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        We destroyed the world we had been given 
For inspiration, for life— 
Each stone of jealousy, each stone 
Of fear, greed, envy, and hatred, put out the light. 
No one was without a stone in his or her hand.

      


      — Joy Harjo, Once the World Was Perfect

    
  

  
    

    Hana stopped beside the volcanic column, as large and imposing as a human-made building. She crossed her arms and looked down at the mottled skin of a corpse lying forlornly at the entrance to a tunnel carved out of the yellowish rock. Nestled against her sides, her frozen fingers sent shivers through her spine, all the way down her good leg. She hesitated a moment, then adjusted the gloves of her radiation suit. In the dead man’s trouser pockets, she found two ration tickets for potable water, a citizen’s card for downtown Baskat, and a passport. Inside his coat, a laminated envelope protected a family photo and a short comic strip. Smiling ruefully, she read the sarcastic reflections of a black cat whiling away the hours on a veranda. Below the strip, a signature in Korean preceded the date: January 9, twenty-six years ago. Just a few years after the massive wave of South Korean immigration that gave rise to Baskat’s fashionable pedestrian district, a packed urban jungle where glaring neon signs competed with makeshift sidewalk businesses. It was outside a soju1 bar that Osman, her father, had met her mother.


    Before abandoning the remains, she snatched an old dosimeter attached to his belt. Never too safe. The man must have come to the surface to seek help, but the insidious fungus that flourished in these caves was unforgiving: By the time red patches appeared on your skin, it was already too late.


    Hana drew a long breath through her protective mask and glanced down the dark corridor that plunged into the rock. The irony was unbearable. He’d been defeated in a matter of days, even though he had survived months in the hostile environment brought on by the nuclear winter: radioactive fallout, harmful ultraviolet rays, acid rain, cold and hunger… Scientists had predicted how it would impact the world, mostly. They hadn’t foreseen the emergence of these ruthless microorganisms. Or had they developed before the nukes exploded? Whatever the case, governments, overburdened by international conflicts, famine, oil shortages and pandemic threats, wouldn’t prioritize informing intrepid survivalists about the dangers of unsanctioned expeditions. Hana had decided to take care of things. Salvaging the belongings of fallen explorers was how she survived, so she knew that warning them away would make it much harder to scrape a living.


    However, her quest was not one of survival, but of vengeance.


    
      [image: Space-time break.]
    

    Her father had always admired these giant columns. He’d visited Fairy Chimney National Park every week to “think and decompress.” Which eventually meant getting drunk after his wife passed away and he lost his business. One morning before the outbreak of war, he’d set off for the park and never returned. He was forty-five, Hana just eighteen.


    Her maternal grandparents had invited her to move in with them in the United States, while Osman’s parents had offered her a place to stay hundreds of miles north of the metropolis. But she wasn’t going anywhere; this is where she belonged. Fortunately, her best friend, Maylee, and her family had generously welcomed her in the village adjacent to Baskat. That was two years ago.


    As life slowly crept back to normalcy, as she’d almost gotten used to being an orphan, nuclear war had erupted in a deafening roar that ravaged the planet. Days and weeks of anguish spent in the village’s bomb shelter had awakened a burning anger toward her father. Society eventually rebooted in the stark reality of a post-disaster world, borne of misery, power struggles, and ration tickets. She had vowed to find Osman, shout out all her pain and grief to his face, then abandon him in turn.


    As soon as she could gear up, she had traveled to the National Park, where she quickly stumbled upon a corpse…and its food and water tickets. Righteous vengeance could make a little room for more pragmatic survival needs.
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    She took out a small pickaxe from her sack and a handful of nails, which she used to carefully affix her crumpled warning sign to the porous rock:


    
      Danger! 
Infestation of deadly fungi

    


    Her handwriting was rough, but her message to the point. With a sigh, she put away her tools and loot, unfolded her map, and marked the location with a red X. The map already contained a hundred Xs, a dozen of them red. The six in green marked locations where she had met healthy people who had lived there for several months, while the yellow ones indicated places she had seen no one.


    Moving away from the cavern, Hana slowly took in the lunar-like landscape of the valley: gray, cold, and dusty. Colorful vistas were a casualty of war. She checked the safety indicators on the air filters built into her helmet. The one on the left was still a mellow pink, but the one on the right had turned a dark, sickly red, saturated with toxic particles. Time to go back to the city and exchange the small bounty she had collected over the last few days.


    Through her suit, she inspected the knee and ankle bolts of her prosthesis—still sturdy after all these years, even though Min Joo, her mother, had recovered it in a junk shop of used bits and bobs and other sentimental debris. Handicapped from birth, she’d always had a difficult relationship with her crooked leg. Part acceptance, part aversion, bonded with sporadic pain no one would ever comprehend. At least the contraption was steadfast, and cost next to nothing to maintain.


    She slung her sack over her shoulders and headed for the park entrance. After a thirty-minute walk, she reached the rim of the valley, overlooking the decimated fields of wheat and soybeans. At the edge of this now-dormant land, gaunt poplars lined up like clay soldiers. Were they still alive? Would they find the strength to bud once the temperature returned to normal? Who knew what normal meant anymore… She suppressed a surge of anxiety but couldn’t shake off the despondency that overcame her day after day.


    A dark sky loomed over Baskat, heavy and brooding. She activated the second protective visor of her helmet. Through the thin, golden layer, ethereal sparks of light played across the landscape, as if random rays of sunshine managed to pierce the gloom. A muffled thump startled her. She drew her weapon quietly, and crouched next to a large boulder. A twig snapped on the other side. She pointed her revolver and waited, heart pounding.


    Just a few feet away, a pale brown muzzle poked from behind the boulder, gingerly sniffing at a desiccated bush. A young deer, vertebrae sticking out from under its sparse coat, explored the tips of the branches with its chapped lips.


    At this time in spring, the thermometer should have read a hopeful 10 ºC. But war had locked the atmosphere in a cold, jealous grip, as high winds dispersed dust and ashes into the stratosphere to all corners of the world. And oblivious to reason, neighboring nations continued to fight. The cold grudgingly relented as the particles fell, but deprived of sunlight and warmth, plants lay dormant as animals starved.


    A special kind of crazy was behind this slow, planetary suicide. The country that launched the first atomic bomb blamed a failure of its nuclear installations. Trigger-happy countries that joined the nuclear melee blamed their neighbors. A cascade of opportunistic retribution had inflamed the theater of war as the irrational story fed upon itself, strengthened by the appearance of combat-ready terrorist groups engaging in conflict zones with unmarked military vehicles. Psychopaths were the true rulers of the world’s military powers, and they had brutally failed humanity.


    A furtive movement caught her eye. Another deer? She took a step toward the sound and froze when she spotted a wolf crouching in the dried shrubs close by. Foamy drool dripped from its mouth, and its torn, patchy coat revealed bloodshot pustules. It was stalking the deer, its body low to the ground, focus locked on its prey. She saw its left eye—a dull gray orb that was probably blind, or it would surely have noticed her. Suddenly, a shrill noise erupted from her sack.


    The wolf bolted toward her, snarling savagely. Panic-stricken, Hana fired her revolver as she tried to move away, but slipped on a loose pebble and fell on her back. Shot in the shoulder, the wolf was now creeping toward her, its retracted lips revealing huge fangs. As the din confused her senses, the beast pounced. She frantically squeezed the trigger until the mangy animal dropped dead.


    Her muscles bruised by metal objects crammed into her sack, Hana carefully rose to her feet. She turned off the dosimeter alarm programmed by the deceased as she struggled to catch her breath. Then, with trembling fingertips, she checked the airtightness of the suit. No tears.


    The radiation suit offered protection for twenty-four hours at most, provided it was safely removed. As a civilian, she could only hope for a clean suit every two weeks, and she had worn this one over the last six days. It was probably permeated with radioactive dust by now, but Hana couldn’t bear to wait so long, nor could she bring herself to leave the fallout shelter without it.


    She pressed the button that unlocked the knee joint of her prosthesis, then squatted beside the inert animal. Its size was impressive, much bigger than the gray, feral dogs she had pictured from magazine photos and television documentaries. Placing her hand on the beast’s hind leg where its fur was still smooth and soft, she blinked to fight back the tears clouding her eyes. She would have liked to encounter it before this bleak winter. A noble, powerful, majestic animal.


    “Forgive me,” she whispered.


    She had never used her revolver before. Not like this. She had fired shots in the air a few times to scare off bandits, but nothing more. Holding a gun disgusted and frightened her, as it made it just too easy to accidentally hurt someone. Or an animal. A pool of dark blood spread under the sole of her boot. She got up.


    Shaking her head, she opened the revolver’s cylinder. One bullet left. Purchasing new ammo would burn up half the loot she’d gathered. For the next few days, she’d have to make do with the government’s meager rations. She kicked the offending pebble, and with a heavy heart walked to her solar scooter hidden between two chimneys. The battery gauge showed three-quarters full, just enough to get back to town. With the overcast skies, recharging it would have taken forever.


    She removed the padlock and chain protecting the three wheels and the solar battery, then got on her vehicle. Hana drove past the weathered park gate and crossed the desolate suburbs.
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    In Baskat, she secured her scooter to a lamppost in the compulsory parking lot, then entered an imposing, fortified building: the customs of the central district. As a grim premise to the war, rising violence from rebel groups spread across the globe had prompted several metropolises to barricade their city centers. Once these bunkers had been erected, local populations migrated en masse to the relative safety of the inner cities.


    All that’s missing here is the moat, the drawbridge, and archers at the ready on the roofs, Hana thought as she walked through the security cordons to line up.


    Above the counters, the latest news played in a loop on the giant screen. The financial scandal of Taeyang Inc. had erupted three days earlier. The press was busy releasing an endless stream of special reports on this company, which held a monopoly on foodstuffs: cultivation and export of fruits, vegetables and grains, as well as fertilizers and animal products, including their pharmaceutical arsenal of growth hormones and antibiotics. Taeyang’s visionary founders had created a formidable network of indoor greenhouses
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