing extreme temperatures ranging from –40°F to 113°F . And now, unable to endure the conditions that we created, we had the audacity to seek refuge in the sea, far away from the mess we made above its surface.


  The loudest and staunchest critics of interstellar expansion used to claim that it was the richly deserved fate of humankind to face extinction along with the rest of Earth’s species. Not a sentiment I agreed with, but I could understand the cynicism surrounding the desperate measures we’d been forced to adopt for our survival, as well as the despair lurking beneath it.


  I was born after the year 2000. Anyone unlucky enough to be born after the turn of the twenty-first century woke up each day to a healthy dose of existential dread and a pinch of nightmares, having never known a time when resources were plentiful and “environmental decline” was a problem conveniently offloaded to the future’s technological ingenuity. I belonged to a generation that had to slather on industrial-grade sunscreen to avoid being burned alive by the sun’s punishing ultraviolet radiation. We had little patience and plenty of resentment for tales of the “good old days” from those who had inherited the world before us. Instead, we had something they didn’t: a much sharper instinct for self-preservation. As such, it was us, the so-called “future generations,” who scraped together 411 billion United States dollars in capital and labor to finally build an undersea station in the North Pacific.


  The North Pacific International Undersea Station (NPIUS) consisted of four primary operational levels, with a fifth under construction. Level 0 sat at the surface, an artificial island built on a shallow continental shelf, with Level 1 situated directly below it. Level 2 lay in the epipelagic zone at a depth of about 660 feet, followed by Level 3 in the mesopelagic zone at 3,300 feet, and Level 4 in the bathypelagic zone at 9,840 feet. The upcoming Level 5 was set to reach depths of up to 19,700 feet in the abyssopelagic zone.


  Now my new job had taken me all the way down to Level 4 of the NPIUS—the station’s newest addition 9,840 feet under the sea—where I had been hired as the dentist for a newly established clinic.


  I studied the various models of coral reefs on Priya’s desk as she checked my passport, making small talk all the while.


  “So yeah, the development of the NPIUS was undertaken by a total of eight countries in close proximity to the North Pacific Ocean,” Priya explained as she started pulling out some documents. “The United States, Canada, Australia, New Zealand, Russia, Japan, China, and of course Korea.”


  I couldn’t help but square my shoulders a little in pride at the mention of my home country. “What about the Philippines? Geography’s never been my strong suit, but they’re pretty close to the North Pacific too, aren’t they? So is Mexico, and Taiwan and Hong Kong as well. Is there a reason they didn’t include all of the nearby countries?”


  “Well, there was one key requirement if you wanted to get involved,” Priya said, looking up at me from her papers. “Only countries that could pledge a minimum of five hundred million dollars a year to the station’s development were eligible to participate.”


  I blinked. “Wow. That’s, uh, quite the entry fee.”


  Five hundred million dollars a year? Did my country even have that kind of money? I struggled to so much as picture the sum. Now that I thought about it, I vaguely remembered reading an op-ed lambasting the Korean government for redirecting more funds into the international undersea station project than into space exploration—a misguided decision, according to the piece, that would surely leave us lagging behind other advanced nations in space-related research.


  Priya smiled somewhat sardonically. “Actually, it seems like a pretty reasonable buy-in to get in on the ground floor of what’s clearly going to be a wildly profitable enterprise.” There was a hint of sarcasm in her voice. “Eight countries pooling their money together to build this underwater station, all under the agreement that whatever gets extracted from the ocean will be split among them. Obviously, things got ugly behind the scenes, but as long as they can sell an image of global cooperation and unity, none of that’s really our concern, is it?”


  Priya, an Indian national, had no trouble admitting that she’d enjoyed watching from the sidelines as the chaos of the North Pacific resource wars unfolded. She was smirking a little as she handed me a stack of documents.


  “What’s this?”


  “Employment security agreements and enrollment forms.”


  “And why is…” I began, glancing at the page at the top of the stack, “‘NEP’ responsible for my job security?”


   I sighed. I really wished they’d stop making and naming new organizations with all these acronyms that I couldn’t keep track of.


  “NEP is short for Neptūnus, the Latin name for Poseidon,” Priya told me. “So here’s something that happened during the IUS’s construction: A Japanese construction company didn’t pay their workers for two months. . They even commandeered a manned submersible to collapse the elevator on Level 2. “No pay, no work”—that was their logic.


  “Same thing happened with a Russian company. Unpaid wages led to an attempt to blow up the central elevator. Then there was a Korean company that faced a three-month strike because of nonexistent hazard pay and criminally low salaries.


  “And then you had the Americans. compensation. scattering copies of his suicide note all over the station.


  “You have no idea how many accidents and incidents happened while trying to build the damn place! Buy me a coffee sometime, and I’ll tell you all about the messier stuff. Anyway, once the powers that be realized there was a very real chance the station could be delayed indefinitely if they kept letting people drop like flies just to pinch a few pennies—which would be an utter waste of the billions being poured into its construction—they finally came up with a solution.”


  “That solution being NEP,” I concluded for her.


  “Exactly. Only an idiot or a lunatic would work like a mule without anything to show for it. Anyone else, you have to pay them right. Everyone here at the IUS is enrolled in the program. Once you sign up and complete the contract, Mr. and your family would still receive over $150,000 in compensation. On top of that, even if your company went bankrupt or your country collapsed, your salary would still be paid on the 1st of every month from an allocated budget—”


  That was all I needed to hear. I immediately began dashing off my signature at the bottom of the documents. It made sense that a program intended to oversee the livelihoods of workers in a deep-sea station would be named after Poseidon. And as long as my salary was paid on time and in full, I had no problem working under a mercurial sea god, or even under a great white shark, for that matter.


  Priya found my enthusiasm amusing.


  The contract had a salary agreement attached, which spanned over forty pages. I gave it a skim until my eyes landed on the sections about salary and vacation. Medical services were provided free of charge by the hospitals on the artificial island, which had direct links to the station’s undersea facilities. There was also a confidentiality agreement regarding personal data protection.


  My translation device was too outdated to fully process the contract, which was written entirely in English, but Priya assured me I could take as much time as I needed as she idly fiddled with her smartphone. Though I tried not to show it, I was secretly grateful for her indifference; she must have dealt with countless recruits as clueless as me over the course of her work. I inwardly cursed my pathetic grasp of English as I stumbled through the contract’s myriad clauses and provisions. At long last, after scrawling my signature more times in a row than I ever had in my relatively young life, I handed the stack of papers back to Priya.


  “There’s a lot of fine print in here too. Make sure you read through it.”


  No sooner had Priya collected my papers than she casually handed me a hefty booklet. My first response was some surprise at the fact it wasn’t digital, but a quick flip through the pages turned that surprise into discouragement—again, the document was all in English. Not that I couldn’t read it, but slogging through the whole thing was going to take time. Lots of it.


  “Don’t people use electronic signatures for this stuff these days?” I blurted out in exasperation.


  “You’d be surprised!” Priya said with a titter. “There’s a lot more people out there without computers than you’d think. And even more who prefer hard copies for safekeeping.”


   I could see the appeal of more old-fashioned, analog methods when you threw eight different countries into the mix. Priya presented the company’s signed portion of the contract before emailing me a digitized copy, which my phone picked up with a chiming alert within a few seconds. I took a quick glance at my phone—everything seemed to be in order.


  “Thanks for everything, Priya.”


  . And welcome to the North Pacific International Undersea Station.”


  Thus, the most pressing task of my day was done. I released a deep breath through my nose and leaned back in my seat, relishing the moment. Priya rummaged through a desk drawer and presented me with a blue digital tablet the size of my two palms put together. I noticed the same kind of blue tablet on her desk, only that one was festooned with dolphin stickers all over.


  . I ran my fingertips along the edges before flipping it open. Another printed text, and again, entirely in English. Still, I nodded as if it were no big deal and stuffed it into my bag with the rest of my new required reading. The second my paycheck hit my account, I was buying a brand new lexi-coms device. Otherwise, this was going to drive me insane.




  Chapter 3:
In the Central Elevator


   


  “SINCE I AM  can you recommend some places for me to check out?” I asked Priya. “Aside from the dental clinic down below, obviously.”


  “If you have a sweet tooth, you should definitely pop by the bakery on Level 3—the macarons there are to die for.”


  I nodded affably at Priya’s suggestion but said nothing. I’d given up sweets a long time ago, and not because of my profession. Cavities weren’t an issue, but excess weight was, and considering the sheer frustration of trying to shed those stubborn pounds, cutting sugar out altogether was the path of least resistance. To my surprise, depriving myself of the occasional sweet treat didn’t make me any more miserable or depressed. Instead, it had left me with an appetite for bitter flavors, and I started downing black coffee as if my taste buds themselves had adapted to the dull, flavorless monotony of my life.


  “What about cafés?” I asked. “Any good coffee spots around here?”


  “There’s two coffee shops on Level 4,” Priya answered without skipping a beat, “and they’ve each got different beans for their coffee. Personally, I like the Yirgacheffe coffee from the Red Coral.”


  Yirgacheffe? I had no idea what that was, but the Red Coral could brew their coffee with ground-up pieces of barrier reef for all I cared—as long as the coffee was good, that was all that mattered.


  “Thanks. I’ll treat you to a cup sometime.”


  Priya rattled off some more suggestions. “You should also check out the beach, swing by the aquarium on Level 2, and take a ride on the cable car when you can. The beach is artificial, just like the island, but it’s still pretty amazing. The nighttime views are incredible. Levels 1 and 2 of the station are slated to be opened to tourists early next year, so you’re gonna wanna see it before that happens.”


  “Good to know.” I got ready to leave. “One more thing: Where can I find the central elevator?”


   


  ***


   


  I stepped into the central elevator along with a gaggle of other passengers. As the carriage hummed to life and began its descent, I studied an inscription on the wall.


  “Ecce extendit circum se lumen suum et fundamenta maris texit.”


  What the heck was this? I could recognize the letters, but it definitely wasn’t English. Was it a warning about elevator safety? Or a notice that it would take over twenty minutes for the elevator to fully descend? I shook my head at myself. No, probably not. I stared at the words again. Was it Spanish? Latin? Yeah, probably Latin.


  The latest lexi-coms devices supported up to thirty-six languages for speech and text and could translate documents in any of those languages. The devices usually came in a set of three components: a mouthpiece that fit over your teeth, a pair of tiny earpieces placed near your eardrums, and a pair of ocular lenses.


  All I had was my mother’s old lexi-coms device, released over a decade ago. It couldn’t read text and only supported ten languages at a rudimentary level. Its components were too large to fit in the ear canal, so it had to be worn on the ear like a piercing. As if that weren’t enough, it was a garish shade of red that practically announced itself as a technological fossil. I was itching to get a new one, but after draining my bank account to pay for my kid brother’s college tuition, there was no way I could afford it. Even the cheapest models with full global language support cost as much as a brand-new car.


  That left me with no choice but to stick with the clunky red relic, which posed another unique problem. Like the earpieces, the mouthpiece for earlier lexi-coms models was also much bigger than its modern counterpart. About the quarter of the size of a pinky finger, it had to be either implanted into your bottom teeth or attached to your lips to function during conversations. I’d opted for the former, enlisting the help of a colleague to implant mine into a lower molar. I absentmindedly fingered the earpiece dangling from my lobe when a sudden voice made me jerk my head.


  “‘Behold, He spreadeth His light upon it, and covereth the bottom of the sea.’”


  I blinked at the Caucasian man standing next to me. He clearly spoke one of the few languages my ancient lexi-coms device supported. Despite my mother’s insistence that it worked perfectly fine, I hadn’t fully believed her until it successfully interpreted my conversation with Priya earlier. Even so, I was still a little anxious about using it to communicate with foreigners from all over the world. My mind raced as I tried to think of what to say next. The quote was probably Latin, right?


  “Is that from the Bible?” I asked.


  . Stuff like that. Too bad whoever wrote the Bible didn’t know that prolonged exposure to bright light could kill deep-sea creatures.


  “It’s from the Book of Job, chapter 36, verse 30,” the man intoned. “It means that God’s love is everywhere, from the visible sky to the hidden depths of the sea.”


  I snorted. What I wouldn’t give for the big man in the sky to send some of that love my way. The fact that you’re here at the NPIUS is proof of that!


  Suppressing my religious skepticism and antipathy, I held my hand out to the man in greeting. “My name’s Muhyeon Park. I’m the new dentist here at the undersea station.”


  The man gave my hand a firm shake. He was sharply dressed in a suit and polished shoes, and I felt self-conscious as he gave me a roving look.


  “Michael Roaker,” he said at length. “Chief of deep-sea engineering. Are you heading to the dental clinic right now?”


  “Yes, I was curious to see my new workpla—”


  I lost my words mid-sentence, stunned speechless by what unfolded around me. The elevator, which had begun its descent from the artificial island, plunged into the ocean with a massive splash. When I finally grasped what had happened, I was struck by the breathtaking scene beyond the elevator’s thick, impact-resistant glass walls. Michael gave me a knowing chuckle.


  “Amazing, isn’t it? Almost everyone reacts the same way on their first trip down.”


  “You’ll have to excuse me,” I murmured, my voice hushed with wonder. “It’s just…I’ve never even been to an aquarium before. It’s my first time seeing the ocean like this.”


  The elevator plummeted deeper as I stood in rapt attention, unable to tear my eyes away. Schools of fish in various hues and sizes swam past in synchronized patterns, expanding and contracting with the currents. Stingrays glided past contented turtles drifting lazily through crystalline blue waters. The place was teeming with octopuses, squid, and other invertebrates I couldn’t name—graceful creatures, all perfectly at home in their element. ?!


  I was gawking like an idiot, but I didn’t even care that a couple of fellow passengers were snickering at me. Do you not see how amazing that is?! You were probably just as blown away as I am before you got too jaded to care!


  “Trust me, you’ll get tired of the view in about three months,” Michael said, amused. “It was good meeting you, Mr. Park. I’ll see you at your clinic sometime.”


  The elevator slid to a halt and opened its doors to Undersea Station Level 2, where Michael got off with the rest of the passengers. As the elevator doors closed, I eyed a silver sticker on the wall across from me indicating the current depth: –660 feet.


  The way down to Level 2 had been a vibrant panorama of bustling marine life, with rays of light piercing through the blue-green water. But as the elevator hummed downward, the scenery gradually dissolved into…nothing. My initial excitement began fading like the sunlight from my surroundings. Was this normal? I pressed my face to the glass walls and squinted, but the view on the way to Level 3 was pitch black.


  I noticed that the elevator walls were dotted with glowing stickers of holographic fish, probably meant to ease passengers into their sudden plunge into darkness. But when I spotted one that mentioned giant squids inhabited these depths, I took a hasty step backward. I never considered myself someone who frightened easily, but there was something deeply unsettling about being alone in these murky black waters. The feeling gnawed at me, threatening to spiral into a full-blown phobia, and I did my best to avoid looking at the glass walls altogether.


  Elevator rides already tended to feel twice as long as they actually were, but descending through a seemingly endless void—alone, in an elevator big enough for a hundred people—was so surreal that it felt like I was suspended in time. Thankfully, the lighting in the elevator was bright enough to keep the darkness from completely swallowing up the space, and I slowly regained my composure.


  I silently counted the passing seconds, lost track, then started over again until I couldn’t anymore. Just as I began to think that my trip would never end, that I’d be trapped in this space forever, the elevator chimed its arrival.


  The doors slid open to Undersea Station Level 3, and light flooded the carriage. A young, dark-haired woman stepped inside, carrying a paper bag full of freshly baked pastries. She peered over her bag and nodded in greeting while the mouthwatering scent of toasted sugar and warm, yeasty rolls wafted my way.


  “Hello!” she chirped. “I don’t think we’ve met. Are you new here?”


  I quickly dipped my head into a bow, eyeing her towering armful of baked goods. “Yes, hello. I’m Muhyeon Park, the new dentist.”


  “Nice to meet you! I’m Gumi Yoo. I work at the research center.” Gumi shifted the paper bag in her arms. “The dental clinic’s opening tomorrow, right?”


  “Uh…” I fumbled. “I didn’t hear anything about that.”


  I was supposed to be the only on-site dentist at the NPIUS, yet no one had told me anything about the clinic I was assigned to. I shrugged helplessly, and Gumi giggled.


  “Oh no! You’re probably going to have to update the service notice and reschedule appointments. You got your tablet, right?” she asked, and I nodded. “You can access the station’s system through it and change the details. This is your first day here, I take it?”


  “It is… And I’m ashamed to say I don’t even know where the dental clinic is yet.”


  “Really? That’s concerning,” Gumi replied, not sounding even the least bit concerned as she dug through her paper bag. It was so jam-packed, I wouldn’t have been surprised to learn she’d cleaned out the entire bakery. She fished out a palm-sized bun, held it in her mouth, then pulled out another and offered it to me. “Want one? It’s a sweet red bean bun.”


  After a moment’s hesitation, I accepted the pastry and split it open, revealing a generous helping of red bean filling in the center. It was still warm, and the curling steam carried its sweet, comforting aroma to my nose.


  “Level 3 sits in the mesopelagic zone. Hardly any sunlight gets down here, which is why it’s also called the twilight zone.” Gumi nibbled on her bun. “I bet you didn’t expect it to get so dark, huh?”


  “No,” I said truthfully.


  “Broadly speaking, everything below 660 feet from the surface is what we define as the deep sea, so anything lower than Level 2 is gonna be pure darkness. You won’t be able to see a thing. If you’re human, that is.”


  I listened politely as Gumi chattered away between mouthfuls of red bean bun, her chestnut-colored hair swaying as she spoke. She was clearly passionate about deep-sea research and eager to share her insights with a new audience.


  When she noticed I wasn’t eating, she paused and nudged me to go ahead. I took a bite, and the nutty sweetness of the red bean filling spread across my tongue.


  “Look at me, yapping away!” Gumi said brightly. “That just came out of the oven, so eat it quick while it’s hot.”


  “Thanks,” I mumbled, half groaning in delight.


  When was the last time I had a red bean bun? The bread itself was fluffy, with a hint of milk and a subtle yeastiness that perfectly complemented the creamy, earthy-red filling inside. sweet, and I hardly paused to breathe as I wolfed it down in big, greedy bites.


  I definitely hadn’t planned to break my age-long sugar fast this way, but I couldn’t have asked for a more perfect way to do it. By the time I’d finished inhaling the pastry, the elevator arrived at Level 4.


  I covered my mouth with my hand and swallowed my last mouthful before asking, “Is this where we get off?”


  “Yep, this is Level 4!” Gumi chirped. “We just took the central elevator down here—it operates throughout the entire undersea station, so you’ll be using it a lot to get around.”


  The elevator doors opened, and a small group of people impatiently rushed in around us as we stepped off.


  “I guess there’s a long wait for the elevator, huh?” I quipped, noting the commotion.


  “We’re 9,840 feet from the ocean surface, so definitely. It takes ten minutes for the elevator to get down here, so you’ll meet all sorts of characters while waiting for it.”


  The central elevator was located in the Central District, and Gumi gave me a quick rundown of the area as she walked with me from the elevator lobby. Most of the station’s community spaces and amenities—essentially everything except residential areas, research departments, and resource-extraction facilities—were housed here. She pointed me down a path to the right, which led the dental clinic, then bade me farewell and headed off to the research center.


  “I’ll be seeing you, then.” I nodded gratefully. “And thanks for the bun.”


  “You’re welcome! See you around, Doc!” With one last wave, she disappeared down the hall.


  After Gumi left, a quiet restlessness settled in my stomach, and I shifted uncomfortably on my feet. Finding my clinic in these unfamiliar surroundings was one thing, but learning that it was supposed to open tomorrow was even more troubling.


  What if, I thought with sudden dread, I got there and found it completely empty—no basic dental supplies, no equipment, nothing? What if they handed me a set of flathead screwdrivers and set me to work poking around my patients’ mouths?




  Chapter 4:
Deep Blue


   


  I WANDERED THROUGH the Central District for ten minutes before finally stumbling upon a place I assumed was a dental clinic. , the sign read in English, with the massive skull of a great white shark displayed at the entrance.


  The skull, lined with rows of gleaming white teeth—each one the size of my thumb—must have spanned nearly three meters. I gingerly stepped inside and was greeted by several large photographs of great white sharks hanging on the reception room walls.


  I locked eyes with one of the sharks in the photos.  ghostly irises ringed with a spectral hint of midnight blue. I yanked my gaze away after a few seconds. Whoever had designed this place must have been determined to make a trip to the dentist even more off-putting than it already was.


  I scanned the area, wondering how many photos I could pull off the walls before anyone noticed, when something in the treatment room caught my eye. It was a brand-new dental chair—one of the latest high-tech models, complete with a built-in X-ray scanner. Laid out neatly beside it was a full set of shiny surgical tools and equipment. I frantically began checking them out.


  Dental mirrors, sickle probes, tweezers, a saliva ejector, a spoon excavator, high-speed and low-speed handpieces—each and every one new and unused. I was in the middle of gleefully trying all the switches and buttons on the dental chair when someone knocked twice on the wall. A hidden panel slid open, revealing compartments stocked with trays, injectors, clamps, and other equipment.


  I glanced up in surprise to find a blonde woman watching me with an amused smile. Muttering my thanks, I jumped up and started punching randomly at the walls, hoping this would trigger any other hidden storage panels. I scored a few bruises as I went, but also mouth gags, forceps for cotton and extractions, and scalpel blades all stowed in one wall; and bandages, pin cutters, and orthodontic archwires tucked away in another. Bone files, crown crimping pliers, needles—everything was brand-new but haphazardly shoved into compartments with no regard for the order in which these would be used during actual treatment. Some supplies were even still sealed in unopened boxes. I fell upon them in a frenzy, tearing open box after box after box.


  The blonde woman gently cleared her throat. “If you’re looking for the lidocaine, it needs to be picked up from the first floor of the hospital.”


  Snapping to my senses, I looked down at the mess of shredded cellophane and cardboard at my feet. It dawned on me that this woman had been watching me rip apart boxes with my bare hands like a lunatic for at least a solid two minutes.


  I must have looked insane. Clearly the pressure of tomorrow’s clinic opening was getting to me.


  I schooled my face into a neutral expression and held out my hand, doing my best not to appear unhinged in any way. “Hello. I’m Muhyeon Park, the new dentist. I just arrived at the station today.”


  The woman accepted my handshake with a bemused smile. “Hello, Muhyeon. I’m Elliott—Elliott Brown. I didn’t mean to interrupt.” Her gaze strayed to the detritus littering the ground. “You’re obviously very busy.”


  For a split second, I was mortified that she might be a new patient. “I, uh… They told me we’re opening tomorrow?”


  Much to my relief, Elliott shook her head and offered me a take-out cup filled with coffee. I quickly set down my tweezers—I couldn’t find a box cutter or scissors, so I’d been using them to rip through the tape on the boxes instead—and accepted the cup with trembling hands. It was still piping hot, and I caught a whiff of its nutty, caramelized aroma right away. I instantly felt more like myself.


  “Thank you.”


  Still shaking from my earlier excitement, I nervously wrapped my fingers around the cup, relishing its warmth.


  Elliott looked on sympathetically. “Take a deep breath, Doctor. I’m pretty sure you only have one patient scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.”


  “Just one? Are you sure? But aren’t there like, a thousand people working here? Plus, dental services are free, so how can there only be one patient for my first day…?”


  I trailed off in confusion, imagining a horde of people stampeding toward the clinic like rabid boars, trampling over each other to be first in line for their long-overdue teeth cleanings.


  Elliott shrugged. “I’m obviously not privy to the details, but I doubt your very first patient is going to be a dental emergency. Whoever they are, they’re very brave to be the first to visit the station’s new dentist, though.” Tilting her head to one side, she mused aloud, “Let’s see… There are about five hundred people on Level 4, about a hundred each on Levels 3, 2, and 1, and about a hundred and fifty on the artificial island—so yes, I’d say there are roughly a thousand people at the station, give or take.”


  I swallowed hard. “I was expecting at least twenty, thirty appointments a day.”


  “Well, today’s Sunday, and I think you only have twenty scheduled appointments next week. Try not to stress over it too much.”


  My knees turned to jelly at those words, as if the tension holding up my body had been snipped like a rubber band. By simple calculation, I’d be seeing four patients a day—far more manageable than the throngs of cavity-riddled masses I’d been bracing myself for. As the pressure eased from my shoulders, I took a slow sip of coffee.


  “Everyone at the station knows the clinic isn’t fully set up yet,” Elliott continued. “That’s why they’re letting the gutsy ones roll the dice with you first. If they come out of their appointments unscathed, that’s when the rest will start booking. Right now, they’re afraid you might yank their teeth out willy-nilly without anesthesia—or literally slap their wisdom teeth out of them.”


  I nodded thoughtfully. “That’s not my preferred mode of treatment, but I can definitely do my best to accommodate all personal preferences.”


  Elliott laughed at my joke, revealing two perfect rows of straight, white teeth. She was stunning when she smiled. “I’m the station’s mental health counselor,” she said, the smile still playing on her lips. “All newcomers are required to undergo psychological evaluations, so I thought I’d stop by. We could do it now…unless you’re currently occupied, of course.”


  She glanced back down at the mess of boxes and dental instruments strewn across the room. Worried that she might insist on doing the evaluation right then and there, I hurried to interject. “How about I drop by on Wednesday? Hopefully.


  Elliott nodded. “Wednesday it is. Good luck.”


  With that, she was gone. I wasted no time in rifling through the clutter, gathering and organizing the essentials for tomorrow’s opening. While sorting through the drawers, I found two miniature shark skulls, complete with tiny rows of triangular teeth. Judging by the questionable taste of whatever madman had decorated this place, they were probably meant to adorn my desk. Because, really, what could be more perfect for putting anxious patients at ease?


  I could meet this deranged, shark-obsessed interior designer. The undersea station was built at extreme depths, amid pressures that would crumple it like a soda can if not for human tenacity and the so-called miracles of modern engineering it produced; I didn’t need dozens of dead-eyed sharks leering at me from every direction to remind me of that. They had to go.


  I ripped every single one of them off the walls.


  By the time I finished the coffee Elliott had brought me, the clinic was just barely functional enough to avoid complaints from the general public—but not my old dental professors. . But at 9,840 feet underwater, what could I do? It wasn’t like I could crack open a window to air the place out, right? At this point, I could only hope the station had a decent ventilation system.


  It didn’t feel like I had done all that much, so I was shocked to realize that five hours had already passed since I got off the helicopter. Even more dismaying was the fact that all I’d had to eat since then was a single red bean bun I’d received as a welcome gift from a stranger. Starving, I left the clinic and made my way to the Central District cafeteria.


  The food at the buffet-style cafeteria was surprisingly good. And varied. They had steamed rice and kimchi, soy-based vegan meat patties, chive dumplings, vegetarian sushi, and a wide selection of soups and sandwiches. There was something for everyone.


  Perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised. I knew even before I arrived that the station’s personnel came from eight different countries. But given the remoteness of our deep-sea premises, I had assumed the food would be terrible. I was thrilled to be proven completely wrong.


  I piled my tray high with food and ate with gusto, introducing myself to everyone I met as the new on-site dentist—even though there were so many new faces that I doubted I’d remember any of them.


  After bombarding countless people with questions, I finally reached Room 38 in the White Tiger District. My luggage was waiting for me, just as Sujeong had said. Seeing my belongings safe and intact, as promised, was my first small comfort in an otherwise strange and hectic day. I made a mental note to bring Sujeong some small treats as a thank-you for the favor. And also Gumi, for the bun. And Elliott, for the coffee.


  I grabbed my bath supplies and toothbrush and headed to the communal showers I’d spotted on the way to my accommodations. The showers had several individual stalls with frosted glass doors that locked from the inside. Entering one, I turned on the tap and stepped into the warm spray. Then, cautiously, I tasted the water. It was slightly slick, like soft water, but not seawater. As I lathered up, I idly wondered how many tons of desalinated seawater the station produced each day. I had read about it in passing while perusing an informational pamphlet, but I couldn’t remember.


  After showering and drying my hair, I returned to my room. I powered on the electric tablet Priya had given me and tapped the screen. Upon accessing the station’s database, I kept scrolling until I found the dental clinic, listed as “Deep Blue.” I tapped the name and was immediately met with background information that I was only now learning. Like, for example, how it was named after a famous great white shark.


   Weren’t great white sharks responsible for more unprovoked attacks on humans than any other shark species? If whoever named the clinic thought this would be a great way to attract patients, they were doing an excellent job achieving the complete opposite. I resumed reading down the screen, which was essentially just a smorgasbord of great white shark trivia.


  They were apex predators known for their razor-sharp teeth, which measured between 1.2 and 2.4 inches long. Their typical hunting strategy was to stalk prey from below, then launch their streamlined, torpedo-shaped bodies upward in a swift attack culminating in a fatal bite. They could reach speeds of thirty-five miles per hour and leap up to ten feet into the air, traveling in short bursts over the water to catch fast-moving prey like seals. And on top of being highly intelligent and capable of complex behaviors—like learning and problem-solving—they could bite a person in half with a single chomp.


  When I imagined an encounter with a great white shark, it didn’t matter how many times I turned the scenario over in my mind—if even half of what I was reading was true, then I was good as dead if I ever came face-to-face with one in the wild. I shook my head and kept reading.


  On average, great white sharks had around three hundred teeth at any given time, arranged in up to seven rows in their maw. With serrated edges designed to tear through flesh and bone, their teeth rotated on their own axis, shifting outward and inward as they opened and closed their jaws, making their mouths function like a living bone saw. Most importantly, any teeth they lost or damaged were replaced in a conveyor-belt system of sorts, such that a shark might produce over twenty thousand teeth throughout its lifetime.


  It was for these reasons, the passage declared, that the undersea station’s dental clinic had been named after Deep Blue: a great white shark known for her colossal size, powerful jaws, and exceptional tooth regeneration. The name represented a commitment to the oral health of its patients.


  I read the passage three more times until I practically had it memorized.  I’d actually have an answer.


  If it were up to me, I’d have gone with something tamer, like Great White Dental or Shark Dental Clinic. Or something calmer and friendlier, like Light Blue, for example. But Deep Blue? The name conjured up images of unfathomably deep waters or sinking mournfully into a marine abyss.


  Maybe it wasn’t a Korean who’d named the clinic, so it carried a completely different connotation for them than it did for me. Who knew? Maybe people at the station here just really liked great white sharks.


  I checked the bookings page, and sure enough, there was only one appointment scheduled for tomorrow, as Elliott had said.


   Gumi Yoo


  Molar cavity


  Suddenly, I had a newfound appreciation for how relaxed she’d been in the elevator after learning that the station’s new dentist had no idea where to find his own clinic. Feeling lucky to have such a forgiving first patient, I breathed a sigh of relief.


  The booking system was simple. I could use the tablet to confirm bookings, reschedule appointments, and send notifications to patients at the tap of a button. As I sent Gumi a notification confirming her appointment, I found myself wondering what these alerts and messages looked like on the receiving end. There were two or three appointments scheduled each day on other dates, but I only gave them a cursory glance before powering off the tablet. I’d have plenty of time to deal with them soon enough.


  I started unpacking and sorting through my clothes, then pulled out a framed family photo I had carefully wrapped and tucked at the bottom of my luggage. Digital photo galleries were undeniably more convenient, but it was funny how I never seemed to browse them as much as I would’ve liked. Keeping a framed copy nearby meant I’d at least glance at it a few times a day, even if only in passing.


  When I was younger, I couldn’t understand why older generations stubbornly kept printed photos of family and other loved ones on their desks, at their bedsides, along their walls, and in their wallets. It all had seemed terribly quaint and old-fashioned at the time.


  I wished, abstractly, that I could go on not understanding.


  A slight shudder ran through the undersea station every now and then. I lay down in my new bed and fell asleep almost instantly.




  Chapter 5:
The Doctor Is In


   


  EVERY ONCE IN A WHILE, a low rumble would trouble my surroundings in Deep Blue. These occasional vibrations and creaks stirred the otherwise soundless depths, full as they were of silently swimming fish and other marine life, reminding me that I was 1.86 miles beneath the ocean’s surface.


  Even just breathing the station’s recycled air left me claustrophobic if I thought about it for too long. It was all considerably more stressful than I’d anticipated.


  We were safe as long as we stayed strictly within the station’s confines. Yet in some deep corner of my mind, I was plagued by the ever-present dread that even a single second beyond its borders would be fatal. Living here was like living on a spaceship: One step outside, and you instantly forfeited your ability to breathe, either freezing to death or popping like a grape from the crushing pressure of the atmosphere.


  The pressure we experienced on land was measured as one atmospheric unit. On descending into the ocean, that pressure increased by about 1 atm for every 10 meters of depth. Since the pressure at sea level was already one atmosphere, at 3,000 meters—or 9,840 feet—below the surface, the pressure would be approximately 301 atm, more than 300 times greater than at the surface.


  Trying to imagine what that might feel like boggled my mind. It was probably akin to being crushed under a 660-pound weight.


  Though the conditions inside the undersea station were perfectly calibrated for human life, I couldn’t shake the feeling that I’d been trapped in a perpetual airplane ride since the day I arrived—enclosed in steel walls engineered to sustain the barest conditions necessary for survival.


  And like a plane rattling in turbulence, the station creaked and groaned at even the faintest currents. Each tremble made my head spin; I felt like a stalk of kelp that had been uprooted and replanted in a massive fishbowl. Or perhaps an agitated fish hiding amid its strands.


  “So whah kinda movie didja watch?”


  The thin voice of my patient brought me back to reality. Gumi, a marine biologist, was one of maybe ten Korean nationals at the station, including myself. After completing her undergraduate degree on the surface, she had applied to undertake her master’s and doctoral studies with the NPIUS.


  She was also a patient whose previously unnoticed cavity had worsened since she descended to the bottom of the sea for her research. Not that I could totally blame her. The sweets and baked goods here were undeniably good.


  ,” I answered, examining her teeth and gums.


  “Was it gooh?” Gumi mumbled as best as she could with her mouth pried open.


  “Watching cars go fast and things blow up is always fun.”


  Gumi had laced her fingers together, wringing them anxiously, so I reassured her I’d be done after a quick scaling. Dental care at the station was entirely free, meaning anyone could visit the dentist without worrying about expenses or payment plans. It was one of the more substantial perks of underwater living, but as a dentist, it didn’t make much of a difference to me either way.


  “How’s your research going?”


  “I’unno how to write mah paper.”


  In my opinion, Gumi was the friendliest person at the station. Unlike my introverted self, she seemed to be on a first-name basis with everyone on Level 4. She had even managed to coax a short bio out of me as my first patient at the clinic, gently easing me into conversation until I admitted that I liked action movies.


  To my pleasant surprise, there was a theater in the Central District of Level 4. The standard-issue digital tablets also made it possible to fall asleep while binge-watching movies and TV shows—just like on the surface. I took full advantage of this, catching up on a few films I’d missed, but in the end, what fascinated me most was still the undersea station itself.


  “Hear anything interesting lately?” I asked, turning away from the dental chair to snap off my latex gloves. “You can close your mouth now.”


  Gumi relaxed her jaw. “It’s a small neighborhood down here. There’s never anything going on.”


   I wanted to retort, but I thought better of it. Calling Level 4 a “small neighborhood” felt like a gross understatement when over four hundred people worked in the research center alone. This was only my third day here, and I felt more like a visitor than a resident. The place was so huge that I’d barely had a chance to explore anything beyond the White Tiger and Central Districts.


  “I’m new here, mind you, so everything seems interesting to me.”


  Gumi perked up.  interesting?”


  Where to begin? The fact that such a massive facility could even be built at the bottom of the sea? That it was staffed and operated by people from all over the world, working in rotating eight-hour shifts? The dizzying list of rules and restrictions? The name of the artificial island above the station?


   actually.”


  “Oh, that?” Gumi beamed with pride. “That’s because it was named by a Korean.”


  There had been fierce arguments among the station’s founding countries over what to name the artificial island that served as its entry point. It had become quite a contentious issue, like arguing over territorial claims in politically neutral zones such as Antarctica or the moon.


  Each country wanted naming rights for itself, and uproar ensued. Suggestions ranged from the conventional to the downright bizarre: Leviathan, Nautilus, the Great Old One, Atlantis, the Greenland Shark, Never-Never Land… Eventually, Gumi explained, the station’s residents from each country decided to settle it with a vote.


  “And that’s how Haeryang Shin, the head of Engineering Team Ga—he’s quite the character, as you’ll see—apparently ended up naming the island!”


  “Were there a lot more Koreans at the station back then?”


  Gumi giggled and shook her head. “Team Ga is the only Korean engineering unit in the station, and I don’t think they’ve ever had more than ten people on the team. I’m not sure how he did it, but the story goes that Haeryang somehow managed to convince all the engineering and mining teams to pool their votes together.”


  “Wow,” I said appreciatively. “That’s very impressive.”


  She carried on chatting away, apparently ecstatic to have someone new to converse with in Korean. It turned out that the station’s Korean presence was mostly concentrated within Engineering Team Ga, which consisted of seven members—including Sujeong, whom I’d met on my first day. As for researchers, there was another Korean by the name of Dr. Gayoung Kim.


  Though there were a few more Koreans working at the Daehando island hospital, the nationalities with the largest presence were Americans, Chinese, and Australians. The island also had an artificial beach, and Gumi wanted to know if I’d been there.


  “There’s an artificial beach?” I fumbled through my memory. Priya had recommended that I visit it, along with some other place as well.


  beautiful,” Gumi gushed. “It’s the perfect place to get some sun. I go there whenever I can.”


  I nodded. “Gotcha.”


  The view outside the porthole windows on my level was relentlessly bleak. Whatever visibility they afforded was virtually useless. At these depths, the darkness was so complete that it was almost opaque, like trying to see through a pool of ink.


  It was only my second day here, and I was already trying to train myself not to look. Every time I inadvertently glanced outside, my brain did a double take, mistaking the pitch blackness for outer space. Only the stark absence of stars would remind me that I wasn’t floating in zero gravity—I was thousands of feet beneath the sea.


  Compared to Levels 2 and 3, which reportedly had quite a few large windows, Level 4 didn’t have many portholes to begin with. Maybe that was for the best.


  According to my handbook, manufacturing windows with enough resistance to stress and breakage to withstand the calamitous pressures was no easy feat. And probably, I surmised, prohibitively expensive.


  To counteract the fatigue and other adverse effects of living in chronic darkness, numerous sunlight lamps had once been installed throughout the station, only to be removed for some reason or another. It wasn’t hard to see how anyone with even the slightest hint of claustrophobia might lose their mind in a place like this.


  The constant lack of natural light was unexpectedly hard to deal with, even for a recluse like me. For someone with a naturally sunny disposition, like Gumi, I could only imagine how much more of a struggle it was. As we wrapped up her appointment, she cheerfully handed me a few chocolates from her pocket as she half listened to me lecture her about the importance of flossing. Then, with a wave, she departed for the research center.


  Unsurprisingly, one of the biggest drawbacks of undersea living was depression. Any hint of light or warmth was smothered by the deep ocean layer. Deep-sea fish made for poor pets and even worse conversation partners. It only made sense to place the station’s psychotherapy center in the subaquatic bowels of Level 4 rather than with the emergency medical center on the man-made island of Daehando.


  One of the most efficient ways to deal with the persistent gloom was with the simple comfort of food. Chocolates and other snacks were widely available, since snacking was a vastly preferable method of stress relief compared to attacking colleagues, setting fire to the station, or other stir-crazy outbursts.


  Most of the counselors used this to their full advantage, regularly placing bulk orders for fizzy sodas, ice cream, and other sweets and treats. Sugar offered a quick and easy dopamine hit. It tasted sweet, made you smile, and instantly boosted your mood. And once the sugar rush chased the blues away, that was where the dentist stepped in, since no amount of brushing and flossing was enough to offset sugar’s effects on teeth in the long run.


  Elliott repeated her advice about getting enough sunlight and exercise like a broken record, but the symbiotic partnership of mood-lifting sweets and zero-cost dental care was too appealing to ditch—and far easier to implement.


  When Elliott generously asked if there was anything I needed, casually mentioning we could make personal requests on the pretext of therapeutic support, I almost implored her to ban candies and chocolates entirely. But I had no desire to put myself out of a job, and restrictions on sugar would only make people crave it more.


  After mulling it over for a while, I asked for a stuffed teddy bear instead, preferably one a little smaller than my torso.


  “Does it have to be a bear?” she replied over her notepad.


  “I used to have a bear, but any plushie will do. As long as it’s big enough to hug.”


  Elliott rose from her seat and retrieved a shark plushie and a whale plushie from the corner of her counseling room, explaining that she’d bought them impulsively at a maritime museum gift shop ages ago. As cute as they were, she didn’t have much use for them and would rather offer them to me than let them keep collecting dust.


  I inspected them both carefully. Each was about two feet long, plump with stuffing, and velvety soft to the touch. The shark was blue with a jagged, toothy grin and bright white eyes. The whale, on the other hand, was a vivid, juicy orange, possibly due to a genetic mutation or ocean pollution.


  The orange whale’s fantastical color drew me to it right away. Elliott watched me with a soft smile as I held the plushie this way and that, making sure it was the right size and shape to cuddle. I wondered if she saw a lot of grown men in therapy sessions asking for stuffed animals. Probably not, but I was happy that my antics could tease a little cheer from the tired counselor.


  “Does it have a name?” I asked.


  Elliot scribbled something down on her pad. “Why don’t you give it a name?”


  “What about Marine, like the ocean?”


  “Isn’t it too orange for that?”


  “Well, I guess it is decidedly orange.” I turned the vibrant whale over in my hands while pondering for a moment. “How about Noeul? It means ‘sunset’ in Korean.”


  Elliott listened closely to my pronunciation through the lexi-coms device and nodded in agreement. “That’s a nice name, Noel,” she said, lowering her head back to the pad.


  I briefly considered correcting her pronunciation but let it slide with a shrug. “Let me know if you’re ever short on sunlight, and I’ll lend it to you.”


  Elliott flashed me another tender, exhausted smile, and the timer went off. My session was over.


  On my way out, I poked my head back into the room and asked, “Is that it?”


  Was that all there was to a psych eval? It felt like all I’d done was chitchat with Elliott.


  “You’re the healthiest person in this station,” she said gently. “I’ll contact you separately for your mandatory checkup in three months.”


  People who worked in psychotherapy always seemed exhausted, not that I had much experience to go off of. It must’ve been draining, having to listen to people’s problems all day. Noting the weariness in Elliott’s voice, I nodded and quickly pulled my head back, letting the heavy door slide shut behind me.


  Thinking about it, being in a deep-sea station really changed the context of medical services. It wasn’t hard to understand why dental services were important, for instance, but in the confines of an undersea base, they took on a whole different level of urgency. Take this reverse example: You could be blessed with a set of perfectly healthy, gleaming teeth, only to board a plane and discover that even the tiniest cavity could turn into a massive pain in the ass once the pressure changed.


  Now the opposite: When you were 9,840 feet below sea level, with three hundred times the atmospheric pressure weighing down on you? Thankfully, you wouldn’t be stuck self-medicating with tiny plastic bottles of vodka and single-serve ibuprofen packets until your plane landed and you could finally book that long-overdue trip to the dentist. Instead, you could waltz right over to your friendly on-site dental clinic, free of charge.


  However, while the artificial island of Daehando was outfitted with a hospital, it didn’t have a dentist. So before the undersea station opened its own dental clinic, residents had to first book appointments on land, endure the eardrum-popping ascent in the central elevator from the bathypelagic zone all the way to the surface, then take a stomach-churning ride by either helicopter or boat to whichever terrestrial dentist could squeeze them in at the last minute—one in Hawaii, maybe, or among the relatively closer Solomon Islands. Or, if you were unlucky, you’d have to go as far as Japan or Jeju Island in Korea.


  Back then, the shortest wait time for dental care was five hours, and that was only if the stars aligned. The dentist had to have an open slot. The central elevator, which ran every ten minutes, had to be immediately available. A chopper or boat needed to be fueled up and ready to go. At least two others had to be headed to the mainland on official business. The weather had to be clear enough for travel. Your passport had to be current, with clearance to enter your destination. And ground transport had to be standing by to take you straight to your appointment with no delays.


  Also, it went without saying that you couldn’t do this while you were on the clock. It had to happen on your own time, during holidays or time off. Which meant that if you needed more than one session for dental treatment, it became an extremely troublesome situation to deal with.


  So why not set up the dental clinic inside the Daehando hospital? According to the workers at the station, it ended up in the undersea levels because the hospital didn’t have enough space. The real reason, as I learned later, was because services and facilities on the island were completely free—as long as they were below Level 0. Beneath the surface, only the cafés, bakery, and convenience stores charged anything; even then, the prices were practically nonexistent. A cup of coffee cost one cent. A single pastry cost 300 Korean Won.


  I also learned from the hospital workers that medical treatment on Daehando was covered, but only to a certain extent. Medication was only free if the prescription came directly from the psychotherapy center or the dental clinic. Since the Daehando hospital was technically located on Level 0, above sea level, it was included as part of that general coverage. It was perplexing, and to me it sounded mostly like gibberish cooked up by insurance lawyers.


  Basically, as long as the dental facilities were housed underwater, you could cap or crown your teeth with anything from gold to duralumin and charge it to the station’s operations budget. This was the real reason why the most in-demand health services at the station—dental and psychological care—ended up down in the depths. High-quality care in both of those fields was prohibitively expensive aboveground, and considering that the personnel and staff of Daehando and the station came from all over the world, free dental care wasn’t just convenient; it was a lifeline. Once I learned this, it made sense why the station’s residents pushed so hard to have the facilities below sea level. With enough pressure, the exorbitant costs of those particular treatments collapsed to nothing. Literally.


  I took advantage of the lull between patients to skim through the handbook. It was all in English, which made it a bit of a slog, but I forced myself through it anyway. It was unlikely I’d get around to it otherwise, and if the number of dental patients increased, it was unlikely I’d find time to read it at all.


  In the event of an injury at the undersea station, patients were rushed to Daehando for treatment via the central elevator. The elevator ran every ten minutes, but an emergency button could be used in a crisis to stop it wherever it was and call it down to anywhere along the 9,840 feet it plied beneath the sea. Once the patient was on board, it would take you straight up to Level 0.


  Level 0, also known as the “basic area,” provided direct access to the emergency medical center. In most cases, you could get there in less time than it took to reach the Korean 119 emergency number and get carted off to a hospital. On land, you had to contend with limited ambulances, traffic conditions, and other ER patients with conditions more urgent than yours. Compared to that, the elevator was far more efficient. Just ten minutes to reach the emergency medical center.


  The underwater station had several rules. First, smoking and alcohol were strictly prohibited. Of course, anyone craving them could indulge on Daehando before descending to the undersea levels again, but the problem was that neither booze nor tobacco were sold on the island. Worse still, importing them into the undersea station was explicitly banned.


  Air was quite literally life down in the lower levels of the station. Down here in the depths, the ventilation and air purification systems worked constantly to supply breathable air to us gill-less human occupants—and those systems weren’t built to accommodate the vices of smokers.


  The twenty-page contract I’d signed five days ago made it clear: No alcohol, no smoking, no drugs. Being found in violation of this meant immediate expulsion from the station.


  And yet…


  Two days earlier, Michael from engineering had come in for an appointment smelling strongly of whiskey. It seemed he had brushed his teeth and gargled meticulously with mouthwash before his appointment, but the scent lingered—probably from a spill on his clothes. A similar case was Wei Zhang, a Chinese researcher whose clothing carried a trace of cigarette smoke when I passed him in a hallway. Nothing conclusive, just the whiff of rebellion in the recycled air.


  I also caught the telltale bitter scent of tobacco and ash just beneath the film of minty toothpaste on the man sitting in the dental chair before me that day. I glanced at his chart: Jihyeok Seo from Engineering Team Ga. I scribbled a barely legible “T” for tobacco on the tablet’s electronic chart and instructed him to rinse his mouth. He gargled and spat, a mouthful of water mixed with blood and saliva circling down the drain.


  “Is there somewhere you can smoke inside the station?” I asked.


  Jihyeok’s eyes widened a fraction. He faltered a moment, still holding the small glass cup, then bounced the question back at me. “Why? Do you smoke?”


  “No.”


  I wasn’t a smoker. Not anymore, at least, having kicked the habit when I realized I couldn’t afford the hole it was slowly burning in my wallet. Jihyeok registered the knowing smile on my face before glancing at Noeul, the cheery orange whale plushie in my arms.


  “Yeah, no. Me neither.”


  “Are you sure, Mr. Seo? I think your teeth tell a different story.”


  “Well,” Jihyeok replied, his tone measured, “my teeth must be lying.”


  “Your teeth also tell me that you love chocolate and candy, you chew mainly on the right side, you’re under a lot of stress, and you have a habit of resting your chin on one side.”


  There was a beat before Jihyeok responded. “You wouldn’t tell anyone, would you?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Especially not my team leader.”


  “Ah… Team Leader Shin of Team Ga, right?”


  “He’s a real hard-ass and a bastard. If he finds out I haven’t quit smoking, I’ll never hear the end of it.”


  Once I assured him his secret was safe with me, Jihyeok was surprisingly forthcoming. The station was covered by CCTV surveillance throughout, along with heat, smoke, and carbon dioxide sensors in every corner. Finding a safe place for a smoke break was practically impossible—unless you used an engineering terminal to flag an area as “under maintenance” to temporarily disable the sensors in that zone. Clever.


  Apparently, there were quite a few heavy smokers at the station. Of course there were. Humans were predictable wherever you went, be it on land or under thousands of feet of seawater.


  I continued with the appointment, then said, “I thought you couldn’t get alcohol or cigarettes in Daehando or the underwater station?”


  Jihyeok shook his head. “You can’t, but you can make out like a bandit if you smuggle them in. I think the going price for pack of cigarettes is sixty bucks.”


  I laughed in disbelief at the amount. A single pack of cigarettes here was worth several hours’ wages from when I was working side jobs on land. “Do people really pay that?”


  “They sell like hotcakes. The Americans buy plenty. Some Chinese and lots of Russians too.” Jihyeok scratched his cheek and shrugged. “Some people manage to quit when they get here, but it’s not that easy to quit cold turkey.”


  “So I’m guessing Team Leader Shin doesn’t smoke,” I ventured.


  “Him? Not a chance. That man’s made out of stone.”


  Jihyeok went on to explain how all the electrical engineering teams on the station ended up with the sequential Korean names Ga, Na, Da, Ra, Ma, Ba, Sa, Ah instead of using the English letters A through H. He also shared the story behind the name of the artificial island: Daehando.


  During the vote to christen the then-unnamed island, each country represented at the station was unsurprisingly invested in choosing a name that reflected its own language, culture, or national identity.


  The vote was held electronically over the course of two days, with each person logging in to their individual tablet using a password-­protected ID. On the first day, Team Leader Shin somehow managed to win all 160 votes from both the engineering teams and mining teams—A through H—in a poker game. With only about 190 people posted at the station at the time, he secured the naming rights by a landslide.


  “Team Leader Shin’s initial choice was actually ‘Democracy Island,’ if you can believe it,” Jihyeok added dryly.


  The irony would’ve been too on the nose if they’d gone with something like Democracy Island. The entire undersea station had been built with funding from eight so-called advanced countries, more than half of which could arguably be described as operating under the guise of democracy in one form or another.


  “I mean, we also kind of wanted to push a few people’s buttons,” he said, referring to the Korean team members. martial arts. Team Leader Shin had no patience for that. He almost named the island Taekwondo just to mess with them. instead.”


  I couldn’t help but crack a smile at that. Jihyeok’s stories had painted an image in my head of the team leader as a fluffy white Maltese puppy: impatient, excitable, and all too eager to skip the preamble and jump right into action.


  “How did he get all the votes, exactly?”


  “Like I said, a high-stakes poker game. Gambled for them, basically. I doubt Team Leader Shin will ever ask you to play poker with him, but if he does, do yourself a favor and say no.”


  Gambling was also prohibited down here. I wondered if there was anyone who actually followed the rules.


  “He’s that good, huh?”


  Jihyeok shook his head. “He’s a beast. A monster.”


  I was never any good at cards, poker or otherwise. Not even Korean Go-Stop. Scoring cash through gambling was totally beyond me. I’d never so much as won a scratch-off lottery ticket.


  “And why are the teams named sequentially in Korean? Why Ga, Na, Da, Ra, Ma, Ba, Sa, Ah?”


  “Because when the other engineering teams ran out of votes for betting chips, they bet naming rights for their teams too.”


  had me laughing out loud, and Jihyeok chuckled along with me. He told me the Team Na engineers were all Japanese and the Team Da engineers were all Russian. He also explained the nationalities of Teams Ra and Ma, along with the numbered teams—but there were too many to remember them all.


  I privately cursed my poor memory, then kindly reminded myself that everyone’s attention span had gotten worse since smartphones took over the world.


  It didn’t help much.


  Jihyeok glanced at the English edition of the handbook lying next to me. “Have you read the whole thing?”


  Out of the handbook’s three-hundred-some pages, I had barely worked my way through forty. I lightly shook my head. I could read English well enough, but the book had so many specialized terms and phrases that most of it went over my head. In some parts, I could hardly grasp what was being explained at all. Was it really that important for me to know details about different types of screws or wall thickness? And my attention span had been fried by so much blue-light stimulation that I could barely focus on the words for longer than eight seconds at a time anyway.


  “I see you have the English version, but there’s a Korean version too if you want it.”


  My ears perked up at that. “Yes! Absolutely!” I replied enthusiastically, my voice a little louder than I intended.


  Jihyeok was startled, but he chuckled and shook his head. “I can lend you mine. It’s in my room. It’s a few years old, though, so it might not be totally up to date. You may have to compare them side by side at some parts.”


  “Thanks so much. I was having a tough time getting through it in English. I didn’t know you could get it in Korean.”


  “Yeah… I got the English version too when I first got here, so I just shoved it aside and didn’t even try to read it. None of us did—it was pathetic. Finally, our team leader got so frustrated that he personally put together a Korean handbook in under a month. Then he told us if we didn’t know it front to back in a week, he’d have us all kicked out of the station. I highlighted a few passages here and there, but otherwise, it’s unchanged from the day I got it. I can bring it over after we wrap up here.”


  “That’s no problem at all. My lexi-coms device doesn’t handle document translations, so this is a lifesaver.”


  Jihyeok eyed the outdated lexi-coms device hanging from my lobe like an earring. It was so old, it was practically retro. In a flash of self-consciousness, I hastily tacked on what sounded like an excuse. “The ones with document-translation capabilities are pretty expensive.”


  “That they are,” he agreed.


  “I’ll make sure to finish reading the entire handbook by your next appointment,” I said brightly. “In the meantime, Mr. Seo, just promise me you’ll try to floss more regularly.”


  After a demonstration on proper flossing technique and a perfunctory warning to avoid sugar and sweets, I handed him some floss samples and concluded the appointment. True to his word, Jihyeok returned shortly to the dental clinic with the Korean edition of the handbook. I was so happy and relieved to have a Korean-language version that I stood there squeezing the book in my hands for some time after he left.


   


  ***


   


  I was hardly swamped with work, but neither was I idle. Since this was the very first time the station had a dentist on staff, some of my patients had booked appointments out of sheer curiosity. Most of the station’s personnel were waiting to hear reviews from other, braver patients first, or they simply didn’t have the time due to shift work schedules.


  My initial patients gave me a crash course on just how terrible their home countries’ medical systems were. William Erikson from Mining Team 6 was a particularly passionate critic of the American healthcare system. He showed up for his appointment with a mouth full of cavities and an absurd request to have them all replaced with gold crowns on the spot. I asked if he was ready to start fasting from now on, and that was enough to make him back down. Once his enthusiasm was sufficiently tempered, I got to work filling his cavities and giving him a thorough cleaning.


  William had reportedly never had a cleaning before, and he held on to Noeul the whole time. He reflexively clenched and unclenched his fists, his grip on the whale so tight that I feared the poor thing would bleed orange juice. Right before I started on his lower teeth, he abruptly excused himself to the bathroom…and never came back.


  I sent him a reminder about his unfinished appointment that went ignored. It wasn’t until Noeul’s misshapen stuffing had finally recovered from its abuse that I heard back from him; he said he’d return sometime next week. His quip about how dental drills would be a front-row fixture at the gates of hell made me laugh, and I responded with another message reminding him to at least come back and take some dental floss samples. That got no response.


  Then there was Vladimir Sergeyevich Ivanov, the leader of Team Da from Russia, who didn’t even bother to hide the metal flask he was drinking from when he sauntered into the clinic. At first I thought it was just water—until I caught the sharp stench of vodka on him and nearly panicked.


  I held my hand out authoritatively to the six-foot-three blond giant of a man, and he obediently surrendered the flask. As I screwed the cap back on, I caught the odd look he was giving me. . I shook my head, handed him a disposable toothbrush and a packet of toothpaste, and told him to brush his teeth at the sink. To my amazement, he complied without a fuss and then lay down in the examination chair like this was all perfectly normal.


  His oral situation was peculiar. Specifically, all six of his front teeth were implants, which was unusual for someone I assumed to be in his mid-thirties. When I asked what happened for him to need so many dental implants at his age, he just cocked a blond eyebrow and said, “Don’t ask questions you don’t want the answer to, Doctor.”


  I paused. I couldn’t tell if his menacing tone was due to my outdated lexi-coms device or if he really intended it to be a threat. Either way, I opted not to pry and instead turned my attention to his lower right molar, which was cracked from excessive force.


  I gently poked at it with my dental instrument. “Isn’t this painful?”


  He grunted a curt response. “Life is pain.”


  While I briefly considered inflicting more pain just to test his theory, it didn’t seem wise to provoke someone who’d so brazenly smuggled contraband alcohol into a restricted zone.


  I told him to raise a hand if he felt any pain or discomfort, as I did with all my patients. Unlike my American patient before him—who started flailing both arms almost immediately—Vladimir endured the entire procedure in complete stillness.


  It was entirely in line with his personal philosophy on the inevitability of suffering. And Noeul, the orange emotional-support plushie, made it through the ordeal relatively unscathed.


  I praised him mechanically, without thinking—like complimenting children for their bravery at dental checkups. I almost called him a “brave little boy” before remembering he was a big, burly Russian who swilled vodka like water rather than a frightened first grader. I promptly clamped my mouth shut and focused on the appointment. Soon, the only sounds in the clinic came from my own diligent ministrations as I milled about the treatment room.


  “You’ll need to return next week for another appointment,” I informed him as I snapped off my latex gloves. “Until then, avoid hard foods, don’t chew on your right side, and remember to brush. .”


  Judging by the way Vladimir plucked his flask from my desk and tucked it into his clothes, I already had the feeling that he’d hardly listened to a word I said. As he was leaving, I tossed him a pack of floss out of habit. He caught it in midair, frowned, and exited the clinic.


  After discovering a box full of dental floss, I had made it my personal mission to get everyone at the underwater station to start flossing regularly. Admittedly, my initial motivation was pure self-preservation. On a fixed salary, the fewer patients I had to deal with, the better.


  Things weren’t looking good, though. Based on the condition of the patients I’d seen over the past two days, I seriously doubted that anyone at the station flossed. At all.


  I wanted to stay optimistic. I hadn’t even seen ten patients yet, so it was too early to give up. Who knew? With a little luck, maybe flossing would catch on as the new trend among the depressed, sunlight-deprived masses of the undersea base.


  Either that, or this would become my villain origin story: the crazed dentist who bullied patients into flossing by reminding them that, unlike sharks, humans didn’t grow multiples rows of replacement teeth.


  Still, no amount of vigorous brushing, flossing, mouthwash gargling, or abstaining from sweets could undo the damage caused by blunt-force trauma.


  In just three days, I’d treated five male patients with distinct signs of impact-related dental injuries: chipped front teeth, cracked molars, even jaws that had been struck so hard that the teeth had loosened right out of their gums. Some had strange foreign objects lodged in their teeth where proper fillings should have been. And every last one of them was from the mining and engineering teams.


  When I asked how the injuries happened, they all offered the same kind of absurd, dubious excuses: They tripped and fell down the stairs. They rolled out of bed in their sleep and hit the floor. They just woke up this way.  “I don’t know, I can’t remember.”


  No matter how I looked at it, these were clearly injuries from brawling. Judging by the asymmetry of the damage, I could even infer the assailant was tall and likely right-handed.  for instance—I could only assume they were all quietly seething, bitter in defeat.


  I was in the middle of running my best attempt at damage control on these long-neglected injuries when a fresh victim arrived. This new patient, who I assumed was the unlucky recipient of the previous day’s mysterious violence, showed up with a couple of loose teeth and a severely cracked lower molar. He was Tyler, from Engineering Team Ah.


  I examined the damage, stared at the molar for a moment, and let out a long sigh. “Looks like this guy has one hell of a punch.”


  Acts of violence were also prohibited at the underwater station, so I could hardly imagine where these fights were taking place.


  Hearing my comment, the patient started shouting excitedly, “That lunatic came at me first! But I got in way more shots than he did! I’d like to see him try that again. I’ll grind him into a paste! Mash him like a jellyfish! He’ll be eating soup through a straw for the rest of his life!”


  I did my best to calm the furious six-foot-six man before he threw a full-on tantrum in my dental chair, all while trying to figure out how I could Tetris the shattered pieces of his molar into something functional.


  I was weighing the benefits of pulling it out altogether when he cursed aloud, voice laced with venom, “Damn that asshole Haeryang!”


  I was stunned. “The leader of Engineering Team Ga did this to you?”


  Delighted to have my full attention, Tyler launched into a stream of colorful profanities aimed at the team leader. I’d been told that Engineering Team Ah was made up of Canadians—widely known for being polite and civil to the point of farce, except when it came to their national sport of ice hockey. Needless to say, I was stunned to witness one of them sitting in my dental chair, openly wishing harm and misfortune upon another human being.


  According to Tyler, Team Ga refused to budge on even the pettiest, most trivial matters. Their team leader, Haeryang, seemed to take genuine joy in deliberately sparking such conflicts.


  I was only half listening, but I did my best to put on an attentive face, given that this man had been clearly put through the wringer. Unfortunately, Tyler was just getting started, and his rant showed no signs of slowing as he proceeded to thoroughly rake every member of Engineering Team Ga over the coals.


  On the bright side, Tyler’s extended rant helped me memorize the names of the seven other Ga team members aside from Jihyeok, whom I’d already met.


  I offered him some lukewarm platitudes of sympathy: “There, there. That’s horrible.  I thought wryly to myself. After a few more superficial comments, I sent him on his way, claiming I had to prepare for my next appointment.


  He grumbled something under his breath, too indistinct for me or my lexi-coms device to pick up. Now that Tyler’s appointment was over, it seemed like the time had gone by too fast and too slow at the same time. He rose from the dental chair, still grousing. I had managed to save his molar, but the stuffing in Noeul’s face was completely crushed by the time we were done.


  “All set. You can rinse your mouth and go now. See you next week!”


  “No way! I’m never coming back, ever!” he said, the very picture of misery.


  I gave his hand a reassuring pat and passed him a packet of floss.


  Most of the people at the station were maintenance and mining workers: tough, leathery-faced men with intimidating builds. But no matter how menacing they appeared, none of them refused the free floss I offered. They accepted it in silence, either too numbed by the treatment to protest or subconsciously hoping that taking it without complaint would speed up their escape from the clinic.


  I didn’t blame them. For most people, just booking a dental appointment took every bit of courage they had. I made it a point to heap praise and encouragement on everyone who stepped into the clinic. It was impressive, really—that they’d managed to face their fears and walk through the door at all.


  After Tyler’s appointment, I saw one more engineer and another miner. Excluding patients who came in for cavities or dislodged fillings, I tallied up three days’ worth of appointments—and discovered that more people than I could count on both hands had visited the clinic on account of a single individual.


  If Engineering Team Ga’s leader could just behave and keep his fists to himself, my job would probably be a lot easier and a lot less busy. Conversely, if his already short fuse somehow got any shorter, I’d be drowning in more work than I could handle.


  Curious, I opened the station’s online platform on my tablet and searched the employee database for “Haeryang Shin.”


  Engineering Team Ga Team Leader Haeryang Shin *Off Duty


  I stared at the chat icon. For a moment, I considered sending a message—then hesitated. Was it inappropriate to contact someone during their off hours? As I sat there thinking about how that conversation would go, I found I’d lost my nerve altogether.


  What would I even say?


  Hi, hello. Nice to meet you, Mr. Shin. I’m Muhyeon Park, the new dentist. It’s my third day at the undersea station, and rumor has it that you’ve been knocking the teeth—and stuffing—out of half the engineering and mining staff. Is it true? No? You have no idea what I’m talking about? I’m barking up the wrong tree?


  Oh, my bad.


  What’s that? You want me to step into a back alley with you? I wasn’t aware we had back alleys down here. Anyway, seeing as how I’m the only dentist on the premises, would you kindly not punch me in the face?


  I let out a dry chuckle at the wild turns my own imagination had taken, then shook my head. There were only so many people in the station; I’d run into him eventually.


  Shrugging it off, I opened the employee directory and searched every name I’d heard over the past three days.


  Engineering Team Ga Team Member Sujeong Kang *Off Duty


  I waffled a bit, then brought up the chat screen and sent a message.


  Hello, Ms. Kang. Thanks again for bringing my luggage to my room. Everything made it safely in one piece, thanks to you. I look forward to repaying you with a meal or a coffee sometime. My treat. Hope you’re having a nice day.


  That done, I passed the time browsing posts on the bulletin board system—which served as our main forum for communications—and perusing the cafeteria menu until my next appointment came up. When the time came, I called in the next patient.


  Generally speaking, women tended to have far better dental hygiene than men. Teenagers had bad teeth across the board, but the gap widened noticeably once people hit their twenties. Frankly, men were the undisputed champions when it came to destroying their oral health—thanks to heavy drinking, chain-smoking, and roaming around like filthy animals who’d never so much as heard of brushing or flossing.


   to make an effort when it came to caring for their pearly whites.


  It made sense. If I were stuck in outer space—which this place pretty much felt like—I’d take care of my teeth religiously too. Just being cooped up in a spaceship would be enough to make my head explode; I wouldn’t want to add toothaches to my list of troubles.


  Given how hard it was to access certain medical services out here, it was only logical that people would try to proactively manage their health as best as they could.


  Of course, plenty of people did not.


  take care of his health. Ryusuke, a Team Na engineer, was one of the very few people at the undersea station who flossed—and with proper technique, no less.


  The reason? He had two overlapping front teeth, and brushing alone wasn’t enough to prevent food from getting stuck between them.


  “Do you do orthodontics?” he asked.


  “Are you looking to get your teeth straightened?”


  “Yes. Is it possible?”


  “The station doesn’t have any established guidelines yet in terms of orthodontics, but I’ve submitted an inquiry. I was told to expect a response in about a month, so I’d be happy to inform you as soon as there’s an update.” I wavered. “And as you probably know, orthodontic treatment usually takes at least two to three years. It’ll likely be inconvenient, uncomfortable, and painful.”


  Ryusuke was in his early thirties with severe malocclusion—misaligned teeth. Just one glance, and I could tell he’d need screws in his gums for proper orthodontic treatment, a process that would take at least two or three years.


  I went on to explain the general plan, which included extracting several perfectly healthy teeth and a long list of dietary restrictions.


  Privately, I found myself wondering whether it was even safe for someone who regularly operated and repaired pressurized submarine vehicles to undergo orthodontic treatment. As long as he was working on day-to-day tasks in the base, he’d be fine, but beyond that…


  My thoughts drifted, and I explained to Ryusuke how expensive bonded braces were under the Korean healthcare system. I also warned him to avoid getting into any fights or accidents while undergoing treatment, just in case.


  He snorted at that. “If it weren’t for Haeryang, there wouldn’t even be any fighting on this station.”


  “You mean the team leader of Engineering Team Ga, I presume?”


  “Have you met him?”


  “No, not yet. I only know him by name.”


  Ryusuke muttered something under his breath in Japanese. From the tone, it sounded like he was wishing for the eternal repose of Haeryang’s immortal soul, but he spoke too quickly for my lexi-coms device to decipher it properly.


  “What exactly does he do around here?”


  I expected a sarcastic reply, like “He’s a deep-sea corn farmer” or “He’s the Muhammad Ali of the seven seas,” but his answer was simple and straightforward.


  “He’s the leader of the Korean engineering team…and he’s quite, well, peculiar.”


   in Japanese came out long, thin, and tinny through my outdated lexi-coms device. I almost asked him to clarify, but stopped myself. Deep, pent-up hostility was seeping out of him like old gasoline, and as someone who had once carried that same kind of spite, I recognized it instantly. The rawness of it—how open and unfiltered it was—was unsettling enough to make me look away.


  “Well, I’m guessing his teeth are in good condition, at least.”


  Ryusuke curled his mouth into a thin-lipped smile at my remark, flashing a sliver of his overlapping front teeth. His eyes glinted as he fiddled with the orange whale plushie. “So, Doctor, are you from China? The United States?”


  While browsing the underwater station’s employee directory, I’d noticed that details like nationality, age, race, and gender weren’t disclosed anywhere. Supposedly, it was meant to promote an environment free from bias and discrimination. Reality didn’t line up too cleanly with the ideal, though. Teams were grouped by nationality, nearly all of them were led by men, and tasks seemed to be assigned based on age rather than merit or parity.


  It felt like there was an unspoken rule not to ask about it directly, yet I got the sense that most workers and personnel down here already knew everyone’s personal details like age and nationality.


  Ryusuke seemed to think I might be Chinese. Did he not know my name? If he did, it would’ve been clear that I was Korean. East Asians looked broadly similar to each other in general, and I was no exception—except for one feature. My eyes.


  “I’m Korean.”


  My answer wiped the smile off Ryusuke’s face, and he protested, “But your eyes—”


  “I know,” I acknowledged. “One is bright blue, and the other one’s black.”


  A childhood car accident had left me with acquired heterochromia. I didn’t remember much about the incident myself, but I’d undergone multiple surgeries afterward. I was lucky not to have lost my vision.


  My odd eye wasn’t usually too noticeable, but the damaged iris sometimes looked blue under certain lighting. Ryusuke’s lips curled into another soft smile.


  “I’ll have to send Team Leader Shin your way sometime. Make sure you don’t get bored.”


  The way he said that sent a chill down my spine. It reminded me of the dread I’d felt the first time I plunged 9,840 feet into the deep sea in the central elevator.


  Elliott had assured me that everyone on the station had passed a mandatory psychological assessment to be here. To work at these depths, you had to be certified “mentally stable” by a professional. I tried to remind myself of that as the flicker of mania on Ryusuke’s face disappeared as quickly as it had come.


  I did my best to respond with a straight face. “Thank you, but no. I’d prefer to earn my salary while doing as little work as possible.”


  My damaged iris suddenly felt itchy.


  After praising him a few more times for his above-average oral hygiene, I handed him a floss sample. We exchanged farewells, he said he’d see me again soon, and then he left.


  When I returned from a quick bathroom break, I noticed the floss sample sitting on the waiting room table. Maybe he already had floss and didn’t need extra. Maybe it wasn’t his preferred brand. I decided to look on the bright side: one extra floss packet for the supply.


  I turned over our conversation in my mind. My guess was that the engineering team leaders weren’t particularly close—definitely not the kind of colleagues who went out for dinner or drinks after a day’s work. Or maybe it was just Ryusuke and Team Leader Shin who had bad blood. Then again, Vladimir hadn’t exactly radiated warmth either.


  I toyed with the floss packet for a while, tossing it into the air and catching it absentmindedly, then chucked it back into the box. Ryusuke mean by that parting remark? Was it a polite referral? Or a veiled threat?


  With a sigh, I called in my next patient.


  The members of Engineering Team Na must’ve had the entire morning off because as soon as their team leader clocked out, bookings came flooding in. I confirmed them one after another. Three days into the job, it felt like I was getting the hang of things. I sent out the confirmation messages for these bookings, and my new Japanese patients arrived right on time for their appointments.


  Five of them came in with standard issues: cavities, lost ceramic fillings, tartar buildup, and early-stage periodontitis. But my last patient was a little different.


  His name was Yuzuru Tamaki. Aside from his severely chapped lips—clearly the result of chewing on them—there was nothing remarkable about him at first glance.


  But then he opened his mouth.


  I’d never seen such a severe case of stomatitis in my life. His entire mouth was inflamed and riddled with ulcers, even beneath his tongue. Just looking at it made me wince. What had he done to himself? Set off a bomb in there?


  When I asked him how it had happened, he didn’t respond.


  “You’re not chewing on unshelled sea urchins or hedgehogs, are you?” I asked cautiously.


  “…No.”


  A long silence passed between us. After that, he either responded to my questions only after a delay or ignored them completely.


  I numbed the area and got to work, burning the ulcers away with a laser one by one. The acrid smell of scorched flesh hung in the air as I slowly cauterized each sore. I realized the procedure might run long—long enough to eat into my next appointment—so I quickly sent an apology message to the next person in line.


  After instructing Yuzuru to rinse and gargle, I wrote out prescriptions for anti-inflammatory medication and medicated mouthwash. Then I launched into a series of cautionary warnings: Avoid hard and roughly textured foods and anything raw, salty, or spicy; absolutely no drinking or smoking; and get at least eight hours of sleep every night.


  He listened with a blank expression and nodded slowly.


  Then I reached into my pocket, pulled out a handful of the vitamin candies I’d been snacking on throughout the day, and placed them in his hand. “These have vitamins in them, so eat one whenever you get stressed. Can you take any time off?”


  “…No.”


  How did vacation days work for these people? My weekends were fixed, but I wasn’t sure how the people on the four-shift schedules managed to take days off.


  “The best thing to do would be to take some time off, get some R&R, eat well, gargle regularly, and sleep as much as you can. I understand that’s not always possible, though. Ask your team leader if you can get sick leave on a dentist’s note, and let me know. I’ll be happy to write you a slip saying you need at least two full days off.”


  Yuzuru remained silent as I placed a floss packet in his hands, which were already overflowing with candies. I sent him off with a follow-up appointment in three days and told him to take care of his health until then. Then I called in the next patient.


  While I was busy treating a cavity for a member of Engineering Team Ah, a chat notification popped up on my tablet. It was from one of the Japanese personnel members I had previously treated. Strangely, he wasn’t inquiring about his own teeth; he was asking about Yuzuru’s dental condition. I glanced at the name, wondering if it was Team Leader Sato, but the name didn’t match.


  I quickly drafted a reply while my patient was rinsing his mouth.


  Unfortunately, I am prohibited from disclosing another patient’s private medical records.


  No further messages followed after that.


   


  ***


   


  It had been four days since I arrived, but it was still hard to get used to the fact that I was working at the bottom of the ocean. Sometimes I’d forget—until the feeling of being trapped would resurface, sudden and sharp.


  It was strange.


  Typically, dentists started their workday in the morning. If the patients kept coming, they’d work straight through the day without a break—aside from lunch. In that sense, dentistry wasn’t all that different from being an office worker or a small business owner: stuck in one location, rarely leaving the designated space except to eat.


  At first, I thought life at the underwater base wouldn’t be too different from life on land. But once I actually got here, the contrast was immediately apparent. Even the air felt strange: canned and recycled, like I was practicing dentistry inside an airplane cabin. I felt like a fish trapped in an aquarium, where the conditions were just barely calibrated to sustain my life.


  Times like this made me grateful I wasn’t the outgoing type. Anyone more sociable or outdoorsy would probably go stir-crazy. Even as an introvert, I found myself craving fresh air, the open sky, and the feel of the wind on my face. The yearning was more intense than ever before.


  And it had only been four days.


  Noting that I had some downtime before my next appointment, I cut a brisk pace to the central elevator. As soon as I reached Floor 0, I wandered aimlessly around the artificial island. The white blades of the wind turbines spun vigorously in the fierce wind. I kept walking, half joking to myself that if I were a few pounds lighter, I might actually get blown away—and under the blinding sunlight, I might not even see the ground receding from my feet.


  After five minutes of basking in the sunshine, sea breeze, and dust, I suddenly felt the overwhelming urge to return to the warm quiet of my still-empty dental clinic. It was too cold out here. The wind was too sharp. And I wanted something sweet.


  I hopped back onto the central elevator, descended beneath the surface, and made a beeline for a coffee shop in the Central District.


  The Red Coral, located on Level 4 of the base, was run by a Japanese woman named Fumiko. Over the past few days, I’d managed to sample nearly everything on their menu, ordering an average of two drinks a day. My favorite was the Red Coral Special, a lethal triple-shot latte that sent caffeine roaring through my veins. Delicious, but it left my hands trembling like leaves in a storm.


  This time, I opted for a blended orange drink instead.


  The café had plenty of chairs for customers to sit while waiting for their orders. Several seats were already occupied as I left the counter; some people were chatting, others huddled in quiet discussion. One couple—a man and a woman—had been locked in a heated argument since before I arrived. I kept an eye on them, ready to step in or call for help if things escalated.


  Fortunately, it never came to that. They stayed seated, baring their teeth and snapping at each other like dogs behind a fence—aggressive, rapid-fire, but ultimately contained. I sipped my icy blended orange drink, pretending not to watch them while stealing the occasional sidelong glance. But once I realized almost everyone else was keeping an eye on them, I relaxed.


  Then I headed back to the clinic to meet my next patient.


  On my way back, I found myself wondering, how exactly were conflicts or disputes handled here? I remembered skimming past something called the Deep-Sea Artifact Protection Agreement in the station’s handbook. Surely there was something like an Undersea Station Personnel Protection Agreement as well? I wasn’t sure, seeing as I hadn’t gotten around to reading all my employment documents.


   Am I tired?


  I gripped my blended orange drink with both hands. Maybe it was because I was still a newcomer, but working at these depths felt strangely taxing. Without the aid of a dental hygienist or technician, everything about the work was more involved than it had been back on the mainland. It was exhausting. Luckily, my patient load was light and the equipment was cutting-edge—otherwise, I might’ve walked out already.


  Or would I have? Really? much?


  Clearly the rules were different here than back in Korea. There was no way a dentist would be expected to make their own prosthetics there.


  When I asked Priya if I was supposed to run the clinic alone or if they planned to hire additional staff, she told me the job postings were already up. In Russia and New Zealand.


  Judging by how long my own recruitment had taken, I figured they probably wouldn’t find anyone suitable for another two months, minimum.


   Fine. I’ll make it my goal to tough it out for at least two months.


  I took the central elevator up to Level 3 and filled a tray with pastries—one of each kind. The bakery on Level 3 was called Babylonia. I had no idea why they chose that name, but everything they sold was genuinely delicious.


  There was a wide variety of treats to choose from, all of them baked fresh daily. At first, I couldn’t understand why anyone would stand in line just for a tray of warm buns. But now? I was a convert.


  As I waited at the counter, I glanced up at the rather thought-provoking message inscribed on the bakery wall:


  “Man CAN Live On Bread Alone.”


  If I had to choose between bread and rice, I would always pick rice, without a doubt. Regardless, the bread and pastries from this bakery were so good that I couldn’t even bring myself to argue with the message.


  When I first tasted Babylonia’s red bean bun, I thought it was hunger pangs that drove me to cram it in my mouth so fast. But no, I was wrong. These buns were just as delectable on a full stomach.


  The cafeteria food wasn’t bad, but the bread was so much tastier that I suspected some people skipped the regular dining options altogether to live off pastries. I briefly thought about loading my tray with my personal favorites, then talked myself out of it. I had no idea what anyone’s preferences would be, so I got one of each kind.


  Sujeong had another work shift in three hours and was spending her downtime with some friends in their quarters. When she invited me to join them, I hesitated; my next appointment was in two hours. Ultimately, I asked if she was sure it was okay for me to come.


  Only after she reassured me wholeheartedly did I come knocking on her door with four coffees and an armful of pastries.


  Sujeong opened the door in a casual shirt and jeans, looking perfectly at ease. “Welcome, Doctor!”


  “Hi!”


  “Hello!”


  “Hello, everyone. I’m Muhyeon Park, the new dentist at the station.”


  The other two were engineers from different teams: Zixuan from Team Ra and Lily, a Canadian from Team Ah. The three were workout buddies and met regularly at the Central District gym, keeping each other accountable even when they didn’t feel like working out. Not only were all of them over five foot ten, but they were also incredibly fit and well built. I had to stop myself from staring at their flexing triceps as they reached for their coffees.


  As I listened to them chat, I realized most of the female engineers at the undersea station were quite serious about their exercise routines. I reflected on my own physical fitness, which had significant room for improvement. This might’ve been the kick in the pants I needed to get motivated.


  “Maybe I should start working out too,” I said.


  “That’s an excellent idea! A lot of guys here are into exercise. There’s a trainer named Emily for the women and James for the men.”


  “Oh god, remember the early days? When James couldn’t stop swearing every day because the men kept breaking all the gym equipment?”


  “Who’s James?”


  “James Miller, he’s an American trainer. Just let him know you’re new to working out, and he’ll show you the ropes.” Noticing the blank look on my face, Zixuan elaborated a little. “He’s like six foot four, covered in muscles, and always wears the same red tracksuit. Can’t miss him. I wonder how often he washes that thing.”


  “I guess most guys here at the station must be in pretty good shape.”


  Sujeong shook her head vigorously. “Nope, not all of them.”


  “The only people who bother working out…are the people who bother working out.”


  After saying as much, Zixuan thumbed a bit of whipped cream from her lips and licked it off, then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. I lowered the napkin I’d offered her a split second too late. Lily plucked it from my hand with a smile and wiped some whipped cream off her own fingers.


  Since we were already on the topic of exercise, I briefly considered probing them subtly on the matter of Team Leader Shin—specifically, whether he really went around punching people’s lights out like a hurricane. Then I remembered he was Sujeong’s direct superior and dropped the idea. With other engineers present, I’d probably just come off as an incorrigible gossip.


  Silence is golden.


  Hmm…


  “Were you all big on fitness before? Or did you get into it after coming to the undersea base?” I posed my question with the dim hope that somehow just existing down here long enough would automatically sculpt my physique into something more muscular.


  “We started working out after we got here. Most of the equipment and materials we use out here in the ocean tend to be pretty heavy,” Zixuan said as she reached for another pastry.


  It was becoming clear that I’d completely misjudged how much food to bring. The three of them had far bigger appetites than I expected. I’d brought about seventeen pastries and buns in all—one of each variety—but they’d vanished in the blink of an eye. What I thought was a bounty turned out to be an amuse-bouche.


  “I should’ve bought more,” I murmured.


  “No way,” Sujeong said. “We don’t normally eat bread. Today’s our cheat day.”


  Lily immediately refuted her. eat bread just fine. You just go for rice instead!”


  “You could eat rice too,” Sujeong said with a shrug.


  Zixuan snickered at their exchange.


  Lily, who was licking her fingers clean of the powdered sugar from a donut, remarked that it was the first time she’d had sweets in a long while. Then she asked why the clinic was called Deep Blue. It was probably the only question about the undersea station that I could answer with authority.


  After hearing my explanation, she wagged a finger. “It sounds like something an American would come up with,” she scoffed. “A Canadian would’ve never come up with a name like that.”


  “I know what you mean,” Sujeong said. “All the names here are a mess. Take the Central District cafeteria, for example. It’s called Manchu-Han Imperial Feast, but the only Chinese dish they have is dumplings!” She looked at Zixuan, who was quick to counter her.


  “Don’t give me that look! You’re the one who wanted to name it King’s Kitchen! wanted to name it Sichuan Cuisine!”


  Their banter was so entertaining that I almost didn’t excuse myself in time to make my appointment. I stood up, half-finished coffee in hand, and thanked Sujeong for the invitation. “Really appreciate you taking care of my luggage. And inviting me over for coffee and a chat.”


  “I should thank you, since I’m the one who has an appointment with you next week. I’ll leave it in your capable hands, Doctor.”


  “See you then.”


  “Thanks for the snacks!”


  As I turned to leave, Sujeong shoved two cup noodles into my hands.


  I bolted from Room 24 in the White Tiger District as fast as my legs could carry me, tossed the noodles onto my bed in Room 38, and then I was sprinting again. I was in such a hurry that I almost spilled my coffee when I bumped into someone leaving the escape pod area. I grabbed his arm before he could topple over. He was a shorter man, and when I saw his face, my brain scrambled to remember his name.


  “Mr. Tamaki! Are you okay? I didn’t get any coffee on your clothes, did I?”


  He gaped at me, startled, and began fidgeting nervously. I gave him a once-over and thankfully saw no stains on his clothes.


  Yuzuru hesitated before asking, “Are you seeing patients tomorrow?”


  “Tomorrow’s my day off. How’s your mouth healing?”


  “It’s fine.”


  “Glad to hear it. I’m still trying to figure out what to do that day. It’s my first day off since I came to the station.”


  “I see.”


  After his perfunctory reply, Yuzuru chewed his lip like he wanted to say something, then fell silent again. The pause hung awkwardly in the air. I told him I’d see him around and took off running.


  I only had two more patients to see this afternoon, but I couldn’t keep them waiting. I made a mad dash across the Central District and barely arrived in time for my next appointment.




  Chapter 6:
On Vacation


   


  ROOM 38 IN THE White Tiger District was a small studio furnished with a bed, desk, chair, and wardrobe. It was the tidy, nondescript sort of room you might find anywhere in the world. It was already clean when I arrived; either no one had occupied it prior to me or it had been cleaned before my arrival. Apparently, aside from the research-oriented Vermilion Bird District, the White Tiger District was the most recently constructed building.


  Even five days later, the excitement of having my own room still hadn’t faded. , and lying down in my own bed felt like pure bliss. Why was lying down so wonderful? It was like our bodies were designed to instinctively seek out the warmth and softness of a bed. Why had humans ever bothered to walk upright in the first place?


  Sprawled out in bed, I wondered, if I had enough money, would I still choose to work? I wasn’t sure, but the idea of working solely for a paycheck definitely didn’t appeal to me. If I ever came into a sudden windfall, I’d give some to my mother, pay off my younger brother’s college tuition, and never leave my bed again.


  I rolled lazily across the mattress, telling myself that counted as some kind of stretching exercise. Eventually, I forced myself to get up and brush my teeth.


  Level 4 was laid out in the shape of a cross. To the north was the Black Tortoise District, home to the mining teams and their excavation equipment. To the east was the Azure Dragon District, where the engineers were based. The Vermilion Bird District lay to the south, filled with researchers and research facilities. And to the west was the White Tiger District, where special employees like myself—as well as the maintenance and cooking staff—resided.


  Each district had its own accommodations, facilities, equipment, escape pods, showers, laundry rooms, and lounges. In the early days, the station’s personnel had made their home on Level 0 of Daehando, descending to the lower levels for work and returning to the surface afterward.


  But after the undersea station shifted to a 24-hour, 365-day operation with rotating shifts, temporary quarters had been gradually installed in the lower levels. As the facilities expanded, those temporary arrangements gave way to permanent ones, and most of the personnel ended up living underwater full-time instead of commuting back to Daehando.


  Before I was hired, I had to sign a form attesting that I consented to have my physical and psychological status monitored while living in the undersea station. Presumably, the information mined from over a thousand staff members was intended for future research—or to guide the eventual construction of more deep-sea stations in the ocean.


  I was also responsible for collecting data on the dental conditions of long-term underwater residents. But given how few patients I’d actually had so far, I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to do that.


  With almost everyone working in four rotating teams on eight-hour shifts, I doubted anyone would bother booking an appointment unless their off-duty time happened to magically align with my clinic schedule. Most people seemed far more interested in catching up on sleep, eating, or streaming TV and movies during their downtime.


  Others spent their breaks returning phone calls, playing video games, or—like Sujeong—hitting the gym. I tried following her example and making a habit of working out, but somehow I ended up spending more time at the station’s jellyfish aquarium instead.


  The jellyfish were being raised for research by one of the teams, but as I watched their glowing bodies drift lazily through the tank, it seemed perfectly reasonable to keep them for ornamental purposes too. Their gently undulating bodies shimmered like floating Christmas lights. My thoughts occasionally latched on to more practical concerns—like how they even cleaned the tanks—before wandering off again.


  My latest routine was brushing my teeth on the walk over to the aquarium, spitting in one of the Central District bathrooms, then heading back to watch the jellyfish some more before finally returning to my room. It was the kind of small luxury I never thought I’d get to experience. Something that could only exist here, at the undersea station.


  I glanced at my tablet while brushing my teeth. Barring any catastrophes, I’d be officially off the clock in five seconds. I picked it up and stepped out of the dental clinic with the toothbrush still in my mouth.


  Dentist Muhyeon Park *On Duty


  I counted down four, three, two, one… As soon as it hit zero, my status changed from On Duty to Off Duty.


  Dentist Muhyeon Park *On Vacation


   Even the word sounded sweet in my head. I wasn’t just on break or off duty after a shift—I was truly on vacation. And it felt amazing. I was both glad and relieved that I didn’t have to work on the same four-shift system as almost everyone else.


  Not that the four-shift rotation was as awful as it sounded, especially when it was staggered between four teams. But as someone who had spent years on a regular five-day workweek, I couldn’t help but appreciate the simplicity of having fixed, designated days off.


  Well, if I get jealous when the time comes, I get jealous. Not when I was perfectly content with the time off I had.


  I grabbed Noeul—who had been squeezed, stretched, and manhandled like a communal stress ball by my patients—and headed to the laundry room to wash it along with the rest of my clothes.


  While waiting for the laundry to finish, I idly pondered what I’d do afterward. Maybe I’d check out the artificial beach. I wondered if they sold beer there. Hopefully, they did. There was something about the idea of strolling along a man-made beachfront with an ice-cold beer in hand that felt weirdly appealing.


  Did they sell alcohol on the artificial island, or was it covered by the lower levels’ liquor ban as well? I’d even settle for a soda or anything with a bit of fizz, honestly.


  Suddenly, a shout rang out from the utility room next door. “You think you’re such a big shot? Huh?!”


  The voice was shrill and cutting. I turned my head just in time to catch the broad back of a tall man, maybe five foot eleven. Then came a stream of curses, sharp and vivid in my ears. For a moment, I was stunned that my lexi-coms device could even translate profanity with such fluency.


  The man stumbled back a step, and the woman standing in front of him finally came into view. The man raised his forearms defensively, but he wasn’t fast enough to block her from punching him square in the jaw. She hit him so hard, his neck snapped to the side. Unable to contain her rage, she followed it up with a blow to his solar plexus. Before I could intervene, the man crumpled to the floor.


  The attacker was a petite woman, maybe five foot three, dressed in sweatpants and a T-shirt. Her long hair was tied back, and her movements were rapid and twitchy, like a squirrel on edge. I stood frozen, mouth agape, as she turned and started walking toward me—scraped fists swinging at her sides. That was when it dawned on me: I was the only witness to the assault she’d just committed.


  I craned my neck.  Was she going to eliminate the witness—me? I took a cautious step back. She smiled warmly, raising both hands in mock surrender.


  “Hello.”


  Then she spoke. Clear, unmistakable Korean—probably after noticing the Korean-language version of the handbook clutched in my arms like a makeshift shield. I shrank back instinctively. I was almost certain this woman had single-handedly clobbered the man until he passed out cold.


  “I haven’t seen you around before. You must be new.”


  “I, uh…” I gulped. “Yes, yes I am. I’m Muhyeon Park.”


  I blurted out my name before I could stop myself. Only after it was out did I realize the smarter move would’ve been to shut up and get the hell out of there. But now, I’d gotten so used to introducing myself to everyone on base that it slipped right out. I cursed myself under my breath.


  “I’m Aeyoung Baek. Nice to meet you.”


  She extended a hand in greeting, and I took it before my brain could catch up. I did my best not to look at the bloody scrapes on her knuckles. I also didn’t want to let go—in case she decided to punch me next.


  I clung to the handshake for as long as I could without making it weird, then cleared my throat and made what I felt was a very important request: “Uh… Please try not to hit people in the teeth if you can.”


  I winced, bracing myself for a right hook. But as the only dentist on-site, I figured I was professionally obligated to at least say something.


  To my surprise, Aeyoung just shrugged it off like I’d misunderstood the whole situation. “What?” she said dismissively. “You’ve got the wrong idea. I don’t just go around punching people for no reason, you know.”


  Considering what I’d seen twenty seconds earlier, it was hard to take her word for it.


  “In that case,” I ventured, “who is that guy?”


  “Sometimes a woman just needs to use her fists.”


  She said it so casually that I almost agreed with her.


  I glanced down at the man still sprawled across the floor. He was out cold. “Does he need medical attention?”


  Aeyoung casually dusted off her hands and shook her head, as if to say it wasn’t a big deal. Easy for her to say; she wasn’t the one laid out flat.


  “You wouldn’t happen to be an engineer from Team Ga, would you, Ms. Baek?”


  “I am. And you’re the new dentist, right?”


  “Yes, that’s correct.”


  Did everyone in Engineering Team Ga solve their problems with their fists? Or was Engineering Team Ga just a cover for a secret undersea station boxing club?


  “You’re quite famous around here, Doctor.”


  “Is it because I’m new?”


  “That’s part of it. We just didn’t think they’d actually push through with opening a dental clinic in a place this cramped. The station isn’t exactly known for giving people the things they ask for.”


  “Interesting… How do you like living here?” I made a subtle gesture at the unconscious man with what I hoped was a neutral expression, but Aeyoung just smiled bitterly and shook her head.


  “I’m kind of sick of it, actually.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “You’ll understand sooner or later. I’ll actually be coming to the clinic for a teeth cleaning later, so you go on ahead.”


  “But what about him? He’s hurt.” I couldn’t just leave him there. What if I walked away and he died?


   is a scumbag who insulted and threatened me because he’s bigger than I am.”


  “Well, if it went down the way you said, then yes, he was in the wrong… Are you sure he won’t die, though?”


  I studied him again. He was still sprawled out like a dead frog.


  Aeyoung was terse in her response. “Die?” She scoffed. “He’s not gonna die. Frankly, I let him off easy this time.”


  was terrifying. From where I stood, his nose looked wrecked—probably the first thing she’d hit. Hard to say about the ribs. But after watching her drive a punch straight into his solar plexus, I could only nod, meek and stunned.


  “If knocking him out with a haymaker counts as going easy, what the heck does giving it to him full force look like?”


  She shrugged. “You could always disappear from the sea base.”


  I couldn’t hide my horror. this place? What kind of meat grinder had I stepped into, and when would I end up pushed against the grinding plate?


  “Is there some unspoken rule that all the engineers here have to be thugs and brawlers?”


  “Wow,” Aeyoung sniffed, unimpressed. “I hope you say that to the Chinese and Japanese teams too. They’re the ones with the real accidental death rates. And the Canadians and Australians…they can be sneaky about it.”


  I paused, then nodded to the man on the ground. “What are you going to do with him?”


  “Nothing. I’ll kick him in the side a few more times and leave him here. I’m sure he’ll wake up at some point and drag himself back to his room. Or the hospital.”


  Every muscle in my body screamed at me to run. Not because I was within range of a punch from someone clearly willing to throw one, but because I didn’t want to be this close to someone who could be so casual about violence.


  Yet I was just as afraid of what might happen if I left him alone with Aeyoung. He could come to and try to retaliate—or worse, he might not, and she’d finish the job. Break his ribs. Or something even uglier.


  “Why don’t you come with me?”


  Aeyoung stared at me for a moment, hesitant, then gave a small nod. I offered her the cleanest towel from my laundry basket so she could wipe her hands, but she shook her head.


  “Washing blood out of towels is such a pain,” she said flatly.


  Was it? I tucked the laundry basket under my arm and walked with Aeyoung to the café. Halfway there, I realized I should’ve dropped it off in my room first—but by then, it felt too late.


  Aeyoung high-fived, fist-pumped, or flipped the bird at nearly everyone we passed. Evidently, she was well known; everyone seemed to recognize her.


  Hearing voices, seeing faces, and moving through a space with bright lights and visible CCTV cameras helped scrub away the residue of what I’d just seen. It was calming.


  But I was still rattled.


  Somewhere along the way, I forgot where we were going. Aeyoung had to guide me the rest of the way to the café. Her hair—which was long, straight, and shiny as a horse’s tail—trailed behind her with every confident step.


   I have no clue where the Agulhas Current is, but I’m pretty sure it’s not in the North Pacific, since I’ve never heard of it.


  I ordered two coffees and handed one to Aeyoung. Sitting at a table with a hot cup of coffee in my hands made everything feel smaller—like the whole machinery of the universe was some distant curiosity, no more significant than dust caught in a shaft of light. I hovered around that feeling as I took slow, deliberate breaths, trying to steady myself.


  Aeyoung’s eyes landed on the handbook resting on top of my laundry basket. “Who gave you that?”


  “I told Mr. Seo how much I was struggling with the English version, and he was nice enough to lend it to me.”


  “I’d heard that they only printed about ten copies and handed them all out to engineers, so it got me wondering.”


  “Did the team leader of Engineering Team Ga really put it together?”


  “Uh… I think he outsourced the translation and paid a pretty penny to make sure it was high quality. A few copies got sent to the naval base too, as I recall.”


  “I see. Well, I’m a lucky beneficiary of his work.”


  “You should mention that to Team Leader Shin when you meet him. He might like it.”


  Silence settled between us. I sipped my coffee as if it might dull the image still burning behind my eyes: a man sprawled on his back, bloodied, the sickening thud of fists on bone echoing in my head.


  Aeyoung held her cup tight and said nothing. She chewed on her lip for a while, then finally spoke. “About what happened…I was hoping we could keep it between us. Team Leader Shin doesn’t need to find out.”


  Was she worried about him putting her on a performance improvement plan? Or was she afraid that she’d accidentally knocked out someone that Haeryang was planning on dealing with himself?


  “Um, why? I don’t mean to pry, I just genuinely don’t understand.”


  “I don’t want to worry Team Leader Shin. He’s…delicate.”


  ?” I blurted out, flabbergasted.


  I had so many things that I wanted to say but couldn’t. Could this be the same Team Leader Shin all of my patients were telling me about? Or could there be another Team Leader Shin here at the station?


  Maybe he was one of those guys—hard fists, scary face, but secretly a bleeding heart? Or did it mean he was just a softy who liked to brawl? I honestly couldn’t tell.


  “Huh… Okay. Well, I’ve never met or even seen Team Leader Shin before. And I’d like to pretend today didn’t happen, so…”


  Aeyoung simply sighed at my response, her coffee still full. Watching her, I figured she was probably in her early to mid-­twenties, at most. Revealing your age in this place was against the rules, though—especially among the Asian teams.


  Relief softened her face. She’d looked young to begin with, now even more so. I supposed she was just glad her team leader wouldn’t have to find out what happened.


  Both Jihyeok and Aeyoung were intent on keeping their mis­demeanors under wraps. Interesting, considering it didn’t sound like Team Leader Shin’s conduct was anywhere close to exemplary either.


  “Thank you,” she said.


  At long last, she drank from the cup she’d been clutching in her hand. The only sound between us was her quiet sipping.


  I glanced down at my own coffee and asked her a question. “I’ve heard a lot about how pretty the beach is. Do you know how to get there?”


  “You can take the central elevator and walk from Level 0, but that takes a while. Or you can use the Azure Dragon or Black Tortoise District elevators nearby to go up to Level 3. From there, head around the bakery corner and you’ll find the elevator to Level 2. Take that up to Level 1, then switch to Elevator 3. That one will take you to Level 0. Walk a bit more from there, and the beach should be right in front of you.”


  I had no idea how to parse any of that. “Thank you.”


  I figured I’d be better off taking the central elevator and wandering the surface until I found it. Surely if I kept walking, I’d hit the beach eventually.


  While I appreciated Aeyoung trying her best to give me directions, I could barely make it to the bakery on Level 3 without getting completely turned around. I didn’t want to waste my precious free time—my first real day of rest since arriving here—by getting lost. All I wanted was to finish my coffee and head back to the laundry room.


  If that mysterious, battered man was still there, I’d call the hospital or find a medic to make sure he got treatment. If, as Aeyoung said, he’d come to and wandered off, then it was out of my hands. And if he’d taken any real damage to his teeth, well, chances were I’d be seeing him in my chair sooner or later.


  We were sitting at a table just outside the café, but I could feel eyes on us from all directions. The people passing by or sitting close to us were staring at me so intensely that my face started to itch. As I turned my head, I inadvertently made eye contact with another patron.


  He’d been waiting for his coffee, but when our eyes met, he grimaced and stalked away. Another man, sipping his drink a few tables over, did the same when I looked his way. Perplexed, I scanned my surroundings and realized, in less than a second, that they weren’t looking at me. They were looking at the woman sitting across from me.


  Aeyoung was, quite literally, a doll-like beauty. Her tiny face and delicate features were framed by brow-length bangs and long, ebony-black hair that cascaded down to her waist. She was in the middle of redoing her ponytail, holding the hair tie between her lips as she brushed back and gathered the loose strands around her forehead and her ears. Her movements were poised and graceful, impossible to ignore.


  “God, these guys are staring at me so hard. I’m afraid that I’ll come back to a pile of creepy letters slipped under my bedroom door.”


  Aeyoung’s hair tie slipped out of her mouth as she smirked at my joke, and I caught it just before it fell into her coffee cup. It was like I’d trained for the express purpose of handling her hair ties. She plucked it from my palm and finished tying up her hair into a neat, elegant ponytail.


  As our conversation and our coffee started running dry, I stretched and suggested we get going. Aeyoung nodded and downed the rest of her drink in a single effortless gulp. When I stared vacantly at her, she tossed out, “Make sure to wear sandals if you’re going to the beach. There’re some psychos out there who leave their smashed beer bottles around in the sand.”


  Then she walked off in the opposite direction of the café. I picked up my laundry and returned to the laundry room. The man who’d been knocked out was already gone, and there were no traces of blood. Maybe a cleaning robot had passed through. If I had just arrived there with no prior knowledge of the incident, I would never have guessed that anything noteworthy had happened at all.


  A strange chill ran through me. All of a sudden, the undersea station felt like a massive prison. How often had this kind of violence already happened—or was happening right now—in places I didn’t know about?


  Distracted, I ambled into the laundry room, and a man wearing a T-shirt with a large shark printed on the front nodded at me in greeting. He was tossing a load of black clothing into the dryer. I greeted him back and introduced myself. I dumped all of my laundry into a washer, then picked the whites out of it and started a separate load in another machine.


   above my head to read. When my arms started to ache, I rolled onto my stomach.


  The very first chapter was about how to escape the base in an emergency. I paused. Shouldn’t a handbook start with an introduction?


  Looking closer, I realized the chapter must’ve been moved from the back—someone had clearly scrambled the order of contents during editing. The page and section numbers were all over the place. I sprawled across the bed and kept reading.


  Undersea Station Level 4 houses a total of 234 personnel. There are 220 escape pods available: 218 operational and 2 under repair. As the base was originally designed for a capacity of 300, the current number of pods does not meet standard safety regulations. Multiple requests have been submitted to ISO to increase the pod-to-person ratio, but the process has been on hold for two years.


  I stopped reading again. I’d been told there were somewhere between four hundred and five hundred people at the base when I arrived. If longer-tenured personnel got priority access to escape pods, there was no way I’d ever make it inside one. I pressed my chin into the pillow.


  Although the handbook’s evacuation protocol prioritizes the use of elevators that ascend 9,840 feet vertically, the reality is far less optimistic. In the event of a major crisis, these elevators are highly likely to become inoperable due to extreme water pressure.


  During external shocks, all elevators connecting the undersea base levels automatically shut down. Even if engineers manage to override the system and force them to operate, the likelihood of fatal malfunction before reaching the surface is high.


  Therefore, based on your current location, your best chance of survival is to immediately seek the nearest escape pod, rather than attempting to reach any of the eight vertical elevators—


  The pages were densely packed with text. The team leader must have added copious footnotes and annotations after receiving the final translated version of the handbook. As I pored over his notes and critiques of the station’s evacuation protocol, sleep overtook me.


  Before I knew it, I was using the handbook as a pillow—and dreaming of swimming with a school of fish and mermaids.




  Chapter 7:
Leak


   


  THE FLOOR RUSHED UP to meet me as I tumbled out of bed, rudely jolting me from my sleep. Tremors shuddered through my room, and a low rumbling sound echoed in the distance.  that?


  I crawled flat across the floor. The vibrations were strong enough to rattle the pens on my desk, pushing them precariously close to the edge.


  When I slid open the door in a daze, water surged into my room from the hallway with a loud hiss and gurgle. Then the reality hit me with a start, and a cold sweat broke across my skin.


  Freezing seawater sloshed around my bare feet. The sharp, saline smell suddenly overwhelmed me. I hastily retreated into my room, hoping to high heavens that the door would still close in place. It did.


  I climbed back into bed, dried my feet off on my blankets, and tugged on a pair of long socks and sturdy hiking boots. Then I grabbed the waterproof backpack my brother had gifted me as congratulations on my new job. Inside was a flashlight I’d bought ages ago for a camping trip I never went on.


  I tossed in the water bottle I’d been drinking from, my handbook, and the candies, chocolates, and energy bars scattered nearby. Basically, anything within reach went in the bag. As I crammed in the towel I used to wash my face and the whale plushie lying next to it, I remembered that all my clothes were still in the dryer. I threw in my wallet and the tablet, which had been lying on my bed, then zipped the bag shut.


  Gripping my phone in one hand, I stood in front of the door. Psyching myself up to open it was a lot harder than I expected. I took a deep breath, then pressed the door button. It opened more slowly this time, like it was malfunctioning.


  When I’d opened it earlier, the water had pooled no higher than my toes. Now it rushed in up to my ankles. A sickening wave of fear twisted my gut. Why was water leaking into the residential quarters? Sure, an undersea base might spring the occasional leak.  swimming like fish.


  Was this a drill? My mind scrambled for answers as I steadied myself against the corridor wall. Maybe stuff like this happened all the time. Maybe floods were just an occupational hazard here, and they’d just neglected to fill me in. My head buzzed with confusion. The only thing grounding me in reality was the icy chill of seawater soaking my pant legs.


  The residential quarters’ gates could be unlocked via fingerprint scan, a wristband scanner, or a tablet. I was in the White Tiger District on the west side, where eighty dorm rooms were clustered together. To evacuate, I needed to reach the escape pods via the central stairwell next to Room 40.


  What if people were still asleep in their rooms? What if they hadn’t woken up yet? Or worse, what if this was normal and I was overreacting?


  Then I remembered a line from the handbook’s section on evacuation protocol:


  If a leak is discovered in the station, consider the situation an anomaly.


  I gritted my teeth as seawater continued to slosh around my ankles. Eighty rooms. If I was going to act, I had to act now.


  If this turns out to be a drill, I’m fine being known as the loon who takes things too seriously.


  “Wake up!” I yelled. “We need to evacuate right now! There’s a leak!”


  I banged on the room next door—no answer. I was in Room 38, and Room 37 was occupied by a Chinese chef by the name of Wei Wang. I had no idea if he was in there. I kept pounding on the door, and even though I knew my fingerprint wouldn’t work, I tried pressing it to the keypad anyway.


  In movies, doors like this sometimes opened because there were residual fingerprints left on the scanner. While I had no idea if that was what happened, the door to Room 37 opened right away. Stunned, I looked inside. Empty. I moved on.


  I banged on the next door and scanned my fingerprint there too. It opened again. Also empty. I started shouting and opening doors one after another. “Wake up! We need to evacuate! Seawater’s flooding in!”


  Finally around the tenth room, I found someone asleep: a man around five eleven, shirtless, body tangled up in his sheets and ears cradled by a pair of headphones. I rushed in and yanked the headphones off his head.


  “Wake up!”


  He swatted at me like I was a fly, and I shoved him hard off the bed. He hit the floor and swore at me in a language I didn’t know, but I didn’t care. I prodded him where he lay with my foot.


  !” I bellowed.


  He staggered to his feet, muttering more curses—until he saw the water seeping through the doorframe. His expression froze.


  “We gotta go, motherfucker!”


   part since it was in my native tongue, but considering how many times he’d already cursed me out, I figured turnabout was fair play. I caught his name on the door—Carlos—as I rushed out and moved to the next room.


  By the time I was two doors down, Carlos burst into the hallway with his shirt on and feet halfway into his shoes. The water had already risen above our ankles.


  Carlos was as white as a sheet. “What the hell is going on? Why is there water in the base?!”


  The fear in his eyes told me everything. This was real.


  “I don’t know! I woke up and it was like this. Start opening doors from Room 37 down to Room 1. Wake everybody up!”


  I scanned my fingerprint and opened Room 52, shouting, but it was empty.


  Carlos fumbled with his phone and wrist tablet and said, “Rooms can only be unlocked by the occupant, their team leader or vice-leader, or special personnel! I can’t open these!”


  That was when I remembered the section about the emergency override in the handbook. Maybe I had clearance because I was medical personnel.


  “Then at least start banging on them!” I told him.


  Room 54 opened. Someone was fast asleep, curled under a blanket in the fetal position. I yanked it off and recognized who it was right away.


  “Ms. Yoo, wake up!”


  Gumi grimaced and blinked awake as I yelled in her face, then screamed once she realized there were two strange men in her room.


  I hurriedly nodded at her. “There’s a leak in the undersea station! You have to get dressed and leave, now!”


  Why was she sleeping here? Quarters for research personnel were in the opposite district. I caught the name Martina on the door as I exited and kept moving. I’d covered a few more doors along that corridor when Gumi came out, dressed in everyday clothes. Behind her glasses, her face was stricken with terror.


  “Gumi, do you have clearance to unlock dorm rooms?”


  “I don’t know. I can try.”


  “My room is number 38,” I said. “I haven’t been able to check the ones before that yet!”


  By the time I opened Room 60, Gumi was shaking her head, frantically fidgeting with her phone and wristpad.


  “There aren’t any emergency alerts yet! I’ll trigger one.”


  As I opened Room 62, an earsplitting alarm began to blare.


  THIS IS AN EMERGENCY! ALL PERSONNEL IN THE WHITE TIGER DISTRICT MUST EVACUATE TO THE ESCAPE PODS! THIS IS AN EMERGENCY! ALL PERSONNEL IN THE WHITE TIGER DISTRICT MUST EVACUATE TO THE ESCAPE PODS!


  Just then, I noticed Carlos was missing. When I asked Gumi, she said she saw him go into his room, then leave—but hadn’t seen him since.


  The door to Room 64 slid open to reveal a cat. How dare you peasants intrude on my domain!


  Then it let out a low, furious yowl.


  THIS IS AN EMERGENCY!


  The cat’s cry bled into the blaring alarm. It was enough to make my ears ring. Gumi studied the cat for a beat, then said matter-of-factly, “It’s a Russian Blue.”


  was about to go insane watching her. How was there even a cat here? Animals were strictly banned in the undersea station!


  The feline was about the size of my forearm, but it looked larger with its fur standing on end as it hissed at us. What now?


  She started peeling off her cardigan. “Let’s catch it.” My eyes widened as she held the cardigan open with both hands like a net and moved to the right. “You go left.”


  I grabbed the blanket off the bed and crept to the left, mirroring her. The cat, perched on the desk, let out a wide-mouthed screech loud enough to rattle the lights. I’d never had a cat before, but this one sounded as ferocious as a tiger.


  I lunged. It slipped through a tiny gap under the blanket, as if to rub it in my face—but Gumi was lying in wait, like she knew I’d miss, and snatched it up in her cardigan before it could escape.


  While Gumi wrapped the cat up like a burrito, I emptied a random backpack from the room and held it open. Once she had the cat secure, she gently dropped it inside as she would a load of laundry and zipped it shut. I slung it over one shoulder.


  As soon as we exited the room, cat in hand, someone else emerged into the hallway—probably drawn out by the blaring alarm. It was Vladimir, staggering out of Room 65, apparently drunk.


  He glanced down at the water that lapped at his shins and tapped something on his wristpad. All the doors along the corridor suddenly unlocked, and the alarm shifted from a grating blare to a shrill, whooping siren.


  The noise thundered in my eardrums as I remembered that Vladimir led the Russian engineering team. Then a blonde woman walked out of his room, tying up her hair.


  “What the hell?” she cursed in Russian, seeing the water rising up to her calves. “Oh shit.”


  “Nikita!” Vladimir roared over the alarm. “Head to the escape pods, now!”


  The moment the words left his mouth, Nikita ran over to Gumi—who had been standing next to me—grabbed her by the wrist, and took off at full speed. Gumi stumbled after her, both their movements slowed by the sloshing floodwaters.


  I watched them hurry down the hallway, and just before they vanished around a corner, Gumi looked back and called out, “Muhyeon!”


  I waved her on, then turned to Vladimir. “You’re not going?”


  “All my guys are passed out drunk. A hard kick couldn’t wake them.”


  In Room 67, we found a man reeking of alcohol, snoring through the alarm. Vladimir charged in and slapped him across the face with a heavy hand the size of a pot lid. I winced, half expecting to hear the man’s jaw break. After getting his face slapped sideways two more times, the man finally came to.


  “Nikolai, you dumb bastard! Wake up!”


  I turned my back on the stream of Russian profanities and opened Room 68. The name on the door was Sofiya. She was sleeping in bed—topless. I shouted her name a few times from the doorway, but considering she was sleeping through the blaring alarm, I realized that wasn’t going to cut it.


  I grabbed a blanket off the floor, tossed it over her, then yanked out the pillow from under her head. “Sofiya!”


  She finally stirred, eyelids fluttering. .


  Next, I whirled around and ran to Room 69. Inside was a towering giant of a man—maybe six foot seven—who was sleeping completely nude. He didn’t even have a blanket covering him. Viktor Vasi…lev? Vasilep?


  I seized a pen from the desk, clicked it to retract the tip, and scraped the blunt end down the sole of his foot—hard. He jolted violently and snapped his head up, his face swollen and ruddy from the alcohol.


  “Get up! Hurry!” I yelled.


  Vladimir had gone as far as Room 72 but had found no further slumberers. I was reaching for the door to Room 73 when someone seized my shoulder so abruptly, I nearly lost my balance.


  “Dentist!” Vladimir yelled. “We need to get to the escape pods!”


  The seawater had risen up to my thighs. I suddenly realized I was shivering uncontrollably. The water was freezing, and its chill was like ice in my veins. I never knew ocean water could be this cold; it had always felt so warm when I played around at the beach. I pointed both ways, turning toward Room 74.


  “I haven’t checked the rest yet!”


  “Then stay here and die!”


  Vladimir splashed away—not toward the stairwell near Room 80 but the central stairs next to Room 40. The remaining Russians went with him.


  Was this the best I could do? I hadn’t even made it to Rooms 1 through 37. And there were seven rooms left to check up to Room 80. Each room was about eight feet apart. The water was already lapping at my thighs. I’d have to wade through up to nearly sixty feet of water and back.


  I felt something twitch behind me and jumped. The cat!


  If I hadn’t checked any rooms, no one would’ve been saved. I had already made my decision, which meant I had to move fast. I ran in the opposite direction of the Russians.


  I’m not too late!  I told myself as I splashed past Rooms 74 and 75. Empty.


  In Room 76? A huge snake. What kind of psycho lived here?!


  There was no time to think. With my bare hands, I opened my personal bag and shoved the snake between a pile of candy bars and zipped it shut.


  Rooms 78 and 79 seemed empty. I waded and stumbled toward Room 80. Please be empty. Please.


  I reached Room 80.


  A little boy was asleep inside.


  Fuck.


  Even with the screaming alarm, the kid didn’t stir. My brain short-circuited, but my body was moving on autopilot. I gathered some medicine bottles on the desk and dropped them into the bag with the cat. Then I shifted the snake bag to my chest and hoisted the boy onto my back.


  I made my way to Room 76 with my mind blank—it was all I could manage to keep walking as fast as I could. I braced myself against the wall and followed the route the others had taken. The water, which had been up to my thighs a moment ago, was just short of my waist now.


  Walking through water was brutal, like trying to walk through wet cement. The cat wriggled now and then in its backpack. The boy didn’t even twitch, even with his legs now fully submerged.


  Almost there. Not much farther. Don’t let the fear take over. If it does, it’s over. I’m getting out. Stay calm. Don’t fall. If I fall, it’s over. Walk as fast as you can, but don’t fall.


  I readjusted the boy on my back with one arm, bit on the strap of the snake bag to keep it from falling into the water, and trudged on. The alarm was deafening now.


  When I’d passed Room 80, I had seen the source of the flooding: Water was leaking and flowing down the stairwell next to it.


  Was that why Vladimir took the central stairwell by Room 40 instead? Because it was safer? Damn it.


  What if the central stairs weren’t safe either? I was already halfway there.


  And what the hell’s wrong with these maniacs at the undersea station? A cat? A snake? A kid?!


  Unauthorized personnel weren’t allowed on base, especially not children. Level 4 was strictly off-limits to minors. The boy I was carrying looked maybe seven. There was no way he had clearance to be here. What the hell was a child doing here?!


  A stream of curses loosed from my lips as I forged on, till at last I made it to the central stairwell near Room 40. The water had risen past my waist. I was panting and utterly drained.


  I slipped twice trying to climb the stairs, each time barely gripping onto the handrail, clinging to it for dear life—one arm supporting a sleeping child, one bag clenched in my teeth, and only one hand to pull myself up. I felt delirious.


  When I made it above water at last, I found my path blocked.


  There was a sealed door midway up the stairs. They must’ve shut it to stop the water from reaching the escape port.


  The realization punched me in the gut. I crawled the last few steps and pounded my fist against the door. “Open the door!” I screamed. “There’s someone here! There’s someone here!”


  The water was already climbing the stairs behind me. I was standing on the top step, but my ankles were already submerged.


  “Damn it, you bastards! Are you really gonna just save yourselves?! Open the door! Open it now!”


  I broke into sobs.


  “Open up! You’re really gonna let us die out here?! You call yourselves human?! There’s someone here, goddamn it! Please! Help!”


  I screamed until my vision swam. My voice was hoarse by the time I heard movement on the other side. The door shifted, and a hand reached out. A large, powerful grip pulled me inside and tossed me like a rag doll into a corner. I landed hard on my side.


  It was Viktor, the massive, towering Russian. He slammed the door shut before the water could rush in and smashed the control panel beside it.


  Still stunned, I said, “You didn’t get on the escape pod?”


  “Guess not,” he said flatly.


  He picked up the boy who was now lying next to me with one hand, slung him onto his back, and started walking toward the pods. Only then did it dawn on me that this man had come back for us. He’d left the escape pod bay just to return and get us out.


  Being relieved of the boy’s meager weight felt like shrugging a steel beam off my back. A sudden chill ran through me, and I became distinctly aware of the crushing weight of my sodden clothes.


  The adrenaline had worn off. Each step felt impossible. I wiped my tear-and-snot-streaked face with the back of my sleeve. Drenched in salt water, with every fiber of my body aching, I forced myself to the escape pod port one step at a time.




  Chapter 8:
Escape Pods


   


  A GROUP HAD ALREADY GATHERED in front of the escape pods: Nikita, who had taken off running; Gumi; Carlos, who had vanished earlier; and the rest of the Russian team.


  I walked over, squeezing the hem of my soaked shirt. I kept thinking how nice it’d be if I could slip out of sight, wring out my clothes, and shake everything dry before putting them back on. Just then, a dark-haired man sitting beside the escape pod deck turned around.


  Seeing his face knocked the breath out of me. I’d thought Vladimir was handsome, with his light-blond hair and strong jaw, but this guy was on a whole different level. His jet-black locks, glossy with water, clung to his smooth forehead and temples. It took me way too long to realize I’d been staring.


  to pay. They’d fawn over me the same way people couldn’t help fawning over kittens and puppies. I stood there like a statue as I watched this gorgeous, gorgeous man rise from his seat.


  The closer he got, the more his features came into focus. The shape of his head and jawline was absurdly perfect. Like a living, breathing example of the golden ratio of aesthetics that deserved to be documented and preserved at length for future generations.


  The man scanned me from head to toe and spoke. “I’m Haeryang Shin. Are you injured?”


  His deep baritone voice resonated in my chest. Jesus,Even his lips and teeth are perfectly formed. What the hell?  Then again, if God were fair, he wouldn’t have buried this guy under 9,840 feet of crushing seawater.


  I gawked—I was finally meeting Haeryang Shin in the flesh.


  “No, no injuries… I’m Muhyeon Park. Why aren’t we evacuating?”


  “Ah, you’re the new dentist. The functioning escape pods have already launched.” A pause. “We’re trying to figure out what to do now.”


  That was the third most bone-chilling statement I’d ever heard in my life. Goosebumps rose on my skin, and I scanned the room. There were quite a few people: Haeryang, Jihyeok, Aeyoung, Gumi, the five Russian team members, Carlos, and the child. But how could there not be any functioning escape pods left for the rest of us?


  There were forty-two launched pods being tracked on the monitor, rocketing toward the surface like missiles. I stared vacantly at the screen and said, “You…you’re telling me there aren’t any pods left?” My throat felt tight. “What about the ones that are being repaired?”


  “There are thirteen pods under repair,” Haeryang said. “Honestly, it might be safer to try moving to another facility block than take a chance on one of those.”


  The child Viktor was carrying had been hidden behind his massive frame, so when he finally set the boy down on a dry patch of floor, everyone but me stared at him in shock.


  “Does anyone know whose child this is?”


  Haeryang’s tone was icy, and no one offered an answer. Judging by the mood, it was clear there wasn’t some secret, under-the-table permission for minors on premises that I hadn’t heard about.


  I carefully unzipped the backpack containing the cat, pulled out a plastic pill bottle, and handed it to Gumi. She read the English label and frowned. “This is a sedative,” she said flatly.


  “A sedative?”


  “You were the last one out of the White Tiger District. What room did you find the kid in?”


  “He was asleep in Room 80.”


  Sofiya scoffed. Her room was somewhere near Room 70. “That room’s supposed to be vacant.”


  The atmosphere had gone frigid. Not from our seawater-soaked clothes, but as if a gust of reckoning colder than the Siberian winds had swept through the room. The tension was thick enough already with this unauthorized child in our midst. I dreaded to think what might happen if I pulled out the two obviously unapproved pets lurking in my backpacks.


  I subtly shifted the two bags from my chest to my back, praying that the snake and cat wouldn’t suddenly decide to announce themselves with a yowl or a hiss. I mean, they’d survived this long at the station without being caught; they wouldn’t break that streak now, would they?


  Haeryang projected a 3D model of the undersea station from his tablet and pointed at it. “The closest sector to us is the Black Tortoise District in the north.” The projection displayed seventy-five pods in the Black Tortoise District. “My team and I will head over and look for another escape pod there.”


  Vladimir slid the schematic sideways and pointed at another facility. “Based on the flooding I saw earlier, the Black Tortoise District is long since underwater,” he muttered. “Better luck trying the Vermilion Bird District in the south.”


  Aeyoung from Engineering Team Ga shook her head. “No. Too risky.”


  “Why’s that?”


  “My team was repairing the exterior wall when we rushed back inside, and we saw the entire research center in the Vermilion Bird District get swallowed up.”


  “The research center is the largest facility on Level 4! How could it just get swallowed up?!”


  Gumi chewed her lip as she mulled over Aeyoung’s words, then cautiously offered an alternative. “What if we took the central elevator straight to the surface? There’re fourteen elevators in total, with one under construction. Can’t we just find one that still works and take it all the way to the top?”


  Haeryang shot her down immediately. “If the station takes another shock like the one from twenty minutes ago, or if anything goes wrong mid-ascent, it’s over for all of us. The pods are much safer.”


  Everyone started talking over each other at once, arguing about the best way to escape the station. I stood off to the side, arms crossed, listening quietly. I didn’t have anything useful to contribute, since I didn’t know the first thing about the base. If someone told me swimming out of here was our best shot, I wouldn’t have had a way to argue. I mean, who would know better? A group of seasoned engineers who’d worked here for years or me, a dentist who’d only been on base for five days?


  I listened as the engineers talked among themselves. Aeyoung stood beside me, watching her team leader lead the discussion with the quiet pride of a parent watching their kid win a science fair.


  Leaning toward her, I said softly, “Ms. Baek… Sorry to bother you, but do you mind if I ask something? I had a few questions about something that was mentioned earlier.”


  “Sure. Go ahead.”


  “What Ms. Yoo said earlier about taking the central elevator straight to the surface… Why can’t we do that? Isn’t it the fastest way up?”


  Thankfully, Aeyoung didn’t laugh in my face or call me stupid. She glanced at the schematic Haeryang was gesturing to, then turned back to me. “You do realize that we’re currently under 9,840 feet of seawater, right?”


  I nodded. Aeyoung hesitated, like she was mentally adjusting her explanation for someone with no background in engineering, then slowly got into the details.


  “There are fourteen elevators that connect from this depth to the surface. Only two of them can take you up in a straight shot. One is the central elevator. The other’s a freight elevator in the Vermilion Bird research center.”


  I’d only ever used the central express elevator to enter and exit the base, which made sense. I had been here a mere five days, and I found it tricky enough just shuttling between the White Tiger District, where my quarters were, and the Central District, which housed the cafeteria and clinic.


  You had to wait over ten minutes for the central elevator to arrive, but when you compared that to how long you’d typically wait for a subway or bus, it was actually pretty efficient. Plus, everyone used it, so it was a good place to make small talk and meet people.


  “The other twelve elevators don’t travel the full 9,840 feet,” Aeyoung continued. “They’re split into sections. Three run from 0 to –164 feet, another three from –164 to –656 feet, then three more down to –3,280 feet, and the last three run from there to 9,840. Oh, and there’s one currently under construction in the abyssopelagic layer.”


  I supposed that was easy enough to remember. Three elevators per tier, sea level to each undersea base level. Add the two express elevators, and that made fourteen. Was that a lot of elevators? Or not enough? I honestly had no clue.


  Aeyoung must’ve caught the look on my face. “Forget about the fact that we’re underwater for a minute… Imagine we’re on the rooftop of a 250-story skyscraper. If there was an earthquake, would you trust the elevator to get back to the ground floor or not?”


  I nodded along. I’d always heard that elevators typically traveled at a rate of 60 meters—approximately 196 feet—per minute, but the ones here clearly didn’t. It took nearly ten minutes just to descend down to Level 4 of the base. Compared to elevators on land, they were painfully slow. If we took the central elevator now, we’d have to sit through ten long minutes of mortal dread, wondering if each agonizing second might be our last.


  Stairs were obviously safer. If we were evacuating a skyscraper on land after an explosion or an earthquake, I’d be taking the stairs. No question. But if that skyscraper was 9,840 feet tall—almost three times the height of a 250-story building—then even just walking down the full length of those stairs would be nearly impossible. I couldn’t help but wonder: Would things have been better if the base had more express elevators? If we’d had even one more, could we have taken the least damaged one up to the surface? Were the escape pods really that much safer?


  Tentatively, I spoke up. “I’m sorry, I’m totally clueless about all this…but why didn’t they build more elevators when they were constructing the undersea station?”


  She huffed a laugh. It was the first time I’d seen her smile, but she hardly looked happy. “Let me guess. You’re wondering why a base nearly ten thousand feet underwater only has fourteen elevators when a skyscraper a third of that height has at least sixty?”


  Instead of brushing it off as a dumb question, she answered with a bitter edge. “Building elevators underwater isn’t easy. And it’s expensive as hell. Besides, this base wasn’t originally designed for people—it was built for mining.


  “Sure, now you’ve got governments pouring money into undersea development, calling it ‘humanity’s last hope’ and ‘the final frontier besides space,’ all that crap. But back when this place was first built, before the environment started collapsing, no one wanted to fund it.


  “It was meant for drilling rigs and robots. They only started trying to make it livable for humans about eight years ago.”


  to come up as a variable. It called to mind something I’d read. “But I read somewhere that Canada alone invested fifty trillion won—something like thirty-six billion U.S. dollars. That wasn’t enough to buy a few more elevators?!”


  Aeyoung gave me a look. “The base was expanded. Might not look like it, but it was. And like I said, building anything underwater costs a fortune. If you saw how much it cost to build that dental clinic of yours, you’d have a heart attack.”


  The way she said it, it sounded like setting up the clinic cost a fair bit more than opening a private practice on land. I didn’t doubt it.


  My legs were sore from standing, so I folded them under me and sat down. I wasn’t the only one; the kid was lying down, and Nikolai was completely sprawled out. No one said a word.


  I shifted, trying to find a comfortable position on the floor, but there was a dull ache near my tailbone—probably from when that tremor threw me out of bed.


  “D’you think this might’ve been caused by an earthquake?”


  Just as Aeyoung opened her mouth to reply, Nikolai jerked up a bit. He pointed at her, Haeryang, and Jihyeok, then gestured lazily toward the damaged pods. “What if we just fix those things? We’ve got three sober engineers sitting right here, don’t we?”


  He didn’t even sit up tall, just jabbed a finger at the pods with their blinking red malfunction lights.


  fix them,” she snapped, voice cold.


  Apparently, even Russian engineers couldn’t fix everything.


  Jihyeok, one of the “sober engineers,” shook his head. “Those are beyond patch jobs. That light means either the exterior shells are warped or the decompression systems are shot to hell. We’ve got elbow grease and desperation, sure, but if we tried rigging one of those up…by the time we hit the surface?”


  He looked over at Nikolai.


  “You wouldn’t just be a fat bastard. bastard.”


  They flipped each other off, grinning. The two of them must have been close.


  While the group was still busy discussing escape plans, Haeryang shot Vladimir a vexed look. “I thought you said you quit drinking.”


  “I’m Russian,” Vladimir deadpanned. “You believed that?”


  They matched glares for a good while before Vladimir turned away to survey their suddenly quieted surroundings.


  “We’re moving to the Black Tortoise District,” he said.


  The Black Tortoise District was located in the north wing of the undersea station’s cross-shaped layout. I’d heard that it housed miners’ facilities and accommodations, but I had never been to it before. To get there from the White Tiger District, we’d have to get through the Central District first.


  Everyone scrambled to their feet.


  The engineers from Team Da, in particular, fell in behind Vladimir. Outside of their group, it was just me, Gumi, Carlos, and the sleeping boy. Carlos was part of the mining team, Gumi was a researcher, and I wasn’t on any team to speak of. I shrugged; the engineers probably knew what they were doing. They were professionals, after all. I decided to trust their judgment.


  Nikita glanced at the boy with a grimace. “What kind of lunatic brings a kid to an undersea base?”


  No one answered. And no matter how far I stretched my imagination, I couldn’t come up with any plausible explanations either. The fact that the kid had been found sedated only made it worse. We tried to wake him, but he wouldn’t stir. Jihyeok offered to carry him first, mentioning that he had a cousin around the same age.


  The chatter petered out, and everyone got moving—not quite at a run, but definitely faster than a brisk walk. Given the life-or-death situation, I thought we’d be taking off at a full-blown sprint, but I was wrong.


  When I voiced my concern, Haeryang shook his head. “That’s a surefire way to run out of gas fast,” he said. “Then if something happens, you’re too tired to respond.”


  Overhearing our conversation, Aeyoung padded toward us. “Is the White Tiger District completely flooded?”


  “Sadly, yes. I was the last one out.”


  Her expression turned complicated.


  “What’s wrong?”


  “It’s just…I had some stuff in my room.”


  “Important stuff?”


  “Yeah… You could say that.”


  Meanwhile, I was standing in front of her with two live creatures, origins unknown, wriggling in my backpack. I lowered my voice just in case. “Stuff that’s…alive, maybe?”


  Aeyoung gave me a strange look. Her eyes slid to the sleeping boy on Jihyeok’s back, then back to me. “No.”


  Her face grim, she stepped away. I must’ve been far off the mark. Someone tapped my shoulder, and when I looked up, I saw a familiar face.


  “Appreciate the wake-up call. I want to thank you on behalf of my team.”


  It was Vladimir. I felt sheepish; it caught me off guard to be thanked so openly in front of everyone. “Oh, it was nothing,” I murmured. “Anyone would’ve done the same.”


  When I tried to wave it off, Vladimir cut in without hesitation, “Not me.”


  I had no response.


  “That’s why I’m thanking you.”


   I was still getting used to how brusque everyone was around here. Looking back at my first few days on the station, I was starting to realize just how cold and aloof all the engineers were, like tin men with no hearts. I was more of a numbers person than a word person myself, but even then, it felt like too much.


  Haeryang, who’d been chatting with his engineers, came up to me. “We found a casualty, Muhyeon. Can you pronounce people dead?”


   That was the fourth most chilling statement I’d heard in my life. able to legally pronounce someone’s death.


  Part of me faltered. By all accounts, this undersea base seemed to have its own way of doing things. Why couldn’t they be different in this regard too?  that came to mind before finally responding, “Yes, I can.”


  I’d never have thought my career in dentistry would lead me to a situation like this. The odds were absurd. My luck must’ve been pretty rotten for this to happen. Who would expect a dentist to pronounce people dead? Usually, there’d be plenty of other specialists around to do that, like ER physicians.


  Just outside the escape pod port was the body of a man. Bile rose in my throat as I examined him, as did the urge to spew obscenities, but I suppressed them both. A strange relief came over me when I realized I didn’t recognize the deceased.  was lying here dead on the floor.


  There was no question about it: The man was 100 percent dead. Possibly from blunt-force trauma to the head, judging by the fist-sized dent in his skull. His eyes were still open, and his lifeless pupils were quite dilated. Haeryang gestured at me, and I looked up. There was a long steel handrail attached to the wall, smeared with hair and blood.


  There it was. The man had probably cracked his skull open when the quake shook through the base. I grimaced. It was the kind of grisly sight you hoped wouldn’t follow you into your dreams. I checked for breath and for a pulse—both nonexistent. Even though I was still soaked to the bone, the body was even colder than I was. I read out the time and confirmed him dead, and Haeryang snapped a photo with his tablet before quickly jotting down the location and other details.


  “Who is this man?” I asked. “Do you know him?”


  “Name’s Kevin Wilson, an engineer from Team Ma. American,” Haeryang answered without looking up. “Based on his schedule, he should’ve been assisting the mining team with robotics maintenance when this happened, but somehow he ended up here.”


  It wasn’t often you got the chance to see a fresh corpse this close up. Dentists did their work on the living. Damn it.


  I stifled another curse and gently repositioned Kevin’s body, laying him flat on the ground with his arms at his sides.  With his eyes shut, it was a little less disturbing, at least. Just a little.


  If there’d been a sink handy, I would’ve washed my hands ten times over to get rid of the slimy feeling of death on my palms.


  It’s okay. I’m okay. Focus. Get a hold of yourself. Don’t start losing it now.


  I repeated it over and over in my head like a mantra. I had to back away quite a bit before the cold, clammy texture of the dead man’s eyelids at my fingertips began to dissipate. No wonder the members of the Russian team had been clustered over here. They were probably rubbernecking the corpse.


  The body’s effect on Gumi was more visceral. She immediately got as far away from the dead man as possible and wouldn’t even look in his direction. I was still trying to forget the feeling of the man’s stiff, cold eyelids on my palm when she turned to me, still reeling from the sight.


  “Want some help carrying that?” she asked, pointing to the backpacks I was carrying. She knew that one of them held a live cat inside.


  I shook my head. “I’m fine. It’s not that heavy.”


  . But I couldn’t very well ask Gumi to carry it for me when she was shorter than me by a full handspan, and much more petite to boot. Besides, it wasn’t like I was injured.


  I shifted my weight. Now that I was thinking about it, I was more curious about what the snake was doing in the other bag.


  Someone clasped my shoulder, startling me. It was Carlos. I briefly thought about introducing myself to him, then wondered if it was even worth it. I’d only been here five days. Would he remember my name if I gave it to him? Would we even be around long enough for it to matter? I couldn’t blame him if he didn’t care to know my name. In his shoes, I’d have had other things on my mind too, what with all the chaos going on.


  “Hey,” Carlos said. “Sorry for running off earlier.”


  “It’s fine.”


  Fine or not fine, neither mattered in the grand scheme of things. Neither answer had any real bearing on the situation at hand. Saying it wasn’t fine would’ve only made things awkward. And it wasn’t like he owed me any loyalty or allegiance. I just hoped that Rooms 1 through 37 were empty. Or that the occupants had managed to evacuate on their own.


  “I only bolted because I was scared there wouldn’t be enough escape pods. It’s not pretty, but it’s the truth. You understand, right? I’ve got a family waiting back home for me, so…”


  His words immediately made me think about my mother and younger brother.  But I steeled myself. Even if you didn’t have a family, you didn’t deserve to die in a hellhole like this. I swallowed the lump in my throat.


  “And yet…you didn’t make it.”


  Even I could hear the edge in my voice; it came out meaner than I intended. Still, I was too drained and exhausted to soften my tone.


  I wasn’t sure if Carlos didn’t mind the jab or if the lexi-coms hadn’t translated it properly, but regardless, he merely threw Haeryang a disgruntled look over his shoulder. a pod when I got to port.”


  “There was?!”


  “Yeah, and Mr. Shin took it upon himself to shove two of his own people inside and send it off. They both refused to board, so I offered to take one of their spots, but they completely ignored me! That’s how it always is. People look out for their own first.”


  Someone actually offered to stay behind? If someone had given me their seat on an escape pod so they could stay back, the first thing I would’ve done after climbing aboard would be dropping to my knees and blessing their name.


  Carlos looked pissed. “Watch your back, man. I’m just warning you ’cause you seem like a nice guy. Maybe too nice. Mark my words: If we get to the Black Tortoise District and there aren’t enough pods, all hell’s gonna break loose.”


  Gumi came to my side, growling at Carlos’s statement. “Just to spite you, I’m gonna pray to God that there’s more than enough pods left for everyone!”


  She glared at the crucifix hanging from Carlos’s neck as she said it, but Carlos just shrugged. “You can pray all you want. But look at the Russians. You think they’ll sit around and play nice if they don’t get an escape pod? They stick together, you know.”


  He had a point. The Team Da engineers hung on Vladimir’s every word. Even when they were half asleep, deathly hungover, or otherwise walking the knife’s edge between life and death. And they’d trip, stumble, grab a wall, or fall flat, still laughing at each other as they went.


  “Either way, we’re in the same boat now. You hear me?” With a wink my way, Carlos walked off toward Team Da.


  “I’ll bet you anything that he’ll ditch you the moment it suits him, Muhyeon,” Gumi groused unabashedly.


  “I don’t doubt it. But honestly, anyone would do the same in a bad situation.”


  didn’t, Muhyeon. Don’t defend that guy. If anyone would’ve done the same as him, why weren’t you the first to make a run for it?”


  That gave me pause. I didn’t do what I did because I was some paragon of virtue and righteousness. My body just moved before I had time to weigh the risks. Wasn’t it like that for everyone—act first, think later?


  “I did what I had to do so I can live with myself. It’d suck to make it out alive only to have the things I’d done keep me up at night.”


  If I had escaped on my own and left everyone to die, I would’ve been plagued by horrific nightmares for the rest of my life.


  “Huh. I take it you’re the kinda guy who dredges up every past mistake and regret before you fall asleep?” Gumi said.


  “Aren’t you?”


  She shrugged. “As soon as my head hits the pillow, I sleep like the dead.”


  Her eyes lingered on the backpack with the cat in it. It looked like she might have had more to say, but after a quick glance at the people around us, she kept her peace.


  After walking in silence for some time, Gumi abruptly approached Aeyoung. Sidling up to her, she hesitated for a moment, then asked, “Did you see any survivors in the Vermilion Bird District?”


  The Vermilion Bird District was home to more than four hundred people, most of whom were researchers. The district’s location was a strategic one, since it was home to the research center. Aeyoung let out a soft breath at Gumi’s question, like it was only hitting her now that Gumi was a researcher.


  “When we were still outside handling repairs to the exterior, we watched the Vermilion Bird District collapse before our very eyes. That’s where we were originally headed too. We had to reroute to the White Tiger District on the fly.”


  Jihyeok chimed in next, trying his best to keep his voice gentle. “Think about this way: Almost everyone made it out of the White Tiger District alive. Since researcher housing is closest to the escape pods, I’m sure everyone got to safety before the water flooded the place.”


  But the truth was, more than half of the people who made it out of the White Tiger District had been so blackout drunk that they never would’ve heard the alarms if we hadn’t forced them awake. Not that I was about to say that out loud. It wouldn’t do Gumi any good.


  Gumi’s expression darkened. Most of her doctoral fellows and professors lived and worked in the Vermilion Bird District.


  “If I may ask, Gumi,” I said in hushed tones in case her reasons were personal, “why were you asleep in the White Tiger District and not the Vermilion Bird District?”


  Gumi shrugged and answered gloomily, as if it wasn’t a big deal. “My next-door neighbor’s this marine biology professor from the U.S.  next door to a professor. Like, he’d ask me about my progress every day! Instead of greetings, he’d hit me with questions on my research!” She huffed. “I was losing so much sleep that Martina offered to switch rooms with me… What do I do? I can’t get a hold of her! I don’t even know if she was on a mining shift or if she was in the Vermilion Bird District when everything came crashing down.”


  “She’s probably working right now. That’s why you can’t reach her.” I kept my voice neutral. “The people who went off base to work on the mining robots might not even know what’s going on.”


  It was then that Nikita, who was at the front of the group, ­gestured urgently out a small window. “Look! Look outside!”


  She was pointing toward a window facing the south of the White Tiger District. Windows were scarce on Level 4. You’d find one every so often while walking down the corridors, but even then, the circular apertures were rarely bigger than a person’s torso.


  I remembered my disappointment when I first learned about the state of the windows at Level 4 of the base. I’d been expecting massive panoramic views, but those were nowhere to be seen.  Besides, even if there were windows, all you’d see at these depths would be darkness.


  According to Nikita, you were supposed to be able to see the multicolored lights of the Vermilion Bird research center glittering like stars from the White Tiger District’s windows.


  In order to study the effects of light on deep-sea organisms, the researchers had rigged the place up like a lighthouse in a typhoon despite it being 9,840 feet below sea level. But at the end of where Nikita was pointing, there was nothing. Just pure blackness.


  “I don’t see anything,” Nikolai said, nonplussed.


  Nikita’s frustration was immediate. “That’s exactly the problem! !”


  He shrugged. “Oh, right.”


  “Damn it, you moron!” Nikita was practically vibrating with agitation.


  Vladimir glanced over at Haeryang. “So you weren’t lying after all.”


  “If you still don’t believe it, feel free to swim over and check.”


  In the midst of this frigid exchange, Gumi stood before the window, her blank stare fixed on the darkness where the research center should have been. “Wh-why is it gone?” she stammered. “Where did all the lights go? be there, right?! It has to be!”


  “Calm down, Ms. Yoo. Maybe they just removed the lights? Or turned them off?”


   supposed to turn the lights off!” she screeched. “They’re gone! !” She scrabbled helplessly at the window, then turned to me with a glassy look in her eyes before staggering away.


  Hoping to soothe her by appealing to her sweet tooth, I rummaged distractedly through my bag for some snacks. I’d already dug out my tablet and phone before remembering that this was the one with the snake in it. I quickly checked my hand and, finding it unscathed, counted myself lucky that I hadn’t been bitten.


  Phones didn’t have any signal, and the internet was down, but it seemed the station intranet was still working. I handed Gumi a piece of sugar-free apple candy and popped a lemon-flavored one in my own mouth. I offered Haeryang one as well, but he declined. The way Haeryang’s chiseled jawline shifted as he shook his head had me mesmerized, and Jihyeok seized the opening to snatch the sugar-free orange candy out of my hand.


  Viktor and Sofiya from Team Da took a few strawberry-flavored ones. Amid the soft rustling of plastic wrappers coming undone, I brought up the undersea station’s bulletin on my tablet and clicked on the first thing I saw—a message that had been spammed all over the board.


  TITLE: WE’RE IN ROOM 77 IN THE VERMILION BIRD DISTRICT!


  BODY: HELP! There’s flooding outside the room! We can’t get out because of the water pressure and the door won’t open! WE’RE TRAPPED! There’s five of us here! Someone save us PLEASE!!! TT TT


  I blinked. Could it be that I was the only person who’d checked the bulletin board until now? Had no one else seen this? Or were people just turning a blind eye? No one had mentioned anything about this. Hadn’t Haeryang said the Vermilion Bird District was completely submerged along with the research center? Then what was up with this post?


  If the Vermilion Bird District wasn’t totally flooded, that would mean everyone on Team Ga was lying, and they must have had some other motive for heading to the Black Tortoise District. What could it be, though? Was it safe to head there like they wanted?


  flooded, then this post was false, full stop, and someone was trying to bait us there. So who was lying? We would reach the main plaza of the Central District soon. And from there, it would be south to the Vermilion Bird District and north to the Black Tortoise District. If I didn’t say something now, we could very well walk right by those five souls trapped by the water and carry on without a second thought.


  “Did…did anyone happen to see the post on the base’s internal bulletin board?”


  Everyone stopped mid-stride and turned to me. Introverted by nature, I flinched as all eyes locked on to me.


  Still, I steeled my voice and pressed on. “It said there were people trapped inside Room 77.”


  “And?”


  “Well…we have to rescue them.”


  Nikita narrowed her eyes and scoffed, her voice as thin and cutting as a Russian Amur leopard’s claw. “Who’s gonna rescue them?”


  “Shouldn’t we?”


   go?”


  There it was. The moment she said that, I realized she’d already seen the post. I was dumbstruck, but I knew there was a clear reason why we had to go. “Because there are people trapped there, and we can help them,” I said simply.


  “You saw the flooding in the White Tiger District. We barely escaped drowning in there, and only because the housing blocks were all sealed off. Now you want us to go somewhere that’s just as flooded, if not worse? It’s a suicide mission.”


  “There are five people waiting for help. team!”


  “You shut your mouth!” Nikita screamed.


  She glared at me, her furious eyes shining stark against her pallid face. Engineers usually worked in groups of seven or eight people. The Team Da members whom I’d found blacked out when the flooding began had obviously been off shift. There were five of them with us now—which meant that two or three had already become fish food, unless they had miraculously escaped or were wandering around the base somewhere else.


  “Or they could’ve made it out,” I said softly.


  It was the first thing I could think of to pacify her. She was obviously distressed. While I didn’t know who the missing Russian team members were, I hoped they were alive and safe. Yet I knew everyone was thinking the alternative, even if no one had said it out loud.


  I turned to the rest of Engineering Team Ga. “Still, the people trapped in the Vermilion Bird District might be your team members or someone you know.”


  A few of the Russians crossed their arms defensively, glowering at me. Carlos didn’t look too pleased either. Nobody welcomed the prospect of entering a dangerously flooded housing block, not even me. But the desperate plea for help on the bulletin board was fresh in my mind.


  “Well, four of my team members already managed to escape on a pod,” Jihyeok awkwardly began before he read the room and shut his mouth.


  Haeryang extended his hand to me. Mistaking it for a gesture of agreement, I reached out to shake it, but he cleverly snatched the tablet tucked under my arm instead. As I watched him read the bulletin board post, I asked incredulously, “What about your tablet, Haeryang? Don’t you have your own?”


  “I do,” he replied, not looking up. “But it’s in the White Tiger District, Room 22.”


  Of course.  I wondered how much water pressure a vacuum-sealed electronic device could withstand at the bottom of the ocean. Probably not much. It would stay powered on until the battery ran out or it was crushed into a speck by the sheer volume of seawater pushing down on it.


  Aeyoung was accessing the undersea station bulletin board on her phone, and Jihyeok sidled up to her, asking to take a look.


  Gumi chewed on her lower lip anxiously for a while, then said, “Well, I’m going to the Vermilion Bird District.” Her voice was thin, but determined. “I don’t know how much good it’ll do, but I’m gonna do what I can to help the people trapped there. And yeah, I don’t know who they are, but one of them might be my thesis advisor, or a lab colleague, or just somebody I know, and I’m going to try.”


  Given the location, there was a high chance that the survivors were research personnel. Martina, the woman who’d switched rooms with Gumi, might even be one of them. Though it was beyond me why five people would cram themselves like sardines into a single room.


  Haeryang stared at my tablet for a long time, then turned it off and handed it back to me. “Let’s head to the Vermilion Bird District,” he said briskly.


  I let out an involuntary laugh, more like a breath than a chuckle. Haeryang glanced sidelong at me and made to speak again.


   will be going north to the Black Tortoise District.”


  Carlos jumped in as if he’d been waiting for this. “I’m going to the Black Tortoise District with the Russians as well,” he loudly announced.


  Haeryang’s eyes flicked to Aeyoung, who sighed in response. . Meanwhile, I glimpsed Jihyeok talking to Nikolai; from what I could hear, he was asking for them to save him a seat on the pod.


  “Should I make a post on the board if we find someone from Team Da over there?” I asked.


  Sofiya looked up at my question and shook her head, her dark brown hair swaying like fine threads. “Irina and Dmitri are both tough as nails. Neither one of them will go down easy, but they also wouldn’t want their team members to gamble their lives on long odds at saving them.”


  I flinched.  I thought. I’d heard that each team had a particular culture, and it seemed that these guys put self-preservation above all else.


  “What should we do about the kid?” I asked Vladimir.


  The boy had been carried on my back, then Jihyeok’s, and then Carlos’s, where he remained asleep, without having so much as stirred the entire time. Vladimir answered me like it was obvious.


  “You saved him. Your problem now.”


  Wow, talk about cold. I doubt even the winters in Siberia are this frosty.


  Haeryang took the sleeping boy from Carlos, whose legs were now trembling from the exertion, and gently eased him on his own back. Carlos flashed him a grateful grin, gave a double thumbs-up, then ran straight over to the Russians. I watched them enter the main plaza and immediately turn north.


  Vladimir, who was bringing up the rear, called out to me, “See you on the surface, Doc.”


  “See you!” I called back.


  Vladimir waved forward with his left hand a couple of times, pointed to his wristwatch, then brought the points of his index fingers together. The gesture seemed to be directed at Haeryang, but he completely ignored it.


  Aeyoung offered Nikita a parting gesture, their farewells of “See you later!” and “Dasvidaniya!” echoing in the distance that grew between us with each passing step. In a few seconds, Team Da was completely out of sight.


  Haeryang turned and addressed us. “The person who wrote about being trapped in the Vermilion Bird District is Korean.”


  “What? Wait, how do you even know that?”


  “Something about the phrasing. And there were traces that the post was initially written in Korean before they switched to English. The crying emoticon too. My guess is that it’s researcher Gayoung Kim.”


  That was when I realized that some of the language in the post had been in Korean. A hollow laugh slipped out of me. I used both English and Korean so often in my daily life that I hadn’t even registered which language I’d been reading in.


  Haeryang’s statement seemed to perk Gumi up somewhat. “If Gayoung is still alive, that’s really lucky.”


  . She’s trapped inside the room,” Jihyeok muttered. He drew up the Vermilion Bird District map on the tablet.


  The entire place was blacked out. Either the whole district’s electrical grid was dead or the tablet was broken. Jihyeok started slapping it like it owed him money.


   He’s gonna have to hit it harder if he wants it to break.


  “Still,” Gumi insisted, “there’s five people in there together. Maybe that makes it less scary?”


  Aeyoung glanced up from Gumi’s tablet, which she’d been pounding a message into. “Wouldn’t that suck the oxygen out of the room quicker?” she asked, worrying at her lip. “All that carbon dioxide…”


  What a terrible thought to share. Was there something about being an engineer and having a dismal bedside manner? I supposed that meant it was up to me to lift the mood. “I’m sure we’ll be able to rescue them right away once we get there. I wouldn’t worry too much.”


  Gumi nodded as if she was trying to convince herself. “Yeah, right? There’s no way Gayoung would die that easily.”


  While we were patching up our morale with vague affirmations, Aeyoung posted a new message on the bulletin board.


  TITLE: We’re on our way to the Vermilion Bird District right now.


  BODY: What’s the current situation inside Room 77? Who are the people in there? Do you have anything that’ll help you breathe, swim, or deal with the water pressure?


  As I read her post, Aeyoung apologetically explained, “I’m asking just in case. I’ve known some crazy people in my time. Like, there’s this one lunatic who slept with a BCD vest, an air tank, and a fire extinguisher next to the bed because they were convinced they might die any moment.”


  Whoever this person was, it sounded like they had a serious anxiety disorder. I mentioned as much as we cut through the Central District’s massive plaza, keeping an eye on my tablet to check for follow-up posts or replies. We trekked past the cafeteria, the café, the central lounge, and of course, my dental clinic. My gaze drifted toward the clinic out of habit, but I caught myself midway.


  “What’s Gayoung like?” I asked Gumi.


  “Gayoung’s a PhD researcher working on seawater purification. You know how bad marine pollution is. She came here to study how to reverse the effects. Isn’t that amazing? It makes me really wish I had my doctorate already…or maybe I should give up on it altogether.”


  Gumi’s words took a self-deprecating turn. Her mood had noticeably darkened ever since we confronted the disappearance of the research center, so I tried to keep her thoughts otherwise occupied.


  “And what kind of research do you do, Gumi?”


  “I study marine biology.”


  “Like giant deep-sea squids and stuff?”


  She laughed weakly. “Something like that.”


  And then the conversation dropped off. It was clear from her slumped shoulders that my subpar conversational skills wouldn’t be enough to lift her spirits, so I kept my mouth firmly shut.


  “Gayoung used to bring treats for everyone,” Jihyeok piped up from the front, talking over his shoulder.


  “She did?” I replied.


  “She bakes as a hobby,” Aeyoung said, “so she’d rent the cafeteria facilities every once in a while to bake cookies and macarons. You could always tell when she was stressed because she’d bake up a storm, then share them with everyone ’cause she couldn’t eat them all. Sometimes, if she had extras, she’d even sell them at cost in the main plaza.”


  She had a dreamy look in her eye and a smile curling on her face, as if she could taste them right then and there.


  “Gayoung would always overshoot her batches too. She’d bake like sixty or seventy cookies at a time.”


  “What kinds have you tried?”


  “I’ve tried her chocolate cookies, some of her macarons, and… What was that lemony one with the chewy bits? Those itty-bitty ones?”


  “The lemon madeleines.”


  “Gosh, yes. Those were my favorite. What about you, Team Leader Shin?” Jihyeok asked.


  Haeryang adjusted his grip on the kid on his back, mulling it over. “I liked those cookies with the almonds.”


  “I don’t think I’ve had those before. Have you, Gumi?”


  “No,” she said pensively. “I signed up for all of Gayoung’s baking classes, and I don’t remember ever seeing anything like that. Do you remember any almond cookies, Aeyoung?”


  “I’ve never tried any almond cookies either.”


  “Something doesn’t add up.”


  almonds around here.”


  I shrugged. “Well, they sound delicious.”


  All the Team Ga members piled in with their friendly jabs, but Haeryang stayed unfazed, keeping to his brisk pace at the back of the group. Even the six-year-old boy he was carrying seemed to have no effect on his pace. I was impressed.


  “Wait,” Jihyeok called from the front, pausing abruptly. “Stop.”


  There was a rumbling noise in the distance, low and deep like thunder. It was impossible to tell which direction it was coming from. Suddenly, the floor began to tremble and groan ever so slightly. My knees gave out, and I collapsed to the ground on the spot, right alongside Gumi.


  The tremors eased a little, and Aeyoung spoke up timidly. “Is that…is that the sound of steel bending?”


  No one had an answer. The question was too daunting to dwell on.


  “Could it be an earthquake?” I offered in a shaky voice.


  Haeryang shook his head. “Probably not. The base was constructed well away from seismic plates, and it’s designed to withstand earthquakes of magnitudes seven or higher.”


  Scenes from a documentary I’d watched flashed through my head. The base was built with blood, sweat, tears, and astronomical monetary investments from countries near the North Pacific. I remembered the smug look on the specialist’s face as he told the camera that even amid a serious earthquake the base would at most shudder, but not collapse. Now I imagined the undersea base faced with the force of a magnitude seven or more earthquake.


  “So what do we do?” Jihyeok asked Haeryang, his voice full of concern.


  “We keep going,” Haeryang said as if it were self-evident, helping Gumi up from the floor. When he didn’t extend the same assistance to me, I gingerly picked myself up.


  We exited the central corridor and entered the Vermilion Bird District. At least the bridge connecting it to the Central District seemed intact—for now.


  TITLE: the room’s starting to flood


  BODY: All we have are some food and books in here! What do we do?! This is Room 77 again! Please save us! T^T This is Gayoung Kim with the Ocean Pollution Center!!!


  Aeyoung passed around the new bulletin post. Choking back a sigh before it left her throat, she asked, “What do we do?”


  “Maybe the Vermilion Bird District hasn’t completely collapsed yet. We saw all the lights were out, but maybe we were jumping to conclusions, thinking the whole place done and gone, housing units and all.”


  “Then it’s still possible that just the research center got wrecked, and only the front of the residential area went down with it. Maybe Room 77’s still intact because it’s at the tail end.”


  “Even if it’s intact, it won’t stay that way for long. But we know the dormitory doors aren’t strong enough to withstand water pressure from the outside. Which means we can be sure the survivors don’t have the ocean pressing right up against their door, at least.”


  Jihyeok and Aeyoung delved into the technical details of the room, the flood, and the prospects of survival as we crossed the bridge into the next district. I glanced distractedly out the window—and froze in my tracks. Something drifted past the glass, shimmering like a ghostly shadow in the water.


  .


  A tuft of long, golden hair floated through the water, catching the low light in its threads. . With his build, he had no trouble muscling my lightweight frame away from the window in a sharp 90-degree turn.


  “Don’t look,” he said. “Just walk.”


  Then he gave me another strong push, and I stumbled forward a few uneasy steps until the window was completely out of sight.


  “Th-that thing just now…” I stuttered.


  Haeryang was now nudging Gumi away from the same spot I’d just been in. She looked at me, glassy-eyed and white as a sheet. “Someone’s head must’ve blown out,” she said blankly.


  “What?”


  “We’re nearly ten thousand feet under the sea,” Gumi said mechanically. “Do you know how much pressure that is? The human body’s way too fragile to withstand that. Direct exposure to the outside, and your body would pop like a grape. There wouldn’t even be anything left to find!”


  those little fleshy bits at the end of the locks must’ve been pieces of someone’s scalp.


  Gumi watched the blood drain from my face, then chewed her lip for a bit. “There’re a lot of blondes on base, but not many with hair that long.”


  The seemingly endless strands of dead hair were seared into my memory. “Any idea who it was?”


  “Could be Angela Malone, the director of the Deep-Sea Life Center. Or Camilla from Engineering Team Ah. Both of them have hair that reaches their hips,” Gumi said, breathless. “But it’s probably Angela, though.”


  “Camilla cut her hair into a bob a few days ago,” Aeyoung said quietly, turning to Gumi. “Said it was getting too long to deal with. So it’s got to be Angela.”


  “Damn. Just looking at it is making my scalp itch,” Jihyeok interjected. He scratched his head vigorously, fingers threading through his own cropped hair, and hurried past the window.


   indicated we’d reached our destination. In front of it was a statue of a large bird—a vermilion bird—along with a plaque describing the myth behind the divine creature.


  A symbol of immortality and rebirth, of life born anew from the flames, the vermilion bird lives on even after death. And like the vermilion bird, our research lives on the in the perpetuation of humanity.


   I wondered to myself. The details about immortality and rebirth sounded more like the purview of a phoenix than a vermilion bird, which—though also linked to fire—was a symbol of the southern cardinal direction.


  Since I’d spent most of my five short days at the undersea station in the White Tiger and Central Districts, this was my first time actually setting foot in the Vermilion Bird District. The place seemed more spacious overall, split between the research center and the living quarters. The housing units were interspersed with essential facilities like laundry rooms, lounges, and showers. My guess was that the researchers here didn’t do much other than work on their all-consuming projects, spending their remaining time in the Vermilion Bird living quarters.


  We cut a path straight to the heart of the district, but as we passed a hallway, Gumi stopped and turned to face it. The hallway connected the Deep-Sea Life Center, the Rare Minerals Center, and the Ocean Pollution Center, but at present it was blocked by a barrier.


  I studied her from behind, then said, “It might not be fully destroyed. Maybe the research center just went dark and it’s still standing. Don’t worry about it too much. There’ll still be time to think about it after we rescue Gayoung.”


  Gumi continued to stare. “Yeah, everyone would’ve gotten by just fine on their own. Researchers are used to dealing with tough situations, after all. No one puts themselves through unnecessary torture like a researcher. And my thesis is all backed up on USB and email servers. It’s just…”


  “Just what?” Aeyoung asked.


  Gumi sighed. “There’s a bunch of marine creatures we kept for research inside the Deep-Sea Life Center. If we can open their tanks, they’ll be able to escape.”


  “No,” Aeyoung said flatly.


  “Yeah, yeah. I know.” Gumi turned away from the research center and trudged off. In a voice as heavy as her footsteps, she repeated, “I know.”


  Right as we were about to enter the district’s center, Haeryang moved up to the head of the group, then made for the escape pod port.  but I found myself following along with the others.


  Aeyoung darted toward the port’s control panels and slid to a halt. “There’s three pods available!”


  Three single-person escape pods. Six people.  I scanned the area and found Haeryang standing in front of a massive screen that covered an entire wall.


  He didn’t seem even remotely interested in how many functioning pods were left. I took a closer look at what he was watching—and realized that seventy-seven pods had been launched in the last ten minutes. They were represented on-screen as tiny icons rising toward the surface.


   But as I kept watching, I noticed the fast-moving pods were gradually starting to lag.


  Fewer than five pods were still chugging along toward the surface in the epipelagic zone, 164 feet below sea level. The vast majority of the pods were losing steam in the mesopelagic zone, around the –3,300 feet range. And almost all of the pods that had launched from Level 4, which was just over 9,840 feet below sea level, were struggling to even make it to the mesopelagic zone.


  I didn’t know the exact amount of pressure involved, but I could calculate the distance. Going from the mesopelagic zone to the surface would be like scaling twenty-two apartment buildings, each with fifteen stories. There was no way it was humanly possible to swim that distance to the surface.


  The pods that hadn’t reached the sunlight zone were starting to drop off, their own weight slowly dragging them back into the depths. Gumi let out a scream as we stood and watched seventy-two pods slow and eventually reverse into a downward trajectory. Jihyeok swallowed so hard that it echoed through the room.


  Aeyoung watched in grim silence. “Doesn’t seem like we should get on these pods,” she said eventually.


  His eyes still tracing the pods’ parabolic descent to the ocean floor, Haeryang muttered through gritted teeth, “Someone’s tampered with the pods.”


  I watched the tiny flashing icons on the screen, dumbfounded. Inside those pods, people were screaming to their watery graves, no doubt. There was no way seventy-two pods could suddenly malfunction on their own; someone must have sabotaged them.


  I turned to Haeryang in a daze. “What kind of lunatic would do such a thing?”


  “Beats me… Place has too many crazies to even guess.”


   I thought, reeling. Was anyone or anything here normal? I felt like I was going mad myself.


  “What’re you planning to do next?”


  “We came to the Vermilion Bird District to rescue Gayoung and take the escape pods to safety. Now we know the pods here are wrecked,” Haeryang said decisively. “So we’re gonna go rescue Gayoung.”


  Haeryang’s answer surprised me.  Apparently, he wasn’t that kind of person. Or maybe my read on him was completely off from the start.


   I eyed the boy he was still carrying on his back and offered to take him for a while. Haeryang slowly shook his head.


  “Do you think the White Tiger District pods made it out okay?” I asked.


  Haeryang grimaced in response. He pondered for a moment in silence, perhaps thinking about the team members he had sent off in those very same pods. “The first launch made it to the bathypelagic zone, but that’s between 3,300 feet and 9,840 feet below sea level. I don’t know anything beyond that.”


  Jihyeok and Aeyoung shook off their bewilderment and started bickering over why the pods had malfunctioned.


  “It’s clearly an issue with the launchers…”


  “No, it must’ve been the engines in the pods themselves…”


  “No. There was obviously something wrong with the ejection…”


   know…”


  “I could ask you the same thing…”


  After listening to them for a while, Gumi ventured, “What’s going to happen to the people inside the pods?”


  The question had been on my mind too, but I couldn’t bring myself to say it out loud. Or, rather, I didn’t really want to hear the answer. Everything we’d been through was horrible; I had hardships enough without hearing of anyone else’s tragedy.


  Jihyeok scratched at his face awhile, then supplied an answer. “They’re installed with GMDSS—the Global Maritime Distress and Safety System—and GPS, so they’re trackable… But who’s around to run search and rescue for each of those pods one by one?”


  “N-no one,” Gumi said darkly, her voice low and thin.


  That’s right. No one.


  “Next question,” he continued blithely. “Do you think these one-time-use escape pods come with large stores of oxygen—let’s say seventy-two hours’ worth—or do you think there’s just enough for the emergency trip to the surface?”


  “Just enough?”


  “Right again!” Jihyeok delivered his response like he was on a game show, and Gumi looked like she was about to dissolve into tears. If I had a mirror, I figured I’d see the same expression on my face as was on hers.


  Jihyeok launched into a longer, equally grim explanation. “It’s not so much that the pods aren’t supplied with much oxygen to begin with. It’s that the air compression on land is totally different from the compression at 9,840 feet below sea level. If there was, say, a ship nearby when the pods reached the surface, they might have a chance. Incidentally, did you know that the air we could breathe in two minutes down here would last about two hours on the surface?”


  He rambled on, undeterred. I listened to him blankly until I felt my tablet vibrating under my arm. It was a new post notification. There was a new message on the Level 4 bulletin board!


  TITLE: We’re waiting! Please hurry!


  BODY: The lights have gone out! We’re still waiting. Please hurry! We NEED to get out of here! We’re waiting in Room 77 of the Vermilion Bird District!


  The alert snapped me back to reality. There were people sitting in a dark room, water rising around them, with only a tablet in hand as they waited for someone—anyone—to come to their rescue. I shuddered to think of the terror they must be feeling.


  We marched on with purpose. Before long, we reached the final flight of stairs down to the Vermilion Bird District’s residential quarters.




  Chapter 9:
Rescue


   


  AEYOUNG WASTED NO TIME activating the bulkheads inside the residential quarters. Judging by the numbers, I guessed that the bulkheads divided the five-hundred-­person capacity block into partitions of about fifty rooms each. Before we made our way down the central staircase between Rooms 50 and 100, Aeyoung knocked on the bulkhead; it immediately measured the pressure it was holding and displayed it on a screen. When I asked why this was necessary, she gave me a knowing smile.


   checking and got the whole hallway submerged in seconds?” Her grin widened. “Go on, it’s okay to head down. Doesn’t seem like the place has fully flooded yet.”


  Haeryang set the kid down gently on the floor and pulled an emergency axe from the wall. With his devastating looks and the lethally sharp axe glinting in his hand, he looked like a problematically handsome serial killer straight out of a movie.


  He turned to Aeyoung. “Open up all the doors to the dorm rooms.”


  “The system shows they’re all unlocked, but I’m not sure if we can trust that,” she said, frowning. “The power’s out from Rooms 61 to 120.”


  “Jihyeok,” Haeryang called out.


  “Yes, sir. Right here.”


  Jihyeok stepped forward, doffed his cardigan, and tossed it aside. He paused for a split second before shucking off his shoes and socks, then punched the wall next to him—hard. A panel popped open with a clunk, revealing—among other things—a flathead screwdriver, a small flashlight, and a roll of electrical tape.


  Do engineers have tool caches like this hidden all over the base?


  Haeryang was already wearing something like a wet suit, similar to Aeyoung’s. Instead of stripping down like Jihyeok, he started unspooling something that resembled a bracelet from around his wrist.


  “What’s that?”


  “Parachute cord.”


  Parachute cord?  Instead of peppering him with questions, I carefully set down the two backpacks I’d been lugging around. Then, after a moment’s hesitation, I took off my own shoes as well.


  Haeryang barked a laugh. “Jihyeok and I can take care of this one. You hang back, Doctor.”


  I wanted to hang back. But I was the one who’d insisted we come and rescue the people at the Vermilion Bird District in the first place. It didn’t sit right with me to stay behind in relative safety while the two of them braved the freezing floodwaters to rescue the survivors.


  “There’s supposed to be five people in that room. Are you sure two people’s gonna be enough?”


  Jihyeok and Haeryang exchanged glances.


  “If anyone’s injured—or God forbid, there’s another kid—you’re definitely gonna need an extra pair of hands,” Jihyeok reasoned. “Might not be such a bad idea for him to come along.”


  Though Haeryang looked mildly annoyed, he glanced sidelong at the kid on the floor and gave a reluctant nod. We opened the bulkhead standing between us and the dorm rooms, and Jihyeok aimed his flashlight down at the water rising steadily in the darkness.


  Haeryang and Jihyeok went first, making their way down the stairs and into the water. I followed cautiously behind them. In no more than three seconds, I already regretted not staying behind like Haeryang had suggested. With the power out, the place was in total darkness, except for the beam from Jihyeok’s penlight, clenched between his teeth. As I gingerly walked down the steps and lowered myself into the water, I felt all the heat drain from my body. It wasn’t long before I was in up to my neck.


  I was about five foot nine, and the water lapped against the tip of my chin.  I groused privately, regretting my decision even harder now.


  With Jihyeok leading the way, we advanced with our bodies braced up against the wall, at a pace that felt more like a crawl than a walk, counting down the rooms as we went. I batted a floating water bottle out of my way, then pushed aside a sunken chair and some waterlogged pillows that had gotten caught underfoot.


   Screams burst out from the other side of the door.


  “We’re still alive in here! We’re trapped! !”


  “Step away from the door.”


  Haeryang took a deep breath, grabbed the screwdriver from Jihyeok, and plunged beneath the surface. Jihyeok quickly aimed his penlight into the water where Haeryang was getting to work.


  “Why won’t the door open?” I asked, worried.


  “Might be ’cause the power’s out. Might be the pressure differential, or something got jammed. Could be anything.”


  “Shouldn’t we be helping Haeryang somehow?”


  “He’s the team leader. helping him.”


  I followed the penlight’s beam with my eyes, and watched as Haeryang hacked at the bottom of the door with his axe. Whatever the hell his goal was, he had managed to force open a two-inch gap by the time he came up for air.


  “Grab the door and pull with everything you’ve got!” he ordered.


  The three of us wedged our hands into the gap. On the count of three, we yanked hard to the left. The usually automatic sliding door was so unbelievably thick and heavy that I could barely stop myself from screaming and swearing in frustration. No wonder it had managed to seal the survivors in.


  A small, pale hand emerged through the gap from the other side of the door.


  When it grasped mine, I let out a different kind of scream. “Argh! Aaahhhhhh!”


  Seawater entered my mouth, muffling my screams underwater.


  With three fully grown men huffing and straining at the sliding door, it finally started to give way and slide into the wall. Once it had opened just enough for a person to squeeze through, we let go, our hands throbbing and numb.


  Jihyeok flashed the penlight inside the room, revealing only one person inside. The light briefly swept across the face of a petite woman; even though I already knew someone was in there, the sudden glimpse of her face in the darkness still startled the hell out of me. Her face was drenched, though from seawater or tears, I couldn’t tell.


  Recognizing her, Jihyeok cried out, “What the hell, Gayoung?! You’re the only one here?!”


  “D-didn’t you say there were five people trapped inside?” I asked, my voice hollow, as I stared into the empty room.


  Gayoung broke down crying. “It’s just me! sorry!” she wailed, squeezing through the opening.


  Haeryang urged us along, as if we had already lingered too long. “C’mon, let’s go.”


  He hooked an arm around Gayoung, who was teetering on a sunken chair to keep her head above water, and hoisted her onto his shoulder. The water had already risen past my chin and was now lapping at my mouth.


  Jihyeok, Haeryang, and I turned and headed back the way we came, in that order.  was the one carrying another person.  Has he been technologically augmented somehow?


  I couldn’t even tell if I was swimming or bobbing through the water; each step felt like a desperate little bound. If I mistimed my breathing just once, I’d end up with a mouthful of ice-cold seawater. As the flood gradually rose past the bottom half of my face, I had to tilt my head back to keep moving. It was pure hell.


  I’m never coming back to the ocean again. Not for another ten years, goddamn it.


  I heard Haeryang yell something, and Jihyeok doubled back from the front and grabbed me by the collar, lifting me and my flooded nostrils gently above the surface. I had never been more envious of his six-foot-three height than in that moment.


  Jihyeok grinned and mumbled around the penlight gripped in his teeth, “What’re you drinking all that seawater for, Doc?”


  “Obviously, I’m trying to get rid of—urp!”


  I tried to match Jihyeok’s playful tone, but a sudden wave of nausea hit me, and I threw up mid-joke.


  “Augh, what the hell?!”


  I was sorry that I vomited all over his arm, truly. But it wasn’t intentional. I’d swallowed so much freezing seawater that my stomach had no choice but to regurgitate its contents.


  By now, the wall of water in front of us was taller than I was. Haeryang finally reached the stairs and set Gayoung down at the top, then looked over at me. At that very moment, Jihyeok—who was walking while holding me above water—toppled forward and plunged beneath the surface. The water swallowed up the penlight in an instant, and as he slipped down, he dragged me by the collar to the bottom with him.


  A rush of icy, salty water invaded my mouth. Stunned and disoriented, I inadvertently choked down mouthfuls of the foul stuff. A sharp pain radiated through my back, like it’d been snapped in half. By the time I gathered my senses, Haeryang was dragging me and Jihyeok out of the water and up the stairs.


  The searing pain in my back snapped me to my senses, and I realized exactly how Haeryang had managed to find and pull us out of the pitch-black waters.


  I wasn’t sure how I hadn’t caught it before, but the parachute cord wrapped around Haeryang’s forearm was connected to both my waist and Jihyeok’s. Haeryang had used it to yank us back to the surface and haul us out like a fisherman reeling in his catch.


  Once Jihyeok had collected himself, he started squelching up the stairs toward Haeryang, and I followed suit. Gumi and Gayoung were waiting at the top, and they grasped Jihyeok to help him up the rest of the way.


  So you can crawl up the stairs on all fours.  I thought wryly. I was learning all sorts of new things today, all against my will. Pushing down the mess of emotions inside of me, I dragged myself to the top on my hands and knees. Haeryang was the last to come back up, and Aeyoung lowered the bulkhead to the housing units behind him.


  Free at last from the relentless flood, I sucked in frantic, panicked breaths. I heaved like my lungs would burst, and then I dropped flat on my back.


  Haeryang’s voice cut through the air like a dull echo. “How’s your leg, Jihyeok?”


  He must’ve seen Jihyeok when he fell.


  “I’m fine.”


  “And you, Doctor? Are you hurt?”


  I peered blearily up at Haeryang as he addressed me. My waterlogged clothes felt like lead, and I didn’t even have the strength to face him. I groped at my clothes, fruitlessly trying to wring the water out. “Nothing wounded here but my pride,” I rasped.


  “So you’re fine, then.”


  Haeryang’s curt response rang in my ears. ? Was it some side effect of living at the bottom of the ocean for too long?


  He silently approached me. I reached out so he could help me up, but he wordlessly dropped to one knee, undid the parachute cord around my waist, and reeled it back in one fluid motion. I rolled my eyes and groaned.


  When I sat up, Gumi and Gayoung were hugging each other with tears in their eyes.


  “Oh my god, Gayoung! I thought you were dead!”


  “Ugh, no, I know! was going to die too!”


  “What the hell were you doing trapped alone in that room, Gayoung?!” Gumi sobbed. “You promised me you’d stay safe if anything like this happened!”


  , but the door wouldn’t open!” Gayoung bawled. “Th-the door, it was stuck! It wouldn’t move! It sounded like all the other doors opened, but mine didn’t! I was screaming for help, but everyone just ran off and ignored me! They all boarded the escape pods on their own! They heard me screaming and begging for help, and they just ran away!”


  In between much sobbing and wailing, Gayoung managed to tell us that she’d been reading in bed when a tremendous impact sent her tumbling to the floor. Amid the blare of the emergency alarms, she heard the doors sliding open one by one, all the way down the hallway—except for her own.


  As she banged on her door and shouted for help, she heard a few people murmur outside and try to open it. Before long, that was replaced by the sound of footsteps vanishing rapidly into the distance. It was around then that Gayoung started screaming herself hoarse while spamming the base’s bulletin board with pleas for help.


  When her room started filling with water and the power went out, Gayoung was frightened out of her wits. Afraid that no one would bother mounting a rescue for one person, she began lying in her posts that there were five people trapped inside the room, not just her.


  Gayoung wept and blubbered for a long time, pausing just long enough to thank us for saving her and to apologize for lying. Eventually, she pulled herself together. Her eyes and nostrils were rubbed raw. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d been crying the entire time she was stuck alone in the dark of that room.


  I couldn’t help but think about how I’d almost ended up trapped in the White Tiger District myself, all because I’d insisted on staying behind to check every room. If I’d known posting on the bulletin board was even an option—and claiming there were more survivors might’ve sped up the rescue—I would have said I was trapped with a thousand people and spammed every channel I could just for a shot at surviving.


  I put my socks back and wrung the water from my shirt as I watched Gumi and Gayoung’s tearful reunion. Being the only two Korean researchers on a base of over a thousand people, they must’ve grown quite close. Their eyes were red and puffy from crying, but the scene lifted my spirits—it was good to see some warmth and kindness still intact in their hearts.


  I noticed Aeyoung was observing them with the same fond expression I had. “Don’t cry, Gayoung,” she coaxed. “You don’t want to get dehydrated. You’re gonna have to keep up your strength.”


  Oh, for crying out loud.  Shaking my head, I opened one of my bags, and Noeul’s cheery face peeked out. I pulled out the towel under it and threw it over my head. Figuring the worst that could happen was a snake bite, I braced myself and thrust my hand back in the bag to retrieve some candy.


  I wasn’t sure if I was doing any good, handing out candy like…well, candy. But if not then, when? Let our teeth rot. I’ll just fix ’em right up.


  I yanked my hand out right as I felt, or perhaps imagined, the feeling of scales brushing against my fingers, then started doling out sugar-free candy to everyone. I introduced myself to Gayoung as she took a piece of grape candy.


  With her cheek still bulging around the candy, she wiped her eyes and nose with the back of her hand, seemingly calmer now, then glanced at the child lying on the floor. “Whose kid is that?” she asked.


  “We don’t know either. I found him in an empty room in the White Tiger District.”


  Based on the way Gayoung’s eyes widened, you would’ve thought I said I’d trafficked him here.


  “But minors aren’t supposed to be in the undersea station!”


  “Yeah, well, neither is seawater.”


  Crunching down on a piece of sugar-free plum candy, Jihyeok undid the parachute cord around his waist and dropped it in Haeryang’s waiting hand.


  Gayoung lazily moved her candy from one cheek to the other, clacking it against her teeth, and a look of sudden realization bloomed on her face. “This isn’t the time for this! We have to head to the escape pods and get off base, now! Everyone else has already left!”


  Judging by the look Gumi gave me, I guessed I was doing a poor job masking my incredulous stare.


  A few long seconds passed in silence before Aeyoung spoke up. “Er, the thing is…”


  “We’ve given up on using the pods in the Vermilion Bird District,” Haeryang cut in, crunching his strawberry candy between his molars. He shook the water out of his hair like a dog. “We’re gonna head to the Azure Dragon District and either take the pods there or ride the elevator to the surface.”


  “You mean the direct elevator in the Central District?”


  “No, the one that takes you up to 3,300 feet below sea level.”


  “But if the direct elevator’s intact, that’s the easiest way to escape. And what about the White Tiger District? That’s about as close as the Azure Dragon District,” Gayoung suggested, her voice hopeful.


  Gumi shook her head slowly. the White Tiger District.”


  While the engineers and researchers discussed the quickest way out of this mess, I quietly opened the backpack where I’d stowed the cat. I hadn’t felt it move the entire time, and I was prepared for the worst.


  But when I unzipped it, it stared up at me with placid, gemlike eyes.


  It seemed perfectly content in the cozy confines of the backpack. I gazed back at the creature’s adorably whiskered face, then quickly zipped the pack closed again. It was so well behaved. So quiet. Nothing like the feral little monster it had been when I first stuffed it into the bag. Were cats normally like this? I’d never had a pet before, so I couldn’t say.


  The discussion wrapped up in less than five minutes, and all of us got ready to head east to the Azure Dragon District. If the pods there turned out to be just as useless, at least we could take the elevator up to Level 3 instead.


  I listened to Gumi complain about how all of the external elevators in the Vermilion Bird District had been clustered around the research departments—because, of course, they were deemed “essential” for researchers—but when those same researchers needed to go to the surface for personal or work-related reasons, they had to trek all the way to the Central District to use the direct elevator.


  Supposedly, the logic was that the setup let researchers stop by the cafés in the Central District. And, being researchers, they’d only need a quick break to rejuvenate their spirits before diving back into their work.


  The way Gumi described it, the research departments sounded less like places of inquiry and more like holding cells. Surely she was exaggerating.


  I shifted both backpacks to my chest and tugged the sleeping boy onto my back. Feeling sheepish about having missed most of the discussion, I turned to Aeyoung and asked her discreetly, “So what’s going on with the direct elevator in the Central District?”


  “We ruled it out. Too dangerous.”


  So we aren’t going to the Black Tortoise District?  Haeryang approached me and reached for one of my bags.


  I recoiled in a panic. “Oof! No, that’s heavy!”


  It was the one with the cat stowed inside, which weighed in at about thirteen pounds. Yet he paid me no heed. He effortlessly lifted it off my shoulder and slung it over his arm. Then, soft enough so only I would hear, he whispered, “Is this your pet, Doctor? ’Cause I can smell it from here.”


   I could barely smell anything other than the briny odor of seawater anymore.


  Feeling a bit more at ease now that he was helping me carry my contraband, I padded closer to him and confessed, “I found it.”


  “You sure seem to have a knack for picking up strange things, Doc.”


  I opted not to argue.  Haeryang showed no intention of making it known to the others that we had a live animal in our midst. He simply took the bag, cat and all, and carried on in silence.




  Chapter 10:
Gunfire


   


  HAERYANG ALWAYS EITHER walked at the very front of the group or the very back, though I wasn’t sure whether it was merely a habit of his or some quirk he’d picked up as an engineer. Right now, since I was lagging behind under the weight of the child, he was matching his pace beside me at the rear.


  I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye. “Mind if I ask you a few things? . And please feel free to say no if you want.”


  I expected him to cut me off right away. To my surprise, he held my gaze for a moment and nodded. “Sure.”


  “Why’d you decide to head to the Vermilion Bird District? You could’ve gone north to the Black Tortoise District like the Russian team.”


  The engineers here were, for lack of a better term, unemotional. I doubted their reasons for coming to the Vermilion Bird District were entirely altruistic.


  The Black Tortoise District mainly housed the mining personnel, and since the station’s core functions were mining and research, it stood to reason that keeping both the miners and the Vermilion Bird researchers around would be a priority—even if the rest of the workforce was eventually replaced by robots and androids.


  Originally constructed at a depth of –660 feet to extract crude oil, gas, and other natural resources, the base was gradually expanded with facilities at depths as low as –9,840 feet to accommodate temporary storage for unmanned robots. That modest robotics charging station grew into a mining chamber, which eventually evolved into a full-scale mining complex.


  Once surrounding nations began pouring funds into deep-sea research and conservation, it wasn’t long before the Ocean Pollution Center was built and connected to the mining complex. From there, facility after facility was added until the outpost became a fully fledged undersea station.


  According to the handbook, miners made up the second-largest category of personnel on base after the researchers, which explained the large number of pods in both of their districts.


  No sooner had the question left my lips than I realized it could’ve come off as accusatory, as if I was criticizing him for diverting us here to save Gayoung.


  Yet instead of shutting me down for my insensitivity, Haeryang responded with unexpected coolness. “The mining team was working near the Vermilion Bird research center, so there was a high chance they’d been caught in the collapse and killed. At first, I assumed the Black Tortoise pods would remain available for as long as it took us to stop work on the exterior wall and return to the White Tiger District. But when I saw the rescue request on the bulletin board, I realized the Vermilion Bird District might be in better shape than I initially assumed. And since most of its personnel usually stayed inside the research center, I figured there was a decent chance their pods would still be unused as well. And I’ll admit, rescuing a fellow Korean factored in too.”


  Holy cow. So the reason he’d headed to the Black Tortoise District was that he’d predicted most of its occupants would die before they could use their escape pods. How do you gauge the humanity of someone like that?


   What if, when we get to the Azure Dragon District…?


  “If we don’t find enough working escape pods…do you think there’s going to be infighting between the survivors? Instead of people yielding to each other or trying to work things out?”


  Haeryang looked at me plainly. “If that winds up being the case, I know Engineering Team Ra would most definitely prioritize their own escape over anyone else’s.”


  “Most definitely”? How unbelievably cutthroat. I thought people here were supposed to pass a full battery of psych evals before being allowed on base! I’m pretty sure you’re supposed to do a hundred hours of ethics training just to qualify.


  “How sure are you there are still escape pods left in Azure Dragon?”


  “I’m not. I don’t know if there are.”


  “And what if the pods we find there have been tampered with, like the ones in the Vermilion Bird District?”


  “Then we’ll check whether Azure Dragon’s submersibles are viable. Or use the elevator.”


  I found myself suddenly intrigued by Haeryang’s tone. “How come you speak so openly with your teammates, but you’re stiff and formal with everyone else?”


  For some reason, that question landed. He didn’t seem to have a ready answer. “Well…”


  “Well?”


  His mouth pressed into a line, like he was weighing something. “Because I’m used to speaking casually with my teammates during work. Does that make you uncomfortable?”


  “I, uh… No, not exactly. I’m fine with it.”


  “Then good.”


  “You know, during my dental appointments, I’ve noticed a lot of people from other teams don’t seem all that fond of you, Mr. Shin.”


  For the first time since I’d met him, Haeryang smiled at me—with teeth. A glint of light caught the points of his canines. “I can’t say I’m displeased to hear that.”


  Aeyoung, who was walking in the middle of the group, caught a glimpse of Haeryang’s smile in her periphery—then just as quickly snapped her head forward again, like she’d seen something she wasn’t supposed to. Without a word, she strode straight up to Jihyeok, who was leading the group.


  Despite expecting a less-than-enthusiastic response, I tried my luck with another question. “What would you say if I offered to help you build rapport with the other engineer teams? You know, build up some goodwill?”


  “I’d suggest that you put that time to better use and conserve your energy instead.”


  Hah!  I had my answer.


  Haeryang walked a few more steps, cat bag hanging from his shoulder, before breaking the silence.  something?”


  “Hm? Uh, yes, of course… I’ll answer it to the best of my ability.”


  most painful oral or dental procedure with the longest recovery time that also isn’t covered by the undersea station’s health insurance?”


  He said it with the polite detachment of a sociopath buttering toast. I was dumbfounded. And amazed.  did he have to have such a captivating voice to say it with? Was that some kind of biological adaptation designed to give lunatics an evolutionary edge?


  “And why do you want to know that?”


  “To, as you said, build rapport with the other engineer teams,” he deadpanned.


  I took that as my cue to abandon any hope of dissuading Haeryang from getting into the kinds of brawls that sent people to my clinic. It was clear he intended to keep knocking out front teeth and dislodging molars like it was part of his job description.


  “Just…avoid the jaw and the mouth itself. Injuries there are a hassle to work on.”


  “Noted.”


  His glibness shook a dry chuckle out of my chest. But before the smile left my face, Aeyoung went stock-still at the edge of the Central District. Everyone else soon slowed to a halt with her. There was a faint noise carrying from the distance.


  Aeyoung crooked her index finger and subtly waved her hand sideways. Haeryang shoved the cat bag at me and sprinted over to her.


  Clocking what had happened, Jihyeok pressed a finger to his lips and addressed the rest of the group in hushed tones. “Keep it down, everyone.  mice until I say so, got it?”


  Hearing this severe pronouncement, Gumi and Gayoung went dead quiet. I stood on the balls of my feet and craned my neck to see what was going on. Haeryang signaled with a gesture, then Aeyoung crouched and lifted her pant leg to produce a paring knife from around her ankle.


  Gumi, Gayoung, and I all gaped in disbelief as Aeyoung silently slipped past the left wall into the Central District. The area housed the base’s movie theater, cafés, and eateries. Since Screen 1 was the closest, I figured that was where she was headed.


  Screen 3 was the largest, while Screen 1 was more like a cozy multimedia room; it had enough space for maybe ten people to lounge on carpets and cushions and watch a movie on a small projection screen.


  Aeyoung disappeared briefly into Screen 1, then reemerged from behind the wall and signaled at us with a flick of her fingertips. Haeryang gave Jihyeok a nod, and he got the group moving right away. The rest of us—me and the two researchers—followed without a word, too daunted by the abrupt tension to ask any questions.


  Haeryang and I were the last to enter the screening room. The room lights were off. I gently lowered the kid from my back and sat down. Aeyoung and Haeryang stood by the door, backs pressed to the wall, poised and ready. Jihyeok hovered a short distance away from them, keeping watch. We waited there in the dark.


  “What’s going on?” Gayoung whispered, furtive and fearful.


  Before Aeyoung could respond, another sound echoed through the air, making us all go rigid. First came scattered popping—sharp and erratic, like kernels bursting into popcorn.


  Then came the screams.


  “Aiiieee!”


  “Augh!”


  “Help!”


  “Someone save us!”


  People were shrieking at the top of their lungs. Frantic footsteps thundered through the Central District, spilling in from the Black Tortoise District. The tension was so thick, you could’ve cut it with a knife. Judging by the noise, it wasn’t just one person fleeing. The clamor of footfalls grew louder.


  Aeyoung stood motionless by the wall, her knife low and ready. Haeryang, equally silent, seemed to be waiting for some kind of signal. The pounding footsteps drew closer.


  “Help! Help me!”


  Desperate cries for help rang out in multiple languages just outside the door. My heart hammered in my chest. The screening room was built to be soundproof, but that only made the screaming outside seem distant. Surreal. I could only imagine how much more terrifying it would’ve sounded if we were out there with them.


  No more than a minute had passed since we took cover, but it felt several times longer.


  Someone grabbed my hand, and I nearly jumped out of my skin. I looked down in panic to find the child waking up, rubbing his eyes with a groggy little groan. Once the boy had swiped away his slumber, fear rapidly bled into his expression as he registered the faces of all the unfamiliar—and very frightened—adults peering down at him.


  “Wh-who are you? Where am I? Where…where’s my daddy?!”


  want to cry. Hellish screams still rent the air.


   Don’t cry don’t cry don’t cry don’t cry don’t cry don’t cry.


  Gumi gently raised a finger to the kid’s lips and spoke in a soft, soothing voice. “Hush, sweetie. Everything’s fine, we just need to be quiet right now, okay? What’s your name?”


  While she worked to keep him from breaking into tears, I rifled through my backpack for candy. If we were lucky, sweets might buy us his silence. The thought of the live snake buried somewhere in there lingered in the back of my mind, and I cursed under my breath but kept digging anyway.


  “I’m Henry,” the boy said with a sniffle. “Where’s my daddy?”


  “Uh, he’s, um…at work right now! What’s your daddy’s name?”


  “Leonard Sanders.”


  Gumi’s gaze narrowed. “Your dad is Leonard Sanders, the American engineer? Is your mom Neva Hopkins?”


  “You know my mommy and daddy?”


  “I’m Gumi Yoo. I used to run into your parents in the lounge sometimes. I thought you lived with your mom?”


  “I’m supposed to be spending time with my daddy today,” he replied simply.


  Gumi loosed a subtle, pained sigh. I shoved a chocolate bar and some candy at her, and she handed them over to Henry, who accepted them without hesitation. Whoever his parents were, they clearly hadn’t taught him not to take candy from strangers.


  “I’m a friend of your mom’s,” Gumi said. “If you behave and stay quiet, I’ll take you to see your dad when he’s done with work.” Her smile didn’t quite reach her eyes.


  Henry frowned at the candy. “I’m not supposed to eat candy ’cause of cavities. My mom said I’m not allowed.”


  I jumped in for backup. “Of course you can have a little candy, kid! I’m a dentist, so don’t you worry. I’ll check your teeth afterward to make sure they’re a-okay.”


  I held out the foot-long orange whale plushie I’d pulled out along with the candy, but Henry wrinkled his nose and shook his head. “I’m too old to play with stuffed animals,” he said. a baby.”


  Honestly, Henry was handling this way better than I would have. If I’d woken up in dark room surrounded by strangers while bloodcurdling screams echoed outside, I’d have been crying for my mommy at the top of my lungs. What a brave little guy.


   I thought. In my line of work, I’d seen even grown adults squeeze plushies like stress balls just to make it through an appointment. And as far as kids in Korea went, I’d never had a single one turn a plushie down. Maybe American kids were just built different.


  “How old are you?” Gayoung asked.


  “I’m seven.”


  “Seven, huh? So you’re a big boy!”


  “Sure is,” I said, nodding. “At this rate, you’ll be learning to drive and drinking beer in no time. Right?”


  I looked to Jihyeok for confirmation, but he muttered something unintelligible in response.


  Haeryang, who’d been monitoring the commotion inside the room, pressed his ear to the door and motioned sharply for us to cut the chatter. I clamped a hand over Henry’s mouth in a panic—only for him to calmly swat it away. Where I was seizing up with terror, he seemed to be quite unfazed by the whole situation.


  “Why?” he demanded.


  “Because we have to be quiet. We can’t let the people outside know we’re here.”


   me to be quiet,” Henry said.


  That was pretty airtight logic coming from a seven-year-old. I mimed zipping my mouth shut at Henry, and he mimed it right back. I wondered if all seven-year-olds were this clever. Hard to say—it didn’t matter if my patients were seven, seventeen, or twenty-seven. They all ended up screaming in my chair anyway.


  The screening room door didn’t have a lock, but people followed a simple, unspoken rule: If the door was shut, you assumed the room was in use and didn’t intrude. If it was open, even just a crack, that meant it was vacant. That was why Haeryang had left it open a hair. A thin beam of light cut through the darkness.


  We held our breath as a shadow darted past the door. I was wound so tight with suspense that if anyone had touched me, I might’ve started screaming on the spot.


  Then someone pushed the door open and stepped inside.


  I blinked, and my orange whale plushie was gone.


  It took me a second to pierce together how things unfolded. Aeyoung had body-slammed the intruder and was holding her knife to their face. Haeryang had them pinned to the floor, the whale plushie crammed in their mouth. Jihyeok had their squirming legs in a grapple, struggling to hold them still.


  The intruder flailed with a muffled grunt. Gayoung squinted through the dark and muttered in disbelief, “Wait, Ms. Smith?!”


  I turned. “Who?”


  “That’s Jennifer Smith from Engineering Team Ma,” Gayoung said in a startled whisper.


  Team Ma?  The woman on the ground stopped thrashing the moment Gayoung said her name, but Jihyeok didn’t loosen his grip. None of them did.


  Haeryang’s voice was razor sharp. “If you scream, I won’t be responsible for what happens next. Nod if you understand.”


  Jennifer, still pinned to the floor like a frog, gave a curt, shaky nod. Aeyoung made no move to withdraw the knife. Rather, she moved it slowly along her face until the cold blade had traced a path from her eye to her cheekbone.


  Noeul’s tail was slick with spit from being shoved inhospitably into Jennifer’s mouth. Haeryang gently kicked it back toward me, and I picked it up gingerly.


  Ignoring the incredulous look on my face, Haeryang turned his attention back to Jennifer. “Now, what happened in the Black Tortoise District?”


  “One of the Japanese engineers opened fire. Some people were shot. I ran. I ended up here.”


  Now I understood—why Aeyoung stopped dead in her tracks, the strange scattered popping noise. It was gunfire. I’d thought it no more than the clattering of something metal.


  “Are there any escape pods left in Black Tortoise?”


  Jennifer clamped her mouth shut. Haeryang grabbed a fistful of her hair and yanked it at a sharp 60-degree angle.


  As her head jerked to the side, Jennifer caught a glimpse of Henry and gasped. “What the hell’s a kid doing here?!”


  When no one responded, she groaned again before answering Haeryang’s question.


  “There were six pods left. Everyone was fighting over them. The Russians, the Japanese, the Chinese—they were all screaming at each other by the time I showed up with my team. That’s when one of the Japanese engineers pulled a gun and started shooting.”


  “Which member of the Japanese team?”


  “Heck if I know. You think I know how to tell ’em apart?”


  “What kind of gun was it?”


  “I think a submachine gun? An SMG? I was running for my life. Didn’t exactly stick around to get a good look.”


  “Have you checked out the Vermilion Bird District?”


  “Nope.”


  “What about Azure Dragon?”


  “I wasn’t there!”


  “White Tiger?”


  “We were working, okay?!” Jennifer snapped. “Helping Mining Team 3 with robotics repairs. We’d only been in the Black Tortoise District for ten minutes!”


  “Tell me everything you know about what’s going on with the other teams.”


  “Let go of my freakin’ hair, asshole!”


  Haeryang released his grip. Aeyoung swooped in, separating them and smoothing out Jennifer’s tangled hair, her knife now tucked safely away.


  As I watched Jennifer instinctively back away to stand beside Aeyoung, it hit me: The room was still dark enough that she must have thought Haeryang had been the one holding the knife to her all along.


  Aeyoung patted her comfortingly on the back, and Jennifer lobbed a tirade of angry insults at Haeryang.


  I watched it all unfold, slack-jawed. I could hardly believe that less than a minute had passed since Jennifer entered the room.


  Jihyeok awkwardly cleared his throat. “So…is that son of a gun Daniel still alive?”


   Daniel tried to use me as a human shield!”


  “Yep,” Jihyeok said. “That sounds like him, all right.”


  Jennifer managed to throttle her rage enough to explain what else had transpired. After one of the Japanese team members opened fire on their own team, all hell broke loose. That was when Daniel Rodriguez—Jennifer’s teammate—used her as cover while escaping the Black Tortoise District.


  Timidly, I piped up, “Kevin Wilson is a member of the American team, right?”


  “Yeah. He said he had a bad headache and was gonna rest in his room.”


  Jennifer’s face remained stony, so I chose my next words carefully.


  Henry beat me to the punch. “What about Leonard Sanders?”


  Jennifer hesitated for a moment as Gumi and Gayoung gestured wildly behind Henry, shaking their heads furiously and crossing their arms into an X. Then she met the boy’s gaze. “He’s working right now, kid. I’m your dad’s boss. Who brought you here to the base?”


  “My daddy did.”


  Jennifer’s mouth twitched as she struggled to keep her smile in place. She looked like she was two seconds away from tracking Leonard down and chewing him out. “Uh-huh… I see. And where’s your mom?”


  “She went to visit Grandma.”


  Gayoung massaged her temples as if to stave off a migraine. “Now, Henry, I heard you were supposed to be living with your mom. Why are you here looking for your dad?”


  Apparently, we were dealing with a rather complicated family situation here.


  Gumi cut in next, trying to change the subject. “Where were you headed just now, Jennifer?”


  Jennifer turned to her. “I was on my way to the pods in the Vermilion Bird District. The Russians mentioned that the Koreans—you guys—must’ve made it out since you headed there and never came back.”


  A long silence ensued. The only sound was Henry innocently rolling a piece of candy in his mouth.


  Jennifer looked Haeryang directly in the eye and added, “Obviously, you didn’t.”


  Haeryang didn’t say a word, perhaps judging such provocations beneath him.


  I shoved my slobbery whale plushie back into my bag and said offhandedly, “Sorry to say, but no one’s going to be using the Vermilion Bird pods to go anywhere.”


  “And why’s that?” Jennifer retorted.


  Aeyoung let out a long, slow breath. “Because almost all of them are out of order. Do you remember who did the last maintenance check?”


  “Wasn’t us. My team ran pod maintenance in the Black Tortoise District with the Chinese team last month. It was probably either the Australian or New Zealand team.”


   didn’t want to work with the Chinese team,” Aeyoung said.


  “But I thought the Russians and the Canadians maintained the pods in the Azure Dragon District? I had drinks with them after they were done…” Jihyeok trailed off mid-interjection when Haeryang gave him a pointed look.


  Gayoung frowned. “Then the Vermilion Bird pod maintenance must’ve been done by the Japanese and New Zealand teams.”


   the maintenance check, and that could be anyone,” Gumi noted.


  That put an end to our conversation. Outside, the screams and gunfire had faded to silence, as if they had never happened at all.


  “We’re heading to the Azure Dragon District,” I said. “Will you come with us?”


  Jennifer demurred with a shake of her head that set her hair swaying and her tiny earrings glinting in the dark. “I’m going to find the rest of my team. They’ve probably made it to the Vermilion Bird District by now. Then we’re gonna take the central elevator up to the surface.”


  I was impressed. I was pretty sure that if I were in her shoes, I would’ve ditched my team at the first chance of escape. Then again, where would I even escape to? There was nowhere to go.


  Gayoung knitted her brows together. “That thing takes ten minutes to call, then another ten minutes’ ride to the top. You’ll be a sitting duck the entire time.”


  “It’s still the fastest way to get out of here.”


  Jihyeok passed the tablet to Haeryang, who’d been keeping lookout at the doorway, seemingly indifferent to our discussion. He took it, then showed Jennifer a photo. He angled the screen carefully—away from Henry and away from the light peeking through the doorway—but I knew instantly what it was.


  Ugh. Damn it.


  Jennifer’s face darkened when she saw the picture, and she bit her lip.


  Haeryang glanced back out the door. “It’s too dangerous out there,” he said.


  Jennifer scoffed. “You say that like we aren’t already in danger in here, with people swinging axes and shooting each other in the head.”


  “The Central District’s pressure control system could fail at any time.”


  “Then all the more reason to get a move on. If the elevators in Azure Dragon and Black Tortoise fail, we’re dead in the water anyway.” She got to her feet.


  Jihyeok, who was standing guard by the door, said, “Well, we’re heading to Azure Dragon like we planned.”


  At that, Henry’s small hand shot up. Even in the dark, I could see the surprise on Haeryang’s face. The kid didn’t hesitate to say his piece. “I’m gonna go with Miss Jennifer.”


  “What?! Why?”


  “Because she’s my daddy’s boss, and she said she was gonna go see him.”


  His well-reasoned response gave us adults in the room a moment’s pause. At his age, I think all I ever did was watch cartoons and throw tantrums to get the toys I wanted.


  —than go on a wild goose chase through a half-sunken undersea base looking for Henry’s dad. And Henry seemed to have already figured out that our promises to do so were made of smoke.


  Jennifer gently took one of his hands in hers.


  With a quiet sigh, Gayoung took the other. “I’ll go with him. I have a nephew about his age. I can’t leave him on his own.”


  “Wouldn’t it be safer if we just all went to the Azure Dragon District together?” I said.


  “If you can’t take the pods out of Azure Dragon, you’re gonna take the elevator, right? Whether that’s the central elevator or the Level 3 elevator, it’s gonna be dangerous either way. Might as well just go direct through the Central District.”


  access to the Level 3 elevator. You should just come with us. Please reconsider,” I entreated one more time.


  Gayoung’s answer, however, was still no.


  Haeryang nodded, apparently judging further discussion pointless, and stepped out of the screening room. Aeyoung followed three seconds later, pausing just long enough to give Jennifer a silent high five. Then Jihyeok left.


  Gumi lingered a moment. She gave Gayoung’s hand a tight squeeze. “See you on the surface,” she said, then let go and slipped out the door.


  I tugged my sleeve over my hand and carefully dug through my bag, handing off all the candy and chocolate I could find to Jennifer, Gayoung, and Henry. “If you get any cavities, I’ll fix ’em up for you the next time we meet.”


  “Thanks, Muhyeon. So long.” Gayoung waved goodbye as I stepped out of the screening room.


  Aeyoung took the lead. We walked when she told us to walk, stopped when she told us to stop. By the time we had passed Screens 2 and 3 and were nearing the cafés, Gumi leaned in close.


  “Gayoung’s left ankle is in bad shape,” she murmured. “Years of spraining it in heels. Honestly, it’s kind of a miracle she kept up this long. Maybe she stayed behind because she didn’t want to slow us down…or maybe she really does think the elevators are a safer bet than the escape pods.”


  “How are you holding up, Gumi?”


  “I’m used to relieving stress through exercise, so I’m doing all right. Every time a professor asked a nosy question about my thesis, I’d take it out on the treadmill. I’ve probably logged more miles than most used cars.”


  I imagined Gumi furiously sprinting on a treadmill and almost burst out laughing.


  doing, Doctor?” Jihyeok threw over his shoulder as he kept up the pace.


  I wasn’t sure how to answer him. At present, I had a thirteen-pound cat slung over my back in a bag.  I’d been dunked in icy seawater. Twice.


  “I honestly think I might die,” I deadpanned.


  “You seem fine to me.”


  Did the atmospheric pressure at these depths take a toll on people’s ears or something? Just as I rolled my eyes, Haeryang’s solidly muscled back came into view. I glanced at Gumi. She looked as nervous as I was.


  I’d never been a good liar, and I wasn’t great at bottling up my anxiety either. Probably never would be. So I turned to Aeyoung next to me and asked blatantly, “What’s your deal?”


  “Me? I’m an engineer.”


  “That’s not what I mean. I’m talking about that knife of yours.”


  “It’s a dangerous world out there. A woman needs at least one good blade to keep herself safe. And hey, they’re all the rage these days!”


  “Yeah, they’re like accessories now,” Jihyeok added.


  I turned to Gumi with a dubious look, and she shot back incredulously, “What’re you looking at me for? Do you believe that crap?!”


  The way she yelled at me jostled something in my memory. I turned back to Aeyoung. “Bringing weapons on base is strictly prohibited!”


  ,” she said, not missing a beat. “Like guns and explosives. And grenades. Cold weapons are fine. And if knives were actually banned, how do you think we’d even cook down here, genius?”


  “Cold weapons?” Gumi echoed, and Aeyoung made a face like she’d been caught off guard.


  I ventured a questioning glance at Jihyeok, which he refused to meet.


  “Shoot,” Aeyoung muttered, then turned to Haeryang. “What should we do?”


  Haeryang was still up front, leaning against the wall behind the café building as he scoped the path to the convenience store around the corner. He motioned to us with his hand.


  The heck?


  We crept forward, hugging the wall in silence. Haeryang muttered something under his breath, clearly irritated. “The moment you pulled that knife, it was already over.”


  “So what exactly are you guys? Military? Some kind of special forces?”


  “You think dozens of countries would dump literal billions into a facility like this and then staff it with untrained, helpless civilians?” Aeyoung snorted. “Get real.”


  Gumi mimed applause and wagged her index finger like she’d just cracked a mystery. “I knew it! There were rumors about this floating around the research center! set of skills, like special agents from different countries—or even criminals! I thought it was just a dumb story, like an urban legend… I can’t believe it’s true!”


  Her eyes sparkled as she rapidly fired off more questions.


  “Are all the people on your team like this? What about Sujeong and Jihyeon? Ooh, do Jaehee and Sanghyun know how to use knives and firearms like the rest of you guys?”


  “You wanna know about Jihyeon Lee, huh? She’s the one you really need to watch out for,” Jihyeok quipped. “She’s lethal.”


  “N-no way! I don’t believe it! Jihyeon’s such a sweetheart!” Gumi protested weakly.


  Aeyoung kicked Jihyeok in the calf, and he made a choking noise. “Stop running your mouth,” she hissed. “Seriously.”


  To his credit, he said no more.


  Just then, Haeryang pointed to a spot in the distance and told us to make a break for it on his signal. “And,” he said through gritted teeth, “we can’t make any noise while we’re moving.”


  Since Gumi and I were wearing civilian shoes, unlike the rest of them, he told us to take them off and carry them—then run as fast as we could.


  Bursts of sharp, consecutive pops echoed intermittently in the distance. The acoustics made it impossible to tell which direction they were coming from. A few minutes later, Aeyoung signaled to us from the head of our line to drop down. We lay prone and completely still.


  I tapped Haeryang, then pointed to the side of my mouth. He tilted his head, listening closely. A few seconds later, he gave a short nod; the coast was clear. “Go ahead,” he said.


  Oddly enough, that was when it dawned on me: I was trapped in this sprawling, labyrinthine complex with people who’d been professionally trained to kill. A shiver ran down my spine.


  “About what you were saying earlier—does that mean whoever was shooting up the Black Tortoise District…might not have been some desperate lunatic trying to get on an escape pod?” I stammered. “They might’ve been professionally trained—and acting on purpose?!”


  “Yes. And we don’t have any guns,” Haeryang said dryly.


  When I heard his answer, my vision seemed to fade. Lightheaded, temples throbbing, I held out my palm to him.


  “What?”


  “Ha ha, very funny,” I said.


  “Huh?”


  “Yes, good one. You got me. Now hand over your secret gun.”


  “There is no secret gun.”


  “But I heard Engineering Team Na’s been smuggling in guns. And Team Da apparently sneaks in crates of booze on the regular. One of the mining crews supposedly cornered the market when it comes to cigarettes…” I narrowed my eyes. ? No stash? Come on, surely there’s something.” I leaned in. “Like a multi-passenger submersible that can torpedo straight to the surface from 9,840 feet below sea level?”


  “Sorry. This is all I’ve got.” Haeryang dug into his pocket and gently placed a sugar-free grape candy in my palm—the same one I’d handed out before our trek through the Central District.


  I let out a dry, bitter laugh…then slapped the candy back into his hand.


  He shrugged. “We didn’t expect things to turn out this way.”


  , exactly?!” I tried to keep my voice measured, but it was rising anyway. “That we’d be stuck two miles under the sea with no idea when we might be entombed in the ocean? Or that every damn escape pod we find would be broken, missing, or ­sabotaged—and sinking straight to the ocean floor?!”


  “All of the above, actually.”


  “Yeah, like we had a crystal ball that could’ve told us someone was going to torpedo Vermilion Bird’s research center,” Aeyoung said, her snark a sharp contrast to Haeryang’s matter-of-fact tone. “You think if I’d known that was coming, I wouldn’t have taken leave and flown off to Hawaii the day before? to become fish food in this musty underwater death trap?!”


  “A torpedo?!” Gumi shrieked. Till then, she’d been standing silently beside me to lend some moral support, but now her voice was thick with rage. “You’re telling me someone launched a missile into the research center?! Who the hell does that?! Do you even know how much that facility cost to build?! How expensive the equipment is?!  things out when they had conflicts, not blow each other up!”


  She was practically shaking now.


  —­seven-story research buildings at the bottom of the ocean?!”


  She wasn’t done yet. Far from it.


  “Sure, the Deep-Sea Life Center I worked at is one thing. All I had there was my very thorough and, yes, frankly obsessive jellyfish catalogue. But the Rare Minerals Center? Do you have any idea how much rare earth material was stored there?! Gold, silver—hell, they were extracting and stockpiling uranium! For years!”


  She barely paused to breathe.


  “And what did the Ocean Pollution Center ever do to deserve this, huh?! Those people came from all over the world to clean up the oceans! They were trying to get rid of goddamn microplastics! ?! This is insane!”


  “G-Gumi! Please, you’ve gotta calm down!”


  “Please, Ms. Yoo! Lower your voice. We don’t know who might be listening out there.”


  Doctoral candidate Gumi Yoo seethed with searing, righteous rage at the sheer audacity of firing a torpedo into the undersea station’s research center.


  “Are you sure it was a torpedo?” I asked Haeryang quietly. “It wasn’t an earthquake?”


  “We witnessed it ourselves while we were working outside.”


  “If you’re military, is there any way you can contact the Korean government? The navy? Or do you have a separate escape plan in place?”


  made Jihyeok snort. “Sorry, my guy, but we’re not exactly military either. Just look at how old we are. Aside from ol’ Aeyoung here, the rest of us are pushing thirty.” He let out a self-deprecating laugh. “Real military ops are run by fresh-faced kids in their early twenties. We’re all technically retired. Think of us as mercenaries. No, wait, that’s not right. Contracted agents? Independent specialists? Temporary government workers? Nah. We’re not even officially registered civil servants. No pensions, no nothing.”


  He paused, frowning.


  “Man, this is a really raw deal now that I think about it. Why the hell did you even sign us up for this garbage contract, Team Leader?”


  “Because you’re getting salaries from two governments. Unless you’d rather I signed us up to work with China or Japan.”


  “Touché.”


  Aeyoung’s grumbling picked back up. “The job had a clause about prioritizing the rescue of Korean nationals and advancing our nation’s interests—making sure the base’s facilities had Korean names, submitting weekly action reports, that kind of thing. But no, we never got any material support. Everything’s done by email. We weren’t issued so much as a pair of socks, let alone firearms.”


  “Yeah,” Jihyeok added. “We put in requests for satellite phones so we could make outbound calls from the island. Denied. Four times. We also got shut down when we asked for a two-thousand-meter-rated multi-passenger sub.”


  “And now that we’re talking about it, I just… Okay, I’m not even gonna compare us to the U.S. or New Zealand. But compared to the other Asian teams? Teams Na and Ra have their own cruiser yachts!”


  “It’s not just about funding. It’s about state support. I even tried to compromise. I asked for a twenty-footer, and they laughed in my face! ‘Why do you even need a yacht at an undersea facility?’” Aeyoung mimicked in a singsong voice. She no longer seemed to care who might hear her torrent of pent-up frustrations. “For crying out loud, it’s not like I asked for a fifty-footer! Every time we ask for something, all we get back is ‘We’ll review it.’”


  Even Haeryang, usually so stoic, heaved a weighty sigh. “So you see,” he said, “all we’ve got are our lives.”


  “But isn’t that true for everyo—”


  Haeryang clapped his hand over my mouth before I could finish. As I reached for his wrist, a petite East Asian woman with long hair passed the café with a gun in hand, her face contorted with distress.


  Everyone froze.


  “That was Yurie Takahashi. Should we take her down and grab her gun?”


  “Let her pass.”


  Haeryang motioned us forward, and Jihyeok moved ahead once he’d confirmed the coast was clear.


  Behind the convenience store was a bridge that took you straight to the Azure Dragon District. I’d only been to the eastern district once before, when I first arrived on base, just to check out what was there.


  As we circled the store, I nudged Aeyoung to get her attention as she fell back to the rear. “We should stop by the convenience store. Grab some water, maybe.”


  Ahead of us, Jihyeok noticed our slowing footsteps and came to a halt. After deliberating for three seconds, Haeryang gave a short nod. Aeyoung, Haeryang, and I were the only people with bags, and I had two of them strapped over my shoulders.


  Jihyeok jerked his chin at me. “Gimme one of your backpacks, and I’ll go grab what we need.”


  I paused. Which would be worse: Giving him the bag with the snake or the one with the cat? The snake was small—little more than a string of scales, really—but the cat weighed at least thirteen pounds. Too heavy to pass unnoticed.


  The snake bag? Smaller, but riskier. What if it bit him? Then again, I’d been digging around in there for hours, and it hadn’t bitten me yet. Maybe it was docile. Maybe it wasn’t even the kind that attacked people. Or maybe it was already dead. Whatever the case, I couldn’t hand over a mystery bag and hope for the best.


  “I’ll just come with you.”


  Surprisingly, Jihyeok nodded without protest. The three of us—Jihyeok, Aeyoung, and I—snuck into the convenience store.


  The moment we stepped inside, Aeyoung began counting under her breath. “One, two, three, four…”


  The store was fully stocked with every high-calorie junk good imaginable: chocolate bars, chips, candies, cookies, and so on. All free, but only for consumption within Level 4.


  I headed straight to the drink fridge and unzipped the snake bag. The snake was still coiled in the interior pocket in the back. I carefully placed two 1.5-liter bottles of water inside, then opened a third and started drinking as I swept as many candy bars, chocolates, and snacks as I could fit into the bag.


  The others were doing the much the same. Aeyoung grabbed two sports drinks and a bottle of water, while Jihyeok stuffed his own bag with two waters and as many chocolate and fruit-and-nut bars as he could cram inside.


  Aeyoung squeezed puddings and fruit cups into the remaining gaps of her backpack, still counting. “Fifteen, sixteen…”


  Jihyeok glanced at her out of the corner of his eye, then decisively reached into the back of the drink fridge. What he pulled out wasn’t a beverage—it was a bottle of fifty-year-old Ballantine’s Scotch. I’d never seen a bottle of fancy scotch before, let alone one older than I was. He wedged it in with his water bottles but struggled to get the zipper closed.


  “C’mon,” Aeyoung called out in a low voice. “Time to go!”


  “Wait a minute!”


  “We don’t have a minute. I said, let’s go!” she snapped, impatient.


  She marched over to Jihyeok and hauled him outside. I followed closely behind until something made me stop short.


  About thirty feet away from the store, someone was collapsed on the ground.


  “Whoa…”


  I froze only for a second, but that was all it took. Jihyeok was gripping my forearm, dragging me forward with enough force to lift my feet off the ground. Haeryang, who’d been waiting for us behind the store, didn’t hesitate. The moment we were back, we were on the move again.


  I kept hearing harsh cracks splitting the air, fast and mean—like heavy footfalls. Or firecrackers, but just a little off. As we trekked away from the convenience store and out of the Central District, Aeyoung kept signaling for silence, her gestures growing sharper and more agitated. Keep your mouth shut, or I’ll shut it for you.


  When we finally reached the bridge to the Azure Dragon District, Haeryang gave us a once-over and nodded. “You can talk now.”


  A sigh of relief escaped my lips.


  Gumi kept stealing nervous glances behind us, no doubt still shaken by the sight of the armed woman from earlier. “That really freaked me out!” she said in a tinny voice. “I’m so glad we didn’t run into anyone else with guns.”


  “Uh…” Jihyeok began, but he clamped his mouth shut when Aeyoung brandished her fist in warning.


  I faltered as well, then turned to Jihyeok anyway. “There was someone lying on the ground next to the convenience store back there.”


  “Yep,” he said, grimly. “There sure was.”


  “Do you think he was just unconscious?” I asked warily. “Or do you think he was shot?”


  I hadn’t clocked any injuries from a distance, and I figured a gunshot wound would be hard to miss—like a massive, bloody Jackson Pollock painting.


  Aeyoung shook her head. “He had a bullet wound in the back. If he isn’t dead yet, he will be soon enough. You have any experience treating gunshot wounds, Doc?”


  “No.”


  Oral bleeding was the most I could handle. My medical expertise didn’t go beyond the face and mouth, and if someone got shot between the teeth, even that wouldn’t help. Furthermore, rather than being full of supplies, my backpacks were essentially just animal carriers now.


  “I bet he got shot while we were moving from Screen 3 to the cafés,” Aeyoung mused.


  The color drained from Gumi’s face. “D-did you see who it was?”


  “No. He was lying face down. But he had short orange hair. Looked Asian, male, had a shark tattoo on the back of his hand—”


  “That’s Tao Hong,” Haeryang said. “Taiwanese. Engineering Team Ra.”


  I wondered how Haeryang knew him. Probably from rearranging the man’s face with his fist. “Did you know him?”


  “Not really.” He shrugged. “Just enough to recognize him.”


  Oh, so not a former sparring partner.


  Jihyeok clapped out of the blue, like he’d had an epiphany. “I know who he is! He’s that guy who tripped the security alarm at three in the morning when he tried to steal salt from the kitchens. What did he say? That’s right, he wanted to make some salted coffee or something.”


  Gumi nodded in recognition. “Oh yeah… Didn’t he used to post recipes on the bulletin board every time he cooked something new?”


  I was beginning to get the impression that eating and cooking were popular ways for people to decompress at the undersea station.


  Aeyoung, who’d been lost in her own thoughts, spoke up. “It might be that a lot more engineers have survived than we thought.”


  “But that guy back there was dead,” I interjected.


  She shook her head and idly ran a finger across her lower lip, which she’d worried raw with her teeth. “Engineers work in teams. They stick together. If the rest of his team weren’t killed along with him, they’re probably still alive.”


  As we crossed the bridge to the Azure Dragon District, Gumi started vigorously running her hands up and down her arms. “Jeez, it’s kind of chilly in here. They must keep the ambient temperature lower in this place.”


  “Yes,” I agreed.  rather cold in here, isn’t it?”


  I’d already been dunked underwater twice today, so I hadn’t immediately registered the drop in temperature. Now that Gumi mentioned it, I was keenly aware of the cold seeping into my bones. All the adrenaline from escaping the Central District must’ve finally drained from my system.


  Jihyeok checked his tablet with a grave expression. “Weird. The team’s wet suits help regulate body temperature, and I don’t usually notice temp changes that much to begin with, so I didn’t realize… But it looks like the life-support system in this place is down.” He scratched his head. “The temperature should be holding stable at 75.2 degrees Fahrenheit. Right now it’s showing 69.8.”


  Life-support system?  My stomach plummeted. That sounded…alarmingly critical.




  Chapter 11:
Azure Dragon District


   


  “WHAT HAPPENS WHEN the life-support system’s down?” I asked.


  Jihyeok was silent for a moment, perhaps deciding how best to explain things without stoking the fear behind the conspicuous tremor in my voice. “The base’s life-support system breaks water down into breathable oxygen, then uses the byproducts to regulate internal temperature. That’s what makes it possible to maintain a steady oxygen supply and livable conditions down here, even with the deep sea’s extreme atmospheric pressure.”


  It was essential to our survival—that much I understood.


  “So,” Jihyeok continued, “if the temperature’s dropping now, something in the system is starting to fail.”


  “Basically, there’s a high chance we’re all going to die,” Haeryang concluded flatly.


   I thought. This guy really had a gift for inspiring terror beyond words.


  Gumi looked like she’d been hit with a gut punch too, and her trembling lips barely managed to shape a string of shaky words. “What does that mean? Do we keep heading to the Azure Dragon District? Or should we turn around and head back to Central?”


  Aeyoung strolled up from the rear, glancing nervously over her shoulder. She took one look at Haeryang, then Jihyeok, before shaking her head in dismay and slapping both men on the back—hard. “Damn it, Team Leader, how many times have I told you? You can’t explain stuff like this halfway!” She turned to Gumi. “Don’t worry. As long as we get out of the district in time, we’ll be okay.”


  I felt a little more reassured, but the thought still loomed over me.  we managed to get out of the Azure Dragon District in time. Yet we’d already failed to escape from the Vermilion Bird and White Tiger Districts. What if we couldn’t find our way out of this district either?


  “How much time do we have?” I asked Jihyeok. Not that I wanted to say it out loud, but someone had to.


  “I really don’t know,” he replied, sounding genuine. “I’ve never been in this situation.”


  Haeryang, for his part, had fuel for the trash fire. “There’s no way to know how much oxygen we have left, but the carbon dioxide levels in the air supply will rise rapidly. Unless that changes, we’ll suffocate.”


  Excellent.  The White Tiger District was flooded, and the Vermilion Bird District had been blown to bits. Engineers in the Black Tortoise District were spraying bullets at each other over escape pods, and the Central District was crawling with gun-toting maniacs. Suffocating to death in the Azure Dragon District would be the perfect cherry on top.


  “Well…I guess we won’t drown or get shot to death here, at least.” I meant it as a bit of gallows humor, but it obviously didn’t land.


  Gumi gave me a look of disbelief and shook her head. “I hate all of this. This is the worst,” she muttered.


  We filled the air with anxious chatter as we resumed our pace, trying desperately to distract ourselves until at last we arrived at the Azure Dragon District proper. The first thing we saw was an elevator leading up to the –3,300-foot level—where Level 3 was located.


  A bright-blue dragon sculpture coiled around the elevator shaft. It was a striking sight in a deep-sea base shared by representatives from over eight countries. The design was meant to evoke a dragon ascending toward the heavens alongside the elevator. But right now, the creature looked like it had been cast down from on high to sink piteously into the sea.


  “You wouldn’t happen to know why they stuck an azure dragon on that thing, do you?” I asked Haeryang, and he scoffed.


   Said it’d make a great tourist attraction.”


  He sounded thoroughly unimpressed, though I couldn’t tell whether his disdain was directed at the blue dragon wrapped around the elevator or at the idiot from HQ who came up with the idea.


  Still, it cleared something up. I’d always wondered why the base named its districts after mythical beasts instead of simply calling them the North District, South District, and so on, like you would in any other complex.


  “So…did it work?”


  “As a tourist attraction?” He snorted. “The deep sea has nothing to offer but utter darkness, crushing pressure, and fish right out of a screaming toddler’s nightmares.  it succeeded? Of course not.”


  Gumi, however, made an enthusiastic sound. “Oh! why they put up those vermilion bird statues in the research center! the Ocean Pollution Center. None of us had any idea why. We just kept calling them chickens, phoenixes, and turkeys.”


  Aeyoung sighed. “It was a terrible concept from the start. They would’ve been better off decking the place out with crucifixes and mournful Jesus statues sweating blood. Throw in some ‘two fish and five loaves’ imagery, scatter a few fat angels and cherubs around, and boom—you’d corner the Christian market and rake in cash.”


  I didn’t care much about religion, so I had a hard time understanding what she meant. “What does Christianity have to do with any of this?”


  Aeyoung went on with her stumbling explanation.


  “Apparently there’s, like, this verse in the Bible where God says—how’d it go?—‘You ever walk a mile down some ditch in the ocean?’ or something like that.”


  Haeryang groaned at the mangled verse. “It’s ‘Hast thou entered into the springs of the sea? Or hast thou walked in the search of the depth?’” He sighed. “Job, chapter 38, verse 16.”


  A Bible verse?  I was honestly impressed he had that locked and loaded.


  “You’re Christian?” I asked him.


  “No, I’m not religious at all.”


  “Then how do you know that?”


  “Well, Team Ma’s leader, Jennifer Smith—whom you met earlier—is a devout Christian. She used to quote that verse every time she got drunk, bragging that she’d be ready to give God a, well, honest-to-God answer if He ever asked her that question. Wouldn’t stop going on about it, honestly.”


  See?


  “Some people get a little nutty about being able to answer ‘yes’ to that verse. Jihyeon—one of our team members, also a Christian—used to say the Christian market was definitely there. She was convinced that if the undersea base program put together a decent tourism package, at least half the visitors would be Christians.”


  It sounded plausible. It certainly made more sense than slapping a random blue dragon on an elevator and expecting people would care enough to travel nearly ten thousand feet underwater just to see it. supposed to appeal to?


  “Whose bright idea was this?”


  “Who knows?” Jihyeok shrugged. “Some bigwig upstairs, probably.”


  Haeryang opened his mouth to say something, but he thought better of it. He shook his head with the look of someone who’d decided not to waste any more breath on some moronic higher-up.


  Gumi, meanwhile, seemed quite taken by the discussion. “Wow, that’s so fascinating… I can’t believe I’ve never heard this before.”


  “Don’t you guys talk about stuff like this in the research center?” I asked.


  She chuckled. “We researchers only care about two things: more time off and better pay.”


  “I’m guessing you don’t get much of either.”


  “Aren’t you a smart cookie? Maybe you should quit dentistry and become a researcher. I’d invite you to join my lab—except it’s currently strewn across the ocean floor.”


  I politely declined.


  As we approached the Azure Dragon elevator, I looked at its long, snaking design and mused aloud, “Not to jinx it, but that dragon definitely doesn’t look like it’s about to ascend anywhere. If anything, it looks like it’s trying to hold the elevator down.”


  The corner of Jihyeok’s lip quirked sardonically as he stood beside me. “You know what? I agree.”


  “Hey, let’s not be pessimistic,” Aeyoung tutted. “We need all the good luck we can get.”


  She pressed the elevator button. The doors slid open immediately, revealing an empty cabin. A moment later, they closed again.


  Right after Plan A, escape pod, and Plan B, submersible.


  Now that the elevator was right in front of me, the urge to step in was overwhelming. Funny how something as mundane as an empty elevator could stir up such powerful feelings, given the right circumstances.


  I turned to Haeryang. “And you’re still convinced an escape pod or a submersible is a safer bet than taking this elevator right now?”


  “Absolutely.”


   the engineer. Who was I to argue?


  “So what do we do now?” Aeyoung asked.


  Haeryang frowned, clearly troubled. “Think you can go alone?”


  “If I have to, then I have to, right?” She took a deep breath and started limbering up, stretching her legs. “Besides, I’m the fastest one here.”


  “What are you talking about?” I asked.


  “I’m the quickest on my feet. I’m gonna sprint to the submersibles and see if they’re intact. In the meantime, you guys head to the escape pods.”


  The submersibles and the escape pods in Azure Dragon were located on opposite ends of the district—probably because anyone using one wouldn’t have much need for the other. Perhaps it was also to prevent submersible activity from interfering with escape pod launches.


  “You sure you can manage on your own?” The words were out of my mouth before I realized I’d essentially parroted Haeryang’s earlier question.


  Aeyoung gave me a crooked half smile.


  Haeryang took my tablet and made a quick test post on the bulletin board to confirm it was still working. “Post a message once you check out the submersible,” he said. “And if anything happens, head straight for the elevator. If it turns out the pods here are busted, that’s where we’ll be headed too.”


  Aeyoung flexed her calves as she peered up at Haeryang.  about escaping without me.”


  “Can’t make any promises. I’m definitely getting out before you do,” Jihyeok teased.


  “Not if I get out first!” Aeyoung fired back, grinning.


  When it was my and Gumi’s turn to say goodbye, Aeyoung shone her smile on us.


  “Be careful out there.”


  “See you soon.”


  Aeyoung bounced lightly on the balls of her feet, then pivoted and took off in a flash. I was already winded from our brisk pace, but she sped off like it was nothing, bounding in long, graceful strides like a gazelle. Her footsteps echoed down the corridor, and her long ponytail swung behind her like a metronome.


  “Wow,” Gumi said, watching Aeyoung’s rapidly shrinking figure. “She wasn’t kidding when she said she was fast.”


  “We better get a move on too,” Jihyeok urged. With a chuckle, he added, “Life truly is fair, though. She’s a phenomenal runner, but her swimming isn’t worth peanuts.”


  That surprised Gumi. “She can’t swim? But she does deep-sea work. Is that even allowed?”


  “Engineers wear these massive exosuits—atmospheric diving suits—when we go outside the base for exterior repairs. Think of it like a heavy-duty space suit, except it protects you from underwater pressure instead of a vacuum. And a lot of our work happens inside the base, anyway, so not being able to swim isn’t a big deal for her.”


  “Aha!” Gumi said as realization dawned. “I think I did see her patching a leak in the Vermilion Bird communal showers once.”


  “Oh yeah. Stuff breaks down in that place constantly. Honestly, it’s a failure of design.”


  While Jihyeok grumbled about all the design flaws in the Vermilion Bird District, I reflected on my own swimming skills. I wasn’t the best swimmer in the world, and though I seriously doubted we wouldn’t have to swim our way free of the undersea base, I also sincerely hoped I wouldn’t have to test myself.


  “What about you, Jihyeok? Are you a good swimmer?” I asked.


  “They used to call me the Seal of Suncheon!” he boasted, like he’d been waiting for the chance to answer.


  Haeryang snorted at that, and Jihyeok laughed sheepishly.


  ” he said with a self-deprecating grin. “Compared to my team leader here, I’m actually more of a water beetle than a seal.”


  It was a silly joke, but it still got a laugh out of me and Gumi.


  “What does that even mean?” she asked.


  “Means I’m really good at swimming.”


  “Are you good at anything else?”


  good at swimming,” Jihyeok wisecracked.


  Gumi let out a long, theatrical sigh. “That’s still plenty. I quit swim class halfway through the butterfly stroke, so all I’ve got is a mediocre backstroke and freestyle,” she sniffed. “I heard swimming in the ocean is completely different from swimming in a pool. Is that true? I’ve never done it before.”


  “Backstroke and freestyle?” he echoed, mimicking her tone. Then, in a stern yet gentle reproach, he added, “That’s still plenty. If you can swim one style, you can swim them all. Trust me, it’s easier than it looks.”


  As usual, I listened quietly from the edge of the conversation. And, as usual, it was Haeryang who pulled me in with a question of his own.


  “What about you? Can you swim?”


  Caught off guard, I blinked. “I can,” I answered, a little dazed.


  “Good,” he said simply.


  That was it. No clarifications. No follow-up. A wave of unease settled over me. We were buried under two miles of ocean. Was he assuming I had a level of “I can” that would get me out of here alive?


  “Is that enough?”


  “Can you push yourself through the water without drowning?”


  “Well, yeah.”


  “Then that’s that,” Haeryang deadpanned.


  “What about you, Haeryang? swim?”


  “Yes.”


  “How well?”


  “Well enough not to drown.”


  “I see,” I said in a slow, measured tone. “Then I guess that’s good enough for the both of us.”


  Bemused, Jihyeok snickered at our absurd repartee. “Don’t be so modest, Team Leader Shin. ‘Well enough not to drown’? Come on.” Jihyeok gave me a look. “He’s a free diver. And a damn good one too. He can hit nearly 330 feet on a single breath.”


  I stared at him. “Okay… So Haeryang is either extremely human or extremely superhuman. Which is it?”


  Jihyeok grinned and clapped both hands on Haeryang’s shoulders. “It’s both.”


  He kept up his marathon chatter, but at the pace we were going, I soon found myself barely able to breathe, let alone talk.


  Come to think of it, it couldn’t have been more than an hour since I’d been rudely shaken out of sleep—and I’d spent every minute since either walking or running for my life. Watching Jihyeok and Gumi chat away about the Azure Dragon District like it was nothing, I suddenly felt deeply envious of their stamina.


  “Just curious,” Gumi said abruptly, eyes fixed on Haeryang.  White Tiger Districts?”


  According to official designation, the Black Tortoise District was for mining personnel, Vermilion Bird for researchers, Azure Dragon for engineers, and White Tiger for specialized support staff.


  Haeryang gave the question some thought. “Because when they first built the base, the engineers vastly outnumbered everyone else.”


  Jihyeok burst out laughing.


  I mulled it over. The Korean and Russian engineering teams were stationed in the White Tiger District, while the rest of the engineering teams were housed in Azure Dragon. But why?


  Jihyeok looked like he was dying to say something, and Haeryang gave him the go-ahead with a flick of his hand. Still grinning, Jihyeok turned to Gumi, breathless with anticipation. “When base housing was first being assigned, yeah—there were a lot more people. That much is true. But the real story? The Chinese team was originally assigned to Black Tortoise District…and they threw the mother of all tantrums to get out of it.”


  Evidently, Haeryang had told the truth—but not the whole truth.


  “Goodness, what for?”


   or cursed doorways or whatever. I don’t know if this was based on ancient wisdom or they heard it from someone’s fortune teller, but the teams from Hong Kong, Taiwan, and Japan lost their minds and flat-out refused to sleep there.”


   The twenty-second century was knocking on our doorstep, yet here they were: grown, rational adults letting super­stition dictate where they would and wouldn’t sleep. And these were engineers, no less. They should have been just as allergic to irrational thinking as the researchers.


  Between labored breaths, I lobbed a question their way. “You’re telling me…they kicked up this fuss over feng shui?!”


  Jihyeok nodded vigorously. “Ridiculous, right? Then the base named the southern district Vermilion Bird, painted it red, and the Chinese team went bonkers again. They actually demanded the researchers give up their housing! Naturally, the researchers refused. Vermilion Bird’s got the research center, and since it was the last section built, the facilities are nicer and more spacious. Like anyone was gonna give that up just because some Chinese engineers said so.”


  “Not in a million years!” Gumi exclaimed.


  Jihyeok bobbed his head in agreement and carried on. “White Tiger had plenty of vacancies because it was originally built for non-engineer, non-mining staff. So the Chinese team was told, fine, don’t want to stay in Azure Dragon? You can move into White Tiger instead. Cue another meltdown. They said Rooms 60 to 80 were reverse ghost gates because of the southwest orientation. Dug their heels in. Which is why the Russians moved in instead. Apparently, they don’t mind the isolation.”


  So that’s why the Russian engineers were all clustered over in the White Tiger District.


  “So the Chinese team tried to claim the newest, biggest rooms in Vermilion Bird South—or, as a compromise, Rooms 70 to 80 in Azure Dragon. Close enough to their precious Vermilion Bird District, far enough from any ghost gate nonsense. But even that was a fallback. rooms was off too.


  “But surprise! The New Zealanders were already moved in and halfway unpacked by the time they circled back to their second choice. Take a wild guess at what happened next.”


  “I don’t know. Tell me.”


  I was dead on my feet, but nothing perked me up like petty gossip about real estate, money, and superstition—and these high-stakes ghost-gate feng shui shenanigans were the boost I needed. Even Gumi was hanging on every word, and Jihyeok reveled in our rapt attention.


  “The Chinese team members forced the emergency override while the Kiwis were mid-shift, then stormed their rooms and claimed them like they were the spoils of war.”


  “Good lord!” I gasped. anything?”


  My question sparked a wicked glint in Jihyeok’s eye. “Of course they did! Wanna know how it got resolved?”


  “Yes! How?”


  “Liam, the New Zealand team lead, took one look at his team’s trashed belongings and blew a gasket. Stormed off swearing he was gonna rip Yun Hai from Team Ra a new one.”


  “And then?”


  “Yun paid him off. She straight-up buried his complaints in mountains of cash. I don’t know how much she gave them, but judging by how fast the Kiwis changed their tune, it wasn’t chump change. They didn’t even bother dealing with their belongings that night—just drank and partied like they’d hit the jackpot.” Jihyeok shook his head with a grin.  rich.”


  Gumi and I exchanged looks of disbelief, then caved to giggles at the sheer absurdity of it all. Jihyeok snorted, massaging his temples like he had a headache.


  “It’s hilarious when you’re hearing it as a third party, right? But I’m telling you—once or twice a year is one thing. When it starts happening every other day? That’s something else.”


  I thought about my room in the White Tiger District. It was probably completely submerged by now. I’d only made myself at home in it for five days, but it was a nice room, and I missed it already. I hoped that Rooms 1 through 37 were unoccupied and their residents had made it out safely.


  That was when I remembered Haeryang’s room was 22. Right there in the White Tiger District.


  “So what’s the story behind the Korean team staying in the White Tiger District?” I asked.


  “Now that,” Jihyeok said, “is another long story.”


  “Let’s save that one for later.”


  Jihyeok and I looked up to see Haeryang’s profile, eyes fixed on the floor. I followed his gaze—and fell silent.


  A trail of blood led down the corridor, tracing a grim path to the laundry room.


  The escape pods lay just beyond that. The route was now marked in a sick parody of Hansel and Gretel’s breadcrumbs—only this time, the trail felt like a warning. Or a trap. Or maybe a plea.


  As Haeryang stepped toward the laundry room, every terrible thriller movie I’d ever seen started playing in the back of my head.


  “What if it’s a trap?” I called out, keeping my voice low. “It’s like they left a trail of blood on purpose.”


  Gumi swallowed dryly beside me. Haeryang shook his head. “If that were the case, the blood splatter would look different.”


  How many different types of blood splatters were there? Once it hit the floor, wasn’t blood still just blood? But Haeryang offered no explanation—just stood by the door, alert and inscrutable.


  The laundry-room doors weren’t like the sliding panels in the dorms. These opened from the center, parting like subway doors when triggered. Jihyeok stopped right outside the motion sensor’s range and gestured for Gumi and me to stay farther back.


  Once he judged we were at a safe distance, he extended a single finger to trigger the sensor. The doors parted, and two seconds later, Haeryang stepped inside. Jihyeok followed. The doors sealed shut behind them.


  Silence.


  Minutes passed with no sign of them. Gumi and I stood waiting in the empty corridor, the air around us dead and still.


  It was so quiet, it felt like time had stopped.


  I hated waiting more than anything. When you were forced to wait, time slowed to an agonizing crawl. With all due respect to Albert Einstein, it wasn’t gravitational fields that bent time—it was anticipation.


  I was already on edge and tried hard not to show it as I turned to Gumi. “Should we go after them?”


  “I don’t know… What’s taking them so long? Why aren’t they back yet?”


  We volleyed questions back and forth, each more anxious than the last. But the doors stayed shut. No one emerged.


  I couldn’t take it anymore. “You stay here, Gumi. I’m going in to check.”


  “The hell you are! If you go, I’m going with you.”


  “But then what if we both don’t make it out alive?”


  “So what, you want me to stay out here alone?!”


  The prospect of lingering in this eerie, bloodstained hallway seemed to terrify her more than whatever might be lurking in the laundry room. Couldn’t say I felt any different.


  I stepped forward and slowly triggered the door sensor. The panels slid open. I crossed the threshold on light feet, with Gumi close behind. As we stepped over the blood on the floor, I looked up—and stopped short.


  The walls were streaked red with long, trailing handprints. Blood.


  In the corner of the room, at the end of the trail of bloody handprints, Haeryang and Jihyeok were bent over a woman slumped behind a washing machine. A piece of clothing was wrapped around one of her thighs, a bloody, improvised bandage already crusting at the edges. The air reeked of blood. Its gamey, metallic tang raked the back of my throat, and I nearly gagged.


  Haeryang didn’t say anything about our truant intrusion, but Jihyeok didn’t bother hiding his irritation. “Why didn’t you wait outside like we told you?”


  “Because it’s way scarier out there than in here!” Gumi said shrilly.


  Jihyeok goggled at her in disbelief. “Unreal. We leave you alone for two minutes and you panic.”


  Two minutes?!  I moved to crouch in front of the woman, but Haeryang gave me a sharp look.


  “It’s Victoria. From Engineering Team Ah,” he said quietly. “Looks like she bled out.”


  Team Ah was the Canadian unit. I glanced down at the makeshift tourniquet around her leg—twisted clothing clamping on the wound. She’d tried to stop it, but it hadn’t worked. Her pulse was gone. Her body was cold.


  I clenched my jaw and pronounced my second death of the day.


  Haeryang snapped a photo, then took a nearby towel and gently draped it over her face.


  Gumi finally exhaled—she’d been holding her breath since she saw the woman’s dull, lifeless eyes. She turned away, her spine rigid. “Her thigh wound,” she whispered. “Can you really die from that?”


  “If it’s the femoral artery?” Jihyeok’s tone was flat. “You’ve got fifteen minutes, max. Not even the best surgeon in the world could save you.”


  I scanned the room. Piles of laundry. Towels. Half-folded hoodies. No visible weapons. She must’ve already been injured when she stumbled in here—scrabbling for whatever time she had left.


  “That means she was attacked somewhere within fifteen minutes from this room…” Gumi shuddered as the implication of Jihyeok’s words dawned on her. Her eyes were fixed on the door, like she expected it to burst open any minute.


  Jihyeok scratched his head, searching for something to say. The laundry room was small. Nowhere to hide.


  I stepped closer to him. “Did you know her?”


  He sighed, lips twisting in a grimace. “There’s only about a hundred engineers on base. By month three, you know everyone’s names and faces. I think she was close friends with someone on our team. Right, boss?”


  “Sujeong,” Haeryang answered automatically. He straightened up and handed me a hoodie and track pants from the folding table. “You should change.”


  I hesitated. “But…these belong to someone.”


  He gave a tight shake of his head. “You’re losing too much body heat.”


  Without ceremony, he reached behind me, slid the two backpacks off my shoulders, and walked out. Gumi followed. Jihyeok tossed me a parting “Hurry up!” over his shoulder as he exited behind them. I had to admit, getting soaked wasn’t the same for me as it was for Haeryang, Jihyeok, and Aeyoung. They were all geared up in full-coverage wet suits. I wasn’t.


  I started unbuttoning my damp shirt, then gave up halfway and yanked it over my head. My waterlogged jeans came next, then my socks. The second I peeled off the wet layers, I realized how drenched I’d been this whole time. Getting out of them felt like heaven until the cold hit my bare skin and stole my breath away.


  I looked around for a towel—then froze. Goosebumps prickled across my arms.


  I wasn’t alone. Not really.


  Even with its face hidden, the body in the corner set my nerves on fire. Some primal part in my brain was convinced it might sit up, say something, and pick up right where it left off. No matter how hard I tried not to look, my gaze kept drifting back.


  There she sat, slumped in a pool of her own blood. Still and silent. But not gone.


  Thank god Haeryang had covered her face. If not, I might’ve screamed and bolted the moment I remembered she was still in the room. I couldn’t believe a corpse could exude that much presence.


  My mind was screaming even if my lungs weren’t. I grabbed a towel from the dryer and wiped myself down fast, heart hammering all the while. Then I threw on the light-blue hoodie and black sweatpants. My underwear and socks were a lost cause—too wet to bother with—so I ditched them and shoved my bare feet back into my shoes with a wet, miserable squelch.


  Still, the dry change of clothes felt like a small miracle. Whomever they belonged to, I owed them one. And I swore right then, if we ever met them face-to-face, I’d find a way to pay them back.


  The moment I was dressed, a chill shot down my spine—and I bolted out of the laundry room like a shot, nearly toppling everyone outside like bowling pins.


  Gumi jumped a foot in the air. Jihyeok clutched his chest like he’d just been hit with a defibrillator.


  “Jesus, did she move or something?” he said.


  “No, nothing like that!” I could hear the panic in my own voice. “Nothing happened.”


  “Come on,” Haeryang said, his voice cutting in like a blade. He gave me a long, unreadable look, then turned and led the way.


  Gumi remarked that the light-blue hoodie I’d changed into matched my complexion way better than the striped shirt I’d been wearing. I didn’t know what to say to that—especially since, even though I’d ditched it, that striped shirt had been my favorite.


  The entrance to the escape pod bay loomed in the distance. We crept toward it, careful to avoid the bloodstains streaking the floor. I kept my eyes fixed on the entrance, trying not to think about the bloody corpse we’d left behind. In my preoccupation, something occurred to me: The doors to the laundry room, restrooms, and dorms all looked different.


  From what I could guess, spaces that needed airtight seals used side-sliding doors. But when I mentioned it to Jihyeok, he corrected me—they weren’t traditional sliding doors, but plug-type doors that opened sideways, like on airplanes. They were built to handle high atmospheric pressure, which also made them too heavy to open by hand. That was why they slid open automatically.


  I’d spent my five days on base not thinking twice about whether a door opened sideways, upward, downward, or with a handle. If there was a door, I walked through it. That was it. Now I wondered if I’d been too careless, too blasé about the design of the facility I was living in.


  When I brought it up to Gumi, she nodded and said the research center in the Vermilion Bird District had unique doors too. Some labs had doors that were entirely transparent, while others were almost three inches thick. As Jihyeok griped about how often the base’s doors broke down, I remembered how much of a struggle it had been to pry open the door to Gayoung’s room.


  Maybe it would just be safer to do away with doors entirely in places where privacy doesn’t matter.


  We were only a few yards from the pod port when Haeryang abruptly cut off Jihyeok’s chatter. “We all saw what was in the laundry room. No telling what might be lurking in the port. Jihyeok and I will scout it first. You two wait here until we give the all-clear.”


  “And what’s the signal?” Gumi asked, her eyes shining with excitement.


  Her eagerness over the tactical-sounding jargon seemed to throw him off. “Uh… I’ll say it’s safe. Like a normal person.”


  “Aw, come on!” Gumi groaned. “I thought it’d be cooler than that!”


  Jihyeok laughed at her mock indignation. “What, like two knocks means ‘stay out,’ three knocks mean ‘coast is clear, come on in’?”


  “Ooh! Yes! I like that.”


  Watching them banter, I realized it was the first time Jihyeok had smiled since we found the body in the laundry room. His earlier chattiness suddenly made sense; he probably talked more when he was nervous. And Gumi, with just a few light remarks, had somehow loosened those nerves. It was a skill I didn’t have, but noticing it made me feel giddy—like a small supporting character in an action film, hanging in the background while the heroes took the lead.


  “I like that idea,” I said with a smile of my own. “Three knocks, we come in.”


  “But if you don’t hear anything—or just two knocks—run,” Haeryang said. “Head back to Aeyoung and tell her Azure Dragon is a no-go. She’ll understand.”


  Just like that, he’d put a damper on our spirits again. That was a talent too, in its own way—the ability to awaken everyone to grim reality with a single, plain statement. A talent I was grateful not to have, especially since I hated tense situations like this.


  “Fine. But if we’re cleared to escape right away, I want you to slap a beat on the doors and sing a song to match it,” I deadpanned.


  “Deal.”


  To my surprise, Haeryang accepted my proposal—reluctantly, but without protest. He handed over my two backpacks, and I slung their now-familiar weight over my shoulders. Jihyeok passed Aeyoung’s bulging bag of rations to Gumi.


  Haeryang went over the tablet one last time before he and Jihyeok made their way toward the escape pod port. Gumi and I watched as they pressed the access button, then stepped inside. The doors closed behind them.


  With our bags heavy on our backs, I suddenly felt we were hungry children waiting for their parents to come home. I hated waiting and always had, but here I was once more, with no choice but to wait. We stood in silence, staring at the closed doors. After some time, Gumi shifted her weight and adjusted a twisted strap on her shoulder.


  “You know,” she began, “it’s been rough, but I’m really glad we’re with these guys.”


  “Same here,” I replied. “If I’d found that body in the laundry room on my own, I’d have run out screaming like a banshee.”


  “Me too. And I probably would’ve screamed louder. I’m so glad we’ve got people who can actually stay calm under pressure because I’m terrible at it.”


  “You’re not the only one. None of them even flinched when they saw the body. Aeyoung too. They’re all just…Teflon.”


  “Yes! Totally unshakable, right? It’s kind of amazing.”


  Thunk-thunk.


  A dull, heavy thud echoed twice, like someone had kicked the thick door from the other side. We stood frozen, ears straining for the third knock.


  It never came.


  Huh. That’s weird.


  Why wasn’t there a third knock?


  We’d never decided how much time to space between them. Wait. Was three the signal to enter, or was it two? That was definitely only two knocks.


  So where were Jihyeok and Haeryang? ?


  Before I could second-guess it further, Gumi snatched my hand and yanked hard. Her pull was so strong that I nearly lost my balance. Before I could process what was going on, we were sprinting away from the escape pods, back the way we came.


  My legs felt like jelly. I stumbled several times and nearly fell, but Gumi had my hand in a viselike grip and tugged me up and onward every time. Tears welled up in my eyes. She was barely five foot five—petite frame, small hands, narrow shoulders—but somehow, she dragged me with impossible strength, like she’d resolved not to let go no matter what.


  My vision blurred.


  We raced through an empty corridor. Gumi slipped. She hit the ground hard. I stopped, grabbed her under the arm, and pulled her up. She clung to me, stifling a moan. She’d landed hard on her knee, and it was likely bruised—or worse—but we didn’t have time to check. We just kept going as fast as we could.


  We took turns stumbling on the slick floors as we sprinted through the Azure Dragon District—past the laundry room, the dormitory stairwell, Lounge 1, the restrooms, the showers, Lounge 2, more restrooms—until finally we turned into the corridor that would lead us to the elevator.


  And there it was: the massive blue dragon coiled around the elevator shaft, its cold, gleaming eyes staring down at us. I hadn’t been able to see them when we’d come in from the Central District, but at this angle, they seemed to lock on to us with some measure of intelligence, mocking us as we scrambled toward the elevator in its coils.


  As soon as we reached the elevator buttons, Gumi’s legs gave out, and she slumped against the wall. I was about to collapse flat on my back from exhaustion, but then I remembered the cat and the snake in my backpacks, so I flopped onto my stomach instead.


  The cool flooring of the Azure Dragon District pressed against my cheek. The base’s cleaning robots are doing such a good job these days.


  I could hardly catch my breath. My lungs seemed ready to burst. If a crazed murderer showed up right now, I couldn’t run another inch. I didn’t think I’d ever moved that fast in my adult life. Beside me, Gumi fumbled around in her bag with trembling hands and dug out a bottle of water. “Here, drink this.”


  “You first.”


  Gumi gulped water while I lay flat on the ground, trying to steady my breath. When she offered me the rest, I still couldn’t move. Only when she threatened to dump the remaining water on me did I hoist myself off the ground to force down a few swallows. Once the dizziness passed, I realized Aeyoung still hadn’t returned to the elevator.


  While we waited, I unzipped my backpack to check on the cat. It blinked up at me with wide, indignant eyes—like it had just survived a roller-coaster ride it never signed up for. When it tried to crawl out, I gently nudged its head back in and zipped the bag shut again.


  “Well, the cat’s fine.”


  was such a funny word. I wanted to laugh. If the cat could speak with me, it’d probably be cussing me out. I checked on the snake next. It was curled tightly in the innermost pocket, pressed up against my lower back. Seemed like a secure spot—less jostling, maybe. But that was just my take as a human. Who was I to guess how a snake experienced the world?


  “Not so sure about the snake,” I announced.


  I took out a few candies from the bag and offered them to Gumi. She shook her head.


  “I’ve been running so hard I lost my appetite.”


  “Keep one in your mouth anyway.”


  She accepted the candy, but it was clear from her sluggish movements that even unwrapping it was a chore. “Now what?”


  “Just what I was wondering.”


   as we’d agreed. Something must’ve happened right after they reached the escape pod port.


  Gumi started muttering under her breath, like she was trying to organize her thoughts. “There must’ve been someone inside.” She raised her voice. “I don’t know what else it could’ve been. And the woman in the laundry room—who was she again?”


  “Victoria.”


  I had to search for the name. It was like trying to recall an acquaintance I’d never actually met. Just a body now. The image of her slumped in the corner, the towel over her head, flashed in my mind. A chill crept down my spine.


  “Yeah, Victoria. She must’ve been attacked at the port before bleeding out in the laundry room. That’s where the trail of blood was leading from.”


  “Whoever attacked her must have had a reason, right? Not enough pods, maybe? Or a personal grudge… There’s got to be something.”


  Gumi grimaced as I worked through it out loud.


  “If the attacker killed her just to take a pod, then why haven’t they left yet? What are they still doing there? If Haeryang and Jihyeok wanted us to leave, what they found in there must have been pretty serious.”


  “Yeah… So why didn’t the attacker escape? Was it because they couldn’t? Maybe the pods were tampered with, like in the Vermilion Bird District?”


  “If that were the case, why not go to a different district like we did? Or at least go for the elevators?”


  “Huh… Good point.” Gumi nodded slowly. “Here’s what I think, Muhyeon. At first, I figured Victoria’s attacker would be long gone. We got to the port well after she died, so either they escaped or they moved on.”


  “Yeah… That makes sense,” I said. But there was something Gumi hadn’t pointed out yet. Something I’d been dancing around. “What if the pods work fine, but the attacker’s still there anyway?”


  Gumi blanched. It was a disturbing possibility. With everything else going on with the undersea station—flooding, shootings—the idea that someone might choose to stay when working pods were available was almost worse. “Anyone who’d do that would have to be out of their mind.”


  “Right?”


  “So who could it be?” she wondered. “Haeryang and Jihyeok are both tall, strong, capable. But whatever they saw, it was bad enough that they had us clear out. Something or someone they couldn’t handle.”


  “Someone? But who?”


  “Not sure, but we do know the attacker’s got something sharp or strong enough to tear through a thigh, right?”


  “Definitely.”


  “Would you know how to take down someone like that, Muhyeon?”


  I nearly laughed in her face.  and I’d fold like a deck of cards.”


  I started thinking about all the people I’d met and known—whether I could say they were upright or wicked. After five days on base, the only thing I could say for certain was that I knew more about the state of people’s teeth than their character. I wiped the sweat from my forehead with my sleeve and sighed.


  Dental issues I could handle. But safely escaping a collapsing undersea base or facing a group of armed strangers? That was far beyond me.


  We sat on the floor with our backs against the elevator wall and waited. Gumi finally managed to unwrap one of the candies and popped it in her mouth.


  “This just keeps getting worse the more I think about it! This is a real, honest-to-god life-or-death situation. There’s barely a chance we get out of this mess without screwing people over or turning on each other. These are people who’ve worked together for years, and now they’re trading bullets over escape pods and stabbing thighs hard enough to bleed each other out?! these people?! I don’t even know them! Everything and everyone is terrible. The Vermilion Bird pods are sinking to the seafloor, and we’re stuck with scumbags who’d see someone drowning and walk on by instead of stopping to help!”


  Her words were slightly garbled from the candy, but the venom in her voice was unmistakable. It startled me.


  “Would you still say that if one of those people turned out to be your professor? Or someone from your lab?”


  Gumi scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. You think I’m some naive optimist who’s never met a rotten egg? I know the world’s not all bad, but I’ve also met a lot of human trash. People I’ve sincerely wished would get turned into roadkill by a drunk driver. But I’m not petty enough to use a desperate, do-or-die situation like this to settle old grudges. If something bothers me, I say it. I handle it. I don’t bottle it up till I can stab someone in the back when they least expect it.”


  At length, I said, “I guess what I said was out of line. Sorry.”


  “I got a little heated myself.” She sniffed. “Sorry to you too.”


   I was starting to understand how someone like Gumi was on a first-name basis with half the staff. I’d tried to test her, but her answers put my character in stark relief. I was her polar opposite.


  Compared to her, I was docile, unassertive—and yes, petty. I hoarded grudges like stamps on a point card. I wasn’t one to speak up when something was unfair. And I’d never been lucky enough to have people take my side or to see things tip in my favor.


  I didn’t know how to face hardship or humiliation head-on. All I knew was how to endure it quietly, file it away, and tell myself that if I ever got the upper hand, I’d make it count. Because it was only the victims who remembered. The ones who inflicted pain didn’t need to; the thought of being on the receiving end never even crossed their minds.


  So in a cataclysmic situation like this, it felt obvious—natural, even—that people who’d been bottling up their resentment for years would finally snap.


  Selfless cooperation sounded nice in theory. But people only played nice when there was someone with a bigger stick around. Once they had the upper hand, they trampled others without a second thought.


  I didn’t consider myself a good person. But I’d only been on base for five days. No one had gotten on my bad side yet.


  As for people like Gumi or Gayoung, I hadn’t known them long enough to resent them. That was why I wanted to help. Chew on that! And then the fish’ll chew on you!.


  Or would I? Would I really have done that?


  “I’m not like you, Gumi. I hold grudges. If I seriously hated anyone here, I’d probably be hoping they meet their end in some horribly painful accident.”


  “That’s not just you. That’s everyone,” she said, pinning me with her gaze. “Wishing harm on someone is one thing. But would you actually pick up a gun or a knife and make it happen? Or sabotage seventy-two escape pods out of spite?”


  “Well…depends on the situation…”


  Gumi’s stare didn’t yield. “If you’re saying it depends, then why the hell are you dragging that cat and that snake around? What, just ’cause the world sucks, suddenly you can be a prick too? You can’t just flip a switch on these things. Why don’t you think about how you can level up, not how to stoop to their level?”


  She was brutally honest. I could ditch this cat right now—but if I made it out, could I live with myself? Would I be haunted by the memory of its fur, of the way it looked at me? Why didn’t I knock on their door before I left?


  I was the kind of man who regretted everything. There was almost nothing in my life that I didn’t wish I could take back or do over.


  Could you really call it “kindness” if you only did it to avoid guilt and regret? Maybe Gumi would. Maybe she’d call that a virtue. People made selfish choices because they were easier, more convenient, beneficial. I didn’t blame them for that.


  As long as we could still make it out after choosing the harder path.


  I turned it all over in my mind before answering her. “Maybe after a year down here, I could’ve ended up as the kind of guy who digs graves in the seabed just to bury my enemies. But you’re right, sabotaging seventy-two escape pods totally crosses the line. Maybe I’d leave a funeral wreath in someone’s room to send a message if I hated them enough. Taking away everyone’s means of escape, though? That’s too far.”


  Sensing my agitation, Gumi leaned over from where she was slumped on the floor and gave my arm a sympathetic pat. “Don’t look so glum. No need to be so hard on yourself. Just…maybe don’t go around saying you’d do things ‘depending on the situation’ in front of other people. You don’t want someone accusing you of blowing up the base.”


  She started rifling through Aeyoung’s backpack. When she spotted the bottle of Ballantine’s whiskey, her eyes went wide.


   a naive optimist. But abandoning your humanity and going feral the moment things go bad? I just can’t see myself doing that. That’s pure base instinct.”


  “I think you’re a really strong person, Gumi.”


  “Really? How?”


  You’re strong where it counts. Even now, when everything’s bleak, you’re trying to stay positive and do what’s right. You won’t drag people into the mud just because you’ve fallen in. You won’t abandon someone like me or call me pathetic, even though I’m acting like a total idiot right now and—


  I stopped myself. just having a rough day. being too hard on myself.


  “You’re strong in all the ways that count. Like when you fell on your knee earlier and kept going.”


  “I kept going because I had to.”


  Just pushing through the pain? She made it sound profound, like the kind of quote you’d keep in a journal or post on your desk. I watched Gumi toy with the bottle cap, letting those words sink in.


  “Are you going to open that?” I asked.


  “You want to drink this? Right here? Now? Absolutely not! I don’t know what kind of fly-by-night scoundrel packed that—”


  “It was Jihyeok,” I promptly informed her.


  it was him! Yeah, no way. After we make it out of here, sure. But not now.” She zipped the bag shut like she thought I might try to steal a swig.


  “For the record, I agree. Drinks can wait. But once we’re out, and I get my first paycheck, I’m spending it all on booze. I mean it. The tab’s on me.”


  “If you even get a paycheck. The way things are going, I wouldn’t bet on it,” Gumi said. “And as for bars…I think the closest one is in Hawaii.”


  bar on the artificial island?”


  “Do you think any of the engineers or miners here would still be sober if there were?”


  She had a point. I thought of Engineering Team Da—forever etched in my memory as a cautionary tale, thanks to the poor souls who happened to be blackout drunk when I knocked on their door.


  Then I thought about Elliott, the mental health counselor. She’d probably be the first to throw a fit if a bar opened on base, considering most psych meds didn’t mix well with alcohol.


  “Elliott!” I blurted out, stiffening.


  “Excuse me?”


  “She’s a special employee! That means she’d be housed in the White Tiger District, right?”


  “If you’re talking about the counselors, they live on Daehando.”


  “Oh.” I relaxed. “Thank God.”


  I sighed and slid my backpack off, then lay flat on the floor once more. It was freezing. If I’d still been in wet clothes, I would’ve probably caught a cold by now.


  “Aeyoung is late.”


  “And no new posts on the bulletin board.”


  Neither of us mentioned the elevator. If Gumi had insisted on taking it, I would’ve let her go and stayed behind to wait for Aeyoung. But I knew her well enough to know she’d never leave by herself. off and stay behind herself…unless things got even worse than they already were.


  The uncertainty was driving me up the wall. What if Aeyoung didn’t show up in five minutes? Or ten? Or fifteen? What if the life-support system failed and we ran out of oxygen before she arrived?


  What if she’d been attacked? What if she couldn’t make it because something terrible had happened?


  Would I have to force Gumi into the elevator?


  I was spiraling—but Gumi seemed calm somehow.


  “Do you know why they built a dental clinic here on base?” she asked.


  “No clue. Was it because everyone’s teeth are a mess?”


  Her soft laughter floated over me like a lullaby. “You might not know this, Muhyeon, but dentists are considered a luxury down here. Not essential, but nice to have. The reason you’re here is because the North Pacific Undersea Organization decided to start providing more of those luxuries. Do you know what that means? It means they’ve given up. They’ve stopped trying to refreeze the polar ice caps. Stopped trying to reclaim flooded land. It means they’ve decided to compromise.


  “Think about the Galaxy Project. The previous generation poured decades of work and billions of dollars into it. It cost literal human lives. And they barely managed to send a few hundred people to Mars. The Moon Project, the Planet Project… Billions wasted. Space exploration is slowing down.


  “Now people are scrambling for refuge in Earth’s poisoned oceans. The Atlantic Undersea Station’s almost done—besides all the funding it’s got from countries along the Atlantic, it’s got a lot of construction personnel who were pulled from this station just to finish it faster. The Indian Ocean Undersea Station is next.


  “These bases aren’t for mining anymore. They’re new habitats for humanity’s survival. And no one knows what the fallout will be. Scientists are already sounding the alarms. Remember that screwball who told everyone to kill off all the sparrows, which caused an insect population boom and a famine? At least that was predictable. But when you start building colonies ten thousand feet underwater, who knows what crazy stuff could happen—to us or to planet Earth.”


  “Stuff like what’s happening now?” I asked with a small smile.


  Gumi flashed a quick smile back. “Exactly. Like what’s happening now. After this place goes down in history as the worst undersea disaster ever, I hope people at least learn enough to do a better job running the Atlantic Station.”


  “I don’t know about you, but I’m planning on surviving and giving interviews. Don’t lump me into your worst-catastrophe-in-history scenario.”


  “Hey, I’m not planning to die here either! I still have too much to live for! So much I haven’t done! Like finishing my thesis! Actually, scratch that. want to die all over again.” Gumi started tugging at the ends of her hair.


  “Did I ever tell you what my thesis is on?” she went on. “It’s this thing kind of like a jellyfish, but not quite. You’ve probably never seen it. When it moves, it drags itself across the deep-sea floor like a slug. It’s honestly debatable whether it should even be called a fish. And when you pour a reagent on it and observe…”


  Listening to Gumi’s lilting voice helped ease some of the fear, guilt, and anxiety I’d been carrying since our flight from the Azure Dragon pod port. As the frenzy of our panicked escape began to fade, exhaustion slammed into me like a freight train.


  Next thing I knew, I was back in my room in the White Tiger District. The room was flooded. My brand-new socks—the ones I’d bought right before coming here—floated through the water like fish. I swam freely, breathing the water as naturally as air.


  Objects from other rooms had drifted into the hallway: cups, scarves, chairs, headphones, cosmetics, a basketball. Everything was underwater, but I floated along, untroubled, breathing like a fish. The hallway walls were transparent, and I could see straight into the rooms.


  I passed Room 38—my room—and saw an alarm going off on a tablet in Room 22, Haeryang’s.


  I could tell that people had all sorts of things secreted away in their rooms: Prohibited food. Contraband weapons. Controlled substances.


  As I glided by Room 8, I saw something floating inside. Someone, rather, and I didn’t recognize them. Their face was obscured by their hair, which drifted around them like a dark cloud. Suddenly, they reached out and grabbed me by the throat.


   “Why didn’t you save me?!”


  Seawater rushed into my mouth, bitter and cold. I gasped, gagged, and started choking. I couldn’t breathe anymore.


  “I could have lived!”


  I flailed wildly, trying to break free.


  “Save me!”


  I can’t!


  “Save me!”


  I’m not strong enough!


  “Save me!”


  I jolted upright and out of the dream.


  Gumi and Aeyoung were staring down at me. As the haze of slumber lifted, I realized I’d been writhing on the floor like I was trying to swim. Embarrassed, I scrambled to my feet, straightening my clothes.


  “How long was I out?”


  Gumi checked the time. “About five minutes.”


  Five minutes? It felt like five hours.


  She passed a water bottle to Aeyoung, who took a sip and pointed toward the elevator. “I checked out the submersibles. All the ones we could’ve used are gone. There’s one left—a two-person manual submersible—but I won’t bother asking if either of you know how to operate it.”


  Gumi gave a hollow laugh.


  “Anyway,” Aeyoung continued, “you two need to take the elevator to the Level 3 base. Now.”


  I hadn’t seen her press the button, but the elevator was already moving. Gumi frowned. “What about you, Aeyoung?”


  “I’m going to the escape pod port. You two go ahead.”


  “Wait, are you gonna go help them? I want to go too!”


  Aeyoung smiled faintly.  those two? I just want to know what’s going on. Do what the team leader told you to. Go.”


  “But they might be in serious danger!” Gumi said, voice trembling. “They knocked twice, not three times! Two knocks means danger. Three means the coast is clear. knocked twice! You might be walking into something awful!”


  “I know.”


  The bluntness of Aeyoung’s reply only heightened my fears.


  “We saw someone who died from a femoral artery wound. She bled out. It might be safer to come with us,” I said.


  Aeyoung nodded; Gumi must’ve filled her in. “That was probably a gunshot wound.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “There were people in the submersible area who’d been shot to death. Even one of the control panels was riddled with bullets.”


  “B-but…neither of them mentioned anything like that!”


  At Gumi’s shocked cry, Aeyoung chuckled weakly.




  Chapter 12:
Azure Dragon District Elevator


   


  AEYOUNG ADDRESSED GUMI, keeping her voice low. “We’re already trapped in a flooding deep-sea base with a failing life-support system. We just went through hell to get to Azure Dragon. They probably didn’t want to make things worse by telling you there are armed lunatics roaming the area—no point in adding more stress. Have either of you fired a gun before?”


  “No.”


  “Me neither.”


  “Good,” she said. “Let’s try to keep it that way.”


   have to pick up a gun and pull the trigger?


  As soon as the elevator doors opened, Aeyoung herded me and Gumi inside. There was only one button to press—the one to Level 3, built 3,300 feet below the surface.


  Aeyoung crouched and began prying open the control panel beneath the button, clearly trying to force the elevator into manual operation. “As sketchy as this looks, I honestly can’t think of a better way to get you two out of Level 4. The elevators shut down during emergencies, and the escape pods are usually the safe option, but…well, you know. Shoot.”


  My heart seized at her every word. Was this elevator even safe to ride? What if it collapsed mid-ascent? Would it kill us instantly, or would it be a slow death?


  “Barring escape pods, this is out only shot,” she continued muttering, “unless you plan on swimming through ten thousand feet of crushing water. Which, of course, you wouldn’t survive. Unless you’ve secretly been a mermaid this whole time.”


  “Doesn’t this place have any stairs?”


  Aeyoung scoffed in the middle of tugging a wire from the control panel, pressing a button down. “We’re two thousand meters down. That’s more than 6,500 feet underwater—about four hundred stories, minimum. To get to Level 3, you’d have to climb roughly ten thousand steps.”


  Gumi’s face went pale. I thought about the incredible bakery on Level 3. I’d once ridden the central elevator there, which took me maybe two or three minutes.  that distance? Would that be possible? Did they even build stairs between the levels on base? Humanity truly must’ve gone to pot to have built a base this deep underwater.


  Aeyoung finally pulled her hand away from the control panel. “We can either risk death on this elevator or stay down here and die for sure.” She leveled a steady look at the two of us. “I’m gonna be straight with you: Riding this elevator could be just as dangerous. I have no clue how the torpedo impact affected the elevator systems. But at least it’s not leaking.”


  Her casual while rewiring things had already shaken Gumi up, and now the poor grad student looked white as a sheet. I probably didn’t look much better. The next one hundred and twenty seconds were going to be hell.


  At last, the elevator’s button to Level 3 lit up. I began recalling every subaquatic disaster movie I’d seen, turning them over in my mind. the water pressure on the rest of the structure?”


  “The base would collapse before that,” she said curtly.


   I thought. If I’d been an engineer, she probably would’ve chewed me out for all the dumb questions I kept throwing at her. Yet she never raised her voice. Never even looked annoyed. That guy she beat up in the laundry room must’ve been a gold-plated jackass for her to lay into him like that.


  “I hope you both make it out safely,” Aeyoung said as she stepped off the elevator.


  Sensing the effort it took her to keep her composure, Gumi and I answered with deliberate cheer.


  “We’ll all see each other later in one piece!”


  “Be careful! See you soon!”


  It was enough to cut through the grim atmosphere, at least for a moment.


  The elevator doors slid shut on her parting words, and it began its ascent. Through the towering window, I saw Aeyoung sprinting back the way we’d come, her long legs pumping in powerful, loping strides, ponytail swinging behind her like a horse’s tail.


  She disappeared and reappeared between the massive coils of the blue dragon that encircled the elevator shaft, shrinking in the distance until I couldn’t see her at all.


  Then the elevator plunged into the water, and everything went dark. The only thing I could see was my own reflection, mirrored in the void of the window. Without the cabin lights, it would’ve been pitch black. Terrifying.


  How far had we gone?


  While I’d been watching Aeyoung run, Gumi had been checking the time. At least one of us had a functioning brain.


  “Thirty-eight, thirty-nine, forty, forty-one, forty-two…”


  At 120 seconds, we’d reach Level 3, somewhere between the mesopelagic and bathypelagic zones. I started counting in my head along with Gumi, just in case she lost track.


  “One hundred, one-oh-one, one-oh-two, one-oh-three, one-oh-four…”


  The hairs on my neck stood on end. As the seconds ticked by, it felt like the cold hand of dread held my spine in its grasp.


  “One-oh-five, one-oh-six, one-oh-seven, one-oh-eight, one-oh-nine—augh!”


  The elevator jerked violently and, with a loud rumble, came to a hard stop.


  “What the…?”


  And then the lights went out.


  Gumi screeched in surprise, and I screamed along with her. We shrieked like banshees till the whole elevator seemed to be nothing but our own voices and their keening echoes.


  Once our panic had run its course, we clamped our mouths shut. It was pitch dark inside, without even a single speck of light outside the windows. Just vast, unending blackness.


  “The elevator’s stopped, right?” I murmured, barely audible even to me.


  “Seems like it,” came Gumi’s shaky reply.


   I was sure she was thinking the same. We couldn’t see each other in the dark, but we could hear each other’s shallow, stilted breathing. Then soft sniffling.


  I was the first to admit it out loud. “I’m scared of dying.”


  “Me too,” Gumi said quietly.


  “Have you ever been trapped in an elevator before?”


  “No.”


  “Me neither.”


  After my pointless question, she kept sniffling for a while before replying again. “I guess we’ve both lived pretty lucky lives until now.”


  “Yeah… I hope that luck’s still with us today.”


  I heard the rustling of her clothes as she shifted. Leaning against the window, listening to her quiet sobs in the dark, I thought about the deep-sea fish swimming outside the elevator walls. One wrong move, one tiny nick in the glass, and the pressure would crumple us like soda cans. That the elevator was still suspended at all felt like a miracle. If we’d been really unlucky, it might’ve dropped the whole two thousand meters—6,560 feet—back to the seafloor.


  “You were just about to count to one hundred and ten seconds, right?”


  Gumi sniffed. “Yeah.”


  “So out of 6,560 feet, how much farther do you think we have left? It can’t be that much, right? get ourselves out of this mess,” I told her. Then, more quietly, “Maybe we only have ten meters left to go.”


  Her sniffles slowly quieted. Silence returned, heavy and suffocating. I started to grow anxious.


  “Gumi?” I whispered.


  “I’m trying to do math!” she snapped. “Shh!”


   I fell silent.


  After a bit more sniffling and rustling of clothes, Gumi spoke, her voice having regained its usual character. “Using a simplified calculation, if we estimate we’ve gone about 1,833 meters by now, we’ve got 166 left—so, about 544 feet.”


  I laughed as soon as I heard it; I must have been losing it. Five hundred and forty-four feet? With ten seconds left out of a hundred and twenty, I’d really thought we were nearly there. Turned out we still had a long way to go.


  “Gumi, do you know how to, uh, climb ropes or anything? Like in movies, when the elevator stops and someone climbs through the ceiling and pulls themselves up on the cable using just their upper-body strength?”


  Now it was her turn to laugh incredulously.  of cable? Ha ha ha ha!” She cackled between sniffles. “That’s impossible! Unless maybe I turn into a spider. Or a spider monkey. I can barely hang from a pull-up bar for three seconds. No, I’d be toast before I cleared the first ten feet.”


  “Same here. I guess we’ll just have to wait and hope someone saves us.”


  Less than ten seconds after bravely suggesting we take matters into our own hands, I had resigned myself to waiting for rescue. Neither of us was built for survival. We were desk jockeys, so it was no surprise we were useless in a crisis.


  “What if no one comes?” Gumi asked.


  “Then…that’s it.”


  I plopped down on the floor and heard Gumi sit across from me.  I wanted to comfort her, but I couldn’t bring myself to say anything. If I opened my mouth, I might start crying too.


  Suppressing the urge to sob, I muttered, “If we’d have known it’d end like this…we could’ve stayed with Aeyoung.” The elevator was big enough to hold fifty people. In the utter darkness, it felt vast and cavernous.


  Another sniffle. Gumi replied in a mournful tone, “Yeah, but who could’ve guessed we’d get stuck here? Don’t beat yourself up. What’s done is done.” She sniffled again. “It’s not like regretting it’ll change anything.”


  “That’s a pretty positive way of looking at it.”


  “I guess it is.”


  “I mean it. I’m not being sarcastic.”


  “I know. I’m not either. Being pessimistic doesn’t fix anything.”


  She whimpered and choked on another sob. Silence settled over us, though I couldn’t say how long it lasted.


  Then, all of a sudden, Gumi shattered the stillness with a cry. “We can’t just sit here!”


  I nearly jumped out of my skin. “Wh-what?”


   coming?! something! If that means forcing the elevator up or becoming spider monkeys and climbing out by sheer force of will, then that’s what we have to do! Anything is better than nothing!”


  She was fired up.  It wasn’t their fault they were stuck with me in this metal box at the bottom of the ocean.


  Gumi was right. It wasn’t just my life on the line, and crying wasn’t going to change a thing. “So what should we do?”


  “Turn on your tablet light and come over here.”


  I did as she asked and approached where she sat next to the control panel. I pretended not to notice her red-rimmed eyes. She was inspecting the wiring Aeyoung had pulled free earlier—a messy tangle of cords I couldn’t even begin to make sense of.


  “Can you figure any of that out, Gumi?”


  “Nope, not a clue.”


  “You sure seem happy about that.” I couldn’t stifle the snort that followed.


  Gumi snickered as well, which snowballed into hearty laughter. We were both going a little crazy at the end of the world.


  And then, without us doing a thing, the elevator lights flickered and came back on. We jumped up and exchanged high fives, grins splitting our faces like we’d just survived a war.


  But the elevator was still stuck.


  “The lights are back on. Maybe if we just wait, it’ll start moving again on its own?” I offered hopefully.


  “Yeah! Better not mess with anything. Let’s see what happens!”


  We sat down and waited. Honestly, it was worse than sitting in total darkness. Back then, at least we couldn’t see the fear on each other’s faces. Now Gumi’s scared, anxious expression was right in plain sight.


  “Y’know,” Gumi said after about ten minutes had passed, “the thing Aeyoung was fiddling with earlier? I got a pretty good look at it. Maybe if I reverse that, it’ll work?”


  “Wouldn’t that just take us back to Level 4?”


  “I don’t know, maybe. Should we keep waiting?”


  We’d already waited ten minutes. What more did we expect? For the elevator to miraculously start moving again, like when the lights came back? It hadn’t so much as budged. Or were we waiting for someone in Level 3 to rescue us?


  A terrible thought crept in. What if everyone in Levels 1, 2, and 3 had already evacuated? What if another shock hit the base like before?


  “I’m going to follow your lead on this one, Gumi.”


  “You mean that, Muhyeon? You might regret it.”


  “No, I won’t regret it. And I won’t blame you.”


  “Okay, then. I think she pulled this and this, then pressed that and reconnected that, and then the button lit up…”


  Without hesitation, Gumi grabbed a wire with her bare hands and started moving fast. Yanked one wire, plugged it into another. Disconnected a second, then a third. I didn’t even have time to react; I simply sat there watching her, slowly overtaken by awe.


  you can just yank them out like—”


  The elevator jolted, then dropped.


  It felt like the floor had vanished from beneath us. The whole cabin plunged into free fall.


  Gumi and I clung to each other and screamed our throats raw. Screamed the full hundred and ten seconds we had traveled—and still, we were falling.


  At some point, Gumi flung her backpack across me and pulled herself into some weird crouch-roll position that must have come from elevator safety training.


  “For the love of God!” she screamed. “Buddha! Allah! Greek and Roman gods! Norse gods! Hindu gods of India! If any of you are out there, save us! Please! Please, just do it!”


  She was still hollering like a madwoman when a face suddenly appeared in the elevator window, silencing her instantly.


  It was Aeyoung. When the doors slid open, we saw Haeryang and Jihyeok behind her, their faces pale as death.


  Jihyeok was braced between the other two, who threw him in once the doors opened.  him inside, and he tumbled into me where I sat.


  Someone was clinging to Haeryang from behind. When he stepped in, I saw he was carrying a woman, who had a tight grip on him.


  Bang!  The noise was deafening. As Haeryang crossed the threshold, the woman slid off him and onto the floor. He grabbed her arm—still halfway out of the elevator—and yanked her the rest of the way in, leaving an ugly streak of blood across the floor.


  I was sitting facing the doorway when I heard Haeryang yell, “Heads down!”


  I dropped to the side without thinking. A bullet tore through the air, punching into the wall where my head had been.


  Haeryang kicked Jihyeok and me aside to clear space, and I slammed into the corner, too exhausted to so much as swear. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Gumi trembling violently by the wall.


  Footsteps pounded toward us. Haeryang threw himself over me and Jihyeok, pinning us down. Through the elevator window, I saw the front wall being torn apart with bullets.


  Bang, bang, bang, bang, bang!


  Gunshots rattled the frame. Someone outside was unloading on us. In the chaos, I didn’t even realize Aeyoung had sprinted to the control panel to rewire the elevator system.


  Right before the doors slammed shut, a man shrieked from outside, “Die!”


  Bullets hammered the walls till the elevator looked like Swiss cheese. I was convinced it would fall apart any moment.


  Silence fell. Shots were still firing from outside, but as soon as the doors closed, they stayed that way. Then the elevator began to rise. Fast.


  I wanted to peer outside, but Haeryang was still pinning me and Jihyeok to the floor, and he wouldn’t budge.


  “What the hell happened?” I croaked.


  Aeyoung answered first. “I should be asking you that. Why the hell did you come back down in the elevator?”


  Gumi, eyes fixed on the blood-soaked woman, answered in a quavering voice, “The power went out, the elevator stopped…and when it didn’t move, I just did what you did to the control panel in reverse…”


  Aeyoung sighed, raked a hand over her face, sighed again—and forced a smile. “Well…we’re alive. Thanks to you.”


  Haeryang gently helped Jihyeok into an upright position. He groaned, pale and shaky. The unfamiliar woman wasn’t the only one bleeding, I realized, as I spied a makeshift bandage around Jihyeok’s leg. It was soaked through with blood.


  “Wh-what happened to you?”


  “Got shot. In the kneecap. Damn it, that shit’s never gonna heal right.”


  Jihyeok swore under his breath. He was always talkative, but I’d never heard him like this—raw, ragged, barely holding it together. It looked like he was drawing on every ounce of willpower he had just to keep from writhing in pain on the floor.


  “C-can you walk?” Gumi asked feebly.


  “Not without an orthopedic surgeon,” Haeryang cut in with a firm shake of his head. “Does anyone have any painkillers?”


  I tore my gaze away from the bloodied woman and unzipped my backpack. I pulled the cat out—at this point, what did it matter who saw it?—and dug through the contents until I found the only medication I had: acetaminophen. With trembling fingers, I offered him a single pill and some water.


  Jihyeok stared at me like I’d insulted him. “You’re kidding. I could take the whole bottle and still feel everything.”


  “There’s only four pills left,” I said quietly.


  Although he looked ready to explode at me, he took all four pills without a word. His jaw clenched so tight I handed him a candy too, just to get him to loosen it. It had the bonus effect of keeping him too occupied to swear.


  I turned my attention to the woman on the floor. She hadn’t moved. Her body was too still.


  “So what happened? Who is she?”


  Haeryang’s voice was tight with suppressed anger. “The Chinese and Japanese teams are armed. They’re not exactly the collaborative type, so we figured they’d tear each other apart if left alone. But Jihyeok and I ran into a few engineers from Team Ra down by the escape pods.”


  “The Chinese team fired those shots?”


  “Yeah. And that woman—she’s Yun Hai, team leader of the Chinese group. She’s already dead.”


  Haeryang’s face had gone dark, his jaw locked tight. I was the only one here with any real medical training, so I approached the body sprawled on the floor and checked for breathing and a pulse. Nothing. She was gone. That made at least three dead today so far.


  I’d barely stopped myself from cursing when Aeyoung spoke, her voice tight with rage. “Now that Yun’s dead, Team Ra’s going to lose it. If you hear anyone speaking Chinese, run.”


  “What kind of person was Yun?”


  Aeyoung listed off her traits, folding her fingers one by one. “Smartest on the team. The richest. Most level-headed. But earlier—” She glanced at Haeryang and stopped there. Out of respect, maybe. Or hesitation.


  I didn’t pick up on it right away, since I was too focused on straightening Yun’s body, which had curled in on itself like a shrimp. “What? What is it?” I asked bluntly.


  Neither Haeryang nor Aeyoung said anything, but Jihyeok—who’d been quietly listening and sucking on his candy—crunched it down and chimed in, “Yun had a thing for Team Leader Shin. I’m serious! What, it’s true! Ow!” He yelped as Aeyoung smacked him. “Damn it, Aeyoung! Your hands are like lead weights, you know that? Christ, you’re a menace. Go ahead and hit me again, see if I care. My leg’s wrecked. If I can’t run, I’m sure as hell gonna keep talking!”


  And keep talking he did.


  “That asshole Wei Li—he starts throwing a tantrum just because Yun didn’t like him back, right? And get this, I only found out today: Zixuan? She’s got a thing for that jackal Wei too! Unreal!”


  Aeyoung gave up trying to shut him up. His kneecap’s blown out, so let him vent.


  That left me and Gumi to play audience to Jihyeok’s rant.


  “Judging by the bodies piled high near the pod port, those psychos must’ve seized the Azure Dragon escape pods and started shooting anyone who got too close. Jesus. Not everyone on their team was on board with that. Tao Hong from Taiwan, Lan from Hong Kong—they weren’t. You saw what happened to Tao, right?”


  We’d been through so much in such a short time that even Gumi looked lost. “Who’s that?”


  “The guy in the convenience store, shot through the lungs!” Jihyeok practically shouted, his whole body quaking with frustration. “That guy! He said he didn’t want to shoot civilians, and boom! Wei shot him on the spot! Absolutely insane!”


  I still didn’t know how Tao managed to make it that far with a punctured lung. Maybe he hadn’t bled out as fast?


  “Anyway, when we got to the pods, we ran into Yun and Lan right away. Neither of them wanted to hurt us. Yun even said she’d pretend she didn’t see us, told us to forget about the Azure Dragon pods and try somewhere else. And then that crazy hag Zixuan snuck up behind me and shot me in the goddamn knee!”


  Filtering out the cursing, the gist I got was this: Zixuan opened fire, the three women started arguing, and while they were distracted, Haeryang practically hauled Jihyeok away. And Zixuan’s screams must’ve put the rest of Team Ra right on their tail.


  Of course, it wasn’t like Haeryang could’ve sprinted the whole way with Jihyeok on his back. Apparently, they were caught halfway to the elevator, but Yun had yelled at her team to release them.


  Her team weren’t all on board with it. From what I could make out through Jihyeok’s endless swearing, the loudest dissent came from Wei Li, Haoran, and Chi Wei. Their team dynamics had been awful from the start, with people ignoring orders just because it was a woman issuing them. And when Yun tried to intervene, Wei sneered and said she only wanted to let them go because she had a thing for Haeryang. She denied it—said it was irrelevant—and that was when they started training their guns on each other.


  “Then they turned on Lan because of her friendship with Aeyoung. Started taunting her, accusing her of making secret deals to let people off easy. And then the crazy bastards actually fired at Aeyoung, and I guess that’s what finally made Lan snap.”


  I whirled toward Aeyoung. “Are you hurt?”


  She gave a tight shake of her head, her expression taut. “They shot at my feet. Tried to scare me.”


  “Lan started screaming that she didn’t want to kill anyone else. Then she shot that psycho Haoran, and shit really hit the fan. Honestly, the blackout was divine intervention. Felt like the universe was on our side for once.”


  That was the thing: Even a single event could mean something completely differently depending on who you were. To them, the blackout seemed like a miracle. To me, it felt like a death sentence.


  “As soon as the power went out, good ol’ Aeyoung here hurled a knife right into Chi Wei’s throat and bolted for the elevator. Lan dropped to the ground. Team Leader Shin took off running with me on his back while Yun covered our retreat.”


  Looking uneasy, Aeyoung said, “Seeing the elevator back in the bay threw me off. It wasn’t supposed to be there. Should’ve been docked at Level 3. We figured it was a lucky break. The elevators are pressure-sealed and bulletproof. And the rest…well, the two of you saw for yourselves.”


  Haeryang, who’d been silent until now, let out a heavy breath. “Lan likely didn’t survive. I saw her take two shots to the gut. That leaves Haoran and Wei Li. Since only Wei was still coming after us, I’d guess Haoran’s leg was shot too.”


  “And Zixuan!” Jihyeok said loudly. “Zixuan!”


  “Right,” Haeryang muttered. “Three.”


  Aeyoung made a face. “You sure that Chi Wei guy is dead?” she asked Jihyeok, who was still grimacing.


  “You’re asking like I didn’t see it happen. He’s dead. No way he made it.”


  “Good.”


  Right then, the elevator shuddered violently and the lights went out. Gumi shrieked—a high-pitched, startled sound—and I jumped and screamed with her. The other three didn’t even flinch. Just a sharp “Shit!” from Jihyeok.


  Haeryang was unperturbed. “If we wait, the backup power should kick in within five minutes.”


  Gumi grabbed my tablet and set a timer. The dark was impenetrable, the silence absolute except for Jihyeok’s muffled groans. Sharing a dead elevator with five people and a corpse was unsettling, but not quite as terrifying as I’d expected. Certainly not compared to being stuck here alone with Gumi.


  Finally, the question that had been gnawing at me slipped out. “Why are Taiwan and Hong Kong lumped in with the Chinese team?”


  “They didn’t have the funds to contribute to the base’s annual development costs,” Haeryang said. “After China collapsed and splintered into eight federated states, the mainland still had enough capital to last for three generations. That’s why the three states—mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong—agreed to ‘cooperate’ on undersea projects. I heard they even split between engineering and mining because of that.”


  “Huh.”


  “Yeah,” Jihyeok piped up, “Lan and Tao—the Hong Konger and the Taiwanese guy—were always so loud about telling everyone they weren’t Chinese. Tao used to hand out milk teas and salted coffees around the base in this passive-aggressive way. Lan tried to one-up him by enrolling in Gayoung’s baking class just to crank out egg tarts. Whole thing was a damn circus.”


  I heaved a long sigh. I knew the base was a mess, but it kept on surprising me with these weird new lows.


  The lights came back on right on time, but the elevator remained motionless.


   It had felt more like twenty.


  As soon as the lights returned, Aeyoung bent back down to the control panel. Haeryang took a swig of his water. Jihyeok unwrapped another piece of candy and popped it into his mouth.


  Aeyoung finished fiddling with the wires, snatched Haeryang’s water bottle, and took a long drink—and at last, the elevator began moving again. Gumi and I exchanged relieved glances. Once the terror had passed, though, another thought struck me.


  What had caused the blackout to begin with?


  I watched Aeyoung chug the rest of the water. Jihyeok was mercifully quiet now thanks to the candy.


  I turned to Haeryang. “That blackout made me wonder. How is the base usually powered?”


  “Cogeneration,” he said, terse as ever.


  Gumi blanched. “Wait, so then we’re…”


  “Yes,” he said crisply. “We need to get out. Fast.”


  The engineers didn’t look surprised; evidently, this was old news to them. As for me, every new fact I learned about this base chipped away at my sanity. I could feel the blood drain from my face, just like Gumi’s, but still I had to ask. Maybe cogeneration wasn’t as scary as it sounded. No risk of radiation exposure, right?


  cogeneration, exactly?”


  “Take your time, Team Leader,” Jihyeok said before Haeryang could get a word in. “Give us the full breakdown.”


  Haeryang shot him a look, then answered, “The underwater base uses a micro-cogeneration system to supply electricity and regulate temperature. It burns natural gas from the seabed to drive a turbine. The turbine produces electricity, and the leftover heat powers the boiler. Because both electrical and thermal energy are created from a single source—natural gas—it’s extremely efficient and stable.”


  Okay.  I liked what I was hearing, but it wasn’t quite what I was looking for. “And the downsides?”


  “The equipment is expensive. And if the gas supply is cut, the system’s dead. As good as scrap.”


  “Sure, but what’s the worst-case scenario?”


  “Even though it’s a micro-system, the scale of damage caused by a system failure can vary a lot, depending on what breaks. If a pipe bursts, you could get gas leaks, toxic fumes, or water hot enough to slough your flesh off. Worst case?” He paused. “If the gas combusts under the wrong conditions, it could trigger an explosion—one big enough to take out not just the pipeline to the drilling zones but all of Level 4. And since the base is connected by the central elevator, it could damage the other levels too.”


  His delivery was dry and matter of fact, but his words drenched me in a cold sweat. Were we really relying on something so volatile for power?


  “Were any alternatives to cogeneration even considered?”


  “Under the sea?” Haeryang retorted. “At this depth?”


  Right.  I couldn’t even begin to guess.


  “Uh…right. So, if you’re building a base two miles underwater, what are the options?”


  “There were proposals for compact thermonuclear fusion or geothermal energy, but fusion wasn’t stable enough to work this deep. As for geothermal?  stable enough to avoid earthquakes. Tough.”


  Well, at least it wasn’t nuclear. I, for one, would’ve strongly been against it. Or maybe not. I didn’t even know anymore.


  Clocking the confusion on my face, Haeryang softened his tone. “Basically, we would’ve had to build the base near New Zealand or Japan—tectonically active zones. But how likely do you think it is those countries would let a bunch of foreign powers drill beneath their waters? They’d sooner sabotage the whole project than join in. That’s why Level 1 and Daehando run on wind power. But Levels 2, 3, and 4 each use their own cogeneration system.” Then, after a beat, he added, “Hopefully that’s temporary.”


  Haeryang’s eyes drifted to Yun’s body. Now that I’d straightened her out and placed her arms by her sides, she could have passed for sleeping. As if she might wake up if we called her name.


  “Were you two…together?” The question left my mouth before I could think better of it.


  He held my gaze, then shook his head. “No.”


  Hands still sticky with blood, I opened my bag—never mind the risk of snake bites—and pulled out the towel I’d used to dry off earlier in the laundry room. It was still a little damp. I unfolded it, smoothed the wrinkles out as much as I could, and laid it gently over Yun’s face.


  The elevator continued its slow ascent. Jihyeok, having run his mouth to his heart’s content earlier, was finally quiet. And so the silence dragged on, and our spirits flagged under its weight.


  “I should’ve aimed at Haoran, goddamn it!” Aeyoung burst out. She sprang up from the wall she was leaning on, body quivering with a fury that hissed out between clenched teeth. “That asshole!”


  Everyone turned to face her. Even the cat, curled up in the corner, started at her outburst and then fixed her with an inscrutable look. Slowly, Aeyoung sank back down, covering her face with both hands. Gumi let out a troubled sigh.


  I looked around the elevator. We were all strewn across the floor, slumped and exhausted. It reminded me of what my house was like three years ago. I swallowed a sigh of my own. Someone’s stomach growled.


  Jihyeok was flat on his back, staring at the ceiling, when he said, “Am I the only one starving?”


  It seemed chocolate bars, candy, and crackers wouldn’t cut it.


  Gumi, sitting next to him with her eyes puffy from crying, nodded. “Yeah… I’m hungry too.”


  “Would be nice to stop by the Level 3 bakery,” I said, glancing at Jihyeok’s leg. “Or at least the convenience store next to it.”


  His face was taut with agony, though he tried not to let it show. I felt for him. He’d need surgery, and surgery meant fasting. But right now, who knew when—or if—we’d ever get out of here?


  “There are escape pods on Level 3 too,” Haeryang said, breaking the silence. He looked up from the tablet he’d been studying for some time. The base’s blueprints were visible on-screen. “Most of the personnel on that level would have probably used them to evacuate by now, though. Judging by how things are going, I think we’re better off taking the elevator. Three elevators connect to Level 2. We’ll find one that’s still operational and take it up as far as possible. The one closest to the Azure Dragon elevator is called Archelon—it’ll be to the left once we exit.”


  “Archelon”?  This undersea base sure liked naming everything.


  “Even the elevators here have names, huh?”


  “Yeah. There’s an image of a massive, ancient turtle inside—I think that’s what it’s named after. So we’ll head there first. If we can’t board that one, we’ll try Elevators 1 and 2. There are escape pods nearby too, so we can head there if necessary.”


  “The phone!” Gumi squealed in excitement, mere inches from my ear. I recoiled from the noise, and even Haeryang flinched where he sat.


  “But aren’t the phones all dead?” I remarked.


  Gumi shook her head rapidly. “No, no—that’s the thing! The bakery has an external landline! I saw the Level 1 operations team call down once to ask if a certain pastry was all sold out! Apparently, the base originally planned to install landlines all throughout the undersea station, but because of budget issues and the contractor going bankrupt, they ended up installing just one—in the bakery! That space wasn’t even supposed to be a bakery in the first place! It was meant to house the admin office that managed the entire base, but that department grew bigger than expected and relocated to one of the wards on the island instead!”


  “Where’d you hear all that?”


  “Olivier Martin from the bakery!” Gumi answered, not even pausing to catch her breath. “You know, the short French guy who makes incredible croissants!”


  Haeryang shot her a confused look. “The guy who can’t bake macarons or fruit cakes to save his life but is a master at yeasty breads and sourdoughs?”


  Jihyeok, still lying on the floor, seemed to know who they were talking about. “You mean the guy with the gray hair and mustache who’s obsessed with wine?”


  “That’s him!”


  “Yeah, I mooched some French wine off him once. He had beef with the operations team because they wouldn’t let him sell wine down here.”


  Haeryang rubbed his temples, looking suddenly weary. “Let’s prioritize escape over calling for aid right now. If the people who got out on the pods made it, they’ll have already put in a call for rescue. And to get to the bakery, we’d have to cut through the central elevator area, which I’d really like to avoid.”


  “But the American team leader and Gayoung headed to the central elevator earlier.”


  “I’d prefer that we make our way to Daehando with as few encounters with other people as possible.”


  I glanced automatically at Yun’s body and nodded. Haeryang knelt down and grabbed Jihyeok’s arm and shoulder. I took hold of his other arm. Jihyeok stood up on his uninjured right leg, then grabbed hold of the elevator handrail, stifling a groan as he did.


  Gumi picked up one of my bags and crouched in the corner where the cat had been curled up—half sitting, half lying—and gently scooped it into the bag. I slung the snake bag over my shoulder. It felt much lighter now that we’d drunk all the water.


  Aeyoung stood and looked over at us like everything was fine. “We’ll arrive in five seconds. Five, four, three, two, one!”


  The doors opened with a chime. Haeryang moved to the threshold and made some kind of quick gesture toward the outside, and Aeyoung stepped out into the elevator bay. A moment later, she called for us to follow. Gumi and I helped Jihyeok out of the elevator. Once outside, I asked if he could hold himself up by the wall for a moment. When he said yes, I went back through the open elevator doors.


  Gumi gaped in surprise. “Did you forget something?!”


  “Yes,” I said. “Yun.”


  I reached for her shoulders—then paused, worried I might see her face if the towel slipped. Instead, I grabbed her by the ankles and dragged her out. Jihyeok watched, leaning against the wall on one leg. He was silent, but his expression said everything.


  Gumi tightened the cat bag over her shoulder and darted forward to help. She took hold of Yun’s arms, which trailed behind her head, as if raised in surrender. Gumi flinched at the clamminess of her wrists, then redoubled her grip to help me get the body out of the elevator.


  We laid Yun flat beside the elevator and folded her arms neatly at her sides before returning to Jihyeok. Haeryang and Aeyoung, who’d gone ahead to scout, were already on their way back.


  “Felt like it might haunt my dreams if we left her in there,” I explained.


  What I really wanted to say was that I was scared she’d go hurtling down into the dark if anything went wrong with the elevator. I braced for someone to call me out for wasting time or being irrational—but no one said a word. They just nodded.


  Haeryang reported that they’d scouted the area as far as the convenience store and found it clear. He helped Jihyeok off the wall, and I took his other side. We’d covered maybe six feet of ground when Haeryang muttered under his breath, “I think it’ll be faster if I just carry him.”


  “But you’ve already carried him for quite a while. Why don’t I take over?” I suggested.


  “I’m thrilled that neither of you are willing to ditch me,” Jihyeok said dryly, “but as the dead weight in question, I think I have a say in who carries me. And I’d rather it not be Team Leader Shin. The dentist seems like a comfier ride.”


  “You’ve gotten picky.”


  Haeryang sputtered a few chuckles, and Jihyeok joined in—slowly, gradually. Jihyeok’s laughter brought me a strange sense of relief. Better than the endless drone of pained swearing earlier, to be sure.


  “Picky? Nah,” Jihyeok joked, half grin and half grimace. “I’d eat anything. Give me some spicy instant noodles and I’ll die happy.”


  “Same here!” I said, nodding emphatically as I hooked his arm over my shoulder. “I’ve been thinking about that ever since we got dunked in seawater. Actually, I can’t stop thinking about the cup noodles Sujeong gave me… I left them back in my room.”


  The mere mention of that spicy, steaming broth had me craving it. Haeryang and I moved carefully as we supported Jihyeok off his injured leg, but the blown-out knee made things tricky. It was a ghastly sight. The garments wrapped around it were so soaked in blood, you couldn’t even discern their original color. By the time the three of us reached the convenience store, Aeyoung and Gumi were already inside, rummaging through supplies.


  Using scissors and their bare hands, they’d cut long strips of cloth from a few blankets in the store. Haeryang trimmed away the excess fabric from around Jihyeok’s knee. One of the blood-soaked pieces looked like a woman’s cardigan; its tiny buttons scattered softly across the floor.


  “Should we just remove all the bloody clothing?” I asked, but Haeryang shook his head.


  “It might worsen the bleeding,” he said, pointing to several places where the blood had caked and clung to the skin.


  I brought over a few sanitary pads, and Haeryang arranged them carefully around Jihyeok’s knee before securing them with a towel and the blanket strips.


  As far as medical supplies went, there were only a few types of painkillers, some cold medicine, cooling patches for fevers, disinfectant, and a bunch of finger-sized bandages. Not a single medical bandage or roll of gauze in sight. What were people supposed to do if they got hurt here?


   They went to the hospital on the ground floor, where treatment was free. Come to think of it, maybe we should have been grateful they stocked any first aid in the store at all.


  I looked around for a makeshift splint and found a pile of dusty umbrellas in a corner.  Regardless, they’d get the job done. I grabbed two and clacked them together to shake off the dust. I briskly wiped them down, then handed them over to Aeyoung.


  She moved fast, bracing Jihyeok’s leg with the umbrellas and binding them in place with the blanket strips. He grunted in pain with each knot she tied.


  “Don’t be a baby,” she chided him.


   take a bullet, then.”


  “Wandering around and catching stray bullets… What are you, blind? You should be embarrassed. It’s your damn fault for not moving your leg out of the way when they aimed, dummy!” Aeyoung teased.


  Jihyeok clamped a hand over his mouth and trembled, pain mingling with each stifled laugh. I couldn’t help it either; laughter leaked out of me, and Gumi giggled along with us, clutching bottles of water and prepackaged buns in her hands.


  Hearing us crack up, Haeryang glanced our way, then went back to collecting sports drinks.


  After a few minutes of trying to hold it together, Jihyeok muttered in frustration, “Now everything hurts just from laughing.”


  Gumi unwrapped the buns that had been in the display case and handed them out. She was about to give one to Jihyeok when Haeryang snatched it away and shook his head.


  “Jihyeok’s on a water-only fast now.”


  You could’ve told Jihyeok the world was ending and he still wouldn’t have looked as crestfallen as he did in that moment.


  “He’s going to need surgery right away,” Haeryang added. “There’s no helping it.”


  Gumi gave me a curious look as I gathered cooling patches and painkillers. “What do we need those for? Do you have a fever?”


  “No, not me,” I replied. “They’re for Jihyeok.”


  “But why?”


  “Because…he got shot in the knee.”


  “Do you get fevers when you break a bone?”


  “Yes. You do.”


  Apparently, the deep-sea creatures that Gumi studied didn’t get fevers from broken bones. Maybe they didn’t have any bones to break in the first place.


  Haeryang urged us to keep moving. With the splint in place, Jihyeok was able to walk with some support from me and Haeryang on either side of him.


  Great placement.  What I wouldn’t have given to grab a sandwich and kick back with a drink from the café next door.


  One of Level 3’s elevators came into view. Aeyoung signaled for us to stop. It was nice to know I could recognize at least two of her signals now: “get down” and “stop.”


  We drew to a halt in front of at the café.  When did she even grab that? Back at the convenience store, I guess.


  She went ahead to examine the area around the elevator, then came back. “It’s docked at Level 2. Should we call it down or try another?”


  It would take at least three minutes for the elevator to arrive if we called it. My vote was to take this one, since we had an injured person with us. Haeryang glanced at Jihyeok’s leg, then at me and Gumi. It took him all of three seconds to agree.


   were slowing them down rather than the guy with the bullet in his leg.




  Chapter 13:
Undersea Station Level 3


   


  WITH OUR COURSE AGREED ON, Aeyoung went ahead to press the elevator button. I took a step forward, assuming we were supposed to follow. But Haeryang stopped me and told us all to stay put. The words were scarcely out of his mouth when Aeyoung circled back.


  Gumi and I regarded her with confusion.


  “The area around the elevator is too exposed,” she explained. “If we all stood in front of it, we’d be sitting ducks.”


  “Wow!” Gumi squeaked.


  “Wow indeed,” I muttered, equally impressed.


  Neither of us would’ve considered such a risk on our own.


  While waiting out the three minutes it’d take for the elevator to arrive, Jihyeok propped himself up against the café counter and checked the internet connection on his tablet. Gumi plopped down beside him and pulled out her phone.


  “I have zero connection.”


  “Can’t make calls either.”


  As the two of them vented their disappointment, I wandered into the café’s back kitchen. I’d only ever visited the two cafés on Level 4, so I hadn’t had the chance to try this one. Judging by their menu, they mostly sold blended fruit drinks and smoothies.


  Whoever evacuated from this place must’ve been in a rush; packs of frozen blueberries and strawberries lay in a haphazard heap outside the industrial fridge. I opened the upper freezer compartment to toss the strawberries back in, only to realize it wasn’t working. The interior was tepid and lukewarm.


  Stranger yet, there was something inside that looked distinctly like a gun.


  Jihyeok was in no shape to come over, and Aeyoung’s eyes were still locked on the elevator.


  “Haeryang, could you come over for a minute?”


  He came right away. I wordlessly showed him the freezer, which had been clearly used to stash something a smoothie joint had no business stocking.


  “Did you touch anything?” Haeryang asked.


  “No, I just opened the compartment.”


  He inspected the handgun and magazines, then pointed to a palm-sized empty space. “Looks like that’s the only thing they took. The rest was left behind.”


  He studied the compartment carefully before picking up the gun and inspecting its safety lever and chamber.


   Please let it be fake, please let it be fake—


  “It’s real.”


  Along with the gun, the freezer held two magazines, a pack of bullets, and a bottle of whiskey. Haeryang opened the refrigerator compartment with equal care, and I realized he was checking for booby traps.


  Of course. Then you’ve got an idiot like me yanking the freezer open like it’s nothing.


  The rest of the fridge was filled with milk, sparkling water, and food. I even checked behind the milk cartons just in case. Nothing.


  I awkwardly placed the strawberry pack back on the floor where I’d found it. It was clear now that the frozen fruit packs had been arranged at the front of the freezer as camouflage.


  With a clack, Haeryang laid out a dishtowel and began disassembling the gun.


  Why take apart something that wasn’t broken? The pistol was the size of my palm, but as it came apart, it multiplied into so many tiny pieces I quickly lost track of them. I was briefly worried he wouldn’t be able to put it back together, but I shouldn’t have been. Once he’d checked the spring and internal components, he reassembled it like a LEGO set.


  Just as he slid in the magazine and chambered a round, Gumi strolled into the kitchen. “What are you two doing back h—whoa.”


   looked like when I first saw the gun in the freezer.


  Gumi swallowed thickly. “A-are you gonna use that?”


  Her gaze was fixed on the gun in Haeryang’s hands, which he had pointed carefully downward as he engaged the safety.


  “If we’re lucky, we won’t have to.”


  We followed him out of the kitchen and triggered a small commotion the moment Jihyeok and Aeyoung saw the gun. Gumi and I watched, a little startled, as they started arguing over who should carry it.


  “Why can’t I take it, boss? I got shot today, and I’m exhausted. I need all the help I can get!”


  “You hear that? . Let him sit this one out,” Aeyoung volleyed back. “You know I’m a crack shot. I won’t waste a single bullet.”


  “Enough,” Haeryang cut in. “I’m carrying the gun. That’s final.”


  That shut both of them up. When I asked why they were so eager to carry it, Aeyoung let out a sulky, exasperated sigh. “You know what my greatest wish is right now? A fully loaded machine gun. Do you know how nerve-racking it is to be unarmed?”


  “Not at all,” I answered sincerely.


  Even after a moment’s thought, my answer didn’t change. I’d never walked around fully armed before, so I didn’t really have anything to compare it to.


  “If I’m not armed,” I continued, “I’m clearly not a threat. You don’t think the other party would see that and be open to a peaceful resolution?”


  “Let me ask you this: Do you think whoever smuggled firearms into a weapons-free base is looking for peaceful resolutions? Or are they out for blood and pain?”


  “Well, as someone with firsthand experience causing a fair amount of bleeding and pain myself, I strive for the peaceful option when I can.”


  That drew unexpected laughter from Jihyeok and Gumi.  both sat in my dental chair before.


  Aeyoung gave me a puzzled look, then snapped her fingers. “Oh, that’s right. You’re a dentist! Anyway, look—if the other side wants peace, I’m all for it. I’ve got a million ideas for responding in kind,” she said, and Jihyeok wryly shook his head at her. “But if they want a bloodbath? I’ll gladly give them that too.”


  “Have you ever heard of the saying ‘Discourage fights, but encourage deals’?”


  She shrugged. “Is that even an actual Korean saying?”


  Hah… Good grief.


  Suddenly, she craned her neck toward the elevator like a meerkat, then hissed at us to duck.


  I was already half lying down, but I flattened myself even further. Gumi clamped a hand over her mouth, too scared to so much as breathe.


  Despite being hidden behind the café counter, I felt like merely lifting my head the wrong way might get us spotted. We heard footsteps coming from the elevator—two people, judging by Aeyoung’s hand signals. I had to suppress the irrational urge to run up and beg them to take me out of this undersea station.


  Haeryang, Jihyeok, and Aeyoung silently pressed their index fingers to their lips. The team leader gave me and Gumi a meaningful look, tapped the gun twice with his fingertip, then gestured twice toward the elevator. It was hard to tell whether he meant that he wanted to shoot both of them or that they were both armed. Knowing him, I had the sneaking, sinking suspicion that it was the former—and that made me nervous.


  The two people from the elevator stepped into view. Both were armed and masked, dressed head to toe in black, with a circular patch on their upper arms: a shark with jaws open, gleaming menacingly in red, white, and black.


  It struck me as odd; people at the base didn’t usually wear all black. The deeper underwater we were, the less light there was, so we were encouraged to dress in bright colors to prevent accidents and boost morale. After five days of seeing nothing but vivid clothes, their stark, black uniforms felt especially threatening.


  Now I understood Aeyoung’s earlier caution. These two had stepped out of the elevator the moment we called it down. They must’ve been riding it up and down nonstop, lying in wait. That alone was chilling enough. But they were also carrying weapons, and they’d donned black caps, black masks, and black uniforms with those fearsome shark patches. It was the kind of look that would make you cross the street in fear if you saw them coming. What the hell were they doing here?


  I could hear them talking in low voices, wondering who had called the elevator down.


  .”


  I had no idea what that meant. But my heart nearly dropped in surprise when a few seconds later, my lexi-coms earpiece’s mechanical voice intoned: Greenland shark.


  The two men began searching the Unlimited Chocolate Cookies & Book Café, which was closer to the elevator than the café we were hiding in.


  Once they were out of sight, Aeyoung said, “If I had a suppressor, I’d have shot them already.”


  Haeryang didn’t argue. He seemed to agree.


  With the armed men all the way inside the book café, we had to decide quickly whether we’d make a break for the elevator.


  “I don’t like that they came straight down from where the elevator was docked at Level 2.”


  I could tell Haeryang was already picturing the worst-case scenario: We would take the Archelon elevator up and walk straight into a truckload of armed men in matching black uniforms.


  Gumi scratched her cheek. “We haven’t done anything. You really think they’d be hostile to us?”


  “Their faces are covered. They’re ready for things to get ugly, and they’ve taken steps to stay anonymous.”


  “But there’s plenty of people who do ugly things and don’t care who sees them.”


  “That’s true,” Haeryang admitted.


  I stared at them, incredulous at how casually they were having this conversation. “So what now?”


  “We hit ’em first.” Aeyoung threw Haeryang a meaningful look, her grip tight around her flathead screwdriver.


  After a beat, Haeryang nodded. “We’ll bag ’em and ask some questions.”


  He handed the pistol over to Aeyoung. With the screwdriver between her teeth and the gun in one hand, she pivoted to Gumi and me. “You two hide in the kitchen,” she said around the screwdriver. “Don’t come out unless we call you.”


  We got the message. Gumi and I moved to help Jihyeok off the floor and into the kitchen, but Haeryang stopped us with a shake of his head.


  Jihyeok sighed theatrically. “Let me guess,” he said dryly. “You need my Oscar-worthy acting again?”


  “You get it.” Haeryang didn’t even blink at Jihyeok’s sarcasm.


  Without missing a beat, Jihyeok clutched his leg and started screaming and writhing in agony. “Aaaugh! My leg!”


  Gumi and I slipped into the kitchen and started counting in our heads. Less than two minutes later, we heard Aeyoung’s voice.


  gun was pointed straight at his own thigh. Haeryang had one arm around his neck in a chokehold, while his other had the man’s weapon hand in a lock, twisted so his gun was pressed into his own leg.


  Haeryang’s voice was soft, but there was nothing gentle in his words. “If you scream, you can kiss either your face or what’s tucked between your legs goodbye. Your choice.”


  The man in the chokehold was maybe five foot seven. Haeryang towered over him at six foot three. If the gun fired at that angle, it would blow a hole through the guy’s gut—or his crotch. Haeryang, on the other hand? He’d probably only take a hit to the thigh or calf.


  Jihyeok shoved the man off his chest, grabbed the gun he’d dropped, and aimed it at the one Haeryang was restraining. Now three people had him in their sights.


  “Hands up. Slowly.”


  The man was stuck between a rock and a hard place…or at least between the options of surrendering or pulling a trigger that would blow his own dick off. Meanwhile, he had three muzzles trained on him, aimed squarely at his face, chest, and side. There was no way any of them would miss. Even Jihyeok had a clear shot at the man’s ribs.


  “W-we survive under any circumstances!”


   If it had been me, I would’ve been too petrified to say a word.


  “You want to spend the rest of your life pissing sitting down?” Aeyoung asked.


  Even from across the room, the tenor of her voice—casual and cruel—sent a shiver down my spine. As she lowered her gun, aiming below his abdomen, the man finally released his weapon. It clattered to the ground, and he raised his free hand in defeat. Haeryang was quick to retrieve the gun.


  Jihyeok tutted disapprovingly at Aeyoung. “Too far. You don’t joke about certain things, you know?”


  “Not my problem.”


  The chill in her voice hung in the air like icicles. I crept toward the other man, the one collapsed near Jihyeok. He looked unconscious.


  I was about to check on him when Jihyeok stopped me. “Carotid’s cut. He’s kaput. Dead as a doornail. Also, who said you could come out yet?”


  Apparently, when I heard Aeyoung’s voice earlier, that wasn’t her giving us the signal. I’d misunderstood. Feeling uneasy, I replied, “Uh… I thought we were taking them alive.”


  “If my leg weren’t busted, maybe we could’ve,” Jihyeok said, somewhat bitterly.


  The sight of the man sprawled beside him made me recoil. The scissors we’d used earlier to cut blankets into bandages had been driven straight into the side of his neck. Aeyoung’s screwdriver had been plunged into it too, for good measure.


  Jihyeok was right. You didn’t get more dead than that.


   a screwdriver. Jesus, talk about overkill.


  I lifted a trembling hand toward the body, but Gumi snatched my arm and pulled me back before I could touch it. There wasn’t much weight to her movements, but I was too overwhelmed to resist. Blood still flowed from the man’s ruptured neck in a rivulet as wide as my thumb, pooling in a growing puddle on the floor.


  It’s not supposed to be that much. You don’t bleed that much when you lose a tooth. That’s…that’s too much blood.


  My pulse pounded in my ears. My chest tightened, my breath caught in my throat, and a sudden surge of dizziness hit me hard and fast.


  Gumi covered my eyes with her small hands. They felt soft and cool against my burning face. She was much shorter than I was, so how was she able to reach so high? Then I realized I was sitting on the ground. At some point, I had collapsed on the spot.


  Haeryang’s voice drifted to my ears. Nearby, but muffled. Cold.


  “Who are you people? Who’s in charge? How many armed personnel are in the base? How did you get guns down here?”


  My head spun, and my eyes burned in their sockets. All of a sudden, the cool touch of Gumi’s hands on my face stirred up a wave of guilt. I fumbled through my bag, pulled out a water bottle, and drank. Then I mechanically popped a piece of candy into my mouth. It was lemon-flavored. It was sweet.


  I’d avoided sweets for years. A subconscious response to seeing too many patients with tooth decay. Granted, I never had a taste for sweets anyway. Even a little sugar gave me headaches. I never touched chocolate, candy, or jellies. Barely drank soda. Hated alcohol. Never smoked. Well, I tried it for a month after some friends handed me a pack, but it never stuck. Too expensive. Too pointless. I’d quit.


  I had consumed more refined sugar in the past few hours than over the last few years combined. My teeth and pancreas must’ve been screaming from the shock.


  I was still halfway lost in that haze when Gumi spoke up. “You’re under a lot of stress, Muhyeon.”


  “Everyone here’s under the same stress, though.”


  “But not everyone here is the same person. People feel things differently. A spider crawling across my bed wouldn’t faze me, but my little sister would cry and scream like it was the end of the world. She’d probably burn her own room down just to keep it away.”


  Seeing how hard she was working to comfort me made me feel ashamed. I wiped my eyes and nose with the back of my hand. “You seem like you’re handling everything quite well.”


  “Really? Honestly, I’m not doing so great either. I’m just…”


  “Just what?”


  “Just holding it together, I guess. I mean, blood? I see it all the time, during controlled studies and experiments.”


  Of course. She studies marine life.


  Amid my lightheadedness, I latched on to her voice like an anchor.


  “But still, that much blood?” she said. “Gushing out of a person’s neck? That’s definitely a first.”


  “Same,” I replied. “I’ve never seen someone get stabbed in the neck with scissors either.”


  “I think Jihyeok did it. I saw him stash them in his leg splint back at the convenience store.”


  “That makes sense.”


  “Yeah.”


  We fell into a brief silence.


  As I sat in the kitchen where Gumi had led me, my mind gradually settled. The man’s corpse was only a few yards away—face up, eyes rolled back, neck skewered—but it made all the difference not having to see it directly. My body was calming down. The tremors were easing.


  “Hang in there, Muhyeon!” Gumi said. “We made it out of Level 4, didn’t we?”


  “Yeah, we did. And not long before that, we were trapped inside an elevator.”


  “That’s right. Remember when it dropped? We were both screaming like idiots.”


  She offered a faint, reassuring smile. I smiled back at her.


  I felt much better—like I wasn’t suffocating or drowning or frozen in my own body. Like I wasn’t dying anymore.


  “Thank you, Gumi,” I said sincerely as I faced her. “For snapping me out of it.”


  “Don’t mention it!” She patted me on the back with that cool, gentle touch.


  God, how mortifying.


  Here I was, a grown man—a fully functional, physically capable member of society—being comforted like a witless child. And not even by some wise elder. should’ve been the one staying strong.


  I wanted to crawl into a hole and die of embarrassment. What the hell was wrong with me? I needed to get a grip.


  When we stepped out of the kitchen, it still wasn’t clear whether the interrogation was over or they’d merely paused it in consideration of our delicate sensibilities.


  At least the man—rather, the corpse with the skewered neck—was now covered head to chest with a sheet of cloth. I wondered who’d been so kind.


  Jihyeok was seated against the wall, his gun still trained on the prisoner. Aeyoung’s was as well, but her attention was focused on her surroundings rather than the man himself. Haeryang, meanwhile, kept his weapon pointed straight at the man’s head.


  He addressed us, but his eyes never left the prisoner. “It’s too risky for us to take the closest elevator.”


  “So these armed people are really guarding the elevator upstairs?”


  “Yes. They are.”


  Silence.


  Now that I’d spent a good amount of time with him, I was finally getting a handle on Haeryang. He never said anything unless asked directly. If you didn’t phrase a question precisely or explicitly call for an explanation, he wouldn’t volunteer a single detail. So I started with the most obvious question.


  “Who are these people?”


  Jihyeok was about to hand me something—a shark patch, probably one he’d taken off the dead man’s uniform—but stopped himself when he noticed the grimy blood spatter on it.


  Glancing at him out of the corner of his eye, Haeryang sighed. “They’re a cult. A religion made up of people who apparently have the hots for Greenland sharks.”


  “You blasphemer!  you!”


  Gumi and I flinched at the prisoner’s outburst, but he quieted down just as quickly when Aeyoung shoved the muzzle of her gun into the back of his head. I tried to calm my racing pulse and continued with my questions.


  “The three core tenets of religion are dogma, doctrine, and denomination, right? So what’s their dogma, or who’s the founder?”


  It was the first time I’d seen Haeryang struggle for an answer. I supposed the interrogation hadn’t yielded as much information as they would’ve liked. I watched the wheels turn behind his eyes, and then it came.


  “My guess? Must be some kind of pervy seafood-loving lunatic.”


  “No!” the prisoner roared again before Aeyoung jabbed the muzzle into his skull even harder.


  I observed the man warily for a moment, then followed up with “Uh… What’s their doctrine, then? What do they believe in?”


  Haeryang looked at the man, then back at me, as if he were weighing something. “Mass human extermination?”


  “You degenerate!”


  Another shout, another sharp jab from Aeyoung’s gun.


  “You seem real keen on earning a little bullet-sized hole in that thick skull of yours,” she said coldly, sounding almost bored. “Want me to help you air your brain out?”


  I could practically hear the man gnashing his teeth. He was seething, but not at Aeyoung—at Haeryang’s remarks.


  Haeryang, however, paid him no heed as he explained, “They’re extremely exclusionary and hostile, with antisocial beliefs. Our shark-loving friend over there claims they’re guarding the elevator to Level 2 and shooting anyone who tries to come up. I don’t trust a word he says, but if he is telling the truth, there could be anywhere from eight to twenty of them.”


  My face fell upon hearing those numbers.


  Gumi, for her part, was squinting at the shark emblem on the man’s uniform. “That’s a Greenland shark, isn’t it?”


  “That’s right! Looks like one heretic here’s got brains,” the man declared with a degree of arrogance entirely disproportionate to the position he was in. “We are the ones who live with the immortal shark! We survive all threats and hardship!”


  Gumi stared at him, bewildered. “All threats?” she asked incredulously. “Try surviving a bullet to the head. Or scissors in your neck.”


  The man shot her a venomous look. Gumi stared right back, refusing to cave—until her eyes suddenly went dry, and she stepped behind me, squeezing her eyes shut.


  “Ugh, there’s something in my eye,” she groaned, rubbing it with the back of her hand. Dropping her voice, she added, “I did hear about this weird religion once… Apparently, they believe a six-hundred-year-old Greenland shark holds the key to immortality or something? It was called…Senior Sharkism or something?”


  “It’s the Church of Infinity!” the man screamed, spittle flying. Jihyeok cast a wary glance at their surroundings.


  Yet Gumi seemed unbothered by the man’s outburst. “Immortality is impossible!” she said simply.


  “You oblivious brat! You have the stain of ignorance upon you! Even now, research into immortality is underway, far beyond the reaches of your tiny little mind! Don’t spout nonsense about things you don’t understand!”


  . “Oh, I understand!” She crossed her arms, and her words came out rapid and acrid. “I know just the type of person you are. Met someone just like you in my lab once—an idiot among idiots!


   why Greenland sharks live so long! They grow slower, mature slower, and age slower—because of the cold! And it’s not because they’re special, it’s because they’re the only sharks that live in those regions!


  “And I’ll tell you another thing: If it were purely up to our DNA, human lifespans would max out at thirty-eight! Even with modern medicine, one hundred and fifty is the upper limit! You wanna know what happens when you throw a person into the same subzero waters that Greenland sharks live in? They die! In ten minutes flat! So get out of here with your immortality nonsense! Because it is nonsense—just two hundred years would already be a miracle!”


  “Greenland sharks are the longest-living vertebrates on Earth! And humans are vertebrates too!” the man roared, as if that meant something.


  Gumi Yoo—marine biologist, rational scientist—looked like she would have an aneurysm. She was already clutching her nape like a stress ball. Before she could reach her breaking point, I decided to step in.


  “I learned something while I was studying sharks. As far as I know, Greenland sharks live in the North Atlantic, right? So why raise all this hell at a deep-sea base in the North Pacific?”


  “They live in Canada too!” the man answered bluntly.


   He could either have a promising career as a stand-up comedian or treat hypotensive patients by spiking their blood pressure with his ridiculous beliefs. I dug around my brain for any vaguely relevant facts.


  “Religions usually have…I don’t know, an object of worship? Priests, believers, scriptures? A place of worship, right? So let’s say the object of worship is an octopus, the priest is a shark, the believers are squid, and seashells are your currency. Do you even have a temple? Own any property? Is it just those three elevator docks in Level 2? What about on Level 1? Poseidon’s backyard, maybe? Or are you guys just squatting on the artificial island’s beach like a bunch of bums?”


  “You fools. Ours is an ancient faith. Our temples exist in every country, city, and ocean. Your own kin are already under our sway.”


  Aeyoung drew her arm back and whipped her pistol across his face. Not a word of warning; clearly she felt she’d given him enough of those.


  The abruptness of her act left me slack-jawed. Behind me, Gumi winced. The man’s head violently jerked to the side. It looked like he’d lost a few teeth. He slowly dragged his tongue around his bloody, gummy mouth, preparing to spit them out, and I instinctively slapped my hand over his face.


  “D-don’t spit them out,” I stammered. “Keep them in your mouth, for heaven’s sake! You need your teeth! You’ll need them to get treatment!”


  Growing them brand-new from stem cells takes too much time, and it’s not like we even have the necessary equipment here.


  “You the new dentist or something?” The man’s pronunciation was garbled with blood, spit, and loose teeth.


  When I didn’t respond, he spat a tooth out anyway—along with a mouthful of blood—and started laughing in my face.


  He looked me in the eye and addressed me, each syllable flecked with bloody spittle. “Your kid brother’s a freshman in college. Your father killed himself. A drunk driver hit your mother and left her paralyzed from the waist down. Crawls around like a worm now, doesn’t she?”


  Even through his mangled vowels and consonants, I heard every word.


  My heart hammered against my ribs. Blood thrummed in my ears. I broke into an icy sweat, like someone had blindsided me with a blow to the head.


  Everything he said was true.


  How the hell does he know that?


  The man flashed an ugly grin, blood running down his mouth. “Thought we wouldn’t know? We’ve already investigated you and your whole family, you fool! Got a lot of debt too, don’t you? Yield! Embrace the Church of Infinity now, or forfeit the lives of your family and any chance of escaping this statio—”


  First I heard Gumi’s gasp—then I saw Haeryang’s fist fly into the man’s face with a sickening crunch.


  That single hit knocked him right out. Right fist, straight to the nose and philtrum. And just like that, the man who had been spewing manic taunts but a moment earlier crumpled to the ground in a heap.


  One hit, and his nose was shattered. Two front teeth knocked out. Blood was gushing everywhere. Haeryang shook the man’s blood off his knuckles with a casual flick of his wrist.


  I stood frozen, gawking at the man splayed on the ground. The damage was extensive. He wasn’t just going to need dental surgery; he was going to need ENT work, maybe even reconstructive facial surgery.


  Feeling numb, I bent down and picked up one of the teeth that had rolled across the floor.


  Human teeth don’t just fall out like that. Front teeth are the same thing. You’re not supposed to just…just pop them out like this! Do you know how much this costs to fix? How much trouble it is?!


  I turned the little white tooth over in my hand in a daze. That was when Haeryang gently tapped me on the shoulder.


  “Let’s move.”


  I flinched at his touch. He didn’t say a word about what had happened, about what the man had said. Just helped Jihyeok off the floor. I heard Gumi let out a small, agitated cry.


  “Muhyeon!” she whimpered, stomping her feet anxiously.


  I finally got moving, forcing my own momentum like the slow swing of a pendulum. I took the cat bag from her, slung it over my back, and moved to Jihyeok’s side to help Haeryang with him.


  Aeyoung bade us to go on ahead, insisting she’d cover our rear. Gumi hesitated, but she relented after Aeyoung gave her a loaded look. And so we pressed onward while Aeyoung dragged the scissor-skewered body somewhere out of sight.


  The spreading pool of blood. The scattering teeth. The shattered face. Blood gushing like a fount.


  It was all too vivid.


  He didn’t have to hit him that hard. He didn’t have to go that far.


  It dawned on me that I was still clutching the man’s tooth in my hand. I muttered under my breath, “Everything that man said was true. If that cult really did look into my family…they might be in danger.”


  Blood and violence. Corpses. Wounded. A cult. Armed gunmen. A flooding undersea base.


  Haeryang listened quietly, then shook his head. “Ignore it, Muhyeon. What he did just there was a typical proselytizing tactic, meant to cloud your judgment with high-stakes pressure, nothing more. And you’ve only been on base for five days. If they really did look into your background that thoroughly, then we’re all in the same boat as you.”


  His words were like solid concrete—no gaps, no cracks. Not even the slightest fracture to allow any anxiety through. After the cultist’s disturbing little speech and that deranged look in his eye, Haeryang’s calm was a wall at my back. It steadied me, just enough.


  I still had the bloody tooth in my hand. God, I hated this. Who knew seeing a human tooth outside a dental office could be so disturbing?


  The earlier flood of panic had finally begun to subside into a more manageable trickle. I tried to swallow the lump in my throat. It felt like I was barely hanging onto a thread. Like if someone so much as looked at me sideways, I’d dissolve into tears.


  “Uh… That crazy bastard was already spouting a bunch of bullshit, even before you came in. So, uh, don’t take what he said to heart, Doc,” Jihyeok offered awkwardly.


  “Oh. Thanks.”


  He was obviously under the impression that it was the cultist’s deranged monologue that had shaken me, not the gratuitous violence I had witnessed. But the truth was, I’d never seen anyone get hit like that before. Never thrown a punch either.


  Gumi kept glancing over her shoulder. As we moved farther out of sight from Aeyoung, she started to fret. “Why isn’t Aeyoung coming?”


  “Aw, Gumi, you worried?” Jihyeok teased. “Don’t be! She’s faster than any of us. She’ll catch up soon!”


  We passed the sandwich shop again as we made our way back toward the convenience store. By the time we drew closer to Yun’s body, I noticed Aeyoung had rejoined the group and was walking behind us.


  Gumi called ahead to Haeryang at the front, “Where are we going?”


  “Somewhere these zealots don’t know about.”


  there such a place? I thought the three elevators—including the central one—and the two escape ports were the only ways we could get to Level 2 from here.”


  “There’s one more.”


  “There is? But there’s nothing in the handbook. None of the info panels or the schematics show it either!”


  All this was beyond me. I didn’t even know how many elevators there truly were on base. Yet Gumi had been at the base for over a year, Jihyeok and Aeyoung for even longer. Even they looked doubtful as to where Haeryang was leading us.


  Aeyoung didn’t question him. Jihyeok, however, started running his mouth. Maybe because he was annoyed at having to be dragged around with a bum leg, or maybe because of the pain.


  “Team Leader? Hey, Team Leader? You seem pretty pissed about that maniac from earlier, but hear me out. What if we sneak into the central elevator and ride it all the way to the top? We could jam the elevator doors on Level 2 to keep them stuck. Or, what the hell, we could have ourselves a good old-fashioned shoot-out! Beats riding in those garbage escape pods. Come on, wouldn’t the elevator just be a better option?”


  Haeryang came to a halt, his arm still firmly bracing Jihyeok. Which meant I had to stop too. And Gumi behind us. And Aeyoung, who was bringing up the rear.


  He turned to me and Gumi. “Two options,” he said, voice flat. “Option one: It’s a hard trek, but we don’t run into anyone on the way to Level 2. Or option two: An easier trek, but we’ll definitely run into gun-toting cultists on our way there. Which do you prefer?”


  “I’d like the option where we don’t run into anyone with guns, please,” Gumi said, sweet as pie.


  Jihyeok snorted and laughed.


  I shook my head as I thought back on what we’d just survived. “I don’t want to run into any more people like that myself.”


  And in that moment? I didn’t want to be around Haeryang, Jihyeok, or Aeyoung either. I just wanted to crawl into a corner, throw up, and lie down all day. But I couldn’t say that out loud.


  Was it because I grew up too sheltered?


  No. That wasn’t it.


  Ever since my father died, my family had been dirt poor. Growing up in Korea, I used to think of myself like a weed: tough, stubborn, adaptable to any environment. But right now? My little patch of wild grass was starting to look a lot more like a greenhouse.


  It wasn’t like I’d seen people get stabbed in the neck before. It took a certain kind of twistedness to sit there, covered in your own blood, and taunt someone with their deepest family trauma. And then someone knocking them out brutally in a bone-shattering punch…


  if we don’t run into any more cultists, we won’t have to witness any more violence like that again.


  Haeryang turned to Gumi. “Have you ever fired a gun?”


  “No.”


  I shook my head at Haeryang even before he could ask me the same.


  Jihyeok started griping like an old baby boomer. “This is what happens when you switch the military to voluntary enlistment. Guys these days don’t even know how to shoot a gun.”


  Aeyoung, gun in hand, made a face as she watched Jihyeok whine even while literally relying on me to stay standing. “Oh, absolutely,” she said, voice dripping with sarcasm. “Guys these days. They know how to shoot but can’t dodge a bullet.”


  She reached out with her foot and nudged his left leg—the one with the splint—and Jihyeok pressed his lips together to stifle a scream, wildly flailing his arms.


  “Hrgh! Damn it, Aeyoung! Just you wait until we get out of here!”


  “Oh, please. Why wait? I’m right here, jackass. Try me.”


  While Aeyoung was busy mocking Jihyeok, Haeryang seemed to have made up his mind to take the less dangerous route. The scent of yeasty bread drifted on the air from the bakery next to the convenience store, yet Haeryang led us resolutely away from the central area.


  It looked like we were heading toward the edge.




  Chapter 14:
Stairs


   


  BEFORE WE KNEW IT, Haeryang had stopped. He opened what looked like a fire hydrant cabinet set into the wall, but inside it was neither hose nor valve—it was a pitch-black gap reeking of mold and seawater.


  He pointed toward the gaping, lightless hole. “We’re going in,” he told me and Gumi. “Single file.”


  Neither of us moved. I stared into the yawning darkness. If there were anywhere in the world I’d expect monsters to lurk, this would be it. It was like a black hole; not even the glow of the hallway lights could penetrate it.


  I pointed into the abyss. “What’s in here?”


  “Stairs.”


  “Wait, stairs? There are stairs here in the undersea base?”


  Based on the looks that crossed everyone’s faces, I could tell that I wasn’t the only one hearing this for the first time.


  “The stairs were built early on, during the initial stages of the base’s construction—before the central elevator was installed. They were used to connect Levels 1 to 3 during the build-out, but they were always meant as a temporary measure. They’re inconvenient, hard to maintain, and prone to accidents. That’s why they’re no longer in use.”


  There weren’t even any lights. I peered into the dark shaft, licking my lips and swallowing hard. An eerie sound whistled between the walls. The air stank. The place was like something out of a horror movie. You’d have to be crazy to walk in there willingly.


  “Accidents? What kind?” I asked.


  Please don’t say anyone died. Please.


  “People slipping and falling. You’ll see once we’re inside. The stairs don’t have handrails. They weren’t built to standard dimensions, so the step heights are all irregular. And since they’ve been out of use since the elevators were installed, it’s going to be dusty and slippery in there as well.”


  My eyes darted to Jihyeok’s leg despite my best efforts to stop myself. I wasn’t the only one, though. Gumi and Aeyoung were both eyeing him with concern.


  Jihyeok swore under his breath. “How many steps are we talking, exactly?”


  Haeryang didn’t mince words. “The approximate distance from Level 3 to Level 2 is 800 meters—about 2,625 feet. That’s roughly 180 flights, which makes it 4,300 steps, give or take.”


  I was dumbstruck.  was Haeryang’s “hard trek but no cultists with guns” option?


  I tried to remember the last time I’d walked up even ten flights of stairs in the last five years, and came up with nothing. And now we were faced with a solid 180.


   I had to bite back the urge to curse right alongside Jihyeok. A whole 4,300 steps? It had taken me about 1,600 steps to climb to the summit of Oseosan Mountain in Korea. I remembered it well.


  “Well, 4,300 steps,” I said slowly. “It’ll definitely be a good workout. How long will it take to climb?”


  Haeryang looked at me, Gumi, and Jihyeok in turn. “Moving quickly without breaks, getting to Level 2 takes an hour tops. But with this group…I’d say at least an hour and a half.”


  That wasn’t too bad; I felt relieved. It was the first time Haeryang’s forecast turned out to be more optimistic than mine. Here I’d been sure we’d be on these stairs for well over a day.


  But Aeyoung, who’d faithfully deferred to her team leader’s decisions so far, seemed to have doubts. “Team Leader…I did a vertical marathon once, and if you want to clear a flight in seven seconds, you have to climb nearly three steps per second. I remember the winning time was under twenty-five minutes. Even people who train specifically for this sort of thing would take at least thirty minutes for this. Look, I’m okay with climbing. stairs. But aside from you and me, everyone else is going to collapse the moment we reach Level 2. They won’t have the strength to lift a finger.”


  “That won’t be a big issue,” Haeryang said at length, his voice low. “Honestly, I’m counting on things in Levels 2 and 3 getting ugly while we’re busy climbing these steps for an hour and a half. Hopefully they’ll all end up killing each other off.”


  The way Haeryang talked like the stairs weren’t even remotely a problem made Jihyeok scoff. He looked down at his injured leg with a crooked grin and a gambler’s glint in his eye. “Whatever. You only die once, right? Let’s just take the elevator. Screw the cultists. I say we fight! I’ll take down at least three of them!”


  Gumi acted like she didn’t even hear him. She was just whispering “Forty-three hundred steps…” to herself over and over like a spell. Then, seemingly resigned, she heaved a chain of sighs and said, “We’ll go slowly and take plenty of breaks. The fewer gunmen we run into, the better.”


  I peered into the thick, foreboding darkness where the stairs supposedly were, then back at the warm glow of the base behind us. I loosed a sigh of my own. again.”


  Aeyoung said nothing. We all waited for her response. Jihyeok, in particular, stared at her with raw desperation, as if begging her to take his side.


  Yet she met his eyes dispassionately and said, “I agree with Team Leader Shin.”


  Now everyone’s eyes were on Haeryang. Jihyeok’s dour face was something to behold, like a man watching his last lifeline slip away. He tried to rally support, pushing for a vote. Tried pleading with Haeryang, who looked straight ahead with a stony face. Finally, he began to unravel.


  “These ‘cultists’ might just be two people, or scarcely five at most. What if we make it to Level 2 and the whole place is deserted? We would’ve climbed all those stairs for nothing! They’re bluffing. The gunmen are obviously bluffing to make it sound like they have the numerical advantage! Or what if we hid above or beneath the elevators and went up that way?”


  The elevators are all transparent.


  But he wasn’t done. “Maybe the Japanese and the Chinese teams got to the cultists first, and they all killed each other in a massive shoot-out! Maybe they’re all dead, and it’s already over! Besides, Level 4’s already a disaster. How can we be sure Levels 3 and 2 won’t collapse at any minute when they’re all connected by the central elevator? We don’t!”


  Jihyeok cracked a little laugh.


  “I-if this is ’cause you think these two are dead weight,” he went on, jabbing a thumb at Gumi and me, “I’ll teach ’em how to shoot right now! You never know, they might be crack shots! Maybe this guy’s a natural-born killer and just doesn’t know it yet. That’s probably why he ended up a dentist in the first place. You gotta be a little unhinged to drill into people’s teeth for a living, am I right? He stares into strangers’ mouths all day—no way there ain’t a few screws loose in there!”


  At that, I burst out laughing.


  “Gumi too. she’s got a natural killer instinct. I can feel it! Look at Aeyoung! She’s got all the same signs: long hair, petite frame, deceptively diminutive. The more soft-spoken a woman is, the greater the potential for innate ultraviolence! I’m telling you, Gumi’s got the guts to pull the trigger. She’s a grad student studying deep-sea creatures at the bottom of the ocean, for crying out loud! You don’t go down that path without getting the kind of stress and self-loathing and repressed rage it takes to forge a mass shooter!”


  “Excuse me?!” Gumi protested, scandalized.


  Jihyeok’s grip on the situation was more tenuous with every second. “Why spend ninety minutes pounding dirt in the dark when you can take the elevator and get there in three minutes, fully lit? Look at my leg! Be reasonable—”


  At last, Haeryang threw a retort back at him. “You want to engage in a shoot-out with three guns, protecting two untrained civilians and one injured man, against an unknown number of hostile cultists—all while boxed inside an elevator?” he said coldly.  thousand steps instead of four thousand, and I’d still take the stairs.”


  Aeyoung snickered, then stepped right into the darkness behind the fire hydrant cabinet. Jihyeok heaved a sigh.


  “How is it in there?” Gumi called out, peering into the shadows for traces of Aeyoung’s silhouette.


  “Nice and cozy. I hear some soft rock music being piped in. There’s feathers on the floor and petals raining down from above—”


  “I’m going in,” Gumi said, climbing in carefully after her.


  I ducked my head and followed.


  Not a word Aeyoung said was true. There was no soft rock music, only the whining and whistling of wind. The air stank of mold, stagnant seawater, dust, and rot. The floor was littered with trash—who knew who left it, or how long ago—and an unidentifiable liquid dribbled from above. The stairs were slick and uneven, and there were no handrails—just a wall to brace against.


  I supported Jihyeok from the inside while Haeryang helped from behind to get him in. He had to lie almost horizontally in order to squeeze through the opening. Haeryang was the last one inside.


  I watched him use a dish towel from the café to wipe down the floor and the external fire cabinet of any traces or fingerprints before closing the entry behind him.


  Once the cabinet was shut, there was no light coming in at all.


  Aeyoung used her tablet to illuminate the ground underfoot. Jihyeok shone his against the wall, saw something move, and flinched. He cursed under his breath, quickly aiming the light back to the ground.


  I reached into my bag—now officially a cat carrier—and the first thing I felt was its occupant’s soft fur. After gently extracting the cat, I rummaged until I found what I was looking for: my flashlight. I started cranking it; one minute of cranking powered fifteen minutes of light. Before long, a bright beam of light flared out of the end. I was impressed. Self-powered flashlights were really well made these days.


  The bag and flashlight had been a gift from my brother when I first got hired. So I wouldn’t “lose my way in life,” he’d said, no more than a joke. .


  I wondered what he was doing now.


  “Whoa!” Jihyeok said.


  “Whoa indeed,” Gumi said, awed.


  Personal electronics really couldn’t beat dedicated flashlights when it came to lighting your way in the dark. Funny, since I honestly never thought I’d ever get around to using it.


  I handed the flashlight to Aeyoung, who was taking the lead. She took it quickly and stashed her tablet in her backpack. “What a relief. That dinky little light wasn’t cutting it at all.”


  She gave a faint smile, and her face softened, as if she’d drawn in breath after holding it for ages. She shined the light at her feet, then at Jihyeok’s leg. Haeryang and I crouched to readjust his splint, bracing him so he could move.


  It wasn’t until Jihyeok took his first step up the stairs that the reality of the situation truly hit home. He let out a sharp laugh and sighed. “Well, damn… If I’d known it’d come to this, I would’ve dropped some poundage before I got here. Sorry, boys, but thanks for working with me on this.”


  “Yes, well, we appreciate you working with us too,” I said.


  Haeryang said nothing. He simply positioned himself between Jihyeok and the inner side of the stairs, leaving me to take up the outer side, probably because that would take less movement on my part. We braced ourselves and got a firm grip on Jihyeok’s back and arms—then began our ascent.


  Thankfully, the stairs were sturdier than I expected. The real problem was the dust. Over the years, it had built up into a layer as thick as my little finger, mixing with the damp to form a slippery grime I could barely get a grip on.


  Aeyoung led the way, clearing the path of trash and debris with harsh kicks that sent them clattering down the shaft of the stairwell. The three of us—Jihyeok, Haeryang, and I—formed something of a relay team to get the injured man upward.


  Being on the outer edge of the stairs had its pros and cons, I noted, as my eyes followed the guiding beam of the flashlight. On the plus side, I didn’t have to move or struggle as much. But there was no railing, so I couldn’t always tell whether my foot would land solidly on a step—or find open air.


  As for Haeryang, he had the wall, which meant more stability; he could brace himself against it with his shoulder or hand. Still, he had to do the most work. Not to mention that the wall was absolutely filthy and crawling with insects.


  Overall, tackling the stairs as a trio wasn’t turning out to be a winning experience for a simple reason: Everyone had a different pace. At first, every step we attempted nearly ended with us face down in the dust. We were slower than a tortoise. It was basically a three-legged race, but with three people.


  Finally, Haeryang laid down the law. “We go on three. One-two-three. One-two-three. One-two-three. One-two-three!”


  We chanted it again and again, up dozens of steps, until at last we fell into a steady rhythm.


  Ahead, Aeyoung cut through the darkness with the flashlight, with Gumi trailing in her shadow. Occasionally, Aeyoung would shine the light at the cat climbing alongside us, but more often she’d use it to highlight dangerous spots of crumbling concrete or exposed rebar—only pointing the light forward again once everyone had safely passed each hazard.


  Gumi counted the steps aloud as we climbed. From time to time, she would stop and scratch something into the wall. “I’m keeping track of flights of stairs,” she explained when Aeyoung asked about the marks. “I’m counting one flight for every twenty-four steps.”


  It made me think of how she had been counting down in the elevator earlier. That woman really liked counting. If it had been me, I would’ve lost track somewhere around fifty. I would’ve started second-guessing myself around forty-seven or forty-eight until I lost whole sets of tens.


  Step by step, we carried on. I was glad my stamina was holding up. At some point, Jihyeok had decided to fill the silence with scary stories, maybe to keep our guides on edge. That is, until Gumi countered with a tale of her own about a ghastly entity that slithered up and down staircases until it devoured the first person it came across on the way down. Jihyeok fell silent after that. I laughed as we pushed ourselves onward.


  How far had we come? My legs were starting to feel like lead. Jihyeok’s arm was dead weight upon my shoulders. The only thing registering in my head was Gumi’s counting. She had just passed two hundred steps.


  “How many flights is that?”


  The counting stopped, then her voice floated back to me in the darkness. “We just made it past eight flights of stairs.”


  Then she kept going because Aeyoung hadn’t stopped climbing either.


  If Haeryang’s estimate of 180 flights of stairs was correct, how much of that had we covered? Maybe 4 percent? I bit down on my lip and forced myself to take another step, and then another.


  If this bizarre three-person relay had taught me one thing, it was this: If even a single one of us fell out of sync, we wouldn’t progress at all. It was maddening.


  Then a new sound joined the score: the steady rasp of ragged breaths, not just mine but the entire trio’s. You could hear our collective exhaustion in every exhale. All three of us were panting like dogs.


  “If we’ve passed four hundred and thirty steps,” Haeryang said between breaths, “we should take a break.”


  Jihyeok called out ahead to Gumi, “How far are we?”


  She paused, caught her breath, then called back, “Four-oh-two!”


   I snuck a glance at Haeryang and Jihyeok, and neither looked like they wanted to stop just yet. So I kept moving. Dragged my legs forward and willed myself into emptying my mind. When you were struggling, thinking only made things worse. I focused all my thoughts on keeping my legs moving up and forward, and nothing else.


  Move your legs! One step! Another! One more! No, don’t think about some crazy shark lurking in subzero waters. Just the legs! Focus on the legs! I am a robot, and I move my legs!


  One step. Another. Then another step. No, stop! Don’t think about the person with a bullet wound in the chest! Step. Again. Keep moving. Again! With your legs!


  Step. Step. Step.


  With each step we climbed, I felt a murderous rage building within me toward the cult that had forced us into this situation. My back was soaked with sweat. I wanted to forget about everything and drop to the ground.


  Just focus on your legs. Think only about moving one foot in front of the other.


  I wiped my nose with the back of my fist. I wiped the sweat off my forehead. My legs felt clunky and wooden, like logs.


  “Let’s stop and rest here!” Aeyoung called from a midpoint landing, using her feet to clear the space of clumps of dirt and scattered debris.


  There.  I willed myself.


  Jihyeok, Haeryang, and I nearly tripped over our own feet twice, but somehow—miracle of miracles—we made it. Finally, after spending who knew how long tangled up with each other in a single mass, we came apart on the landing, sprawling out wherever we fell.


  It didn’t matter if the ground was littered with garbage; all I wanted to do was lie down. It took several minutes before our heaving breaths evened out, returning to something close to normal.


  A faint breeze blew through the stairwell every now and again. Each time it ruffled through my hair, I couldn’t help but think of all the spores and dust motes hanging in the air. I welcomed the wind nonetheless.


  I rolled up my sleeves and fanned myself with my shirt to cool down. 


  Somewhere beside me, I heard a zipper. It was Haeryang. He was on the ground, unzipping the back of his wet suit to let the air in.


  “I didn’t know wet suits had zippers,” I remarked.


  “This isn’t a wet suit.”


  He didn’t bother explaining any further. Even Jihyeok, normally so quick with a quip, kept silent. He lay in the dark, occasionally mumbling things like “I swear I’m gonna die…”


  I spotted Gumi lying near Aeyoung’s feet.


  Out of the group, Aeyoung was the only one seated upright. The flashlight in her hand cast a diagonal beam across the rest of us, splayed out on the landing and gasping for breath. I congratulated myself for being smart enough to bring it.


  “Man,” I said. “Maybe we should’ve grabbed a flashlight at the convenience store.”


  Still face down on the floor, Haeryang shook his head. “Someone observant…might’ve seen torn packaging…or noticed what was missing from the store…and used that to figure out our condition.” A beat. “Or…where we’re headed.”


   That hadn’t even crossed my mind. But would the cultists roaming Level 3—or even the people making their way out of Level 4—really bother to check what was taken from the convenience store?


  Weren’t they scrambling to survive too? Just like we were? Would they even care?


   I thought glumly.


  Feebly, I dragged myself toward Gumi’s snake bag. Jihyeok was the first to flip out when I brought the water bottle to my parched lips. Almost instantly, everyone was asking for a sip. The bottle made the rounds, passing from hand to hand, until it reached Aeyoung. Once it was empty, she tossed it over the edge of the stairs.


  It took several seconds till we heard it hit the bottom.


  It had taken us forever to climb this far, but just a matter of seconds for the bottle to go all the way down.


  Something brushed past my ankle as I stretched my legs, and I choked down a scream. It was the cat. Startled by my reaction, it skittered away and then settled on Haeryang’s back. I thought about shooing it off, but before I could lift a finger, Haeryang sat up, and the cat hopped off on its own.


  He called out to the group; it was time to get moving again.


  Our five-minute break felt like it had barely lasted one.  I wondered if I should do the same.


  Despite our grumblings about how quickly the break had passed, we all got back to our feet.


  Aeyoung’s flashlight led the way once more, steady as always. I marveled at her fitness and stamina. It seemed like she could keep climbing without even breaking a sweat.


  How does she do that?


  Following in her wake, Gumi resumed her count again, voice scarcely a whisper.


  Jihyeok, Haeryang, and I reassembled ourselves into our awkward three-person formation, like a mismatched trio of combining robots. We took our first step—then immediately tangled our feet together. We had to take up our old three-count chant with each step just to keep upright.


  “Ugh… If we had a MedicBot, these stairs would be a breeze,” Jihyeok sighed.


  The transport robots used in medical emergencies normally moved on four legs, but they could deploy four more and crawl like a spider if needed. They were designed to carry people out of danger: through burning buildings, over rubble, across construction sites in collapse—even along ceilings, if the terrain got too rough. Hospitals used them all the time.


  According to Jihyeok, the hospital on the artificial island had one too. It could carry up to 250 kilograms—over 550 pounds—and could’ve hauled him up the stairs on its back faster than Aeyoung was moving now, at the head of the group. If it were here, that is.


  I shook my head. There was no point in dwelling on his hypotheticals. “You’re going to have to be satisfied with your two human medics. Sorry.”


  “Ah, well… I wasn’t complaining. I just meant this must be tough for you two.”


  At this point, Jihyeok had shifted his attention away from the two women at the front—the light floating ahead with them, making them resemble sprites in the dark—to the men. By contrast, we were heaving and sweaty on each of his flanks, struggling to haul him upward by sheer strength of arm.


  The problem was, he only had two people to talk to back here. And since Haeryang insisted on staying silent, he locked on to me as his conversational target. It made sense, seeing as Haeryang was his boss and I was the only one actually responding to his chatter.


  “So, Doc. You have a younger brother, huh?”


  I flinched. The way this information had been revealed to the group was still fresh in my memory. Still, it wasn’t anything I had to hide.


  “Yes,” I answered. “He’s in college now.”


  a younger brother. One’s in college, the other’s in high school. But neither of them listens to a damn thing I say.”


  “That’s younger siblings for you. What about you, Haeryang?”


  “I have an older sibling,” he answered somewhat reluctantly.


  “Brother?”


  “Sister.”


  I tried to imagine what Haeryang’s sister might look like. Probably won the genetic lottery too. What a good-looking pair of siblings they must’ve been. I gave in to my curiosity.


  “Is your sister married, by any chance?”


  Jihyeok burst into full-throated laughter right next to my ear. “Ba ha ha ha! You know, I’ve asked him the exact same question.”


  Haeryang didn’t snap back with a “Why do you care?” or anything like that. If anything, the tone of his answer suggested he was tired of how often he’d heard the question. “She’s married with two kids.”


  “Oh, I see. Once we get out of here, you’ll have to show us some pictures of those kids and gush about how cute they are.”


   pictures of them, Team Leader?” Jihyeok needled.


  “No idea.”


  For the next few seconds, the only sound in the darkness came from our footsteps thudding up the stairs. Then Jihyeok spoke up again. “That nutcase from earlier… He rattled off all our personal info too, like it was nothing. Also said something about how Team Leader Shin and I didn’t make for good conversion candidates. Said we were disqualified or whatever.”


  “That makes sense.”


  “Does anything about that kooky religion of his ring a bell?”


  The so-called Church of Infinity, worshippers of an immortal shark? Nothing came to mind. I didn’t even eat shark meat.


  “My family’s pretty chill when it comes to religion,” I said. “My mother’s technically Buddhist, but the only time she goes to the temple is on Buddha’s Birthday to hang a lantern. I don’t follow any religion, and neither does my brother.”


  “I see, I see,” Jihyeok muttered. “Hey, do you remember that skull outside the dentist’s office?”


  “You mean the shark skull?”


  “I just wondered…what if it’s the skull of a Greenland shark?”


  It clicked for me then. “Aha!” I’d completely forgotten. “The label said it was the skull of a great white shark, but who knows? It’s not like I’d know the difference anyway.”


  “What the hell does a great white shark skull even look like?”


  Haeryang never visited the station’s dental clinic, so Jihyeok and I brought him up to speed: Mounted in front of Deep Blue was the skull of a massive shark, with a little label identifying it as belonging to a great white. But given the cultists’ crazed enthusiasm from earlier, we thought it entirely possible that it actually belonged to a Greenland shark.


  “If it’s just the skull, how can anyone tell what kind of shark it is?” I mused.


  Jihyeok shook his head emphatically. “The researchers here are the kind of obsessive weirdos who study whether jellyfish are left- or right-leg dominant, what their favorite foods are, even the timing of their bowel movements. You don’t think they’d recognize a shark species just from its skull?” He called out loudly to one such obsessive weirdo, “Hey, Gumi!”


  A startled screech came from the shadows. “You scared me!”


  “Sorry! Uh… Let me ask you something. Could someone mistake a Greenland shark skull for a great white’s? Like, could a marine biologist walk past the dentist’s office here and go, ‘Wait a sec, that’s a Greenland shark—why’d someone go and label it a great white?’”


  “If sharks were their area of expertise, they’d definitely know! They look totally different. Like, horse-versus-cow levels of different!”


  That was a marine biologist for you. If someone gave me a horse skull and a cow skull right now and asked me to identify them, I wasn’t sure I’d get it right on the first try. I was no osteologist. Honestly, I didn’t think I could even tell a cat skull from a dog’s.


  “Then what’s the shark skull outside the dental clinic where I work? Because it said great white on the label.”


  “Of course that’s a great white!” she tossed back at us. “You saw how wide its jaws were, right? A Greenland shark’s jaw would be much narrower.”


  “Oooh!” I exhaled in relief. “Thank goodness. They had all these photos of sharks on the walls when I first arrived at the clinic. Their eyes were just riddled with parasites. I ripped them all down because they were creeping me out. Anyway, your answer helped me feel a little better.”


  a relief.”


  Before I could really enjoy the reassurance that my dental clinic was untainted by the cultists, Jihyeok patted me on the shoulder and nodded ahead of us. Someone was scrambling down the stairs. Noticing that Gumi was retracing her steps toward us, Aeyoung aimed the flashlight at her feet to help light her way.


  “Did you say parasites?” Gumi asked breathlessly, mopping her bangs back from her sweaty forehead. Backlit by Aeyoung’s flashlight, she could’ve passed for a religious icon—some haloed saint, or a bodhisattva crowned with an aureole.


  “Yes… Why?”


  “Greenland sharks can’t see. They’re blind. Parasites eat away at the tissue in their eyes and leave them that way. But the parasites themselves emit light, and when prey are drawn in to the glow…the sharks snap them up and devour them. They give up their eyesight in exchange for a meal ticket, essentially.”


  It sounded like these Greenland sharks were just as mad as their cultish devotees.


  “What about great white sharks? Do they have any parasites?”


  “Of course they do! Great whites are just as riddled with them. But with their temperament, do you seriously think they’d just sit around and let something eat their eyeballs?” Gumi growled in an impression of a great white.


  Come to think of it, the shark jaws I saw inside the clinic didn’t seem as wide as the one at the entrance.


  “Over the past five days, has anyone offered you kindness without strings attached—or sought friendship on behalf of somebody specific?” Haeryang asked.


  The second I heard his question, my brain started tying itself into knots, like a whole bundle of yarn being tossed around.


  I was new here. If someone showed me kindness and helped me get my bearings in this new environment, wasn’t it only natural for me to respond in kind? One good deed deserved another, right? Wasn’t that just…human?


  But even as I thought this, I was already drafting a mental list.


  Sujeong Kang.


  Elliott Brown.


  Gumi Yoo.


  That laid-back guy in the next-door unit who smiled while watching me unpack—Wei Wang?


  Zixuan and Lily.


  Emily, the barista who gave me a free coffee as a welcome gift.


  If I was counting people I had coffee with, there was Aeyoung too.


  And what about my patients? Was I supposed to include them in this list too?


  I frantically reviewed every single face I’d encountered in my head. Distracted, I lost my footing—nearly dragging Jihyeok and Haeryang to the ground. That jerked me out of my reverie.


  We were climbing a seemingly endless staircase in inky blackness, with only a single flashlight to see by. And now I had to consider every person I’d met here suspect.


  “…I don’t know,” was all I could manage.


  It felt like I’d stumbled into a trap. One wrong move, and its jaws would clamp shut on me. I had this rising urge to vomit up everything: candy, chocolate, water. I could no longer tell if the churning in my gut was caused by exhaustion or dread.


  I gritted my teeth and forced myself to replay the last five days. Had any of them approached me with the intent of inducting me into a cult?


  I could think of one person who seemed especially adept at spotting other people’s weaknesses. I mentally flagged them, then started evaluating everyone else as a potential suspect.


  In my head, I was conducting a full investigation of every person who’d shown me even the smallest bit of kindness since I arrived. Could I even afford to trust the people with me right now?


  Jihyeok had pushed hard for taking the elevator, which was in the hands of the Church of Infinity. Aeyoung was clearly aligned with Haeryang but kept her cards close to her chest; I had no doubt she’d kill me in a heartbeat if it brought her closer to her goals. Gumi had been my first patient at the clinic. Haeryang consistently avoided the elevators, and he’d butted heads with both Jennifer and Jihyeok when they suggested using them. Maybe it was because he’d already known where the cult members were lying in wait?


  What if those zealots were waiting for me at the top of these stairs?


  With each new doubt, I climbed another step. By the time we stopped for our second break, my head swam with suspicions covering everyone I’d met in the undersea base. The cat sneaking across the stairwell and the snake hiding in its bag were frankly the least suspicious ones here.


  I even found myself questioning Henry, the child who’d been sound asleep in his room in the White Tiger District, and Gayoung, whom I’d personally rescued. My head pounding, I finally collapsed onto the landing, panting heavily.


  “Elliott Brown!” I blurted out. “Now that I think about it, she’s the most suspicious one of all!”


  I couldn’t bring myself to mention anything about Sujeong even though she was the very first person I’d met here; she was a member of Haeryang’s team. I could hear him sipping water in the darkness.


  Jihyeok spoke up from where he was lying on the floor. “You mean the counselor? Honestly, I didn’t get any cultist vibes from her. She always struck me as a different sort of fraud.”


  “Fraud?”


  “Yeah… She doesn’t seem licensed. During my sessions with her, some of the stuff she said about my mental state? Let’s just say she made me feel like I needed a full-body cast for my brain.”


  Aeyoung let out a snort of laughter from up the stairs. “Wow… That’s Elliott, all right. You nailed her. She wasn’t my counselor, though. Mine was Ivan-something.”


  “Hm, I don’t know that guy. I had a different counselor. I think the researchers have a separate counseling setup.”


  “Yeah, same here.”


  I crossed Elliot’s name from my mental list of suspects and moved on to person of interest number two: Sujeong Kang.


  I began interrogating her in my head:


  Why did you carry my suitcase? Why did you have coffee with me? Was it because you’re in a cult?


  Oh, you were just being nice?


  I see, I beg your pardon. I guess it was just a misunderstanding.


  These cultists were really something else. They messed with your head the same way cancer messed with bodies; they couldn’t survive without leeching something off you. Like money. Or labor.


  “Money!” I shouted into the darkness.


  “Jesus!” Jihyeok cried, jolting halfway off the floor in surprise.


  Haeryang was startled as well, but once he realized it was just me, he eased himself back onto the floor.


  After climbing about a thousand steps, none of us cared about the massive dust bunnies plying the grimy landings where we paused to rest. All that mattered was pulling damp air into our struggling lungs and resting our aching legs.


  Amid the darkness, I tried to explain my sudden outburst. “I’m sorry. It’s just, I don’t have any money. I can’t imagine what the Infinity Church could possibly want from me other than my skills as a dentist. Maybe my salary from the undersea clinic, I guess. But I know myself, and I’d rather swallow the cash and choke on it than give these cult freaks a single red cent.”


  “Maybe they want to recruit you for better dental care,” Gumi suggested. “Like, have you drill more teeth or something?”


  “But aren’t dental treatments free? And drilling… Well, dentists have different opinions on that.”


  Aeyoung stretched out a little ways away, yawning. “I’ve noticed you doctor types would rather die than donate money. Why is that?”


  I didn’t answer right away. The silence on the landing stretched out, long and awkward. No one had ever asked me that before. Come to think of it, I’d never talked about it at all.


  Eventually, I offered a vague answer in the dark. “I hate giving money to religions.”


  I meant it. I was allergic to it on a cellular level—the idea of religious organizations collecting money under the guise of altruism. As far as I was concerned, if a god did exist, there was no way they’d be okay with priests and acolytes extorting money in the name of “faith.” And if they were…well, then they probably weren’t much of a god to begin with.


  I heard Jihyeok scratching his head nearby. “You mean like church tithes and stuff?”


  those. Why does faith require money at all? They don’t even have to pay taxes.”


  Jihyeok chuckled as he stretched out on the floor. “I wish my churchgoing dad was here to hear this.”


  Someone giggled softly; I couldn’t see if it was Aeyoung or Gumi.


  Then Haeryang spoke up, his voice barely audible over the stale breeze. “Have you ever talked about your family? To Elliott or anyone else?”


  “No, I haven’t.”


  It was true, though I didn’t know if he believed me. I’d been careful not to discuss anything personal since I got here. I had no plans of putting down roots, and I hadn’t been here long enough to get attached.


  Aeyoung called out to tell us the break was over. Five minutes gone in the blink of an eye. When some of us didn’t immediately haul ourselves off the floor, she shone her flashlight aggressively into their eyes. Jihyeok yelped like a vampire cowering from the sun.


  I walked over and took one of his arms to help him up. He looked at the stairs ahead and the bobbing light up in the distance, presumably Aeyoung’s. “These damn stairs,” he grumbled. “They just don’t end.”


  “They will,” Haeryang said as he took Jihyeok’s other arm. His voice rang with certainty.


  I idly thought I should knock back a few drinks with Jihyeok sometime and get him to tell me just what kind of person Haeryang really was.


  Once we were standing in front of the stairs again, a heavy sigh slipped past my lips. I couldn’t feel my calves anymore. I didn’t even want to ask how many steps were left. If someone gave me a number, I was liable to throw myself back down the way we came.


  Going down was always easier than going up. I’d spent my whole life clawing my way up, desperate not to sink back to where I’d started. But the thought of forcing myself to climb higher, step after step, with everything I had left? It was brutal.


  But sure, it would end. Eventually.


  “I wish I’d worked out more,” I muttered.


  Jihyeok shook his head. ,” he said, eyes fixed on the bobbing light ahead and the figure holding it aloft.


  Good for her.


  “I didn’t even know vertical marathons were a thing until Aeyoung mentioned them.”


  “Yeah? Too bad. I wish I could’ve gone my whole life without finding out.”


  Our banter continued as we climbed. We’d been ascending for so long our backs were taking on a permanent hunch. I found myself wishing I had a cane. Still, I kept moving, putting one foot above the other, step by endless step.


  I was getting winded, each breath more ragged than the last. How many steps had we climbed? When was our next break? I was inhaling a lifetime’s worth of dust and mold. These thoughts spun through my head as I trudged upward, head bowed. Up and up and up.


  Jihyeok tapped my shoulder, and I looked up. The flashlight ahead had stopped moving.


  Aeyoung’s voice rang out. “There’s a bit of a jump here.”


  She handed the flashlight to Gumi. There was a gap in the staircase, about three feet across. We’d seen cracks and breaks before, but never anything this wide. Aeyoung’s description of “a bit of a jump” was a hell of an understatement.


  Still, she leapt clean across it, like a deer clearing a fence.


  Gumi passed me the flashlight, approached the edge, and—after a split-second pause—launched herself across with an ear-piercing shriek.


  That left me, Jihyeok, and Haeryang on the far side. Given the width of the gap, we quickly decided one of us would jump across first, then help hoist Jihyeok over while the other braced and lifted from behind.


  “Can you still feel your arms?” Haeryang asked me.


  I wanted to bluff. Put up a front. Pretend I could. But I answered honestly, “I can’t feel a single thing. My whole body’s jelly.”


  Jihyeok nodded resolutely at that and told me to cross first. I cleared the three-foot gap without trouble. I gave the flashlight back to Aeyoung and braced myself to catch Jihyeok once Haeryang hefted him across.


  Haeryang turned to him. “You want to go across forward or backward?”


  “Sideways!” Jihyeok replied, a little too enthusiastically.


  Since his injured leg was on the left, we agreed to hoist him over on a diagonal so he could land on his right foot. Aeyoung trained the light on the space they had to cross, and Haeryang moved into position.


  Then the ground gave out from under them.


  Gumi screeched, her voice echoing in the dark. The flashlight beam jolted wildly. I lost sight of Haeryang, and Jihyeok had—somehow—been flung forward and was now barely clinging to our side of the gap. Then my stomach dropped like a lead weight.


  I was being dragged down into the open void.


  “Aaaugh!” I screamed, every muscle in my legs tensing as I struggled against gravity, twisting and reaching for the ledge above. The gap had doubled in size, but Aeyoung and Gumi grabbed my arms and tugged with all their might, hauling me back up before I could slip.


  “Crawl!” they yelled.


  I forced myself forward, scrambling on hands and knees away from the collapsing edge. My midsection screamed in pain, and only then did I realize we’d been tied together with the parachute cord. Haeryang had done it without a word. Every time Aeyoung and Gumi pulled me forward, they were also lifting him from the pit behind me.


  Lying on the ground, Jihyeok began reeling in the cord that was now stretched taut between me and Haeryang. He wound it around his arm, pulling slowly. We were all swearing under our breath, cursing through clenched teeth. Aeyoung’s flashlight caught Haeryang’s arm emerging from the void. Jihyeok, the closest one to him, threw himself flat against the ledge and grabbed hold of his arm. I kept crawling backward, dragging myself up the stairs.


  Finally, Haeryang made it over the ledge and lugged himself toward us.


  Jihyeok let his head drop back against a step. “I almost freaking died.”


  It was a tense moment, but we didn’t linger. No one trusted the sturdiness of the stairs around us. We climbed about fifty more steps before we allowed ourselves a break.


  I was hopped up on adrenaline, my heart hammering in my ears—three times faster than normal. When Aeyoung called a halt at the next landing, we collapsed on the spot.


  I turned to Haeryang, who sat beside me. “Are you hurt?”


  He took his time patting himself down, moving his fingers and toes, flexing each limb. “I’m fine,” he said at last. “Even if I’d fallen, I would’ve landed on the stairs below. Probably wouldn’t have gotten seriously hurt.”


  I exhaled hard, realizing I’d been holding my breath. I lay flat on my back, head against the dusty floor. “When did you tie us up?”


  “During our first break. Figured there was a chance the stairs might collapse.”


  He’d rigged us together by the waist, and I hadn’t even noticed. Then again, in this darkness, someone could stab me in the chest and I’d never see it coming.


  Aeyoung checked Jihyeok’s splint; it was still tight. As she made sure it was properly aligned with his shin, she aimed the flashlight down and sighed. “That scared the shit out of me. My soul almost left my body back there.”


  “Mine’s already gone,” Jihyeok groaned. “Help me look for it. It’s probably somewhere down there.”


  “You’re fine without it,” Aeyoung replied dryly. “It’s not like you were using it anyway.”


  She turned her attention to Gumi, who was shaken and sniffling nearby, and patted her gently on the back. My own knees and elbows were throbbing, probably bruised from scrabbling against the steps. My palms stung from dragging myself across the rough surface.


  Even if we made it to the top, we’d be wrecked by the time we got there. My limbs were seizing up from exertion, and now that the threat had passed, all the pain and fatigue that adrenaline had suppressed came flooding in with full force.


  Aeyoung glanced down at us: three grown men collapsed in a heap, groaning. “What if we just joined the cult? Temporarily, I mean. You know how desperate those groups are for new members. We sign up, fake our way through a few prayer circles, then bail when no one’s looking.”


  “You want us to bluff our way into the shark fanatics?” Gumi sniffled, then took a sip of water.


  Haeryang weighed the idea. “Is it easier to join and then escape? Or to avoid joining in the first place?”


  “It’s better to not get involved at all,” I said. “Cutting loose isn’t as easy as you think.”


  Even in the dark, I could feel everyone’s eyes on me.


  “They already know everything about our families. Our finances too. Even if we escape, they’ll have people watching. Following.”


  A heavy silence fell upon us. The idea that someone could gather every personal detail about you without your consent and use it against you… It was deeply, viscerally unsettling.


  The beam of light moved. Aeyoung was swinging the flashlight around, drawing circles as if it were a sparkler. hope they come at me first,” she said with a smile. “I’ll make sure to finish them off so they don’t bother anyone else.”


  Something was off with the way she said that last sentence. Too flat. Mechanical, like a robot. A ghost could have materialized right then and there, and it would’ve been less unnerving than her lifeless voice.


  Jihyeok said nothing; it was Haeryang who spoke up next. “Don’t concern yourself with that.”


  “I was just joking,” Aeyoung shot back.


  She played with the flashlight, making the light dance over the stairs and walls. It had a dizzying strobe effect.


  ” she said dourly. “I don’t know if you or Gumi heard it, but he talked shit about me being an orphan. Yelled it in my face, actually. And after what happened to Lan…I’m not in a good place. someone crosses me so I can let loose on them. All of it. I want to unleash a little unjustified violence, but just close enough to justified that I can get away with it.”


  “I’m sorry about Lan. You must’ve been close.”


  Hearing the nervous quaver in my voice, Aeyoung inhaled deeply and heaved a sigh so heavy that it could’ve crumbled every single step beneath us. The flashlight bouncing erratically against the walls froze, then landed directly on Jihyeok’s injured foot.


  I heard Gumi shift her weight. With the light trained on Jihyeok, I couldn’t say for sure what was happening in the darkness, but Gumi’s silhouette seemed to envelop Aeyoung’s in an embrace.


  “It’s not easy to make friends at work. And finding good people you connect with is even harder. She was a great friend,” Aeyoung said in a trembling voice.


  I felt like an insensitive jerk. God, I could be so oblivious sometimes. I started rummaging through all my pockets to find something she could use to blow her nose with, but I found nothing aside from a single coin.


  My handkerchief was probably submerged in seawater back in my room in the White Tiger District. A strange, nebulous guilt took hold of me. Had Aeyoung been bearing this the entire time we’d been climbing these stairs? I had no idea. She seemed so strong and capable and…impervious. It hadn’t even occurred to me that she was in pain. And being made aware of my obliviousness now only made me feel worse.


  A moment later, Aeyoung called out cheerfully, “Break’s over! Time to get climbing again! Let’s try to go a bit longer this time!”


  Then, without further ado, she took Gumi’s hand and started hiking up the stairs. The rest of us put our shoulders together and followed.


  In just a few seconds, Aeyoung had hit her stride, charging up the stairs at an aggressive pace. Gumi tried her best to keep up, but keeping pace with someone climbing two or three steps a second was a difficult challenge. Then again, slowing down to match someone wasn’t easy either. Everyone had their own pace.


  Every now and then, the flashlight swung back toward us. Most of the time, it was to illuminate a broken step or a slab of damaged concrete blocking the path.


  As our trio shuffled after the light, a thought occurred to me. “Reminds me of a lighthouse.”


  Jihyeok eyed the distant beam. “A turbocharged lighthouse, definitely. Hey, Team Leader? Looks like Aeyoung’s in a foul mood. In good shape otherwise, though. Full of energy. Too much, even.”


  “And how are you?” Haeryang replied.


  “You mean my precarious psychological state amid these cruel and unusual circumstances? Or the devastating injury sustained by my once-flawless physique?”


  “You think I can help you with your psyche? Just tell me about your leg.”


  “It hurts when I breathe.”


  “Sounds like you’re fine to me.”


  Jihyeok mumbled something that might’ve been “Then why even ask?”


  “And you, Haeryang? How are you feeling?” I asked, and Jihyeok stopped his griping.


  Haeryang mulled it over. “Not great. But better than back in the elevator.”


   is better?” Jihyeok said. “Here, with over three thousand steps to go, each one crawling with aquatic bugs and covered in who-knows-what dripping from the ceiling in the pitch dark, where the occasional tumble nearly sends us to our deaths?”


  “That’s right.”


  Jihyeok started laughing, a slow chuckle that bubbled into manic giggling. He was probably thinking his team leader had gone mad, and I didn’t disagree. I almost wanted to join in on the laughter.


  Instead, I kept my attention on Haeryang. “Can I ask why?”


  “Because when we’re climbing, I don’t have to think as much about our best options for moving forward.”


  “Like, if we should take an escape pod? Or the elevator? Or where to go next if the current plan fails?”


  “I mean whether the torpedo strike on the base was detected by any nearby nations’ submarines. Or how long it might take after comms went down for anyone to send a drone to investigate. If any of the pods that made it to the surface were caught on satellite imaging. How many of my team survived, if any. What the other team leaders are doing. How much of the base has been taken over by the cult so far.” He paused. “Those sorts of things.”


  “I see your point. All we have to focus on in here is climbing stairs.” I reached past Jihyeok’s shoulders and gave Haeryang a reassuring pat.


  Submarines? Drones? Satellites? Here I felt like my head would explode just thinking about all the people I’d met this week and working out any ulterior motives they might have had.


  It was as I opted to leave those other worries to Haeryang that Jihyeok tapped me on the shoulder.  doing, Doc?”


  “My head has become an interrogation room, and I’m scrutinizing everyone I’ve met at the station to determine whether they’re in a cult.”


  Jihyeok wheezed a quiet laugh. With the three of us moving in tandem, I could feel the breath moving through him.


  “Any leads?” he asked.


  “You mean besides Elliott?”


  “Uh…yeah, anyone.”


  I hesitated, then figured there wouldn’t be a better opportunity for me to say it. After taking a quick glance and confirming the bouncing flashlight and Gumi’s footsteps were far away enough out of earshot, I told him quietly, “I’m suspicious of Sujeong and Gumi.”


  Jihyeok was more blasé about this than I would’ve guessed. “What makes them suspicious?”


  “Sujeong was the first to greet me when my chopper landed. She carried my luggage for me and introduced me to people. Gumi gave me some delicious pastries when we met, and she was my first patient at the clinic.”


  “So both of them were nice to you without expecting anything back. What do you plan to do now?”


  “There’s nothing I can do. I’m just walking up these stairs in the dark, collecting suspicions with each step.”


  He nodded. Haeryang didn’t say anything; I couldn’t tell if he was merely listening or if he didn’t care that I suspected one of his team members.


  “When you start suspecting people, you start putting everything they do under a microscope,” Jihyeok said. “Sure, maybe one of them really is in a cult. Maybe both of them are. Maybe neither.”


  I bobbed my head in agreement. “Exactly.”


  “Everything seems fishy once suspicion takes root. It makes it almost impossible to clear your doubts without rock-solid evidence. And I’m sure you already know how tough it is to bring truth to light, Doc, what with all the scandals and crimes in the news.”


  I nodded again. Jihyeok wasn’t wrong.


  He turned to Haeryang on his right. “What about you, Team Leader? What do you do in this type of situation?”


  “Isolate and interrogate.”


  Our conversation momentarily died. It clearly wasn’t the kind of answer Jihyeok had been hoping for. on the back.


  “You’re psychotic, Team Leader.” With a sigh, Jihyeok turned back to me. “When you have suspicions but no proof, you have two options. One is to trust the person.”


  “What’s the other option?”


  “Repeat after me: End the relationship.”


  “That’s it?”


  “You’re only disappointed because you don’t realize how valuable this advice is. It’s applicable to everything. Take cheating partners, for example. If you can’t tell whether your partner’s cheating on you or not, all you have to do is trust them—or don’t, then break it off clean.”


  I couldn’t tell if this was actually good advice or just another one of his nonsensical rants. “All right, but what if one of those two is trying to recruit me into the cult?”


  “Interrogating and putting pressure on someone rarely makes them go out of their way to prove their innocence.”


  Haeryang made to interrupt, but Jihyeok beat him to the punch. “No, Team Leader. Let me finish. When you grill someone, in most cases they’ll just get angry that you don’t trust them. Then that’s it. The relationship’s over. All that goodwill? Gone. And from then on, you’ll never feel safe watching what they do.”


  “What’s your take on Sujeong?” I asked. “Both of you.”


  The question seemed to catch Jihyeok off guard. He hummed in thought. “I don’t know if she’s into cults or not, but she’s not the kind of woman who’d mold and manipulate people just because she could.”


  “If she’d gotten involved with the Church of Infinity, she would’ve told me,” Haeryang said. “She’s not good at hiding things.”


  “True,” Jihyeok conceded. “She’s more the type to outright say, ‘Hi, Team Leader! I joined the Infinity Church! Check out this cool shark patch!’”


  I looked at the faint beam of light moving in the distance and the woman struggling to keep up with it. “What about Gumi?”


  “I’m always running into her at the cafés and bakeries on Undersea Station Level 4. She’s really into baked goods, always buying a whole armful. Other than that, I don’t know much. Most of the researchers don’t even like venturing out of the Vermilion Bird District.”


  “I don’t know much either,” Haeryang admitted.


  What Jihyeok said tugged at my thoughts. “She was asleep in the White Tiger District when I found her. Said she switched rooms with someone to stay there… If the Vermilion Bird researchers don’t like leaving the research center, that’s a little suspicious, no?”


  Jihyeok shot a look at his team leader, but Haeryang kept his eyes forward as we climbed the stairs. Jihyeok sighed. “The women at the base…tend to switch rooms a lot.”


  “What? Why?”


  “Well, we ended up in the White Tiger District because…” He hesitated, then redirected to Haeryang. “It’s okay to talk about this, right?”


  Haeryang said nothing, and Jihyeok took his silence as approval.


  “Our teammate Jihyeon is, in my opinion, a real stunner. She’s sweet too. But people from other countries are more drawn to Aeyoung. Different strokes, I guess.”


  “I see.” I nodded, never taking my eyes off the guiding flashlight ahead of us. It was so high up that I had to crane my neck about as far as it would go.


  “And, you know…there are some bona fide scumbags out there. The kind of guys who can’t take no for an answer. It doesn’t matter how many times you let them down gently or flat-out say no—they can’t handle rejection. It’s like they took that saying ‘little strokes fell great oaks’ way too seriously, only these selfish idiots don’t realize that women aren’t trees. They don’t give damn about who they’re swinging an axe into. Jeez, why don’t they just date someone on their own team? Or hook up with people when they’re on leave? Also, they don’t even have the decency to be single. It’s appalling, married men openly hitting on women.”


  “Wow!” I was stunned.


  “So here’s the thing—there were at least three or four guys who kept hitting on Aeyoung, and she wasn’t interested in dating, period. Said she didn’t see the point in getting involved with someone in a place as claustrophobic as the undersea base. None of the guys were even her type.”


  “And then?”


  “Then…a few of those lunatics decided to get together and break into a room that didn’t belong to them.”


  My jaw nearly hit the floor. “What?! That’s insane!”


  “Exactly! And Jihyeon overheard the whole thing. That girl’s the whole damn package: smart, pretty—you know she speaks five languages? Yet she acts like she isn’t even bilingual. Real clever of her. Lets her pick up on a lot of stuff without people realizing. Anyway, the point is that she managed to eavesdrop on what they were planning without a lexi-coms device and immediately reported it to Team Leader Shin here.”


  Jihyeok glanced sidelong at Haeryang, gauging his reaction, but there wasn’t much of any. It was like he wasn’t even listening.


  “What happened next?” I pressed.


  “Team Leader Shin switched rooms with Aeyoung. As you’ve probably seen by now, that girl’s damn loyal to him. She’d follow him to hell and back.”


  I heard a low chortle, hardly more than a sharp breath. I could practically feel Haeryang smiling in the dark. “That’s an exaggeration,” he said.


  Jihyeok kept going. “Anywho! Our team was off duty when the bastards broke into Aeyoung’s room after lights out. Must’ve been a real ugly surprise when they barged in expecting to find Aeyoung fast asleep but instead found a six-foot-three man waiting for them in the dark. And he wasn’t just waiting—he was bored, so he was working out with these forty-four-pound weights he’d borrowed from the deputy team leader.”


  “Goodness… So then what?”


  I was so engrossed in Jihyeok’s story that I’d stopped moving. Haeryang urged me onward, and I reluctantly started walking again.


  “We forced the doors shut, boxed them in. One guy made a run for it, but Jaehee and I managed to catch up to him. By the time we dragged him back, the whole thing was over. The three who were already in the room got the living crap beaten out of them. One of ’em got worked over thoroughly with the weights—had a broken arm, probably from trying to block a blow. Then a weight fell on his foot, and that got broken too.”


   I thought. Haeryang, the man at the center of it all, still said nothing.


  “Is that true, Haeryang?”


  “I don’t remember all the details. Just that I was listening to ‘Viva La Vida’ when they barged in.”


  Internally, I was breakdancing with joy over this glorious tale of just deserts, but I also wondered how on earth they’d cleaned up the mess afterward.


  “And after all that? Did the police come?”


  Jihyeok snorted. “The police? Sure, if you want to sit around for two or three hours waiting for them to fly in from Hawaii. Korea or Japan? Even longer. The U.S.? Don’t even get me started. The people in the nearby rooms all came out, trying to figure out what the commotion was. With four guys going at it in that tiny room, the place was completely trashed.


  “Michael, the head of engineering, rounded up everyone who was involved and started asking questions.  insisted they only wanted to talk, and he was the one who suddenly went apeshit on everybody.


  “Michael may act all laid-back and casual, but he’s not an idiot. You don’t survive running a chaotic place like this without being sharp. After getting everyone’s side of the story, he asked one crucial question: What business did these four guys have breaking into Aeyoung’s room during her off hours? That shut them up real quick. Sure, they grumbled a little, but it was all bullshit.


  “Anyway…they got their injuries from the scuffle treated a little later. Invented all sorts of excuses. Like, ‘I tripped. Work accident. I dropped a weight on myself because James didn’t spot me while I was lifting.’ A few of them were actually sent back to their home countries a couple months later.”


  Jihyeok fell silent, seemingly having reached the end of his story.


  A chill crept up my spine. “That was it? No one got involved? No law enforcement? No police? Military?”


  “The undersea station itself is still being contested by eight different countries. Whose law enforcement is supposed to show up, exactly? Down here in the pits of the ocean, you’d have better luck getting a verdict from Poseidon. That said, it was satisfying as hell to watch that asshole Sato use a spoon to eat his meals for a month because his right arm was too messed up to handle chopsticks.”


  I reeled at that. “Sato…as in Ryusuke Sato?”


  “That’s the one. He’s a nasty piece of work. I heard he got married in Japan at twenty-three or twenty-four, so I have no idea what the hell he was doing pulling that crap down here. At any rate, the incident completely destroyed Aeyoung’s room, obviously, and Team Leader Shin threatened the people running this place that he’d blow the whistle on the whole thing. Said it would go viral, to even the most isolated street café in Mozambique or god knows where else—unless they let us move to another district. Which is how we ended up in White Tiger while all the other engineers are stuck in Azure Dragon.”


  “But aren’t the Russians in White Tiger too?”


  “Yeah, and they go even harder than we do. I heard they nabbed some Australian who tried to break into Nikita’s or Irina’s room and tortured him for eighteen hours straight. The prick went straight back to his country after a long stint at the hospital.”


  I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “You’re telling me there’s really no way to prosecute these crimes here?”


  “Apparently, the higher-ups are hashing it out at the policy level, but who knows when they’ll ever decide on anything.  submarines to patrol the base’s perimeter. Their surveillance drones are crashing into each other in midair. The Americans declared they were gonna build a naval base right next to this one, which caused even more trouble. The big issue here is this: If something happens, which country’s laws should even apply? That’s the thing everyone’s arguing about.”


  At long last, Haeryang interjected. “Officially, no one is allowed to have an armed presence here at the undersea base. It’s technically considered a kind of extraterritorial zone. The story goes that the initial founders intended it to be a place where people of all races, nationalities, genders, and ages could coexist and cooperate in harmony. That’s the ideal they designed it around.”


  “Well, that sounds great in theory…but definitely harder in practice.”


  It was an idealistic, if not downright unrealistic, premise. Kumbaya. We are the world. Sadly, I doubted human consciousness was that evolved yet.


  Haeryang kept talking. “They presumably screen potential base personnel for compliance with these core values—ethics, morals, sociability—but whether they’re doing it effectively or even correctly is still questionable.”


  “They screen people?”


  “Sure do.”


  What the hell was that supposed to mean? Had I been screened before I got here? What did they even screen for?


  was screened prior to coming here too? How exactly are they screening people before they get here?”


  “You took a personality test, didn’t you?”


  “Well, yes… I took it online. Twice. I also had an interview.”


  “You would’ve probably taken a few other tests, like ethical and ideological evaluations, without you even realizing. Anyone who owes fines over three hundred thousand won—about two hundred bucks—is automatically excluded, usually. I don’t know much other than that. I heard a lot of the restrictions were introduced after I got here.”


  Our conversation petered out after that until the only sound was our footsteps thudding up the stairs.


  A few steps later, Jihyeok suddenly exclaimed, “Oh!” I looked over, thinking maybe he’d leaned on his bad foot wrong. Instead, he said, “And that’s why the women in the base switching rooms isn’t a cause for suspicion!”


  What impressed me more than his belated point was that he’d remembered my question at all. I’d already moved on, my initial doubts about Sujeong and Gumi forgotten. His testimony to the utter lawlessness of this base had seen to that.


  I rubbed my forehead a few times as I recalled that specific and unpleasant dental appointment. “I think Mr. Sato’s harboring a rather ugly grudge against Haeryang.”


  Jihyeok snickered. “I should think so! By the time his right arm, right foot, and right nut were thrashed, Team Leader Shin only had a busted knuckle from working him over!”


  He threw a few jabs into the air like he was shadowboxing and accidentally led with his injured left foot. That messed up our rhythm on the stairs, and all three of us tumbled forward.


  Neither I nor Haeryang uttered anything but a few groans as we braced ourselves on the stairs and wobbled back upright. Even so, Jihyeok seemed to have taken the silence as a personal rebuke.


  “Uh… My apologies, gentlemen. I understand and appreciate the fact that carrying 211 pounds of extra weight up these stairs is not an easy feat, so thank you for bearing with me. Once we’re out of here, I’ll buy you a round.”


  “I thought they didn’t sell alcohol here?”


  “That’s why I’m offering,” Jihyeok quipped.


  Laughter leaked out of me sideways. Somehow, it felt like we were covering more steps with him fooling around and cracking jokes than we had in silence.


  Yet in the back of my mind, I didn’t allow myself to believe that was true. Not until Gumi confirmed the step count for us. At first, I’d been constantly asking how many steps we’d climbed—but not anymore. The answer only left me disappointed and exhausted whenever it ended up lower than I’d hoped.


  As we continued our cycle of climb, rest, climb, rest, my thoughts wandered back Sujeong and Gumi. Objectively and subjectively, they were good people. I couldn’t live my life constantly doubting everyone around me. Sure, some people lived that way, but I couldn’t. My mental health wasn’t robust enough for me to remain functional under relentless psychological stress.


  I wanted to let myself believe that the kindness they showed when we first met was genuine, and to appreciate it for what it was rather than wallowing in a swamp of distrust. In that regard, Jihyeok’s advice was proving to be surprisingly useful.


  But what if he only said that to throw me off?


  No. Never mind.


  “Gumi!”


  “Yes?”


  Her answer carried faintly over the gap between us. As I climbed the stairs, I could see her silhouette plodding like a zombie. I figured she was about twenty steps ahead of me. She didn’t bother coming down the stairs when one of us called out to her anymore; all she did now was wait in place for us to catch up. And if Aeyoung called to her from up ahead, she’d sigh and hurry to cover the distance.


  She floated efficiently between us, like a kite in the wind.


  Once I’d caught my breath, I asked her, “How many steps have we climbed so far?”


  She sighed. “Right now, I’m standing on step 3,025. Give or take about ten steps.”


  Over 3,000 steps, and we’d taken five breaks so far. us we were taking a break every 450 steps, but they were actually making us climb between 500 and 600 before stopping instead. No wonder it felt like death!


  I stared into the darkness ahead of me and huffed. Of course I’d been fooled; I couldn’t see a thing. Honestly, I was starting to wish they’d pushed their little trick further. Maybe we would’ve made it to step 4,000 by now.


  It was incredible how petty and devious people could be, myself included.


  “That’s a lot more than I expected,” I said. “I thought we’d just barely cleared 2,000.”


  “We still have at least 1,300 left.”


  “Still, more than halfway there, right?”


  Jihyeok panted next to me. “I’m never taking the stairs after this ever again. Once my leg heals, it’s elevators only for me. I swear, I’ll even put a mattress in one and live there.”


  “Sounds like a great plan,” Gumi said. “I’m never leaving my lab again either. I hate these stairs.”


  Haeryang checked his watch. “We haven’t fallen behind as much as I thought.”


  “How long have we been walking?”


  “About forty minutes.”


  “Is that fast or slow?”


  “For a group this size, we’re doing well.”


  He probably couldn’t see me, but I nodded anyway. then we were probably still okay.


  Jihyeok unleashed a torrent of curses so rapid it sounded like he was rapping. The gist of it was that his knee hurt so bad that if he were a lesser man, he’d pay back the man who shot him ten times in kind, but because he was so bighearted, he was willing to show restraint. He’d only hurt him thrice as much.


  Out of nowhere, I pitched forward. “Huh?!”


  Jihyeok’s arm—the one wrapped around my shoulder, just as the other was hooked around Haeryang’s—yanked me back. Haeryang reached around him and pulled hard at the same time, and together they just barely kept me from falling into the abyss.


  Haeryang had me and Jihyeok keep close to the wall as he shone his tablet’s light onto the floor. Looking closely at the step I’d stumbled on, we found it was over an inch narrower than the others. Aeyoung and Gumi, who had gone on ahead, had probably marched straight down the center—no way they’d have noticed the difference in the dark.


  “Close call, Doc.”


  “Too close… Thank you both.”


  Haeryang frowned as he examined the stairs. “Would you prefer to walk along the wall? It’ll be safer.”


  It would take more effort and exertion, but I switched places with him without protest. Better that than falling.


  Haeryang reached for something small around his neck, which shimmered a little even in the darkness. He slipped it off and stepped toward me. It was a necklace. I hadn’t noticed it before; his wet suit came up to his neck, so it must’ve been hidden underneath.


  “You don’t need to go this far.”


  “I’m only lending it to you. Give it back to me once we’re out of the dark.”


  He looped it around my neck. I wasn’t sure what it was made of, but it hung between my collarbones, emanating a soft blue halo about the size of a pinkie nail. From what little I knew about mineralogy, there weren’t any gems that glowed like this without an external light source.


  “What is this made of?” I asked, eyeing its light with some trepidation. God…please don’t let it be radioactive.


  “It’s lapis lazuli with a fluorescent coating.”


  I exhaled sharply in relief. But I wasn’t the only one walking through the dark. I looked off into the impenetrable void and asked, “Wouldn’t it make more sense for Gumi to wear the necklace?”


  We were climbing as a trio, but she was going solo. It had to be terrifying for her.


  “Gumi hasn’t tripped once over the course of three thousand steps.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “By sound,” Haeryang said, like it was obvious.


  Well, I couldn’t argue with that. I just shut my mouth. My calves and knees were already throbbing from the beating they’d taken on the stairs. The steps were uneven in height, and trying to climb them in the dark while supporting another person was no cakewalk. Still, Haeryang clearly thought I’d tripped way too many times. Fair enough, really. One person falling the wrong way could drag all three of us down.


  The little stone dangling from my neck cast a calm, bluish glow.  bit less like I was going to die.


  I stared at the light for a while, then said, “I don’t think I’ve ever seen a necklace coated in fluorescent material before.”


  Haeryang’s only response was a grunt of acknowledgment.


  Jihyeok had gone quiet as well, which was unexpected. I was sure he’d rib me about tripping, if not about having his team leader’s glow-in-the-dark pendant around my neck. Surprisingly, he had nothing.


  We resumed our ascent in silence. Haeryang was a silent, stoic type anyway, and I wasn’t exactly a social butterfly myself. Plus, keeping myself upright took most of my focus anyway. Jihyeok was usually the one keeping conversation going, but even he seemed out of steam.


  After a single sniffle in the dark, he finally broke the silence. “Reminds me of the time you made that thing, Team Leader.”


  My hand brushed the stone between my collarbones. If memory served me right, the stone would look remarkably like the deep blue sea under natural light.


  “You made it yourself?” I ventured.


  “No.”


  “C’mon, give him the full story,” Jihyeok said. “He’s wearing it. The least you can do is tell him.”


  I asked if there was a reason Haeryang rarely gave more than one-word answers unless his team members prodded him for more.


  Jihyeok laughed. “Yeah, that’s the rule. Team Leader Shin’s a man of few words, so we made it official. If we ask for a long, detailed explanation, he has to give one. Otherwise, we’d go insane with the way he keeps us in the dark.”


  “We were lucky enough to acquire a small lapis lazuli specimen in Afghanistan. Just enough for two pendants. After cutting and polishing the pieces, we coated them with nontoxic fluorescent dye. Painted, dried, painted again—then repeated the process several times. Once we confirmed they were glowing, we sealed and cured them. One of them was given as a gift.”


  “So they were made as a set?”


  “Yes, there were two.”


  The thought made me shiver.


  “So, uh…is the other one with your partner or something?”


  His vague answer wafted up from the dark. “No. That one is mine.”


  Shit.


  “Goodness, I’m so sorry. I should give this back. Offending you or your partner is the last thing I want to do. Christ, what am I even doing wearing this?”


  “You don’t have to worry about offending anyone. She passed away. It’s fine.”


  His voice was cool. Detached. It sent another chill down my spine. Even Jihyeok seemed to have been caught off guard by this revelation. He raked a hand over the back of his head.


  “Jeez, Team Leader. I thought you’d just give us the quick version, like why it glows in the dark or whatever.”


  “You said to explain in detail.”


  “Yeah, well, thanks. I’m wide awake now.”


  “You were sleeping, Jihyeok?” I asked.


  “Try climbing stairs in the dark for hours. See if you don’t start sleepwalking.”


  With that bum leg of his? And that motormouth? No way he was dozing off.


  “Well, I’m not,” I said.


  “Then I guess you and I are just built different, Doc.”


  Silence again. The necklace, which had felt light before, now sank into my neck like a weight. I kept imagining some woman glaring at me from the dark. Finally, I could stand it no more.


  It was humbling to find out that I was this much of a coward. Truly. But I couldn’t keep myself from asking. “Here’s the thing… I feel incredibly guilty wearing this.”


  “Yeah?”


  “If it’s not too rude…may I asked how she passed away? I mean, I can’t see a damn thing in front of me, and at this point I’d rather trip and fall than keep this on my neck. feel free to ignore my question.”


  “It was three years ago. She went swimming with friends. A flash flood hit the valley.”


  “Goodness… I’m sorry for your loss.”


  “Yes. I’m sorry too.”


  After that, Haeryang trudged on in silence. Meanwhile, I felt like I was going to lose my mind.


  Apparently, so did Jihyeok. Without warning, he smacked Haeryang on the back. “Christ, Team Leader. ,” he groaned. “You have serious communication issues.”


  “I am strongly inclined to agree, Jihyeok,” I said.


  A moment passed, and Jihyeok continued in a low voice, “I nearly had a heart attack when Team Leader Shin suddenly called asking for help. My heart still pounds like crazy when I think about it. Three people had been swept away, and no one could find them, so he was contacting every strong swimmer he knew. We grabbed our gear and rushed to the valley. If it hadn’t been for that sudden downpour, no one would’ve died.


  “One of them was caught in a rocky area. They found her after a day. But Team Leader Shin’s girlfriend and one other person—no trace. Sanghyun and I were on the scene right away, and pretty much everyone who knew dropped everything to go there. There were seven of us. We kept joking, calling ourselves the ‘Lucky Seven,’ saying we’d find them in seven minutes.


  “But the rain had turned the river to mud, and the waters got so murky we couldn’t even see our own arms beneath the surface. The parents came to the river every day, crying their eyes out. And the rain just wouldn’t stop. It was freezing. At one point, they even said we had to stop the search for our own safety.”


  “And then?”


  Haeryang broke his silence. “We thought they’d been swept away…but she had sunk to the bottom of the valley. She was glowing in the dark.”


  “That necklace must be some kind of strange miracle,” Jihyeok added. “Usually, when people get caught in the currents like that, everything gets stripped away in the water: clothes, jewelry, you name it. Most drowning victims are found completely naked.”


  “Yet you still wear the necklace,” I said quietly.


  Even though I already knew this wasn’t the same necklace that had been recovered from the body—and that its glow was due to the fluorescent coating—the story left me even more uneasy than before. Within the darkness, the cold blue light felt like it was constricting me. I vowed to give it back as soon as we got out. No, scratch that. .


  I couldn’t believe Haeryang had worn this for three years after the loss of his partner. Wasn’t that unsettling to him?


  “Is there a reason you kept wearing this?” I gave the glowing pendant a small shake. Haeryang would have to be absolutely oblivious not to understand what I was really asking.


  I sensed him hesitate in the dark. “We made a promise.”


  “You and your late partner? To wear the necklace as long as you live?”


  “Not exactly. Lapis lazuli means ‘blue stone’ in Latin. It’s considered a gem of the gods that guides souls toward truth. Supposedly, it grants love to the loveless and luck to the unlucky. I’ll skip the love part—let’s talk about luck instead. I was really into free diving at the time…”


  “Could you explain what free diving is?”


  “It’s when you dive into the ocean without an air tank or fins.”


  “How do you breathe without a tank?”


  “You take a single breath and dive down about a hundred meters—328 feet.”


  Gumi said that one story of a building equaled a little less than ten feet. So that would be the equivalent of diving about thirty-three stories deep on a single breath, then swimming all the way back up.


   Sixty-six stories, round trip. At just 180 flights of stairs, I was about ready to collapse, and he did that stuff because he wanted to? Underwater?!


  I didn’t say any of that out loud. I knew my manners.


  “The definitely sounds like the kind of thing where you’d need a little luck.”


  “Lapis lazuli is fragile. Weak to water and pressure. The longer and more often it’s exposed to the ocean, the more likely it is to break. And we promised each other we’d wear these stones until they shattered.”


  “Wow…and it hasn’t yet?”


  “No. Not yet.”


  Haeryang didn’t follow up on that.


  Jihyeok shifted his weight toward me, pulling himself by the arms. “I’ve never heard this story before. I thought you wore it for luck.”


  “You never asked.”


  “True, I didn’t.” He raked the back of his head again. “Didn’t you lend that necklace to me when I took my exam? And to Jaehee for his driver’s test?”


  “You were so freaked out about failing that you were about to cry.”


  “Well, I passed. Didn’t expect there to be a love story attached to it, though.”


  “There isn’t one, not anymore. All that’s left in this necklace is luck.”


  “Do you really have to keep that promise?”


  “Is there any reason not to?”


  Jihyeok looked like he was about to explode with frustration. Frankly, I was right there with him.


  Perhaps our stewing struck a nerve because Haeryang added, “My therapist told me not to fixate on the necklace. Said I should sell it or throw it away for the sake of my sanity. But it’s mine until it breaks—no matter who I lend it to, it always comes back to me. And right now, I just lent it to Muhyeon because he needs the light.”


  He had a point. Nevertheless, as I stared at the blue glow around my neck, the urge to rip it off and shove it back into Haeryang’s hands nearly overcame my sense of courtesy.


  Before I could do or say anything, Haeryang said, “Return it once we’re out of the dark.”


  “I will. I’ll give it back right away.”


  Jihyeok reeled the thread of our conversation back to where we’d drifted off from. “Anyway…for four days, we dove nonstop, switching out air tanks when we had to. We found both bodies eventually. That was the first funeral I ever attended for someone my own age—and I’d never seen one so quiet, so miserable.


  “We used to be in amazing shape. Four straight days of swimming, an all-nighter for the funeral, and we still managed to walk around just fine the next day. I couldn’t do that now, no way.”


  “You seem to be managing these stairs just fine.”


  Well, not on his own, he wouldn’t. Not without help from me and Haeryang. Without us supporting him, there was no way his one good leg would’ve gotten him up these stairs.


  He flailed his arms in protest, like he’d been personally offended. “Let me tell you—stairs like this? Just a few years ago, I would’ve blazed through them in a second!”


  Haeryang gently patted the back of Jihyeok’s head to comfort him—or maybe to quietly urge him to shut up. I couldn’t tell. “Once you get surgery, you’ll be on your feet and blazing through things again in no time.”


  Jihyeok didn’t have a retort for that.


  We climbed without another word. I didn’t know how long it took to recover from a gunshot to the knee. Even just ten years ago, it was notoriously difficult to heal joint trauma. Surely medical tech had improved since then.


  After crawling up another brutal stretch of stairs, we paused to catch our breath. Someone mentioned that if the total really was 4,300 steps, we had about 600 left.


  The shared water bottle we’d been passing around had maybe one sip left. After making sure everyone had taken a sip, I drained the rest and set the bottle down. That had been our last one. We’d brought nine bottles of water and sports drinks total. Now they were empty.


  Technically, there was still that one bottle of liquor Jihyeok had insisted on packing in Aeyoung’s bag. No one had touched it, though—not even him. He was adamant that, in his current condition, even a single sip would get him drunk. And not in a fun way.


  Soaked in sweat, I leaned back and groaned, “I want a bath.”


  Gumi yawned. “I want an iced Americano,” she sighed in response.


  “Anything fizzy and carbonated. Any kind of soda.”


  “Water.”


  “Beer,” Jihyeok chimed in, and Aeyoung scowled at his suggestion.


  “You better be grateful I didn’t chuck that damn Ballan-whatever bottle you stashed in my bag. I could hurl it off the brink right here.”


  “Yeah, yeah. A thousand thanks. We’ll drink it once we’re out.”


  I lay on the dusty floor, fanning out my damp clothes to cool off in the gusts that sporadically swept over the stairs. That breeze—coming from who knew where—helped dry the sweat clinging to my skin.


  Staring up at the empty ceiling, I asked, “What’s the plan once we’re past these stairs?”


  No one answered for a while. Eventually, Haeryang’s reply filtered through the darkness. “Level 2 is located 660 feet below the surface. There are three main ways to get there. One is the central elevator. The other two are the escape pods and submersibles. In my opinion, if you rank them by viability, it’s escape pods, submersibles, then the elevator. But at this point, I’d take anything. Even a manned research vessel—whatever it takes to reach the surface.”


  “At that depth, couldn’t we just swim up with scuba gear?”


  Our brief discussion of free diving was fresh in my mind, but only silence answered me. I mean—if people can dive over a hundred meters on a single breath, then swimming up two hundred meters with gear should be easier, right?


  Haeryang and Gumi responded at the same time.


  “Impossible.”


  “Not at six hundred feet.”


  “Please, go ahead,” Haeryang said, gesturing for Gumi to continue.


  She nodded and launched into her explanation. “Of course. At 660 feet below sea level, the pressure is roughly twenty atmospheres. That’s like placing twenty kilograms of weight—forty-four pounds—on every square centimeter of your body. Imagine stacking that on every fingernail-sized patch of skin. The average human has about 20,000 square centimeters of skin, or around 2.4 square yards. So you’re looking at…roughly 400,000 kilograms of force—440 tons—pressing down on your body.”


  The sheer level of detail in her explanation surprised me. The stray thought that she’d make an excellent math teacher crossed my mind.


  “In marine biology, we consider 660 feet below the surface as deep sea,” she continued, turning calmly to face me. “Humans aren’t built to survive in this environment, not without specialized gear. Okay, done with my turn. You’re up, Haeryang.”


  “Even experienced scuba divers agree that it’s risky for beginners to go deeper than 50 meters—164 feet. And the diving gear is on Level 1 anyway, so that option’s out.”


  “Got it. Thank you both for explaining it all in such detail.”


  Their measured, methodical responses made me feel like a college student again. Not that I’d ever had a professor half as patient. Honestly, the mere fact that they hadn’t laughed at me simply for asking was a miracle.


  Then, out of nowhere, a weight landed on my stomach.


  I froze for a moment, heart racing, then reached for whatever object had fallen on me unseen—and realized it was the cat.


  The cat’s back was warm and soft. Maybe this cat was a gentle one, or maybe this was how cats were supposed to be, but it didn’t lash out even as I—a total stranger—petted it. You need to give animals water, right? And what do cats eat? Mice?


  And what about snakes?  eat? Mice, as well, right? Do both animals lap up water to drink?  I’d never had a pet in my life, so I had no idea. The only time I’d ever seen a snake feeding was on a nature show on TV, and even that was just some wild snake hunting mice.


  Were there rats in the undersea base? Could I catch one for the snake if I had to? I didn’t even know if the snake was venomous. What would happen once we escaped? Who was going to take care of this cat? Or the snake?


  I’d grabbed them both in a panic, but now that we were here, they were raising more questions than I’d counted on. Still, I knew I couldn’t have left them to drown.


  Aeyoung was sweeping the area with the flashlight. When the light fell on the cat sitting contently on my stomach, she averted it so quickly you’d think she’d been caught committing a crime. My guess was that she’d been the one carrying the cat with us the whole time.


  “Does anyone know which person in the White Tiger District has a cat?”


  No reply. Since the cat was literally out of the bag, I figured throwing one more animal in the mix wouldn’t make a difference.


  “Or who owns a snake?”


  “A snake? Is it venomous?” Jihyeok asked. He was motionless on the ground, totally worn out.


  I wasn’t sure how to answer the question. It wasn’t like I could ask the snake if it was venomous. “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I picked it up from a cage when I was escaping the White Tiger District.”


  “And where’s that snake now?” Haeryang asked.


  I pointed at my bag, yawning, before I remembered that it was probably too dark for him to see. “It’s inside the inner pocket of my backpack.”


  “Has it bitten you?”


  “No. Actually, now that I think about it…I’m not sure. I might’ve brushed against it. But if I’d been bitten, wouldn’t I be dead by now?”


  “Its venom might not be neurotoxic.  occur in as little as twenty minutes. Typically, it takes around two hours,” Haeryang said, once more demonstrating his unparalleled talent for making people confront the tenuousness of their existence with just a single sentence. incited dread was honestly impressive.


  I was reasonably sure that more than two hours had passed since I first discovered the snake. But so much had happened that I couldn’t remember if I’d noticed any pain when I’d reached into the bag. So be it.


  Gumi’s voice cut through the dark. “I wonder what happened to the others.”


  “What others?”


  “The people who took the central elevator. You know, Henry, Jennifer, Gayoung, and the Russians. The people who left on the escape pods or subs. And the people from my research department too.”


  “They’re either dead or alive. Or still escaping. ” Jihyeok said, his voice slow and resigned. “Honestly, we have too many problems of our own to be sitting around worrying about other people.”


  Aeyoung jolted upright, laughing so hard that she curled inward like a cat. “Yeah, uh-huh. ‘We can’t sit around worrying about other people,’ said the dead weight with a bad leg,” she jeered.


  “Gumi, I retract my previous statement,” Jihyeok said, his tone turning a full one-eighty. “Please have mercy on me. No, not just me—on everyone. Life is precious. Every person is someone’s beloved family, friend, or lover. A single act of kindness can change a person’s fate.”


  Listening to him talk like a public service advisory made me crack up. I heard Gumi giggling nearby too.


  I dug through the bottom of my bag and found three pieces of candy. I handed one each to the women, then approached the guys where they were sprawled out on the ground.


  “There’s only one piece of candy left. Who wants it?”


  “I’m good. Give it to Jihyeok,” Haeryang said without a shred of enthusiasm. “It should keep him from talking for a while.”


  “You think a piece of candy’s gonna stop me from running my mouth?” he fired back.


  It was settled, then. The injured party got the candy. I handed it over.


  “You want to make it to the top?  with such authority that no one dared to refuse her.


  Since then, if anyone offered the group something to eat or drink from their own bags, we consumed it without a fuss.


  I finally understood the logic behind Aeyoung’s actions. Food was fuel. If we hadn’t kept eating when we did, we never would’ve gotten this far. She was a true stair-climbing, vertical-marathoning professional.


  We had to be getting close to Undersea Station Level 2 by now. Part of me hoped Haeryang would speak up—a brief pep talk, even just a few words of encouragement. Anything to rally our spirits. “We’ve come so far! Almost there! Good work, everyone! Keep it up!”


  But all he said from his spot in the shadows was “Let’s go.”


  Curt as it was, it somehow sufficed. I clung to the certainty that there couldn’t be many more steps left to go, arming myself with that reassurance. We’d reach Level 2 before we knew it!


  Jihyeok scratched his head, then slung an arm over my shoulder.


  First thing I’m doing once we’re out of here? Shower. Then I’m going to throw these grimy clothes straight in the trash. I can’t be the only one this obsessed with hygiene, can I?


  My hopeful little vision only lasted about thirty more steps. After that, my legs turned to lead, dragging on the stairs like anchors that had been shackled onto me. I sighed—not for the first time—and stared into the abyss. “How’d they even manage to build this thing underwater? It can’t have been easy.”


  “Anything’s possible if you throw enough money at it,” Haeryang said dispassionately. “We’re sending people to Mars, after all.”


  Then, from the dark, he added, “They say the base is a combination of nigh-impossible design and the most cutting-edge technology humanity’s got. When construction first started on the North Pacific International Undersea Base, everyone with ‘marine’ in front of their job title flocked to the site: structural engineers, architects, civil engineers, drill operators, you name it. Those folks are probably off working on the Atlantic base now. I’ve heard that all the concrete and rebar produced in the North Pacific countries over the past few decades have gone into those four bases.”


  I’d seen on the news that shipbuilding and construction industries were booming thanks to the undersea bases. Marine industries too. Even students were gunning for those careers more than for aerospace jobs.


  As for me, I just wanted a job with a stable income, so I went with a pre-dentistry track. But now?  A week ago, I couldn’t have imagined I’d be climbing stairs in the dark, in a place no one knew existed, fleeing cultists and armed assailants.


  Still, I wanted to put my faith in the cutting-edge tech that built this place. Surely the experts made safety their number one priority. If I were in charge? I’d have required the marine structure safety engineers to actually live on base on Level 4. Good.  That sort of thing.


  “What do you think would happen if the base collapsed?”


  Jihyeok waited to see if Haeryang would answer first, but he didn’t. “We’d die. They probably wouldn’t even find our bodies. Fish would eat us up.”


  Couldn’t refute that. Earlier, he had mentioned diving for over four days just to find one deceased person. I was about to agree with his blunt assessment when Haeryang finally said something.


  “The repercussions would be enormous. This all started when the Mars Program and the Frontier Project were put on hold. Atlantic Undersea Station 1 is scheduled for completion by the end of next year, so that’d be affected for sure. The North Sea base might never even break ground.” He paused, then tacked on, “And more than that, what worries me is the pollution in the North Pacific after the collapse. But I’m sure the experts know more about that than I do.”


  Right.  I missed when these things were just subjects for experts to discuss on TV, which I could put out of mind anytime. I couldn’t do that anymore. The moment Level 4 began to collapse was still fresh in my mind.


  “Aren’t you worried about your jobs?” I asked.


  Someone chuckled at my question; I wasn’t sure if it was Jihyeok or Haeryang. I didn’t really get what was so funny.


  “Muhyeon,” Haeryang said, “your job’s one of the few here that isn’t directly tied to the base’s survival, correct?”


  “Correct. I’m here because I can’t afford to open my own clinic. If I could, I wouldn’t have come here in the first place.”


  “Is that right?”


   make it out alive, I’ll have to seriously rethink being an engineer,” Jihyeok chimed in. “But what else am I gonna do? gonna do, Team Leader?”


  “Thinking of taking three months off and figuring it out then.”


  We climbed more stairs. Jihyeok launched into a tirade about his job. It didn’t sound like life at the undersea base had brought him much joy, and he rattled off a long list of other careers he could pursue with his electrical and electronics engineering degree.


  I nodded along. Even if I switched tracks, I’d still be a dentist. Listening to him, it sounded like whatever he did, he’d land on his feet. It wasn’t until later that I realized all that talk had been a way to keep his anxiety at bay.


  Once Jihyeok ran out of steam, our trio fell quiet again. Glancing at the other two, I remembered a routine I had with child patients who came to my dental clinic.


  “Do you know which animal has the most teeth? I used to ask this at work. If the kids got it right, they got a toothbrush. Honestly, even if they got it wrong, I gave them one anyway.”


  “Isn’t it a shark?”


  “Wrong, Jihyeok. Sharks only have about three hundred. What about you, Haeryang?”


  “Not sure. I was thinking shark myself. Is it a whale?”


  “The correct answer is…a snail! They have over ten thousand teeth, all lined up on their tongue. They use them to scrape at fruit or leaves. Humans don’t, so we still have to practice good dental hygiene.”


  “Round of applause!” Jihyeok said. With his arms draped over me and Haeryang, he couldn’t actually clap his hands or tap on anything.


  “Okay, next question. Which animals have no teeth?”


  “There are animals without any teeth?”


  I nodded, and Jihyeok’s eyes lit up like a kid’s. Elementary schoolers loved this question. In fact, they’d respond exactly the same way he did. How old was this guy again?


  “Yep. There are three. Most animals have teeth and claws to defend themselves. But still, these three do just fine without teeth.”


  “Is it an anteater?”


  I almost stopped climbing. I’d asked this question dozens of times, but no one had ever gotten it right on their first guess. I’d usually pose the question to the patient right before treatment and tell them to think about their answer while I was working. Most of them either forgot the question entirely or got so distracted by the pain that they answered incorrectly.


  “Ding-ding-ding! Yes, the anteater is one of them.”


  “You know if that’s true, Team Leader? Anteaters don’t have teeth?”


  Haeryang sighed. “Well, it checks out, doesn’t it? A tongue that long’s probably all you need.”


  “That’s right! No teeth. Just a tongue. Now what about the other two animals?”


  “Koala!”


  “Wrong!”


  “An elephant?”


  “Wrong!”


  I was getting so loud that Gumi called back to us from the high steps. “What are you three doing?”


  “I’m asking about toothless animals. You know any?”


  “Armadillos,” she answered immediately.


  I was truly blessed to be with people whose knowledge far surpassed my own. Especially during these trying times.


  “Ding-ding-ding! Correct! Armadillos don’t have teeth! Now, what’s the third one?”


  Jihyeok groaned and started suggesting all sorts of animals at me. “I don’t have a clue. A camel?”


  “Wrong!”


  “Giraffe?”


  “Wrong!”


  “Panda!”


  “Nope.”


  “Sloth?”


  “Whoa, you got it! It’s the sloth!”


  In the faint light of the lapis lazuli necklace, I could vaguely see Jihyeok’s face. I guess he got at least one right. If only I could give him a toothbrush or some floss as a prize.


  “What are you doing just standing there? C’mon, climb!”


  I flinched as Aeyoung’s command hit me like a whip; I hadn’t even noticed I’d stopped. I lurched forward in a panic, nearly losing my balance. So ended Muhyeon Park’s quiz time. Someday, I would do it properly—with prizes and everything.




  Chapter 15:
Undersea Station Level 2


   


  AEYOUNG STOOD AT THE top of the stairs, flashlight in hand. I forced myself up each step, alternating patient diligence and exhausted anger, until at last I could see her waiting for us at the landing. Gumi was bent over next to her, leaning on her knees as she caught her breath. Still tethered together, me and the rest of the guys wheezed as we looked up at them.


  “Are we taking a break?”


  “This is the end. We made it.”


  I blinked at Aeyoung’s reply and looked around. Aside from a few dimly lit steps ahead, the ascent had finally come to an end. No more stairs!  I pumped my fist at the news. It was almost enough to make me forget my exhaustion.


  Gumi dropped flat on the floor, panting, then cheered, “Finally!”


  Jihyeok collapsed, laughing. Haeryang took the flashlight from Aeyoung and started groping along the wall. For a few seconds, I felt genuinely happy. I thought with a chuckle.


  at it. Knocking, rubbing, practically throwing the entire weight of his body at it. We all watched him as his flashlight beam slid across the surface.


  “Is something wrong?” Gumi asked, a quaver in her voice.


  “There’s no door to exit the stairwell.”


  Someone might as well have driven a spike into my skull. I instinctively reached for the back of my neck, half expecting to find a wound.


  Horrified, Jihyeok rasped, “T-Team Leader Shin, please don’t tell me we have to go all the way back down… Going down is gonna be even worse than the climb up here.” Desperation laced his every word. 


  I wondered, still reeling myself.


  Haeryang frowned at the wall, then glanced at us. “Stay here.”


  He started walking down the stairs, flashlight in hand. We must have looked like corpses scattered across the landing as he passed us.


  Gumi flopped on her back and lay still, like a statue embedded in the ground.


  “Just kill me already,” Jihyeok muttered before going still as well. I couldn’t tell if he was going to sleep or playing dead.


  Aeyoung groaned and started bending and stretching her limbs in a way that hardly seemed humanly possible.


  No one else moved, so I slowly got to my feet. I couldn’t let Haeryang wander off alone into the dark.


  The shadows grew thicker around Haeryang as he descended.  My legs were wobbling enough to give a newborn foal a run for its money. I was so sore that I expected I wouldn’t be able to move come tomorrow—but still, I followed him.


  He looked back once when he noticed I was tailing him, but he didn’t stop me. At the next landing, he ran his hands along the walls again. Knocked. Scraped. Moved down another level. At each stop, he lit the wall, checked it, then moved on.


  Every time he left the landing to go back down the steps, my stomach turned. Were we really going to have to climb all the way back down to Level 3? After dragging ourselves up four thousand steps in the dark? After everything we’d gone through to get up here?


  The urge to cry overwhelmed me. Maybe my body had at last reached a breaking point. My chest ached, my head spun. The courage and resolve I’d tempered, step by painstaking step, were on the cusp of shattering.


  Haeryang paused at another landing and knocked on the wall. This one was covered in mold. Of course it was; the place was damp, humid, and probably crawling with bugs. Mold was to be expected.


  He felt around the surface, then rapped his knuckles on it again. A moment later, he retrieved a screwdriver from his backpack—probably taken from Aeyoung’s bag back at Level 3—and jammed it into the wall with all his strength.


  I expected the screwdriver to bounce off, but the metal sank right through. He yanked it back out and tossed it aside.


  “Is that the spot?” I asked over his shoulder.


  “Sure is.”


  My pulse thrummed in my ears, and emotions surged in my chest. A tiny shaft of light filtered through the hole he’d punched in the wall. The sight of it brought tears to my eyes. Team Leader Shin, you beautiful bastard!


  “Can you tell me what I’m seeing here?”


  “Two layers of drywall. They’re moldy and rotten because of the moisture. See? The screwdriver went straight through. We’ll tear it open and get out of here.”


  So it was a false wall. A sealed exit. We don’t have to walk all the way back down to Level 3.  I started crying. Not from fear, but from relief.


  “Stay here,” he told me. “I’ll go get the others.”


  I nodded, head still bowed. Then as he moved past me up the stairs, I yelled, “Can’t we just call them down here?!”


  Haeryang didn’t stop.


  Only once his footsteps were out of earshot did it dawn on me that he’d gone back up because of Jihyeok. Clearly I was too tired to think straight. I was also too tired to climb back up.


  When I heard footsteps coming down the stairs, I crawled over to the spot where Haeryang had been standing. My hands grazed the handle of the flathead screwdriver. Figuring I should start digging at the wall while the others were making their way here, I took the screwdriver and stabbed it in—and immediately stopped.


  Is drywall supposed to be this solid?  Were my arms that weak? Or had I simply struck the wrong part of the wall?


  Rocking on my haunches, I gripped the screwdriver in both hands and gave the wall a few more stabs. The footsteps came to a stop behind me, and someone tapped me on the shoulder. In the glow of the pendant, I saw Haeryang hold out his hand to me. I passed him the screwdriver, and he began hammering at the sliver of light.


  On the fourth strike, a hand-sized hole opened in the wall, and he went to town on it. Not just with the screwdriver either—he went at it with palms, knuckles, and forearms too. A demolition machine of human flesh. Before long, he was kicking it wide open.


  Amid the haze of dust, light poured into the stairwell. After our long wandering in the dark, it was veritably blinding. I couldn’t even open my eyes.


  Once the hole was big enough for someone to pass through, Aeyoung let out a small whistle and slipped, catlike, into the space beyond. Then she knocked on the wall three times for us to follow. Gumi burst out laughing behind me.


  Haeryang explained that we’d come out through a sealed exit inside the deep-sea aquarium on Level 2 of the station. The aquarium, located at –660 feet, was set to open to the public next year, and construction hadn’t finished yet. Only a handful of fish species were currently housed there. The place was supposed to be monitored by the staff, who came by to feed the fish, clean the tanks, plant aquatic greenery, and so on—but thankfully, there was no one around.


  At Aeyoung’s suggestion, we headed to the nearest bathroom.


  Unsurprisingly, Haeryang looked like he was already charting the quickest route to Level 1 in his head. Like he didn’t care about going to the bathroom to get cleaned up. People weren’t robots, though, especially not Gumi and myself. We insisted we’d drop dead on the spot if we had to walk one more step. And for as much as I felt like a wreck, Jihyeok totally looked it where he lay on the ground, his groans barely holding back what must have been a whole volley of profanities he had in store for his team leader.


  Aeyoung turned to Haeryang, who was standing over us with his arms crossed in disapproval. “You can’t assume everyone has the same stamina as you or I do, Team Leader.”


  Jihyeok peered up at his team leader like a cow heading to slaughter. Gumi and I gave him matching looks as well.


  Haeryang sighed. “Fine. Let’s take a break.”


  “Perfect,” Aeyoung said. “We’ll take a breather and get ourselves cleaned up, then we’ll all feel much better.”


  We split up, women in one group and men in another, agreeing to meet back in ten minutes.


  Jihyeok wasted no time, bolting one-legged into a toilet stall.


  I eyed myself in the mirror; I looked like a disaster. My hair was matted to my face with sweat. The dust coating my body was practically a three-piece suit. My face and palms were coated in grime so dark I couldn’t even tell what it was made of.


  While I briefly thought about trying to give my hoodie a proper wash in the sink, I wasn’t about to start doing laundry in a public bathroom. I’d compromise on hygiene. Just a little.


  After shutting myself in a corner stall, I stripped off all my clothes, held my breath, then shook the dust out of my hoodie and sweatpants as vigorously as I could. If this place had windows, I would’ve chucked the whole outfit out entirely. Outside, it was still nothing but water.


  Come on, air circulation system. You got this.


  Once I’d dislodged enough grime, I tugged my clothes back on, went to the sink, and bent down to give my hair and face a good scrubbing with liquid soap. I was so filthy, I could barely stand it.


  In the janitor’s closet, I found a towel of dubious cleanliness—though still definitely cleaner than my clothes—and dried my hair with it. After slinging it around my neck, I rinsed the bitter taste from my mouth with cold water. That alone was enough to make me feel alive again.


  I washed Haeryang’s necklace clean, dried it off with the towel, and went to return it to him. He’d taken up a post by the bathroom door after some perfunctory rinsing and washing of his own. He stood there like a sentinel, watching for anyone who might approach.


  Jihyeok hobbled out of the stall looking like a new man. It made me nervous to watch him wash his hands while balancing on one leg, but he seemed utterly unbothered. Then he leaned against the wall, resting his weight on his good leg, and glared down at the injured one as if it had deliberately betrayed him.


  It wasn’t long before Aeyoung and Gumi emerged from the women’s room, their faces free of the grime and soot that had settled in layers during our arduous ascent.


  “You look refreshed.”


  “Thanks. So do you, Muhyeon.”


  Under the hallway lights, our harrowing climb in the endless dark hardly seemed real. I wanted nothing more than to lie down and pass out, but we had to help Jihyeok out of the restroom. Before we could do so, Aeyoung—already in the hallway—gestured for us to go back inside.


  I half dragged Jihyeok back into the men’s room. Seconds later, Gumi and Aeyoung followed us in. Through the gap in the door, I saw Haeryang slip into the adjacent accessible stall, leaving Jihyeok in my care.


  A man was coming our way. He wore a black cap but no shark patch. Jihyeok and Aeyoung already had their weapons drawn and ready. The air was tense.


  The man paused at the signage, hesitated, and then walked into the women’s restroom.


  Why would he do that?


  “Huh?”


  “What the…?”


  “Wait, seriously?”


  “What a goddamn pervert.”


  I assumed the plan must’ve been this: Once the potential cultist entered the men’s room, Aeyoung and Jihyeok would’ve kept him occupied so that Haeryang could ambush him from the accessible stall. Instead, he’d walked straight into the women’s room.


  Haeryang emerged from the stall with a perplexed look and followed the stranger in, with Aeyoung hot on his heels. Jihyeok stayed behind.


  They caught him easily. Apparently, he was using the sink to relieve himself. Why the sink? I refused to dwell on it. Too many things were happening at once.


  “You can’t try to make sense of freaks like that,” Jihyeok said. “They operate on a different frequency.”


  “Of course.” I nodded, then went to take a closer look.


  The man wore a black cap, but no brooch or patch. The shape of it reminded me of a shark, though if the brim of his hat had been slightly softer at the end, it wouldn’t have.


  He surrendered without a fight. Raised his hands over his head, dropped his weapon, and knelt down. He looked young, maybe mid-twenties. The cultist we’d run into before had to have been nearly forty.


  I had to look him over two or three times before I recognized him as a patient of mine. With his head bowed and his eyes fixed on the ground, he had yet to recognize me. I gestured over him at Aeyoung, pointing two fingers at my eyes, then at him, then waved my hand in front of my face.


  With a strange expression, she said, “You want to gouge out his eyes and peel his face off?”


  The guy flinched, and Gumi flashed us a horrified look. I quickly clarified, “I know him. From before.”


  “Oh. I guess that gesture could’ve meant that.”


  No. No, it couldn’t have. Whatever.


  “His name is Tyler Jones. He’s an engineer.”


  Tyler looked up with a grimace, scanning each of our faces in turn. I was the only one he acknowledged, though. “You’re the dentist!”


  Perhaps all the engineers really did know each other—at least enough to know who to ignore.


  “Hello, Tyler,” I said. “I have a few questions.”


   but I stopped myself. I was in no position to promise Tyler his safety. While I had no intention of hurting him, I couldn’t be sure about the others. Every encounter we’d had with someone else had involved some sort of violence. And the way Aeyoung looked at him, she might well have shot him twenty times over in her head already. Haeryang’s expression wasn’t any kinder.


  “So…are you flossing regularly?”


  No idea what they thought I meant, but I swear they have it wrong!


  I crouched on the bathroom floor so our gazes were level. We were both kneeling, Tyler with hands on his head, so I hoped the cleaners had been keeping up with their work. Then again, it wasn’t like my clothes could get any dirtier.


  Neither Haeryang nor Aeyoung made to stop me as I did this. I supposed they didn’t see the need to intervene unless I crossed a line.


  intervene…right?


  Tyler’s answer came in a rush. “I haven’t used the floss. I still have it. It’s the same as it was when you gave it to me.”


  “You really should floss. Anyway, were you always a member of the Church of Infinity?”


  His eyes darted around the room, then he nodded. “That’s right.”


  “And when did you join?”


  “Six months ago.”


  “How many members are there?”


  “As far as I’ve seen…about sixty?”


  “There are that many armed cultists in the base?”


  “Yes. There are some on the surface too.”


  He was giving us the answers pretty easily, but Haeryang and Gumi frowned at his reply. Jihyeok let out a long sigh.


  What Tyler said didn’t line up with what we’d heard on Level 3: that there were only twenty cultists here. Who was lying? Who was telling the truth? Haeryang and Aeyoung still had their guns trained on him, as if dealing with a wild animal.


  “Why today?” I asked.


  “What? Why?”


  “Why now? Why attack today specifically? Was there a reason?”


  I wanted to know that before anything else. Why not a week ago, before I even got here? Their little doomsday event could have been over and done with by now. But no. Why?!


  “Uh…they said today’s the best day. They call it Ocean Day. Supposedly, your chances of attaining immortality are higher today.”


  Gumi scratched her cheek. “But World Oceans Day is June 8. Are you sure it’s today? Not, like…eight days from now?”


  It was May 31. Somehow, I doubted that World Oceans Day was suddenly being celebrated eight days in advance.


  “Yes. Our guru said today is the day the great deed must be done.”


  “I see. So what’s the difference between the people with the shark brooches and those without them?” I tapped my chest—no adornments there—and Tyler’s eyes followed my finger.


  “Oh, that? It just means you’ve got your dentures already.”


   Dentures?!


  “Dentures? As in…false teeth?”


  “Yeah. If you get dentures made from shark teeth, you get a brooch. It’s not mandatory or anything. Only if you want it. I didn’t. They even said they’d cover the cost, but I wasn’t about to yank out a perfectly good set of teeth.”


  Please don’t suspect me.


  “Do you know where the others got theirs done? Ever hear anything about that?”


  “They said Hawaii, but the dentist there apparently sucks. The teeth are prone to falling out, and the procedure hurts a lot.”


  I breathed a sigh of relief. Right here in the base!  and who knew, Aeyoung might’ve shot me on the spot. I wasn’t sure if Tyler was oblivious or just blurting out whatever popped into his head first.


  was why the cult had investigated me. If they’d been flying people to Hawaii for dental work, and all of a sudden a dentist showed up at the base…they were probably hoping to recruit me. How convenient.


  A cold sweat drenched my back. What if I’d been Christian? Or Muslim? Or Buddhist? Would I have mysteriously disappeared?


  I remembered Aeyoung muttering something about their accidental deaths on base. That, and Jihyeok saying it’d take more than two hours for the police to show up. If I’d already been committed to some faith or other, would I have just…vanished?


  I nursed the thought for a moment before asking, “Are there any actual benefits to joining the group? Like, why do people do it?”


  “It’s different for everyone. For me, it was the money. They gave me a lot of money.”


  That was a compelling benefit. Who didn’t like money?


  “How much money are we talking?”


  “Enough that I don’t regret joining.”


  “I’m drowning in student loan debt. Would they cover that?”


  I was being sarcastic, but Tyler’s response was dead serious.


  “They’ll give you enough money for housing, medical treatment…anything.”


  That gave me pause. This cult had to be loaded. Someone—or rather, lots of someones—had to have been bled dry for that kind of cash. There was no way the cultists had earned it cleanly and paid taxes on it like normal.


  “What sort of obligations do members have?”


  “Uh…aside from promising to help on the Day of Infinity? Not much. Honestly, I didn’t think the Day of Infinity would ever even come around. I only joined for the money. I never imagined I’d have to lug a gun around and shoot people.”


  He scratched his head.


  to do those things. You pray to the sea god once a month. And then, you know—don’t dump trash in the ocean, protect sharks, oppose shark fishing, oppose shark finning, no dumping radioactive waste, no to undersea base construction… That kind of stuff? I thought it was like Greenpeace. Someone said I’d get a lot of money, so I signed up.”


  Tyler looked younger than the rest of us, maybe Aeyoung’s age at most. From the way he was talking, it was obvious he hadn’t joined out of some deep conviction. In all honesty, other than the fact they were an armed cult going around killing people, their mission statement didn’t sound half bad.


  But from where she stood next to me, Gumi heaved a sigh so ragged, you would’ve thought her soul was clawing free of her body.


  “You okay, Gumi?”


  “Greenpeace got its start by raising a green flag on a boat at sea to protest nuclear testing in the ocean and remote islands,” she said. “They and other groups like them oppose whale hunting, preserve wildlife habitats, fight nuclear development. And the Infinity Church is deliberately mimicking that.”


  Tyler nodded in confirmation. “Yeah, that’s true. We even sank a boat that was fishing sharks once. We’re definitely protecting nature!”


  Gumi’s jaw dropped. Aeyoung shook her head, clearly done with his idiocy.


  Jihyeok grimaced. “You sank a fishing boat?” he asked. “Greenpeace is a nonviolent organization. What kind of dumbass propaganda did you get in your head?”


  “Um…”


  People must’ve died on that boat, right? Sure, shark fishing’s illegal, but come on.


  Gumi shook off her surprise soon enough. “There must be some survivors from Levels 3 and 4 of the station. Did any of them make it to Level 2?”


  “A few,” Tyler answered. “There’s a couple on this floor. Some ended up on Level 1 too. We shot a few, but only because they didn’t follow orders. The ones who behaved themselves are all huddled in a corner somewhere.”


  Well, that was a relief. At least they weren’t indiscriminately killing everyone who came up by the elevator. have been better to have come up that way.


  No. Had I done that, I could have joined the cultists’ body count. We did what we did, and we avoided getting captured. That was what mattered. I didn’t know how much of an advantage we had in staying off their radar, but hey—we were still breathing.


  Tentatively, Gumi asked, “Why is the Infinity Church trying to kill people at all? They don’t have to. They can just take the base and let the rest of us go.”


  Yeah, take the damn base. If the Chinese or Russians or whoever else wants it, let them fight over it among themselves. Just let the rest of us go home.


  Tyler frowned, conflicted. “I don’t really know. But apparently, for the Day of Infinity ritual to work, a bunch of people have to be in the base, and…some of them have to die. Usually, we only kill fish. to be people.”


  Of course they do human sacrifices. They’re a cult.


  “The ritual was supposed to happen around midnight tonight or tomorrow morning. But then Level 4 got completely trashed, and they moved the schedule up because ‘It works out better that way.’ Members of the Church of Infinity would survive, and they could just say everyone else died because of what happened on Level 4.”


  As far back as fifteen hundred years ago, people knew the value of human lives well enough to use clay dolls in their ritual sacrifices. Then there were these guys, convinced they got to decide who lived or died.


  “Wait a second,” Jihyeok said, struggling to dull the edge in his voice.  behind the torpedo that hit Level 4?”


  “Torpedo? What torpedo?” Tyler blinked. “Hold on, someone fired a torpedo into Level 4 of the station? Am I the only one who didn’t know?”


  He looked around, baffled, then seemed genuinely offended.


  “Why would we destroy Level 4? It’s 9,840 feet underwater! If we blew up the place, that’s guaranteed to pollute the ocean. Who would clean up the concrete and metal and all the other detritus? What do you think would happen to the sea creatures living there? If a pipe bursts and leaks oil or gas, who takes responsibility? Japan still hasn’t cleaned up their radiation spill from decades ago. If this place goes, the whole North Pacific is screwed!”


  It was an unexpected moment of reason coming from him. For a second, I forgot to breathe.


  ,” Gumi said flatly, “but you draw the line at ocean pollution?”


  Tyler blinked a few more times. Without a trace of duplicity, he replied, “Well…yeah. As long as I’m not the one dying.”


  We had nothing to say to that, and after fumbling for a few more words of his own, Tyler fell silent as well.


  Jihyeok took over and asked him about communications. Tyler said they’d cut all internet and phone lines when they took the base. The different outposts stayed in touch using radio, but Levels 1 and 2 mostly passed messages in person.


  Haeryang pulled up a holographic map of Levels 1 and 2 on his tablet. “Show me where your fellow cult members are concentrated.”


  Several areas were already marked in blue. Tyler glanced at him, clearly impressed, then quietly pointed out other locations. Red markers appeared on the map—different from the blue ones, which had probably been marked by the guy we ran into on Level 3.


  “I only know the locations for Level 2 of the base,” Tyler said after a while. “If I mark everything…will you let me go?”


  He sounded hopeful, but Haeryang didn’t even pause to think about it.


  “No. You’re coming with us. If we run into any cult members outside the areas you marked, they’ll know you betrayed them. I don’t know what you Infinity Church loonies do to traitors, but we’ll find out soon enough if they shoot them—you—on sight.”


  Tyler’s mouth fell open. Mine did too. He jerked his hand up to the tablet and erased some of the red marks he’d placed on the map. Jihyeok checked Tyler’s rifle to make sure that it was loaded and its safety was on, then set it aside. He placed the pistol we’d scavenged from Level 3 on the sink.


  “Come here,” he told Gumi and me. “Either of you ever wanted to shoot a gun before?”


  Neither of us answered.


  He sighed. “Okay. Which of you has better focus?”


  “I don’t know.”


  “Hard to say.”


  We both dithered around the answer. How did one even judge that objectively? With an MRI?


  Jihyeok turned to Gumi. “Here, Gumi. Try holding this. How’s it feel? It’s not heavy to me, but if you’re not used to lifting weights or working out, you might think differently. Are you short of breath? Weak in the knees? Breaking into a cold sweat?”


  “No.”


  “Your hands are shaking,” he countered, unimpressed.


  Gumi clutched the gun, body stiff and face twisted in fear. “What if I fire it wrong?”


  “As long as you don’t shoot your own toe off, you’ll be fine. Now, Gumi, place the gun back on the sink. Good. Muhyeon, you pick it up. How’s it feel?”


  “Heavier than I expected.”


  He snorted. “What were you expecting, that it’s light as a pair of chopsticks?!”


  Figures.


  “Hey, grip it the right way! What’s with your hands? Weak grip, huh? And that thing you’re doing with your finger—who taught you that?”


  I was keeping my index finger straight, off the trigger. It hadn’t escaped his attention.


  “You pick that up from action movies?!” he barked.


  “Yeah.”


  “And what kind of movies do you like, Gumi?”


  “Disaster movies?”


  “You’re carrying the pistol from here, Muhyeon. Keep the muzzle pointed down. Shoot only when I say to shoot. Keep your finger just like that. Pull it now, and it’ll go off immediately. Do not test that.”


  It felt like holding a live grenade. I’d never thought a gun would be this heavy. I’d never even touched one before. It was heavier than my jumbo coffee tumbler when I filled it to the brim.


   Well, of course. No one wants dental work from a guy with hand tremors.


  Still, holding the matte black pistol in my hand had my gut churning, like I’d eaten bad takeout. I couldn’t take my eyes off it. I kept imagining the muzzle turning around on its own and aiming straight at me if I so much as blinked.


  Behind me, Gumi muttered under her breath defensively.


  hands don’t shake when I’m holding tweezers!”


  Jihyeok shrugged. “Yeah, well, mine don’t shake when I’m holding a chicken drumstick either,” he shot back.


  Meanwhile, Tyler was almost finished marking the map. Haeryang was examining the red-and-blue mess when Aeyoung suddenly raised her gun and pointed it straight at his head.


  “Why’d you come this way?” she asked. “Hardly anyone visits the deep-sea aquarium.”


  “And why should I answer that?” Tyler said with a low, arrogant laugh. It sounded wrong—wrong enough to make me forget I was even holding a gun. My head snapped toward Aeyoung.


  She wore a wide, toothy grin, but there was nothing behind her eyes. It was the first time I’d seen her smile like that since the utility room.


  It made my skin crawl.


  She tilted her head ever so slightly, catching Haeryang’s eye. He blinked once. Then, still smiling, she reached up and pulled the lexi-coms device from Tyler’s ear. Her voice dropped into soft, fluent Korean.


  “You think I’m a joke, huh? You think because I’m a little five-three Asian that this gun I’m holding’s a prop? A gag? You think I’m too weak and pathetic to shoot you? That you can act up just because it’s someone like me who’s asking the questions?”


  Throughout her spiel, her voice remained threateningly patronizing. Dangerously sweet.


  “You answered everything my team leader asked. You even had answers for that dumbass over there, and he wasn’t even holding a gun. He’s never even touched one until now. But the second a woman with tits speaks up, your stop listening and your brain shuts down. Is that it? Hm?”


  There was so much sugar on that final, lilting “Hm?” that she might as well have been asking if he’d like his coffee topped up.


  She’d disabled her own lexi-coms device too. Tyler couldn’t understand a word she was saying, but her soft smile and sweet voice resembled flirtation.


  He leered at her with a slimy grin and said in English, “What are you saying? Bet you’re saying you want me, aren’t you? Bitch, I love that smile. It’s so hot. Why don’t you take your clothes off and—”


  Crack!


  Aeyoung pistol-whipped him across the face.


  “Aaargh!”


  Tyler dropped backward. She grabbed him by the hair and smashed the pistol into his face, over and over. Forehead. Cheekbone. Eye socket. She didn’t stop.


  He tried to cover his face, but his wrists were still tied together with Haeryang’s parachute cord. His bound hands flailed uselessly. The most he could do was try to block her strikes with his forearms.


  Aeyoung yanked his head down and drove her knee upward. I couldn’t tell if she hit his neck or his chin. She dragged his head up again, his hair twisted in her fist, taunting.


  “Go on,” she said, voice sweet as bait. “Laugh. Laugh in my face again! Ask me again why you shouldn’t have to answer me!”


  Another knee strike. His head snapped backward. And for some reason, right then, I could hear Jihyeok sigh beside me. Low, but audible. Not surprised, just…resigned.


  Gumi had gone ghastly pale. She was covering her mouth with both hands, eyes wide and unblinking.


  I took a step forward. I had no idea what I thought I was going to do. Stop her? Intervene?


   Don’t.


  So I stood there, trembling, and watched Aeyoung strike him again and again.


  Then it hit me: If Haeryang’s muzzle shifted even a few degrees, it would be pointing at me. Objectively speaking, neither Gumi nor I had known Haeryang all that long. “People look out for their own first.”


  After we rescued Gayoung, I started to think of us as a team. A team who tried to help people even when we failed to make it to the White Tiger escape pods on Level 4. A team who took turns carrying a sleeping child on our backs. Who covered each other during shoot-outs. Who shared food and water. Who helped each other escape. Who wouldn’t abandon an injured member of that very team. A team committed to holding on to our humanity together, even if it was nothing but coincidence that had thrown us together.


  I thought that meant something. I thought we were a team.


  Was that just me?


   “I don’t want to worry Team Leader Shin. He’s…delicate.”


  Even now, I had a hard time understanding what she meant. When it came to “delicate” people, Gumi and I definitely fit the bill. But if Aeyoung had been sincere with that comment, maybe Haeryang really was like that. And maybe she was too. Maybe even Jihyeok was.


  Regardless, my heart wasn’t strong enough to watch someone I’d gotten to know beat the hell out of another person and feel nothing. Maybe it was because I’d never known anyone for whom this was normal. Violence. Brutality. I wasn’t accustomed to it.


  I didn’t want to see people I trusted turn into someone else. Into something uglier. Not just Aeyoung. Haeryang and Jihyeok too. And I didn’t want to see them get hurt either.


  Was it strange that I was already so attached to them? We’d only been together for a few hours. Then again, I was the kind of person who went as far as skipping hand-to-hand combat scenes in action movies. I couldn’t stand the sight of blood.


  Honestly, I started resenting Tyler. Why the hell would he mouth off to Aeyoung while she had a gun drawn on him?


  I once saw this woman body-slam a five-foot-eleven man, laying him flat on the ground. Now she was all riled up after her friend’s murder. And this guy thought it would be a good idea to join a cult, pick up a gun, and go around shooting people? What an absolute moron.


  “Aeyoung, please! Please stop hitting him. Let’s talk this out.”


  My voice cracked. No authority whatsoever. Sniveling. Utterly pathetic.


  And yet, she heard me. She stopped immediately—her pistol, fists, and knees going still. She was fuming, but she backed off.


  I handed the gun to Gumi. My hands were shaking too much.


  I pulled the towel from around my neck and wiped Tyler’s face. He was already unconscious. Swollen. Bleeding from everywhere. I didn’t even know where to start trying to staunch the blood. Bleeding in the mouth was easily handled. But this? Everything was split open. Nose. Cheek. Forehead too.


  The sound of running water reached my ears. Aeyoung was washing her hands in the sink.


  Haeryang cut a length of parachute cord from around his forearm and held an empty hand out to me as I pressed the towel to Tyler’s face. By now, I knew what he meant by that gesture. Not a handshake.


  I hesitated, then gave him the blood-soaked towel. He tore it in half with his bare hands. I’d had no idea it was possible to tear a towel that easily. He handed one half of the towel back to me, rolled up the other, and stuffed it into Tyler’s mouth. Then he tied it behind his head with the cord. A gag.


  I watched him confirm that the knot was tight and secure. “Can he still breathe like that?”


  “He can breathe through his nose.”


  It was clear from his tone he wouldn’t particularly care if he was wrong about that.


  I pressed the towel to the part of Tyler’s cheek where the bleeding was most severe. The wound was deep, the flesh recessed. Haeryang tied Tyler’s wrist bindings around the bathroom door hinge with a cord.


  “Aren’t we taking him with us?” I asked.


  “It’s tough enough to move with one of our own injured. If he likes the women’s bathroom so much, he can stay here.”


  Oh. So that earlier comment was just a bluff.


  I mean, he was right. Who would be there to keep their eyes and their gun on Tyler the whole time? Haeryang and I were busy keeping Jihyeok upright and on the move. That left Gumi and Aeyoung. There was no way we could leave Gumi in charge of him when she’d just held a gun for the first time in her life five minutes ago. Which then left Aeyoung.


  But pulling Aeyoung Baek off recon? She’d been guiding us this whole time—quiet, agile, scouting ahead with catlike silence and reflexes. We needed her.


  She was washing the blood off her arms and knees now. I watched the blood swirl down the drain and felt my head throb. I squeezed my eyes shut. I’d never seen this much blood before.


  While I kept the towel pressed to Tyler’s face, Jihyeok gave Gumi a quick crash course in marksmanship. Aeyoung and Haeryang were bent over the 3D map.


  Even as a total tactical amateur, I could see the problem right away. Not only was Level 2 big, but the layout was a total nightmare. The Church of Infinity had stationed armed members near all three of the elevators here—including the central one—and around the escape pods and submersibles.


  Everything ran through the main plaza. Every route, every path, everything. And they knew that. They’d concentrated their forces there. And no matter which way we went, we’d have to fight. The submersible zone looked like it had the fewest people, but reaching it still meant going through the main plaza.


  Our current location, the deep-sea aquarium, was one of several facilities surrounding the main plaza. In addition to the aquarium, there were four restaurants, two convenience stores, two exhibition halls, four cafés, the jellyfish tank, the information center, a souvenir shop, mining-related facilities restricted to authorized personnel, the submersibles, escape pod access points, the central elevator, and three other elevators encircling the plaza.


  If this place were to open to the public next year, I imagined your typical visitor’s path would go something like this: See the aquarium, grab a meal, check out the exhibits, stop at a café, admire the jellyfish, and buy a souvenir on the way out.


  “What’s in the mining facility?” I asked.


  “In the past, they used it to verify mid-stage calculations for natural gas or oil extracted from the seafloor,” Haeryang replied. “But all of that got transferred to Level 4 of the base. Now it houses the robots that clean the base’s interior and exterior, a power generation system, life-support system, and…right! The MedicBot. If it wasn’t sent to the hospital on Level 1 for updates, it might still be there. They were supposed to assign one to Level 2 as well.” After a beat, he added, “They might’ve moved it. Originally, there was supposed to be one in Level 3’s convenience store too.”


  Something about what Haeryang said seemed to trouble Jihyeok, but I couldn’t begin to guess why. I could barely remember the details about Level 2 of the station. I was already too overwhelmed with everything that happened on Levels 3 and 4.


  I moved the towel and dabbed at the cut on Tyler’s forehead. Blood was still leaking out. Facial wounds bled more than you’d think, and my hands were soaked. I resisted the urge to wipe the sweat from my own face.


  “There’s a deep-sea cable car under construction here, right? On Level 2? Where does it go?”


  “To Level 1,” Gumi answered, keeping the gun pointed at the floor. She turned to Haeryang. “I heard about it back when they were building it. Is it finished?”


  “It was supposed to be finished by the end of April,” Haeryang said, clearly unconvinced. “But I’m not sure.”


  There was a bitter note in his voice, like he didn’t trust the construction company or the contractors.


  “There aren’t many builders who actually meet their deadlines.”


  Really? Why not? If it was supposed to be done by April, shouldn’t everything be constructed before May?


  Aeyoung frowned, shook out her ponytail, and tied her hair back up again. “I heard from someone in electrical. They said it already had a trial run.”


  “In that case,” I said, “do you think the cultists know it’s possible to get to Level 1 from Level 2 by taking the cable car?”


  Tyler’s map didn’t show anything about the cable car. I figured it wouldn’t be marked on the map until construction was officially completed. be aware of it? Would they consider it worth guarding if the only place it connected to was Level 1? Realistically, they probably never imagined anyone would sneak into Level 2 through the stairs like we did. Common sense would say most people would take the elevator.


  If the cable car was operational, it would be our best shot at escaping to Level 1, wouldn’t it?


  Haeryang looked like he was running through the possible routes in his head: the three auxiliary elevators, the central elevator, the escape pods, the submersibles. His expression wasn’t encouraging.


  Aeyoung spoke up, her eyes still fixed on Tyler’s unconscious body. “If the guys we’re dealing with are all as sloppy as this one, Team Leader…”


  Haeryang shook his head before she could finish. What was she going to say? Was she about to tell him that they were nothing? Or that she could take them all herself?


  Aeyoung pouted.


  “Exhibition Hall 1 is at the end of the aquarium,” Haeryang said. “If we go through there, the cable car platform is just beyond it.”


  I sighed, the breath scraping past my already dry mouth. “Sure would be nice if no one was waiting in the exhibition hall.”


  At Haeryang’s order, we filed out of the restroom. Jihyeok leaned against the wall, one foot braced, until Haeryang and I helped him hobble out. Aeyoung held back, saying she’d catch up after covering our tracks. Then she slipped back into the restroom.


  That left me, Jihyeok, Haeryang, and Gumi walking through the unfinished aquarium.  the way I wanted to remedy that. Huge tanks lined the walls, with schools of fish darting through the shimmering water on either side of us. It felt like walking through the middle of the ocean.


  After a while, I started seeing more and more empty tanks among the displays.


  Jihyeok had been joking along the way, throwing quips like “That one’s good for sashimi” and “That one’s better grilled,” but he fell silent and chewed on his lip. Pain was etched deep in his face. It clicked for me then why Haeryang had let him ramble; he was looking worse by the minute. And on this team, Jihyeok was the only one keeping conversation alive.


  Haeryang only spoke when spoken to, and even then his answers were curt. Gumi was scowling, lost in thought. I didn’t know a thing about undersea bases. Even less about the ocean. I didn’t know what to say.


  A few minutes later, Aeyoung rejoined us and resumed the lead. Aside from our own footfalls, we heard nothing at all.




  Chapter 16:
Deep-Sea Aquarium


   


  IT WAS GUMI who broke the silence of our procession through the aquarium. “I’ve been thinking about what that cultist said earlier. Today must be an important day for them to be doing all this, but the only thing I can come up with is that May 31 is Ocean Day in Korea.”


  “Korea has an Ocean Day?”


  Haeryang frowned at my cluelessness.  established Cheonghaejin—the ancient Silla military headquarters.”


  If there’s an Ocean Day, do we have a Land Day too?


  “That’s something we actually commemorate?” I said, amazed.


  Gumi seemed surprised to learn this as well. “How do you know all that, Haeryang?”


  “I know someone in the navy. How come you know about it, Gumi?”


  “My family’s from Wando.”


  Jihyeok let out a groan, then blurted out, “No Smoking Day! Today’s No Smoking Day! So maybe the cult leader is Korean! Or what if it’s just the cult leader’s birthday? Actually, that sounds more plausible.”


  “Or maybe they hate cigarettes?”


  Gumi hummed pensively and drifted off into her thoughts again. I adjusted Jihyeok’s arm, which was about to slip off my shoulder, and tried to pull her back to the conversation. “What are you thinking about, Gumi?”


  “The cult,” she said. “If we want to survive, it helps to understand the enemy. They’re doing all this to gain eternal life, right? But I was wondering…if today wasn’t the right day—the real day—for the ritual, wouldn’t they maybe stop what they’re doing and go back home?”


  Jihyeok laughed dryly, then winced in pain. “Good grief, Gumi. If you think these cult bastards are gonna go, ‘Oops, we got the date wrong!’ and just walk away, you’re sorely mistaken. They armed themselves and orchestrated the infiltration of a four-level undersea base. Terrorists like this spend an ungodly amount of time and money planning things.”


  He took care not to call her naive or tell her it was a dumb idea. Frankly, if anyone here was the dumb one, it was probably me. It wasn’t Gumi’s fault she didn’t know how terrorists or cults operated. Most people didn’t walk around with that kind of knowledge.


  I was still adjusting my hold on Jihyeok when Gumi turned back to me. “Muhyeon, the three tenets of religion… What were they again? You were talking about them back on Level 3.”


  “Dogma, doctrine, and denomination?”


  “How do you know all that? Is it okay if I ask?”


  Although I briefly considered explaining my family history to her, I figured it was too long of a story. I shook my head. “I really don’t want to talk about it.”


  Surprisingly, she let it go. “Okay, that’s fair. You can tell me whenever you feel like it… So, the founder—the cult leader—would be the one who started the religion, right? And the doctrine is about eternal life. But I was kind of surprised by how specific their rules are. Like, the thing about the teeth. The exact dates. Ordering people to take up arms. Even investing money in followers who don’t seem all that devoted. That’s unusual. Most cults are deliberately vague about that stuff, so they can walk things back later if something goes wrong. And I’ve never heard of a cult that spends money on its members.”


  “Right?” I bobbed my head in agreement. “That was new to me too. Usually, religion’s just an excuse to drain people’s wallets, like bloodsucking mosquitoes. Giving something back would never cross their mind. The shark part surprised me the most. It would be easy to assume you’d joined some kind of environmental group if you didn’t think about it too much.”


  as the theme for their religion?” Gumi replied. “From what I know, most cults are just scams their leaders use to fleece people for money or free labor.”


  I tried to imagine a cult with astronomical amounts of money. It still sounded insane, but if they were handing out cash to new members? Everyone always needed more money, so it followed that people would join in droves. If you weren’t picky about religion, why not? ? Nothing in this world was infinite.


  “If the leader of the cult is already loaded, they wouldn’t have any reason to take more from their followers, right?” I said.


  is the perfect day to achieve immortality. And they also happen to use their own money to pay for their followers’ dental work, arm them with guns, and send them out on mass-murder operations for the sake of eternal life?”


  “Pretty much.”


  Gumi frowned, turning it over in her head. “There’s something weird about the idea of eternal life too,” she said. “What does that even mean, really? Living forever? At what point can you say your life will be eternal? Lifespans are finite. Even Earth won’t be around forever.”


  Having listened in silence until this point, Haeryang said quietly, “I don’t even know if there’s a reason to live forever in the first place.”


  “Would you do it if you could?” I asked him. “Live forever?”


  “No,” he said curtly.


  He must’ve meant it. Some people just didn’t want to live forever.


  I glanced at Jihyeok, who was grunting and griping away. “Screw eternal life. Just fix my damn leg and give me a shot of morphine, and I’ll die happy.”


  Up ahead, Aeyoung rolled her eyes—twice—and said, “Being able to live on and on and on might be nice. Like, vampires are cool, right? But living forever, all alone? That would suck.” She shook her head, her long ponytail swaying gently.


  Gumi’s brow furrowed in thought. “I don’t think I could live like a jellyfish. I’d rather live a finite life and die when my time comes.”


  I couldn’t believe it. “Jellyfish can live forever?”


  “Some of them are just about immortal.”


  Jihyeok looked as startled to learn that as I was. “Wait, so there’s something besides that damn shark from Iceland or Greenland or wherever that lives that long?”


  “Correct. But jellyfish don’t have a brain or a heart.”


  No brain or heart? Those are kind of important, aren’t they?


  Jihyeok shook his head. “There’s always a trade-off, huh? Those Greenland sharks lose out on their eyes too.”


  “What about you, Muhyeon? How do you feel about living forever?”


  “Live forever with no family, all by myself? What happens if I get bored one day? Nah. I’d rather live a normal life and die like everyone else.”


  If the Church of Infinity wanted to recruit any of us, they’d have to offer more than eternal life. That alone wouldn’t cut it. Maybe astronomical amounts of money? Truth be told, getting out of here alive still seemed like a way better deal than getting rich.


  From the far side of the aquarium where Aeyoung was waiting, she signaled for us to get low. Jihyeok and I practically threw ourselves to the ground, while Haeryang and Gumi dropped into crouching positions.


  Aeyoung carefully peeked out through the aquarium’s exit. A moment later, she returned. “I counted sixteen guards,” she whispered. “Three in front of the central elevator, five in the main plaza, three at the entrance to the escape pod bay on the right, two outside Café Black Pearl, and three at Elevator 2. If Elevators 1 and 3 also have three guards each, that brings it up to at least twenty-two. If we assume Levels 1 and 2 each have twenty more stationed there…then Tyler was telling the truth.”


  Sixty people. How were we supposed to get past sixty armed cultists and escape? I tried to think about it optimistically. If there were twenty of them on Level 3, then that only left us forty of them to deal with, right?


  No.  a good outlook. Whether it was sixty or forty, it felt about the same. Hopeless.


  Grim shadows hung over everyone’s faces. Gumi had gone pale. No one seemed to be nurturing any ridiculous fantasies about storming Level 2 of the undersea station in a glorious hail of bullets. learned to hold a gun. The only ones who might actually stand a chance were Aeyoung and Haeryang.


  When I voiced my action-movie-style fantasy plan, Aeyoung smiled and Haeryang shook his head.


  Jihyeok snorted. “Reality’s not like the movies, where bullets slip off James Bond or Ethan Hunt like water off a duck’s back. In real life, numbers matter. One person shooting at ten is not the same as ten people shooting at one.”


  “I can give you my gun,” Haeryang told me. “I’ll sit tight here and wait for you to wipe them out and come back.” He rubbed the corner of his eye, like he was exhausted.


  Just a few steps past the aquarium exit was the entrance to the exhibition hall. We’d have to go through it to reach the cable car station. The problem was, once we opened that door, we’d be exposed. Anyone in the main plaza would see us.


  Gumi peered out through the door. “It’s about five meters—a little over sixteen feet,” she estimated. “If we make a run for it…we’ll be out in the open for four or five seconds. Hopefully, no one sees us through that window.”


  “But what if someone does?”


  My question left her flustered, but Jihyeok heaved an exasperated sigh. “What if somebody sees us? Then we get caught, that’s what.”


  He followed it up with another sigh that sounded like his soul leaving his body. At this rate, he’d sigh away all the oxygen in his lungs. Maybe he was frustrated that he couldn’t make it across those sixteenish feet on his own and was tired of being a burden.


  “I’ll carry you.”


  “Much obliged, Team Leader.”


  When Gumi asked what she should do with her gun while she was running, Aeyoung silently held out her hand. Gumi handed it over without a second thought.


  If we were really going for it—making a break across that sixteen-foot gap—what then? What if someone was lying in wait inside the exhibition hall? ?


  “What if there’s someone inside?”


  Aeyoung looked at me like the answer was obvious. “Then I’ll take care of it.”


  She sure had a way of whittling problems down to their simplest solutions. resolve it that easily. I hoped I’d get a chance to sit down with her someday and learn more about her philosophy of life.


  A tense silence settled over our group as she sized up the door. We didn’t even know if the damn thing was locked or not. What if it didn’t open?


  Jihyeok stared at the closed door. “It’s probably unlocked.”


  Everyone turned toward him.


  “How do you know?”


  After a moment’s hesitation, he admitted, “I was there yesterday. It was unlocked then.”
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  Footnotes


   


  Chapter 5: The Doctor Is In


  [1] “Daehan” is short for “Daehanminguk,” which is in turn Korean for “Republic of Korea.”


   


  Chapter 11: Azure Dragon District


  [2] Four mythical beasts that symbolize the four cardinal directions in East Asian culture. They are the Black Tortoise, Vermilion Bird, Azure Dragon, and White Tiger, and they represent the north, south, east, and west respectively.


   


  [3] Northeast is regarded as an unlucky direction, believed to be a pathway for ghosts. This belief originates in feng shui, or Chinese geomancy. The reverse ghost gate is the opposite direction, southwest, similarly regarded as unlucky.


   


  Chapter 16: Deep-Sea Aquarium


  [4] Pogo Chang, or Jang Bogo, (787–841) was a prominent Korean naval general of the Unified Silla period who established maritime control in East Asia.
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