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Black Cat



I exited the plenary of delegates, still dizzy with the crescendo of the day: demonstrations, tear gas canisters, the thumping sound of truncheons, on the bodies but also on the plastic helmets that most demonstrators wisely equipped themselves with in anticipation of the security forces' response to this World Conference on the Environment. I was not sure the organisers expected so much action. The conference centre had been explicitly chosen outside the seaside resort of Busan, South Korea. But more than a million people from all over the world were gathered in front of the building.

Inside, the atmosphere was a mixture of excitement and despair. Many delegates were tired of hearing the same soothing words from the same national delegations. Discussions were progressing well without agreements being reached.

As a great reporter, I was satisfied; our particular species was addicted to adrenaline, except that I shared the global concerns. To complete the atmosphere, the concrete construction where we were all confined by the police had an austere side that gave a gloomy touch to the event.

Large mirrors on one side widened the already spacious hall and gave the impression of an ocean of gesturing humans. From the corner of my eye, I could see my reflection as I took great strides out of the ocean in question: tall, thin and still attractive to men and, I must admit, to women too, even at the dawn of my forties. I still had a young face, which breathed energy, short brown hair, brown-almond eyes and thin lips with just a little lipstick to highlight them. A group of delegates from Brazil stared at me as I almost hit a platoon of security guards outside the room.

I stopped right in front of a man in plain clothes surrounded by uniformed officers. I assumed he was their commander. For a brief moment, our eyes met and I was struck by this vision. Apollo in police form, this guy! He was as tall as I was, slender, with a face with regular features, beautiful eyes and jaws and, with all that, a look that breathed authority but with a thoughtful air. The kind that carefully evaluated the person before him and prepared questions accordingly. The kind it was better not to tell anything to. I rotated to avoid the group and reach the lifts.

I am almost flattered to see that I also raised the interest of Apollo Colombo except that, in the context, attracting the attention of a police officer was not exactly a good idea. Police officers and major reporters were not exactly compatible. Great reporters liked their freedom of movement and to stick their noses where it suited them. Police officers usually disagreed.

Nevertheless, this kind of chaotic, crazy conference generated a form of energy that always overwhelmed me a little. I felt excited, perplexed, angry at the same time. I almost wished something would happen to me and I would just come across a beautiful potential accident but, unfortunately, I was on a parallel road that had virtually no chance of that. Well, come on Alia, let's get it together, take a little nap and then you have some articles to write this evening!

 

I had just arrived on my floor, in the hotel part of the building, when a black cat sneaked up in front of me and turned quickly at the corner to lose itself down another corridor. I was sure a mouse couldn't have gotten through the security fences so a cat… I didn’t know how it did it. It was either a ninja cat or it belonged to the hotel…. which did not cheer me up any. The omnipresent concrete was already not bringing any joy, so the lack of light added another sinister touch to the picture. Or maybe I was still too upset about the day I had had. I walked up to my room and suddenly felt the cat grazing my leg. I looked at my feet, around, and… I couldn’t see anything. Oh, my gosh! I could have sworn it. Alia, you need to rest! You've seen others, though. I don't know if there is an expiry date for great reporters, a time when after a number of wars and disasters the mind no longer follows. I guess it depended on the reporter in question. I had always been afraid of the time when I would reach my limits.

I was a little melancholic as I turned the key in the lock. I threw my jacket and bag on the bed, heading for the minibar. There was wine in half-bottles. Typically, with half a bottle I'd make myself a single big glass. But I was going to settle for a little bit at the bottom of the glass, or maybe a little more…

Glass in hand, I walked past the open bathroom door and its mirror reflected my image back to me. Standing behind me, a woman was watching me. I jumped and spilt wine on the carpet. How did this woman get into my room?

I turned around sharply. The stranger watched me calmly. Judging by the small identification tag, she was one of the delegates from the city of Busan. Korean, then. She wore an elegant suit with a white blouse. Curiously, her very modern look contrasted with her old-fashioned hairstyle, designed and held in place by a comb that looked furiously like one of those seen in museums to illustrate the lives of Korean women. Her ebony hair was long, silky and beautiful.

And her eyes were truly extraordinary. They were like two charcoal pearls that seemed to shine from the inside, animated by an intense fervour. The two pearls stared at me as if I were holding the answer to a particular enigma. The fine nose, the small mouth, with hemmed lips, completed a charming and absolutely enchanting face. She was smaller than me and younger, maybe in her mid-twenties. I suddenly noticed that there was blood on the collar of her blouse. “Are you hurt? Wait, I'll call for help,” I reacted immediately.

I walked to the phone but, in a second, I felt her hand on my arm. She moved with extraordinary flexibility and speed. She almost looked like… a cat. The beautiful stranger suddenly seemed a little strange to me. Out of the blue, she spoke:

“Thanks, don't bother. It's not my blood. It's your help I need.”

Her voice, both musical and muffled, also reminded me of a feline.

“Me? I said, amazed. But I don't see…”

“My name is Ji-Eun,” she said in a soft voice as she bowed. “I would like you to help me get my treasure chest back.”

Her voice and the bright black pearls that she used as eyes captivated me. But what the heck was she on about?

“I'm sorry to disappoint you but if you've lost something, I'm not the right person to find it.”

Ji-Eun approached me as I spoke, gently putting her hands on my arms. From so close, I could smell her perfume, a unique scent like flowers.

I felt slightly intoxicated by her scent, by her presence. Her voice was a whisper:

“You are the right person,” she murmured.

She slipped her hands onto my shirt, brought her face closer to mine. I felt her mouth resting on my neck and her teeth pressing on my skin before her tongue came to caress it. I was shivering. From Ji-Eun emanated sensuality, softness and something obscure, even dangerous. But her presence excited me. And what it released captivated me. Her tongue ran down my neck while she pulled the blouse out of my trousers and caressed my back. Her nails touched my skin, her caresses had something greedy, urgent and I felt the need to answer them. I put my hand on her face. She pressed her head against it with a sigh, her eyes closed. I could hear her whisper:

“I'm so alone.”

“Not tonight,” I said gently before kissing her.

Our tongues mingled and caressed each other. Ji-Eun had a taste reminiscent of mint, something fresh, vegetal. She unbuttoned my trousers and unzipped the zipper. I felt the fabric sliding towards my feet and got rid of it in one movement. Ji-Eun knelt down and traced my legs with her lips and my buttocks with her hands. I sighed with excitement and pleasure. She grabbed the fabric of my panties with her teeth and pulled them down, her eyes riveted on mine. I was utterly won over by the fever of the moment and Ji-Eun’s sensuality. Her mouth came to my sex, licking my thighs first, then resting on my vulva, which she opened with a sigh of ecstasy. I moaned. She licked the lips and the clitoris before sticking her tongue into my vagina as far as she could and licking the walls. This time I couldn’t hold back cries of pleasure. Her tongue came back to my clitoris, caressed it by varying the pressure according to my reactions.

The ecstasy was winning me over. She sensed it and slipped an expert finger into my anus with a back and forth motion. I came screaming, both my hands in Ji-Eun's hair. She kept licking me. She put her fingers in my vagina to give me yet another orgasm. Ji-Eun came up close to me and I took her in my arms. I kissed her silky hair, then covered her delicate face with kisses, eyes closed with the sensation of pleasure. With my hands, I traced her back, her slim thighs, round buttocks, a path that my lips retraced until Ji-Eun's sighs become a piece of stimulating and constant music. I licked her flat belly, the skin now moist, then her small, firm breasts with erect, hard nipples. My tongue grabbed one and twisted it gently like a radio button. My partner cried out in pleasure. I caressed her thighs. In the drawer of the bedside table, I grabbed the vibrator that I always brought with me on a trip.

Ji-Eun displayed big, bewildered eyes. But they closed again under the effect of pleasure as the vibrator explored her sex. I caressed her by licking her breasts until her orgasm overcame her, her mouth ajar, eyes wide, looking at a region unknown to me as much as her pleasure seemed immense. I couldn’t help but gently continue to caress her as she lay on her stomach on the bed. I nibbled her satiny back and her adorable round buttocks before sliding my fingers between them and reaching her vulva. I slowly turned Ji-Eun around and put my mouth on her sex while, with one finger, I fingered along her butt. She came again, even more strongly than the first time and I was moved.

After making love, she huddled in my arms and I kept her safe while we fell asleep. I woke up two or three hours later. The evening was well advanced. Ji-Eun had disappeared but her fragrant presence was still floating in the air. She must have returned to her room. I hoped to see her again. I finally got up, took a shower and got ready to work. On the table, I saw a piece of paper. It looked like old parchment. It smelled like Ji-Eun's perfume and, even if I didn’t know how to read ideograms, I knew that the traced ones represented her name. She also drew a wooden chest, decorated with three fittings to close it and a lock in the middle. It looked ancient and the iron seemed wrought. If it was old, its value could be tremendous and that was probably why it was so important to her but I couldn’t see how I could find it. It was not like I knew Busan well. I had just got to the hotel!

 

Late at night, I finished writing and shipping my articles before returning to my bed for a short period of sleep and then turned my attention to the conference activities.

I headed to the hotel's dining room early for lunch. Since many of the delegates were there, I wanted to take the opportunity to get a feel for the day ahead. I quickly had the impression, from the look on the delegates' faces, that it would be as feverish as the day before.

I noticed that Apollo Colombo was still by the entrance. He and some of his men were talking to delegates. I didn’t know what it was, my real personality as a great reporter only took off after at least two or three large coffees and a substantial breakfast. However, I noticed that the staff seemed nervous. Once I was satisfied and awakened by the coffee, I greeted a few delegates I knew in order to measure whether my “atmospheric” assessment of the general mood held water. That was the case. At the exit, Apollo noticed me and came directly over. I felt a little lonely after Ji-Eun's disappearance last night but, by his closed appearance, I guessed the policeman had nothing consoling to offer.

“Did you notice or see anything strange or unusual when you went back to your room last night?”

“I saw a black cat,” I answered slightly provocatively.

I wasn’t going to tell him that I had had sex with a woman who almost magically broke into my room.

“A black cat?”

He suddenly seemed very interested.

“Uh… yes.”

The conversation took an unexpected turn.

“Where did you see it?” Asked Apollo.

“In the hallway near my room,” I answered.

“In the last two days, did you see this woman at the conference or in the hotel section?”

I took a look at the sketch.

“Ji-Eun!” I exclaimed as I recognised my lover from last night.

Apollo's interest in my modest person reached its peak but this interest was not at all in the direction I would have hoped.

Strictly and severely professional, he repeated:

“Ji-Eun?”

“That's the name she gave me,” I explained.

“Where did you see her?” Damn policeman.

“In my room.”

For the time being, he was speechless and I took the opportunity to cut the chat short so I didn’t have to explain our lovemaking.

“She asked me to find a treasure chest for her,” I said.

Another goal scored. Apollo was amazed again.

“A chest?” he repeated.

“This chest,” I said, showing him the drawing.

He grabbed it and then examined the sheet more closely.

“It's a very old paper,” he said, “like it was from before the end of the 19th century. It’s rare to be able to get your hands on this nowadays. The drawn chest seems to be from the end of the 16th or 17th century.”

Now, it was my turn to be curious.

“Is this kind of chest connected to something special? An event, a place, a person?” I asked.

“I was hoping you would know,” he replied, looking at me perplexed.

“All Ji-Eun added was that only I could find her treasure chest or something like that,” I concluded thoughtfully.

Apollo Colombo stared at me, looking impassive. It was hard to know what he guessed or not about my relationship with the beautiful stranger.

“What else did she say?”

“Nothing,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “Ji-Eun appeared and disappeared as if…” I felt lost for words.

“As if by magic?” added the policeman.

I believed I wasn’t the only one who could testify to Ji-Eun's particular ways.

Apollo was still staring at me, as though weighing the pros and cons, then he blurted:

“I am Inspector Ho-Sung. In the last two nights, two men have been the victims of a… let's say a discomfort the cause of which is undetermined for the moment, except that everyone has lost a large amount of blood and they have two tiny holes in the jugular. Two holes that appear to have been drilled by tiny incisors according to initial analyses.”

I stared at him right back. I almost wondered if he was joking so unbelievable did it seem. But he remained as serious as a Pope. He resumed his explanation:

“The only other common feature between the two cases is the black cat and this woman, Ji-Eun, who were seen on the floors of each of the rooms.”

 

“Inspector, I should almost congratulate you, because in the unusual case category, yours ranks at the first level,” I laughed. “Couldn't this be an attempt to sabotage the conference?”

He looked at me thoughtfully, as if he were measuring what he should or shouldn’t reveal to me.

“Yes, it could be sabotage,” he ended up saying.

He, therefore, chose to remain discreet about the case. It didn’t offend me in any way. There were no police officers who helped great reporters. And vice versa.

After assuring him that I was attending the conference until the end and taking note of my room and phone number, he let me go.

In the conference room, participants started to gather, each delegation finding its table. But obviously, there was still a lot of discussion between the different delegations. I approached a small group and the subject of their exchange left me speechless.

“I assure you,” said one, “the staff is completely upset about this vampire cat thing.”

“But these are just superstitions,” replied the other.

“Just because they are Koreans does not mean they are superstitious. The circumstances are pretty important, right?” said the first indignant.

I couldn’t hear the rest, because I had already turned on my heels and was heading at top speed towards Apollo Ho-Sung. He saw me coming from far off and, by his embarrassed look, I guessed he knew that I knew. Stood in front of him I roared:

“A vampire cat??”

There were times like that when I was the straight-to-the-point type. Ho-Sung looked up at the ceiling.

“It's a cultural archetype. In several Asian countries, we find this legend of a woman who was in one way or another despoiled by one or more men and who, after her death, avenged herself on their descendants by draining them of their blood.”

A female vampire and possibly a feminist. This story was getting fascinating.

“And to get revenge, this ghost looks like a cat?” I asked.

“Exactly,” answered the handsome inspector, “the cat is also an archetype. In almost all cultures, it is connected to the supernatural world.”

“You seem very well informed about this kind of phenomenon, Inspector,” I couldn’t help but notice.

He looked at me again with a thoughtful look before answering:

“I have a master's degree in art and another in criminology. I normally work in the cultural crimes division; painting theft or counterfeit paintings.”

A smart cop… pretty unusual. So, Apollo did not join the empty-headed department. Quite the opposite. I was not disappointed. And the mystery that brought us together gave me a hefty dose of energy, even enthusiasm. I loved these kinds of riddles, especially if I could work in a good company. Not to mention that Ji-Eun – I didn’t know who she was and what was real or purely imaginary in this story – was all that was real to me last night and that her request touched me. Maybe I would find a way to help her.

As I looked at him without saying anything for a while, Ho-Sung felt obliged to specify:

“Don't ask me if I believe it or not, all I know is that a black cat and a woman have been seen.”

While he was talking, I had a kind of idea:

“Tell me, Inspector, among the cultural references you've studied, are these ghosts or vampires able to move around?”

He looked at me, amazed, and I specified:

“Forgive me, I mean: do they travel, are they mobile, can they move from one place or city to another?”

“Not to my knowledge,” he replied. In each story listed, they are linked to the place or object that symbolises the harm suffered.”

That confirmed what I was thinking.

“So, in this case, the prejudice in question would have been experienced here, on the premises of the hotel, which would act as a sort of historical witness,” I said.

Ho-Sung considered me this time with new interest. His eyes lit up. He sensed a possible lead.

“I see where you're going with this but on the other hand, we're in a state-of-the-art hotel. This kind of history belongs to a fairly distant past.”

“You're right, Inspector, but this hotel is well built on something. In fact, the hotel and its conference centre cover a few hectares. If that's the case, there used to be a whole village where we are.”

Ho-Sung remained thoughtful for a few seconds, then snapped his fingers.

“I think a visit to the hotel management is in order.”

And, in that second, he rushed into the corridor. Here was a cop I liked.

 

A few moments later, we entered the management offices. When Ho-Sung asked if it was possible to know on what grounds the hotel had been built, the manager thought about it, called an employee and, after a quick exchange in Korean, took a bunch of keys and headed for a metal door. We enter a room that seems to house the archives of the place. The director opened a cupboard, took out an old roll of architect's plans and unrolled them on a table. These were the plans for the construction of the buildings. One of the first caught his attention.

“This is the original site,” said the director, showing a map showing the contours of several buildings. “There were ruins of former aristocratic residences there. Busan University carried out meticulous excavations there before obtaining permission to dig. Everything they could find was brought to the Department of History and Archaeology.”

The director managed to find us a copy of the site map and, a few minutes later, we headed for Busan in Ho-Sung's car.

“Alia, you've had a remarkable idea! I get the feeling we’re on the right track,” he said enthusiastically.

Ho-Sung was delighted and I saw him smile for the first time. It looked good on him. At the university, we rushed through a few long corridors before finally reaching the history department. Fortunately, the archaeologist and historian who led the work on the hotel grounds were both present and spoke excellent English.

The four of us gathered around the plan given by the director and placed on a table in a vast laboratory where boxes, objects and papers of all kinds are meticulously stored. “Yes, I remember these researches and excavations very well,” said the archaeologist. All the objects found were brought here but, despite the years, we didn't have time to catalogue them. Unfortunately, this is often what happens.”

“Does the first name ‘Ji-Eun’ mean anything to you?” I asked.

The historian looked at us surprised:

“Ji-Eun? Ji-Eun Gyeongju?” she replied.

Ho-Sung and I exchanged a triumphant look and Ho-Sung asked:

“Can you tell us anything about her?”

“She was a young poet from the 18th century belonging to a noble family. She was also said to be very good at painting,” the historian replied. “Unfortunately, like many in that period, she was the victim of a patriarchal society that did not accept that a woman could write and paint. Her own father drove her out of the family home and she died of grief soon after. We have found almost none of her works. Legend has it that she liked to write sitting in the shade of a plum tree.”

I looked at Ho-Sung, his face seemed translucent, lit up from the inside. One could not be more captivated by an investigation. I didn’t know what I looked like but the historian and archaeologist also felt that something, perhaps a discovery, was in the air. Ho-Sung looked closer at the plan. He was looking for traces of trees there. The archaeologist pointed to a location on the map:

“There was a grove of very old plum trees here, see? But most of them were dead.”

“They must still be there,” said the historian, “because they were outside the area planned for construction.”

Suddenly the adrenaline lowered. I could have sworn that those plum trees were the centre of Ji-Eun's obsession, if they were still in their place, there was no reason for her to come forward.

The archaeologist intervened:

“They were cut down just a month ago. The hotel has decided to expand the staff parking lot.”

Hope returned!

Ho-Sung decided to make a big move and took the drawing given by Ji-Eun out of his pocket. “Does this drawing of a chest mean anything to you?”

The archaeologist took the drawing and, with the historian, they examined it carefully. Both were breathless. Without a word, the archaeologist, amazed, waved at us to follow him. At the end of a metal shelf aisle, he leaned towards a wooden chest, which he pulled carefully before gently placing it on a table.

Ji-Eun's treasure chest.

“We didn't open it,” whispered the archaeologist.

“In fact, we don't know if it opens,” added the historian, “and we planned to examine the interior using magnetic resonance imaging to avoid damaging it.”

 

It may have been my imagination but it seemed to smell like Ji-Eun's perfume.

“The chest opens,” I said without knowing why, and with one hand and my fingertips, I gently lifted the lid.

A mixture of the scent of faded flowers and old paper escaped into the room. Inside, dried flower petals, rolls of paper and bristles, brushes and ink had been carefully stored. No one had touched the contents of this chest for centuries. I could feel Ji-Eun's breath near my cheek and her scent spreading, drowning everyone else’s. Ho-Sung turned around, smelling the air around him, perplexed. But the archaeologist took, with a small plastic clip, one of the petals which he examined in the air in front of us.

“Plum tree,” he murmured.

The historian donned cotton gloves and slowly pulled out a silk roll that she unrolled with great care on the table. The elegant, magnificent design of a tree covered with flowers appeared before us. Ho-Sung made a muffled exclamation:

“Fabulous! Fabulous!”

I couldn’t pronounce a sound, moved to tears. Both the archaeologist and the historian remained fascinated by the beauty of the work that no one had seen in so many years. After a moment of respectful silence, the archaeologist pointed to the ideograms delicately drawn at the bottom of the scroll and read:

“Ji-Eun Gyeongju.”

At the same time, I felt lips pressing my cheek and then, slowly, the scent of Ji-Eun faded into the air. Ho-Sung finally decided to share the whole story, from the beginning, with the two researchers. They were moved and not at all surprised by the supernatural aspect of the story.

“You have allowed us to rediscover a young woman and an exceptional artist,” said the historian as we headed back to the hotel. “We will be able to highlight her history.”

As we returned to the car, Ho-Sung commented soberly:

“I know a hotel manager who also has a vested interest in paying tribute to Ji-Eun.”

 

In the car, after long minutes of silence, Ho-Sung glanced at me while driving.

“You make one hell of a detective Alia.”

I turned my head towards him. I couldn’t help but admire his profile.

“There's not much you miss coming from the Criminal Arts Section, Inspector Ho-Sung.”

He smiled. He rarely did so and yet it suited him so well.

“Tell me, Alia,” he hesitated for a moment.

Is he going to ask me something?

“How about a picnic in the moonlight tonight? I know a place outside Busan from where you get a wonderful view of the sea. It's near a grove of plum trees. Young and in good condition this time.”

As an answer, I lay my hand on his, which was holding the gear stick. Our fingers intertwined.

The hotel management had decided to install a giant replica of the plum tree painted by Ji-Eun in the reception hall. For good measure, the car park would be slightly shortened and new plum trees would be planted where the old ones used to stand. I was sure that the beautiful artist was now at peace and the hotel corridors would no longer see any black cats.

 

Ho-Sung really chose an idyllic place for our night getaway: on top of hills overlooking the sea. The moon was high above the trees and the air was perfumed with the smell of the flowering meadows that nested behind. I slept a little before the evening and I also felt reassured by the course of events.

Ho-Sung had thought of everything for the picnic, including the bottle of wine that I promised to share with him. He installed a blanket on the grass large enough to accommodate a football team. Right at the foot of a beautiful plum tree. All the decor seemed to be made for him, like a jewel case. His eyes shone. The wine was delicious. Ho-Sung looked at me and I knew he wanted me. And I him. I dipped a finger into my cup and gently ran it over his lips. He took my finger in his mouth and licked it, slowly. He did the same with the palm of my hand and then kissed my forearm. I shivered with pleasure. I leaned my face towards his and our lips joined in an increasingly feverish kiss. There were priorities in a picnic!

His hands caressed me, exploring my body and mine were moving up and down his chest. I covered his throat and neck with wet kisses and he sighed with pleasure. He caressed my legs through the trouser fabric. He took off a shoe and his lips and tongue slowly turned around my foot. I couldn’t hold back a scream. I had a crazy desire to feel him inside me. I felt his sex hard and swollen against me. I took his face in my hands and we exchanged a feverish kiss. He started undoing my shirt while I took care of his trousers. He lowered my bra strap and grabbed my breasts eagerly. His mouth ran along my stomach, gliding on my skin in burning touches. I moaned softly. Ecstasy and desire mix. I took his sex out of the fabric and started stroking it. His penis was hard, with silky and soft skin under my fingers. He too began to moan under the steady rhythm dictated by my hand. I moved the tip back and forth between my fingers and his excitement intensified. His mouth nestled on my breasts and his fingers explored my thighs, following their curves and discovering my sex, gently opening the lips. I was burning with desire. I wanted to feel Ho-Sung inside me. I wanted him to cum inside me, to flow into my belly. He sensed my desire, took off my jeans in one skilful movement. I slid out of my panties. He put his mouth on my sex and licked me in a languid way that made me scream with pleasure, then he placed himself above me. I felt his penis opening my lips, finally penetrating me. I screamed again. It came into me, then again, and again. Each time I felt it sink a little deeper into my stomach. My pleasure swelled at the same time as his, his moans becoming louder, more insistent. Both my hands were pressing on his buttocks to keep the rhythm. I was burning up, on fire. And I finally burst into an orgasm that left me dazzled, dizzy, while Ho-Sung in turn came. Feeling his pleasure doubled my own.
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