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Afterword

Author’s Note

Spring always arrives the same way.

The cold retreats.
The air softens.
People step outside without thinking.
Windows that remained shut all winter are opened,
and life—once frozen in place—begins to move again.
And then, one day,
without ceremony,
the cherry blossoms bloom.
They have always been there.

Every year, we see them.
Every year, we say the same things.
Beautiful.
They bloomed well this year.
Brief, but breathtaking.
For that fleeting moment,
people gather, laugh, take photos, and leave behind memories.
No one questions the scene.

It is too familiar.
Too natural.
This story is a record
of the moment that certainty collapses.
If what we believed to be beautiful
had been facing us from the very beginning—
If the closer we drew,
the deeper it seeped into us—
And if it were not merely a plant,
but something that spreads, chooses, and expands on its own—
Then what would humanity do?

Would we run?
Would we try to stop it?
Or would we accept it?
This is not a story about a hero.

Nor is it a story about saving the world.

This is the story
of a world that collapses slowly, yet inevitably—
and of the people within it,
each making their own choice.
At the same time,
it is a story about how a landscape created by humans
comes to devour them.
The cherry blossoms are still beautiful.

The problem is
we never truly understood
what that beauty meant.
And now—

that spring begins.

Prequel — Before the First Bloom

Spring had never truly begun.

It had already existed—
humans had simply failed to perceive it.
Deep beneath the ground, in a research facility completely isolated from the outside world,
no light reached inside. Temperature and humidity were kept at constant levels.
The internal air circulated in a closed system, and all external contaminants were fully blocked.
Within that facility, soil samples collected decades earlier were stored.
Each sample was sealed in its own container and maintained under long-term preservation conditions.
The sample in question was nothing remarkable.

Previous analyses had revealed no anomalies, and in the records it was categorized as low priority.
It was merely one of many specimens kept for routine soil composition studies.
A researcher removed the container.

It was part of a scheduled inspection—
a mundane procedure involving label verification and external examination.
The lid was opened.

Inside was dry soil.
Its color and texture matched the existing records exactly.
At first glance, there appeared to be no change.
The researcher picked up a pair of tweezers, preparing to extract a portion of the sample.

Then—

his hand stopped.

The surface was slightly damp.

That was impossible.

The environment was fully controlled; there was no condition under which moisture could have entered.
He checked the monitoring system.
Temperature and humidity were both within normal parameters.
The researcher retrieved a magnifying lens.

He leaned closer to examine the surface.

At first, there was nothing—just ordinary soil particles.
But as he adjusted the focus lower, something faint came into view.
A thin line.

Threadlike.

No—
not a line.
A connection.

Points linked together, forming a structure that moved ever so slightly.

His hand froze again.

He activated the recording device.

Filming began.

The structure became clearer.

It was not a single strand.
Multiple connections existed simultaneously, crossing and expanding in a complex pattern.
It did not behave like separate organisms.
It moved as one.

The researcher lowered the tweezers and touched it.

Contact.

At that instant, the movement stopped.

Completely.

The researcher held his breath.

And then—

it moved again.

Faster than before.

The structure began to rise to the surface.

It expanded to a size visible to the naked eye, pushing through the grains of soil as it emerged.

The researcher pulled his hand back.

But it was already too late.

The structure began to spread across the surface.

What started as a single point expanded rapidly—
no longer a line, but a plane.
The researcher’s gaze locked in place.

He was no longer looking at the sample.

He was looking beyond it.

Into something deeper.
Something unseen.
His mouth opened.

“This is...”

The words did not continue.

His eyes did not move.

His body tilted—just slightly.

Downward.

Not toward the ground,
but toward what lay beneath it.
Toward something unseen.

His hand moved again.

He lifted the tweezers.

But—

he was not trying to pick up the sample.

He was reaching closer.

At that moment, the recording device shook.

The screen fractured.

The footage cut out.

The final frame captured only one change.

On the surface of what had once been dry soil,
a tiny petal-like form had appeared.
Its color—

was pink.
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The dawn air still clung to the tail end of winter.

Along the cherry tree road on the outskirts of Changwon,
no footsteps had disturbed the ground.
Only a thin layer of mist hung low in the silence.
Beneath the dim glow of streetlights,
the branches of the cherry trees cut through the darkness.
It was too early in the season for them to bloom.

And yet—

some of the trees had already blossomed.

Unnaturally early.

Kim Jeong-hoon, a road maintenance worker, stepped out of his vehicle and surveyed the area.
He switched on his flashlight and approached one of the trees.
It was still before sunrise.

There was almost no wind,
and the silence was unnaturally complete.
He raised the beam toward the tip of a branch.

Pale pink petals shimmered faintly in the dark.

“...They shouldn’t be blooming this time of year.”

Kim Jeong-hoon muttered under his breath.
With a gloved hand, he reached out and brushed a petal.
At that moment—

pollen scattered, almost imperceptibly.

The particles caught the light,
hovering in the air as if suspended.
They were not dense enough to be clearly visible,
yet something about their movement drew the eye.
Without thinking, he inhaled.

A sharp sting prickled inside his nose.

He leaned back slightly, rubbing it.

It felt like an allergic reaction—
something he experienced often this time of year.
He paid it little mind.

Then—

a faint rustling sound came from somewhere in the distance.

Kim Jeong-hoon turned his flashlight.

Where the beam landed,
rows of cherry trees stood in silence.
And beneath them—

something moved.

A person.

A man stood under the tree.

Kim Jeong-hoon narrowed his eyes.

No one should have been here at this hour.

The man stood still, his head tilted upward,
staring at the branches above.
He barely moved.

“Hello? Who’s there?”

Kim Jeong-hoon called out.

No response.

He took a few steps closer.
Dry leaves cracked beneath his feet.
The man did not react.

His face slowly came into the light.

His eyes were half-lidded, unfocused.

Something had dried at the corner of his mouth—
whether blood or something else, it was impossible to tell.
Kim Jeong-hoon stopped.

“Are you alright?”

This time, his voice was lower.

The man’s head tilted slowly.

His gaze turned toward Kim Jeong-hoon.

There was no focus in his eyes.

And yet—

an unsettling calm rested on his face.

As if he had finally found something
he had been searching for, for a very long time.
His lips parted.

“...Beautiful.”

The word slipped out quietly.

At the same time,
his body pitched forward.
Kim Jeong-hoon reacted instinctively, reaching out.

The moment his hand caught the man’s shoulder,
an unfamiliar sensation ran through his fingertips.
It wasn’t skin.

It felt like wet bark—
rough and rigid.
He recoiled, stepping back.

A thin crack appeared along the man’s neck.

And from within that split,
something small and pink began to push outward.
A petal.

Kim Jeong-hoon’s breath caught.

The man’s body sagged, collapsing slowly—
but not completely.
One hand touched the ground,
as if trying to push himself back up.
His movements were unnaturally slow.

Even as he moved,
the cracks spread—
across his neck, his face, the backs of his hands.
From each opening,
petals began to bloom.
Kim Jeong-hoon stepped back again.

A breeze passed behind him.

A weak wind.

The cherry branches swayed.

Already-bloomed flowers trembled,
scattering pollen once more.
The air changed.

He couldn’t explain it—
but he felt it clearly.
Something was spreading.

Something unseen,
yet undeniably present.
The man lifted his head again.

More cracks now ran across his entire face.

His eyes trembled faintly.

And then he spoke again.

“...I have to go.”

Kim Jeong-hoon said nothing.

The man’s gaze slowly shifted to the side—

and fixed on the cherry tree.

His body began to move in that direction.

Unsteady,
but unstoppable.
When he reached the base of the tree,
he dropped to his knees.
His hands dug into the soil.

The sound of fingernails breaking echoed faintly.

But he did not stop.

As if drawn by something,
he continued to dig.
Kim Jeong-hoon could not look away.

Nothing about this made sense.

And then—

a faint vibration pulsed beneath his feet.

Subtle,
but undeniable.
Something beneath the ground was responding.

The roots of the tree—

slowly,
deliberately,
began to move.
And on that day—

the cherry blossoms began to bloom
ahead of their time.
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The morning news was filled with pink.

Meteorological reports were presented in clean graphics.
In the southern regions, the cherry blossom season had arrived more than a week earlier than usual.
At the bottom of the screen, a caption repeated:
“Unseasonably high temperatures.”

The anchor’s voice remained calm.

“This year, cherry blossoms have bloomed significantly earlier than average. In some areas, reports indicate they have already reached full bloom.”

The footage changed.

People walking beneath cherry-lined streets.
Couples taking photos.
Families sitting on picnic mats, laughing.
Everywhere, the same scene.

Petals drifted through the air,
and the sunlight made everything look warm.
No one found it strange.

Changwon City Hall, Disaster Response Office.

Park Do-hyeon stared at his monitor.
A list of overnight reports was organized on the screen.
“Increase in allergy symptoms.”
“Shortness of breath.”
“Reports of abnormal behavior.”
The same types of entries repeated.

He moved the mouse, opening each item one by one.

They had all been categorized as seasonal complaints.
It was typical for spring—yellow dust, fine particles, pollen.
A pattern repeated every year.

But the numbers—

were too high.

They were increasing too quickly.

“...Was it always this bad?”

Park Do-hyeon muttered.

An employee sorting documents at the next desk looked up.

“Sir, are there a lot of reports again today?”

Without taking his eyes off the screen, Park replied,

“Mostly allergy-related. We just direct them to hospitals and that’s the end of it...”

He trailed off.

His gaze stopped on one entry.

“Patient suddenly collapsed in the street. Unconscious. Witness statements: repeatedly speaking strange phrases.”

Park Do-hyeon frowned slightly.

“Strange phrases?”

The employee pulled his chair closer.

“There’ve been a few like that lately. Reports saying people are talking nonsense.”

“Did you check the details?”

“Not that far...”

Park clicked.

A transcript opened.

Short phrases repeated over and over.

“...Beautiful.”
“...I have to go.”
“...Stay there.”
Park fell silent for a moment.

The employee tilted his head.

“What are they saying?”

Park pointed at the screen.

The employee read it aloud.

“...Beautiful? What is this?”

He let out an awkward laugh.

“Maybe it’s just spring. People getting a bit carried away looking at flowers...”

Park did not laugh.

His eyes remained fixed on the final line of the report.

“Abnormal skin changes observed on patient’s hands and neck. Transferred to hospital.”

He leaned back in his chair and exhaled slowly.

“Did anyone contact the hospital?”

The employee shook his head.

“Not yet. It seems like it was handled as a regular patient...”

“Check.”

Park’s voice was short.

The employee immediately returned to his desk and picked up the phone.

Emergency Room, General Hospital on the outskirts of Changwon.

Han Ji-woo pulled on gloves while reviewing a patient chart.

“Male, 40s. Collapsed in the street. Semi-conscious...”

Her eyes stopped at the next line.

“Abnormal skin response.”

A nurse spoke from beside her.

“He came in earlier. Keeps repeating the same thing.”

“What is he saying?”

“‘Beautiful.’ Over and
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