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The Seat of Khitan General Yelu Uzhi

––––––––
[image: ]


The first lunar month of 926 AD.

The Conqueror's Morning

The capital of Balhae, Sanggyeong Yongcheonbu, had fallen.

The fall was swift. It was the third day of the first lunar month when the army of Khitan Emperor Yelu Abaoji broke through the north gate of Sanggyeong Fortress. It was the fifth day of the first lunar month when King Dae Inseon of Balhae surrendered. Two days. A nation that had endured for 228 years crumbled in two days. The walls were high, the palace was vast, and the people were many, but two days were enough. Breaking the walls was breaking stone. Seizing the palace was opening doors. Toppling a nation was forcing its king to his knees. The Khitan accomplished all three in two days.

Dae Inseon knelt before Yelu Abaoji. The place where the last king of Balhae knelt before the emperor of Khitan was the Great Hall of the Sanggyeong palace. The ceiling of the Great Hall was high. The pillars were thick. Wooden pillars carved by Balhae's master craftsmen. Dragons and phoenixes were etched into the pillars. Khitan soldiers gazed up at those pillars in admiration. There were no such pillars in the tents of the steppe. Wood was scarce on the steppe. People from a place where wood was scarce had conquered a nation where wood was abundant.

The roof tiles of the palace glinted in the sunlight. Balhae's roof tiles were beautiful. Tiles glazed with deep green. Green-glazed tiles. Made using techniques learned from the Tang Dynasty. The Khitan soldiers gazed at those tiles in admiration. The green shining atop the roof resembled the color of steppe grass. The grass of the steppe was green only in summer. The green of the tiles was green even in winter. An unchanging green. To the Khitan soldiers, it was something close to magic.

Yelu Uzhi was watching that scene.

Thirty-four years old. A general of Khitan Emperor Yelu Abaoji. Tall, with broad shoulders. A man born on the steppe and raised on the steppe. He began riding horses at four. He first held a bow at six. He first gripped a sword at eight. That was how children of the steppe grew up. Horses, bows, and swords were the letters of the steppe. He rode before he could read, and he drew a bow before he could write.

When Yelu Uzhi rode his horse at full gallop, he was faster than the wind of the steppe. When he gripped his sword, he could cut down three men in a single stroke. No one had ever bested him in battle. At twenty-two, he became a centurion. At twenty-eight, a chiliarch. At thirty, a general in the personal command of Yelu Abaoji. A rapid rise. The speed owed to the sword.

Yet what made Yelu Uzhi exceptional was not his sword. It was his mind. That was why Yelu Abaoji valued him. Generals who fought well were plentiful. The steppe overflowed with men who could fight. But generals who knew what to do after a battle were rare. Anyone could break a fortress. Few knew what to build atop the ruins of a broken fortress. Yelu Uzhi was that kind of general.

What set Yelu Uzhi apart from other generals was his mother. Yelu Uzhi's mother was not Khitan. She was Balhae. From the western borderlands of Balhae. A woman his father had taken during a raid on Balhae's frontier when he was young. It was common on the steppe. There were times when raiding served as a form of marriage.

His mother taught Yelu Uzhi the language of Balhae. Not Khitan but Balhae. When his father was away, his mother sang Balhae songs to her son. She told him stories of Balhae. In Balhae, there is a great mountain. Atop that mountain, there is a lake. The water of the lake is clear. It was a mountain his mother had never seen. She was from the borderlands. But the stories her own mother had told her, she passed on to her son. Stories crossing generations.

Yelu Uzhi was a general of Khitan, yet half his blood was Balhae. The hand that gripped the sword came from his father, and the mind that thought came from his mother. That was what Yelu Uzhi himself believed. If his father had taught him how to destroy, his mother had taught him how to preserve.

After the fall of Sanggyeong, Yelu Abaoji summoned Yelu Uzhi. In the Great Hall of the palace. In the very place where Dae Inseon had knelt.

"Uzhi."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

Yelu Abaoji looked at Yelu Uzhi. The emperor's eyes were sharp. Sharp as the eyes of a steppe hawk. Those eyes looked at Yelu Uzhi and asked.

"Balhae has fallen. What must be done now?"

Yelu Uzhi thought for a moment. Three seconds. For a general of the steppe, three seconds of thinking was a long time. On the steppe, there were many moments that demanded a decision in one second. One second to draw the sword on horseback. One second to loose an arrow. Three seconds were a luxury. But before the emperor, three seconds were a permitted luxury. Because the emperor had asked. Because the answer had to be precise.

"Do not destroy the buildings. Do not kill the people. Keep the officials in their posts. Do not replace what is Balhae with what is Khitan—instead, place what is Khitan on top of what is Balhae."

Yelu Abaoji smiled. It was not a broad smile. Only the corners of his mouth rose slightly. A smile of satisfaction.

"Since when have you thought this way?"

"I have been thinking since the steppe. I thought about it on the march to conquer Balhae. Breaking a fortress takes one day. Building upon a broken fortress takes ten years. Destroying is easier than building. Building is easier than preserving."

Yelu Abaoji nodded.

"Good. Go and do so."

The order was given. Administer the eastern territories of Balhae. Manage the villages around Baekdusan. Ensure that the displaced people of Balhae do not scatter. Capture those who flee, but do not kill them. Do not destroy buildings. Do not set fires. If there are capable officials among Balhae's administrators, keep them in their posts.

Yelu Uzhi led 300 soldiers and headed east.

Three hundred men. A small number. Not an army for battle. An army for administration. The battle was over. What remained was administration. The work of preserving after destroying.

Eastward from Sanggyeong. Over mountains, across rivers. February arrived. It was still winter. The winters of Manchuria were long. Longer than the winters of the steppe. On the steppe, the enemy of winter was the wind. In the mountains, the enemy of winter was the snow. The snow did not melt. The roads were frozen. Hooves slipped on ice. Horses raised on the steppe slipping on mountain trails. Steppe horses were horses that ran on flat land. Not horses that walked mountain trails. Yelu Uzhi's soldiers were the same. People raised on the steppe. The mountains were unfamiliar. The dense press of trees felt stifling. On the steppe, openness stretched in every direction. In the mountains, everything was enclosed. A person raised in open spaces entering an enclosed space felt as though the breath were being squeezed from them.

Yet Yelu Uzhi led his soldiers over the mountains. He walked at the front. When a general walked at the front, his soldiers followed. When a general pushed from the rear, his soldiers fled. Yelu Uzhi was a general who walked at the front.

The Empty Village

Early March.

Baekdusan came into view.

Yelu Uzhi saw Baekdusan from the back of his horse. It was the first time he had seen it. He was not sure it should be called a mountain. There was nothing like it on the steppe. The steppe had hills. Gentle hills. Hills a horse could ride over. What stood before him was not a hill. It reached the sky. Its summit was covered in white snow. Though it was March, the snow had not melted. On the steppe, snow began to melt in March. On the summit of this mountain, the snow did not melt. Because it was high. Because it was close to the sky. Places close to the sky were cold, and cold places did not thaw.

Forests covered the lower slopes of the mountain. Dense green forests. Conifers. Spruce and Korean pine wrapped around the mountain's waist. Below them, birch forests spread out. Trees with white trunks. Even on the steppe, birch trees could sometimes be seen. Along rivers. Birch trees on the steppe stood sparse and scattered. Here, the birch trees stood packed close together. A forest was a thing made of trees packed close together. There were no forests on the steppe. Trees stood alone, or gathered in twos and threes. Here, thousands of trees stood together. Thousands of trees gathered together made a forest.

Yelu Uzhi felt one thing. That this was no ordinary mountain. Even a man raised on the steppe could feel it. Something was emanating from the mountain. An energy. Something that could not be explained in words. It was not wind. Wind was something that moved. This did not move. It emanated from the mountain quietly. Something that came from a thing that simply stood. The mountain seemed alive. It seemed to be breathing. Not inhaling and exhaling, but simply being. Its very existence was breath.

He recalled what his mother had said. In Balhae, there is a great mountain. Atop that mountain, there is a lake. The water of the lake is clear. The mountain his mother had spoken of seemed to be this mountain. A mountain his mother had never seen. A mountain heard of from his mother's mother. A mountain passed down only through stories now stood before Yelu Uzhi's eyes.

Yelu Uzhi dismounted. He bowed his head once toward the mountain. Even a Khitan man bowed his head before a mountain. Revering heaven and earth was the etiquette of the steppe. Heaven was above, the earth was below, and the mountain was between them. A mountain was the earth rising toward the sky. The place where heaven and earth met was a mountain. When a Khitan man bowed his head before a mountain, he bowed to both heaven and earth at once.

Yelu Uzhi's men watched their general. Watched him dismount and bow his head before the mountain. Among the 300 soldiers, several followed and bowed their heads as well. The rest only gazed up at the mountain. Gazing up alone was sufficient reverence.

He mounted again and advanced toward the mountain.

Mid-March.

A path wound through the birch forest. A path traveled by people. Not wide. Wide enough for two people to walk side by side. Wide enough for one horse to pass at a time. Birch trees stood on either side of the path. White trunks gleaming in the faint March sunlight. Leafless branches reaching toward the sky.

They followed the path upward. The elevation rose. The air grew colder. It was March, but here it was still winter. Snow remained on either side of the path. Half-melted snow. Snow that had melted by day and frozen by night, over and over, until it hardened solid.

A village appeared.

Cheonjichon.

Yelu Uzhi halted his horse at the village entrance. The village was visible. A small village. There were houses. Mud walls with thatched roofs. Typical dwellings of a Balhae borderland village. They would have been similar to the village where Yelu Uzhi's mother had lived. His mother's hometown must have been a village like this.

But one thing was different. The village was quiet. Too quiet. No sound of people. No barking dogs. No crowing roosters. No smoke rising from the chimneys. No smoke meant no one lighting a fire. No one lighting a fire meant no one there.

And at the eastern edge of the village, there were traces of fire. Three or four houses had been burned black. Roofs had collapsed. Walls were charred. The smell of burned wood still lingered. Though three months had passed, the smell of burning remained. In winter, smells dissipated slowly.

Yelu Uzhi's face hardened. These were the traces of a Khitan army's passage. Not the unit he led. An advance party that had passed through. The advance party dispatched around Baekdusan in the ninth lunar month. That advance party had set fire to this village. Yelu Abaoji's order not to set fires had come only after the first lunar month. That order had not reached the advance party of the ninth month. The order given to the advance party of the ninth month was: pursue those who flee. The advance party had entered the village looking for people, and finding none, set it ablaze. It was the way of the steppe. Burning empty villages was the steppe's method of warfare.

Yelu Uzhi did not think that method was wrong. On the steppe, it was correct. Steppe tents could be burned and rebuilt. Tents made of grass and hide could be rebuilt in a day. But the houses here were different. Houses made of mud walls, wood, and tiles—once burned, they were difficult to rebuild. Once burned, they were gone. Applying the methods of the steppe to the mountains had been a mistake.

Yelu Uzhi's men searched the village. Sixteen houses remained. Three or four had burned, so of roughly twenty houses, sixteen had survived. The winter snow had held back the flames. Before the fire could spread from the burning houses to the neighboring ones, the snow had extinguished it. Winter had saved the village.

All sixteen houses were empty. No people. Furniture remained. Cooking pots remained. Dishes remained. Grain jars remained. The grain was mostly gone. Whether taken or eaten. But there were no people. Signs of a hasty departure. Signs that not all possessions could be taken. Had they not been in a hurry, they would have taken the cooking pots. Because they were in a hurry, they left the pots behind. They took only what mattered more than pots.

Yelu Uzhi stood in the center of the village and looked around. In the center of the village was a well. A stone well. There was water in the well. The water was not frozen. Wells fed by groundwater did not freeze even in winter. Moss clung to the rim of the well. An old well. For decades, people must have drawn water from this well.

Between the houses, the mountain was visible above. Baekdusan. The mountain's ridgeline cut across the sky behind the village. Beyond that ridgeline lay Cheonji. It was not visible from here, but one could know it was there. The village people must have looked up at this ridgeline every day. The mountain's ridgeline overlapped with the village's roofline. The mountain's ridge seemed to rest atop the roofs of the houses.

One of Yelu Uzhi's subordinates approached. The adjutant of the advance scouting party.

"General. There is one house at the western edge of the village that is different from the others."

"How is it different?"

"There is writing on the wall. Balhae script. And inside the house there is a wooden shelf, and on the shelf, writing instruments remain. Ink, brushes, and a small knife."

Yelu Uzhi went to that house.

The western edge of the village. Set slightly apart from the other houses. Behind the house, a mountain trail led upward. A path going up the mountain. It could have been the path to Cheonji. The person who lived in this house may have climbed this trail to the mountain every day.

The house was small. One room and one kitchen. There was a wooden-floored porch. On the porch stood a wooden shelf. On the shelf was ink. A grinding stone. Three brushes lay there. The bristles of the brushes were stiff, hardened in dried ink. Left unwashed after the last use. Evidence of a hasty departure. For a person who writes, to leave without washing the brushes meant the departure was extremely urgent. Washing one's brushes was a basic discipline for any writer.

And there was writing on the wall.

Yelu Uzhi stood before the wall. It was a mud wall. Over the mud, a thin layer of plaster had been applied. On that plaster, writing had been inscribed in ink. Neatly. Each line written with care. The characters were small. Small but clear. Well-written characters. The handwriting of a person who had written a great deal.

Yelu Uzhi could not read Balhae script. He had learned the Balhae language from his mother, but not the written characters. His mother had not known them either. It was rare for a woman from the borderlands to know the written script. His mother knew the spoken word but not the written word. Yelu Uzhi was the same. He could understand spoken Balhae but could not read written Balhae.

Yet even if he could not read the writing, he could see it. He could see numbers. Something resembling dates repeated. Line after line. Dates changed, and beside them, something was written. Records. Recorded daily. He could not read what was recorded. But he could tell it had been written daily. What kind of person writes every day? A person who watches for change. A person who records what changes each day.

Yelu Uzhi gazed at the wall's writing for a long time.

"What is this?"

Among the Khitan soldiers, no one could read Balhae script. Not one among the 300. They were soldiers from the steppe.

Yelu Uzhi stood before the wall and thought one thing. The person who wrote this lived here. Went up the mountain every day. Saw something on the mountain, came back, and wrote it here. Wrote so much it filled a wall. Perhaps paper was scarce, so the wall was used. Or perhaps the wall was used because it lasted longer than paper. Either way, this person wanted the records to remain. If records remained, the next person could read them.

Yelu Uzhi said to his subordinate.

"Do not tear down this house."

"Yes, sir."

"Leave this entire village as it is. Do not tear down the houses. Do not set fires. What has already burned cannot be helped, but leave what remains as it is."

"Yes, General."

Yelu Uzhi circled the village once more. He looked at each of the sixteen houses, one by one. Empty houses. Houses people had left. Houses where cooking pots remained, dishes remained, ink remained. Only people were missing. A village emptied of people was like a body drained of its soul. Only the shell remained. Houses were the shell. People were the soul. The shell from which the soul had departed remained here.

—-
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The Steppe General, the Mountain Man

Yelu Uzhi left the village. He mounted his horse. He looked up at the mountain once more. Baekdusan. The snow-covered summit. March sunlight reflecting off the snow, glowing. A dazzling light. The sky of the steppe was vast, but the sky above this mountain was different. The sky of the steppe opened in all directions. The sky of this mountain opened only upward. The mountain blocked all sides and left only the top open. The path to the sky led only upward.

Yelu Uzhi thought one thing.

Where had the people who lived on this mountain gone? East? South? Toward the sea? Had the person who wrote on the wall also left? Left behind the ink and brushes? Left in such haste that the brushes were not washed?

He should have pursued them. There was Yelu Abaoji's order. Capture those who flee, but do not kill them. He should have captured them. If Balhae's displaced people scattered, they could not be governed. If scattered displaced people gathered, they could become a rebellion. Rebellion was a threat to Khitan. Yelu Uzhi's mission was to prevent that.

But Yelu Uzhi decided not to pursue the people of this village.

Why?

Yelu Uzhi himself could not say exactly. It was defying an order. When a general defied orders, he was punished. On the steppe, defying orders meant the general's horse was slaughtered. The general's own horse. To a general, a horse was the same as legs. It was a punishment like having one's legs cut off.

But when he saw the writing on the wall, he felt one thing. This person was someone who recorded. Someone who recorded the changes of the mountain. Someone who climbed up each day to observe and came down to write. What would be gained by capturing such a person? What would be done with them, confined in a Khitan tent? Tell them to ride a horse? Tell them to shoot a bow? If you put a sword in the hand of a person who records, the hand that records dies.

Such people were rare among the Khitan. On the steppe, there were almost no people who recorded. The memory of the steppe was passed by mouth. A father told his son in words, and the son told his grandson in words. Those who wrote things down were rare. Balhae had them. People who recorded. People who recorded enough to fill walls. That person had left. Must have taken the records along. The writing on the wall could not be taken, but what was written on bamboo strips or paper must have been taken.

Yelu Uzhi thought of his mother. His mother, too, was a Balhae person. She did not know the written word. But she knew stories. Passing stories on to her son was her form of recording. Recording by mouth. Different from recording on a wall, but the act of passing on was the same.

Yelu Uzhi gave his men an order.

"We will not pursue the people of this village. We move to the next village."

A subordinate asked.

"General. The emperor's order was to capture those who flee."

Yelu Uzhi looked at his subordinate. The subordinate's eyes were uneasy. The eyes of a man who knew that defying orders brought punishment.

"The people of this village did not flee. They departed."

The subordinate closed his mouth. He probably did not understand the difference between fleeing and departing. Yelu Uzhi himself could not explain the difference precisely. But he felt it. The person who left writing on the wall had not fled. That person had left a record behind. A person who flees erases traces. This person left traces. On the wall. In ink. In neat handwriting. That was departure, not flight.

Yelu Uzhi turned his horse. He left Cheonjichon. He headed west. Toward the next village.

Behind him, an empty village remained. Writing on a wall remained. The mountain remained. Cheonji remained.

Yelu Uzhi lived around Baekdusan for twenty years after that.

As a Khitan administrator. An administrator governing the displaced people of Balhae. At first, he was a conqueror. Later, he became a neighbor. It took twenty years for a conqueror to become a neighbor.

In the first year, Yelu Uzhi governed in the Khitan manner. He gave orders and received obedience. He sent soldiers to patrol villages, collected taxes, and captured those who tried to flee. The Khitan manner. The steppe manner. The manner of the strong ruling the weak.

But from the second year, things began to change. Yelu Uzhi began using the Balhae language. The Balhae tongue he had learned from his mother. That language began to emerge from Yelu Uzhi's mouth. When he gave orders in Khitan to the Balhae displaced, they did not understand. An interpreter was needed. Interpretation was slow. When things were slow, misunderstandings arose. When misunderstandings arose, conflicts arose. When Yelu Uzhi spoke directly in Balhae, the displaced people were startled. It was extraordinary to hear the Balhae language coming from the mouth of a Khitan general. The extraordinary disarmed their wariness. When wariness dissolved, conversation began. When conversation began, governing became easier.

In the third year, Yelu Uzhi began learning Balhae script. Some of Balhae's officials had remained. Thanks to Yelu Abaoji's order to keep the officials in their posts. Those officials taught Yelu Uzhi how to write. Starting with writing his own name. Writing the name Yelu Uzhi in Balhae script. A name of the steppe being transposed into the letters of the mountain.

By the fifth year, Yelu Uzhi could read Balhae script. Not perfectly. He could not read difficult texts. But he could read everyday documents. Tax ledgers. Population records. Village reports. He could read such things. When he could read, governing became even easier. When he could not read, he depended on his subordinates' reports. When he could read, he could verify directly. When he verified directly, he was not deceived.

In the seventh year, Yelu Uzhi married a Balhae woman. Her name was Yeonhwa. Twenty-four years old. The daughter of a Balhae official. A family that had survived because her father had cooperated with the Khitan. Yeonhwa made Balhae food for Yelu Uzhi. Doenjang-guk—soybean paste soup. The taste of doenjang was a taste that did not exist on the steppe. The taste of fermented soybeans. Deep and salty. At first, Yelu Uzhi grimaced. On the steppe, meat was roasted. Salted meat. Dried meat. Eating fermented things was not a custom of the steppe. But after a month of eating it, he grew accustomed. After two months, he grew to like it. After three months, he felt something missing without it. Doenjang had changed Yelu Uzhi's palate.

By the tenth year, Yelu Uzhi was no longer a general of the steppe but a man of the mountain. Walking had become more comfortable than riding. He had grown accustomed to walking mountain trails. He did not miss the vastness of the steppe. He had become comfortable with the depth of the mountains. A man raised in wide-open spaces had adapted to living in deep places.

Yelu Uzhi visited Cheonjichon again. Ten years later. The village was still empty. No one had returned. The houses were deteriorating. Several houses had collapsed roofs. Ten years of rain, wind, and snow were dismantling the houses. Houses where no one lives are dismantled by nature. When people lived in them, people repaired them; when people departed, nature dismantled them.

The house at the western edge. The house of the person who recorded. Yelu Uzhi went to that house. The house still stood. The roof was tilting but had not collapsed. The writing on the wall still remained. Ten years of time had faded the ink, but the writing was still legible.

Yelu Uzhi could now read Balhae script. He had learned it five years ago.

He stood before the wall. He began to read. Slowly. Line by line.

The first line. There was a date. Lunar calendar. And there were numbers. The height of the water. It was a record of Cheonji's water level.

The second line. The next day's date. Water level. A slight change. Whether it had risen or fallen compared to the previous day.

The third line. Wind direction. The state of the mountain. Whether smoke had appeared. Whether the ground had trembled.

Yelu Uzhi read line by line. As he read, he understood. This person had been a sasin—a watcher. A person who observed the changes of the mountain. Someone who climbed to Cheonji every day, measured the water level, confirmed the state of the mountain, came back down, and recorded it on the wall. Every day. Without missing a single day. Even when it rained. Even when it snowed. Even when the wind blew.

Yelu Uzhi's eyes grew hot. The eyes of a Khitan general grew hot before the records of a Balhae mountain watcher. A conqueror was moved before the records of the conquered. The person who wrote these records had already departed. Ten years ago, to the southeast. The person Yelu Uzhi had chosen not to pursue. The person Yelu Uzhi had judged to have departed, not fled.

Yelu Uzhi read the last line on the wall. The final record. The final date. And there was one more line. It was different from the others. Neither a date nor a number. It was a sentence.

The mountain is moving. Be careful.

Yelu Uzhi read that sentence twice. Three times.

The mountain is moving. Be careful.

It was a warning. The final warning the watcher had left. A warning left on the wall before departing. A warning left not knowing who would read it. Yelu Uzhi was reading it ten years later.

Yelu Uzhi did not fully understand the meaning of that warning. What it meant for a mountain to move. How a mountain could move. A man raised on the steppe did not know the movements of mountains. The ground of the steppe did not move. The ground of the steppe was flat, solid, and still. Yelu Uzhi could not imagine a mountain moving.

So Yelu Uzhi tucked that warning away in his heart. Without understanding it.

Ten more years passed.

The Unread Warning

946 AD. The year Yelu Uzhi turned fifty-four.

Twenty years had passed. Yelu Uzhi was no longer a Khitan general. He was a Khitan administrator. An administrator overseeing the area around Baekdusan. A man who had set down the sword of the steppe and taken up the brush of the mountain. A man who spoke Balhae, read Balhae script, ate Balhae food, and lived with a Balhae woman. He had three sons. The eldest was twelve, the second was nine, the third was five. The sons spoke both Khitan and Balhae. The father's blood and the mother's blood mixed within the children. The blood of the steppe and the blood of the mountain.

Yelu Uzhi's hair had turned half white. The hair that had been black when he arrived at thirty-four had turned half white at fifty-four. Twenty years of time had changed the color of his hair. Time changed everything. It changed hair, changed language, changed palate, changed a person. A conqueror became a neighbor. A neighbor became family.

Yelu Uzhi administered thirty-two villages. Villages scattered to the north and west of Baekdusan. Villages where the displaced people of Balhae lived. Some were villages where settlers from Khitan had mixed in. Over twenty years, the two peoples had begun to blend. Marriage was the beginning. Just as Yelu Uzhi had married Yeonhwa, Khitan soldiers married Balhae women. In some cases, Khitan women married Balhae men. Children were born. Mixed children. Children in whom the blood of the steppe and the blood of the mountain were mingled. Those children had grown over twenty years into young adults.

The spring of 946 was unlike any other.

Strange things had been occurring since March. People from the villages closest to Cheonji among Yelu Uzhi's administered villages sent reports. The water in the wells had grown warm. Wells that did not freeze even in winter had become warmer than usual. When you put your hand in, the water was lukewarm. It was not because spring had arrived. Even with the coming of spring, the temperature of well water did not change. Groundwater temperature did not vary greatly with the seasons. Yet it had grown warm.

Yelu Uzhi heard those reports and recalled one thing. The last line he had read ten years ago on the wall of the empty house in Cheonjichon.

The mountain is moving. Be careful.

The mountain is moving. Was the warming of the well water the mountain's movement? Yelu Uzhi could not be certain. He still did not know what the mountain's movement meant. A watcher would have known. A watcher was a person who observed the changes of the mountain. But the watcher had departed twenty years ago. To the southeast. The person Yelu Uzhi had chosen not to pursue.

April. More reports came. The hot spring near Cheonji was boiling. It had always been a hot spring, but the water had never boiled. Now the water was boiling. Bubbles were rising. The smell of sulfur had grown stronger.

May. The ground shook. A small tremor. Enough to rattle dishes. But it shook. Reports came from twelve of the thirty-two villages under Yelu Uzhi's administration—the twelve closest to Cheonji—that the ground had shaken. On the same day, at the same hour. Simultaneously.

Yelu Uzhi grew uneasy. He could not identify the exact source of the unease. He was not a watcher. He could not read the language of the mountain. But there was an unease the body knows. There are times when the body knows what the mind does not. The body of Yelu Uzhi, raised on the steppe, was a body that sensed danger. On the steppe, when wolves drew near, the horse sensed them first. When the horse grew uneasy, the rider grew uneasy too. Now, Yelu Uzhi's body was growing uneasy like a horse.

June. Three more small earthquakes came. Each one stronger than the last. During the third earthquake, the mud walls of two houses in a village collapsed. No one was injured. But walls had collapsed. When walls collapse, houses collapse. When houses collapse, people are hurt.

Yelu Uzhi made a decision. To evacuate the people of the villages closest to Cheonji. To empty the villages. To move the villagers westward. In the direction away from Cheonji.

There was opposition. The villagers objected. This is our home—why should we leave? The ground shook a little and now we must abandon our houses? Yelu Uzhi's subordinates also objected. "General, is this not an overreaction? Small earthquakes are common in the mountains."

Yelu Uzhi could not explain. He could not speak of the warning written on the wall. The mountain is moving. Be careful. Even if he spoke of the warning the watcher had left twenty years ago, no one would understand. They were people who did not know who the watcher was. After the person who recorded had departed, there was no one who understood the value of the records.

Yelu Uzhi forced the order through. By the authority of a Khitan administrator. He commanded that villages within thirty li of Cheonji be emptied. The people of seven villages moved westward. Reluctantly. Full of resentment. Resentment was written on the faces of those leaving their homes. Greater resentment than when Yelu Uzhi had first arrived as a conqueror twenty years before. One could resent a conqueror but still obey. Toward a neighbor, resentment turned to anger. Why are you driving us out? What do you know?

Yelu Uzhi could not answer. I do not know, either. But I feel it. The mountain is moving. The watcher wrote so. Twenty years ago. Before the watcher departed.

The tenth lunar month of 946.

Baekdusan erupted.

The Millennium Eruption. VEI 7. One of the most massive eruptions in human history.

Yelu Uzhi saw it.

From a point roughly seventy li to the west. From the place where the evacuated villagers were gathered.

First came a sound. Something that could barely be called a sound. The sound of the sky splitting open. The sound of the earth shattering. He had heard thunder hundreds of times on the steppe, but this was not thunder. Thunder came down from the sky. This rose up from the earth. The earth was screaming.

And then he saw.

The summit of the mountain opened. Opened toward the sky. From the opened summit, fire erupted. A pillar of fire. A pillar of fire that reached the sky. The pillar of fire was taller than the mountain. Fire taller than the mountain rose into the sky. Along with the fire, black smoke rose. The smoke covered the sky. It had been daytime, but the sky went dark. The sun vanished. Beneath the blackened sky, the mountain was burning.

Pyroclastic flows surged down the slopes of the mountain. A scorching cloud. A scorching cloud of gas, volcanic ash, and rock fragments barreling down at hundreds of kilometers per hour. Everything it touched was incinerated or buried. Forests burned and villages were buried. The villages Yelu Uzhi had administered for twenty years were buried by the pyroclastic flow. Cheonjichon must have been buried as well. The writing on the wall must have been buried as well. The watcher's final warning, too.

Volcanic ash descended from the sky. It fell like rain. Gray ash settled on people's heads. The ash accumulated like snow. But it was not snow. It was hot. Hot snow was falling.

The people of the seven villages Yelu Uzhi had evacuated survived. They were seventy li away. Beyond the reach of the pyroclastic flow. Volcanic ash fell, but the pyroclastic flow did not reach. Yelu Uzhi's order had saved the people. The people who had left resentfully months before had survived.

The villages that had not been evacuated were buried. Villages that had been beyond thirty li from Cheonji but within the range of the pyroclastic flow. Yelu Uzhi's evacuation radius of thirty li had been insufficient. The pyroclastic flow traveled farther than thirty li. Fifty li, seventy li, one hundred li. The pyroclastic flow of a VEI 7 eruption had exceeded Yelu Uzhi's imagination.

Yelu Uzhi stood watching the mountain burn.

Yeonhwa was gripping her husband's arm. The eldest son stood behind his father. The second son clutched his mother's skirt. The third son was crying. A five-year-old child, crying because the sky had gone black and he was frightened.

Yelu Uzhi, watching the mountain burn, recalled one thing.

The last line he had read on the wall of the empty house in Cheonjichon ten years ago.

The mountain is moving. Be careful.

Now he understood. What those words had meant. What the watcher's final warning had been. What it meant for a mountain to move. This was it. The mountain opening and fire pouring out. The sky going black and ash falling. The earth splitting and villages being buried.

The watcher had known. Twenty years ago. Before departing Cheonjichon. That the mountain had begun to move. That the water level was changing, that the temperature of the hot springs was rising, that the ground had begun to tremble. The watcher's records had been saying this. The daily records of water level, temperature, and tremors had been a warning.

But Yelu Uzhi had read them too late. He had read them ten years ago but had not understood. Because he did not know the language of the mountain. Because he did not have the watcher's eyes. Because he did not know how to read data. Because he did not know the meaning of the numbers.

Yelu Uzhi, watching the mountain burn, thought.

If I had been able to read that writing in time.

If I had pursued the watcher and brought them back.

If I had learned the language of the mountain from the watcher.

Could I have saved more people?

He did not know the answer. It was a question without an answer. But one thing he knew.

Conquest was gaining land. But in gaining land, people were lost. In losing people, records were lost. In losing records, warnings were lost. In losing warnings, one stood naked before catastrophe.

Khitan conquered Balhae. But they lost Balhae's watcher. They lost the watcher's records. They lost the mountain's warning. When the mountain warned, there was no one who could read it.

Yelu Uzhi read the wall's writing ten years later. Ten years too late. Would it have been different had he read it ten years sooner? He did not know. To understand the meaning of the figures the watcher had recorded required the watcher's training. Yelu Uzhi did not have that training. Reading the writing and understanding its meaning were different things. One could read the characters and still not know the meaning. To know the meaning required context. Only the watcher possessed that context. The watcher had departed.

Volcanic ash covered the sky for three months. The sun was not visible. Crops did not grow. People starved. Thousands died of starvation in the territory under Yelu Uzhi's administration. Tens of thousands migrated elsewhere. The displaced people of Balhae scattered once more. This time, they were not fleeing from the Khitan but from the mountain. The same flight as twenty years before. Only the direction was different. Twenty years ago, to the southeast. This time, in all directions.

Yelu Uzhi survived. With his family. With the evacuated villagers. But survival brought no joy. He could have saved more people but had not. He should have evacuated not thirty li but one hundred li. Not seven villages but all thirty-two. But had he done so, a rebellion would have erupted. The villagers would not have obeyed the order of a Khitan administrator. To make them obey, he would have had to explain the reason. To explain the reason, he would have had to understand the watcher's records. Because he did not understand, he could not explain. Because he could not explain, he could only order. Orders held sway only to thirty li.

This was the price of losing the records.

Beneath the sky where volcanic ash fell, Yelu Uzhi realized one thing. The watcher's records were the mountain's warning. There had to be someone who could read the warning. There had to be someone who could understand the warning. Without such a person, no matter how much the mountain warned, it was useless. The mountain was speaking. Saying it was moving. Saying to be careful. But no one was listening. No one was reading. No one was understanding.

Would the same thing be repeated a thousand years later?

Yelu Uzhi did not know. He could not know the affairs of a thousand years hence. But the mountain knew. The mountain was waiting. The mountain's clock was different from a human clock. To humans, a thousand years was forty generations. To the mountain, a thousand years was a single breath.

A thousand years later, someone would warn again. By satellite. By interferogram. By data. What the watcher of a thousand years past had seen with the naked eye, a scientist a thousand years later would see by satellite. Only the tools would have changed; what was being observed would be the same.

But would there be someone to heed the warning?

Yelu Uzhi did not know. A fifty-four-year-old Khitan administrator could not know a thousand years into the future.

Only the mountain knew. The mountain was waiting. It could wait a thousand years. It could wait ten thousand years. The mountain's time was not human time.

Volcanic ash was falling from the sky. Gray ash. Hot ash. The ash settled on Yelu Uzhi's half-white hair. The ash accumulated. The ash was covering everything. Covering villages, covering forests, covering roads, covering memories.

The writing on the wall of Cheonjichon was buried beneath the ash.

The watcher's final warning was buried.

The mountain is moving. Be careful.

That warning fell asleep beneath the ash.

A thousand years of slumber began.
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Pyeongju's New Seat

––––––––
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Saturday, October 7, 2058.

Eleven months later.

10:00 a.m.

Gowon International New City, District 2, Pyeongju, Gyeonggi Province. Kang Ha-young's apartment.

Kang Min-ho was standing before the living room window.

He had turned sixty-nine. Eleven months had passed since he returned from Cheonji on Baekdusan last November. Eleven months. The seasons had come full circle. Winter passed, spring passed, summer passed, and autumn arrived. The winter he had seen in the birch forests at the foot of Baekdusan last November had passed, the spring and summer spent in his study in Danyang had passed, and the autumn of October had come. For eleven months, Kang Min-ho had been writing a paper in his Danyang home. A Study on the Historical Existence of the Cheonjichon Watcher Lineage of 926 AD — A Cross-Analysis of the Kim Deok-su Correspondence and the Antuxian Manuscript. It was a paper co-authored with Professor Li Cheng. Korean and Chinese versions were being prepared simultaneously. Over the eleven months, he had revised the draft three times. The first draft came out in March. He sent it to Li Cheng. Li Cheng sent back revision comments in April. The opinion was that the radiocarbon dating results of the Antuxian manuscript needed to be described in greater detail. The second draft came out in June. He sent it to Li Cheng again. Li Cheng sent back further revision comments in July. The third draft came out in September. Li Cheng was currently reviewing it.

Today was not about the paper but about visiting family. He had departed Danyang at seven in the morning with Jeong Hye-won. Two hours by car. They took the Gyeongbu Expressway, exited at the Pyeongju interchange, and entered the new city. They arrived at Kang Ha-young's apartment at ten in the morning.

A thirty-eight-story apartment building. The eighteenth floor. Unit 1804, Building 102. From the living room window, the Pyeongju Gowon International New City spread out below.

Kang Min-ho looked at that landscape.

It had changed since last September, when Ha-young's family had moved in. Back then, the apartment complex was only half occupied. Many buildings stood empty. Some sections were still under construction. Now it was nearly full. The parking lots were packed with cars. Children walked along the roads within the complex. Lights were on in the commercial district. A convenience store. A pharmacy. A tutoring academy. A cafe. A dental clinic. A hair salon. People were living here. The city was growing. People filling spaces that had been empty—that was a city growing.

Kang Min-ho looked through the window at the apartment complex of Block A-7. The complex where Ha-young's apartment was located. The complex built by Taesung Construction. Twelve thirty-eight-story apartment buildings. A total of 10,000 households. Half had moved in last September, and the remaining half completed move-in by March of this year. Now approximately thirty thousand people lived in those 10,000 households.

Ten thousand.

Kang Min-ho tucked that number away in his heart. Thirty thousand people lived inside this complex. Thirty thousand people lived on top of this concrete. What percentage of the design standard this concrete met—Kang Min-ho knew. There was something he had written in his notebook last November. Seventy-five percent. A figure measured by an inspector named Kim Do-hun. Kang Min-ho had never met Kim Do-hun in person. He only knew the name. A name he had heard from Lee Jun-seok.

Lee Jun-seok. When he thought of that name, the biggest change of the past eleven months came to mind.

Lee Jun-seok had left TH.

It was March of this year. Four months after returning from Baekdusan. Lee Jun-seok submitted his resignation to TH's Pyeongju New City Project Division. He left a company where he had worked for seven years. Ha-young told him over the phone. "Uncle, Jun-seok quit his job." Kang Min-ho asked. "Why?" Ha-young was silent for a moment. "Because of the wall."

The wall. The crack in the living room wall of Unit 1804, Building 102. Thirty-five centimeters. After returning from Baekdusan last November, Lee Jun-seok had said he would look into it. He had looked into it. Kang Min-ho did not know the details of what Lee Jun-seok had found. Ha-young had not told him everything. He only knew that after looking into it, Lee Jun-seok had quit the company. That meant what he found was significant enough to quit over.

After leaving TH in March, Lee Jun-seok joined Sammyeong Electronics' Pyeongju Campus in May. The facilities management team of the semiconductor division. A career move that leveraged his experience in architectural facilities management. From a construction company to an electronics company. A man who had worked with concrete became a man who managed the facilities of a semiconductor factory. Lee Jun-seok did not explain his reason for changing jobs directly to Kang Min-ho. Kang Min-ho did not ask. There were things one could know without asking. He must have been unable to work on top of seventy-five-percent concrete. Knowing that the concrete of the apartment where his own wife and children lived was at seventy-five percent, he could not have remained at that company.

How the crack in the wall had progressed after Lee Jun-seok left TH—Kang Min-ho intended to ask Ha-young. Today.

"Grandpa!"

Eun-seo came running into the living room.

She had turned ten. The child who had been nine last year was now ten. She seemed to have grown about five centimeters taller. She was growing her hair long. Black hair falling past her shoulders. Her face had become more slender than last year. A face crossing from child to girl. It was Saturday, so she was wearing comfortable clothes at home. A gray sweatshirt and jeans.

"Eun-seo."

"Grandpa! When did you get here?"

"Just now."

Eun-seo hugged her grandfather. Kang Min-ho hugged Eun-seo. She was taller than last year. When he hugged her, the top of Eun-seo's head reached his chest. Last year, it had reached his stomach. She had grown. This was the child who had made a promise on Baekdusan. If Grandpa can't come back, I'll go. The child who had made that promise was now ten years old.

There was a notebook in Eun-seo's hand. Not the notebook she had carried around on Baekdusan last year. A new notebook. A notebook she used at school this year. But it was not a notebook for schoolwork. It was a notebook Eun-seo kept separately. After Kang Min-ho had promised last year to give her a research notebook, Eun-seo had begun keeping a notebook of her own. Ha-young had told him over the phone. "Eun-seo asked me to buy her a notebook, so I did. When I asked what she was writing in it, she said she was writing like Grandpa."

Min-jun came out from behind. He had turned seven. He would enter elementary school next year.

"Grandpa!"

"Min-jun."

Kang Min-ho hugged Min-jun as well. Min-jun had gotten heavier than last year. Between six and seven, a child's weight increased dramatically.

Jeong Hye-won was in the kitchen talking with Ha-young. She was unpacking the side dish containers she had brought. Kkakdugi. Stir-fried anchovies. Stir-fried spicy pork. Made in Danyang and brought along. The wife who had looked after her husband's meals for forty-two years was now looking after her niece's family's meals as well.

Lee Jun-seok entered the living room.

"Uncle. Welcome."

"Jun-seok."

Lee Jun-seok. Thirty-eight years old. Deputy manager, facilities management team, semiconductor division, Sammyeong Electronics Pyeongju Campus. From the apartment to the Sammyeong Electronics Pyeongju Campus was twenty minutes by car. Even during his TH days, the commute had been short. Sammyeong Electronics was close too. Lee Jun-seok had not left Pyeongju. He had left the company, not the city. He had not left the place where his wife and children lived.

Lee Jun-seok's face had changed from last year. Last year, it had been the face of a TH employee. A businesslike face. A face with few expressions. Now it was different. There was expression. A relaxed expression. The expression of a man with his family on a Saturday morning. Leaving TH had changed Lee Jun-seok. It was the face of a man released from something. It could have been the face of a man released from seventy-five percent.

Lee Jun-seok spoke to Kang Min-ho.

"Uncle. There is something I would like to tell you."

"What is it?"

Lee Jun-seok paused for a moment. He looked at Ha-young. Ha-young nodded from the kitchen. The two of them had discussed this beforehand.

"A small office has become available in the commercial area of Block A-7. First floor. About twenty pyeong. Twenty million won deposit, one million won monthly rent. Ha-young mentioned it would be nice if you had a space to use when you come to Pyeongju. We thought it might work as a combined research office and workspace."

Kang Min-ho looked at Lee Jun-seok.

"An office?"

"Yes. It's fine for you to stay at our place whenever you come to Pyeongju, of course. But we thought it might be more convenient if you had a separate space for your paper work or organizing materials. It would also be a place Eun-seo could stop by after school."

Kang Min-ho thought for a moment. Having his own space in Pyeongju. Having a research space somewhere other than his Danyang study. Making a new seat at sixty-nine. When a scholar makes a new seat, it means beginning new research. When the paper on the Cheonjichon watcher was finished, there would be the next research. A space for the next research was needed.

Ha-young came out of the kitchen.

"Uncle. It was my idea. You have so many materials for your paper. There are the materials from Father's study at the family home in Yangyang. The manuscript photographs from Professor Li Cheng. The oral recordings from Mr. Hwang Gi-tae. I thought it would be good to have a space where all those materials could be gathered in one place. And Uncle—I know your Danyang study has gotten cramped. Last time I visited, the desk was piled so high with materials there was no room to eat."

Kang Min-ho looked at his niece. Ha-young was right. The Danyang study had grown cramped. Paper materials, letter copies, manuscript photographs, notebooks, and memos filled the study to capacity. Jeong Hye-won had not complained, but the materials from the study were overflowing into the living room.

Kang Min-ho looked at Jeong Hye-won. Jeong Hye-won was smiling.

"Dear. Did you know about this?"

"Ha-young told me first. I said it was a good idea too. It's better for you to have a space outside than to live buried in materials at home."

Kang Min-ho stood for a moment and looked out the window. Pyeongju Gowon International New City. Block A-7. Beyond the apartment complex, a commercial building was visible. Somewhere on the first floor of that building, there was an empty office.

"All right. Let's go have a look."

The Encounter at the Knife-Cut Noodle Shop

11:00 a.m.

The family walked together to the commercial district. Kang Min-ho and Jeong Hye-won. Ha-young and Lee Jun-seok. Eun-seo and Min-jun. Six people. From the apartment complex to the commercial area was a five-minute walk. They crossed the road within the complex and headed toward the commercial building. Zelkova trees had been planted on both sides of the road. Since it was early October, the leaves were beginning to turn yellow. When they had moved in last September, the street trees had been newly planted—thin and fragile. A year later, they had thickened slightly. They had taken root.

Eun-seo walked beside her grandfather. She was carrying her notebook.

"Grandpa. What are you going to put in the office?"

"I'll need a desk and bookshelves. And one computer."

"Can I have a desk too?"

"A desk for Eun-seo?"

"Yes. So I can go there after school and study."

Kang Min-ho smiled.

"Of course. Let's put a small desk in. By the window. Where the light is good."

Eun-seo smiled.

Min-jun asked from behind.

"What about me?"

"Min-jun can come too."

Ha-young laughed. Lee Jun-seok laughed too. It was a Saturday morning with the family laughing as they walked toward the shops.

Block A-7 commercial area. A two-story building. Brown brick exterior. On the first floor were a convenience store, a real estate office, a dry cleaner, a tutoring academy, and a coffee shop. In the corner of the first floor was one empty office. There was no sign. A piece of paper reading "Lease Inquiries" was affixed to the glass door. Lee Jun-seok had the key.

He opened the door.

About twenty pyeong. A rectangular space. Glass windows at the front. One small window at the back. The floor was covered in light gray linoleum. The walls were white paint. One bathroom. An air conditioner was installed. An empty space with nothing in it. Having nothing in it meant anything could be placed there.

Kang Min-ho stepped inside. He walked slowly. The sound of his footsteps echoed in the empty room.

Through the front glass window, the outside was visible. The sidewalk in front of the shops. Zelkova trees. The trees of the apartment complex. October trees. Trees whose leaves were turning yellow. Sunlight entered through the glass window. The sunlight of eleven in the morning. A warm light.

Kang Min-ho thought about what could be placed in this space. A desk beside the front glass window. Two bookshelves against the back wall. A small desk for Eun-seo against the side wall. On the bookshelves, the document boxes brought from the family home in Yangyang. The photographs of the Antuxian manuscript received from Li Cheng. Copies of Kim Deok-su's letters. Paper drafts.

"This is good."

Jeong Hye-won looked at her husband. His eyes were clear.

"You like it?"

"Yes. It's bright. That's good."

Eun-seo walked around inside the office. She circled the empty room once. She stood by the window and looked outside.

"Grandpa. Is this going to be your research office?"

"It looks like it will be."

"Can I come too?"

"Of course. Come after school. Let's study together, you and Grandpa."

Lee Jun-seok offered to pay the deposit and the first month's rent. Kang Min-ho declined, but Lee Jun-seok insisted. "You establishing a base in Pyeongju is a good thing for our family, Uncle."

Kang Min-ho accepted.

"Thank you, Jun-seok. Let's go with this place."

Noon.

The family had lunch at a knife-cut noodle shop near the commercial district. "Pyeongju Hand-Cut Noodles." It was a Saturday lunch, so the place was crowded. They waited fifteen minutes before getting a table.

Seafood knife-cut noodles and perilla seed knife-cut noodles. Hot broth. Steam rose. Min-jun slurped his noodles.

Kang Min-ho ate his noodles and looked out the window. Beyond the apartment complex, a building under construction was visible. It was Block B-3. A new apartment complex was going up to the east of Block A-7. Three cranes stood tall. Concrete pouring was underway. A concrete mixer truck was parked in front of the site. A gray truck. Gray concrete.

Block B-3. A name he had heard from Lee Jun-seok. It was TH's next project. Block A-7 had ended and Block B-3 had begun. The same cartel would be building it the same way. Lee Jae-kyung. Yoon Seok-ho. Choi Young-min. Sixty kilograms of cement reduced. 320 kilograms. Seventy-five percent. Lee Jun-seok had left TH, but TH had not stopped. The cranes stood. Concrete was being poured. Another thirty thousand people would live on top of it.

At that moment, someone entered from the restaurant entrance.

Kang Min-ho recognized the person.

Hwang Gi-tae.

Sixty-one years old. There was more white in his hair. His face, darkly tanned, had not changed. The face of a man who worked at sea. He wore a worn jacket. A jacket weathered by sea wind. A fisherman from Yangyang was standing in a knife-cut noodle shop in Pyeongju.

Kang Min-ho was surprised. He had not expected Hwang Gi-tae to be here.

"Well. If it isn't Professor Kang."

Hwang Gi-tae approached. He clasped Kang Min-ho's hand with his rough hands.

"Mr. Hwang. What a surprise to see you here. How did you come all the way to Pyeongju?"

Hwang Gi-tae paused for a moment. Then he answered.

"I came to see you, Professor. I called Ha-young and heard you would be in Pyeongju today. There is something I need to tell you, so I drove up from Yangyang."

Kang Min-ho looked at Hwang Gi-tae. From Yangyang to Pyeongju. A distance of more than three hours by car. He had driven three hours because he had something to say. Something that could not be said over the phone. Something that had to be said in person.

He introduced Hwang Gi-tae to the family. Lee Jun-seok, Eun-seo, and Min-jun were meeting him for the first time. Hwang Gi-tae looked at Eun-seo.

"So this young lady is Eun-seo. The one who drew the boat in Yangyang?"

"Yes. Hello."

"You've grown a lot."

There was something on Hwang Gi-tae's face. He was smiling, but his eyes were heavy. A face smiling with heavy eyes. The reason he had driven three hours was held in those eyes.

"Professor. There is something I would like to tell you. If you have a moment."

"Yes. Let's talk after the meal."

The family returned to the apartment first. Jeong Hye-won spoke with her eyes as she left. Take your time.

Kang Min-ho and Hwang Gi-tae remained in the restaurant. The two men sat facing each other. The restaurant was emptying out. The owner brought barley tea.

Hwang Gi-tae took a sip of the barley tea and began to speak.

"Professor. It's about Gwongwanri."

Kang Min-ho looked at Hwang Gi-tae. The reason he had driven three hours from Yangyang. Gwongwanri.

"This spring, a notification came from the Yangyang County government. A coastal tourism development project is being pushed forward. A large-scale resort complex is coming in. Gwongwanri village has been included in the project area. The entire village will be acquired."

Kang Min-ho's hand stopped. He had been lifting his barley tea cup and stopped.

"Gwongwanri?"

"Yes. The Yangyang County coastal tourism development project. They say foreign capital is coming in. A resort, hotel, golf course. The entire coastal area is a development zone. Gwongwanri falls within it. A notification came that compensation negotiations would begin."

Kang Min-ho could not speak for a moment.

Gwongwanri. A small village on the Yangyang coast. The place where Hwang Gi-tae's family had lived for four generations. The place where Hwang Gi-tae's father, Hwang Man-su, had left his diary. The place where a wooden boat called Hwangdoho had once been. The place where a black stone was enshrined in a family shrine. A stone from the pyroclastic flow of Baekdusan's Millennium Eruption. A stone from the sky. Fire from the mountain. Remember this. That village had been included in a resort site.

A resort would go up. A large-scale tourism resort would be built along the coast. The houses of Gwongwanri would be torn down and the shrine would be torn down and the black stone would have to be moved somewhere. A stone that had been in the same place for hundreds of years would lose its place. Tourists would come where fishermen had lived. People would swim in the sea where fish had been caught.

"What about the shrine?"

Hwang Gi-tae was silent for a moment. He held the barley tea cup in both hands.

"The shrine is included too. The entire village is being acquired."

"And the black stone?"

Hwang Gi-tae looked at Kang Min-ho. The eyes of the sixty-one-year-old fisherman held Kang Min-ho's eyes for a long time. Their eyes met. The reason he had driven three hours from Yangyang was held in those eyes.

"I didn't know what to do with it, so I came to tell you, Professor. It wasn't something I could say over the phone. It was something that had to be said in person. So I drove three hours."

The Seat of the Black Stone

Kang Min-ho thought for a long time. The barley tea was growing cold. No steam rose from the cup.

The black stone. He had first seen it last year at the shrine in Gwongwanri, Yangyang. When he went to meet Hwang Gi-tae. Hwang Gi-tae had opened the shrine door for him. It was a small shrine. Built of wood. Built by Hwang Gi-tae's great-grandfather. In the center of the shrine, a stone was placed. Slightly larger than a fist. Black. The surface had fine vesicles. The vesicles were marks where gas had escaped. The stone that came from the volcano had contained gas, and as the stone cooled, the gas escaped, leaving holes behind. Pyroclastic pumice. A stone that had shot into the sky during the Millennium Eruption of Baekdusan and then fallen. 946 AD. VEI 7. A stone that had traveled hundreds of kilometers through the air to reach Yangyang.

Beside the stone was a wooden tablet. An old wooden
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