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September, lunar calendar, 926 AD.

It was night.

It was night in Cheonjichon. A small village on the slope of Baekdusan. Approximately 1,200 meters above sea level. Sixteen houses. Houses with stone walls and wooden roofs were set along the hillside. Dirt paths ran between the houses. Paths made by people walking and treading upon them. Paths widened by animals passing through. Fallen leaves had piled on the paths. It was September. The time when birch leaves had begun to turn yellow and fall. Leaves fell one by one and lay upon the dirt path, and when the wind blew they rolled until they caught against a stone and stopped.

The stone walls rose to the height of a person's waist. They were stones brought from the mountain. They were not granite. They were basalt. Black, rough stones with pores. Stones that Baekdusan had spewed long ago. The villagers did not know that. They only knew them as stones that had rolled down from the mountain. They gathered those stones and built walls. Between the stones they applied mud. When the mud dried, gaps formed. Wind came through the gaps. In winter they plugged those gaps with dried grass. When the grass grew old they plugged them again. It was work repeated every year. That was what a house was. Not something built once and finished, but something repaired, plugged, and patched every year. As much as the house protected the person, the person had to protect the house.

For the roof, pine planks were laid and birch bark was spread over them. Birch bark blocked water. Even when rain came, it ran off the bark. The water that ran off fell from the edge of the eaves. Stones were placed beneath the eaves. Stones where the water fell. The surfaces of stones that had been struck for a long time were concavely hollowed. The time it takes for water to carve stone. They had been hollowed since the village was established. Hollowed over several generations. The stone beneath the eaves of Kim Deok-mun's house was also concave. Since his father's time. Since his father's father's time. The time that water had carved was inscribed upon the stone.

The night air was cold. During the day, lingering sunlight kept it warm, but once the sun set, the temperature dropped sharply. Because the mountain was high. Because the air was thin. Because heat escaped. As close as the sky was, heat rose into the sky just as quickly. The night on the flatlands cooled gradually. The night on the mountain dropped abruptly. An hour after the sun set, the chill had already entered to the bone. White vapor came from Kim Deok-mun's mouth. It was a place where vapor was already visible in September. It was different from September on the flatlands. September on the mountain. A September where winter stood one month ahead. A September when grass began to dry. A September when the sound of insects diminished. The days were autumn, but the nights were already early winter.

Above the village, Baekdusan rose. Janggunbong was visible. On clear days, the outline of the peak was drawn sharply against the sky. The color of the stone was visible. Black stone. Pumice. Porous stones covered the peak. Below the peak, a field of stones spread out. A height where trees did not grow. A height where even grass was sparse. A height where only stone and sky existed. Below that, shrubs began, and below the shrubs conifers began, and where conifers gave way to a mix of birch and oak, there was Cheonjichon. A place the mountain had permitted. A place where there were trees and water. The highest place where people could live.

In the morning, the sun from the east illuminated the peak and the stones appeared red. When the dawn sun touched the eastern face of the peak, the black stones took on a reddish hue. A dark red. The color of dried blood. As the sun rose higher, the red faded and became gray. During the day it was gray. The stone's original color. In the evening, the sun from the west illuminated the stones and they appeared golden. The golden light of sunset enveloped the peak. It was brief. When the sun set, the gold vanished and the peak turned black. A peak that darkened before the sky. The mountain entered the night first.

Kim Deok-mun had watched that change of color for fifty years. The same mountain was a different color every day. The same stone was a different light every day. Even after watching that change for fifty years, he did not grow bored. Rather, with each passing year his eyes saw more. Colors he could not see at twenty, he saw at forty. Light he missed at forty, he caught at fifty. Whether the mountain was showing more or whether his eyes had learned to read more, Kim Deok-mun could not know. He only knew this: if you look at a mountain long enough, you see the mountain. That was all he knew.

But tonight the peak was not visible. Clouds covered the mountain. They were low clouds. Clouds that had descended to the base of the mountain were passing over the rooftops of the village. The clouds flowed as if they might or might not touch the roofs. Moisture could be felt. The wood of the roofs was growing damp. Moisture was beading on the birch bark. By tomorrow morning, dew would have formed on the roofs. Water drops would bead and fall beneath the eaves. New drops would fall onto the concave stones. But tomorrow morning, Kim Deok-mun would not see it. Tomorrow morning, Kim Deok-mun would not be in this house.

The village was quiet. Of the sixteen houses, only four had light coming from them. The remaining twelve were in darkness. People were asleep. They were people who slept when the sun set and rose when the sun rose. Because lamp oil was precious. It was perilla oil. Oil pressed from perilla grown in the fields below the village. The amount pressed in a year was fixed. Because the fields were small. Because the days were short. Because the mountain's shadow settled on the fields early. That oil had to be divided and used throughout the year. Winter nights were long. More oil was needed in winter. So in autumn they conserved. Conserving in the season of short nights to use in the season of long nights. That was the arithmetic of people who lived on the mountain.

The light of four houses glowed small in the darkness of the village. The light of the oil lamp did not travel far. Only enough to seep through the cracks of the door. The entire village was dark. The moon was hidden by clouds. Darkness covered the village. In that darkness, four small lights. Tomorrow there might be three. If Kim Deok-mun's house stood empty.

Behind the village, the mountain. Before the village, the valley. From the valley, the sound of water could be heard. It was a small stream. It was not water descending from Cheonji. It was spring water that welled up from the mountain's mid-slope that had become a stream. Water that came from between rock crevices. Cold water. Water that made the fingers ache if you put your hand in. That water flowed along a small ditch, passing between stones, making sound. A small sound. A gurgling. A sound even smaller than that. When it struck a stone the sound briefly grew louder, and after passing the stone it grew small again. At night that sound was heard throughout the village. When people grew quiet, the sound of water grew louder. It was not that the water had grown louder but that people had grown quiet. Because water did not rest. Even when people slept, water flowed. By day and by night, in spring and in winter.

Kim Deok-mun was standing in the yard.

The yard was not spacious. A size that was full when four people stood in it. It was a dirt floor. Stones were set into the edges to form a border. On one side of the yard, firewood was stacked. Firewood for winter. Pine and birch stacked together. Pine burned long. Birch burned fast but caught fire easily. Lighting birch bark and placing pine on top was the way of making fire on this mountain. Beside the firewood, an axe was placed. A wooden handle with an iron blade. An axe made at the village forge. The blade had dulled. It needed sharpening. But there was no longer any need to sharpen it. Because tomorrow he would leave this house.

Kim Deok-mun was a sorcerer. The sorcerer of Cheonjichon. A person who measured the water level of Cheonji, recorded changes in the mountain, and observed the flow of the seasons. Work inherited from his father. From his father's father. How many generations it went back, Kim Deok-mun himself did not know precisely. He only knew that his father had said there had been a sorcerer in this village since before Balhae was founded. Since Balhae had been founded two hundred years ago, the history of the sorcerer was older than that. Whether it was from the time of Goguryeo, or before that. His father did not know precisely either. He only said it was work passed down through the generations.

"Where there is a mountain and there is water, there must be a person who watches."

Those were his father's words. Words his father spoke when Kim Deok-mun inherited the work of the sorcerer at the age of twenty. The time when winter ended and spring began. The time when snow began to melt. The day he went up to Cheonji with his father. On that day, ice still remained on Cheonji. At the edges where the ice had begun to crack, water was visible. His father put a wooden stick into the water. He measured the depth. He scored a mark on the stick with a knife. And he handed the stick to Kim Deok-mun.

"Now you do it."

At that moment, his father's hand gripped Kim Deok-mun's shoulder. It was a rough hand. A hand roughened from climbing up and down the mountain. A hand roughened from gripping stone, gripping wood, digging earth. Fingers thick at the knuckles and calluses thick on the palm. That hand pressed Kim Deok-mun's shoulder once. It was a hand with strength. The force of a father in his fifties pressing the shoulder of a twenty-year-old son. That force had weight. The weight of a duty. The weight of work passed down through the generations.

Kim Deok-mun's hands had now become rough in the same way. They had become hands that resembled his father's. Thirty years had passed, and at his father's age, they had become his father's hands. Every time Kim Deok-mun looked at his own hands, he saw his father's hands. It was not a mirror but his hands that reflected his father.

Fifty years old. Not tall. A thin body. Narrow shoulders. For a person who climbed up and down mountains, he had little muscle. A body that did not put on weight even when he ate. A body where the bones felt close. A body where the bones of the forearm could be felt and the contours of the ribs were visible.

The wrinkles on his face were deep. Three lines across his forehead. Lines deeply carved horizontally. Lines formed over thirty years of writing records. A fan-shaped pattern at the corners of his eyes. Because he squinted while looking at distant mountains. Because he watched the surface of Cheonji in the sunlight. Deep furrows on either side of his mouth. Lines that descended. Furrows that formed at the corners of the mouth of a person who spoke little. Furrows of a person who thought more than he laughed.

The mountain had carved Kim Deok-mun's face. Just as Kim Deok-mun carved records on the mountain, the mountain carved records on Kim Deok-mun. Just as one scores a line on stone, the mountain scored lines on Kim Deok-mun's face. Each wrinkle was one season. Each furrow was one year. Kim Deok-mun's face was the mountain's record.

The seasons were inscribed in Kim Deok-mun's hands. In spring, hands reddened from being plunged into the cold water of Cheonji. In summer, hands darkened by the sun. In autumn, the backs of hands stained with ink from carving bamboo slips. In winter, fingers cracked from breaking ice. Four seasons remained in the hands. When his wife was alive, when she held his hand she would say. That your hands smell of the mountain. That they smell of earth. When those hands touched a child's forehead, the child laughed. Because the rough touch was ticklish.

With those hands he wrote records on bamboo slips. Bamboo slips were bamboo split and dried. Bamboo did not grow on this mountain. They were brought from the village below. Each year in spring he went down to the village below, exchanged millet and salt, and obtained bamboo slips. Bamboo was a precious commodity. On the mountaintop. He dipped a sharpened wooden stylus in ink and carved the characters. The ink was made from pine soot mixed with hide glue. Choe, of the village, made it for him. The characters were literary Chinese. Balhae-style literary Chinese. Characters learned from his father. The strokes were concise. Characters that recorded only what was necessary. Date, place, observation, question. These four things he recorded.

About ten bamboo slip fragments per year. Over thirty years, several hundred fragments. They were stored in an earthenware jar. The mouth of the jar was sealed with oil-soaked cloth. So moisture would not enter. So insects would not enter. So the bamboo slips would not rot. So the records would not vanish. His father's records were in his father's jar. His father's jar had been placed under the shelf in the inner room after his father died. Kim Deok-mun's jar was on top of the shelf. Two jars placed one above the other. Two generations of records in the same room.

Standing in the yard tonight was not to look at the mountain.

To the east, lights were visible.

Not one. Several. They were moving in a line beyond the mountain ridge. They were torches. People carrying torches were moving along the ridge. The line of lights was long. From one end of the ridge to the other. Kim Deok-mun spread his fingers and measured the line of lights. Extending his arm and gauging the distance by the spacing between his fingers. It was the method a sorcerer used to measure the mountain. The line of lights was three fingers wide. Considering the distance to that ridge, the length of the line was considerable. How many people. It could be a hundred. It could be a thousand. Kim Deok-mun's eyes could not gauge it. He only knew that the line was long. That it was moving. That it was coming this way.

The wind blew. It was a wind from the east. A cold wind. A smell was mixed into that wind. The smell of burning wood. It was faint. It barely reached the tip of his nose. But Kim Deok-mun's nose was a nose that distinguished the smells of the mountain. A nose that could distinguish the smell of burning pine from the smell of burning birch. This was not the smell of burning firewood. A smell mixed with pine resin. The smell of torches. The smell of torches coming from far away.

During the day he had heard stories from the villagers. Words conveyed by a person who had come up from the village below. A man. A man whose name he did not know. He said he was a hunter from the village below. A man who had come up in frantic haste. He was out of breath. Sweat was running. He had come up fast enough to sweat on the mountain in September. He said the Khitan army was pressing in from the west. That the Balhae capital, Shangjing Longquanfu, was in danger. That the king might surrender. That the war could reach the village. The man delivered his message and went farther up. Whether he meant to hide higher on the mountain or to carry word to a higher village could not be known. The man's back grew small on the mountain path and then vanished among the trees.

Kim Deok-mun was not a subject of Balhae. He held no government post. The sorcerer was a village office. Not a national office. He was a commoner who paid taxes and performed corvee labor, but he had never seen the king. He had never been to Shangjing Longquanfu. He knew that a country called Balhae existed. He heard the name of Balhae when officials came to collect taxes. But where Balhae began and where it ended, what the king's name was—for Kim Deok-mun, these were distant matters. Cheonjichon was Kim Deok-mun's world. Sixteen houses. The stream. The mountain. Cheonji. That was the entirety of Kim Deok-mun's world. It was not the nation but the mountain that was Kim Deok-mun's nation. It was not the king but the mountain that was Kim Deok-mun's king.

But if Balhae collapsed, the village would also collapse. It would take time for the collapse of a nation to climb up to a village on the mountain, but eventually it would climb. Water does not flow to high places, but fire spreads from low places to high. The fire of war spreads from the bottom of the mountain to the top. If the Khitan army reached the village, what would happen. Plunder. Arson. Captives. The person who had come up from the village below had spoken of such things. He said the villages the Khitan had passed through were empty. He said the people had disappeared. Dead, taken away, or fled. He said that even if the village remained, it was no longer a village. Houses exist but people do not. Can that be called a village.

Kim Deok-mun's chest was heavy. A weight different from the mountain's weight. The mountain's weight was familiar. He had carried it for fifty years. The mountain's weight was constant. Going up it was heavy, coming down it was light. A predictable weight. The weight of the Khitan was unfamiliar. A weight he had never carried. A weight whose heaviness could not be known. A weight whose source was visible but whose magnitude could not be gauged.

If his wife had been alive, he could have discussed it with her. His wife was quicker in judgment than Kim Deok-mun. While Kim Deok-mun observed, his wife decided. While Kim Deok-mun recorded, his wife acted. When sending their eldest son Eung-mun to the school below the village, it was his wife who decided. She said he must learn to read. She said that to inherit his father's records, he must know how to read. When she became pregnant with their third child, it was his wife who decided she would give birth. Kim Deok-mun worried. Whether there would be enough food to feed a third child. His wife said. A child earns its keep as it grows. Worry is something the parents do, not the child, and the parents' worry must not stand in the child's way. Kim Deok-mun was a person who observed. A person who recorded. The person who decided was his wife.

His wife was gone. She had died this spring. She developed a fever and cough and was gone in a month. There was no physician on the mountain. He boiled medicinal herbs and made her drink, but the fever did not break. The cough grew ever deeper. A cough that rose from deep within the chest. A cough mixed with blood. For the last ten days she could not rise. Kim Deok-mun was at her side. He fetched water, wiped the sweat from her forehead, tucked the blanket around her. His wife's hand held Kim Deok-mun's hand. On the last night. His wife's hand was hot. The fever was in her hand as well. His wife spoke. "Eung-hyeon." His wife's last word was the child's name.

Kim Deok-mun went to the neighbor's yard.

"Jae-hwan."

He called in a lowered voice. Because it was night. Because the village was quiet. If he raised his voice, the dogs would bark. If the dogs barked, the village would wake. It was not yet time to wake the village.

Park Jae-hwan opened the door. He had not been asleep. His eyes were clear. He was dressed. It meant he had not gone to bed. Early forties. The village hunter. He was large. His shoulders were broad. Twice the width of Kim Deok-mun's shoulders. His arms were thick. Arms that drew a bow. A man who had killed a bear. Three winters ago he had killed a bear that came down near the village. Alone. With spear and bow. The bear's hide was spread on the floor inside Park Jae-hwan's house. He was ten years younger than Kim Deok-mun but called Kim Deok-mun "hyeong." He was the nearest neighbor in the village. Their houses were adjoined. The wall between them was low enough that each could see the other's yard. When his wife was alive, Park Jae-hwan's wife and Kim Deok-mun's wife would talk over the wall. The smell of cooking rice drifted from each house to the other.

"What is it, hyeong. At this hour."

Park Jae-hwan's voice was also low. It was a hunter's habit. The habit of lowering one's voice when stalking game in the mountains. That habit had seeped into daily life.

"Look to the east."

Park Jae-hwan came out into the yard. He was barefoot. The dirt of the yard must have been cold. But Park Jae-hwan did not react to the cold of his feet. Because he was a mountain man. He looked east. The line of torches on the ridge.

He looked for three seconds. They were a hunter's eyes. Eyes that read movement in the dark. Eyes that read the movement of game were reading the movement of people. Park Jae-hwan's eyes narrowed. He was measuring the spacing of the lights. He was gauging the length of the line. He was reading the direction of movement.

"Khitan?"

"I don't know. But the story we heard during the day seems to be true."

"That Shangjing Longquanfu is in danger."

"Yes."

Park Jae-hwan closed his mouth. He was a person whose jaw hardened when he closed his mouth. The muscles of his jaw moved. He was clenching his teeth. The expression a hunter makes before game. Not an expression of fear but of judgment. An expression of the body calculating what to do before the mind.

"Hyeong. We'll have to gather the villagers tomorrow."

"We will."

Park Jae-hwan looked east again. The wind blew. Wind from the east shook Park Jae-hwan's hair. His hair was untied. Because it was night.

"Will that line come all the way here?"

"I don't know. It might come, it might not. But the fact that it might come is the problem."

Park Jae-hwan nodded. Slowly. Once.

"Hyeong. We may have to leave."

"I know."

Kim Deok-mun's voice was low. Lower than usual. When he put the word "leave" to his lips, it grew heavy. To leave this village. To leave the place where he had lived for fifty years. To leave the place where he was born. To leave the place where he had buried his wife.

Kim Deok-mun returned to his own yard. With the torches behind him. As he turned, he looked once more. The line of lights seemed to have drawn slightly closer. Or perhaps not. Distance at night was difficult to gauge. During the day, he could measure distance by the mountain ridges. Half a day's distance from this peak to that, a full day's distance. In that fashion. At night, that did not work. With lights alone, distance could not be known. A small fire nearby and a large fire far away looked the same.

He went inside the house. The lamplight was illuminating the room. Shadows fell on the mud walls. Kim Deok-mun's shadow was cast large on the wall. The shadow of a thin body. The shadow of a fifty-year-old. When he moved, the shadow trembled. The shadow on the wall was larger than the real thing. Because the lamplight shone from below upward. The shadow climbed the wall to the ceiling. The shadow's head touched the ridgepole. A shadow larger than the real Kim Deok-mun. But even though the shadow was large, the body was thin and small.

A child was sleeping in the room. Kim Eung-hyeon. Six years old. The second son.

A small body was curled up under the blanket. The blanket was hemp cloth. Hemp cloth woven by his mother. The mother who had died this spring. It was a blanket made from hemp cloth woven in the winter before she died. The mother's last hemp cloth. That cloth was covering the child. The touch of the dead was wrapping around the living child.

The eldest son, Kim Eung-mun, was sixteen. He was sleeping in the next room. He had grown as tall as his father. His face resembled his father's. Small eyes. Deep eyes. He was a boy of few words. He liked climbing up and down the mountain. He had learned to hunt by following Park Jae-hwan. He could shoot a bow. He could handle a knife. At sixteen he had killed a deer. He had the aptitude of a hunter. Whether he had the aptitude of a sorcerer was still uncertain.

The third child, Kim Eung-seon, was four. He was sleeping next to his older brother. His face buried in his brother's arm. An age when speech was still clumsy. An age that pronounced "father" as "abuji." An age that did not understand that his mother had died. When he asked where Mommy had gone, Eung-mun answered. That she had gone far away. Four years old did not know how far "far away" was.

Only Eung-hyeon slept in Kim Deok-mun's room. Since his wife died.

The day his wife died. It was spring. The time when snow was beginning to melt. The time when water was beginning to come down from the mountain. His wife's fever did not break. The coughing did not stop. There was no physician in the village. He boiled medicinal herbs and gave them to her. They had no effect. One month. His wife withered like a dry leaf and died. Her hands grew cold. Her feet grew cold. At the end, only her eyes were warm. With her eyes she looked at Kim Deok-mun. At the children. At the three sons. And she closed her eyes.

Eung-hyeon cried. He cried aloud. It was a loud sound. A sound audible to the yard. A sound audible to the neighboring house. Park Jae-hwan's wife came running. She tried to soothe the child. Eung-hyeon could not be soothed. Because the child would not stop crying, Kim Deok-mun carried Eung-hyeon in his arms and went out to the yard. It was night. Stars were visible. Stars above the mountain. It was a night without clouds. Stars so numerous they seemed about to spill. Because the mountain was high, the stars were close. Stars that seemed as though they could be touched by reaching out an arm. He held the child and showed him the stars.

"Eung-hyeon. Look at that."

Eung-hyeon stopped crying. While looking at the stars. Starlight was reflected in the eyes of the six-year-old. Stars were reflected in eyes wet with tears. The stars would have looked distorted. Because of the tears.

"Did Mommy go up there?"

Kim Deok-mun could not answer. He could not. Whether his wife had become a star, he did not know. A sorcerer was a person who watched the mountain, not a person who watched the sky. He did not know the business of stars.

"Is Mommy watching us from up there?"

Kim Deok-mun stroked Eung-hyeon's head.

"She must be watching."

It was not a lie. He did not wish it to be a lie. He wished that his wife was watching from a star. From a star above the mountain. Watching the three sons.

After that, Eung-hyeon slept in his father's room. He said he did not want to sleep alone. Because Mommy was not there. Because the place where Mommy had been was empty. The empty place must have been frightening. When the place where a person had been stands empty, that empty place makes a sound. A sound that even adults hear. A child would have heard it louder.

He looked at Eung-hyeon's sleeping face. It was a small face. A face that resembled his wife. The eyes were large. Even closed, one could tell they were large eyes. The eyelashes were long. His wife's eyelashes. The nose was small. His wife's nose. The habit of sleeping with the mouth slightly open. His wife had done the same. He had watched it for twenty years. On spring nights, on summer nights, on winter nights, his wife slept with her mouth slightly open. Eung-hyeon had inherited that. It was human nature to resemble even the way one slept. It was the work of blood. Something blood conveyed regardless of will. The size of the eyes, the shape of the nose, the habit of sleeping. Even though his wife was dead, what was his wife's remained in the child. His wife had not completely vanished. In Eung-hyeon's face, his wife was there.

He tucked Eung-hyeon's blanket around him. Because the autumn night was cold. The child's shoulders were exposed. A child who kicked off the blanket in his sleep. His wife had done the same. Even the kicking off of the blanket was inherited. Kim Deok-mun tucked the blanket every night. For his wife as well. For Eung-hyeon as well. The same hands did the same work. The work of tucking the blanket. That was the care Kim Deok-mun was capable of. Nights when the hands that recorded became the hands that tucked the blanket.

Kim Deok-mun's hand touched Eung-hyeon's forehead. There was no fever. From spring to summer he had been anxious that the illness that killed his wife might spread to the child. When the child coughed, his heart seemed to stop. His wife's cough came to mind. First a dry cough. Then a wet cough. Then a cough mixed with blood. When Eung-hyeon coughed, Kim Deok-mun put his ear to the child's chest. The sounds heard from the child's chest. If clear breathing was heard, he was reassured. It had not spread. The child was healthy. He ran about. He shouted. He put his hand in the stream trying to catch fish. A small hand floundered in the water. Fish slipped between his fingers. They could not be caught. Yet he tried every day. Six was the age of not knowing how to give up. The age when failure did not feel like failure. The age of believing that if it did not work today, it would work tomorrow.

He went to the inner room.

There was an earthenware jar. In the corner of the room. On a low shelf. The jar was approximately thirty centimeters tall. Approximately twenty centimeters in diameter. Chestnut-colored. The glaze was smooth. When touched by hand, it was slippery. There were fine cracks in the surface of the glaze. Cracks of age. But they were not breaks; they were cracks formed as the glaze contracted. The body of the jar was solid. A jar made by the village potter, Han. It was a jar that Kim Deok-mun's father had asked Han's father to make. A jar spanning two generations. A jar made by the meeting of a potter's hands and a sorcerer's hands.

He touched it with both hands. It was cold. The chill of the September night had seeped into the jar. The surface of the jar held the temperature of the night. Kim Deok-mun's palms enclosed the curved surface of the jar. A round shape. A shape with a swelling belly. It was similar to holding a child. When he held the jar, he felt he was protecting something. Inside the jar, bamboo slips. Several hundred fragments. Thirty years of records. The spring water level of Cheonji. The summer temperature of the hot spring. The autumn colors of the mountain. The winter thickness of the ice. And the strange signs.

The sorcerer's tools were also in this room. Five wooden sticks. Each of different lengths. The longest was the length of an arm. A stick used when measuring the water level of Cheonji. Placing it in the water to measure the depth. Placed from the same rock in the same direction. There was a mark on the rock. A cross mark carved with a knife by his father. Aligning his toes with that mark, he inserted the stick. Every year at the same spot in the same manner. Where the water reached, he scored a mark with a knife. Every spring. Every year. The marks increased one by one. The longest stick had thirty marks. Thirty years' worth. Thirty springs. Every spring he climbed the mountain and placed the stick into the thawed Cheonji. The resistance of the water transmitted through the hand when the stick entered the cold water. The feeling of the water pushing back the stick. That feeling had been the same for thirty years. The water did not change. Only the depth changed.

The shortest stick was the length of a finger. It was used to gauge the temperature of the hot spring. It was not the stick that was placed in the water but the hand. He placed his hand in the water and counted. One, two, three... At what count did the hand begin to hurt? It was a method his father had taught him. The smaller the number, the higher the temperature. Three years ago he could count to thirty. The year before last, twenty-five. Last year, twenty. This year it hurt at fifteen. The numbers were decreasing. The speed of decrease was accelerating. He carved those numbers on the short stick. Each year's number. 30, 25, 20, 15. The numbers could be seen decreasing.

It was not science. It was not instruments. It was the hand. It was the eye. It was the nose. It was measuring with the body. A world where the body was the instrument. In a world without thermometers, the hand was the thermometer. In a world without surveying instruments, a wooden stick was the surveying instrument. In a world without recording devices, bamboo slips were the recording device.

What Lee Hye-jin would read a thousand years later with interferograms, Kim Deok-mun was reading with his hands. Not with satellites but with wooden sticks. Not with computers but with bamboo slips. Not with sensors but with skin. The tools were different. What they were looking at was the same. The mountain is changing. It is dangerous. It must be recorded. It must be passed on.

Kim Deok-mun did not know that. That a thousand years later there would be a person watching the same mountain in the same way. That the tools would be different. But that what they were looking at would be the same. That the eyes watching the mountain would continue unbroken for a thousand years.

All Kim Deok-mun knew were his father's words.

"Where there is a mountain and there is water, there must be a person who watches."

"If there is no one to watch, the mountain grows angry in silence. If it grows angry in silence, people die. If there is someone to watch, the mountain's words are heard. If there is someone to hear, people can live."

Hearing. Recording. Passing on.

These were the three tasks of the sorcerer. Work in which not one of the three could be omitted. If you only hear and do not record, you forget. If you record and do not pass on, it is useless. If you only pass on and do not hear, it becomes falsehood. The three formed a single chain.

The signs from three years ago.

The water level of Cheonji had been rising. The depth measured in the spring of three years ago and the depth measured this spring were different. This year was deeper. The place where the water reached on the stick had risen by two finger joints. It had not been a year of heavy snow. It had not been a year of heavy rain. Yet the water level was rising. Where was the water coming from? If it was not water from the sky. Then water from the earth.

The temperature of the hot spring had been rising. The hot spring in the valley east of the village. A place where water welled up from between rock crevices. A hot spring Kim Deok-mun had known since he was a child. A place where his mother took the children to wash. Even in winter, warm water flowed. A place where children came to play. But from three years ago, putting a hand in had become hot enough to hurt. This year, if the hand was submerged for long, it hurt. The skin turned red. The children no longer went to play. Because the water was too hot. The villagers thought it strange. But they did not know the reason. Only Kim Deok-mun recorded it. On bamboo slips. With the date.

A smell came from the rocks. The rocks around Cheonji. A smell like rotten eggs. A smell that stung the nose. A smell that had not existed before. At times, steam rose from between the rocks. White steam. As if the rocks were exhaling. As if the mountain were breathing. The steam was more visible in the morning when the temperature was low. White steam rose from between the rocks and dispersed into the air. Something that had not existed before. Something unseen in thirty years had begun to appear three years ago.

Kim Deok-mun had recorded all of this on bamboo slips. Date. Place. Observation. Question. He wrote in this order. An order learned from his father. He wrote the date first. The era name of Balhae and the month and day. Then the place. Eastern rock of Cheonji, entrance of the hot spring, southern slope of Janggunbong. Then the observation. The water level rose, the water became hotter, there was a smell, steam rose. Then the question. Why. Since when. How much more. The questions had no answers. He wrote them even without answers. Writing questions was the sorcerer's work. Finding answers was not the sorcerer's work. If it was written down, someone would read it. Someone would find the answers.

A thousand years later, Kang Min-ho would write in a notebook in the same order. Kim Deok-mun did not know that.

There were words his father had spoken before dying. His father's voice remained in his memory. A low voice. A voice mixed with phlegm. Words his father spoke while lying on his sickbed, holding Kim Deok-mun's hand. His father's hands were also rough. The hands of a sorcerer. Two generations of rough hands clasped together.

"When the mountain grows angry, there are omens. The water changes. The ground grows hot. There is a smell. The animals come down from the mountain. When that time comes, you must leave the mountain."

Kim Deok-mun heard those words at twenty. Thirty years ago. At that time, he did not understand what it meant for a mountain to grow angry. A mountain was stone and earth and trees. Could stone grow angry? Could earth grow angry? Could a mountain have feelings? The twenty-year-old Kim Deok-mun doubted. He did not fully believe his father's words. He thought they were the words of a father growing old. It was a young sorcerer's arrogance.

Now he understood. A fifty-year-old's understanding. An understanding that took thirty years. The water level rising. The hot spring growing hotter. The smell. The rocks spewing steam. So this was what it meant for the mountain to grow angry. It was not that the mountain had feelings but that the mountain was changing. His father had called change anger. The words were different, that was all. What they were looking at was the same.

The animals had not yet come down. In October, it was natural for deer and bears to descend the mountain, but what his father spoke of was animals descending regardless of the season. If a bear came down in summer. If a herd of deer passed through the village in spring. Those were the omens, he said. If animals moved at a time that was not their season, it was a signal the mountain was sending.

Not yet. Not yet.

But tonight, the torches of the Khitan were visible.

The mountain changing and the Khitan coming. A natural threat and a human threat. Both stood in Kim Deok-mun's yard at the same time. He had no strength to stop both at once. The mountain's change could be recorded but could not be stopped. The Khitan invasion could not be stopped by a sorcerer rather than a soldier. Sixteen villagers could not stop the Khitan army. Stone walls and wooden roofs could not stop an army.

Before two things that could not be stopped.

Kim Deok-mun had to make a decision. A person who was not a decision-maker had to make a decision. Because his wife was not there. Kim Deok-mun had to fill his wife's empty place. Observing and recording was not enough. He had to act. He had to decide.

Kim Deok-mun took his hands from the jar and looked around the room.

The inner room was narrow. A size where two people lying down would touch the walls. The walls were mud. Nothing hung on the walls. A room without decoration. A room with only what was necessary. The wooden sticks could not be taken. They were long. They were heavy. He could not carry the jar and the child and the sticks as well. The sticks would have to be left behind. Sticks with thirty years of marks carved into them. They would have to be left behind.

Because the records existed on the bamboo slips. Because the water level measurements were written on the bamboo slips. Even if the marks on the sticks were lost, the characters on the bamboo slips would remain. As long as the jar did not break.

Kim Deok-mun left the inner room and returned to the room where Eung-hyeon was sleeping.

The lamplight was growing faint. The oil was running low. The flame on the wick had grown small. The room was growing dark. The shadows were growing large. It was the law of the room that when the fire grew small, the shadows grew large. Whether it would last until dawn was uncertain. He could add more oil, but he did not. The oil had to be conserved. Starting tomorrow, he would have to walk. For days. Perhaps ten days. Oil would be needed. At night, the fire had to be lit. Because there were wild animals. Without fire, the animals would come close. There were wolves. On this mountain. Wolves that came down near the village in winter. Animals that feared fire. If there was fire, they did not come close.

Kim Deok-mun thought of preparations in the dark. While lying down, looking at the ceiling. Looking at the invisible ceiling. Thoughts took shape in the darkness.

Things to take. The jar. Eung-hyeon. Food. There was dried meat. Deer meat. Meat from a deer Park Jae-hwan had caught last month, dried. It had no salty taste. Because salt was precious. Dried in the sunlight to remove moisture. It was tough. It had to be chewed for a long time. But if chewed long enough, flavor emerged. A fistful of millet. Millet harvested from the field below the village. Boiled in water and eaten as porridge. A handful of salt. Salt that had come up from the sea, passing through several trades to reach the mountaintop. It was precious. This was enough for about four days.

Water could be found along the way. Because there was much water on the mountain. Water flowed in every valley.

Clothes. Winter clothes could not be taken. Because they were heavy. Autumn clothes. Eung-hyeon's clothes. A small jeogori and trousers. One outer garment. One cloth to cover with at night. A thick hemp cloth. This too had been woven by his wife. His wife's touch remained in the clothes. Between the warp and weft threads, his wife's time was woven.

Shoes. Kim Deok-mun's straw sandals were worn. The soles had grown thin. Thin enough that when he stepped on a stone, the shape of the stone could be felt through the sole. There was no time to weave new straw sandals. He would have to go in the worn sandals. After walking for several days, the soles would wear through. He might have to walk barefoot.

Eung-hyeon would have to be carried on his back. A six-year-old could not walk for days. They would have to cross the Taebaek Mountains. Cross the mountains and the sea would appear. Carrying a child on his back over the mountains. A fifty-year-old's back carrying a six-year-old.

The jar would have to be carried as well. The jar wrapped in a cloth and cradled in front, Eung-hyeon carried on the back. Front and back. Would the balance hold? It would have to hold. If the balance failed, the records would break or the child would fall.

He would have to manage. There was no other way.

A sound came from the yard.

A small sound. Footsteps. Light footsteps. They were not the footsteps of a person. Four-legged footsteps.

Kim Deok-mun got up and looked outside. Through the crack of the door. He peered out with one eye.

It was an animal. A single fox was crossing the yard. A small fox. It seemed to be female. Because it was small. Its tail was bushy. A fox whose autumn fur had begun to grow. A reddish brown. The back was dark and the belly was light. The fox crossed the center of the yard and headed toward the dirt path. It did not stop. It did not look back. It did not survey its surroundings. It was not the behavior a fox normally exhibited. A fox was a wary animal. Tonight's fox walked looking only ahead. It passed by the chicken coop without a glance. Food was not the purpose. Movement was the purpose. In the direction away from the mountain.

The animals are coming down from the mountain.

His father's words echoed in his mind. A voice from thirty years ago. His father's low voice. A voice mixed with phlegm.

Kim Deok-mun's heart quickened. The heart of a sorcerer who had watched the mountain for thirty years quickened at a single fox.

He was about to go back inside when there was movement on one side of the yard. It was the dog tied up next to Kim Deok-mun's house. Nureong. A ten-year-old dog. A dog that guarded the house. A dog that barked when strangers came. A dog that circled the yard once at night and curled up under the eaves.

Tonight Nureong had not barked. A fox had crossed the yard and he had not barked. The usual Nureong would have barked at the fox. Tonight he was curled up. Under the eaves. Body lowered. Tail tucked between his legs. His eyes were wide. Frightened eyes.

The dog was frightened. He was not frightened of the fox. He was frightened of something else. Something Kim Deok-mun could not sense, the dog was sensing. Was it vibrations in the ground? A change in the air? Something that escaped human senses was caught by the dog's senses.

The fox had come down from the mountain. The dog was curled up. Two animals were sensing the same thing.

Kim Deok-mun stroked Nureong's head. The dog licked Kim Deok-mun's hand. A hand it had licked for ten years. Tomorrow this hand would be gone.

"It's all right. It's all right."

Kim Deok-mun spoke to the dog. He told the dog a lie. It was not all right. But for the dog, the tone of voice was what mattered. A low, steady tone, and the dog was reassured. It was the same with a child.

Kim Deok-mun opened the door and came out to the yard. He looked in the direction where the fox had disappeared. Downward. South. The direction where the sea lay.

He looked east. The line of torches seemed closer than before. He was not certain. But it seemed closer. The spacing of the lights appeared more distinct. Individual lights were beginning to be distinguishable.

He looked south. The direction the fox had gone. There was only darkness.

He looked up. The mountain. The mountain invisible behind clouds. But the mountain that was there. The mountain that was changing.

Three directions were saying the same thing. Leave. Leave. Leave.

The torches to the east said. The Khitan are coming. Leave.

The fox to the south said. I am leaving too. You leave as well.

The mountain above said. I am changing. Leave.

The words from three directions were the same.

Kim Deok-mun went back inside. He lay down next to Eung-hyeon. He lay down but did not close his eyes. He looked at the ridgepole of the ceiling, waiting for dawn.

When dawn comes, he would leave.

A sound came from Eung-mun's room. A small sound. It was not crying. The sound of tossing and turning. The rustling of bedding. Eung-mun could not fall asleep. The sixteen-year-old boy could not fall asleep.

Kim Deok-mun got up and went to Eung-mun's room. He opened the door slightly. Eung-mun was lying down. His eyes were open. He was looking at the ceiling. The same posture as his father. The posture of looking at the same ceiling. Beside him, Eung-seon was sleeping. Four years old. He did not wake despite his brother's movement. A child who slept deeply. Small fists clenched, mouth open, he slept deeply.

Eung-mun looked at his father. He had been listening for the door to open. He had been waiting.

"Father."

"Can't you sleep?"

"No."

Kim Deok-mun brought Eung-mun out to the yard. Because Eung-seon might wake. In the yard. Under the stars.

"Torches are visible from the east. The Khitan are coming."

Eung-mun looked east. The line of torches. The lights on the ridge. Sixteen-year-old eyes looked at them. The eyes wavered once. Only once. He looked at his father again.

"I will speak with the villagers tomorrow morning. Before that, I am telling you first."

Kim Deok-mun looked at his son's face. A sixteen-year-old face lit by starlight. A face on which a beard had not yet grown. But a face whose jaw was beginning to harden. A face crossing from boy to man. He had to place an adult's burden on this face.

"Your father will take Eung-hyeon and go south. With the jar. You stay in the village with Eung-seon. Move together with the villagers. Uncle Jae-hwan is here. Follow Uncle Jae-hwan."

Eung-mun's lips moved. He was about to speak and stopped. He looked at his father again.

"Why are you not taking me?"

Kim Deok-mun paused for a moment. He had anticipated this question, but the answer was not easy.

"I cannot take all three sons. Your father is taking Eung-hyeon because Eung-hyeon is the youngest and cannot go alone. Eung-seon is also young, but I can entrust him to you. You are sixteen. You can raise Eung-seon."

"Your father does not yet know where he is going. It is to the southeast. The direction where there is sea. I will stop where the sea is visible."

"Where is the sea?"

"Your father has never been there either. They say if you walk to the southeast, it is there."

"How far must you walk?"

"I do not know. Perhaps several days. Perhaps ten."

Eung-mun's lips trembled. A sixteen-year-old's lips trembled in the night air. It was not because of the cold.

"Can we meet again?"

Kim Deok-mun was silent for a moment. A leaf fell from the birch tree in the yard. The sound of it touching the ground was heard. A light, dry sound. From afar the sound of the stream was heard. The sound of water flowing. What flows does not stop. What departs may never return.

"I do not know. If we can meet, let us meet. If we cannot, you must go your own way. Raise Eung-seon. If you cannot live in this village, go elsewhere. Wherever you go, do not forget the name. That you are Kim Eung-mun, son of Kim Deok-mun."

Eung-mun lowered his head. Tears fell. A sixteen-year-old boy's tears fell onto the dirt floor and made dark spots. One. Two. Three. The spots multiplied.

Kim Deok-mun stroked Eung-mun's head. They were rough hands. Hands that had touched stone. Hands that had carved bamboo slips. Those hands stroked his son's hair. If his wife had been alive, she would have embraced him. Kim Deok-mun was a man who was clumsy at embracing. He knew how to write, but he did not know how to embrace.

"Do not cry. You are the older brother."

Eung-mun wiped his tears. With his sleeve. He raised his head. His eyes were red but he looked straight ahead. At his father.

"Yes. Father."

Kim Deok-mun said one more thing.

"The mountain is changing. The water level is rising. The hot spring is growing hotter. There is a smell. Your father has written it all on the bamboo slips. Inside the jar. But your father is taking the jar. What remains for you is only these words. Remember them. When the mountain changes, you must leave. When the water rises and the ground grows hot and there is a smell. At that time, you must not stay in the village. Tonight a fox came down from the mountain. Nureong is curled up. He did not bark."

Eung-mun looked at his father. Fear passed through sixteen-year-old eyes. Even in the dark, the change in his gaze was felt.

"Is the mountain growing angry?"

Kim Deok-mun was silent for a moment.

"I do not know. Your father does not know either. But your father's father said it. That when the mountain grows angry, there are omens. The omens have begun."

Eung-mun's hand trembled. His father saw it. A sixteen-year-old's hand was trembling in the dark. A hand placed on the blanket. Slender, long fingers. A hand not yet roughened. A hand before it became a sorcerer's hand.

"Do not be afraid. If there are omens, there is time to leave. It does not come suddenly. There is time. Use that time."

Eung-mun nodded. He placed his trembling hand on his knee. He was trying to stop the trembling.

"Father. I have not learned how to keep records. I can read, but I have not learned how to record the way you do."

Kim Deok-mun looked at his son. It was true. He had not taught Eung-mun the sorcerer's method of recording. He had meant to teach him. But Eung-mun liked hunting. He followed Park Jae-hwan. He liked climbing up and down the mountain, but carving characters on bamboo slips bored him. Kim Deok-mun did not force him. He thought that a child's path was for the child to choose.

He regretted it now. On this night. The night before departure. He should have taught Eung-mun how to record. Then he could have entrusted the jar to Eung-mun and taken Eung-hyeon and Eung-seon with him.

He would teach Eung-hyeon. When they reached the sea. When Eung-hyeon grew. When he learned to read. He would teach him how to record.

"Father. Please take good care of Eung-hyeon."

Kim Deok-mun's chest ached. The words of an older brother entrusting a younger brother. The words of a sixteen-year-old entrusting a younger sibling to a fifty-year-old. Words of worry for a sibling younger than himself. Eung-mun was the older brother. A sixteen-year-old older brother. Still a child himself. But an older brother becoming an older brother on this night.

"I will."

Kim Deok-mun was about to stand. Eung-mun grabbed his father's wrist. A sixteen-year-old's hand on a fifty-year-old's wrist. The grip was strong. They were hands beginning to become a hunter's hands. Hands that drew a bow. Those hands tried not to let his father go.

Three seconds. Eung-mun let go. Letting go was what it meant to become the older brother. Letting go of what one wanted to hold. Not crying when one wanted to cry. Sending off the person who was leaving.

What passed through Eung-mun's eyes? Kim Deok-mun saw it. He saw it even in the dark. In his son's eyes there was fear. It was not fear of the Khitan. It was not fear of the mountain. It was the fear of being left behind. The fear of a sixteen-year-old having to stand in the world with a four-year-old. The fear of having to become the father after his father left.

A boy who had wanted to become a hunter was, on this night, becoming the head of a household. Raising a younger brother would be harder than shooting a bow. Feeding a four-year-old would be harder than catching a deer.

Kim Deok-mun knew that. He knew it and was placing it on his son. There was no other way.

He stroked Eung-mun's head once more. Hair passed between his fingers. Whether he would touch this hair again, he did not know.

"Tell Eung-seon stories about his father. This child may not remember his father's face. Whether the memory of a four-year-old will remain, I do not know. You tell him stories about his father. What his father did. That he was a person who watched the mountain. That he was a person who recorded."

Eung-mun's throat moved. The sound of swallowing. A sound heard in the dark.

"Yes."

Kim Deok-mun touched Eung-seon's forehead with his finger. A four-year-old's forehead. It was small and warm. The body heat of the sleeping child was transmitted to his finger. Whether he would touch this child's forehead again, he did not know. Whether he would feel this warmth again.

Eung-seon stirred in his sleep. He slipped from his brother's arm, tossed, and made a small sound.

"Abuji..."

It was sleep-talk. A four-year-old's sleep-talk. Sleep-talk calling for his father. Calling for his father when awake and calling for his father in his sleep. Starting tomorrow, this child would not be able to call for his father. If he called, Eung-mun would answer. The older brother in place of the father.

Kim Deok-mun felt as though his chest were being torn apart. By a single word of a four-year-old's sleep-talk. Abuji. Two syllables.

He left the room. He closed the door. Without making a sound. Slowly. So the door would not sound against the frame. So the sleeping child would not wake. A departing father's last consideration.

He returned to his own room. He lay down next to Eung-hyeon.

The lamplight was nearly extinguished. The oil was spent. The wick flickered one last time and went out. A small wisp of smoke rose. The smell of the burnt wick. A scorched smell. That smell lingered briefly in the room and vanished. Darkness covered the room. Complete darkness. Mountain night. A moonless night. A cloud-covered night. A night without light.

In the darkness, sounds became more vivid. When light vanished, the ears opened. What the eyes could not do, the ears did.

Eung-hyeon's breathing. Even and light. A child's breathing. The breathing of the living. The intervals between inhalation and exhalation were regular. A small wind made by young lungs. That wind was alive in the room.

From the next room, the sound of Eung-mun tossing and turning. The sound of being unable to sleep. The rustling of bedding. A sixteen-year-old's restlessness.

From the yard, the sound of wind. The sound of birch leaves falling. The sound of a leaf spinning as it descended through the air. The sound of it touching the ground. A sound even smaller than that.

From far away, the sound of the stream. The sound of water flowing. Water descending from the mountain. Into the valley. Into the river. Into the sea. Water always flowed downward. Downward. Toward where the sea lay. In the direction Kim Deok-mun would go tomorrow.

Kim Deok-mun opened his eyes. In the darkness. The ceiling was not visible. The ridgepole was not visible. The ceiling he had looked upon for fifty years was buried in darkness. The ridgepole his father had raised. A pine ridgepole. A ridgepole with its bark stripped and smoothed. Beneath that ridgepole he had been born and grown and welcomed his wife and borne children and sent his wife away. The ridgepole had watched over fifty years.

What cannot be seen still exists. Even if the ceiling cannot be seen, the house is there. Even if the mountain cannot be seen, the mountain is there.

Even after leaving, it is there. After he left, this house would still be here. This village would still be here. This mountain would still be here.

No. It might not be. The Khitan might burn the village. If the mountain grew angry, it could cover the village.

Even so, the mountain is there. A mountain does not burn. Even if the mountain grows angry, the mountain is still a mountain. The mountain's shape may change. The peak may be sheared. But the thing that is a mountain does not vanish.

And the records are there too. Inside the jar. On the bamboo slips. They do not vanish. As long as the jar does not break.

As long as the jar does not break, the records remain. As long as the records remain, the sorcerer's work continues. As long as the sorcerer's work continues, the eyes that watch the mountain do not close.

That was the reason Kim Deok-mun was taking the jar. He had three sons. There was one jar. The sons could each survive on their own. Eung-mun was sixteen. Old enough to look after his siblings. Park Jae-hwan was at his side. The jar could not survive on its own. Someone had to carry it. Someone had to protect it.

A thousand years from now, someone might read these records. A thousand years from now, someone might climb this mountain again. Would the day come when someone opened this jar? Would Eung-hyeon grow up and open it? Would Eung-hyeon's son open it? Would the son of that son open it? Even if they did not open it, would they know it existed?

Kim Deok-mun looked at Eung-hyeon's sleeping hand. A small hand. A six-year-old's hand. What would this hand write? Would it write on bamboo slips like his father? Would it write on something else? Would it be able to read his father's characters?

He did not know. It could not be known. He only knew that as long as the jar did not break, the records would remain. As long as the records remained, someone would read them. If they were read, they would know. What the mountain had said.

Dawn was approaching.

The darkness began to thin little by little. Through the eastern window, faint light seeped in. It was a small window. The size of two palms. A window covered with oiled hanji paper. The hanji filtered the light from outside and let it into the room. The sun had not yet risen. Light before the sun rose. Light of the sky brightening first. From black to deep navy. From navy to gray. From gray to pale blue. The sky was proceeding through stages. Stages from night to day. The sky above the mountain brightened before the flatlands. Because the mountain was high. Because it was close to the sky.

Kim Deok-mun got up. His body was stiff. The body of a sleepless night. When a fifty-year-old body lay all night, it grew stiff. His back ached. His knees were stiff. It had not been so when he was young. Into his thirties, even after sleeping on the mountain and rising, his body was light. From his forties, it began to stiffen in the morning. At fifty, it was worse. The body informed him of his age.

Eung-hyeon was still sleeping. Six was the age of not waking before the sun rose. The age of opening the eyes only when the room was full of light.

Kim Deok-mun rose quietly and went to the inner room. He wrapped the jar in a cloth. Firmly. He gathered the four corners of the cloth above the jar and tied them. He tied the knot twice. A firm knot. A knot that would not come loose. He folded the edges flush against the curved surface of the jar. So that even if it was jostled, it would not shift inside the cloth. So it could be cradled in front. So he could walk with the jar cradled against his chest. He looped the cloth's straps behind his neck and tied them. Both hands had to be free. Because he had to use a walking stick.

He gathered the food. Dried deer meat. What Park Jae-hwan had shared last month. Dark brown meat. It was hard. A fistful of millet. A handful of salt. Wrapped in cloth and tied on top of the jar cloth.

He gathered Eung-hyeon's clothes. A jeogori. Trousers. An outer garment. One cloth. Clothes his wife had woven. Clothes woven in his wife's last season. Between the warp and weft threads, his wife's time was woven. This too was wrapped in cloth and added to the back-load.

A water container. A water container made from a cut section of bamboo. Bamboo obtained from the village below. Cut between two joints, one end sealed. He filled it with water. Water drawn from the stream. Cold water. If this water had come down from the mountain. Then he was drinking the mountain's water as he left the mountain.

He checked Eung-hyeon's straw sandals. They were still new. Straw sandals his wife had gathered straw in the spring and woven. Sandals with a firm toe and thick soles. His wife's last straw sandals. His wife's last touch rested on Eung-hyeon's feet. Every time the child walked wearing these sandals, his wife's hands were enfolding the child's feet.

The preparations were complete.

He came out to the yard.

Kim Deok-mun placed his hand against the mud wall of the house one last time. It was cold. The mud wall suffused with the night's chill. His father had built this wall. Applied mud and plugged the gaps with grass. Fifty years of warmth had seeped into that wall. It was cold now, but in the daytime it would grow warm. Even without Kim Deok-mun.

He breathed in the smell of the dirt in the yard. The smell of September dirt. The smell of fallen leaves beginning to rot. The smell of grass beginning to dry. The smell of water rising from the stream. All of these smells were the smells of Cheonjichon. Smells he had been breathing for fifty years. He was breathing these smells for the last time.

Nureong was watching Kim Deok-mun from under the eaves. He did not wag his tail. They were eyes that knew the master was leaving. The dog knew. That when a person packed a load, it meant leaving. Something learned over ten years.

The east had grown brighter. The sun was not yet visible. The time before the sun rose. The quietest time. The time when the night's animals had already returned and the day's birds had not yet awakened. The clouds were clearing. The mountain's outline was beginning to appear. Baekdusan. Janggunbong. A peak of black stone. In the dawn light it appeared gray. The color between night and day.

Kim Deok-mun looked at the mountain. Today might be the last time. Looking at this mountain from this yard.

For fifty years he had looked at this mountain from this spot. Every morning. Every evening. On clear days. On overcast days. On rainy days. On snowy days. In spring when the snow melted. In summer when the green deepened. In autumn when the leaves turned. In winter when white snow covered it. The same mountain was different every day. The same mountain was never the same.

He bent at the waist. A deep bow. Until his waist was perpendicular. A sorcerer's bow to the mountain. It was not the bow he made every morning. It was not a greeting but a farewell. He lingered long. Bent at the waist. Looking at the ground. On the dirt floor, fallen leaves lay. A yellow birch leaf. That leaf appeared blurred. There was moisture in his eyes. He did not cry. No tears fell. But there was moisture in his eyes.

He straightened his waist. The mountain was there. A gray mountain. A mountain that was changing. But a mountain that was there.

The mountain did not answer. A mountain does not answer. A mountain only exists.

But the mountain's being there was the answer. What a mountain could do for a person who was leaving. Being there. That there was a place to return to. That even if one could never return, the mountain was there.

Park Jae-hwan came out to the yard. From the neighboring house. He was dressed. A face that had not slept all night. Under his eyes it was dark. But his eyes were clear. A hunter's eyes. Eyes that remained clear even without sleep.

"Hyeong. Are you going?"

"I am going."

Park Jae-hwan looked at Kim Deok-mun. A cloth bundle cradled in front. A load on his back. A thin body. A load hung on a thin body. In front, the jar. Behind, the back-load. A fifty-year-old body wedged between loads.

"Hyeong. Be careful."
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