Stranger in Seoul


She was new, she was different, and more importantly she was wrong—horribly wrong.


No one else seemed to notice anything was amiss with the new girl when she first arrived. She was the odd one out in the class, being a foreign transfer student, but it helped that she wasn't stupid. Her grasp of their language was passable and far from awkward despite it obviously not being her natural tongue. This alone was enough to make her an item of interest to Kim Jaejoong's class, and as if to add glamor to the girl's talent she was also quite beautiful. Jaejoong had to admit this last part even for all the suspicions he had of her. Her hair was light colored and long, usually swept back from her face to reveal her uncommonly bright eyes and high cheekbones. She had dimples when she smiled, which was often, and her smile revealed an even set of near perfect, white teeth.


There was still something wrong with her, something unearthly in the details of her face and her entire form. It was a feeling Jaejoong felt in his gut, churning his stomach and making him woozy each time he was near her, each time she looked at him.


She was different and she had to be stopped.


No one reacted this way around her; they were all too enamored with the girl to react in any way but positive or at least polite. No one seemed to notice anything strange at all until the bodies started appearing and even then they didn't connect the dots to her.


Jaejoong did. Jaejoong knew. She wasn't human.


The first victim was Lee Yijoon. She had the misfortune to sit next to the new girl, who Jaejoong suspected to be targeting people by proximity over anything else. Jaejoong wondered when she would grow more bold and if people would start noticing then. Yijoon had been shy and quiet like most of the girls Jaejoong's age, but she was eager to please, always putting herself on the line to do a favor if she thought someone needed it that badly. Someone more cynical would call Yijoon a born victim, that people like her were just asking to be killed in one way or another, either directly or slowly, but Jaejoong couldn't bring himself to think this way. Some people were just too nice for their own good.


She'd been found propped up in her chair at her desk, her arms slack and her head tilted so far back on her neck, which had been ripped and gnawed so badly that it was only a matter of time before the weight destroyed what was left of the flesh that held it together. Jaejoong had been the first to see her the next morning, followed by Yijoon's best friend, Chong Yoobin. Naturally Yoobin was inconsolable and ushered to the infirmary after the teachers arrived to calm the students down and section off the classroom for the police. Jaejoong volunteered to walk Yoobin to the infirmary and supported her as best he could, but already his mind was working, miles away and barely paying attention to Yoobin's sobs and trembling words.


“When did you see her last?” he asked.


“Yes-yesterday!” Yoobin wailed, shivering beneath Jaejoong's hand as he gripped her shoulder and steered her down the hall. “She... we were supposed to walk home together but she... had to stay after...”


“Did she say why?”


“The new girl wanted to a-ask her something... but she wouldn't let me wait.”


Jaejoong all but pushed Yoobin into the infirmary where the waiting nurse took charge and set Yoobin to rest on the bed, and he was out the door before either of the young women could even notice he was gone. Jaejoong didn't bother going back to class, knowing it was pointless to return when they were more than likely going to send him home anyway. Choosing instead to sneak out one of the back entrances to the field, he cut across it and to the street that ran parallel, his eyes darting about the crowds of people on the sidewalk and in the shops that lined the street.


He had work to do.


The second victim was Kim Bum, Jaejoong's neighbor in class. He was found by a night janitor in the boys' locker room two days after Yijoon's death in a worse state than the first victim. Kim Bum's neck was bitten and ripped but most of the wounds were on his arms and wrists. His right hand was completely severed and couldn't be found; most people seemed to think that whoever killed him had taken it as a 'souvenir.'


Jaejoong had read about it in the paper rather than learning about Kim Bum's death at school. He hadn't bothered to go back to school since Yijoon was discovered; he was too busy getting ready. Maps were spread out like a cloth on the small, round table in the room that acted as kitchen, living room and temporary bedroom, as well as a copy of the class roster that Jaejoong had been pouring over. Having heard the news of Kim Bum, Jaejoong picked up a red tipped marker and drew a large X over his class neighbor's face, watching as the ink seeped into the paper and spread slowly across the smiling, black and white photo.


Jaejoong grabbed the remote for the television and pressed On, switching over to the local news station. The reporters babbled away about the recent high school murder as Jaejoong went back to his lists and filing. It was more out of a desire to have background noise in his apartment than anything else, since whatever the news shared at this point was either speculation or things Jaejoong had already learned on his own.


He had to follow the new girl, but first he had to find out where she lived. Jaejoong hadn't heard anything about her parents or a host family, but he couldn't be sure that she lived alone. He wasn't about to burst into the nest of something like her whether she lived alone or not—it wasn't safe. Jaejoong wasn't about to get himself killed for an act based on an assumption. He had to be prepared and he had to be careful. It'd been a long time since this had last happened and since he had to go hunt, but he wasn't about to rush things for the sake of getting the problem out of the way. Jaejoong tried not to think of the casualties so far and how the list might grow before he could count himself ready and capable of getting the job done. He couldn't hold himself accountable for the murders done by someone else, but this did little to alleviate his guilt. Besides the killer herself, Jaejoong was the only other person who knew what was happening, and this knowledge held him responsible if not for the crimes then at least to act against them. 


Jaejoong couldn't get to sleep that night. This was mostly because he wouldn't let himself but also because each time he closed his eyes he heard a steady scratching noise from outside his apartment door. No matter how many times he checked the peephole to make sure that no one was there, and no matter how often he went over the series of locks he'd set up for himself—more for peace of mind's sake than any measure of safety—Jaejoong couldn't rest easy. Whether it be a figment of his imagination or a warning from the creature herself, Jaejoong couldn't be sure.


It wouldn't be the first time something like her had tormented him at his own home. It might not even be the last, but hope springs eternal, even in someone as weary as Jaejoong.


When Jaejoong found out about the third victim he was more motivated than ever to get the job done as soon as possible. The night watchman of his apartment building was discovered in the dumpster in a neighboring alley—pieces of him, at least. His head was missing, and what was left of the stem of his neck was bitten and torn to ribbons.


Jaejoong wasn't so sure he  imagined the scratches from the night before—he knew now that it was a warning, a message. She knew what he was and she knew what he was up to just as surely as Jaejoong knew these things about her.


A package was waiting for Jaejoong when he left the scene and returned to his apartment. It was wrapped up like a present, the picture perfect representation of a Christmas or birthday gift. Jaejoong wasn't sure if he wanted to open it, but curiosity and frustration won out over his hesitation. He seized his favorite knife and quickly cut the ribbons, throwing them aside as he wrenched open the flaps of the box and poked through the packaging with the tip of the blade, hesitant to reach in with his own hands.


When he unearthed what was inside, Jaejoong was glad for his careful thinking. Kim Bum's hand lay inside the box, wrapped up in a ribbon of its own. After Jaejoong was done vomiting into the sink, he hastily re-wrapped the package and shoved it into a garbage bag, preparing to dump it into the incinerator before he left for the evening.


He couldn't hold off any longer, not even to prepare.


She was different from the others Jaejoong had hunted. She certainly was quicker to go after him than the others had been, and Jaejoong wondered if she had known he was here and had arrived in Seoul specifically to track him down, to target those around him as a means of torture—or in her eyes, for fun. Some hadn't even known about Jaejoong until the moment of their death when he approached, wrenching the last snuff of life from their bodies with the final strike.


It wouldn't do any good to think of how easy those other hunts had been, not when this one was so drastically different. Jaejoong packed and repacked his supplies in a duffel bag—a short hand-axe, a coil of fishing wire, hand saw, lighter fluid and matches—and double checked his maps and list of possible places he'd estimated where she could live. Despite a city of Seoul's size there were only so many places where a foreign transfer student would call home. Jaejoong's apartment was several blocks from the place where two of the murders had occurred, and the third one being almost literally on his doorstep only confirmed his suspicion that the girl's home was close by. Jaejoong stuffed his notepad into his back pocket, put a pen in next to it, and tucked his favorite knife in a sheath at his wrist, hiding it in the sleeve of his leather jacket.


He didn't bother to lock the door as he left. There was nothing of outstanding value in his apartment, and if he didn't come back—a thought he always came across before going on hunts—it would be easier for the landlady to clean out whatever was left behind so someone else could move in and make a home. They might even do a decent job of it, better than Jaejoong had ever done. It was hard for an orphaned boy to make a home for himself when he only had a few years to adjust to being parentless and alone.


No one knew Jajeoong's parents were dead—murdered, eaten, he corrected himself furiously—and as long as the bills came in on time no one bothered to investigate their absence or why they should stay so long overseas, as Jaejoong had claimed since he was thirteen. No one in his apartment, different from the one he had shared with his parents years ago, could even dream of Jaejoong's new hobby, and as he made sure to be polite if he ever spoke with them, the other residents had no reason to suspect him being anything more than a student who kept to himself and took care of the place while his parents were away. They probably wouldn't think anything odd had happened if he never came back, which was to Jaejoong's benefit. No suspicions, no attention, and nobody to care about such minor details as a stranger's life.


He told himself this was a good thing.


The first apartment complex Jaejoong hit was on the same road as his own, and he knew that some of his classmates lived there while their families stayed behind in the city's outskirts. It was easier to get to school this way, living alone in the city, instead of having to make the travel back and forth by train each morning. No one by the new girl's name was listed on the registry on the intercom panel outside, and the day watchman at the front desk insisted that no one that looked like the girl even lived there. Jaejoong struck the apartment name off his list and kept walking, not letting this failure drag him down. He checked his watch as he waited on the street corner for the walk light to allow him to pass. It was a little under an hour until sundown. Though the girl could clearly move about in the day time, Jaejoong knew that her true nature would be revealed as the sun hid itself behind the horizon, its absence responsible for casting a shadow across the city and awakening her strength, her power. At least in that respect she hadn't been different from the others, though they'd never bothered to go so far as to enroll in school even if they were the same age as a student.


Looked the same age, Jaejoong corrected himself again, taking a quick sip from the water bottle he'd purchased at a corner shop. It was all an appearance, glamour and disguises. They weren't human no matter how carefully they crafted themselves to look like one. Then again even humans could be so far removed from traces of humanity as well, if in different ways. Jaejoong had seen it all around him in his homeland, the westernization of a homogenized nation. Slang and fashion and music all merging with tradition and culture until what came out was something Jaejoong could barely recognized, couldn't even think to name.


This was no time to wax philosophical. Jaejoong stopped a few paces from a dormitory funded by the school district and took out his list again, preparing to strike it off if necessary. Other pedestrians flowed around him, shrugging out of the way of his broad shoulders and the duffel bag he'd dropped at his feet, not bothering to look at him twice. All except one. A girl in the uniform from his school passed just as he was checking the name his list and Jaejoong instantly stiffened, his body growing cold like a chunk of ice. He watched as the girl walked by, her long blonde hair—naturally colored, not like the drastic dye jobs some girls his age risked—swaying in the wind created from her quick pace. Jaejoong's eyes narrowed into a glare as she turned to look over her shoulder, her blue eyes gleaming, her smile broad and baring a set of perfect, white teeth.  Did Jaejoong imagine the faint stain of red on them?


The girl winked at him and turned back as she blended in with the crowd. Jaejoong reached down to seize his duffel bag and began walking after her, quickening his pace but not wanting to draw any attention to himself or to the furious storm of his thoughts as they bounced back and forth inside his brain. She knew he was hunting her, and she'd saved him the trouble of tracking her down by revealing herself.


Maybe she was hunting him.


Jaejoong focused his stare onto the small of her back, to her thin shoulders as she continued on down the road, wishing his glare could hone itself into a knife that he could ram into the point of her back and push all the way through, puncturing through to her heart. But such thoughts were dangerous, even distracting which was lethal in itself.


The sky turned a fading orange red as the sun hid its face, and Jaejoong could feel the night approaching before any one else would even think about it, would even notice anything at all of the usual shift in time and transition from day to night. He made sure to pay close attention to the last bleeding rays of light as they leeched from the sky and faded into dusk, just in case it was the last time to see them again. This, too, was a usual preparation he went through even if the circumstances around this hunt, around the one he hunted, were so different from the ones before.


Night had fallen by the time Jaejoong caught up to the girl, who seemed to be leading him towards a park often frequented by school children during the day or on weekends. It was mostly empty now, which suited Jaejoong just fine. He supposed it was good for her, too. There would be no one around to see and no one nearby to hear should she be quick enough, if she got the upper hand and meant to kill him. Jaejoong wouldn't let her get such and advantage, if it was dark out now. This didn't worry him; Jaejoong had to fight ones like her in the dark before. He set the duffel bag down on a bench a few paces from where she'd stopped, taking his time as he unzipped it and pushed through the contents. She was standing with her back to him, completely still except for the trembling of her hair in the night wind.


Jaejoong took off his jacket and hung it over the back of the bench, all the better to get at his knife when he needed it. When he turned to the girl she was standing three feet from him, facing him now, her smile smaller than it had been earlier and her eyes looking more hollow, blank and dull. Her transformation was nearly complete.


Jaejoong glared at her, keeping his breath even and his anger in check. She returned it with a smile that would be innocent on any other face.


“Why are you here?” he asked, the words nearly coming out as a growl.


“The same reason you're here,” she countered, looking at him as if she didn't quite understand the question. “We both have things we need to finish.”


This response had startled him but Jaejoong didn't let her know it. “I mean why are you here? In this city, in my city.”


She rolled her eyes and gave him a weary sigh, hamming it up for fun. “I told you, Jaejoong. I have something to finish, something I should've done four years ago.”


The hair on the back of Jaejoong's neck stood up straight, his nerves on fire and racing through to his heart, making it burn in his chest. “You were here before?”


“You don't remember?” she asked, her voice like bells that would soon stop tolling, citing the end of Jaejoong's life or the last death for her. “You couldn't have been that young, Jaejoong. Or maybe you made yourself forget all about it?”


Jaejoong didn't say anything. He had to be careful now. If he took out his knife and went to attack her, she'd be expecting it. If he stood here and let her keep talking, he'd have to try harder to find a way to take her off her guard—if she didn't enrage him to the point of making a stupid mistake. That was clearly her goal if Jaejoong didn't start on the attack soon. He felt backed into a corner, but even corners have their exits. It was just a matter of finding out how to escape from them.


She continued, gaining momentum. “That hurts my feelings, you know. I thought I left enough of an impression for you to remember me—or at least recognize my face when you saw it again.”


Jaejoong's hands began to tremble. He clenched them into fists and released them, stretching his fingers. “I knew what you were when I saw you,” he said.


“Again,” the girl added for him.


Again, Jaejoong silently amended. He ransacked his memory, going back to a night he chose not to remember so many times before but was now necessary to dredge up. Something about her words had brought it to the surface, digging up the wound that had yet to heal.


He was in bed when it happened, half asleep and nearly nodding off when his parents started to talk louder, more agitated. Jaejoong rolled over and ignored it; his parents didn't often fight but their tempers had been strained lately. He tossed it up to work and nothing more, even if his mother did mutter under her breath about another woman who had invaded their lives and saw fit to ruin it. Jaejoong didn't think anything of it back then—he thought more of it now.


He was nearly asleep when something heavy slammed against his door. Sitting bolt upright, Jaejoong froze with the covers in his hand, preparing to throw it back and rush to the door to help... whoever needed to be helped. His father wasn't a violent man and Jaejoong couldn't imagine him raising a hand to hurt his mother, but imagination and reality never really saw eye to eye. He waited a moment before climbing out of bed and moving to the door, reaching out to open it. Jaejoong froze with his hand on the knob, having stepped in something warm and wet that was seeping from under the door. Jaejoong looked down and knew the smell before he knew what it was by sight.


Blood.


More crashes came from the front room followed by a loud shout—his father!—before the yell was abruptly cut off, turning into a gurgle that soon silenced by what seemed like a chunk of meat ripping. Something heavy fell to the floor with a thud and Jaejoong could hear it roll and come to a stop somewhere beyond the door. A low noise of something being dragged away from the door broke into the silence, and Jaejoong stood frozen, shivering and feeling sick as he heard grunts and satisfied moans from something once famished and now sated, taking its time with its meal. Jaejoong's heart beat so loud he thought it would block out the sound of its eating, but nothing could force his mind to block out what he imagined lay waiting behind the door.


Still he didn't move. Jaejoong didn't move again until he heard the front door open and shut, waiting for several minutes to pass before he was sure that whoever or whatever had been in there was now gone. Trembling all over, Jaejoong struggled to open the door and pushed it back on its hinges, fighting between the urge to shut his eyes and run blindly for the front door or stand and face what he knew would be waiting for him, strewn about on the floor where they'd been arranged.


“You did it,” Jaejoong whispered as in his mind he took in the battered and bloody corpses of his parents, the awful stench of their bodies and the parts of them strewn around on the floor. “You killed them.”


“I did,” the girl said, smiling wide. Her eyes were pale and cloudy like his parents' eyes, like his mother's had been, still open and wide with shock, the last expression of emotion she'd felt before death came down and crushed her.


Jaejoong felt like he could vomit.


“I didn't know that you were there until much later unfortunately, so of course I had to come back for you—I can't leave any witnesses,” she said, nodding her head once as if to say You understand, yes? Jaejoong did understand in his own way. No one had ever witnessed one of his hunts as he made careful sure of it.


“What are you going to do?” he asked more to keep her talking than to get an answer.


“I'm going to kill you,” she said evenly, as if they weren't discussing plans and thoughts of murder.


“Why haven't you done it already?”


“A shallow reason, really. I didn't want you to die without knowing why you had to—it would make the whole thing much more satisfying to see you put up a fight and lose. Why haven't you taken out your knife and attacked me?”


“Because you'd be expecting it.”


“Naturally.”


Just then her head snapped forward and hung limp, her chin falling to her chest. Jaejoong tensed on instinct and watched, even as his mind screamed at him to take action, as her body began to shiver violently, her mouth splitting open to release a moan that grew and carried, sounding raspy and inhuman, a horrible caricature of a human's voice. Her body went slack but she stayed on her feet, her posture slipping into a limp stance, her knees buckling but staying strong as slowly her head lifted and her dead eyes trained themselves on Jaejoong's face.


She resembled the corpse that she was. The walking dead, a reanimated corpse. Some people called them zombies, though Jaejoong could understand why others wouldn't want to use the dread zed-word. It did sound ridiculous, even to him, when he had faced them before.


The girl moaned louder as her hands raised and she leaped forwards in a shuddering twitch of momentum, driven by hunger, consumed by it as surely as she wanted to consume Jaejoong, as she had eaten Yijoon and Kim Bum and the poor bastard watchman at his apartment. As she had eaten his parents. Jaejoong was ready for her. He let her tackle him to the ground, rolling with her momentum, and pushed her chin up with his hand, exposing her neck as he quickly flexed his hand back, letting the mechanism of his wrist sheath pop open and slide the knife down over his palm. He pressed his fingers back and rammed the knife as hard as he could into her chin, shoving it up through the bottom of her mouth and into her tongue, spearing it to the roof of her mouth.


The girl gurgled and blood began to pour out of her in dark red, almost black, torrents, drops falling onto Jaejoong's face. Jaejoong hastily shoved her off and ignored the burning on his face and lips as he hauled himself to his feet and dove for his bag, reaching for the first thing that his hands fell on. The fishing wire.


The girl was crawling to him, her mouth stuck open and her tongue nearly shredding as it fought against the knife. Soon it would rip and though her teeth wouldn't be free to bite she could still scrape it across any inch of his skin that she caught. He couldn't allow that to happen.


Jaejoong kicked her in the face as she seized his ankle, sending teeth and blood splattering out onto the pavement, staining the already dirty front of his boot. She let out a shriek that was mixed in still with her groans of hunger. Jaejoong knelt and began to bind her wrists with the fishing wire, all the better to incapacitate her.


As she lay twitching and groaning on the ground Jaejoong turned back to his bag and pulled out the axe. He would need the saw later, when he had to cut her up and burn the pieces. He turned to look down at her, his face set into a grim mask as he lowered himself to a crouch, taking hold of her face and wrenching it so that they were looking at each other. He couldn't tell if her eyes were capable of processing anything besides the chance at a potential meal, but Jaejoong didn't care. He wanted to look into her eyes as he killed her, wanted her to watch as he snatched the last, imitation snuff of life from her cursed body. The girl struggled against her binds, shredding her skin and sending her black-red blood pouring down over her arms and into small pools across the pavement below her. The concrete sizzled as her blood fell, smoke curling up in small coils.


Jaejoong weighed the axe in his hand and took a deep breath before slamming it into the center of her face, splitting the bone and skin. Blood splattered up and struck him in the face even as he tugged the axe free and raised it again to strike. He had to get through to her brain. Destroy the brain and you destroy the thing. The creature. The zed-word.


Jaejoong kept hacking at her, two, five, seven, nine times, until there was little but pulp left of what was once a pretty face. Her brain and bits of flesh clung to the blade, making it grow dull as he struck over and over. He didn't realize he was crying until Jaejoong noticed the warmth on his face was not only from the blood but tears, tears pouring out of him as if a wound had been opened in his heart.


Jaejoong dropped the axe to the ground and keeled over, pressing his shaking and bloody hands to the damp pavement, sobbing in earnest. Each time he inhaled he drew in the scent of her blood and her foul, death-defying body. The smell wasn't the same as his parents but it was a smell that was all too familiar, no matter how many times he'd done this. Her cloudy eyes were destroyed but he felt as if a stare was still focusing on him, raking over every inch of his body like the eye of God laying in wait to judge him, to judge them all.


Jaejoong sniffed and ran the back of his hand angrily across his nose, wiping away the tears and blood and mucus that had collected there. He set the saw, matches and lighter fluid on the ground, reached under the girl's slack jaw and freed his knife with a few tugs, the knife his father had given to him when he was ten. He picked up the saw and carefully counted the parts he'd have to cut. There were nine key points in all, eight of which being pairs—the shoulders, elbows, hip joints, knees. He saved the head for last, as always.


Jaejoong arranged the pieces as he pulled them off what remained of her body and doused them in lighter fluid, dropping match after match on the bloody lumps and collapsing back onto the bench to watch them burn. The smell was horrible of course, but that wasn't anything new.


Jaejoong ran his fingers over his lips, spat when he felt the acrid, horrible taste of the girl's blood on them, and waited for her to turn to ash. The moon rose full in the sky, staring down with its full, milk white eye on Jaejoong. He stared back, barely breathing, barely blinking, waiting for the fire to burn out and the pain to go away.


Just as surely as the girl's blood was moving through him, the pain was at work as well. Even a drop of both was sufficient to change a person forever. It would never leave, it could never get out. It was changing him, hardening him to a weathered and battered stone that maybe, over time, would be destroyed. The blood would preserve him, the way it had preserved the girl, and the pain would shape him until the face Jaejoong stared at in the mirror was no longer his own.
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