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Preface


------


Instincts sense danger before the mind does.

Kwon Taekjoo, the top field agent of South Korea's NIS, is assigned to uncover the truth behind Anastasia—a clandestine weapon-development project between Russia and North Korea. Though his well-honed instincts warn him against it, he takes the mission anyway.


In Moscow, he crosses paths with Zhenya, a ruthless killer with deep ties to both politics and the criminal underworld. While Zhenya claims to be an ally, Taekjoo remains on guard, sensing something sinister beneath the surface. At the same time, Zhenya grows increasingly intrigued by Taekjoo's resilience—his refusal to yield, no matter the cost.




------
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This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously.

1. #Prologue

7:49 PM. Busan Port International Passenger Terminal.
The dock, swallowed by the dark of the night, buzzed with activity as preparations for the voyage continued. Under the pulsing glow of street lamps, the colossal five-thousand-ton passenger ferry revealed itself. It was a regular passenger ship. It sailed once a day, and by tomorrow morning, it would be docking in the port of Shimonoseki, Japan.
The passengers had all boarded ahead of time. The crew shut the ramp earlier than scheduled. The crane withdrew, docile, having finished its job of loading cargo. As if orchestrated, every light in the terminal was turned off, and the darkness of the night reigned. Only the docked ferry floated gently in the black waters of the sea.
Inside it, however, a quite different atmosphere prevailed. The only people who were in their cabins, already in bed, were regular vendors and traders. Excluding them, most passengers occupied themselves with the entertaining task of looking around inside the vessel. Many had gathered by the tables in the corridor, drinking in groups of three’s and four’s. Passengers recorded their adventure, taking pictures of every moment. Everywhere that people had gathered was filled with sounds of laughter. Even the deck, exposed out in the cold, offered quite the scenic view. Everyone was excited about their impending journey, and their excitement kept the ferry busy and cheerful.
And in the middle of the festive chaos stood Kwon Taekjoo, a leather shearling jacket above his suit. He looked far from a trader. However, his bored expression was no different from theirs. It definitely did not look like the face of someone staying in the most expensive suite on the ship.
He occasionally checked his watch for the time. There was a strange resolution in those eyes as they chased the hands of hours, minutes, and seconds. 8 PM sharp. The sound of the ship’s horn rang across the sea, signaling its departure. Taekjoo stepped out onto the balcony.
The entire deck came within his sight from where he stood. Tourist passengers were still occupied with taking photos. The night was pitch dark, and Taekjoo doubted anyone could take good photos, even with all the cameras clicking. He simply kept watching the busy movement. But then, he heard a small mechanical sound in his left ear. It was soon followed by someone’s voice.
- How does it feel to be there? It’s a very romantic setting, after all.
“It’s not bad. It’s noisy, bustling, and boring at the same time.”
There came a burst of laughter from the radio transmitter in Taekjoo’s ear. All the while, his eyes were directed at the deck, observant. He took a careful look at every single person passing by, but there was no one in particular that caught his eye.
“Give me the report.”
- Our two targets have been confirmed to have gotten on board. Kim Younghee, the contact, and Lee Cheoljin, an intelligence officer of DPRK State Security. Lee is disguised as a Chinese national, and it’s likely for him to fly to China as soon as he arrives in Japan. And Kim has already booked a ferry that will leave Shimonoseki tomorrow evening.
“Then the two are bound to have their rendezvous before they reach Japan.”
Taekjoo mumbled to himself before leaving the balcony.
- Are you on the move right now?
The voice from the radio transmitter asked. Kwon Taekjoo responded as he left the room and walked along the empty corridor.
“I learned that those who are good at hide-and-seek have a tendency to be bold.”
If the targets were to meet each other, now was the best time to do so since they could take advantage of the disorder and noise. It would rather backfire and make them look more conspicuous if they met at an hour when there were fewer people around.
Taking two steps at a time, Taekjoo went down the spiral staircase. On the second floor, a group of people was gathered by the entrance to the restaurant. Taekjoo passed by the small crowd, checking each of their faces as he did. There was still no one strange. Taekjoo moved on to the stairs that led to the first-floor lobby while giving a short order.
“Call me.”
Taekjoo’s phone rang in that instant. He left it alone and let it vibrate in his pocket for a bit. Only when he reached the middle of the staircase did he pick it up. He answered it—hello—and proceeded to have a mundane chitchat. The other line was silent. He paced while talking on the phone. No one found him suspicious.
Taekjoo spent a good bit doing just that. Then, behind him, a woman walked past. There was something off about her fashion—the collar of her coat was turned up. Taekjoo’s eyes, dark in their shade, silently chased after the woman.
Once she was past the info desk, she approached the vending machine next to the elevator. She stalled in front of the machine for a while as if she couldn’t decide what to drink. When someone else came, she even stepped back and let the person take her turn.
When the area was less crowded the woman pulled out a thousand-yen note. She thought about her decision for so long, only to choose green tea. It was anticlimactic. Her change jingled its way down, and—thump—her can of drink also dropped down. She picked up the can. Her acting looked very natural. She didn’t forget to take her change before going back to the second floor. Taekjoo pretended like he didn’t see the woman, and neither was she aware of his presence.
- Target approaching.
The voice on the radio informed Taekjoo as the woman went up the stairs, out of Taekjoo’s sight.
“Right. I’ll see you later.”
Taekjoo ended the call with a common phrase. By then, a man came out of the function room behind the lobby. The man was wearing a navy-blue beanie. He took big steps to the vending machine.
He dug through his pocket for coins. As he did, he checked out not the cans of drinks but his surroundings. He was being overly cautious. It took him a long time to pull out a hundred-yen coin and pop it into the machine.
Just then, a hand reached out from behind the man’s shoulder. It was followed by a crisp clicking sound. A sound that Taekjoo was well used to. A sound that a coin would make as it rolled down a narrow gap. However, the man with the navy-blue beanie still had his coin in his hand. The hand that had suddenly appeared and cut in line casually moved on to press the drink of choice.
“What the—”
The man in the beanie realized what had just happened. A heavy can thudded down the machine. The beanie man stopped Taekjoo’s hand, which was naturally heading toward the dispensing slot. The man was obviously confused. He was yelling before he could stop himself.
“What do you think you’re doing?”
“Looks like you couldn’t make up your mind. I’d be here all night if I had to wait for you.”
Taekjoo responded with audacity. His mocking tone was strangely—and strongly—familiar. He had a sheer grin on his face, not looking the least bit sorry. It was as though he was looking forward to getting into an argument. Something was wrong. Something felt off. The man’s instinct sensed the danger before he himself could.
His eyebrows squirmed, looking rigid as his anger was replaced by anxiousness. His breathing grew ragged as well. In no time, beads of sweat hung on his forehead.
“Fuck!”
The next moment, the man reached out for the vending machine. He was determined to secure the object first. In the blink of an eye, he flipped open the slot cover and seized something inside. Taekjoo had no hesitation in stepping on the cover.
“Argh!”
The man’s hand was trapped. He let out a sharp yell. Taekjoo had a carefree look on his face as if nothing had happened.
“You crazy bastard!”
The man seized Taekjoo by the collar in response to his series of provocations. He was breathing hard, and his glaring eyes were impressive and quite intimidating. But Taekjoo did not bat an eye. He simply took turns looking at his shirt and the beanie man. The man found it strange that Taekjoo was so confident and calm.
Taekjoo grabbed the beanie man’s wrist. The motion was lazy. Taekjoo moved slowly, as if to engrave his movement into the man’s mind. The beanie man’s eyes twitched. The very eyes that had glared at Taekjoo moments earlier were now directed downward, toward their owner’s wrist. The strength of the grip was impossible to ignore. It confirmed something for him. Something that was not hopeful.
Meanwhile, Taekjoo looked around the audience that had gathered around them and mumbled mockingly.
“Oh, my. I hate being in the spotlight. You get me, right, Mr. Lee Cheoljin? It’s the nature of people in our field, wouldn’t you say?”
As soon as his name was called, he knew what Taekjoo was. The man’s face, which had been marked by annoyance, drained of color and turned pale.
A crowd of passengers had gathered. They now circled the scene with the two men in the center. After all, watching people fight was always a spectacle. Excitement was visible on the faces of the watchers. Taekjoo concluded that nothing good would come out should he let this go on any longer. A cornered mouse will fight back and attempt to bite the cat. Any more pressure, and no one knew how Lee Cheoljin might react. And if it led to some civilian casualty, it would cost Taekjoo more than just a simple write-up or two.
Taekjoo pulled Lee’s arm closer to him. At that moment, Lee huffed out a laugh.
“So, this is it, huh,” spoke Lee in his thick North Korean accent.
He no longer tried to hide his identity. Spies have two options when their cover is blown. They can either take their own life using the poison they prepared in advance or risk everything in a desperate escape, even if it means resorting to violence. Lee would choose the latter. This had been a very difficult mission for Lee, and he wouldn’t simply abandon the fruits of his effort.
In a split second, Lee Cheoljin shoved his hand deep inside his pocket. Taekjoo slapped the hand away. While Lee was recovering from the blow, Taekjoo seized Lee’s neck and slammed his head on the vending machine.
The machine swayed with a loud thud. Lee swayed as well from the impact. Taekjoo took advantage of that brief opportunity. He twisted Lee’s arm from the back, easily pulling out his gun at the same time. The crowd watching screamed in shock before fleeing the scene at the sudden appearance of a firearm.
Taekjoo remained unfazed. He kicked Lee in the butt. Naturally, Lee fell to the ground face-first. After taking two blows to the head in a row, he couldn’t get back on his feet for a while.
In the meantime, Taekjoo flipped the clear plastic cover of the dispensing slot, retrieving a USB. It was what the woman had left behind. And according to the report given to Taekjoo, it would contain information as important as state-classified materials.
“Excuse me, coming through! Excuse me, please.”
Just then, a cabin crew came running through the crowd. Someone must have reported it. Taekjoo looked over, still unaffected, when he heard the ominous accent.
“It’ll take more than that to take me out,” said Lee.
Taekjoo got a bad feeling as he locked eyes with Lee. The man’s eyes were sparkling in an odd light, and that was when it hit Taekjoo. Lee was not going to waste the chance presented to him. It was his only lifeline. He jumped at the cabin crew member who had just inquired about what was going on.
“OH!”
It all happened so fast. Lee Cheoljin wrapped his arm around the crew’s neck, and his other hand already had a sharp weapon ready.
“AAAAAHHHHH!”
“EEEEEEEEKK!”
At the shiny, reflective blade of the knife, the bystanders all scattered and ran for their lives. The only person who held his position was Kwon Taekjoo.
Taekjoo bit his lip. It was a habit of his. Funny enough, he would get anxious when things went too smoothly. A strong start doesn’t guarantee a strong finish, and more often than not, it would leave a bitter aftertaste. And so it was the case this time.
Lee adjusted his grip on the knife. He moved it to the hand of the arm wrapped around his hostage’s neck. The hostage let out a pathetic yet blood-curdling shriek. Taekjoo scratched his head at the troublesome series of events unfolding before him.
“Hand that over.”
Lee Cheoljin demanded in his North Korean dialect, extending out his idle hand. The sharp blade of the knife inched closer to the hostage’s neck. Kwon Taekjoo simply watched the scene. He showed no reaction at all. Lee grew restless. He waved his outstretched hand.
“I said hand it over!” yelled Lee.
The hostage alone turned pale at Lee’s action, his chest rising and falling as he sobbed.
Taekjoo took one look at the USB in his palm. Then, he threw it over to Lee with no hesitation. The small device bounced off the body of the hostage before it fell to the ground. Lee Cheoljin was about to bend forward to pick it up. He quickly changed his mind. He ordered the hostage to pick it up for him.
The distressed cabin crew did as he was told, collecting the USB with a trembling hand. With his life under imminent threat, he wet his pants before he even realized it. The man couldn’t even stand straight on his own. Lee had to hold him up as he began walking backward.
As he did, Taekjoo began moving with him too. He took the exact same number of steps forward as Lee. It was almost as if Taekjoo didn’t care about the safety of the hostage. Lee took another step back, and Taekjoo responded with a step forward. Lee Cheoljin’s voice cracked from the confusion.
“Do not follow me!”
Lee yelled, but the threat had no effect on the intended target. Every time he took a step back, Taekjoo took a step forward. The distance between them remained the same. However, the one being chased was visibly distressed.
“I said stop!” Lee barked.
“S-save me!” and the hostage yelled.
He brought his hands together, asking for mercy. The urine that had soaked his pants was now dripping onto the floor. No one moved, no one made any sound. It was as if time had stopped for a moment.
Lee Cheoljin placed one foot behind to confirm, and Taekjoo followed after him. The situation was maddening. Kwon Taekjoo acted as if he couldn’t see the hostage bleeding.
“You shit, didn’t you hear me? I said stop, didn’t I?”
Lee tried showing his anger. It didn’t work either. No sign of compromise was visible on Kwon Taekjoo’s face. His resolution was such that he might not back down even if the hostage’s life was put in danger. However, one thing was for sure. Once the hostage stopped breathing, Lee would not make it either. All this was clearly written across Taekjoo’s determined eyes.
“Damn it!”
Lee Cheoljin quickly abandoned his standoff and the hostage. He jumped up the stairs behind him. Taekjoo helped the shaken cabin crew member sit against the wall. And then, the chase began.
As soon as Kwon Taekjoo reached the second floor, he saw people flooding in from the deck. He started heading that way, and soon enough, he was able to spot Lee, who was fleeing. Kwon Taekjoo did not run. He simply lengthened his strides, gradually picking up speed. He had no reason to be in haste. The ship was sailing toward the vastness of the ocean. Lee was as good as a mouse in a trap.
Taekjoo went after him in no rush. The strong gusts of the sea wind swept through Taekjoo’s jet-black hair, adding to his intimidating presence.
- Sunbae[1], someone on the ferry called the Coast Guard and reported that there was an armed man on board. Is everything okay?
The voice from earlier spoke in Taekjoo’s ear via the radio.
“Let’s have this talk later. I’m a bit busy.”
Kwon Taekjoo stared squarely at Lee Cheoljin, who had finally reached the end of the deck. The voice in the earpiece tried stopping Taekjoo. Taekjoo turned the device off. Finally, only Lee Cheoljin and Kwon Taekjoo stood on the windy deck.
Lee stared down at the endless black waters before him. His grip on the deck railing tightened. Taekjoo closed in. Lee was backed up and cornered. There was nowhere he could run to, and he began wielding the knife in the air. It was his last resort to save himself—a meaningless, futile attempt. Once someone is scared, any threat they make holds no power.
“Step back!”
Lee lashed out as Taekjoo walked confidently toward him. He looked back and forth between the black current of the ocean and the approaching Taekjoo. He slashed the empty air again with his knife.
“I said step back!”
He yelled fiercely, not knowing what to do. Taekjoo casually pulled out his Colt, turning Lee’s knife into a useless strip of metal.
Lee’s stare, restless and anxious, suddenly left Taekjoo. His eyes were looking at something farther behind.
BANG—Taekjoo pulled the trigger, and his bullet precisely found its target. However, it wasn’t Lee Cheoljin who screamed and collapsed to the ground. It was Kim Yeonghee. She had been silently approaching Taekjoo.
Kim’s ivory-colored coat was stained with red. She sank to the ground, holding her mangled right hand. The Colt she held previously also fell to the ground, shooting a fire in the air. Her target could’ve been Kwon Taekjoo. It could also have been Lee Cheoljin, whose cover had been blown.
Taekjoo turned back to face straight ahead. In the meantime, Lee abandoned his knife and turned around, his back now facing Taekjoo. He took a deep breath, holding onto the deck railing. In response, his shoulders rose, and his back hunched. Taekjoo had a bad feeling. In that moment, Lee Cheoljin’s body, barely clinging to the railing, suddenly lurched to the other side.
Taekjoo was left speechless for a moment.
He sprinted toward the guardrail, but before he could reach it, he heard the water splash. He looked down and saw a patch of the dark waters churning with white froth.
Taekjoo looked around, his eyes searching for Lee Cheoljin, but the man was nowhere to be found. And so, he started waiting—for a good while. Lee’s head bobbed up from the white froth. To jump from that height was no different from suicide.
But as if to laugh at Taekjoo’s assessment, suddenly, another ship appeared. It was an old fishing vessel. Its lights were all turned off, which was probably how it passed through all authority checkpoints.
Emerging from the darkness, the vessel slowly drew closer to Lee Cheoljin. Taekjoo had not seen this coming. This could have been Lee’s true escape plan all along. He would direct his trackers’ attention to the return ticket he booked. Then, as soon as he retrieved the object from Kim, he would vanish into thin air in the middle of the sea.
Taekjoo fired instantly at the vessel, but it was not easy to aim at a target he couldn’t see. Plus, the man was the target of his mission, but it would give Taekjoo some headache if he killed the man. After all, if he had been given permission to kill, Taekjoo would not be here in the first place.
The goal of this mission was to eliminate North Korean spies in the South—specifically, those who had long embedded themselves in South Korea, infiltrated the government and political institutions, and stolen state-level classified information. There were probably many accomplices, colluding with them and helping them all along. Taekjoo had to dig up the root; he couldn’t simply cut the shallow stem named Lee Cheoljin.
All the while, the passenger ferry kept sailing, increasing the gap between itself and the fishing vessel. A man came out from the wheelhouse. He pulled Lee up the ship. The first thing Lee did was take off his soaked jacket. Indeed, flotation devices of all kinds were strapped to his body. On the deck of the moving vessel, Lee Cheoljin raised a hand mockingly. He had the look of victory on his face.
Taekjoo grinned before wiping the crooked smile off his face. He whirled on the spot and headed straight to Kim Yeonghee.
Kim was trembling from the pain of her mangled hand. And all the while, she struggled to get something out. It was poison. The woman was attempting suicide. Kwon Taekjoo struck her neck with the blade of his hand. Kim lost consciousness immediately. Taekjoo quickly stuffed a handkerchief into her mouth. It was to prevent her from harming herself once she was awake. Then, he held her left wrist and twisted it to her back.
There was a ring on her ring finger. It barely had any scratches. It seemed to have been bought recently.
“A pretty ring, huh? Let me give you a bracelet to match.”
Taekjoo took out a pair of handcuffs, and with a clicking sound, one cuff was fitted to the woman’s wrist and the other to the railing.
Once everything was settled, Taekjoo switched the radio back on.
“You. Get here in eight seconds.”
“Come again?” the person on the other end asked back, sounding confused. Taekjoo ignored the voice. His focus was already directed at his watch. He pressed the reset button on the side of the watch. The numbers that showed the time disappeared and were replaced by a live GPS feed. It was Lee Cheoljin’s location. Taekjoo planted a tracking device by the man’s waist when they had been briefly tangled earlier. The red dot that indicated the target’s location was slowly moving out of the map. Taekjoo was running out of time. He took one deep breath and ran toward the end of the ship.
When he reached the end of the deck, Taekjoo didn’t hesitate but stepped on the railing and jumped. In the blink of an eye, his sight was filled with darkness. The wind from all directions pierced his body. The fall lasted longer than he had expected.
With a deafening splash, the surface of the water surged sharply. Taekjoo had hit the black waters. He felt the impact ripple through his entire body. It felt as though every muscle was being torn. Every opening of his body was filled with seawater, bubbles bursting around him. Taekjoo floated in the water for a while to mitigate the pain he felt. He slowly swayed his limbs to hold his position against the waves. He opened his eyes to look around him, but without a single source of light, he was swallowed in pitch-black darkness.
Taekjoo kicked hard and brought himself to the surface. High tides kept coming at him, and it was getting difficult to hold his position.
He barely brought his wrist up and pressed the reset button on his watch once again. The geolocation map disappeared, and the whole watch face lit up, blindingly bright. Taekjoo directed the stream of light into the open air. Two or three seconds later, he heard the sound of a familiar machinery. It was the sound of a motorboat engine. The noise kept growing louder and louder before it ceased. The propeller stopped as well, and the white froth of the seawater slapped Taekjoo. It was followed by a sermon from above his head.
“Jesus, you’ll end up drowning if you keep on going like this.”
Yun Jongwoo, who clearly made a mad dash to get to Taekjoo, reached out his hand. Taekjoo took the hand and jumped onto the boat. It bothered him that he was soaking wet from head to toe. Despite the biting cold, Taekjoo wasted no time. The first thing he did was take off his watch and chuck it at Yun Jongwoo. Jongwoo didn’t ask any questions. He looked at the red dot on the watch face, then maneuvered the boat to chase after it. In the meantime, Taekjoo took off his wet jacket, catching his breath.
The motorboat sliced through the black waves as it picked up speed. It thudded loudly, jumping up and down the elevated tides. The red dot had almost disappeared from the geolocation map. But now, it was getting closer and closer.
Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beepbeepbeepbeep.
Once the fishing vessel came within sight, the beeping of the device intensified. The people on board the ship would also be aware of the pursuit.
A man appeared from the wheelhouse and began firing at them. Jongwoo clenched his jaw and swerved the boat wheel. The whole boat took a sharp turn, creating a big splash of water. Most of the bullets missed, but one managed to lodge itself into a corner of the boat. On the bright side, it didn’t hit the engine or the gas tank—no fireworks show tonight.
It was still pitch-black around the fishing vessel, making it impossible to apprehend the target without killing them. Even slightly closing the distance triggered a hail of bullets. The mission was absurd. How were they supposed to capture armed targets alive?
The motorboat kept swerving to dodge attacks, only to stop when met with another barrage of bullets. Yun Jongwoo slammed the wheel, frustrated. He couldn’t bear the fact that their targets were right in front of them, yet still untouchable.
“Move.”
Taekjoo pulled Jongwoo out of the seat. Then, he took charge of the wheel. The motorboat accelerated straight toward the fishing vessel. Jongwoo stumbled back from the impact.
“AAAHHHHH! Sunbae, we’re gonna crash! We’re gonna crash!”
Jongwoo barely managed to steady himself before screaming for his life. But Taekjoo only sped up further.
The gunfire from the fishing vessel intensified too. Taekjoo swerved the wheel to take a sharp turn and gave the fishing vessel a big splash. That forced them to hesitate. He then sped up far ahead of the enemy’s boat, turning the wheel unexpectedly, creating a big, sharp turn. The engine could no longer hold back and roared in protest. The turn was so steep and so quick that the motorboat nearly capsized. Jongwoo had long since turned as pale as a ghost. As the motorboat whipped around and retraced its path, he stumbled back again.
Taekjoo went back the way they had come as fast as he could. When the boat reappeared from the darkness, the men on the fishing vessel seemed to have been caught off guard. The shower of bullets showed just how anxious and scared they were.
The gunfire was so relentless that Jongwoo couldn’t even consider covering Taekjoo. Instead, he simply curled up, shielding his head with his arms.
“We’re really gonna end up dead at this rate! DEAD! AAAHHH!!!! You’re gonna get me killed! You crazy bastard!”
Jongwoo, scared out of his wits, started cussing out Taekjoo, his senior officer. Taekjoo didn’t care. He simply kept going. At this rate, they were about to crash head-on into the fishing vessel. Yun Jongwoo squeezed his eyes shut. He suddenly missed his parents back in the countryside. His eyes slowly welled up with tears. He hadn’t even had the chance to send his mom some money, thanking her for the kimchi she sent him. Jongwoo recalled the last text message his mom had sent him—my damn rotten child—right before today’s mission. Oh, Mom, thought Jongwoo to himself.
The men on the fishing vessel must have also sensed their final moments approaching. Watching the motorboat heading straight at them, the two men froze in panic. They desperately searched for a way out before diving into the waters at the same time. Only five yards remained before the collision. The crash was inevitable. Helplessness and desperation stretched each second into an eternity.
And then, he made his move. Taekjoo swerved the wheel with all his strength. The boat bucked wildly, struggling against the sudden deceleration. It drew a big arc, crashing against the surface of the ocean. Even so, it would still be impossible to avoid a collision—at least, theoretically speaking.
At this point, Taekjoo should give up and start looking for ways to survive. But the man stubbornly held on to the helm. Soon, with a loud noise, the right side of the fishing vessel collided with the tail of the motorboat. The impact caused both boats to rock violently, and the point of contact sparked dramatically. For a brief moment, the entire motorboat seemed to hover in midair.
“...Huh?”
After the chaos, Jongwoo carefully opened his eyes. It was calm and quiet. To his surprise, Jongwoo was not in the cold, icy seawater but was still on the boat. And Taekjoo stood just as fine as him. Smoke billowed from behind the motorboat. And the wooden fishing vessel now had a big hole in its right, but that was it. The fear that turned the entire body rigid disappeared in an instant. At the same time, Jongwoo was so relieved that his legs turned weak.
Finally, the engine died, and the waves, writhing like a serpent, carried the boat toward the vessel. The two boats drifted closer until they began knocking against each other with dull thuds. Kwon Taekjoo stood up and jumped over to the fishing boat. Only then did Yun Jongwoo regain his senses. He reached down to feel the floor and picked up his Colt. It wasn’t over yet.
Now aboard the wooden vessel, Kwon Taekjoo shone his flashlight to check the surroundings. He could see two shadows swimming in the deep waters, offering no refuge. Taekjoo observed their frantic movement for a while before grabbing the industrial fishing net in the corner. He held it up, careful not to tangle it, then he cast it on the two. The net spread wide up in the air. The two men, desperate to escape, became ensnared in it. The more they struggled to free themselves, the further they were trapped.
Taekjoo watched the desperate scene, then began turning the winch to pull up the fishing net. The manual winch, befitting the old wooden vessel, groaned with a rusty, creaking sound. The task turned out to be more toiling than he had expected.
“...”
Taekjoo quickly looked back and found Yun Jongwoo watching him. Apparently, Jongwoo had been covering Taekjoo. Looking awkward, he slowly walked over, likely feeling awkward, and began turning the winch with more gusto than Taekjoo. Soon, along with the fishing net, Lee Cheoljin and his accomplice came aboard.
“What should we do now?”
Yun Jongwoo asked, panting and wiping his sweat. There came no reply from Taekjoo. Wondering why that was, Jongwoo looked over and saw that Taekjoo had already hopped back onto the motorboat. He seemed busy looking for something.
“What are you doing?”
“Did you prepare what I asked for?”
“Oh, it’s under the wheel seat.”
Taekjoo flipped over the seat immediately. Just as Jongwoo had said, there it was. A suitcase. Taekjoo opened it and confirmed what was inside. Then, he suddenly gave Jongwoo an order.
“Call HQ and report that we’ve secured Lee Cheoljin, his accomplice, and the USB. The contact, Kim Younghee, is cuffed to the ferry’s railing. The Coast Guard should’ve found her by now. Also, tell HQ to have the Coast Guard transfer her to us.”
“Huh? Wait, you want me to do all of that—”
“Why, yes.”
“What about you?”
“Unfortunately, this crazy bastard is busy. Family matters. Thanks, bud.”
Jongwoo recalled the things he had said earlier during the near-death experience. Huh?—Jongwoo exclaimed repeatedly, trying to deny what had just happened. As if to confirm the ominous feeling he got in his gut, the motorboat engine started roaring. Jongwoo was still on the wooden fishing vessel with the two men caught in the net. Taekjoo didn’t look back as he throttled up.
The boat boasted its robust engine, gliding fast on the water surface. Jongwoo wasn’t even able to think of transferring boats. Everything had happened so fast. He had been staring ahead hopelessly when his shoes started getting wet. The fishing vessel was taking on water. It wasn’t sinking just yet, but it was riddled with holes nonetheless. How could he abandon his own handler and junior officer without a shred of hesitation, leaving him on a sinking boat?
Jongwoo screamed out of desperation, but Taekjoo simply told himself that the noise must have been the wind or waves. The wind was particularly wailing today—NOOOOOOOO—it screamed. People say that the more you love the child, the tougher your love should be. But Taekjoo was sure that it was the wind and that he must have heard it wrong.
He moored the boat at the edge of the pier. He lacked proper clearance, but no one was there to stop him. It was all thanks to having registered the boat beforehand as an official-duty. Hassle-free, no declaration whatsoever needed.
Taekjoo grabbed his suitcase and slipped into a nearby warehouse. Moments later, he emerged in a sharp suit.
Taekjoo passed by the terminal, enveloped in darkness. Upon reaching the main road, he found the cab he had booked ahead. He got in the vehicle and headed for Busan Station.
By the time Taekjoo reached the station, a PA announcement echoed through the platform. It said that the KTX bullet train to Seoul would be departing shortly. Taekjoo followed the crowd to the platform. He saw that the train had arrived early and was waiting. He stepped in through the nearest door, checked the seat number, and found his seat. The late hour meant the train compartment was as quiet as could be.
Bzzzz... bzzzz...
Taekjoo’s phone started ringing as soon as he sat down. It was his personal phone, not the one for work. Just as he had expected, it was his mother calling. Taekjoo cleared his throat and fixed his voice before taking the call.
“Yes, Mother. I just got on the train. Work ended later than I expected. At this late hour, the train was my only option. Even without any delays, I won’t be home until early morning. Get some sleep, don’t wait up.”
Taekjoo recited the obvious lines of a son. His mother proceeded to bombard him with questions. When would the train depart? What time would it arrive? How was he planning to get home from the station? This was her son who only visited once or twice a year, and on those rare occasions, she always made a big fuss. Taekjoo was only able to hang up after vowing to his mother that he would head straight home, without any detours.
Once he had hung up, the fatigue finally found its way to the man. He breathed out a heavy sigh before he knew it. At that point, the train closed its doors and began its journey to Seoul. He rested his head against the seat, his hair still damp. He could feel the humming vibration of the train.
Over the speakers, passengers were told about the train’s stops. The train driver ended his words with Seoul as the period. In the absence of his voice, there was no movement, not a single disturbance, in the space. The lights were dimmed.
Taekjoo quickly felt drowsy from the warmth of the heater. His eyelids, soaked in seawater, drooped again, and again. They drooped heavier and heavier. All the salt must be weighing down on his eyelashes. He had three hours until his destination. Should he get some shuteye? Convincing himself, Taekjoo was about to fall asleep.
Bzzzz... bzzzz...
But then, his phone started vibrating in his pocket. The phone he had used to talk with his mother was still in his hand. Ergo, the one ringing right now would have to be his work phone. Taekjoo tried to ignore it and get some sleep, but the persistent buzzing wouldn’t let him. It kept vibrating. No doubt, it would keep buzzing until he answered. Other passengers started grumbling at the soft but annoying noise.
“Haa...”
In the end, Taekjoo sat up straight and answered it.
- Where are you?
It was Lim Daehyeong, the Deputy Director of the NIS Bureau of Intelligence Activities and Counterintelligence. Taekjoo’s hunches about bad things were always spot on. Unless Jongwoo had sunk to the ocean floor, Mr. Lim would have already received a direct briefing from him about the mission’s execution. Then, why the hell was he calling Taekjoo? Taekjoo had never enjoyed getting a call from Mr. Lim.
“I don’t think it’s any of your business, sir.”
- I just need a quick word with you.
So, was this him getting called in to the office? What was going on?
The only trouble that Taekjoo could think of was the espionage target mission he had just closed. He should’ve dealt with it on the low, undetected. However, Taekjoo did the exact opposite and produced many eyewitnesses. To make things worse, an innocent civilian was taken as a hostage. This was exactly the type of trouble that would have the higher-ups hopping mad. To make matters worse, someone had also reported it to the Coast Guard. It would be a pain in the back to cover this up. Journos might have already gotten a whiff of this. Taekjoo could already hear Lim’s voice—there’s a reason we’re called a classified organization—chewing him out.
Taekjoo knew better than anyone that arguing was pointless, yet he still tried defending himself.
“That was the best I could do for this mission. You know that yourself.”
- Yeah, which is why I’m telling you to come in so we can talk this over in person.
Of course. Classic Lim.
Before this mission, he emphasized several times that tomorrow was the birthday of his dearest mother, who would stay up at night, worried sick about her only son. Several times, he emphasized that tomorrow, he had to go home no matter what happened. And what did Lim say? He promised to let Taekjoo go home to his mother even if the second Korean War broke out.
Taekjoo reminded his superior of the said conversation they had had prior.
“Go easy on me, sir. I told you it’s my mother’s birthday tomorrow.”
- It won’t take long.
Of course, Taekjoo’s plea did not work on Lim. The man’s skin was as thick as it could get, not to mention he was just as stubborn. Taekjoo ruffled his damp hair out of frustration. He looked at the scene outside the window one last time, blurred from the speed of the train, before presenting his final case.
“The train’s already departed. How am I supposed to turn back?”
And it was about then that it happened—the speeding train suddenly came to a stop. Passengers who were listening to music or playing games on their phones looked up, surprised at what was happening.
The train remained unmoving inside the tunnel for a while. Inside the compartment, no announcements were made, and not a single train attendant passed by. Passengers weren’t all that concerned, since it was common for KTX trains to experience minor malfunctions. Those who had strained their necks, trying to assess the situation, soon gave up and tried to pass the time by sleeping.
No, it couldn’t be. Taekjoo tried to tell himself that this was nothing out of the ordinary—or so he wanted to believe. Unfortunately, bad feelings never miss.
- Get off. Quick.
Lim said in a sneaky tone. Taekjoo was about to question what he was doing indignantly, but the PA started making an announcement.
It said that the train had stopped due to a technical problem on the railway, and the train would resume the journey as soon as the problem was fixed. As soon as the problem was fixed. In other words, the train would not move until Taekjoo left it.
- So, are you getting off or what?
The soft nagging continued. Lim’s sweet tone sounded as if he was enjoying this entire situation. And it made Taekjoo want to rebel all the more. He couldn’t care any less about other passengers.
However, so long as the train was not moving, Taekjoo was not getting home either. He looked up at the ceiling as he hung up, annoyed. The phone didn’t ring again. The train did not move either.
For a long time, Taekjoo sat still. Then, he breathed out a heavy sigh as he got on his feet. He took big strides to the corridor. The door opened right away as if it had been waiting for him. Taekjoo walked down the steps, shaking his head in disapproval. The soles of his dress shoes touched the pebbles of the track.
Taekjoo made a call as he walked toward the rear end of the train. Once he was out of the tunnel, the KTX train started moving again. And just about then, someone answered Taekjoo’s call on the other end. It was his mother, and her voice sounded heavier than usual, as though she was apprehensive her son might bail on her, telling her that he was busy with work.
“Mother, it’s me. There’s something wrong with the train, I think I’m gonna be late. No, I said I’d be there this time, didn’t I? I’m just running a bit late.”
Taekjoo spoke in a firm tone as he resumed the walk he had stopped.
“So don’t light the candles yet. Wait for me.”
Taekjoo stepped off the helicopter and immediately recognized the headquarters of the National Intelligence Service. The employee who had been waiting for Taekjoo by the helipad escorted him to the 1st Deputy Director’s Office. Taekjoo said nothing and simply followed, though questions swirled in his mind. The one who wanted to see him was Lim, the deputy director of a bureau, and yet he was being brought to the office of a senior NIS deputy director?
The NIS has three deputy directors, each with distinct responsibilities under the director. The deputy directors do not encroach on each other’s responsibilities or areas of authority. And the unwritten rule was that tens of smaller bureaus and departments reporting to each deputy director operate within the lanes of their respective heads. Agent Kwon Taekjoo, an intelligence officer, and Deputy Director Lim of the Bureau of Intelligence Activities and Counterintelligence reported to the 3rd Deputy Director of the NIS, who was responsible for the duties and tasks of the bureau. In short, both Kwon and Lim had no business being in the office of the 1st Deputy Director.
Did something happen? Taekjoo asked himself repeatedly. The employee who had been leading the way knocked on the door of the office. Soon, a voice came from the other side of the door, granting them permission to enter. The voice did not belong to Lim. The employee opened the door for Taekjoo and sent him in.
Caught off guard, Taekjoo momentarily forgot to greet the 1st Deputy Director. It was only right, only natural, that the 1st Deputy Director was in his own office. Yet, Taekjoo was taken aback to see the man here, which he found ironic. Lim, a bureau deputy director and the one who summoned Taekjoo to come, was seated next to the owner of the office. Taekjoo looked at Lim, searching for an explanation. But the man only put on a curious smile.
Taekjoo sensed something. The atmosphere just wasn’t right. He moved his eyes silently, carefully watching the faces of his superiors. The 1st Deputy Director had a warm expression, almost as if to reassure Taekjoo.
“I’ve been told that you just completed a mission in Busan,” said the 1st Deputy Director.
“Yes, sir. I did the best I could.”
Taekjoo defended himself as soon as the deputy director finished speaking. Yes, the mission had some noise, and it wasn’t executed in the perfect way. However, for the 1st Deputy Director to reprimand Taekjoo would be overstepping his authority. Watching the young agent defending himself, the two senior agents smiled in an uncanny way, which was no pleasant experience for Taekjoo.
“That’s not why you’re here. No need to get defensive. True, the commotion was more than necessary in executing the mission. However, it’s a small price to pay in exchange for protecting state-classified intelligence. Wouldn’t you agree, Lim?”
His subtle mockery showed his years of experience in the organization. Taekjoo didn’t let his guard down. Instead, he stared at Deputy Director Lim. With a smile on his face, Lim simply nodded in agreement with the 1st Deputy Director. It only worsened Taekjoo’s confusion. If the reason was not the commotion he had caused in Busan, then what could possibly be the reason he was called upon this late at night? Taekjoo racked his brain but couldn’t come up with any ideas.
Lim didn’t keep Taekjoo waiting any longer. He slid a tablet across the desk.
“What is it, sir?”
“Just take a look.”
Taekjoo shrugged and took the device. He flipped the first page with a look of boredom on his face. His eyes lacked enthusiasm at first as he skimmed through the text. Then, they gradually sped up. Taekjoo scrolled down. He read silently but intensely. He moved onto the next page in a hurry. Lim, who had been watching the scene, spoke.
“The most recently acquired intelligence. The rumor’s been around for years, but this is the first time ever that we’re presented with concrete evidence that could potentially lead to further investigation. As you’ve just seen, the main point of that report is that North Korea and Russia have been developing a new weapon for three years. It says that the said weapon boasts firepower that no other country has ever possessed. It’s suggested that once the weapon is completed, it’s gonna shift the global hegemony. Also known as Anastasia. It could be the name of the weapon. It could be the clandestine treaty between North Korea and Russia regarding their cooperation in making the weapon. It could also refer to the weapon blueprint, or maybe the weapon engineer. We don’t know yet, nor do we know whether the weapon has been completed.”
Taekjoo grasped what this little association between Lim and the 1st Deputy Director meant. Indeed, if North Korea and Russia had joined forces to make an unprecedented killing machine, then who would be in the biggest trouble? South Korea and the US. It was a no-brainer.
“We must know what the weapon is. Lack of intelligence resources creates a power imbalance. Assuming that Anastasia hasn’t been completed, and assuming that it’s possible, then we must stop its emergence into the world, shouldn’t we?”
“We have to do everything for world peace. Nothing could stop us. If it’s in service of the greater good, a minor misdeed like petty theft is hardly a grave offense.”
In short, they wanted Taekjoo to go and find out the weapon that Russia and North Korea made in cooperation. And, if need be, steal the blueprint of the weapon or other relevant information. If the mission should fail, then the next task was to destroy the said secret weapon so that it would never see the light of day. And who would be tasked with this mission? None other than Kwon Taekjoo.
Since joining the NIS, Taekjoo had spent more time on overseas missions than in Korea. So it didn’t surprise him that his mission was set in a foreign country. However, it did bother Taekjoo that the foreign country in question was Russia. It was a country he had never been before, whether for business or for leisure.
Of course, Taekjoo was more than qualified for the mission. Right after he had started working at the NIS, he’d taken Chinese, Persian, and Russian courses as part of his training. He would not have any difficulty in surviving even if he found himself alone in Moscow right at this moment.
But that was it—he spoke the language fluently, nothing more. He didn’t have the most important asset, which was the hands-on experience of actually living in the country, of directly observing the locals. And to an agent, nothing is more important than field experience. This mission was practically sending Taekjoo on a mission in the middle of a battleground unarmed. On top of that, he couldn’t understand why he was assigned to this particular mission in the first place.
Taekjoo stared at Lim, his eyes full of discontentment. Lim nodded as if he understood everything that was going on in Taekjoo’s mind.
“Strictly speaking, you are not the ideal candidate for this mission.”
“Then you should look for one.”
“We have. And we’ve sent him on the mission.”
“Then why am I here?”
There was no response.
Lim scratched his eyebrow, while the 1st Deputy Director forced an awkward smile. Taekjoo easily figured out what they weren’t saying.
“I guess the mission didn’t go well.”
Lim nodded, then laid three pictures on the desk. The first picture showed a pair of hands—their fingers, all ten of them, had been cut at the tip. The sliced flesh was all drained of blood, bloated from being in water for too long.
In the second photo, a body was draped with a white cover. The forehead of the cadaver was visible. And right in the middle of the forehead, a mysterious mark was engraved. Taekjoo soon figured out that it was a tattoo. Judging from the state of the body, he could tell that the tattoo was fresh.
The last one was a perfectly fine ID photo. Taekjoo surmised that it was the picture of the body’s owner when he was alive and whole. Taekjoo knew who it was.
“Dominic Morgan. The US special agent in Russia. His body was found by the Nara[2] four days ago. He was the exclusive solo agent sent on the mission to find out what Anastasia was. Morgan was a talented agent, particularly excelled in Russian intelligence. It’s quite unfortunate. The Russian government identified him as John Doe—which is understandable, given how Morgan used a fake identity to enter the country. Whether the Russians truly believe he really is a John Doe is an entirely different question, though.”
“So, what? Are we taking the hit just because Russia’s wary of the US?”
“You’re quick to catch up, aren’t you, Agent Kwon? But let’s not put it in such a blunt way, shall we? In any case, North Korea is also involved, so we’re a stakeholder as well. We can’t simply sit back and watch the show. So, I heard you’ve known Agent Morgan since the US-ROK joint exercise.”
“Not since. Just for the training. Barely a month. We were roommates.”
Taekjoo was careful to be clear and transparent. Lim grinned. He was aware of what Taekjoo was trying to do. Taekjoo had his guard up, and Lim was seasoned enough to tear down those walls.
“Precisely why we chose you. Personal ties only cloud judgment.”
Lim was one cunning fox. Taekjoo was about to retort, but then, a phone vibrated. It belonged to the 1st Deputy Director. He excused himself before walking past Taekjoo, out of his own office. The door was opened, then closed again. Lim didn’t miss his chance and gave his order immediately.
“Pick up where Morgan left off and find out what Anastasia is.”
His earlier light, playful manner was nowhere to be found. His tone was solemn and serious. Taekjoo stared at him without saying anything. He couldn’t help but ask himself whether he really was the best fit. Surely, there had to be someone better suited for this mission. At least one agent, somewhere within the NIS... Just one... Nope. There was none. Taekjoo racked his brain but failed to come up with anyone.
Meanwhile, Mr. Lim had a serene look on his face, unbothered by this fact. Oh, I’m sure it’s nothing, sir. One special agent turning up dead overnight—no big deal. Taekjoo bit his tongue, resisting the urge to mock Lim.
Since day one at the NIS, Taekjoo had reported to and learned from Lim. They’d grown close over the years to the point that they joked around each other. However, it didn’t change the fact that Lim was his superior. If he gave an order, then Taekjoo had no choice but to follow it. Agent Kwon was in no position to refuse or decline.
Lim smiled, sensing Taekjoo’s resignation.
“I promise you unlimited support and backup. And I’ll get you the team you want as well.”
“Thanks, but no thanks. I prefer working alone.”
“It’s not gonna be easy this time. You’ll need some help.”
“And knowing that, I can’t put more people in danger.”
Taekjoo answered nonchalantly.
“I knew you would say that,” said Lim, chuckling.
A gift for you—he continued, handing Taekjoo a thick, unsealed envelope. Taekjoo snatched it. Inside were various documents, including a fake passport.
“Sakamoto Hiro?” Taekjoo muttered, flipping through the passport with a stranger’s face.
“A Japanese energy company and Gazprom, the Russian state-owned energy corporation, signed a contract to build an LNG facility. The estimated revenue is projected to reach billions of dollars. To celebrate the agreement and inspect the site, Russia invited key personnel from the Japanese energy company, the bank that funded the loan, and other relevant figures from the trade. Everyone important—except for the prime ministers of each country—will be attending, along with national magnates. I was informed that an international trading corporation named Itochu played a significant role in making the deal happen. And Sakamoto Hiro is the manager in charge of the European division in Itochu. His name is written in big, bold letters on the guest list of the visiting team to Russia.”
Go in as Sakamoto Hiro and infiltrate Russia. The plan wasn’t bad. If it was true that Russia and North Korea joined in developing a new deadly weapon, then the number of people who were involved, or who would have information about it would be very few. Only those powerful enough within Russia, and it would not be easy to approach them. But it would not be so hard for Sakamoto Hiro. He wouldn’t even have to make an effort. All Hiro had to do was be himself, and he’d meet the most important people in Russia.
Of course, this all hinged on Taekjoo keeping his cover. Plenty of others had been invited besides Sakamoto Hiro. And if any of them had noticed that Hiro was not his usual self, then everything would have been for nothing. A brief second of imagination was enough to remind Taekjoo of Agent Morgan.
Lim tried to coax his hesitant agent.
“Relax. Unless another Sakamoto Hiro shows up, your cover will not be blown. Hiro is scheduled to fly out of the country a day earlier than the rest of the party. Of course, in reality, our agent in Tokyo will make sure that Hiro never makes it out of Japan. You know how good our disguise technique is. It’s so good that even your own mother fell for it, remember?”
The average Japanese man being shorter wasn’t a problem either. Sakamoto Hiro was 5′11″. Taekjoo was about an inch taller, but ordinary civilians would not be keen enough to notice the difference. If anyone noticed, he could chalk it up to insoles.
Normally, Taekjoo wouldn’t have thought twice. Neither did he have the authority to—not unless he was ready to resign. Yet, Taekjoo hesitated in accepting this assignment. Something didn’t feel right about this mission
Was it because Morgan, his predecessor, was dead? It would be a lie to say that Taekjoo was completely unaffected by the news, but that wasn’t it. His gut, his instinct, was warning him about something that hadn’t even happened yet.
“This mission could tip the global balance of power. You succeed in this mission, and your power and position will shuffle with the same magnitude as well.”
Lim subtly nudged Taekjoo to make the call. Taekjoo stared at Lim silently. His eyes were honest, strong—those of a good man. Lim stared back with his signature grin on his face. The silence between the two lasted for a while.
In the end, Taekjoo stuffed the envelope into his pocket. He didn’t forget to add his PS.
“I’m not interested in power or position, influence or the likes. I noticed that these things plant this unnecessary thirst in people, needless motivation.”
“Then why are you accepting this assignment?”
“It’s an order from Mr. Lim, the mighty Deputy Director of the Bureau of Intelligence Activities and Counterintelligence. How dare a lowly agent deny a mission assigned to him?”
“And what’s your other reason? I’m sure there’s more.”
“If I decline this mission, then my perfect record of 100% mission accomplishment will be tarnished.”
“Right, right. Of course.”
“May I go, then?”
“Oh, before you leave, one more thing.”
“Yes?” Taekjoo asked back in an annoyed tone. For a brief moment, Lim’s face hardened. The way he observed Taekjoo was quite solemn, and his voice that followed sounded just as grim.
“Psikh Bogdanov.”
“Psikh Bogdanov? I assume it’s not a... person’s name.”
Taekjoo frowned, tilting his head to the side. Bogdanov is a Russian surname, but no matter how he looked at it, Psikh could not be someone’s first name. What kind of parents would name their kid crazy or madman?
Lim continued speaking as if to tell Taekjoo that he heard it correct.
“That’s what people call him more often than his actual name.”
Names are used more by others than by the person who owns them. Therefore, a nickname, in place of one’s given name, tends to reflect one’s character. And if this mysterious Russian man was known more as Crazy Bogdanov than by his real name, that said a lot about him. Taekjoo wondered how crazy a man must be to be called that, even in a faraway country.
“In Russia, they see him as nothing more than an arm.”
“You mean arm, as in a body part?”
Taekjoo asked to clarify the ambiguity. An arm could mean someone’s right arm, which meant the most reliable helper. But it could mean something entirely different. There was no way that a man would be considered a weapon in and of himself. Taekjoo looked at Lim for confirmation of his premature assumption. Lim grinned again.
“Yes, a limb is one of its definitions, among others.”
So, the man himself was a living weapon. Taekjoo grimaced without even meaning to. What kind of a man earns the name Crazy and is likened to a weapon?
Thinking about Psikh Bogdanov led to another question. The goal of this mission was to find Anastasia. Where did the man fit into all of this?
“Is he involved in Agent Morgan’s death?”
“We’re not sure. No evidence, just speculation. Anyone approaching Russian VIPs can’t avoid him. He’s a living weapon—but not just any weapon. He’s a nuke. So avoid him as much as possible. If you find yourself in a one-on-one with him, do not try to fight him.”
Taekjoo smirked. These warnings only made him more curious about the madman.
At that moment, there was a knock on the door.
“Yes,” Lim said, and the employee who had escorted Taekjoo earlier entered. In his hands were a huge bouquet of flowers and a suitcase. The employee almost forced the items onto Taekjoo before nodding politely and leaving.
“I’ve prepared everything you’ll need for the mission. Saves time and spares you the hassle of packing. Win-win. I noticed you haven’t bought new briefs in the last two months. I stocked you with new ones, and I didn’t forget to account for your taste. No need to thank me now.”
“You seem more up-to-date on my underwear than I do.”
“You’re welcome. And take the flowers home. It’s your mother’s birthday, didn’t you say?”
That cunning snake of a man.
Taekjoo bit his tongue and held back the stinging words, replacing them with a sulking response.
“I’ll leave out the part about you. She’d be upset, knowing the birthday flowers came from her son’s kidnapper.”
“How thoughtful of you. I appreciate it.”
Lim grinned shamelessly.
“Don’t die.”
Taekjoo was about to turn his back when Mr. Lim said the words suddenly. Taekjoo stopped in his steps and nodded half-heartedly.
By the time Taekjoo stepped out, the hallway was empty. He marched wearily toward the door. With every step, motion-detecting lights flickered on, one by one, and off, starting from the furthest point. The darkness caught up with the light quickly, closing in on the distance, threatening to swallow Taekjoo.
“...”
Taekjoo stopped and looked back. As his pause lasted, the last of the lights went out, and he was plunged into darkness.
2. New Mission

There is nothing more useless than asking kids what they want to be when they grow up. One day, it’s the president, the next, a lawyer, then a doctor, astronaut, or celebrity. Their dreams change so often—and into fields so unrelated—that the question itself feels pointless.
Taekjoo was no exception. Even while taking his national standardized exam for university admission, he had no idea he would one day become an intelligence officer.
But his brother was different. From the moment he took his first steps, he had only one dream—to be a soldier like their father. During his doljabi[3], Taekjoo’s brother picked up a book, which brought their mother relief at the time. Little did she know, the book in question was on the art of war.
Their mother desperately hoped that neither of her sons would end up becoming something even remotely close to a soldier. Her own father had been a soldier who prioritized his country over his family. It was that same father who introduced her to a promising soldier under his command—and before long, she was married at a young age. With both her father and husband being soldiers, Taekjoo’s mother hadn’t had a peaceful night’s sleep in sixty years. Whenever her husband went on a mission, she would hold her sons close, staying up all night in anxious wait. She didn’t want the same fate for her children.
But as the saying goes, children never turn out the way their parents want them to. Taekjoo’s older brother was no exception—he defied their mother’s wishes, enlisted in the Navy, and died in service. It had been ten years since his death, and for ten years, their mother had clung desperately to her now-only child, Kwon Taekjoo. As soon as her firstborn’s funeral ended, she grabbed Taekjoo and begged him never to put her through that pain again. Alas, Taekjoo failed her too.
Under the rules and regulations of the National Intelligence Service, the identities of all intelligence officers and agents are classified—even from their immediate family, including their parents. But rule or not, it wouldn’t have made a difference. Taekjoo could never have been honest with his mother. She had already lost her father, her husband, and her eldest son to service. And now, her last remaining flesh and blood picked up a gun more often than he picked up chopsticks to feed himself.
If she ever learned the truth, the heartache and betrayal would destroy her. And so, Taekjoo’s mother lived under the illusion that her son was just a civil servant in a small town in the remote countryside. She could never have imagined—not even in her wildest dreams—that her son was on his way to Moscow, using a cover identity as a Japanese citizen.
Taekjoo shut his eyes, lost in memories of the past, before pulling out his phone. As expected, there was a message from his mother.
[Eat well and have a good day, my son!]
Taekjoo’s mother sent him a message around noon every day to check on him. If he didn’t reply, she’d send another message shortly after he finished work. Sometimes, she’d call. Taekjoo reminded himself to call her as soon as he landed. I was swamped with work today. Mondays are always hectic, you know how it is, Mother—this would do for an excuse. The son had become skilled at lying to her—just enough to keep her trust intact.
Taekjoo put his phone back in his pocket and checked the time. It had been nine hours since the plane took off, and the screen in front of him informed him that it would take about an hour more for the plane to arrive at its destination. Taekjoo felt that now would be a good time to check and fix up his mask. He got up from his seat.
Taekjoo was lucky—the plane lavatory was empty. He was just about to open the door and enter when he heard murmurs coming from the coach section. He peeked through a gap in the curtains and saw a passenger harassing a flight attendant. Nothing unusual, just another passenger who’d had a few too many free drinks. Taekjoo quickly lost interest and stepped into the lavatory. The light above his head flickered on as soon as the door clicked shut.
Taekjoo stared at the mirror, which showed him a stranger’s face. Whoever looked at him now, he was Sakamoto Hiro. The NIS had molded not just Hiro’s face, but his entire head—right down to his ears—and created a perfect replica. The only thing left of Taekjoo was his pitch-black eyes.
Taekjoo turned his face left and right and felt the material. The texture of the artificial leather felt like his own skin. He fixed his hair, then washed his hands. He was just wiping his hands on the paper towel when something hit the other side of the door.
The impact was hard enough to make the ceiling light flicker. Soon, Taekjoo heard what seemed like a commotion. Sir, are you okay?—the flight attendant asked from outside. Almost immediately, hurried footsteps, followed by an unintelligible shout from a man, filled the air.
Taekjoo unlatched the lock and yanked the door open. A man, leaning against the door, stumbled backward into the lavatory.
“Argh—what the fuck!”
The man was clearly drunk, his face flushed red. He seemed like a typical Russian man, holding a bottle of vodka in his hand. He must have bought it from the duty-free shop and started drinking it on board. Taekjoo had been wondering who could be shameless enough to ask for free drinks to get drunk on a plane. The man turned out to be even more shameless than he had assumed.
Taekjoo just stood still, watching the man flail and curse. The flight attendants, helpless, didn’t know what to do.
“Sir, let me help you stand up.”
“Ha! Who do you think you’re touching? Let me go! I said let me go!”
“Ahhh!”
The man pushed the flight attendant. All cabin crew members, including the one who was pushed backward, appeared flustered and at a loss. There was no one on board strong enough to stop the burly Russian man immediately, nor any passenger with enough sense of justice to assist the cabin crew in trouble. You don’t wanna get involved in this, Taekjoo told himself, and as he was arguing with himself in his head, a flight attendant quickly called the cockpit.
When such problems arise on board, the plane will make an emergency landing at the nearest airport. In these cases, all passengers, including the troublemaker, must leave the plane. On top of that, everyone would have to go through the entire process again—from check-in and passport control to boarding. It was a given that passengers would have to wait for hours, either until the plane was ready to take off again or until an alternative flight was arranged.
Taekjoo had no desire to get involved in other people’s business. He didn’t want to draw attention to himself, either, but the thought of having to readjust his plans irritated him. He hated the idea of going through all the airport hassle again all because of a shameless man.
Taekjoo seized the drunk man’s neck, still slumped by his feet.
“Why don’t you get up for a moment?”
“What the—!”
The man was forced to his feet and dragged into the lavatory. He was thrown against the toilet, his butt slamming into it hard. He doubled over in pain, stumbling forward and crashing headfirst onto the floor. His limp arm hung out the door. Passengers nearby let out startled gasps. Those in the front row were so shocked that they quickly stood up. Flight attendants kept asking passengers to stay seated, but no one listened. To top it all off, cabin crew members began receiving calls left and right.
The drunk man swayed as he struggled to his feet. He sneered, his face red and flushed. He wiped the drool from his chin with the back of his hand.
“Right. So you want a piece of me now?”
Taekjoo flicked his finger, motioning at the heavy-breathing, angry man to come at him. The drunk man stopped sniggering. His face turned rigid instantly as he advanced at Taekjoo like an angry bull.
Taekjoo quickly wrapped his arm around the neck of the man charging at him and pulled him to his side. The man was initially caught off guard by the arm snaking around his neck. However, he quickly regained his composure, wrapping his arms around Taekjoo’s legs and lifting him into the air. He aimed to hoist Taekjoo all the way up and slam his head into the ceiling.
The cabin crew shut their eyes, unable to bear watching what was about to happen. The cabin fell silent. Everyone braced for the crash, but it never came. Passengers who had backed away blinked in disbelief as the noise came a bit later.
And the one on the floor wasn’t Taekjoo. It was the buff Russian. He was caught off guard and hit in a weak spot and knocked out cold with his neck still in Taekjoo’s grip. Taekjoo released his arm only after making sure he had completely overpowered the man. Then, he pushed the Russian out of the cubicle by kicking him in the shoulder. A few passengers let out another muffled gasps. Taekjoo didn’t care in the least bit. He straightened his jacket as he left the cubicle.
“What’s going on?”
The co-pilot asked, appearing from the cockpit. He looked between the unconscious man and Taekjoo. His eyes moved to the cabin crew last. Taekjoo calmly returned to his seat, feigning innocence. Taekjoo buckled his seatbelt as he sat down, ending the ruckus.
The cabin crew members had been busy with a drunk passenger. Now, they were busy dealing with upset passengers. The co-pilot wasn’t exempt from the chaos either.
We’re sorry for the trouble, ma’am.
You must be in shock. Let me bring you a cup of warm water to help you calm down.
It’s all safe now. Nothing to worry about.
We’re sorry for the discomfort, and thank you for bearing with us.
Taekjoo heard the apologies from behind the curtain. Soon, a PA announcement apologized for the trouble on board.
Taekjoo ignored the voice and was about to close his eyes to get some rest. But then, the co-pilot and the head flight attendant came over to his seat. They wanted to thank Taekjoo for the help. Taekjoo quickly interrupted them before they started talking.
“Will we make it on time?”
“Oh, unfortunately, we’ve already reported the trouble on board to the control tower. Until the airport clears us to land, we’ll have to wait in the air. Our estimated arrival time is now expected to be delayed by about an hour.”
In the end, the thing that Taekjoo tried so hard to avoid was happening. He nodded absentmindedly, annoyed, before putting on a pair of headphones. It was a clear sign that Taekjoo didn’t want to be disturbed. However, the co-pilot and the head flight attendant continued expressing their sincere gratitude to Taekjoo before they went back to their positions.
The plane jolted as turbulence hit. That was enough to silence anyone who was still complaining. People buckled their seatbelts before they were told to. Everyone held their breath, sitting up straight. Someone murmured a prayer.
And all thanks to this turbulence, Taekjoo enjoyed about an hour of peace and quiet, though his ears felt stuffed from the pressure and made it hard for him to fall asleep. Taekjoo tried his best to pass the time until the PA delivered an announcement he was glad to hear.
[Ladies and gentlemen, we are now approaching Moscow Domodedovo International Airport. The local time is 16:11, and the weather is currently cloudy with a temperature of -13°C. On behalf of the captain and the entire cabin crew, we sincerely apologize for the unforeseen commotion and appreciate your understanding and patience. Thank you for choosing Japan Airlines. We hope you had a pleasant flight and look forward to welcoming you on board again in the future. We wish you an enjoyable stay in Moscow. Thank you.]
Still, the plane circled in the air for quite some time after the announcement. It was past 5:00 PM by the time the plane finally touched down.
Taekjoo joined the throng of passengers heading toward immigration. He didn’t feel particularly anxious. He was used to crossing borders wearing someone else’s face and identity. It had almost become his second nature.
The border control process was quick. The immigration officer barely glanced at Taekjoo before moving on, and the baggage claim went just as smoothly. In no time, Taekjoo was on his way to the exit.
Outside the airport, a crowd was waiting for passengers or loved ones arriving from abroad. Sakamoto Hiro was an invited guest of the Russian government. However, since Hiro had departed Japan a day ahead of the rest of the team, he would not have an escort on his way to the hotel.
Yet somehow, there was someone waiting for him, holding a sign with the name Sakamoto Hiro on it. Taekjoo removed his sunglasses to get a better look and be sure of what he saw. The name was written in Japanese and English. The name Itochu International Inc. was also written below.
When Taekjoo stopped in his tracks, the man holding the paper beamed.
“Mr. Sakamoto?”
“Yes, and you are?”
Taekjoo responded rather coldly. The smile on the man’s face grew wider.
“It’s a pleasure to meet you! I’m Vasily Alexandrovich from the PR team at Gazprom. I was told you were arriving a day ahead of the rest of the visiting team from Japan, so I came to escort you, Mr. Sakamoto.”
The man suddenly extended his hand for a handshake. Taekjoo tilted his head, staring at the waiting hand.
“I haven’t received any message about that,” said Taekjoo.
“You didn’t get the message? That’s impossible. We sent it earlier today to Itochu, and we got a reply saying they’d make sure the message reaches you, Mr. Sakamoto.”
Vasily was confident in his tone. Taekjoo asked for a moment, alarmed that he might have made the wrong move. He quickly pulled out his work phone for a quick check. Text messages had been coming in one after another. He assumed they were the usual updates from the Korean embassy or roaming information. But among them, one was from Mr. Lim. And it confirmed that, indeed, someone from Gazprom would come to escort Taekjoo, just as Vasily claimed.
“Oh, you’re right.”
“There must’ve been a misunderstanding. Anyway, you must be tired from flying for so long. But if I may ask, you arrived much later than expected. Did something happen?”
“There was a small commotion on board.”
“Did someone have too much to drink?”
“How did you—?”
“Just another day to Russian men who run hot on vodka. It must have been shocking to see it for the first time. Is that all you’ve got for luggage? Here, let me get it for you.”
“I’m fine. I can handle it.”
“Okay, then. This way, please.”
Vasily didn’t seem the least bit awkward about the rejection. Rather, he led the way cheerfully, as if something good happened. Taekjoo slowly followed the Russian’s lead. He wasn’t sure where things had gone off track. But to be fair, there was nothing weird about this whole situation. Whether Sakamoto Hiro was by himself or with the rest of his visiting team, it didn’t change the fact that he was an invited guest of the Russian government. And having disguised himself as Hiro, Taekjoo had to deal with the trouble and the headache that came with the role. He had no choice but to act as Hiro until they arrived at the hotel.
A black sedan was waiting for Vasily and Taekjoo. A man stepped out of the driver’s seat. He greeted Taekjoo before taking Taekjoo’s suitcase to the back of the car and loading it. Vasily joined in the politeness and kindly opened the door for Taekjoo. Taekjoo felt uncomfortable with the almost-servile welcome as he entered the car. As soon as Vasily got into the passenger seat, the sedan quickly glided out of the airport grounds.
Taekjoo felt stiff from the long-haul flight. He leaned back and closed his eyes, hoping to get some brief rest. It was also a subtle signal to avoid small talk. However, the left half of Vasily’s torso was already facing Taekjoo.
“You must be very tired.”
“A bit, from the jetlag.”
Taekjoo forced a terse response out of himself. But it wasn’t enough to stop the string of questions that followed. How was the food, how was the seat, how pretty were the flight attendants, yada yada. Vasily even moved on to tell the story of his own in-flight experience. Taekjoo barely paid any attention, his face turned toward the window.
The darkness was thick outside, but that didn’t stop Moscow from revealing its beauty. Lada cars were everywhere. Indeed, the brand earned its undisputed title as the car of the Russian people. In the middle of the city stood a Starbucks sign, adorned with the Russian Cyrillic alphabet. It was an eye-catching sight. People passing by wore short or long shapkas on their heads, their shoulders hunched against the cold. Their noses, the first point of contact with the brutal chill, were red. People’s faces look rigid, likely due to the cold. It gave them an overall impression of grumpiness.
“Is it still that cold these days?”
Vasily had been recounting the winding story of his trip to Japan. He stopped at Taekjoo’s question. The sudden interruption didn’t seem to bother the man. He responded with a smile.
“Actually, it’s gotten warmer these days. It’s just around -15°C, which is pretty decent for winter.”
Taekjoo hunched out of reflex. He hated the cold. Vasily resumed speaking with enthusiasm, but with a new topic—the brutal Russian winter.
“You’ll hear people complain about Moscow being cold. It just shows they haven’t experienced the real cold. Irkutsk and Verkhoyansk would drop to -20°C to -45°C. Compared to that, Moscow is a paradise. Although the mildness of Moscow’s winter would pale next to Tokyo’s. I heard it stays above freezing year-round. Is that true? Do people really freeze to death when the temperature drops below freezing? If something like that happened in Russia, it would definitely make the news.”
The idea of winter temperature dropping to -40°C made Taekjoo shiver inwardly. Vasily continued yapping, but Taekjoo didn’t pay him much attention.
Taekjoo had been looking out the window when he suddenly started glancing around. He noticed the car had slowed down and stopped. It kept moving and stopping for a while.
Taekjoo craned his neck to get a better look at his surroundings. Cars formed long lines, stretching on endlessly. They were caught in heavy traffic.
This wouldn’t have happened had the plane landed on time. It was the drunk man’s fault. Taekjoo felt sorry that he didn’t beat up the man more. He clenched his fist in an effort to calm his latent surge of anger. Vasily exchanged a few words with the driver. Then, he looked to the back and asked for Taekjoo’s consent.
“If we stay on this route, we’ll be stuck here for a while. Would it be okay if we took a detour? This guy here knows every shortcut and backroad in Moscow. And it’s almost dinner time—I suspect you’d be hungry, Mr. Sakamoto. At any rate, I’m sure you’d just want to rest after the long flight.”
For once, Vasily said something Taekjoo didn’t mind hearing. He couldn’t care any less about dinner, or any food for that matter. He simply wanted to lie down on a bed. Taekjoo nodded several times in response to Vasily’s suggestion of the detour.
And as soon as Taekjoo gave the green light, the car swerved out of the main road into a nearby shortcut. It was a tight street where the road and sidewalk were basically one with no street lamp in sight. The vehicle navigated its way forward by solely relying on its headlights. A stray cat digging through the trash jumped and ran away, spooked by the sudden brightness.
The driver proved he truly knew his way around. Street after street, they passed narrow roads that wound and twisted, barely wide enough for one car. The earlier route on the main road would have been much shorter. However, because of the traffic, this route would be faster as long as they didn’t get lost.
Taekjoo felt optimistic. He leaned back, resting against the seat.
“...!”
But then, Taekjoo suddenly turned his head to look out the window. Something in the corner of his eye caught his attention. He quickly scanned the road they were on, but there was nothing out of the ordinary. It had looked like a person’s silhouette. Am I seeing things? Taekjoo couldn’t be sure, as it was too dark outside. But at the same time, it gave him the creeps. He couldn’t shake the eerie feeling hanging over him. He tilted his head, wondering. Slowly, he turned back to his previous sitting position. Vasily asked what was wrong, and Taekjoo responded that it was nothing.
As he took in more of the street outside, something clicked. The car was passing through the same street they’d already passed. The buildings all looked alike, and the street was so dark that there was almost zero visibility. But despite the darkness, Taekjoo was sure they’d already been here. He mumbled, staring at the trash can they were speeding by.
“We’re lost, I guess.”
“We’re not. We’re going the right way.”
“No, we’re not. I’m sure we’ve already passed this street. Do you see the trash can on the left? The smudge, the overflowing trash, and the half-closed lid—it’s the same one. Also, look at the building behind it. The crack in the surface, the color of the bricks, the shape of the window, the laundry line across it, and the flower pot below. They’re all the same ones I saw earlier.”
Taekjoo calmly listed the details from memory. Vasily listened quietly. Then, he sneered.
“You have quite an eye for detail, Mr. Sakamoto.”
There was a jeering edge to his voice—a clear mockery. The excessive enthusiasm and friendliness were gone altogether. Generally speaking, a plot twist as sudden as this one is rarely favorable.
Something was going wrong. Without hesitation, Taekjoo drew his Colt. He cocked the gun—trigger half-pulled. Taekjoo met the driver’s eyes in the rearview mirror.
“Stop,” said Taekjoo.
His commanding voice was deep, and the man behind the wheel did as he was told. The sedan came to a halt in the middle of a narrow street. Vasily didn’t protest but simply put his hands up in the air.
“That’s quite a dangerous toy you’ve brought with you, Mr. Sakamoto.”
“Who are you?”
“I already told you, didn’t I? I’m Vasily Alexandrovich, here to escort you to your destination.”
“And I assume the Alexandrovich in question has nothing to with Gazprom,” said Taekjoo.
“No, he is related—just tiny bit.”
That was when it happened.
“...?”
A stranger threw open the car’s back door and climbed into the backseat, pushing Taekjoo deeper into the vehicle. The man had a Tokarev, a Russian semi-automatic pistol. The soot-black gun was pointed at Taekjoo’s temple. A red laser dot appeared—a sniper rifle was aiming at the left side of his chest. Taekjoo was completely surrounded. He clenched his jaw hard.
“I suggest you behave well, Mr. Sakamoto.”
Vasily snickered as he enunciated each syllable of the name. Taekjoo had no clue who Vasily was or what he was after. However, one thing was clear—Taekjoo had to escape this situation immediately.
But the question was, how? One wrong move, and they were about to put a hole in Taekjoo’s head and chest, respectively. He moved his eyes around and observed his surroundings. The street was swallowed in darkness, with only the car’s headlamp cutting through. Only two lights now—the headlamp and the dome light above Vasily’s smirk.
“You can’t outsmart your way out of this, Mr. Sakamoto. Try me, and your head will be blown to—”
Vasily didn’t even get to finish his warning. Taekjoo jerked forward in a split second. The sound of gunfire immediately followed. The bullet struck the dome light, plunging the vehicle into darkness.
Immediately after, the sniper fired another shot. The gunshot echoed loudly, immediately met with the sharp sound of shattering glass. The backseat windows blew apart.
A brief pause, then heavy silence fell. No movement could be detected around the vehicle. Still, the sniper held his position, keeping his guard up as he slowly moved his gun.
Suddenly, the car jolted into motion. It began speeding through the unlit, narrow alley, knocking over trash cans and scraping against building walls as it swerved dangerously.
The sniper fired again, one shot too late. The bullet only destroyed the car’s bumper and side mirror.
“If you don’t wanna end up like him, you better do as I say.”
Kwon Taekjoo wiped blood off his face as he threatened the driver. The blood wasn’t his. It belonged to the man who had been getting into the car earlier. Taekjoo had grabbed him, using him as a human shield against the sniper. Now, the man hung limp, his head tilted backward. Things weren’t much different for Vasily. He had been shot right in the middle of his face. His body slumped forward onto the dashboard.
The driver, covered in blood that wasn’t his, drove obediently without fighting back. Taekjoo had his arm wrapped around the driver’s neck from behind as he gave directions to drive. The problem was that no matter how far they went, no main road appeared. That left them relying on the headlights, but that would give away their location to the sniper. Driving without it was impossible, though. It was so dark that without any light, they couldn’t even tell if the path continued or ended in a dead end.
And there it was once again.
“...!”
Something extremely fast darted through the buildings. It was the same thing Taekjoo had seen earlier. Was it a cat? No, it was much larger and heavier, yet its movements were quicker than a feline’s. Disturbed and disappointed, Taekjoo tried to trace the figure. But it had vanished into the darkness and never reappeared.
Once could be a mistake, but twice? That was no coincidence. Taekjoo couldn’t shake off the sinister feeling that followed him. He glanced around. A sedan abruptly appeared from the next street.
BAM—there was a deafening sound, and the car Taekjoo was in lurched forward. At the same time, the back seat where he sat soared into the air. The brief moment of suspension felt like an eternity, as if time itself had paused.
Then, as if time had started to tick again, Taekjoo’s vision spun upside down. His body slammed into the vehicle. Glass shattered and flew everywhere. In an instant, the car flipped, its wheels spinning uselessly in the air.
The silence enveloped the surroundings once more. There was no movement from either of the collided cars. There was only the sound of their engines, resembling a wail.
After quite some time, a noise broke the silence. Someone was kicking the smashed and caved-in door, trying to make it out of the car. It was Kwon Taekjoo. He squeezed himself out of the tight gap he had made.
“Ugh...”
He placed his hand on the ground, trying to push himself up. But the sudden wooziness made him flop back down. He had hit his head on the car during the accident and suspected he had a concussion.
Taekjoo shook his head, trying to regain focus and clear his mind. He grabbed onto the car’s body and finally managed to pull himself to his feet. The first thing he checked was the driver’s seat. It was quiet. There was blood everywhere on the broken window. From the blood and silence, the driver was clearly gone. And there was no sound or movement from the other car either.
Taekjoo had no idea what was going on. Who were they? Who were these people who appeared out of nowhere and attacked Taekjoo—no—Sakamoto Hiro? What did they want? What were they after? They knew the exact schedule of Hiro’s flight and had detailed information about his background. This suggested they were no ordinary criminals. It was unlikely they held grudges against the Japanese corporation. A more reasonable assumption was that they were targeting Gazprom or the Russian government by leveraging a key individual. But that didn’t bring any comfort to Taekjoo. He wasn’t Sakamoto Hiro. He had no reason to go through this on behalf of the Japanese man. The moment his feet touched Russian soil, things started to unravel.
Taekjoo shook his head, unhappy about how things were playing out. He walked to the back of the car to retrieve his suitcase. He was struggling to open the trunk when an unwelcome voice interrupted him.
“Hands up.”
Taekjoo flinched instinctively. He heard the click of a gun being cocked. One more movement, and the trigger would be pulled.
Taekjoo held his hands up in the air, looking sullen. He obediently followed the order to turn around. Finally, he faced the man holding the gun. It was a stranger. Judging from the way his head was bleeding profusely, he must have been in the crashing car. The man’s gun looked familiar, and it made Taekjoo sure the man was with Vasily.
What was he supposed to do? Taekjoo was trying to come up with a solution when he noticed a familiar Colt lying around by the man’s feet.
“Walk over here slowly. Try anything stupid, you’ll regret it.”
The man was in too bad a shape for his threat to actually be threatening, however. Regardless, Taekjoo did as he was told without any resistance. The man wouldn’t be able to kill Taekjoo—if he could, he already would have.
As expected, Taekjoo could see that the man didn’t have the guts to pull the trigger. On the contrary, he seemed afraid, scared he might be forced to pull the trigger when the circumstances required it. The man was the one with the gun, he also had the upper hand between the two. And yet, the closer Taekjoo got, the more anxious the man became.
Perhaps things would turn out easier than Taekjoo expected. And just when he thought things might go smoothly, a hand seized the back of his neck.
“Let’s take off the jacket, buddy. Who knows what you got hidden underneath?”
There was one more of them. Taekjoo glanced over his shoulder, but this guy was also a stranger to him. He could only guess, based on the rifle in the man’s hand, that he was the sniper earlier. Taekjoo shrugged and took off the jacket—except for the right sleeve.
He faked slipping his arm out of the right sleeve. And as he did, he tightened his grip on the jacket and yanked it toward him. The sniper, who’d been holding onto Taekjoo’s jacket with only one hand because of the rifle in the other, lost balance. Then, Taekjoo chucked his jacket at the other man who was pointing the gun at him. The man flinched when the jacket hit his face, pulling the trigger by reflex. Taekjoo took advantage of that split second and tugged the sniper’s rifle. But the sniper held on to his gun and came along with it in resistance.
“ARGH!”
BANG—a loud sound preceded the sniper’s pained moan. By the time the other man managed to pull the jacket off his face, Taekjoo was already running far away from him. Thick, red blood spilled from the sniper’s body, taken down by a stray bullet. The anxious man had been trembling and scared. His nerves were at breaking point and finally snapped—he started firing everywhere.
Despite the gunfire, not a single bullet found its target. Soon, the man ran out of bullets, and when he did, he picked up the dead sniper’s rifle and began chasing after Taekjoo.
Taekjoo ran as fast as he could, his eyes fixed straight ahead. As someone who was running away, he was lucky that it was dark, but he was also unlucky that it was dark. He couldn’t see any spot where he could seek concealment. One dead end, and he’d find himself in danger.
Even as they were running, the chaser kept shooting. Most of the bullets fired missed Taekjoo by only a small margin, hitting the walls and windows around him instead. Every time a new street forked off, Taekjoo didn’t hesitate and went straight ahead. BANG. With the sound of another gunshot, something shattered to pieces above his head. A bullet seemed to have found a flower pot by a window. The broken pieces rained above Taekjoo’s head. He shook his head to get rid of the earth and broken shards as he turned onto the new street that had appeared beside him. At that moment, a van popped out of nowhere.
“...!”
Taekjoo rolled over the vehicle’s hood to minimize the impact. The car had come to a stop, and its four doors opened in a synchronized motion. Armed men stepped out of the van, and soon after, they were joined by the man who had been tenaciously pursuing Taekjoo. After talking among themselves for a short while, they decided to point all of their guns at Taekjoo first.
“God damn it.”
He’d take care of one, then another would appear. After handling that, a new one would show up again. How much longer do I have to do this? Taekjoo asked himself. He slowly backtracked, then began sprinting again. Profanities escaped his lips while he was running.
After running for quite some time, his vision suddenly expanded. He found himself standing before a vast, open space. A building loomed ahead, seemingly abandoned during its construction. Only the metal skeleton remained, with no front or back walls. Cement, steel pipes, and other building materials were scattered around everywhere.
Taekjoo had no time to think. It was the only place he could hide himself at the moment. He went deeper inside the bare building, climbing up the stairs. The steps were laced thick with dust.
His chest heaved with every step, breath catching in his throat. He flew up the staircase and was on the fourth floor in no time. He couldn’t stop himself from catching his breath. His heart was pounding so hard that it was almost painful. Taekjoo kept swearing. The only thing he had on himself was a thin shirt, but he didn’t have the luxury to feel the cold.
Those who were after Taekjoo had also arrived at the building. Taekjoo counted the heads—there were four of them. One’s missing. Where is he?
Taekjoo took silent steps and quickly moved to the wall right next to the makeshift stairs. He flattened himself against the wall and listened carefully. He could feel someone approaching very carefully, very slowly. Taekjoo discreetly unbuckled his belt and held it in both of his hands.
Soon enough, after climbing up the stairs ever so carefully, one foot after another, one of the chasers appeared, the muzzle of his gun preceding him. Taekjoo didn’t miss the moment. He swung the buckle of his belt straight ahead. The stretched leather snapped forward, coiling once around the gun before snapping back to him. Taekjoo grabbed it instantly and yanked it.
BANG. BANG. BANG. BANG.
The gun, pointed at the ceiling, kept belching bullets. Taekjoo let go of the other end of the belt he had been pulling on. As he did, he whipped it, and he whipped it hard. The belt lashed the back of the gunman’s hand. He let out a yelp and dropped his weapon, which Taekjoo kicked away before wrapping his belt around the man’s neck. The man kicked around and struggled, clawing at the belt.
“Argh!”
Taekjoo showed no mercy. He tightened his grip on the belt even further. The gunman, after thrashing and trembling for a while, slowly went limp. Taekjoo released the pressure from his hand, letting the man fall, down on his knees first. He kicked the man on the back, tumbling him forward, making sure he was down. At last, Taekjoo was able to catch a breath. One down.
In the meantime, it was getting noisy downstairs. The gunman’s party must have been rushing after hearing the shots fired earlier. The rifle was lying on the top of the stairs. If Taekjoo didn’t get it in time, he’d be riddled with bullets before he could even defend himself. But how was he supposed to fight a group of armed men with only his bare hands?
Taekjoo took a deep breath, then lurched his body forward and rolled over quickly. Just when his hand touched the rifle, his pursuers landed at the top of the stairs as well. The moment they saw Taekjoo, they began firing like there was no tomorrow.
But Taekjoo was quicker in pulling the trigger. Two shots were fired, and two men tumbled back down the stairs while screaming in pain. Meanwhile, the bullets from their guns lodged themselves in the ceiling above.
The two bullets Taekjoo fired were the last in the gun. Without hesitation, he tossed the empty rifle aside and moved forward. Two down, two more left. Taekjoo counted the remaining number of heads, assessing the situation downstairs.
“...?”
His head snapped up. Something had caught his eyes again, but when he looked up, there was nothing for his late eyes to see. What was it that kept flickering past his vision? His breathing felt loud—too loud.
Taekjoo should brush it off and tell himself that he must have seen it wrong, that there was no time to be distracted by such a thing. He knew this, yet the eerie feeling in his gut wouldn’t go away.
“...!”
Again. Taekjoo instantly got to his feet and stared at the building across from where he was. There was quite some distance between the two structures, which made it hard for his eyes to focus. He squinted to see better, but the silhouette he’d glimpsed had already vanished from the rooftop.
Taekjoo didn’t believe in ghosts or spirits. However, there were no other words to describe the figure he had just seen. No human could move like that.
While Taekjoo was distracted by a sudden conundrum, bullets tore through the floor beneath him. The spot where he had just been standing was shredded in seconds, pulverized in no time. He dove for cover, barely escaping the onslaught. Peeking out cautiously, his eyes scanned for the enemy.
The two remaining men came up with a plan. One jumped into the building and pointed his gun upward. Taekjoo glanced around frantically, trying to find a way to deal with the man who was about to bust in. But he couldn’t find anything he could use to conceal himself or use as a weapon.
Just then, a curious gunshot was heard from downstairs. Taekjoo flinched and listened carefully. In the next moment, a blood-curdling scream followed.
“AAAAAAAAAHHHH!”
Or rather, a roar. It wasn’t far from where Taekjoo was, just somewhere right below. He waited for a bit more, but he could no longer feel any sign of life. Taekjoo had to find out what was going on. He looked outside the building. The last man standing seemed to have been shaken by the gunfire and scream he’d just heard. He glanced around, looking helpless. Then, he spotted Taekjoo and pulled the trigger.
Taekjoo quickly moved to the side to avoid the bullet. He simply couldn’t understand what was going on. He was having one hell of a bad luck today. Finally, the last chaser on standby decided to enter the building himself. Tap, tap, tap. His steady footsteps echoed rhythmically. The sound grew louder and closer. Soon, he was going to land on the fourth floor.
Taekjoo had no choice. He snapped off the button on his right sleeve, which came off with a long wire attached to it. It was a miniature bomb. Taekjoo planned to throw it as a last resort to save himself.
He cut off the wire from his sleeve, wrapped his hand around the button, and waited for the man to appear.
“...?”
Taekjoo waited, but even after a while, the man didn’t come. The building had turned quiet as if Taekjoo was the only one in it. He couldn’t hear anyone’s breathing, let alone footsteps.
What had happened? Did the man conceal himself somewhere, waiting for Taekjoo to make the first move? Taekjoo pulled his neck long to check out the open space again. Not a shadow of any human was visible. What on earth... And just then, his confusion broke into full-blown alarm.
“...!”
Right next to his face, something reached out. Taekjoo turned his eyes to the side to look, and he froze instantly. That something, reaching out from behind him, was someone’s arm. And at the end of it, Taekjoo’s last chaser was dangling. If it weren’t for the attire, Taekjoo wouldn’t have recognized the man, as a huge hand was covering his entire face. To be precise, long, delicate fingers were lodged in the man’s eye sockets. The man’s body was pushed completely outside the building. He was hanging in mid-air, suspended by the fingers in his eyes. His legs spasmed helplessly in the air.
“Ah... Ugh... Argh...”
Eerie moans escaped the man’s lips. Taekjoo frowned. The muscles on his back felt like they had frozen. He couldn’t bring himself to turn his face and see to whom the monstrous hand belonged. It was not a matter of courage. It was a matter of instinct. He couldn’t even breathe right.
The arm resembled a tower crane, and the owner of the limb didn’t drag the situation any longer. He flicked off the man dangling from his fingers like he was shaking off a strand of hair stuck in his hand. Not an ounce of hesitation was present in his movement. With that, the man dropped, and a loud thump followed.
The only one left was Kwon Taekjoo—two, including the mysterious murder fiend. Taekjoo didn’t have to turn around and look to know that he was within reach of the monster. All the unknown man had to do was reach out, and he’d have Taekjoo in his grip. Taekjoo could feel a damp and murky stare scanning his back. It was the swamp-like gaze of a starved beast hunting its prey. He had no proof, but Taekjoo was sure. It was the same presence he’d seen again and again while being abducted.
Taekjoo closed his eyes and opened them slowly. He tried to calm himself down. His senses awakened one by one, returning to him after feeling like they’d been paralyzed. And then, finally, he was able to perceive the being he’d kept missing. The shadow that was far taller than him. The scent so strong and suffocating that it almost desensitized his nose. The icy aura that froze the air around him.
Taekjoo tightened his grip around the button in his hand. The monster might be a killing fiend, but even he wouldn’t survive a bomb. Because of the proximity, Taekjoo could lose a limb as well from the explosion. But it was nothing compared to losing his head. All he had to do was take the man by surprise. Then, he needed to stuff the bomb into one of the holes in the face—eyes, nose, mouth—it didn’t matter as long as it was a bodily hole. Taekjoo pulled himself together and quickly turned around.
However, before Taekjoo could even try, the hand with the button-bomb was seized. The next moment, his vision was turned upside down. Taekjoo hadn’t even processed what had happened. His grip loosened from the confusion, letting the bomb slide off his hand. Taekjoo clamped his eyes shut, anticipating horrific pain to immediately follow. The explosion boomed from far below, followed by a wave of heat rising up the building. And just like that, Taekjoo’s last resort was gone.
Taekjoo’s head touched the coarse cement floor. The only thing in his upside-down view was a pair of long, straight legs. At the end of them were pointy shoes made of crocodile leather. Taekjoo recalled seeing the pair in a magazine sometime back. Their shape had left an impression—sleek and smooth, like the animal they were made from. The price was somewhere around fourteen thousand dollars. It was a luxury that didn’t quite suit a killing maniac.
“I need something to wipe with. Do you mind?”
These were the first words he’d spoken. The voice was not as deep as Taekjoo had expected. It rather sounded young.
Anyway, what was he asking Taekjoo for? Obviously, he would need to wipe his hands. They were no doubt soiled from popping a pair of eyeballs earlier. Taekjoo had an idea why the man was asking him—he just refused to believe that was it. No matter how thin and light his shirt was, it was the only piece of clothing he had on. Without it, Taekjoo would freeze to death before the murderer could even touch him.
But the murderer in question seemed to have short patience. As Taekjoo kept ignoring him, a familiar texture pressed against his head. It was a Colt.
“...Shibal[4].”
Taekjoo cussed in Korean as he undid his buttons. The killer was holding onto his right arm, so Taekjoo had to resort to using only his left. It didn’t help that it was a new shirt, the buttonholes untamed and tight. Taekjoo had just undone the second button when the maniac grabbed the neck of his shirt.
Taekjoo’s shirt was ripped away in an instant. Brute strength popped the buttons, which hit Taekjoo’s jaw and cheeks. Right after, something cold replaced the murderer’s hand wrapped around Taekjoo’s wrist. Taekjoo pulled it, only to hear a clanging sound. It was a pair of handcuffs. The other end had been fixed on a steel pipe. Taekjoo’s head was still pointed downward.
The murderer’s shadow moved slowly, full of confidence. When the movement stopped, Taekjoo saw his shirt fall to the ground. It was stained with blood and other bodily fluids.
The monster inhaled deeply, then let out a breath that seemed to stretch even longer. He appeared to be smoking something. Along with the lazy breathing, the distinct scent of the man amplified.
The scent told Taekjoo it was no ordinary tobacco. It was richer, harsher, bitter to the bone. The unique scent was also damp, and the smoke hung thick and humid. What is that? Not long after, something blunt fell right before Taekjoo’s eyes. It was the butt of a handmade cigar.
Now that he was done smoking, the monster turned around right on the spot. His straight legs began getting farther and farther from Taekjoo. He headed straight toward the stairs. The man wasn’t planning on retrieving his handcuffs. The man went down, and Taekjoo could see that he was very tall. He was so tall that it took a while for the back of his head to come within Taekjoo’s sight as he stepped down the stairs. And that was it.
Taekjoo could no longer feel the murder fiend’s presence, and only then was he able to breathe. His entire body went limp as it relaxed from the stiffening tension. Finally, the monster was gone. Along with it, the eerie chill that had seemed almost unreal vanished. It was replaced by the harsh cold of reality. The cold was so ruthless that it didn’t even allow for goosebumps. It felt as though his skin had frozen into one giant piece and had started cracking. Goddammit, Taekjoo muttered, slapping the ground.
Soon, he heard a familiar sound in the distance, growing closer.
A police siren was approaching.
***
Taekjoo was held at the police station for quite some time. A passing officer handed him a thick blanket. It smelled moldy. Taekjoo wondered when it was last washed. However, the cold was seeping into his bones even with the heater on. He had to take it.
And so, Taekjoo wrapped himself in the blanket while staring down at his throbbing wrist. It was wrapped in a bandage, the monster’s handprint printed clearly underneath. Was it because Taekjoo was in shock? He didn’t feel any pain even while he was getting first aid treatment.
“Your wrist is dislocated, didn’t you feel the pain?” the paramedic asked. It was then that Taekjoo realized why he couldn’t feel his wrist. He wriggled the tip of his fingers, which peeked out from beneath the bandage.
Taekjoo couldn’t believe it. He couldn’t believe that he’d been kidnapped out of the blue. But even more unbelievable was the monster of a killer who appeared out of nowhere, saved him, and then vanished back into thin air. Could that really be called saving him? He took Taekjoo’s only piece of clothing, and he also broke Taekjoo’s wrist. And had the police been even a bit late in their arrival, Taekjoo would’ve frozen to death in that spot.
Was the killer even a human? His grip was strong enough to injure a grown man’s wrist—his strength simply didn’t make sense. If the victim had been someone else, someone with a weaker body that could be easily mangled, then a broken wrist wouldn’t have been so surprising. But Taekjoo prided himself on his strong, almost stubborn body.
Just then, the officer handling Taekjoo’s case returned. The old chair under him creaked as soon as the officer took his seat.
“We suspect it was the doing of those who aren’t happy with the Gazprom deal. It is a project of an immense scale, after all. No wonder it sparked so much envy. I heard that the cash stake alone was in the millions?”
He spoke of the Gazprom deal as if it were some betting game. Not really an ideal attitude for a civil servant. And by the time the officer was talking about the projected revenue, his eyes were sparkling. Taekjoo didn’t say anything. He simply stared at the clock on the wall. All he wanted at the moment was to go to his hotel.
However, the officer in charge was very enthusiastic. He moved on to bidding Taekjoo not to hold any grudges or prejudice against Russia, promising to catch whoever was behind this ruckus. His superior, just returning from his break, asked the officer why Taekjoo was still in the station. Only then was Taekjoo released.
“Excuse me, but where’s my suitcase?”
“Oh, you mean the bag inside the kidnappers’ vehicle? It’s over there. We checked it for any bombs or GPS trackers. Just doing you a little favor, no need to thank us.”
It sounded like he wanted to be thanked. Taekjoo simply nodded once and got up. Just like the officer’s words, the bag was sitting right before the door. Taekjoo hurried to pick it up and left the office. He went down the stairs, trying to think of a way to get to his hotel, when the officer earlier came after him. Taekjoo ignored him, thinking he must have a business of his own to attend to. But the officer kept following Taekjoo, maintaining the same distance. In the end, Taekjoo had to stop and turn on the spot.
“Can I help—”
“They got you once. Who’s to say that they’re not coming after you again? And now that their comrades are dead, they might double down and take their revenge. I’ll escort you safely to your hotel.”
And he added the phrase that seemed almost habitual.
“Oh, no need to thank me at all.”
Right, he definitely wants to be thanked. The officer didn’t even ask for Taekjoo’s consent. Instead, he led the way, telling Taekjoo to follow him. Unsolicited kindness was no different from rudeness. However, at this moment, Taekjoo was Sakamoto Hiro. He was a civilian who’d been kidnapped and had just gone through a life-threatening experience. There was no reason for him to decline the protection of the authorities. And so, Taekjoo begrudgingly accepted the officer’s kind offer.
In the corner of the parking lot stood an old Volga[5], its paint chipped and body dented here and there. It had to be at least fifteen years old. The officer opened the trunk with some effort because it was so dented that it barely stayed shut. Then, he loaded Taekjoo’s suitcase inside. Taekjoo pulled out something to wear from the bag and put it on. Meanwhile, the officer went to the driver’s seat and turned on the engine. The old vehicle sputtered and groaned, trembling as it sprang to life.
Taekjoo briefly thought about whether he should sit in the back or not. If he did, it would be rude. But it also wouldn’t be the end of the world. Unfortunately, Japanese people are known for their strong tendency to avoid being rude or offensive. Taekjoo let out a sigh that sounded more like a groan, and opened the door to the passenger seat.
Taekjoo sat without thinking much when he reached under his butt. Something was on the seat. He pulled it out and saw that it was a pair of ladies’ tights. The officer snatched them from him and casually chucked them into the back seat. He also grabbed the piece of bread, disposable cup, and adult magazine scattered on the dashboard and stuffed them into random places.
“I thought you’d be more of a desk jockey, but you seem to enjoy working out as well?”
The officer must have felt awkward from the clutter. He hurried to strike up a conversation. He seemed to have noticed Taekjoo’s body earlier. The muscle developed from working on missions was different from the kind built through weight training. The latter was primarily for vanity. It was also the kind that didn’t quite match someone who supposedly spent most of his time at a desk. Taekjoo shrugged, giving him a simple response—you need to be healthy to work long hours. He was the one who said it, yet he was also the one who ended up embarrassed by how scripted his answer sounded.
The car was unable to leave the police station for a long while. Something was wrong with its rear tires, so they had to be changed before leaving. Taekjoo wanted to take advantage of this opportunity and take a taxi, but the officer was stubborn about personally dropping off Taekjoo, the victim and the witness of this case. Only after the tires were changed were they able to leave the police station.
“Once you’re in your room, don’t worry about anything. Just make sure to get some good rest. If you can’t fall asleep, a shot of vodka helps. We’ll make sure to catch the outlaws who troubled you and they pay the price. By the way, what was it you said earlier?”
The officer, who’d been talking alone all this time, tilted his head in question. The question wasn’t specific enough to answer. Taekjoo just looked at him, waiting for him to continue.
“Didn’t you say earlier that there was someone else aside from the men who were dead? The one with a luxurious pair of cowhide shoes? And some strong scent that smelled like something was rotting? And that the guy stuffed his fingers into the eye holes of one of the kidnappers and dropped him from the building. Am I right?”
Back at the station, Taekjoo had to repeat his witness statement several times. Yet, the officer in charge seemed to remember nothing correctly. It meant that he wasn’t interested at all. Catch the rogues and make them pay the price—words just as empty, probably. It didn’t matter. Taekjoo had zero expectations from the beginning, anyway.
He sighed and corrected the officer.
“It wasn’t cowhide. It was crocodile leather.”
“It could just be a pattern. You know, croc-patterned cow leather shoes.”
“I am sure it was crocodile leather. I can’t recall the exact brand name, but it cost at least 1.2 million rubles. The color was tanned brown, the size looked to be somewhere between U.S. 13 and 14, and the pair was in great condition like it had just been unboxed. It meant that the shoes had no time to be worn down or that the pair was only recently bought. Either way, the man would have to be well-off.”
Taekjoo was annoyed and began rebutting the officer. Then, he realized his mistake. The officer’s eyes had turned wide. Taekjoo looked away and gave his excuse, mumbling that he had also been interested in buying the pair. To be fair, it wasn’t a lie. Still, the officer stared at Taekjoo with suspicion. Then, he grinned.
“Sure. Let’s say it was crocodile leather.”
The officer’s tone was patronizing. The way he snickered didn’t exactly brighten Taekjoo’s mood either. The officer’s attitude made him feel like he was being anal over nothing. Taekjoo tried to hide his irritation but failed, and it showed on his face. He was stretching his short temper to its limit, and it wasn’t doing him any good. He felt like he was about to explode any time soon.
The car stopped at a red light. Taekjoo, who’d been able to hold it in until then, couldn’t hold it any longer.
“And it wasn’t something rotting. I said it was the smell of something burning. Not an ordinary cigarette, but a handmade one.”
“Right, we’ll make sure to include that valuable piece of information.”
The officer responded half-heartedly. Taekjoo was astonished. This man was a police officer. How could he be so uninterested in the investigation of a killing machine in his city? Instead, the damn officer started showing his mighty interest in Japanese women. Throughout the entire drive, the man kept asking things like, Is it true that women treat their husbands like masters? and, Is it true that the kimono belt is designed so that women can lie on their backs anywhere? Taekjoo became absolutely sure. There was no way in hell this goddamn Russian was going to catch that monster of a killer.
After what felt like an eternity in hell, the police car came to a stop. It pulled up in front of a luxurious hotel.
“Well, here we are. No one knows when they might come after you again, so I’d suggest changing where you’re staying if you can. And if you ever need a personal bodyguard, don’t hesitate to call me—I’ll do whatever I can to help. Oh, and don’t worry about thanking me. Maybe just a shot of vodka on you sometime later.”
At this point, Taekjoo couldn’t even force a smile. He had to try very hard to pull the ends of his lips upward.
“I’ll think about it. Sorry for all the trouble today.”
“You don’t have to apologize. Just think of it as Russian hospitality. And no need to thank me either.”
Taekjoo wondered how many more times he’d say that damn phrase. He nodded and turned away quickly. The officer, not knowing Taekjoo’s true feelings, bade him goodbye. He also gave Taekjoo the dreadful suggestion to call him whenever he needed a drinking companion.
As soon as Taekjoo entered the hotel, the bellhop immediately approached him to take his luggage. Normally, it took less than an hour to get from the airport to the hotel. After the flight delay, kidnapping, and police investigation, it took Taekjoo a full twelve hours to get there. He was so drained that he had to drag his feet to the hotel front desk.
“Welcome, sir.”
Taekjoo ignored the polite greeting. He simply handed over his passport and credit card without saying a word. The concierge noticed the exhaustion on his face and quickly sped up the check-in process. Soon, Taekjoo had the key to his room.
He was about to head to his room when he suddenly paused. After thinking for a while, Taekjoo turned around to face the concierge again.
“Is there a cigar bar nearby, by any chance?”
“If you’re looking for premium handmade cigars, the hotel has a cigar bar as well, sir. A wide selection that will surely satisfy your taste. Just head to the back of the lobby and keep going straight. Here, let me give you a map of the ground floor.”
The concierge handed Taekjoo a pamphlet. He took it and immediately began walking, following the directions. Taekjoo was desperate to rest, but a nagging thought kept picking at his nerves. It gnawed at the back of his mind. He had to make sure. Now was the time. He wouldn’t have any time to go snooping around once his mission officially started.
It wasn’t hard to find the cigar bar. The exterior was lavishly decorated, and the premium products in the window caught everyone’s attention. There was no reason for Taekjoo to hesitate now. He stepped inside. The clerk, a beefy man, greeted him with enthusiasm.
“Is there a specific brand you’re looking for?”
“I don’t know the name of the brand. I only remember the scent.”
Taekjoo looked around, feeling overwhelmed. The clerk lifted one eyebrow. Then, he came out from behind the desk.
“Cuban cigars are known as the best in the world, and we’ve got a great selection of them in stock. The main difference between cigars often comes down to the brand name. Just because a cigar is handmade or hand-rolled doesn’t always mean it’s from a small business. Take Macanudo, for example. It’s the best-selling cigar in the U.S. for a reason. When something’s that popular, you know it’s got the right balance to please most tastes. It’s incredibly smooth, perfect for someone just starting out.”
Unfortunately, the clerk must have mistaken Taekjoo for a budding cigar enthusiast. Taekjoo flipped the Macanudo around.
“How much is this?”
“Seven dollars per stick—a smart, practical choice.”
“Then this probably isn’t it.”
Taekjoo handed the cigar back to the clerk, who then asked him a confirming question.
“Are you looking for the cigar you came across, sir?”
“Yes, I’d really like to know what it was.”
“Hmm, in that case, could you give me a few clues to help you?”
The clerk put on a cheeky smile. The professional cigar connoisseur was given a challenge—to identify the one cigar out of dozens, maybe even hundreds, based solely on its scent. Taekjoo piqued the clerk’s interest. It was a puzzle that touched on the clerk’s pride.
“The man who smoked it was wearing a pair of shoes that cost fourteen thousand dollars.”
“Given that shoes are items that inevitably wear out over time, the gentleman must be quite affluent. People like him always want the best of everything. While everything we carry is excellent, some are truly in a league of their own. This one here is called Romeo y Julieta. The flavor is dry yet rich, and the aroma has notes of damp earth, mushrooms, and honey.”
“The aroma was damp, but it didn’t have any earthy or mushroom-like notes. It had a hint of sweetness, but it wasn’t honey either.”
“If it wasn’t earthy, then that crosses off El Rey del Mundo as well. Did you smell burning wood? Or leather?”
“Yes, I think it was closer to a burning piece of wood. But not leather.”
“And was the scent spicy?”
“Uhm, no, not spicy.”
“There goes Montecristo, then. How was the body? Was it cylindrical and long? Or were the head and foot more pointed?”
“I only saw the nub after it had been smoked. It wasn’t sharp, though, and I think it had a slight floral note as well.”
“Ah, then I’ll bet my money here.”
The clerk beamed as he pulled out a cigar. Taekjoo didn’t ask for an explanation, but the man seemed eager to indulge himself.
“It’s Cohiba Behike. The aroma is known for its depth and complexity. It’s thick and sweet at the same time, but the richness is subtle enough to create a well-rounded, excellent flavor profile. Would you like to give it a try?”
Taekjoo nodded. The clerk lit the Cohiba Behike with the torch flame of a cigar lighter. Unlike a regular cigarette, the tip of the cigar burned slowly, like a leaf singed by fire. The ash clung to the tip, firm and unbroken.
The scent of the cigar filled Taekjoo’s mouth, and he took in its richness. He let the smoke swirl around his nose as he watched the cigar slowly burn down. But in the end, he shook his head.
“Close, but still not quite.”
“How is it different, if I may ask?”
“The overall taste is pretty similar, but the one I smelled that day had more depth and richness. And this one lacks the damp undertone.”
“If you noticed a dampness in the scent, it’s likely from the tip of the cigar. The tip is dipped in cognac before being lit, which infuses the cigar’s aroma with the scent of the cognac.”
The clerk held up a finger, signaling Taekjoo to wait, and disappeared into the back of the room. Soon, he came back with a glass of liquor in his hand. Taekjoo guessed it was cognac. The clerk cut the burning tip of the cigar with a cutter. Then, he dipped the freshly cut tip into the cognac and handed the cigar back to Taekjoo.
“How is it this time?”
“It got closer, but still not the same.”
Taekjoo’s answer threw the clerk into a thoughtful silence. A crease had formed between his brows, and the man rubbed it as he muttered to himself, seemingly out of habit.
“Similar scents indicate that they are the same type of cigar, but deeper and richer than this one... Well, there is one that comes to my mind.”
“And what is that?”
Taekjoo quickly asked back. The clerk kept rubbing his chin, deep in thought, before finally speaking. “Cohiba cigars are typically made with tobacco leaves aged twice. But a few years ago, to celebrate the fortieth anniversary of the Cohiba cigar, they released a limited edition, the Cohiba Behike. For this edition, only the finest tobacco leaves were selected and aged three times. These special cigars were stored in a temperature- and humidity-controlled environment to bring out their full flavor. After production, they were kept in cigar boxes and aged for six more years to enhance the scent. The downside is that only four thousand packs were made, and they were sold exclusively in Spain. Many cigar enthusiasts, myself included, tried to get their hands on one. This limited edition is known for its distinct feature—a scent that’s heavier than regular Cohiba cigars. I’ve also heard the aroma is richer. Being a limited edition, each cigar was priced at four hundred dollars.”
Four hundred dollars per cigar. A richer, deeper aroma. The dampness at the tip might have been from cognac. He smoked four-hundred-dollar cigars and wore fourteen-thousand-dollar shoes. Clearly, excessive wealth could turn a person into a monster.
“Do you have that limited edition product by any chance?”
“Oh, I would love to get a glimpse of it myself, sir.”
The clerk smiled in a sorry way. At any rate, this scratched Taekjoo’s itch. He took out a couple of hundred-dollar notes, wanting to tip the clerk as a thank you.
“There’s no need to, sir. You didn’t even find what you were looking for.”
“Then I’ll take this one. You could’ve ignored me pestering you, but you didn’t. Thank you.”
Taekjoo grabbed one of the twenty-dollar hand-rolled cigars close to him and walked out of the cigar bar. Only four thousand packs of Cohiba Behike in the entire world—an elegant taste for a murder fiend.
As Taekjoo entered his hotel room, the first thing he saw was his suitcase. He didn’t have the time nor the energy to unpack. He walked toward the bathroom, stripping off his clothes as he went. He got into the shower and turned the tap on right away, soaking in the warmth and pressure of the hotel water. For a while, Taekjoo simply rested his palm against the wall and let the water wash over him. He needed time to think.
Taekjoo agreed with the police’s theory: he had been abducted by those opposed to the energy project the moment he landed in Russia. There was no doubt of that. But what he couldn’t understand was the appearance of the crocodile leather shoes. Who on earth was he, and what business could he possibly have had in that place? Ultimately, he ended up helping Taekjoo out, but that didn’t mean Taekjoo could see him as an ally. There was no way to tell why the man didn’t harm Taekjoo. It could have been because he didn’t want to, or maybe he was deterred by the arrival of the police.
The presence of the man behind Taekjoo was enough to make him hold his breath and freeze in place. A crocodile was lurking in the silence of the waters, and Taekjoo was the prey. The moment he moved, he’d be torn to pieces. He felt like he’d been thrown naked into a world of cruel and barbaric savages. Taekjoo couldn’t dare attack back, an experience he’d never had his entire life. His will to live prompted him to try, but he was overpowered almost too easily and too quickly. What would’ve happened if the monster had sincerely tried to harm Taekjoo?
The sharp tips of the shoes, the smell of the burning cigar, the casual tone of the voice, and the raw brutality. His violence was no simple defense mechanism to overpower his opponents. It was more like an art—imprinting fear in them. Dismantling them piece by piece, until nothing remained.
Taekjoo clenched his jaw and shook his head. He tried to shake off the stubborn afterimage carved into his mind. If a memory is going to poison you the longer you hold onto it, the best thing to do is to let it go. It’s best to get it out of your system as soon as possible.
Taekjoo wanted to finish the shower and get out, but the bandage on his arm bothered him. It didn’t take him long to decide. He unwrapped the damp, soggy bandage. His dislocated wrist felt sore but not bad enough that he couldn’t stand the pain.
Taekjoo also peeled off the artificial skin from his face, freeing himself from the discomfort. The plain, boring features were replaced by Taekjoo’s own sharp features. He quickly washed his face and hair before putting on a bathrobe.
Once he got out of the shower, the first thing Taekjoo did was unpack. The suitcase looked just as battered and bruised as Taekjoo did. Its contents were all entangled and messy. Taekjoo pushed away the first layer of his clothes, revealing his razor, portable game console, watch, tablet PC, and camera. He lined them all up and took out a small screwdriver from his travel toolbox. Then, he began disassembling his stuff one by one, which all looked brand new, by the way.
Taekjoo took out only the parts he needed from each device and put them together. The final product was a small device that he connected to his work phone. It was state-of-the-art technology. It changed the IP while allowing him to use the hotel’s lines. This effectively prevented any attempts to bug or tap his calls. Taekjoo connected the small device to his laptop as the final step before turning it on.
He entered his password, watched the screen load, and saw his boring wallpaper appear. Among many desktop icons, Taekjoo clicked on the one that looked like the famous social media. Once he logged in, the screen displayed the emblem of the National Intelligence Service, connecting him directly to HQ. Immediately, Mr. Lim appeared on the screen—you’re late—and lightly chided Taekjoo. But Mr. Lim wasn’t the only one. Taekjoo also shared the sentiment and had a lot to say to his superior.
“If I had to disguise into someone, why couldn’t it have been someone safer, someone less important?”
- Well, if it’s not someone worthy of abduction and ransom, how would you meet people who are just as important?
“You sound as if you’ve known this would’ve happened all along.”
- Nonsense. I simply thought it was a possibility. And I also anticipated you’d make it back, being the excellent agent you are.
Lim always knew what to say to get himself out of trouble. Taekjoo continued his questions begrudgingly.
“What on earth happened? Your message said someone from Gazprom was coming to pick me up.”
- Yes, it did, since Gazprom let us know they’re sending an escort your way.
“Are you sure the message was from Gazprom?”
- I told you, I’m sure. Your cover almost got blown. They called the Itochu office to let them know you hadn’t arrived long after your plane had landed. We were able to intercept the call, but it was close. I heard the plane you were on didn’t land on time because of some on-board trouble. The change in flight schedule seemed to have caused all this confusion. Some Asian guy arrived earlier than you did and claimed to be Sakamoto Hiro himself. They found out later that he wasn’t Hiro when you were already abducted by a group of maniacs.
Lim was right. Taekjoo’s streak of bad luck had started with the flight and only got worse from there. All because of that drunk Russian. That was how Taekjoo ended up meeting Vasily, who was pretending to be from Gazprom.
But if I may ask, you arrived much later than expected. Did something happen?
There was a small commotion during the flight.
Did someone have too much to drink?
How did you—?
How did he know? Of course he knew, it was his doing. It annoyed Taekjoo that Vasily had a quick death. He deserved more, worse. He clenched his fist to calm himself, then winced. His wrist hurt.
Taekjoo looked down at his right arm. The spot where the murder fiend had grabbed him was bruised, the shape of a hand clearly visible. Taekjoo felt the shock from earlier and the horror of his encounter with the killer. He had to find out who the monster was. Otherwise, he’d keep reliving that humiliation.
Taekjoo confided in Lim about the killing maniac. He would take whatever help he could get, even from the headquarters. However, Lim’s reaction was underwhelming.
- Well, if you didn’t even see his face, then there’s no way to find out who he is. You said yourself that only four thousand packs of the cigars were sold. It means the number of buyers is at least four thousand. Tracing and digging after each of them would take forever. Also, his shoes weren’t exclusive either, right?
Taekjoo was about to disagree but stopped. Lim wasn’t wrong.
- It’s unfortunate you had to go through so much trouble on the first day of the mission.
Taekjoo nodded indifferently at Lim’s attempt to comfort him. Lim, after watching his subordinate for a while, leaned forward closer to the screen.
- I understand you like working alone, but seeing you struggle on your first day only makes me anxious, especially when I’m so far away from you. You’re like a sitting duckling.
Lim was being was being unusually gentle all of a sudden, and continued.
- So, I found someone to help you.
Taekjoo had a bad feeling about this.
“You never said anything like this before.”
Taekjoo responded, frowning. This mission was Taekjoo’s solo mission. There was no talk of a partner until he left.
Lim was telling Taekjoo this news just now while he was already in the middle of the mission. This sly fox of a man. Taekjoo glared at the monitor. Lim wasn’t intimidated at all. He continued talking.
- This guy knows all the ins and outs of that city and has a solid grasp of how money and influence work there too. I’m sure he’ll be a big help to you. After seeing how things play out, he’ll find you and reach out in a day or two. I’ll send you a picture of your new partner sometime soon, so make sure you take a good look at it.
He was as talkative as he was shameless. Oh, Lim seemed to have remembered something at the last minute.
- You’ll be sitting down with the project stakeholders tomorrow, so make sure you have a good understanding of the LNG facility project details.
The line disconnected before Taekjoo could even say a single word of objection. Then, he received a file from Lim. Taekjoo opened it with a sulk. It was a 572-page document full of details about the Russia-Japan contract and everything related to the LNG facility project.
Taekjoo was speechless.
Taekjoo glared at the file and its tiny letters, then he suddenly turned his head toward the crease-free, pristine bed. It looked very tempting. But he had no choice.
Taekjoo heaved out a long sigh and got up. He walked over to the minibar and grabbed a can of beer. Beads of condensation dotted the surface of the can. It didn’t take long for Taekjoo to down it and return to the table. He took deep breaths as he sat down. He hadn’t studied this hard in a long time.
***
Taekjoo was utterly bored in his seat at the restaurant. He was set to join a luncheon with key figures of this bilateral project. Fortunately, none of the Japanese team found him suspicious. No one had time to spare for a regular employee. All Taekjoo had to do was get through this luncheon without any trouble. After that, he just needed to attend the celebratory banquet in a few days. The moment he joined that banquet, where Russia’s economic and political elites would gather, it would mark the end of his fake identity. He would no longer be Sakamoto Hiro.
Taekjoo glanced at his watch. The luncheon was supposed to start at noon, but the hands of the clock had already passed twelve and were slowly moving toward half past twelve. The ones who had arrived on time had to sit through the awkwardness. Why? Because the president of Gazprom hadn’t arrived yet. One of the Gazprom staff members kept reaching out to the office for updates on the delay... The poor thing couldn’t even sit still. He looked helpless and miserable.
“Mr. Sakamoto?”
Taekjoo was so distracted by all the fuss from the Gazprom staff member that he missed a question. It came from a Russian government official.
“Yes? Oh, I’m sorry. I didn’t quite catch that, could you repeat that for me?”
“I heard that you had to go through an unfortunate incident on the day you arrived in Russia. How are you doing?”
“Oh, yes, I wasn’t harmed at all, thanks to the quick response from the Russian police. One of the officers was even kind enough to give me a ride to my accommodations.”
“Oh dear, I don’t think my apology can make things better, but I’m truly sorry you went through such a terrible experience.”
“No, it’s okay. You don’t owe me an apology. It’s me who should’ve taken more precautions. I regret that it was my mistake.”
Taekjoo was the one apologizing. However, his words were oily with pretense, and his eyes were anything but regretful. Still, the Russian official kept apologizing. And the entire Japanese delegates, not wanting to be outdone in politeness, responded with apologies of their own.
“We’re sorry to have caused you trouble.”
“No, no, we’re the ones who should apologize.”
It was an endless exchange of regrets, passed back and forth.
Taekjoo’s stomach felt uneasy. All eyes turned to Taekjoo the moment he stood up. His initial plan was to leave discreetly, but now that it was impossible, Taekjoo smiled and asked to be excused.
“Please excuse me.”
He even mimed washing his hands before leaving. A heavy sigh escaped Taekjoo as soon as the door was closed behind him. The tie around his neck felt suffocating. He decided to undo it but flinched. Taekjoo saw that the Gazprom staff member was still on the phone in the hallway. His voice became softer, yet his tone remained visibly upset. He pressed the person on the other end, lowering his voice as he spoke.
“Where is the president? Has he even left the office? Why are you torturing me like this!”
Taekjoo quietly passed behind him, and not long after, the Gazprom staff member exploded.
“Proxy? What do you mean a proxy? Are you kidding me?”
It was the moment that undid everything the person had worked so hard to achieve. Taekjoo tutted lowly and went on his way to the restroom.
The restroom was situated further down the hallway, past a turn. The door reached about fifteen feet in height. Taekjoo scanned the surroundings first, as was his habit. He didn’t notice anything strange, and it seemed that he was alone in the restroom. He let out a sigh and stood before the sink.
Taekjoo’s hands were clean, but he still washed them, replaying his actions in his mind. The day before yesterday, he fell asleep while perusing the material Lim had sent him. He tossed and turned a bit, but overall, it wasn’t a bad night’s sleep. Maybe he had simply passed out, drained both mentally and physically. Yesterday morning, Taekjoo finished studying the remaining material. Afterward, he headed to the airport to escort the Japanese visiting team. He mentally retraced everything that had happened since. He hadn’t made any mistakes. He had to admit—cramming had worked. Thanks to two days of intense studying, Taekjoo had no trouble understanding and joining in on conversations.
At that moment, Taekjoo heard someone talking by the door. Only one person was speaking, so either he was talking to himself or on the phone with someone. Was it the one from Gazprom earlier? As the door opened, Taekjoo heard the voice better. He froze instantly.
“—no, I am here, but it’s gonna be boring.”
Taekjoo found the speaker’s voice familiar. Where was it? Where did I hear that voice?
It couldn’t have been that long ago, but the voice was not familiar enough for Taekjoo to have heard it often. Yet, he was positive he’d heard it once before —and it had left a strong impression on him.
While Taekjoo struggled to grasp a memory that was just out of reach, the voice, after a brief pause, continued speaking. More precisely, the voice was coming from behind him.
“Let’s make one thing clear. I’ve covered for you enough last time.”
It was him. Taekjoo didn’t have to look behind—he was sure it was him. It was the killing machine Taekjoo had come across in the makeshift building two days ago. The moment Taekjoo realized it, all his senses sharpened. His sense of smell was the first to awaken.
He could smell the deep scent of damp leaves subtly smoldering. And as expected, it was followed by a light yet rich note of cognac. Cohiba Behike. The man didn’t have the cigar between his lips. He hadn’t done anything yet. However, Taekjoo felt like an invisible weight was pulling his shoulders down, immobilizing him.
The man seemed to be on the phone right by the door, judging by how his voice kept coming from behind Taekjoo.
In the midst of it all, Taekjoo felt a gaze. He didn’t have to look back or check the mirror to be certain. The murderer was looking at him, Kwon Taekjoo. A shiver ran down Taekjoo’s spine.
“Fine—for now.”
He seemed to drag out his words as he ended the call. Taekjoo could tell that the gaze had turned more intense as the man scrutinized him. Now that the call had ended, only the two of them existed in complete silence.
Taekjoo kept washing his hands while keeping his guard up. His eyes were fixed on his hands, and he pretended not to have noticed who the man was. The air around them suddenly felt heavy and suffocating. The minutes dragged on.
After a long while, the man started moving again and stood by the sink right next to Taekjoo. It was followed by the sound of tap water. He started rubbing his hands together under the stream. That subtle motion was enough to stir the air, thickening the scent of Cohiba Behike around him. At the same time, Taekjoo remembered the first time he had a whiff of the scent.
Kwon Taekjoo played it cool. He pretended not to be aware of the man as he turned the tap and wiped his hands on the towel provided.
Taekjoo couldn’t understand what a killing monster was doing here, at this hour. What a damn coincidence. To be fair, judging from his lifestyle, it wouldn’t be a surprise for him to be here. The only problem was that Taekjoo was alone in a closed space with him.
Taekjoo had to avoid him. His entire being was determined to escape. There was no way Taekjoo was gonna stay with a murderer like him. Taekjoo could feel the pressure building up in his brain from how nervous he was.
He tossed the wet hand towel to a basket meant for used ones and hurried to leave the scene. But at that moment, the man’s words held him back.
“So, you’re not gonna say hi? We’ve seen each other, haven’t we?”
And I don’t recall a single Japanese being that rude—he added. Taekjoo didn’t look back. Nor could he turn the knob in his hand. One wrong move, and no one knew what could happen. The man could kill Taekjoo—or he could break every bone in Taekjoo’s body. Anything could happen to Taekjoo at this moment, and no one would know who had done it. His body would be found long after he was dead, whatever the cause.
“Is that what you call samurai manners?” the man added as Taekjoo hesitated. The tone was easy and laid-back, but somehow, it was unnerving to hear.
The man said nothing after that. Taekjoo, who’d been focused entirely on the man behind him, finally left the restroom without saying anything. As soon as the door closed behind him, Taekjoo let out a breath of relief. His heart was pounding. It might have been racing for a while, but he had only just noticed it now. He couldn’t even remember the last time he was that nervous.
Taekjoo had to get away from here as far as he could. He was just about to follow his instincts when he felt a vibration from inside his jacket. Sakamoto Hiro’s phone was in the outer pocket, which meant that this call was from headquarters.
Taekjoo recalled that they were supposed to send a picture of his temporary local partner. He put his hand inside his jacket and fished out his phone. Indeed, there was a message from Lim.
Taekjoo checked it out straight away. It took about two to three seconds for the device to load the picture without being traced. One, two, and three. Download Completed popped up, and the picture Taekjoo had been waiting for filled the screen.
“Oh, look. It’s me.”
Taekjoo heard a voice from his back all of a sudden and almost dropped his phone.
He moved his eyes slowly and looked at the floor. He saw a shadow stretching over him from behind. Taekjoo didn’t need to turn around to know whose shadow it was. He could smell that scent—so strong it almost numbed his senses—the intense, overpowering scent of trees.
The president of Gazprom didn’t show up until the end. Only those who were waiting at the banquet had lunch. They had a brief chat before going their separate ways. The Japanese visitors, tired from their long flight, also went to their respective rooms. Thanks to all of this, Taekjoo was able to finish his day’s agenda earlier than expected—though the real part was just beginning
Taekjoo paced back and forth in front of his room for a while before finally going in.
“...”
The first thing he saw was the table by the window. There were perfectly good chairs, but the murder machine ignored them and chose to sit atop the table while looking out the window. He seemed to find that more comfortable, given how tall he was. Taekjoo could sense the aura the man was giving off. It came from his broad shoulders and back, intimidating Taekjoo. The man seemed to notice Taekjoo’s presence and turned to look at him.
The sunlight was pouring from behind him, and Taekjoo could see that the man’s hair color was somewhere between white and blonde. His eyebrows were light in shade, but the shape was long and high, showing his charisma. His jade-colored eyes gleamed with sharp reasoning. The shape of his gaze, half-hidden behind a long set of lashes, created a mysterious harmony. His high-bridged nose formed a sharp line that dropped straight down, guiding the eye toward his lips. And despite the man’s smile, Taekjoo didn’t feel comfortable—not in the least. Eyes don’t lie. The smile, curving his lips upward, must have been the fake one.
Overall, it was a pretty face, but Taekjoo didn’t like it. When his eyes met the man’s, it felt as though every molecule around them had frozen. The eyes moved quietly like they were scanning their prey. They didn’t seem like a pair that belonged to a human.
The man kindly invited Taekjoo in.
“Please, come in.”
The roles were reversed. Taekjoo shook his head, then took off his jacket. But his head snapped back as the scent of the cigar began to creep over him. The scent was repulsive, so much so that Taekjoo found it outright disgusting. It could be because of his first impression.
The man, however, didn’t seem to notice or care about Taekjoo’s hostility as he extended his arm, offering a handshake.
“It’s Zhenya.”
Kwon Taekjoo stared at the hand in silence. Was it this hand, the one that popped human eyeballs? Taekjoo was thinking when the very hand suddenly reached out to him. Before he knew it, Taekjoo flinched and leaned back.
The white hand stopped right before Taekjoo’s left chest. His lungs tightened momentarily, making it hard for him to breathe. And the fingers started swaying as if teasing Taekjoo. Taekjoo let his guard down. The tension was gone, leaving him limp from being so vigilant. His face was filled with annoyance. Zhenya pulled his hand back, chuckling.
“You don’t look so good.”
“Why would I? But maybe I’ll feel better if I beat you up.”
Taekjoo ground his teeth, clenching his jaw. Zhenya must have taken it as a joke, seeing how he moved on to his question with a laugh.
“And your name is?” asked Zhenya.
“You already know.”
“I find it hard to pronounce. Don’t you have something else I could call you?”
“If it’s hard to say, then don’t say my name at all.”
“...”
Zhenya stared at Taekjoo as he gave his rude response. His lips were still smiling, but his eyes were strangely sparkling, a kind of flash. Silence filled the room for a short while. Zhenya simply scanned and observed Taekjoo, which started bothering him.
“I heard you were at a police station,” said Zhenya, breaking the silence. He also put on an audacious smile as though he couldn’t remember what had happened. Taekjoo didn’t respond. He simply returned the stare. It was more about staying careful and cautious. He had a feeling he shouldn’t let his guard down in front of this monster, no matter what.
Meanwhile, Zhenya didn’t mind Taekjoo at all as he headed straight for the minibar. He scanned all the little bottles stacked in it and picked up a bottle of whiskey. He took a sip, then shrugged.
“No need to be so scared of me, is there? I simply helped out a colleague in danger.”
He talked about something abnormal like it was normal. Taekjoo kept watching Zhenya as he responded.
“Since when have you been tailing me?”
“What do you mean since when? Of course, from the moment you landed.”
It meant he was in the airport from the beginning. Did he mean that he’d been looking for the right time to say hi to Taekjoo, but ended up following and rescuing him instead? Then why didn’t he reveal his identity to Taekjoo?
Zhenya smirked, seemingly having figured out what Taekjoo was thinking.
“Headquarters say that I should stay out and wait until today. There would have been no reason for me to step in that day if you hadn’t been in such trouble.
Zhenya’s whiskey-glossed lips curled as he spoke mockingly. The humiliation Taekjoo had been pushing down reared its head. His strength was beyond human capability, and Taekjoo was sure he was something else entirely. But to discover that this monster was his fellow agent—it hurt his pride.
“What a great first impression, showing me popping human eyeballs.”
Taekjoo retorted, clicking his tongue. Now that he knew Zhenya was his partner, there was no reason for him to be cautious. We’re on the same side, after all. That simple fact was enough to reassure Taekjoo. Zhenya smirked at the unexpected remark and matched the tone.
“Well, look who’s suddenly a pacifist.”
“I prefer tidiness, leaving nothing to clean up after.”
“Tidiness? You mean with guns? Or bombs? Oh my, but that’s too harsh and impersonal, wouldn’t you say?”
Zhenya shook his head, his expression a mask of fake friendliness. Then, he raised a finger and tapped his temple.
“Think it over carefully. Every human being wants to be special. So much so that they even want their final moments to be remarkable. Imagine that someone’s death would be announced in a meaningless news article about another incident of gun violence. How tragic that must be—for the dead. Having his eye sockets emptied out would give him at least one more line in the article. Everyone walks away happy, am I right?”
It was nonsense. A psychopath’s nonsensical argument to justify his wrongdoing. Taekjoo mocked him even more.
“If ever the day comes that you’re gonna have to kill me, please, just let me go in peace and boredom.”
“Hmm. It’s not an easy favor to ask, but I’ll think about it.”
The monster hesitated as though it was a matter of great consideration. Then, he added.
“Don’t worry. As long as you don’t harm me, I’ll have no reason to harm you either. It may not seem like it, but I only act in self-defense.
“Well, look who’s suddenly a pacifist.”
Taekjoo repeated exactly what Zhenya had said just a moment ago. He grinned and tossed the half-empty whiskey to Taekjoo. Taekjoo let his guard down and accepted it without a second thought. He downed the remaining drink. He felt the burn wash down his throat and sting his tongue.
The phone inside his jacket suddenly started vibrating. Taekjoo put down the empty bottle and checked the device. Another image file from headquarters. Taekjoo waited for a while, and the screen displayed a stern-looking Russian man. Was this the Psikh Bogdanov he was supposed to watch out for? Taekjoo was lost in thought when Zhenya snatched the phone from him.
“I was told to be careful of that man. Do you know who he is?”
Zhenya squinted at the picture and gave a slow nod.
“Yeah, I know him. I know him really well.”
“How is he?”
“You better stay away from him. Nothing good ever came out of approaching him.”
“Do you think Morgan’s death was related to this man?”
“Morgan—you mean the American before? Well, it could be the maniac’s work—or it might not be. Don’t dwell on it. You’re not here to avenge him, are you? Leave him be, and let’s just do our job.”
“Can’t believe there’s another human being that you, of all people, would call a maniac. I can only imagine what he’s capable of.”
Taekjoo shook his head, and Zhenya smirked. At the moment, Taekjoo felt like he wouldn’t be surprised if Zhenya turned out to be the infamous Bogdanov himself. And yet, there was another man on this planet whom this crazy bastard referred to as a maniac.
Taekjoo had better stay out of his way and focus only on the mission, rather than worrying about someone he hadn’t even encountered yet.
“I heard you’re well-connected to the top names in Russian politics and business.”
“Of course. I can hook you up with whoever you need, however you want.”
The confidence didn’t seem like a bluff. Taekjoo concluded that if he had to work with a partner he hadn’t asked for, he might as well make the most of it. It finally seemed like the streak of bad luck that had plagued him since day one was coming to an end.
Taekjoo, looking at peace for the first time in quite a while, gave his order.
“I’ll need the names of those actively involved in smuggling arms. Whether it’s the one providing the funds, the one developing the arms, or the dealer who buys and sells the weapons—everyone. I need to get in first in order to see Anastasia.”
Zhenya’s brows twitched at the mention of Anastasia, but the change was so subtle that it was barely noticeable.
Soon, Zhenya nodded in confirmation. He picked up his coat and got to his feet right away.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, with everything ready.”
Taekjoo stood up along with him. It was such a relief to know that Zhenya would be leaving any moment now. Taekjoo walked right behind Zhenya as if he were not only going to shoo the man away but also his scent. He even opened the door himself.
Zhenya went along without complaint, letting Taekjoo escort him to the door. Taekjoo held back the urge to tell him to get lost and settled for saying they’d meet tomorrow. He was just about to close the door when it suddenly stopped. Taekjoo looked down, perplexed, when he saw the sharp tip of a shoe. Looking sour, he glanced up at Zhenya, who had the audacity to grin smugly while lowering himself. Finally, they were at eye level.
“We’ll see the real face you’re hiding behind that mask.”
The chuckling voice sounded creepy for some reason. Taekjoo frowned. He glared at Zhenya. Zhenya grinned again, straightened up, and walked down the hallway. Taekjoo traced the man with his eyes and made sure he had gone before closing the door.
The elevator arrived soon, and its door opened. His eyes met those of the man inside. Zhenya stood with his back to the man. As the elevator descended, the man behind him suddenly spoke.
“What should we do with him?”
Zhenya stared at the decreasing floor sign. His thoughts remained enigmatic as his lips twisted into a slight smile. He responded in a lazy tone.
“Blow it up. Don’t leave him a burrow to crawl into.”
***
“...?”
It was still a bit early in the morning, but the doorbell rang. Taekjoo was putting on his mask when he checked the time. The clock read eight in the morning, still well before the scheduled housekeeping. There weren’t any official events or scheduled plans for the visiting party, either. Could it be Zhenya? Well, then, he was a much more diligent man than Taekjoo had expected him to be.
Taekjoo finished attaching the synthetic facial mask to his face and walked toward the door. He was about to ask who it was when the person on the other side announced who he was.
“Room service.”
Taekjoo opened the door with a puzzled look on his face. He was sure he’d heard it right. There was a tray standing before the door and a server. The man in uniform greeted him politely.
Taekjoo craned his neck to look down the hallway. It was empty, which wasn’t surprising. To some, it was still the early hours, after all. Taekjoo blocked the man who asked if he could step in to set the tray.
“You must have the wrong room.”
“It’s Room 911, sir.”
“I didn’t order anything.”
“Oh, it was arranged as a courtesy from—”
Someone else? Who could it be? Zhenya, that bastard?
“—the president of Gazprom.”
Ah—Taekjoo chuckled, baffled at his own self. Yes, Zhenya was a colleague, but he was a killing machine, far from civil. What was Taekjoo expecting from someone like that?
If this was from the president of Gazprom, then was this his way of apologizing for yesterday? Not only did he miss the luncheon he was hosting himself, but his proxy didn’t show up either. If Taekjoo refused this reconciliatory sign, then surely, the sender would be notified. There was no need for him to cause unnecessary conflict and draw just as much unnecessary attention to himself.
Taekjoo gestured at the server to come in. The man pushed the tray in a very natural, experienced manner, laying the food on the table by the window. After setting everything, including utensils, the server left, bidding Taekjoo to call him should he need anything. Huh, a surprise indulgence for a man on a mission.
The dishes were all covered with silver domes. But the scent escaping let Taekjoo know that the menu was the traditional Russian soup borsch, some toasts, eggs, fruits, and coffee.
As Taekjoo slowly scanned the table, he found a card wedged in its holder. He picked it up, expecting to find something trite written on it. There was only one word written, and its four letters engraved themselves clearly in Taekjoo’s vision.
「Boom.」
Damn it.
Taekjoo tossed the card aside and lunged toward the door. He didn’t have time to think or assess the situation. He gritted his teeth and jumped, and his fingertips just brushed the doorknob.
At that moment, with an enormous explosion, a violent shockwave tore through the room. Taekjoo’s body was thrown into a wall. Right after, the floor beneath his feet began to crumble. The impact of the explosion shattered the windows and blew up all the furniture to pieces. The ceiling shook violently, and a piercing alarm echoed across the entire building.
Everyone inside the hotel froze. They began frantically looking around, trying to figure out what was happening.
“AAAAAAAAAHHHH!”
People started screaming.
Everyone thought of the same thing. A terror attack. After that, people started running away, scared out of their wits. The hotel staff tried to calm everyone down, shouting safety instructions, but their message was buried in people’s screams. Small and big fights erupted as everyone ran toward the narrow exit. People didn’t hesitate in pushing and pulling others to save themselves. Someone speeding down the stairs slipped and fell down. Others didn’t think twice about jumping or stepping over the body. All hell broke loose as everyone lost their reason from extreme fear.
The situation calmed down after the firefighters arrived. Once the fire was contained, the bomb squad was sent in, each member clad in full protective gear. Journalists and reporters had flocked to the scene after the explosion. They delivered their reports in urgent tones. There were too many injuries for the scale of the explosion, but most had occurred in the chaos of the escape rather than from the blast itself. Ambulance after ambulance arrived in rows, ferrying the wounded to hospitals.
In the middle of the chaos, there was one man in a heated exchange with a paramedic. Anyone could see that Kwon Taekjoo was the most injured.
“You’re not feeling the pain right now because you’re in shock. You’re gonna regret this once the adrenaline goes away. Look, sir—you hurt your head, and you need a CT scan right now. Please get on the gurney.”
The paramedic was almost yelling at this point. Taekjoo had refused the offer again and again, but it was no use. He sighed, looking weary.
“I am fine. I can take care of myself. Stop wasting your time and go check on other people instead.”
“Trust me, I’d love to do just that, but I can’t just ditch stubborn people like you because it’s protocol. What if something happens to you, and they dock my pay as a result? Are you gonna cover that for me?”
“The injury’s not as bad as it looks, it’s just the bleeding that’s bad.”
“Let the medics decide that.”
The situation was driving Taekjoo mad. He wasn’t even lying. He really was fine. He was simply bleeding because he tore his forehead a bit. This was nothing. All he had to do was clean the wound and slap a bandage on it. He might need a stitch or two to stop the bleeding, no more than a few. At any rate, it was nothing that would cause trouble, even if it was put off for a bit. Yet the paramedic standing before Taekjoo was adamant—who was calling whom stubborn?
Taekjoo ruffled his hair out of frustration, all the while with his hand placed on the left side of his jaw at an awkward angle. The explosion had caused that part of his mask to peel off, and the nagging first responder didn’t miss it.
“Does it hurt? Let me have a look.”
Taekjoo slapped away the hand approaching him. The paramedic’s eyes widened at the extreme reaction. He didn’t get mad or show anger when Taekjoo smacked his hand, but his expression did grow grimmer. It seemed that now, he was sure that there was something wrong with Taekjoo’s head. The paramedic nodded in an understanding fashion, patting Taekjoo on the back. He then gestured to his colleague with his eyes to come over and help him. The colleague, who had been watching them for quite some time, came over at once. Taekjoo now had two people nagging him to get on the gurney, one on each side, and he was getting more and more pissed by the minute. It was already bad enough that he got a bomb as a present first thing in the morning, and things just kept getting worse.
Taekjoo’s cover as Sakamoto Hiro would be blown if he let the paramedics take him. He was sure the hospital would be teeming with police officers. And for his cover to be blown at a place like that? Just imagining the scenario made Taekjoo’s head hurt. He was not going to let it happen.
“I’m fine, really. Look, there’s nothing wrong with me.”
Taekjoo lifted his legs, stepping from side to side, marching in place. But the paramedics couldn’t care less.
“Sure, you look perfectly fine, sir. Why don’t we go see a doctor and show him how fine you are?”
They kept repeating it like a broken record. It was driving Taekjoo mad. He couldn’t beat them all up, not with so many eyes on him.
Taekjoo let them lead him for a bit as he scanned the passers-by. He felt like he had spotted a familiar face in the sea of people. And when Taekjoo’s gaze zeroed in, the person quickly ducked out of sight. It was suspicious.
Taekjoo adjusted his plans and went along with the paramedics. He was heading toward the ambulance when he sensed a pair of eyes observing him again. He turned to look suddenly, but again, the person hid himself among the crowd. Still, Taekjoo caught a glimpse, and his heart started beating fast.
It was him. Psikh Bogdanov. The number one crazy maniac in the country, and also the man Taekjoo was warned to avoid at all costs.
However, his surprise didn’t last long. Why is he here? Why? Was it a coincidence, and he just happened to be passing by the area? No, that didn’t make sense. The adage that criminals always return to the scene of the crime would make more sense than this whole thing being a coincidence. And neither Taekjoo wouldn’t be surprised if the whole thing was orchestrated by that crazy Bogdanov. The only question that remained was this: why. Had Taekjoo’s cover already been blown?
After running through all the possibilities, Taekjoo concluded he had to get out of there—fast. The explosion had taken away all his belongings, including his Colt. He would face Psikh if it came to that, but not right now, not when he had no weapon. Taekjoo felt confident that no matter how crazy the man was, he wouldn’t dare do anything mad in broad daylight. He decided to get in the ambulance and make his move when the time was right. He was just getting in the vehicle when it happened.
Psikh Bogdanov suddenly approached Kwon Taekjoo. After fluidly navigating his way among the throng of people, he surprised Taekjoo by appearing in a first responder’s uniform. He pulled his mask over his mouth and went for the ambulance driver’s seat. Taekjoo was about to end up in the same vehicle with him. Danger alert. Taekjoo’s instincts blared like sirens in his head.
Taekjoo pushed the paramedic next to him and jumped out of the car.
“Hey!”
The paramedic yelled as he stumbled onto his back. That noise, in turn, drew Psikh Bogdanov out of the ambulance. Taekjoo had his eyes fixed on the man as he slowly stepped backward. Psikh stepped forward as well, maintaining the distance, with a grave expression. The eyes above the mask flashed.
Taekjoo clenched his jaw and sprinted toward the crowd. As he waded through the sea of heads, people yelled their complaints at him—and it was just what Taekjoo wanted. In his current situation, it was better that he had everyone’s eyes on him. Just as Taekjoo assumed, Psikh Bogdanov couldn’t keep up with him. The man flinched once before disappearing to the other side.
Kwon Taekjoo quickly got out of the hotel vicinity and headed for the main road. No doubt, his opponent was familiar with the area. Taekjoo needed to put as much distance between them as he could.
Taekjoo ran, eyes locked straight ahead. Then, out of nowhere, he heard the roar of an engine. His head snapped to the side—a Jeep was racing toward him. The windows were tinted so dark he couldn’t see inside. But one thing was clear—there was a man in a white coat in the passenger seat, no doubt it was Psikh Bogdanov.
Taekjoo cursed under his breath and darted into a narrow alley, too tight for any car to follow. The Jeep that had been chasing him like it was ready to mow him down screeched to a stop at the entrance. A back door swung open, and a man dressed completely in black stepped out. Bogdanov gave him a small nod. That was all it took for the man to take off after Taekjoo, whipping his long coat behind him. At the same time, the Jeep sped off down the main road. They were setting him up—one in front, one behind, trying to trap him.
Taekjoo kept thinking hard even as he was running. Why the hell was Psikh Bogdanov coming after him? Unless his cover was blown, this meant the killing machine was after Sakamoto Hiro. Could Bogdanov be one of the people opposing the Russia-Japan cooperative project?
Taekjoo kept thinking, but he was still puzzled. Could Bogdanov be trying to gain leverage by kidnapping someone involved in the deal and holding them hostage? If so, wouldn’t it make more sense to target someone higher up, someone more important? It made sense that he had tried to abduct Taekjoo on the day he arrived. At that time, no one else had shown up, so Hiro was the only option for a hostage. But now, that was no longer the case.
So, did that mean Bogdanov was after Kwon Taekjoo rather than Sakamoto Hiro? Why? His questions kept growing, but the answer was nowhere to be found.
Taekjoo looked up to scan his surroundings. He saw a spiral staircase on the outside of a building up ahead. If he climbed all the way up to the rooftop or stepped onto the rail to jump to the next building, he’d at least be able to avoid being cornered like a mouse. He mapped out his route in his head.
However, the chaser was no easy opponent. BANG—a bullet whizzed past Taekjoo, grazing the building’s exterior and striking his intended destination before he could get there. And as though the chaser had read Taekjoo’s mind, he started shooting bullet after bullet toward the staircase. Taekjoo quickly changed his course and planned on stepping on the ventilator of the next building, but bullets followed him there as well.
“Goddammit!”
Taekjoo ground his teeth out of frustration. He kept running, and his chaser also kept chasing him. Taekjoo ran and ran until his lungs were about to burst, but it seemed like there was nowhere left to run. Shots were fired on a busy road in broad daylight, yet everything else was so quiet—what kind of place was this? Taekjoo cursed the Russian police and took a turn again. Fortunately, the turn led him to a narrow street barely wide enough for one person, which connected all the way to the road by the river. Taekjoo hadn’t anticipated this chase, but it was a good thing he’d taken the time to check out the routes in the area earlier.
His vision bounced with every step as he ran. Through it, he saw the wide, open riverside road with quite a few cars speeding along. Just a little further. Just a bit more. Taekjoo lengthened his stride, pushing himself to take bigger steps. It felt like he was covering every mile he'd ever run in his life—all in Russia.
He was about to escape the narrow street and enter the spacious road when a vehicle came to a sudden stop right before him, blocking his way. It was the Jeep earlier. Behind Taekjoo, Bogdanov’s dog was closing in.
As the driver’s door swung open, Taekjoo slammed it shut, forcing the man back into his seat. Taekjoo seized the split second. He leaped over the hood, almost gliding above it. But then, the passenger door was thrust open, slamming into Taekjoo and throwing him off balance. He barely managed to spin around and avoid crashing to the ground. He rolled into the other lane, but things weren’t looking any better.
A speeding motorcycle was coming. The rider clutched the brake when he saw Taekjoo suddenly appear in the middle of the road. Unfortunately, the distance between them was too short for the bike to stop in time. Taekjoo didn’t even have a moment to get up. Instinctively, he hunched down and pulled his body close to protect himself. The front wheel of the motorcycle scraped against the road, sending up a shower of sparks. Even Bogdanov’s crew had shut their eyes tight, bracing for the worst.
An ear-splitting noise rang, followed by a thump. For a fraction of a second, the world stopped and went silent. Yet the anticipated impact didn’t come.
“...?”
Taekjoo slowly opened his eyes. The rear wheel of the motorcycle was spinning right before him. The back of the bike was lifted into the air as its front end smashed into the Jeep. That single second felt like an eternity.
Taekjoo moved to the side in a flash, an instinctive move driven purely by survival. In the next instant, the back wheel of the bike, which had been in mid-air, slammed into the ground with a loud thump. Had he been even a fraction of a second late, his head would’ve been splattered.
Taekjoo’s body relaxed after the close brush with death. His eyelids fluttered uncontrollably, and his entire body, drenched in sweat, started feeling sore. He couldn’t even count how many times he’d nearly died—and it wasn’t even lunchtime yet.
Someone pulled the limp Taekjoo upright. It was Bogdanov’s dog. Then, Psikh Bogdanov himself grabbed Taekjoo’s other arm. He scanned the surroundings, his eyes alert, and muttered under his breath,
“Stop making a scene and get in the car.”
A fist landed in Taekjoo’s stomach. The immediate response was a wave of nausea, and then his consciousness slipped away. The hunting party dragged him and dumped him in the back seat of their vehicle. Psikh Bogdanov took the seat next to him. All the doors of the Jeep clunked shut. Then, the vehicle started moving down the road as if nothing had happened. Still no sirens, let alone police.
A perfect haven for kidnappers. Even in his barely conscious state, Taekjoo couldn’t suppress a cynical chuckle. So—what now? Was he going to die with all ten of his fingers chopped off, his body bloated in river water? This was a death Taekjoo had never imagined for himself.
Where the hell was Zhenya, that idiot, at a time like this? Just when Taekjoo recalled the one person he had completely forgotten about, he heard a helicopter in the distance.
“It’s him!”
The man in the passenger seat shouted. Taekjoo barely glanced up and looked out the window. A helicopter was heading straight toward them from the opposite direction of the Jeep. There was a figure on the floor of the chopper, his long legs visible even from afar. Though he was still just a blurry dot on the horizon, Taekjoo was certain the man was Zhenya.
The man in the passenger seat rolled down his window and immediately opened fire. Meanwhile, Psikh Bogdanov reached under his seat and hurriedly pulled something out. As he did, he knocked it against the heel of Taekjoo’s foot. It was a shoulder-fired rocket launcher.
“Roll down the window.”
On command, the back window slid down. Bogdanov leaned out the window, aiming the launcher directly at the helicopter. If it hit, the chopper would be obliterated mid-air.
Taekjoo lunged to stop him, but an unexpected threat froze him in place. A gun was pressed to his temple, point-blank. The man in the passenger seat had him covered. Taekjoo had no choice but to back down, raising both hands in surrender. The deafening roar of the rocket launcher’s blast followed, shaking the entire vehicle as it shot into the air.
The helicopter made a steep ascent to avoid the projectile. It narrowly missed the tail of the rotorcraft, hitting a nearby building instead. One of its walls crumbled as though struck by a wrecking ball. Bullets began raining down from the helicopter as well. Zhenya had whipped out his Minigun and started relentlessly opening fire.
Taekjoo ducked, as did Bogdanov. Unfortunately, the driver was riddled with bullets, and the car was just as full of holes.
As the driver’s body went limp and slumped to the side, the steering wheel followed, swiveling in the same direction. Naturally, this caused the car to veer sharply. The injured passenger in the front seat quickly grabbed the wheel, but he failed to prevent the car from hitting the guardrail and diving hood-first into the river.
“...!”
Taekjoo was unable to scream. Everything turned upside down, and all external noise was muffled except for the gurgling sound. Cold water flooded his nose and ears, filling the car through the windows shattered by gunfire. Taekjoo struggled to breathe at first, suffocating from panic, but he calmed himself. Soon, he calmed his panic and held his breath more steadily.
Taekjoo saw that Psikh Bogdanov was also conscious. The man waited for the right moment and easily swam out of the car through the broken window. Taekjoo followed the same exit. It was the only option left.
Then it started. The rain of bullets resumed from above the water. Taekjoo swam back the way he had come and hid behind the car. His ears were still submerged, so he couldn’t be sure, but Taekjoo guessed that the chopper was right above the surface of the river. The propeller whirled, creating waves, and along with it, Taekjoo’s breathing became unstable again.
To make matters worse, bullets kept falling from the sky. The already-dead passengers in both front seats were riddled with more holes, their bodies entangled. Blood seeped into the water like ink, slowly spreading and floating, obscuring Taekjoo’s vision. Never the helping hand, that one. Did Zhenya not know Taekjoo was also in the car? He kept firing the Minigun at the vehicle as if he were exterminating every living thing in it.
The jackass doesn’t know when to quit.
Taekjoo complained inwardly as he avoided a close shot that almost got him. He couldn’t wait for Zhenya to stop firing. He was running out of breath. His lungs, deprived of fresh oxygen, throbbed as if they were about to burst. At this rate, he would die from suffocation, not from a bullet wound. Just at the right moment, the gunshots stopped. A shadow loomed above the surface. The offense wasn’t over—it had just briefly paused to check for survivors.
Taekjoo swam out of the window for the second time. He had only about ten to fifteen feet left before reaching the surface, and he had to get there before Zhenya began firing again. He clenched his jaw and kicked his legs as hard as he could. However, his body, rising rhythmically, was suddenly yanked downward. Taekjoo looked down and saw Psikh Bogdanov hanging onto his ankle. His face, looking back at Taekjoo, was frowning. He must have been shot. Red blood was streaming from his left arm.
Taekjoo kicked Bogdanov’s face hard. Several kicks in a row managed to break his grip on the ankle, but it wasn’t over. This time, Bogdanov grabbed Taekjoo’s sleeve. He was determined not to die alone. His efforts were beyond stubborn. They were almost desperate.
Taekjoo raised a fist and swung it at the man, who flinched and paused for a moment to avoid the blow. That was when Taekjoo wrapped his arm around Bogdanov’s neck and choked him. The man struggled with all his might, but he didn’t have much strength left in him. He’d bled too much from the wound, and on top of that, he was running out of breath. Taekjoo wasn’t in a much better situation either. He tightened his arm and choked Psikh Bogdanov even harder. The man scratched Taekjoo’s arm, thrashing to break free. But in the end, after one final convulsion, his limbs went limp. Taekjoo waited a few more seconds before letting go of him.
The huge body slowly slipped away. Taekjoo watched the ghostly pale face and swam upward.
As soon as he broke the surface, his whole torso inflated. He sucked in the air he’d been holding in for so long. As his lungs were replenished with fresh oxygen, not only did his chest hurt, but even his windpipe felt sore. His eyes widened as well.
It took some time before Taekjoo started to feel the horrible cold. His mouth, parted as he gasped for breath, quivered, his teeth chattering. He needed to get out of the water, but he barely had any strength left from the earlier chaos. Floating on the surface was all he could manage when someone grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him out of the water.
He coughed once, then again.
He retched and spat out the water he had swallowed. After coughing so violently his throat ached, his head started to throb. His stomach, where Bogdanov had punched him, also pulsed with pain. Taekjoo wrapped his arm around his abdomen and pulled back his upper body, barely able to sit up straight. His eyelids fluttered, and as his vision cleared, he saw a pair of straight legs. Starting from the pointed tip of the crocodile shoes, Taekjoo’s eyes moved upward until they reached Zhenya’s grinning face.
“Impressive. You’re still alive.”
“Almost died, thanks to you.”
Taekjoo mocked him as he coughed some more.
“And the man?”
“He kept dragging me down with him, so I took care of him.”
Again, impressive—Zhenya repeated, chuckling. Taekjoo glared at him for a while before getting to his feet. Once he was up, water streamed from Taekjoo’s body. His wet skin began to freeze from the surface in an instant. His lungs, heavy from being submerged under water, were not really in the best condition. No matter how much Taekjoo inhaled, he couldn’t breathe in enough air. He needed to warm himself up as soon as possible.
Taekjoo took a step forward, trying to find a place to rest, but Zhenya blocked his path.
“That looks pretty creepy.”
“What?”
Zhenya tapped his cheek with his finger, and Taekjoo unconsciously touched his own face. The synthetic skin covering his face hadn’t made it through the car accident, let alone the explosion. His mask was shredded, hanging loosely from his face. Taekjoo groaned and felt the torn skin. Zhenya’s eyes followed Taekjoo’s fingertips. His mouth said creepy, but his eyes said otherwise. He looked like he was itching to know what it felt like to peel someone’s face off.
Taekjoo pretended not to have noticed Zhenya’s peeking interest as he started walking. As he did, Zhenya followed him with a lazy gait and suggested that Taekjoo remove the mask. His antics were no longer amusing.
Taekjoo kept ignoring him. Once he got to the road, the distinct chill of the wind by a body of water swept over him. His teeth began chattering again. He glanced at Zhenya, standing casually next to him. At this moment, there was nothing more Taekjoo wanted than Zhenya’s long, thick coat. He shivered and stole glances, but Zhenya merely returned the gaze, wondering if something was bothering Taekjoo. Zhenya could’ve taken off his coat and offered it to Taekjoo, but no such camaraderie existed in his world.
Taekjoo quickly gave up and turned his attention to hailing the approaching taxi. It seemed to slow down at first, then sped right past him. The driver might have been worried about getting the seat dirty. Or he could’ve been scared of the state his soon-to-be passenger was in.
Three or four more taxis passed by Taekjoo in the same way. Every time he failed to get in one, Zhenya burst into laughter. Everything he did was getting on Taekjoo’s nerves, let alone being of any help to him. Taekjoo couldn’t feel his extremities anymore.
“Don’t you see? It’s because of that, obviously.”
Zhenya made fun of Taekjoo after watching for a while, and when Taekjoo shot him a glare, he tapped his cheek.
“Is there a reason you’re being so stubborn?” he added.
Taekjoo didn’t have a reason—he was too cold to care about the mask.
Zhenya’s attention to the mask made Taekjoo aware of it too. He touched the fake skin that was flapping in the air. And in that exact moment, something flew toward his face. Taekjoo’s body reacted first, swatting the thing away before he even realized it. Zhenya’s hand was blocked mid-air, stopped from touching his face. Their eyes met across the space between them. Taekjoo saw that Zhenya no longer had the cheeky expression from earlier. It was now replaced with a look of great curiosity and interest, his eyes narrowed.
“What’s holding you back?”
“And what’s pushing you forward?”
Taekjoo snapped back, but Zhenya didn’t falter. He reached for him again. Stop—Taekjoo grabbed Zhenya’s wrist, jerking his head back, but in the next instant, Zhenya’s other hand appeared, seizing his jaw.
“...!”
Taekjoo didn’t even have a chance to react. The dangling mask was ripped away from his face, and his real skin prickled from the sudden loss of adhesive. Taekjoo frowned from the stinging pain, briefly closing his eyes before reopening them while cursing. Right in front of him stood Zhenya, looking as if he had just discovered one of the world’s mysteries. The jade-green eyes moved slowly, scrutinizing every part of Taekjoo’s face. After a long stare, the man’s eyes drifted down to scan Taekjoo’s body before returning to his face.
A curious smile appeared on Zhenya’s face, and the reaction only confused Taekjoo more. Zhenya must have seen his real face in photos. Of course, Taekjoo knew that people looked different in person. Or maybe Zhenya just found his face strange after being so used to seeing him as Sakamoto Hiro. But was it really necessary to stare at his face for so long?
The man was seeing only Taekjoo’s face. Yet somehow, Taekjoo felt as though he was standing there completely naked before Zhenya—as if Zhenya could see not just his bare skin, but his thoughts and feelings beneath it as well. And it wasn’t a pleasant experience.
Zhenya mumbled something Taekjoo couldn’t quite catch. It sounded like, I prefer this.
The piercing wind blew again. Taekjoo hunched his shoulders and squeezed Zhenya’s hand, which was still in his. Then, realizing what he had just done, he slapped the man’s hand away.
Taekjoo turned to face the road again. Change of plans—he was gonna try to hitch a ride this time. But no one was kind enough to help a foreigner who looked suspicious and very wet. Many cars sped past him coldly.
Just as the cold began to numb him, something touched Taekjoo’s shoulder. He turned to find Zhenya holding a sleek credit card between his thumb and index finger, tapping its corner against Taekjoo’s shoulder.
“What?”
“They might keep tabs on you. I suggest you dig a little burrow to hide in.”
“Dig a little burrow?”
Did he hear that right? Was the phrase some kind of Russian metaphor like a lion’s den or a wolf’s lair?
Just about then, a phone started ringing. It was Zhenya’s.
“What’s wrong?” he asked, taking the call after checking the caller ID. His voice sounded different from the one Taekjoo had been hearing. It had never been warm or kind, but now it was even colder and drier. The change in tone made him seem like a completely different person.
“Right. I’ll be on my way.”
Zhenya listened for a moment, gave a curt response, and ended the call. Taekjoo looked at him, expecting at least a brief explanation. They were colleagues, after all. Surely, Zhenya would say something about who had called and why. But Zhenya didn’t say anything. Instead, he raised his arm toward the road.
Soon, a taxi pulled up in front of him, and before Taekjoo could ask where he was going, Zhenya got in, closed the door, and the taxi drove off.
“...”
Taekjoo was left speechless. His clothes were soaked and frozen, even his underwear. At this point, being naked might’ve been better. His hand was red from the cold, clutching the credit card Zhenya gave him. Taekjoo had no idea where he was. He also had no idea where he should go for safety. Taxis sped by Taekjoo, choosing to ignore him rather than pick him up.
The Moscow winter wind howled relentlessly. Taekjoo didn’t even have the strength to curl up against the cold. As he watched the passing cars, his stomach grumbled. He realized he hadn’t had breakfast yet. What am I doing here? he thought. All this for what? Taekjoo felt sorry for himself, a complete mess, thousands of miles away from home.
***
He got a room near the riverbank. The shabby hostel was a stark contrast to the five-star accommodations provided by the Russian government. Oddly enough, even this place offered different types of rooms. Taekjoo, in desperate need of a hot shower, chose the most expensive one. But once he was inside, he couldn’t understand why it was pricier. Did they charge more simply because the room had a window? The bed was old and so narrow it could barely fit a person. There was also a small table with a broken leg. The room also had a teeny tiny TV, but Taekjoo doubted it would even turn on. He suspected there wouldn’t be Wi-Fi either.
But none of this would matter as long as hot water was running. Taekjoo struggled to peel off his clothes, which had stuck to his skin. Once they were off, he stood under the showerhead, desperate to warm his body, to thaw it. He turned the tap all the way and waited for the hottest water to come. But, of course, the hot water he longed for started running just as he finished his shower. Taekjoo had to settle for a cold shower. There wasn’t even a bathrobe, so he wrapped a large towel around his waist instead.
Then, startled by the sudden presence of a human, something scattered across the floor—roaches. At least three. It seemed cockroaches could survive in any condition. They probably mated even in the -50°C cold of Siberia and laid eggs there.
Taekjoo shook his head and threw himself onto the bed. A fine layer of dust puffed up, and he got the feeling it had been a while since anyone had cleaned this room. His nose and throat itched, and he started coughing. It didn’t stop. But Taekjoo didn’t have the energy to get up and leave the bed. He was dead on his feet, too exhausted to lift a finger.
Every time he shifted, the bed squeaked. It wouldn’t surprise Taekjoo if it collapsed under him at any moment, but still, it was a bed. He decided to get some sleep. His body felt like it weighed a ton, and his mind was too muddled to think straight. He figured he’d be clearer after some rest. His eyes fluttered open and shut lazily.
Taekjoo slowly closed his eyes and recalled today’s date. His mother would be calling any moment now, but he had lost everything—including his cell phone. Falling into a light sleep, Taekjoo tried to picture what his mother would do if he became completely unreachable. She would let a day go by, but after a couple of days, she would march out of the house in search of her son. And when she found out that Taekjoo wasn’t just an ordinary desk jockey for the government, she would surely clutch her heart and pass out. She might even cry and insist she’d rather die first than sit back and watch Taekjoo follow the same path as his brother and father walked down.
I can’t do that to her. I can’t. Taekjoo sat up and picked up the room phone to call the front desk. For some reason, it didn’t ring. He put the phone down and tried again, but it still didn’t work. Hoping he was wrong, he pulled the phone cord to check. But he was right. Just as he had guessed, the cord had teeth marks—likely gnawed through by a rat.
Taekjoo was losing his temper. The telephone hadn’t done anything, but he chucked it at the wall out of frustration. Not a single thing was going his way today.
What am I going to do?
Taekjoo ran a frustrated hand through his hair. But no matter how long he thought about it, only one option remained. He couldn’t possibly bring himself to put his still half-frozen clothes back on. Instead, he wrapped the towel around his waist again and trudged down the stairs to the first floor.
Luckily, there were no other guests, and no one witnessed Taekjoo. The only one around was the hostel owner, dozing off in his chair. Taekjoo knocked on the front desk to wake him, and he jolted upright right away.
“Yikes, what is it?”
“I’d like to make an international call.”
“It’ll be quite expensive. Are you okay with that?”
“It doesn’t matter. You accept cards, right?”
The owner nodded. Then, he pulled out the phone for international calls from beneath the desk in the far corner. It wasn’t just dusty—it hadn’t been used for so long that the dust felt like part of the phone itself.
Taekjoo quickly learned how to use it and picked up the receiver. He first entered his payment information, then dialed the country code and the number back home.
It began ringing, and it didn’t take long for his mother to pick up. Hello?—her voice sounded grave. No doubt, she had been worrying about her son day and night.
“It’s me, Mother. Did you call me?”
Taekjoo asked, already knowing the answer. As expected, his mother began bombarding him with questions—why wasn’t he texting back, what had happened to him, was he sick? Quite an overreaction—it wasn’t like he had been out of reach for days and nights. But Taekjoo was used to this. He humored his mother and tried to reassure her.
He was only able to hang up after promising her that he’d call every day. Taekjoo was drained. He pressed his palms over his closed eyes and massaged them. Now that he had put out that particular fire —reassuring his mother—his stomach grumbled. At this point, he was beyond hungry. His stomach ached, and he had a feeling he wouldn’t be able to fall asleep unless he took care of it.
Taekjoo turned and glanced at the hostel owner, who was yawning. The man made a face when he noticed Taekjoo looking at him.
“Is there any place I can get some decent food around here?”
Annoyed at being disturbed, the owner stood up and began explaining how to get to a nearby diner, using his hands to point in different directions.
No sooner had he finished his explanation than the knot on the towel around Taekjoo’s waist came undone. It dropped right to the floor before he could stop it. Now, he had another favor to ask the owner, who was ogling at his crotch.
“And I’m gonna need some clothes.”
Of all places, why had the owner suggested this shabby diner? Taekjoo sat in the empty restaurant, glancing around. Who knows? The food might be great. Maybe this place is a hidden favorite among the locals. He tried fooling himself but quickly thought otherwise when he got a look at the diner’s owner. If the hostel owner was Ivanovich, then the diner owner must’ve been Ivanova. Aside from a slight difference in their hairstyles, it was almost impossible to tell the two establishment owners apart.
There was no menu, and no server ever showed up to take his order. The owner, after blatantly ignoring her only customer, Taekjoo, for a long while, suddenly served him food he hadn’t ordered. It was borsch, a Russian soup made with cabbage, and pelmeni, a type of Russian meat dumplings. Taekjoo questioned the owner with his eyes, and she responded by pointing at a wall. Coffee, vodka, and kvass were scrawled on the wall in messy handwriting. Taekjoo chose the traditional drink, kvass, then helped himself to the food.
As soon as he took a spoonful, the rank, gamey odor of badly cooked lamb hit his nose. But Taekjoo was hungry, and this wasn’t the time to be picky. He stuffed his mouth with the revolting food, frowning with every muscle in his face. And he washed it down—more like kept it down—by chugging the kvass.
As he chewed his food, Taekjoo started thinking. The more he thought, the more convinced he became. He must have been cursed the moment he set foot in Russia. There was no other explanation. Nothing else could justify the streak of misfortune that he’d gone through. First, he had been assigned a mission for which he wasn’t the ideal candidate. Then, the day he arrived in Russia, he got kidnapped. On the fourth day, he lost all his possessions in a bomb attack. And just now, he barely survived drowning. And that bastard of a partner was totally useless—so useless that Taekjoo would be considered lucky if this asshole didn’t kill him by accident. All his life, Taekjoo had never thought of himself as particularly unlucky. Had the universe just been saving it all up, only to flip him off big time now?
Taekjoo raged on the inside, but he tried to keep himself composed. Nothing would come from dwelling on the past. He needed to move on. In fact, it would be much more productive for Taekjoo to plan his next steps. First thing on his list was contacting headquarters. He needed to report that he was still alive and provide an update on the mission. He would likely have to request backup. Then, Taekjoo had to flee immediately—somewhere, anywhere. Psikh Bogdanov had come after him out of nowhere, and there might be more on the way. He needed to get to safety first. Figuring things out could come later.
But how was he supposed to reach headquarters? He had lost all means of communication, and his mission was highly classified. No one knew about it—not border control, immigration, or even the Korean Embassy. During his entire stay in Russia, Taekjoo was supposed to be Sakamoto Hiro, but that didn’t make the Japanese Embassy an option.
What am I gonna do? The only solution he could think of was Zhenya, but there was a problem—Taekjoo didn’t know his number or any other way to contact him. The man was as unpredictable as possible, coming and going wherever and whenever he pleased. Taekjoo had no clue how to find him. Speaking of which, that bastard himself is impossible as well. Did he really think handing over a plastic card was enough to help, without even knowing where Taekjoo might end up?
“Damn it.”
Taekjoo laid down his fork, shaking his head. Now that he’d gotten some food in his stomach, he had no will or reason to keep forcing down the terrible food. He picked up the tab and walked to the cashier. Just then, he heard the cheerful chime of the bell above the door as two police officers walked in.
Judging from the friendly way they said hi, the officers seemed to be on good terms with the diner owner. They didn’t wait to be seated but sat at a table with a familiarity that suggested they’d been there many times before. The owner brought them glasses and vodka in the same easygoing manner. They chatted and chuckled among themselves. Only after quite a while did the owner finally come to the cashier to take Taekjoo’s payment.
“Three thousand rubles[6].”
It was outrageous. A third of that amount would already be overcharging. The owner wasn’t just shameless about the overcharging—she actually looked proud of it. From the quality of the food to the price, everything was far below satisfactory. But Taekjoo just didn’t have the energy to argue with anyone right now. Why should he care? It wasn’t even his money.
Taekjoo simply pulled out Zhenya’s card without complaint, which obviously upset the owner. Taekjoo had to explain he had no cash on him. Finally, the owner took the card begrudgingly. Taekjoo waited for a bit, but it seemed there was something wrong with the machine. After several failed attempts to run the card, the owner glared at Taekjoo. Then, without a word, she walked over to the table where the officers were sitting. She whispered something to them while glancing at Taekjoo from the corner of her eye.
Taekjoo’s eyes met the officers’, and their looks weren’t exactly friendly. Were they talking about him?
Soon, one of the officers stood up and approached Taekjoo. Taekjoo watched as the man came closer.
“What do you want from me?” Taekjoo asked.
“I’m sorry, but you’ll have to come with us.”
Meanwhile, the other officer approached Taekjoo and abruptly grabbed his arm. What’s going on? Taekjoo was baffled by what was unfolding before his eyes.
This must be a misunderstanding, one that can be resolved through calm, civil conversations. The only problem was that Taekjoo didn’t have his mask right now, and without it, he couldn’t claim to be Sakamoto Hiro. He couldn’t reveal his true identity either. He had to avoid going to the police station at all costs.
Should I make a run for it? It would be easy for Taekjoo to take down the two officers. But he didn’t want to implicitly admit to a crime—whatever that was—that he didn’t commit by running away. Doing so could drag the Russian police into the mess, and they’d come after Taekjoo as well. Kwon Taekjoo was already on the run. It would do him no good to add another entity tailing him.
The first step was to figure out the reason calmly.
“I think I at least deserve to know why you’re questioning me.”
“The credit card you just tried to use—it’s been reported stolen.”
What? No way. He had just used it in the hostel, and it had gone through fine. Taekjoo couldn’t believe it, so the diner owner turned the screen toward him. There really was a warning message on the device.
“Now, let’s not waste our time. Just come with us.”
The officer ushered the dazed Taekjoo forward. Taekjoo didn’t know what to do. If he were taken to the station, it would cause a lot of trouble. He had no way to contact headquarters, so no help could be requested. Was there really no choice but to tackle the two officers and run? While Taekjoo was thinking, the officer who had been urging him pulled out a pair of handcuffs and tried to cuff him. At that moment, Taekjoo quickly raised his arm.
“Argh!”
Taekjoo slapped the officer’s face with the back of his hand, then followed it with an elbow to the chest. The bigger of the two officers staggered back, clutching his nose and chest. Blood trickled between his thick fingers. Seeing what Taekjoo did to his partner, the other officer lunged to attack.
“You bastard!”
Taekjoo shook the officer off his arm and was just about to kick him in the abdomen. Just then, the bell on the door chimed once again. Taekjoo had one of his long legs up in the air, aiming to land a kick. Meanwhile, the officer was bracing for the impact. Everyone froze on the spot at the sound of the bell, including the two men who were about to clash.
The person who came in at just the right time was none other than Zhenya. He was a useless colleague, but the familiarity of his presence brought Taekjoo some relief. The problem would soon be resolved, now that the owner of the credit card was here.
Taekjoo dropped his offensive stance and stood up straight. The police officer didn’t miss his chance. He tackled Taekjoo, and in the blink of an eye, Taekjoo’s wrists were pulled back and cuffed together. There was nothing he could do but shoot Zhenya a dirty glare. He even jerked his chin, signaling his useless colleague to step in and fix it.
However, Zhenya took his time, lazily scanning the diner. Taekjoo believed Zhenya must be doing whatever he could to get them out of this mess. But there was a time and place for faking confidence, and this wasn’t it. Taekjoo, his body pinned under the officer’s, was dragged to his feet. The officer was finally taking deep breaths after finally retaining his suspect. Then, he checked on his colleague, who was struggling to get up. With a bleeding nose, the bigger officer stomped his way to Taekjoo like an angry bull.
“Go”
The hard shove made it clear that the officer was furious.
Taekjoo held his ground, refusing to budge. Meanwhile, he kept glaring at Zhenya, urging him to do something.
“I said go!”
The bigger officer barked, his words sharp with irritation. When he saw that Taekjoo continued to show no signs of moving any time soon, he brought his hand up, poised to strike Taekjoo. And just when the huge fist was about to land a blow to Taekjoo’s cheek, something swiftly and gracefully appeared between them.
“Argh!”
Suddenly, Zhenya stood between them, cutting off Taekjoo’s view. In a split second, Zhenya appeared in front of Taekjoo, standing tall and unwavering like a mighty wall. He had the neck of the officer who was about to hit Taekjoo in his hand. Zhenya’s grip was so tight, the officer’s face quickly turned blue. His eyes were so wide, it wouldn’t have been surprising if they’d popped right out of their sockets. The man couldn’t even scream. Zhenya released his grip with a casual push. And that swift, effortless motion knocked the officer out, leaving his massive frame limp. His face immediately flushed red from the sudden rush of blood.
“Why don’t you handle me first?”
Zhenya spoke in a calm voice, looking down at the officers. The two, alarmed at the sudden appearance of a stranger, turned to look at each other with a clueless expression. After exchanging glances, one of them gestured for Zhenya to come with him. Zhenya turned to take one look at Taekjoo, then calmly followed the policeman.
In the meantime, Taekjoo was seated by the window. He could see the officer and Zhenya outside. The bastard wore a fake, polite smile and seemed to converse with ease. Taekjoo tried to read his lips, but it wasn’t easy, thanks to the other officer who was left with Taekjoo. He kept pacing around, blocking Taekjoo’s sight. Every time Taekjoo managed to focus enough to read Zhenya’s lips, the officer’s fat ass suddenly blocked his view.
Not long after, Zhenya and the other officer came back inside. Taekjoo looked at Zhenya and waited for an explanation. But Zhenya only grinned and gave him a shrug. The officer he had spoken with did the same. He didn’t bother explaining what he and Zhenya had discussed to his colleague, who’d stayed behind to watch Taekjoo. He simply gestured at Taekjoo and gave an order.
“Release him.”
The officer scanned Zhenya up and down. He had suspicion in his eye, finding Zhenya untrustworthy, making it hard for Taekjoo to tell whether their talk had gone well or not. The handcuffs came off immediately.
The two officers briefly wished them a good day, then left the diner. The owner, who had been watching the entire thing all this time, tilted her head. She couldn’t understand what was going on. And it wasn’t just her. Taekjoo was just as confused.
“What the heck did you do?”
“Nothing much. Just gave him some change for drinks.”
There it is again. He was being vague. Taekjoo had his doubts. He crossed his arms and scrutinized Zhenya. Zhenya put on a sly smile, more than happy to return the gaze. Zhenya was always smiling and grinning, but there was something off about him—something strangely intimidating. And Taekjoo couldn’t shake off the feeling that the chilled-out facade was not who Zhenya truly was.
He seemed calm and carefree, but he was never clumsy. He was bold and relentless, yet rash. Taekjoo had been sure Zhenya wouldn’t be able to find him, but here he was. The man was sharp enough to figure out where Taekjoo was, all on his own. His first step would’ve been to follow the credit card transaction. His backup plan? Probably reporting the card stolen. Of course, he wouldn’t have cared one bit if it got his colleague in trouble. He was one hell of a piece of work. And then there was how he handled the Jeep. Sure, Bogdanov was inside, but he didn’t care if his partner was, too. He just fired and fired.
Taekjoo glared at Zhenya, which had absolutely no effect on him. On the contrary, he couldn’t care any less. Zhenya even tilted his chin slightly, as if inviting Taekjoo to take a better look. And it was getting on Taekjoo’s nerves.
“Someone must be very busy, seeing how hard it is just to catch a glimpse of his face,” Taekjoo spoke in a mocking tone.
“Why? Did you miss me?”
No, I wanna pull your ears together and sew them shut to your lips.
Taekjoo clenched his jaw and forced a blatantly fake smile. Then, his eyes, which had been fixed on Zhenya up until then, moved to focus on something beyond Zhenya’s shoulder. Before Zhenya could turn to trace his gaze, Taekjoo held Zhenya’s chin and stopped him. His lips moved with the slightest movement, and his eyes returned to meet Zhenya’s again.
“Someone’s been watching us. Did you bring a tail with you?”
“Oh.”
“Quite careless, aren’t you?”
“What should we do?”
“Shake off the tail, of course.”
“Then you stay here. I’ll take care of it.”
“If you think you’ll need help, you better tell me now.”
“Thanks, but no thanks.”
Zhenya said, smiling, before heading out. As soon as he stepped out, a man lurking around the corner flinched. Zhenya took wide strides, his long coat billowing behind him. The nosy bloke didn’t know what to do. He started running away. Zhenya followed him slowly, and soon, the two of them disappeared from Taekjoo’s sight.
It had only been about three minutes when Zhenya reappeared, and Taekjoo scowled at the sight. Zhenya’s coat, which was usually a nuisance, was nowhere to be seen.
“What happened to your coat?”
“Threw it.”
Taekjoo didn’t ask why. He had a feeling he already knew the answer. But Zhenya must have thought otherwise.
“I got some dirt on it.”
Taekjoo quickly glanced at the tip of Zhenya’s fingers. He’d been trying not to, but he couldn’t help his eyes. Those fingers had once popped human eyeballs—had they done the same again today? He got rid of his entire coat—then was it throat this time? Or he could’ve opted to suffocate the person, covering the mouth and nose. It wasn’t a human or normal method, but then again, nothing about him was. The thought disgusted Taekjoo. He’d make a better Psikh Bogdanov than the one who died in the river, Taekjoo thought.
Zhenya suddenly flicked his fingers, and Taekjoo, who’d been glaring at the man, flinched. A lazy chuckle followed from above his head. Taekjoo looked up, annoyed, and saw Zhenya smiling from ear to ear. I really don’t like this guy.
Zhenya handed something to a scowling Taekjoo.
“Stop being distracted and take a look at this.”
It was an invitation. There would be a banquet held at the Kremlin Palace in celebration of the Japanese-Russian energy project. The Japanese visiting team and various important Russian public figures would be attending—including Kwon Taekjoo, disguised as Sakamoto Hiro. That was the plan, until a surprise bomb explosion ruined it. Taekjoo noticed that the date on the invitation didn’t match the one he had in mind. They must have rescheduled it to buy some time to handle the aftermath of the explosion. After all, the explosion had taken place at the hotel where the Japanese delegation, an official guest of the Russian government, was staying. No doubt, security would be tightened as well.
Taekjoo started to think about how to get into the party when Zhenya suddenly took back the invitation.
“This one’s just for show. A formality. The real party starts after this.”
“The real party?”
“The Bogdanov residence isn’t far from the palace, and the head of the family is the one with the real power over Gazprom. And his younger brother is a very close friend of the president of Russia. I heard that every time a national-level official event happens, an after-party is held at the Bogdanov residence. This after-party would be attended by even those who hadn’t been invited to the official party prior. This crowd includes major underworld figures, the ones who can start or stop the flow of money across Russia with a flick of the wrist. You could say that they are the real MVPs. They’re also the type of people to do anything and everything that makes a profit, so they’re quite a useful source of information. Who knows, you might find out something about Anastasia if you meet them.”
“This Bogdanov you’re talking about, is it the same one I know?”
“Do we know any other Bogdanov?”
“A member of their family, their own flesh and blood, just died, and the Bogdanovs are still hosting that party?”
Taekjoo couldn’t understand it. By now, they should’ve found Psikh Bogdanov’s body. It was an important event, but was a banquet more important than the death of a family?
“Do you really believe he’s dead?”
“Are you telling me he’s not?”
“Unfortunately. I asked around, and they told me only two bodies were found in the river.”
It made sense. Taekjoo had also been thinking that killing Psikh was too easy compared to the notorious reputation. But still, the man was unconscious, and Taekjoo was positive he wouldn’t survive because he was shot too much and bled too much. Moreover, the river was so cold its fringes by the riverbank were all frozen. The water would’ve dropped his body temperature in an instant. And to think that he still made it out alive in a situation as dire as that—Taekjoo could see where the reputation came from. So, the killing maniac was alive. This meant that he could come after Taekjoo anytime. This fact gnawed away at Taekjoo, but he tried not to think about it.
“What makes you so sure that I’ll find some lead on Anastasia in that party?”
Zhenya handed Taekjoo something right away as if he’d expected Taekjoo to question him. It was a document envelope folded in half. Taekjoo snatched it and checked what was inside right away. It was a copy of old news articles and a list of names. It listed dozens of names in both Russian and Korean.
Taekjoo scanned the list, then moved on to the articles. They were all obituaries containing information about deaths—whose, when, and how. The names were all familiar.
Taekjoo got suspicious and checked them out again. His eyes widened. Most of the names listed in the obituaries were also written on the name list he had in his other hand. Zhenya proceeded to explain.
“People who participated in developing Anastasia—they’re all dead now.”
“Why did they die?”
“Why, indeed?”
Zhenya returned the question, his lips curving into a small grin. The expression was cheeky, like teasing a little kid. Taekjoo had an idea, but he needed confirmation. He couldn’t believe that was the reason, but his doubt kept him from thinking of any others. He kicked the tip of Zhenya’s shoe, urging him to stop smiling and spit out the answer. Zhenya did answer Taekjoo’s question eventually, but only after enjoying and taking in the alarmed look on his face.
“Anastasia is a killing machine with unprecedented destructive power, along with an equally unprecedented level of classified information. Everybody talks about it, but most of them don’t even know what kind of weapon Anastasia is. They’re scared of something they don’t even know. Or, perhaps, they’re scared of it precisely because they don’t know what it is. Maybe that very mystery is Anastasia’s true power. But the talk would be different once its development ended. Once development was complete, those involved would return to their lives, and someone might reveal the truth about this elusive weapon. It’s not an ideal scenario, right? Because Anastasia must be the source of fear now and forever.”
Taekjoo scrunched his brows. He didn’t have to listen till the end to know where this was going. Zhenya nodded, confirming Taekjoo’s suspicion.
“Slaughtered. Every single one of them. So that no one could reproduce the same weapon ever again.”
Taekjoo was speechless. These people weren’t killed because they were rats or traitors. They were killed to ensure they’d never even get the chance to become one.
Taekjoo looked at the list of names again, feeling baffled. But he found something wrong and raised a question.
“But—”
“Yes, despite the killing spree, there were those who managed to survive.”
The name Bogdanov was on the list too, but they were not dead. They were alive and well. While most people involved in the creation of Anastasia were dead, the Bogdanovs survived. What did this mean? Taekjoo kept piecing the information together to figure out the answer. Then, he suddenly looked up at Zhenya with an expression like he’d been hit by a truck. A smile spread across Zhenya’s lips.
The Bogdanovs joined the development of Anastasia. Everyone involved in making the weapon was killed—except for the Bogdanovs. The Bogdanovs might have been the ones who eliminated all the researchers and developers. They had the motive: to monopolize the ownership of the ultimate weapon. To deter anything similar from ever being made again.
Zhenya glimpsed at Taekjoo’s serious face.
“Has it changed your mind about the party?”
“It’s a lion’s den, and I’m going in unarmed and alone.”
Taekjoo shook his head, feeling sorry for himself. If what Zhenya had said was true, then the Bogdanovs most likely knew where Anastasia was. The problem was the state Taekjoo was in. The party was set for the following day. Even if Taekjoo reached out to headquarters through Zhenya, resources wouldn’t arrive in time. But at the same time, Taekjoo couldn’t simply go in unprepared.
“HQ people weren’t born yesterday. We have backup resources. Let’s go.”
Zhenya grinned and stood up. When they stepped out of the diner after paying the bill, a drop-top was waiting for them. It looked as sleek as its owner. Taekjoo stopped and stared blankly. Zhenya had to practically fold him into the passenger seat.
About half an hour into speeding on the road, high-rise buildings became sparse, and areas grew less populated as well. What could possibly be in an area like this? Just when things were getting too suspicious, the car stopped.
“Out.”
Even as he did what he was told, Taekjoo kept checking around the surroundings. There was nothing in sight. No garage, no parking space, nothing. Only a decrepit, old building stood. It was a bookstore, as far as its sign said. But there weren’t any customers. The store must have closed business a long time ago.
Taekjoo was full of doubts as he followed Zhenya, who walked ahead without any hesitation. He pulled up the shutter and went into the building. Taekjoo followed him into the unlit building.
Zhenya opened another door inside, then disappeared into a dark staircase. Taekjoo followed him carelessly and nearly tripped. He could’ve given Taekjoo a heads-up that there were stairs ahead, but he just wasn’t a considerate person. Taekjoo swallowed his complaints and used the wall to guide himself down the steps he couldn’t see at all.
Finally, his feet stood on flat ground. It was so dark that he still couldn’t see a thing, but he could feel the thick layer of dust. With every moment, a whirl of dust tickled Taekjoo’s nose.
But there was something strange. If this really was the storage of a bookstore, then there should be books stacked. Still, the place lacked the distinct smell of old books and paper.
In a minute, something clicked, and the light came on.
“...?”
The light was just enough to make things out, though the room remained dim overall. Taekjoo squinted his eyes and slowly looked around. It didn’t take long for him to figure out the reason behind the eerie strangeness. All four walls of the basement were lined with bookshelves, but not a single book was to be found. There was only an old telephone placed in the middle of the bookshelves.
Why did Zhenya bring Taekjoo all the way here? Taekjoo’s questions—and frustration—were mounting when Zhenya stepped toward the telephone. He slowly turned the dial on the phone. 3, 9, 1, 6, 5. After the final turn to 5, the dial returned to its original position. There came a sudden beep of a machine from somewhere.
The empty bookshelves groaned as they shifted their body and slowly turned, kicking up layers of dust into a swirling storm. Taekjoo’s eyes itched, forcing him to shut them. When he opened them again, the dusty old bookstore basement was gone. In its place stood sleek steel cabinets, filled with all kinds of firearms, advanced gear, and neatly arranged compact explosives.
3. The Nuclear Man

The Bogdanov residence defied imagination. Its scale and intricate details rivaled those of the Kremlin.
The blue roof atop the white walls was sublime, elegant without being ostentatious. The delicate lines of Rococo art created a graceful harmony. They blended beautifully with the shimmering golden decorations. Stone steps and colossal, intricately carved marble pillars supported the soaring ceiling. Its heavy, imposing gates overwhelmed anyone who dared to approach. Strings of soft light laced the entire estate, enveloping it in an ethereal atmosphere.
The gates cast long shadows over the grass field. After being closed all this time, they quietly swung open at midnight. Rows of cars streamed into the massive garden despite the late hour. The estate featured a lake and a long drive that led up to the residence. Trees lined the paths so perfectly that they hid the other side of the fence, much like those around a prison.
All the attendees were important public figures, so security was strict. Every visitor was checked twice—once at the gate and again at the garden entrance. Kwon Taekjoo’s vehicle was no exception.
An armed guard approached the car and knocked on the window. The window rolled down at the guard’s instruction. For security, the guard confirmed several details. First, the guest had to present an original, physical copy of the invitation. Next, the guest’s name, car plate number, designated companion, and their relationship to the guest had to be consistent with the submitted guest list. No exceptions were allowed.
“May I see your invitation?”
Taekjoo handed the envelope to the guard. The guard took out a scanner with a special lamp and scanned the envelope. Soon, an emblem that hadn’t been visible before appeared. The scanner beeped to confirm it had detected and registered the emblem. Next, the guard inspected the inside of the vehicle to confirm who was inside.
The invitation had hidden security features. It even had a chip containing the guest’s information. When the scanner read the serial code on each invitation, it would display the guest’s details on its screen. No effort was spared to keep out unwanted guests.
“Thank you for your cooperation,” the guard said after carefully checking the back seat. Thanks to this thorough security, traffic built up from the gate to the garden, and again from the garden to the residence.
“With all this fuss, you’d think we were in a James Bond movie.”
Taekjoo grumbled, looking bored.
“Funny how I’m the only one dancing to their tune. So fair, right?”
He continued complaining, glancing at the rearview mirror. His eyes met Zhenya’s, who was wearing a silent grin.
“I’m the invited one, so there’s not much we can do about it. There are only two ways an uninvited person could attend the party—either become the driver of someone who’s invited, or pose as their lover. If you didn’t like the first option, you should’ve come as the second. I’m sure it would’ve been quite a sight.”
“Or I could just take down one of the guards and steal his clothes. Look at how many there are. You think they’d notice if one went missing?”
“Do you enjoy making things harder for yourself? You’d better save your strength instead of wasting it on stunts like that.”
Zhenya was right. Taekjoo didn’t know how, but Zhenya managed to get his hands on an official invitation. There was no need for Taekjoo to make things more difficult than necessary. He was just annoyed he had to treat Zhenya as his boss, even if it was only for a short while.
“Roll the window up,” Zhenya couldn’t stop himself. There was obviously a button on the back seat as well, but he simply didn’t want to lift a finger. Taekjoo glared at him through the rearview mirror before reluctantly rolling the window up.
Soon, they were in front of the residence. Taekjoo parked the car on one side and set the parking brake. Meanwhile, Zhenya didn’t move an inch.
“Aren’t you getting out?”
“Why, you took the words right out of my mouth—aren’t you forgetting something?”
Zhenya tilted his head toward the rear door, signaling with his eyes. Taekjoo looked appalled—he couldn’t be serious—but Zhenya gave a slight nod, confirming he absolutely was. A lot of people were watching them outside the vehicle, and a valet attendant was approaching. There was no choice.
Taekjoo let out a long sigh and got out of the driver’s seat. He walked around the car and opened the back seat door. Zhenya leaned lazily to the side as he stepped out of the car. Was it because of his usual, lazy demeanor? Taekjoo could feel Zhenya’s gaze slowly moving over his face. The corner of Zhenya’s lips curled upward.
“Please follow me, sir.”
The servers on standby assisted Zhenya almost obsequiously. Taekjoo hurried to follow.
At the top of the ten or so steps stood a massive set of inner gates, at least twelve feet tall. Guards on either side opened them. At last, the interior of the Bogdanov residence was revealed.
Taekjoo stood there, speechless.
It was a world completely different from the one outside. The ceilings, as lofty as those in a cathedral, seemed to reach for the heavens. The wide hall intimidated visitors right from the entrance. Pristine walls and pillars radiated elegance. Gold ornaments were carefully placed to highlight their surroundings. The warm golden light from extravagant chandeliers made him blink in awe. The frescoed ceiling was painted in soft, muted tones—neither too bold nor too dull. It created perfect harmony throughout the space. The bare walls were decorated with sculptures of all sizes, eliminating any sense of plainness. A small orchestra played softly from the balcony staircase. Their lively yet subtle music filled the vast space without disturbing conversations.
“Makes me wanna throw up,” Taekjoo mumbled to himself.
Zhenya turned to look at him. The grandeur of the place, a scene rarely seen, didn’t seem to impress Taekjoo in the least. On the contrary, he seemed repulsed. Of course, Zhenya hadn’t expected Taekjoo to claim the place was beautiful or that he felt like a prince in a fairytale. Taekjoo didn’t strike him as someone with an eye for beauty, let alone someone who would daydream about being a prince. But still, this was a once-in-a-lifetime experience, and Taekjoo’s first words were that he felt like throwing up? After staring at his expressionless face, Zhenya looked away, huffing out a laugh.
The main hall was already filled with people, talking in groups of threes and fours. Among them, there was one that grabbed Taekjoo’s attention right away. It was the president of Russia. Taekjoo had seen the face countless times in media outlets, but it felt surreal to see the man with his own eyes.
“Welcome.”
Taekjoo was scanning the place for a while when a middle-aged man came over and greeted him in the politest manner. He seemed like the butler or the overall supervisor of the event. Zhenya ignored him and walked straight into the hall. Taekjoo was about to follow Zhenya in when the middle-aged man, straightening up from a bow, stepped in front of him.
“Chauffeur, this way, please.”
He extended his arm and pointed out to the hallway to the side. Even at a glance, Taekjoo could tell it was a place servers and personal staff used. He threw an urgent glance at Zhenya. However, the jerk didn’t look back once but kept walking ahead. This was becoming a habit—Zhenya always said they were partners, but when it mattered, he never had Taekjoo’s back.
“Follow me, please.”
The butler slightly urged Taekjoo. Taekjoo was a chauffeur right now, and he couldn’t find an excuse for a chauffeur to stay around. He had no choice but to go to the designated area. He could see Zhenya blending in effortlessly with the other esteemed guests. Zhenya, someone who didn’t look out of place even among the most royal clubhouse members of Russia—who was he? What was his deal?
Taekjoo’s eyes narrowed. All personal feelings disappeared from his face, leaving only a rigid expression.
The butler led Taekjoo to the storage next to the kitchen. It was an area for those who weren’t invited—including Kwon Taekjoo. The door clicked shut the moment Taekjoo stepped inside.
People inside seemed to be used to the accommodation, seeing how all of them were on their phones. There were a few who were playing chess or chatting with each other. If the drivers were going to be gathered and shut away like this, why bother bringing them into the residence at all? Wouldn’t it have been better to leave them in their respective vehicles? If Taekjoo had to guess, it was probably so they could be on standby in case their employers needed them. He clicked his tongue inwardly at the absurd inefficiency. He found it comforting that, unlike them, he actually had something to do.
The party was at its peak, and there was no better time to dig around. But that meant Taekjoo would have to leave this place and go to the main hall.
However, he had no legitimate excuse. As a chauffeur, he probably needed permission to go use the restroom. And if he ever got caught doing something he wasn’t supposed to, he’d be under suspicion instantly. Should he just trust Zhenya and wait for him? No, not a chance.
What now? Taekjoo paced around the entrance and thought about ways to get out of this room. Other employees looked at him strangely at first, but it didn’t take long for them to lose interest. No one would seem to notice if Taekjoo slipped out slowly right now.
Taekjoo made sure no one was watching him before he quietly opened the door. He was extra careful in case the door hinges creaked and caused a sound. He could feel people bustling on the other side of the door, busy carrying out food and drinks. Taekjoo waited for the right time, then went out in one swift movement. He closed the door quickly, keeping his guard up until he let go of the handle. Only after the door shut behind him did Taekjoo finally exhale. He was the only one standing in the busy hallway.
He had to think of a way to go back to the main hall before someone appeared. Taekjoo started walking first with his back to the kitchen. Not far from him, he saw a hallway that veered off to the side. Everything had been going smoothly—
“Excuse me, where are you going?”
—until an unwelcome voice cut in. Taekjoo flinched and looked back. The butler earlier stood straight, staring at Taekjoo. His eyes now held a vigilance that hadn’t been there before. Taekjoo had to come up with an excuse.
“Restroom.”
Taekjoo tried to put on as awkward an expression as possible. It was a basic human need, one that everyone experienced, and should, therefore, be understood. But it seemed the butler wouldn’t easily go away. He scrutinized Taekjoo without uttering a word. Taekjoo didn’t look away but held his gaze in return. He even forced a tight smile. The butler’s job was to deal with and read people, so it wasn’t easy to fool him. The butler’s suspicious eyes roamed like marbles, brushing over Taekjoo’s skin.
Not long after, the butler gestured at the waiter coming out of the kitchen.
“Please accompany the gentleman to the bathroom.”
Taekjoo said he had to go, so the butler had no choice but to let him. But that didn’t mean his suspicions were all quelled.
“This way, if you will,” said the waiter, approaching Taekjoo. Unfortunately, the restroom was opposite the main hall. Taekjoo had no choice but to give a curt nod to the butler and follow the waiter.
The restroom was close to the kitchen and seemed to be used by the people working in the residence. On his way there, Taekjoo thoroughly scanned the ceiling, walls, columns, windows, and every nook and cranny. He was looking for surveillance cameras, but found none.
“Here you go. Well, then, if you’ll excuse me.”
The waiter nodded and turned around. As Taekjoo stepped aside to make way for him, he suddenly stopped the waiter by placing a hand on his shoulder.
“Yes?”
“Why don’t you take a break?”
“Excuse me?”
The waiter looked confused at first, but the expression quickly vanished—Taekjoo had targeted his vital point. The waiter flinched, then crumpled—knocked out cold. Taekjoo dragged the limp body into a restroom cubicle.
When he stepped out, he looked exactly like a waiter. He kicked the cubicle door shut, dislodging the mop he had wedged earlier. It clattered into place, locking the door from inside. The waiter wouldn’t be discovered for a while. Taekjoo had to act fast and take care of everything within that window.
He didn’t waste a moment and headed straight to the kitchen.
“Hurry up and get the whiskey out! And who’s in charge of the canapé? Move faster, you morons!”
Outside the kitchen, the most elegant banquet was taking place. But inside, it was a battleground. The head chef, his face red with rage, had been yelling orders. Then, without missing a beat, he turned around and handed Taekjoo a tray full of glasses of single-malt whiskey. He didn’t forget to push Taekjoo in the back and yell at him to stop fidgeting around. And just like that, Taekjoo was out of the kitchen again.
It took him a second to register, but this was the perfect way into the main hall. He trailed another waiter ahead, blending in as they entered the main hall. He met the butler again at the hall entrance, but Taekjoo lifted the tray up to hide his face.
Meanwhile, the main hall had grown even more crowded. Everyone was in the same space but was experiencing different emotions. On one side, some guests were deep in discussions about important domestic affairs. On the other, men and women mingled and giggled. Children dragged along by their parents sat slumped in their seats—dozing off, nibbling on sweets, or sitting still like lifeless dolls. None of them had the playful innocence usually found in ordinary children.
Taekjoo navigated through the important guests with ease, discreetly eavesdropping on conversations. However, because the hall was such an open space, nothing he overheard stood out. Even so, he was certain that someone in the room knew where Anastasia was.
He decided to narrow down his target. A specialized contact lens in his left eye allowed him to scan people. If he stared at someone for more than three seconds, a brief summary of their identity would appear in the corner of his vision. For instance, if he stared at Lomonosov for more than three seconds, the text “Valery Antonovich Lomonosov, the president of Russia” would flash briefly in the corner of his vision.
Taekjoo moved his gaze slowly across the room, scanning every guest’s face. The hall was filled with the most powerful people—high-ranking government officials, wealthy business magnates, oligarchs[7], and infamous mafia figures. Everyone in the room had influence to wield.
“Looks good on you,” Zhenya told Taekjoo, seeing him in the waiter uniform.
Taekjoo was quietly chuckling to himself at the scene in the hall when a familiar voice cut in. He looked to the side and found that Zhenya was standing next to him. Zhenya reached out and took a glass of single-malt whiskey. Taekjoo put on a bright smile, just because there were so many eyes watching him. Every now and then, he’d offer a glass to those passing the two of them.
Zhenya mumbled while swirling the drink in his glass.
“A strange place, isn’t it? It’s busy, yet filled with anything but humans.”
What?—Taekjoo nearly blurted out the word before catching himself. It was such a sudden and strange statement that for a moment, Taekjoo thought he heard it wrong. Then, he remembered where he was and shut his mouth. But his uneasy gaze lingered as he scanned Zhenya up and down. Zhenya slowly brought the glass to his lips and changed the subject. It was as if he wanted to fool Taekjoo to doubt whether he’d heard it at all.
“The one with Lomonosov right now, he’s the secondborn son of the House of Bogdanov, Vadim Vissarionovich. He’s said to be one of the figures closest to the president. I heard they go horseback riding together at least once a week. Apparently, he’s also the most influential member of the State Duma[8]. They say all state projects and policies go through him before reaching the president, which speaks for itself.”
Taekjoo recalled that the head of the Bogdanov family was the practical president of Gazprom. It made sense that his secondborn was the most influential member of the Duma and the closest advisor to the president. It also explained how the energy project between Japan and Russia was conceived and established. In the end, House Bogdanov benefited the most from the deal.
Zhenya swapped the glass he’d quickly emptied with a new one while pointing at an old man.
“There. That man in the wheelchair—Vissarion Romanovich—is the one with real power in Gazprom, the government-run energy giant. The Bogdanovs owe their current position to that old man, who controls Russia’s energy industry. After the Soviet Union collapsed, energy resources became the country’s lifeline, its most reliable gold mine. The president may rule Russia, but it’s oligarchs like him who truly dominate it.”
The extent of the influence of the Bogdanovs was much more formidable than Taekjoo had anticipated. It also made him curious about the rest of the family. His eyes started moving busily, looking for the firstborn Bogdanov, Vladimir Vissarionovich. And when Taekjoo failed to spot him, he grabbed a glass of whiskey from his tray and passed it to Zhenya. Zhenya, having understood what Taekjoo was doing, smiled. There he comes—said Zhenya as he accepted the glass with a smirk.
Taekjoo turned to where Zhenya was looking at. He saw a man coming down the stairs while shaking hands with guests. To Taekjoo’s surprise, the man was of short and had a stern, irritable look.
“The eldest, Vladimir, is said to be taking after the family business. When Vissarion Romanovich dies, he’ll be the richest energy mogul in Russia. Slaves breed slaves, and kings sire kings. Vladimir is already drawing more attention than his father. Some believe the family business will flourish even further under his control.”
“A family business run by the family, indeed. But what about Psikh Bogdanov, that maniac? Is he, like, Romanovich’s bastard son? He’s practically a wanted thug, isn’t he? Doesn’t exactly fit into the royal family.”
“No, not really. Technically speaking, he’s a civil servant.”
Taekjoo snapped his head toward Zhenya before he could even stop himself. He was sure he’d heard it wrong this time. Or maybe Zhenya tried to be funny—and failed. But Zhenya returned Taekjoo the stare with a blank face.
It couldn’t possibly be. How could someone who tried to abduct an innocent foreigner be a civil servant? How could someone who fired a rocket launcher in broad daylight, in the middle of the city, possibly be a civil servant? It was outrageous.
But Zhenya didn’t correct what he’d just said. He simply added more information on Psikh Bogdanov.
“He’s quite knowledgeable in the defense industry. He’s got the brains for it too. I bet everyone who’s dealing arms underworld knows him.”
By underworld, Zhenya was referring to the world of mafias. It was well-known that the mafia had become the de facto driving force of the Russian economy. Their business once revolved around prostitution, human trafficking, drugs, violence, and other illegal activities. But starting in the 90s, they began pivoting toward the weapons trade. As a result, they made significant profits, and along with the energy industry, the weapons trade became one of the two pillars supporting the Russian economy.
Almost all weapons developed in Russia were distributed through the mafia. It was more profitable than using legal and official channels. There was no way the government didn’t know the route through which the state-of-the-art weapons they’d funded were being distributed. The government was either turning a blind eye or was complicit in the illegal, industry-wide practice. Why? Because as long as the mafia funded the government, they weren’t seen as enemies of the government, but as brothers. The Bogdanovs were the living proof of this unwritten arrangement.
Prior to Vissarion Romanovich, the Bogdanovs held no significance in either politics or capitalism. It was only after the fall of the Soviet Union that they began to soar. This was a time when new oligarchs were rapidly emerging. It was also a period when the underworld mafia was brimming with crime and outlaws. They took advantage of the shifting socioeconomic landscape to extend their influence into political and economic spheres. It might be a stretch, but everything would make sense with one assumption: the Bogdanovs shared roots with the mafia. This would explain everything, including why the family had tread lightly and laid low until the 90s.
It would also explain why Psikh Bogdanov was referred to as Russia’s living, breathing weapon—the nuclear man. He was born into Russia’s ruling elite, yet had ties to the mafia underworld at the same time. He became the bridge that connected the two diverging streams of the economy, facilitating communication and exchanges between them.
Did this mean he also led the research and development of Anastasia? Was this how Morgan died—after reaching this conclusion and approaching the maniac? Although Taekjoo had no solid evidence, he was beginning to piece together circumstantial clues.
Taekjoo’s mind was racing, running through one hypothesis after another. Then, a voice suddenly called him back to reality.
“Your tray is empty,” Zhenya noted.
He was right. There were only empty glasses on the tray. Any proper waiter would’ve rushed back to the kitchen before running out of drinks. It was to maintain the class of the banquet. Taekjoo had been so absorbed in Zhenya’s story, he’d lost track of time. He looked at the hallway to the kitchen and found the butler earlier throwing loaded glances at him.
“I should get back.”
“You’ll want to hear the rest of this before you do. Just earlier, I saw Psikh Bogdanov going upstairs, with Alexei Perov and Yuri Reppin right behind him.”
Alexei Perov and Yuri Reppin—the Ministers of Defense and Foreign Affairs, respectively—were having a secret meeting with Psikh Bogdanov. Taekjoo had to find out what it was about.
“I’ll cover you, just make sure to keep your radio on.”
Taekjoo was about to hurry back to the kitchen when Zhenya added quietly. His tone was strangely bright, as if he found all of this entertaining. Taekjoo wasn’t sure if he should trust someone whose next moves he couldn’t predict. Taekjoo shook his head and walked across the main hall.
“Wait.”
Taekjoo was about to pass through, pretending like nothing was wrong, when the butler stopped him. He raised the tray to shield his face.
“Have you forgotten the guidelines? Please be quick on your feet on behalf of the master.”
“Yes, I’ll make sure to do so.”
“If I were you, I’d stop wasting time and get moving.”
He was the one who had stopped Taekjoo, and now he was scolding him for not moving fast enough. Taekjoo calmed down his short temper and passed through the hallway, his steps closer to a run than a walk. Back in the kitchen, the place was still ringing with the head chef’s yelling. The very moment the waiters put down the empty trays, they were sent back outside with a new one, heavy with food. Taekjoo’s empty tray was also snatched away as soon as he stepped into the kitchen.
He quickly scanned the area. In one corner, he spotted a large mound of food waste. It had been left unattended so long that it had grown into a small tower. While the other waiters were getting yelled at by the head chef, Taekjoo quietly approached the counter. Each station chef was busy at their own post. They were busy with prepping, making, and garnishing their assigned dishes. If the sauce wasn’t placed properly at the final stage of garnishing, then the dish went straight to the garbage. By now, the trash wasn’t just overflowing—it was flooding onto the kitchen floor.
According to the floor plan, there was an exit behind the ingredients storage room that led to the backyard. Garbage was usually handled in places out of sight. The backyard was the perfect place for it.
Taekjoo lifted the heavy garbage bin. Everyone in the kitchen was busy with their own thing. No one had the luxury of checking out what anyone else was doing. Taekjoo circled widely around the counter and made his way toward the storage room. There was a small door to the side right across from him. The lock was on the side where Taekjoo was, making it effortless for him to go out. The real problem lay in the tight security on the other side. Just as he had expected, the moment Taekjoo opened the side door and stepped out, a guard approached to stop him.
“State your purpose.”
“Oh, the garbage—if I don’t take it out now, the head chef will blow up.”
The guard looked at the garbage, then at Taekjoo, then back at the garbage again. It didn’t take long for his eyes to drift behind Taekjoo, into the storage room, and finally into the kitchen. The guard could hear the head chef’s hysterical screaming and yelling. Nodding at Taekjoo, he gestured for him to go through. Taekjoo nodded in thanks and walked toward the dumpster.
As he emptied the bin into the dumpster, he quickly scanned the building. If the two ministers and Psikh Bogdanov were having a secret meeting, it was unlikely to take place on the first floor, given that the party was being held there. And, of course, there were still plenty of other rooms to consider, even without factoring in the entire first floor.
Taekjoo, studying the overall structure of the residence, fixed his eyes on a room at the end of the third floor. All curtains were drawn for the night—except in that one room. Taekjoo had no idea why, but he felt uneasy to simply ignore it. It would be prudent to check it, even if it were a quick sweep.
Taekjoo sketched out a rough route in his head. There were too many eyes inside. He concluded it would be better to act outside. The backyard wasn’t heavily guarded. The building’s shadow stretched that way, offering perfect cover. However, Taekjoo had to take care of the guards first.
Taekjoo took the empty garbage bin and headed back to the storage room. The same security guard was still patrolling the area. He glanced back at Taekjoo without suspicion. And that was his time to go.
“—Argh!”
Taekjoo yanked the bin over the guard’s head. Instinctively, the guard raised his gun, even as his vision was obscured. However, Taekjoo kicked his hand. The gun flew into the air and landed squarely in Taekjoo’s hand.
The guard got the bin off his head, but right at that moment, Taekjoo punched his face. The man held onto his nose, letting out a heavy groan. His nose seemed to be broken. Taekjoo, frowning as if in pain, struck a pressure point, ensuring the guard lost conscious. Then, he flattened against the wall to hide himself beneath the shadow of the building. Taekjoo looked around. No one seemed to have noticed anything suspicious.
All that was left for him to do was get to the upper floor. He had two options: descend from the roof using a rope, or climb up from the ground. Lucky for him, the ornate exterior wall offered plenty of handholds. The front of the estate was heavily guarded, but the back was left clumsy, thankfully.
Time to go up. Taekjoo rolled his sleeves up and revealed his watch. He pointed his wrist toward the roof and pressed a button on the side of this watch. Immediately, a string of nylon wire shot through the air and latched onto the building. Taekjoo gave it a firm tug to ensure it held. The wire must have hooked onto something as it pulled taut.
He pressed the side of his watch again, activating a small machine that began winding the wire, lifting him upward. Placing his weight on his left arm, he scaled the wall with the agility of a rock climber. He slipped a few times, thanks to the smooth soles of his dress shoes, but there was a bigger problem ahead. The pull of gravity grew stronger the higher he went. His watch gripped his wrist tightly. He wouldn’t be surprised if his left wrist ended up dislocated like his right. The nylon wire was the kind used for catching bluefin tuna. It would not break easily—although there was an exception to everything. Even the toughest wire could fray if it kept brushing against sharp golden ornaments, putting its endurance into question, which was exactly the situation right now.
Taekjoo heard a sound like a bowstring being flicked. At the same moment, his left arm—wrenched so hard it hurt—suddenly felt free.
“...!”
He was gonna fall. Taekjoo squeezed his eyes shut, anticipating the crash to the ground. His vision went black, and his entire body curled up reflexively, every sense on edge. His hair stood on end, but the expected impact never came.
Taekjoo slowly opened his eyes and saw that his body was barely hanging in the air. Just when the wire snapped, he was able to hold onto a window on the third floor. Below him, the severed wire lay limp on the ground.
Taekjoo sighed out of relief. It was a close call, though still nothing compared to the time he nearly fell from a 360-foot skyscraper. Taekjoo waited for the tension to ease his muscles and nerves after the intense moment. Then, using only his own strength, he pulled himself up through the windowsill. He held his breath and scanned the room.
Taekjoo let out a sigh.
He couldn’t hide his disappointment. The last room on the third floor was empty, making all his efforts futile. The room seemed to have been empty all this time.
Taekjoo looked to the side to check out the other rooms. Given the sheer size of the manor, each room was huge, and it wasn’t easy to move to the right next one. Could he find the two ministers and Psikh Bogdanov within the time limit? Taekjoo was feeling apprehensive, but then he heard a buzz in his ear.
- Hey. Where are you?
Zhenya’s voice followed the buzz. Only then did Taekjoo remember the earpiece in his ear. He perched himself on the windowsill to catch his breath.
“Wasting time left and right.”
- If you’re done having fun, listen carefully.
What do you mean—Taekjoo was about to ask, but he stopped when he heard the door creak open. Then came the sound of it closing again, echoing through the spacious room. Taekjoo had no idea what was going on. Still, he held his breath and focused on the movement inside the room. The voices were softer than the sound of the door shutting, but Taekjoo could still make out part of the conversation.
Taekjoo picked up on multiple voices—at least three, by his estimate. Filtered through the earpiece, the voices sounded slightly distorted. That made it difficult to tell whether Psikh Bogdanov was among them. He decided to listen more to their discreet conversation.
- How is the SS-29 progressing?
- We’re still waiting for Sonchev’s approval. He’s looking for an expert to fix it. Judging by how he skipped today’s party, it seems to be keeping him busy. He said he’s gonna give us a call soon, so let’s wait and see.
- What does North Korea say about the issue?
- They didn’t expect this to happen. The issue never came up during experimental trials.
A smile spread across Kwon Taekjoo’s lips. In Russia, when something was named in the form of SS followed by two digits, then it mostly referred to ICBM, intercontinental ballistic missiles. For example, the official name of Satan, the most formidable ICBM during the Soviet era, was SS-18. Therefore, SS-29, the subject of the current conversation, was very likely to be a nuclear weapon as well.
And the “Sonchev” mentioned was a Slavic mafia. That meant a nuclear weapon named SS-29 was now in the hands of the Sonchev group. And naturally, the mafia had close ties with the Bogdanovs. Otherwise, there was no way that a rendezvous like this would happen in the Bogdanov residence. What was more, North Korea seemed to be involved in the development of this weapon. Could SS-29 be Anastasia?
- Are the Americans moving yet?
- No, they’re still quiet. We took care of their rat, so they’d have a good idea of what’s going on here. But it hasn’t changed a thing for them. They don’t even have the balls to come and retrieve the body.
Were they talking about Morgan? A Russian nuclear weapon in development, a North Korean intervention, American vigilance, and a dead spy. Every piece fits the puzzle. Yet, it was all circumstantial. There was no concrete evidence.
The conversation paused, and the door cracked open and shut again. Did a new speaker join them? Taekjoo was doing guesswork when Zhenya gave him an overview of what was going on.
- Bogdanov just left the room to take a call.
Ah—Taekjoo nodded but then tilted his head in confusion. He’d been focused on the wiretapped conversation too much to ask this question earlier, but where was Zhenya right now? How could he know what Psikh Bogdanov was doing in real time?
“How do you know that?”
- A lady named Olga offered to show me around the upper floors. Didn’t see a reason to say no. So, I followed her and planted a bug in the door knob of the room where they’re holding their little meeting right now.
Olga would be Vissarion Romanovich’s youngest daughter. Olga Vissarionovna Bogdanova.
At this point, Taekjoo became more curious about Zhenya than about Anastasia. Who exactly was he, to get invited to a party like this? How could he roam freely inside the tightly guarded Bogdanov manor?
“And where are you right now?”
- Surveillance security in the basement.
“Doing what?”
- Watching. Them—
Zhenya paused, then added in the amused tone.
—and how you nearly somersaulted your way to your grave on the third floor.
Taekjoo could hear the laugh in his tone. He glanced around, looking for something. And soon enough, he found what he was looking for—a surveillance camera in the corner of a wall. Taekjoo raised his middle finger at the camera. Laughter came from the earpiece.
Zhenya, still chuckling, teased him.
- Why are you there anyway?
Taekjoo stayed silent—he had no excuse to offer anyway. Taekjoo checked his watch. It was almost three o’clock in the morning. Psikh left to take a call. What kind of call could possibly take precedence over his mission? The conversation Taekjoo had heard earlier filled his mind.
“The call Psikh went out to answer, was it from Sonchev?”
- Who knows. I don’t think it’s a bad idea to check it out. I remember seeing a telephone at the end of the second-floor hallway earlier when I was getting a tour of the mansion. There’s another one in Bogdanov’s office too. The two phones are on separate lines, of course, meaning someone has to be physically present in the office to answer and overhear the call.
“But you’ll patch me, right?”
Taekjoo asked, glancing downward. The end of the second-floor hallway—it wasn’t that far from where he was. All he had to do was open the door of the room right below. He’d still have to be aware of the guards, but getting to the telephone itself didn’t seem like a problem.
- Sure, as long as you could get to the phone from where you are in eight seconds.
Zhenya must’ve already bugged the line. Now, it was all about the right time. Taekjoo would have to get to the phone in eight seconds and pick up the receiver at the exact same moment Bogdanov picked up the one in his office. Easier said than done—one wrong move, and he'd be neck-deep in trouble.
Taekjoo nodded at the camera. Then, he suddenly took out a piece of chewing gum and popped it in his mouth. Taekjoo stepped on the windowsill and stood up. He felt the flat wall pressing against his back, as if urging him to go. He couldn’t afford to strap himself with safety gear. Eight seconds was never a long time, to begin with. Kwon Taekjoo sucked in his breath and leaped toward the ground.
As he fell, he grabbed onto something. It was the second-floor windowsill. His joints, starting from his fingers to his wrist, all the way to his elbow, felt sore from the impact. But Taekjoo clenched his jaw and pulled himself up. Three seconds flat.
- Impressive.
Zhenya watched and chuckled, clearly entertained. Taekjoo was out here, almost dying trying. Meanwhile, his ass of a partner was snickering in front of a monitor.
Taekjoo chose to ignore him and pulled out a lighter. It looked like an ordinary lighter—nothing special. But once he flipped the cap back and pulled the flint wheel, a thin, long pipe came out. Taekjoo bent it to make a 7, then lit the lighter. A spark flashed at the end of the pipe. First, Taekjoo stuck the gum he was chewing on the window. Then, with the gum at the center, Taekjoo drew a circle using the pipe lighter. When he was done, he gently pulled the circle part of the window by holding on to the chewing gum. The circular piece of glass came off silently. After placing the glass gently on the windowsill, Taekjoo slipped his hand through the hole and unlatched the window, which opened with a soft click. He scanned the room and went inside.
Silently and quickly, Taekjoo approached the door. He put his ear against the surface and listened for the world on the other side. It was quiet. He pushed open the door, careful not to make a sound, and came out. He looked to his right, and at the end of the hallway, there was a coffee table. The telephone Zhenya mentioned sat above it.
Taekjoo moved smoothly toward the phone when Zhenya started speaking again.
- I’m gonna give you a sign—don’t miss it.
Taekjoo nodded, his hand now placed on the receiver of the phone. Zhenya began the countdown.
Tri. Taekjoo steadied his breath.
Dva. He looked back once more to check that no one was there.
Odin. And with that, the fingers tightly wrapped around the receiver.
- Pick it up.
And Taekjoo did, without a moment’s delay. But all he heard was silence. Nothing but silence came from both the receiver and the earpiece. Not a single hint suggested that someone was on the other end of the line. His lips felt dry.
The silence dragged on.
Did he mess it up? Taekjoo dearly held onto the receiver, waiting to hear whatever sound.
Then, as if his silent prayer had been answered, Psikh Bogdanov’s voice came through.
- Impeccable timing. We were just talking about it.
- I just finalized the deal with them as well.
- So, what now?
- North Korea’s gonna send over an engineer.
- Good, good. And did they say when?
- Tomorrow, right away. The engineer will be in Moscow in two days.
- They better make sure he doesn’t have a tail with him, unlike the last time.
- The man’s gonna be disguised as a Chinese tourist this time. Even the Americans would have a hard time noticing anything.
- We’ll see. Keep me updated.
- Yes, sir.
The call ended. They spoke in deliberately vague terms, avoiding any names—meant only for each other to understand. It showed just how cautious they were, which gave Taekjoo the confirmation he needed.
Taekjoo remained still, waiting for Bogdanov to hang up first. But just then, a sharp, screeching noise blasted through the earpiece.
“...!”
A surge of pain shot through his head, sharp and unbearable—as if it might burst open. Taekjoo dropped to his knees, clutching his head. He tore out the earpiece, but the sound had already taken root, ringing in his ears and through his skull. Cold sweat broke out across his skin. A shiver ran down his spine. The sudden shock flipped his world upside down. His heart pounded, his chest heaving. Taekjoo didn’t know why the earpiece had gone haywire, but one thing was clear—the noise had been loud enough for Bogdanov to hear.
BANG. BANG. BANG BANG. BANG.
And when it came to gut feelings, Taekjoo was never wrong. He heard shots fired right outside the residence. The radio commotion must have revealed Zhenya’s location as well. Taekjoo had to conceal himself first.
“Damn it.”
Taekjoo could barely get up. His legs felt weak. He ran down the hallway, his hand still supporting his aching head. His head was still spinning, and clarity wouldn’t come. He couldn’t think straight. How was he going to get out of this mess? Where should he go to hide himself? Taekjoo was unable to make any decision. He simply ran, and ran.
When Taekjoo reached the turn of the staircase, he heard busy footsteps hurrying up toward where he was. Three, maybe four. Security, no doubt—coming for the intruder. If Taekjoo stopped right now, it would only give the guards more time to bring more people. When outnumbered, it was always wise to avoid a head-on collision. Taekjoo changed his plans. He wasn’t gonna head down—he was gonna go up.
It was still peaceful on the third floor. Taekjoo flattened himself against the wall and looked out. In no time, the guards were right on his tail. Taekjoo slipped into a stride, his steps swift but silent.
“...!”
Just then, he sensed movement behind the door right next to him. Footsteps approached, and the doorknob began to turn. Taekjoo turned sharply and slipped behind the door’s arc.
It finally flung open, and the guards arrived on the third floor as well. They nodded in unison to greet the person who’d just come out of the room.
“Have you looked?”
The voice and the tone were both familiar—it was Psikh Bogdanov’s.
“We’re still looking, but there seems to be an intruder. We found signs of external infiltration. It’s dangerous for you to be here. We request that you come with us.”
The two ministers and Bogdanov didn’t object and followed the guards out. Half the number of security went down with the VIPs to protect them. Thanks to that, only two or three guards were left on the other side of the door. However, the situation still wasn’t easy for Taekjoo, given how the guards left behind remained fully armed.
One of them decided to close the door. Holding his breath, Taekjoo glanced down at the doorknob. When the guard held it on the other side, half of it, which was facing Taekjoo, also moved. Taekjoo didn’t miss the split second and kicked the door hard. The guard’s neck bent backward at the unexpected flying door, and the man collapsed on the floor.
“...?”
The other guard, who’d been checking out other rooms, pushed his head out to see what was going on in the hallway. He approached his colleague, who was mysteriously down on the floor. When he bent down to check on the man, he saw a shadow creeping behind the door. His hand quickly went to his gun, but the bullet coming from behind the door was quicker in tearing through his shoulder.
“Argh!”
Hearing the gunshot, the remaining bodyguard on the third floor came running from the other end of the hallway. As soon as he saw his two colleagues down, he started firing relentlessly. Taekjoo ran to the end of the hall to avoid the bullets, but the floor was buzzing with guards already.
He had to hide himself in the closest room. Taekjoo had cornered himself like a trapped rat, but he had no other choice. He first locked the door, then pushed the nearby showcase to bar the door once more. One of the guards, who had quickly come after Taekjoo, slammed his body against the door. It didn’t budge at all, but it wouldn’t last forever.
Taekjoo turned around to search for a way out, but a sudden sense of déjà vu hit him. After a moment’s thought, he realized—this was the very room he’d been eyeing earlier.
In the meantime, the noise got louder and louder on the other side. All security guards seemed to have been called to gather in front of the room. Taekjoo looked out the window, hoping that he was wrong. But he wasn’t—guards were swarming outside too. Judging by the way every single one of them was staring up at the third floor, they were likely planning a raid.
Taekjoo stood on the desk and felt the ceiling. If the ceiling material had been lighter, maybe he could’ve punched through. Unfortunately, it was solid—impenetrable. He got down and felt the rest of the walls, but they were all just as hard as the ceiling.
The guards out in the hallway now began shooting against the door. The wooden door was soon riddled with bullets. Taekjoo was trapped inside and out.
He leaned against a bookshelf and pulled out two Colts from his waist, grabbing each in his hands. It was a long shot, but Taekjoo had no choice but to face the adversity head-on. He took a deep breath and fixed his eyes on the wooden door that was being shredded with bullets. Every muscle in his body contracted, poised for the impending assault. No hint of any emotion was left in his face. Instead of dilating from the adrenaline, his eyes narrowed into calm, focused slits.
“...!”
But Taekjoo lost his composure and flinched. Suddenly, he could smell the aroma of a cigar. It was a familiar scent. He was about to turn and look back when a hand suddenly reached out from the bookshelf and grabbed Taekjoo. In a flash, Taekjoo’s mouth was covered, and his neck was wrapped around a firm, tight arm. He realized a second too late that he needed to break free—by then, he was already seized. He didn’t even get the chance to resist. He was pulled in instantly, and immediately, he could only see darkness.
Soon, Taekjoo heard the door finally giving in and breaking into pieces. It was followed by footsteps and noises of the guards jumping over the showcase Taekjoo had pushed to bar the door. Sounds came from directly above his head. He couldn’t tell what was happening since his vision was completely cut off. But his head was bumping on the ceiling of something, so he must have been stuffed somewhere.
“The intruder’s not here!”
“He’s gone!”
“Where’d he go? Outside?”
Confusion filled the voices in the air. The guards pulled every book off the shelves, scattering them everywhere. They checked each piece of furniture and each sheet of curtains in search of the trespasser. All the while, Taekjoo was being dragged somewhere. The distinct bitter scent told Taekjoo exactly who had grabbed him. He let his guard down a bit, and he could breathe better, although he had no idea how his partner had managed to find his way there.
The two walked for a long time along an unlit, lengthy path. It was a secret passage built between rooms and floors like a nest of ants. This narrow corridor, barely wide enough for one person, branched from all directions and funneled into one single path.
Zhenya, who’d been leading the way for quite some time, came to a sudden halt. He reached up, searching the ceiling, then pushed open a hidden panel. Soon, his hand pushed up a piece of the thick floor. Taekjoo snapped out of his daze and tightened his grip on the Colts in his hands. From the gap in the floor, Taekjoo could see someone’s legs pacing around. Taekjoo and Zhenya looked at each other briefly. Taekjoo gestured at Zhenya to close the panel again, and Zhenya complied, though his hand stayed ready at the edge. The guard, who’d been searching the room thoroughly, started coming closer.
Taekjoo gestured again, and Zhenya pushed up the floor once again. The security’s foot was caught, and he stumbled. It was at that moment that the two jumped out of the floor. The guard fumbled, hurrying to aim at the two and pull the trigger.
Gunshots tore through the air. Zhenya casually tilted his head, avoiding the barrage—except for one bullet that grazed his earlobe. A thin line of blood slid down his neck. He touched the wound and grinned.
Taekjoo responded immediately, firing a single round that tore through the guard’s right hand. The guard screamed, holding his blown-up hand.
But that wasn’t the last of his misery because Zhenya was approaching him. Taekjoo felt in his gut the misfortune that was about to happen to the poor man. Of course, it didn’t mean Taekjoo had the will nor the capability to warn the man ahead of his bad luck.
He didn’t dare stop Zhenya because it all happened so fast he didn’t have the time to.
“Argh!”
Zhenya pried open the man’s mouth and shoved both his hands inside. He wrenched the upper jaw far beyond its natural limit, without a moment’s hesitation. His hands were straightforward in their intent.
“Grrr... Ah... Argh!”
The guard flailed his limbs, trying his best to shake off Zhenya’s hands. But Zhenya ignored that desperate will to survive. He tore apart the man’s jaw in one motion.
Taekjoo quickly looked away, but he couldn’t stop from hearing the noise. It wasn’t just the pop of a dislocated jaw. It was the sound of joints breaking apart and the lower half of the face completely detached from the upper half. The guard shook for a bit before he lost consciousness. Taekjoo stepped backward, frowning. It felt like watching a satiated beast lazily tearing apart prey—not out of hunger, but amusement. It was not something a human could do, especially not while smiling like that.
Zhenya glanced around while holding his hands up. His eyes found Taekjoo and fixed on him. On Taekjoo’s shirt, to be more precise. Taekjoo took another step back and shook his head sternly.
“No.”
Zhenya didn’t care as he approached Taekjoo, who kept avoiding him. It was useless. Zhenya was too quick for him. Taekjoo grimaced. He was about to say his no once again when Zhenya reached out his long arms. Taekjoo didn’t even get the chance to dodge. His shirt was already in Zhenya’s grip.
“...”
Taekjoo looked down and stared at Zhenya’s handprints stamped on his shirt. His jaw clenched, and his eyes flared with murderous intent as he glared at Zhenya, who was not the least bit bothered as he kept grinning. He wasn’t feeling bad at all for what he’d done.
Annoyed, Taekjoo started unbuttoning his shirt. Then, hurled the bloodied shirt at the bastard’s face. He couldn’t stop himself from swearing. Meanwhile, Zhenya didn’t care at all and kept himself busy, wiping the blood and other bodily fluids on his hands using Taekjoo’s shirt.
“Ever think of carrying a handkerchief?”
“Why would I? It’s a hassle.”
—to carry one when I can just take your shirt. Taekjoo felt like he could hear Zhenya’s unspoken words.
“This way!”
In the meantime, the other guards seemed to have followed the sound of the gunshot. Back to the secret path or face the enemy? Taekjoo couldn’t decide, looking back and forth between the path and the door. Suddenly, Zhenya was walking toward him. He grabbed Taekjoo by the collar and dragged him to the window. This time, the room faced the front of the residence instead of the back. Zhenya threw open the window. Taekjoo saw that outside, cars were speeding out of the estate in a frenzy, spooked by what was happening. Zhenya, having seen the scene, pulled Taekjoo even closer to the window. Taekjoo was practically forced into stepping on the windowsill.
“Stop moving!”
The security guards filled up the room in no time and demanded that Taekjoo surrender. Taekjoo felt the back of his head tightening from the stress. They were probably aiming at every inch of him—from his head to his feet. But Zhenya wasn’t discouraged at all despite having been surrounded. He simply looked ahead and kept mumbling under his breath.
“Get ready.”
“For what?”
“Right now.”
Jump—before Taekjoo’s brain could even process the word, his body was already airborne. He practically let Zhenya drag him around. As the two dropped down from the third floor, they landed on the roof of a passing sedan that was leaving the estate. The crash caused the vehicle to sway left and right, which also caused Taekjoo to bounce around. If he hadn’t wedged his hand between the gap in the trunk, Taekjoo would’ve fallen off the vehicle.
Meanwhile, Zhenya had turned his body halfway and regained balance. Then, he punched the window of the driver’s seat. After about two blows, the glass, which cracked at first, then shattered completely. Zhenya shoved his hand in and pulled out the driver in one motion. Not even the seatbelt could keep him in his seat. The person sitting in the passenger seat hurried to grab the unoccupied steering wheel. Zhenya pushed him with his feet and managed to take the seat. And the first thing he did was step on the gas.
Taekjoo’s body flung backward. It was a long time later that Zhenya finally remembered his existence and opened the backseat door. Taekjoo barely managed to crawl into the car speeding at 60 mph. He nearly got caught in the door but luckily escaped the danger.
Before Taekjoo could catch his breath, he quickly aimed at the original owner of the vehicle. He had no intention to kill since the moment Taekjoo and Zhenya got near this car, the guards stopped shooting. It meant that whoever this person was, he was important enough that even the Bogdanovs couldn’t touch him. They couldn’t have asked for a better hostage.
But the luck didn’t last long—bullets started raining again. This time, it was a shotgun. Taekjoo turned to look at the residence, which quickly grew smaller and smaller. He also saw that Vladimir Bogdanov was coming after them, his whole upper body hanging outside an open window. He was shooting at them with a shotgun. Luckily, there was still a decent distance between them. The attack didn’t even touch the rear of the sedan, which glided away from the manor.
There was one more obstacle waiting for them, however. The gates were shut tight. But Zhenya didn’t slow down at the sight of the barred gates. On the contrary, he slammed on the gas and maxed out the speed.
It was literally ride-or-die for him—so reckless, so chill. As a matter of fact, the man was too reckless and chill that he was driving Taekjoo crazy. Why are maniacs all nutjobs?
“AAAAAAHHHHH!”
The owner of the car screamed at the looming gates in panic. He was yelling so hard that Taekjoo could practically see his tonsil. It’d be impossible to avoid crashing, even if Zhenya stepped on the brake right now. Even the guards stationed at the gates had to leap aside to avoid the speeding sedan. They were gonna crash. We’re gonna crash. Taekjoo wrapped his arms around his head.
The next second, suddenly, the gates opened. The car continued to speed, crashing against the still-opening gates, and finally left the residence. The security guards, dazed by what was happening, started shooting after coming to their senses. But it was too late to stop the fleeing sedan.
“AAAAAAHHH!”
They had made it out, but the car owner kept shrieking like a madman. Taekjoo wondered if he should just knock him out.
Just as he was about to act, a gunshot pierced the air—and the deafening scream stopped dead. In the blink of an eye, the owner had a hole in the middle of his forehead. His head was resting against his seat, his body slumped to the side. His eyes and mouth were open wide.
Taekjoo, covered in the man’s blood, glared at the driver’s seat. He was pissed. He felt like blowing up Zhenya’s head right now wouldn’t be enough. Whether or not he sensed the murderous aura from behind, Zhenya casually muttered, as if he’d just swatted a fly.
“Can’t stand the noise.”
***
A strong stream of water poured from the showerhead, some of it failing to reach the drain and pooling on the floor. A man, undoing his suffocating tie, was humming. His clothes had served their purpose, and he peeled them off one by one. It didn’t take long for the firm body to reveal itself. The man ruffled his damp hair and stepped under the stream.
The ivory-colored hair turned darker once it was wet. A line of water stream flowed down his jaw, gathered in the clavicle before flowing down the firm hill of his chest. It continued to flow down and wet the narrow space between his chest, accentuating the tattoo on it. His tight, defined muscles softened under the warmth of the water. The fingers running through the damp hair were long and delicate.
However, the eyes glaring at the foggy mirror were no less terrifying. They had the same wild gleam as a crocodile’s, just after sinking its teeth into fresh prey. Silent, yet cruel. The straight lips curved into a smile.
Taekjoo poured all the ice into the bucket. Then, he proceeded to pour the cheap vodka he had in it as well. The bucket was full to the brim, its content just about to overflow. Taekjoo dunked his hand into the bucket, sending vodka and ice spilling across the table.
The cold finally soothed his throbbing wrist—the same one he’d dislocated before, now acting up from ignoring the doctor’s orders. Taekjoo sighed and leaned back his head. The old couch deflated and belched out a thick cloud of dust. Taekjoo couldn’t be bothered. He closed his eyes. He grimaced. He felt like his entire body was creaking. The bathroom didn’t even have a tub, but the occupant was taking his sweet time. It was Zhenya, and he didn’t bother asking the owner of the room if he could use the shower.
They had just returned to the old hostel where Taekjoo had stayed after escaping the Bogdanov residence. The place was the same old hostel, and with the owner away, they slipped in without a hitch. But even here, they wouldn’t be able to stay for long since the payment had been made with Zhenya’s credit card. It was a matter of time before someone tracked them down.
Sure enough, chaos unfolded outside the window. Police were conducting random road checks across the city, vehicles were inspected, and barricades were set up at every turn. Numerous police cars roamed the place, blowing sirens everywhere. It wasn’t an overreaction. After all, a shooting incident had just taken place at a party held during one of Russia’s most important gatherings. The tight security would last for quite some time. In times like this, it was better to wait it out and stay low rather than move hastily. Unfortunately, it was something Taekjoo didn’t have the luxury to do at the moment.
The sound of the falling water stopped. Zhenya finally seemed to be done with his shower. Taekjoo turned his head as the bathroom door opened and saw Zhenya stepping out. Taekjoo found it strange, however—Zhenya was all dressed as he came out.
The fabric would stick to his skin because of the dampness. Doesn’t he find it uncomfortable? A bathrobe was a luxury this run-down hostel didn’t provide, but they were both men. Zhenya could’ve done with just covering the bottom half of his body. Taekjoo thought he was the type who wouldn’t be bothered to roam around butt-naked. He found it funny that Zhenya of all people would act so... reserved.
“What are you staring at?” asked Zhenya. Taekjoo didn’t back down. He stared even more.
“You. Who are you?”
Zhenya was about to drink a glass of vodka but stopped at the question. The look on his face said he found the question absurd.
“You couldn’t possibly be a regular agent like me. Just look at what happened at the Bogdanov residence. You had a legit invitation to that party, and you blended with the people there seamlessly. You weren’t pretending or trying to fool anyone. And that’s not all. You knew all the way around the place, including the secret passage. And as your partner, I should’ve been informed of what you were doing where, but not once have I been updated on those matters. You kept popping up out of nowhere, but aside from those moments, I never knew where you were or what you were up to. You never let me in either. I think you have ulterior motives. Tell me, am I wrong?”
“I suppose your superior didn’t tell you everything.”
“Almost nothing. So tell me everything and leave nothing out.”
“Is this an interrogation?”
“Interrogation? No, more like an overdue introduction. We never really got to know each other, remember?” said Taekjoo.
He tapped the table as if warning Zhenya not to even think about dodging the question. Zhenya didn’t seem taken aback at the sudden question. On the contrary, he was smiling, trying to guess Taekjoo’s intentions.
“I definitely look like a Russian. My accent proves I was born and raised here. I have no restriction in getting a chopper up in the air. No one came after me even after a shootout in the middle of the city. Is that it? Is that the reason you keep me at arm’s length?”
“Yeah. You’re a hundred percent Russian, a privileged one at that. I just don’t get why you’re helping me—or helping our cause.”
The question had been bugging Taekjoo from the start. Zhenya was a Russian. Not just any Russian, but one with power enough to be immune to the police authority. He was not some regular agent moving according to command like Taekjoo. And Taekjoo simply couldn’t understand why the Russian was cooperating in this mission. He probably wouldn’t understand unless Zhenya had a very specific reason.
Zhenya shrugged.
“Money comes before my country. I’m a businessman before I’m a Russian.”
Taekjoo looked even more confused. The sentence itself wasn’t hard to understand. But it wasn’t enough to convince him.
So, basically, Zhenya jumped into this chaos just to make some profit? He’d betray his own country for such a trivial reason?
“So you’re committing treason?”
“No better business than that.”
Taekjoo was baffled. He didn’t expect anything great, and it wasn’t like Taekjoo was a great patriot. He did this simply because it was his job, and he wasn’t about to sacrifice his life for it. But it was an entirely different topic to commit treason for personal gain.
“You. Do you even know the objective of this mission?”
“Of course. Confirm the existence of this mysterious weapon that is keeping South Korea and the US in a chokehold. And if it does, in fact, exist, then eliminate it. If it doesn’t exist, at least bring back its blueprint. Am I wrong?”
He was correct. Then he should also understand the impact it would have on international politics if the mission succeeded—and how it could cripple his own country.
“And what do you gain from all this?”
“It doesn’t matter to me whether the weapon was developed and produced successfully. What matters is that the blueprint of Anastasia exists somewhere in this country. If your goal is to simply locate it, then it’s different from my goal. Because what I’m interested in is the blueprint, not Anastasia itself. If I clear this mission, I get to own it.”
“What?”
“Doesn’t sound like a bad deal, even to a layman like you, right? If the reward isn’t worth it, who would want to be a part of something like this? Think. Anastasia is feared not for its firepower but for its existence per se. To possess Anastasia is to wield a power just as formidable. Once the blueprint is in my hands, I’m gonna build Anastasia. Whether it functions as a weapon or not doesn’t matter. What’s certain is this—the blueprint alone is excellent enough to serve as the basis for a weapon beyond anyone’s imagination. I’m gonna develop new weapons based on it and sell it to special clients.”
“Special clients?”
Zhenya didn’t respond but simply smiled. If a second Anastasia came into existence, then the demand would come from those who knew what the weapon was capable of. For example, the Republic of Korea, or the United States of America. Taekjoo was finally getting a grasp of what Zhenya was after in this mission. A significant part of his curiosity was resolved, but emotionally, he couldn’t feel more distant from Zhenya.
Taekjoo could now see why the man had a knack for showing up in the most unexpected places and times. His broad access to sensitive information explained why he had been partnered with Taekjoo in the first place. Headquarters wouldn’t be taking the risk for nothing.
Taekjoo now understood everything, but something still bugged him. He didn’t remove the suspicion in his gaze, and Zhenya made fun of him for keeping his guard up.
“Are you gonna keep doubting me just because of a bad first impression?”
“I haven’t decided yet,” Taekjoo responded.
“Don’t hate me too much, will you?”
Zhenya laughed out loud at his own words. Taekjoo shook his head as though sick of the exchange. He pulled something out of his pocket and threw it at Zhenya, who caught it with ease. It was a voice recorder. It contained the conversation between Bogdanov and the man from Sonchev.
“I’m sure you’re aware of it, but there seems to be a new state-of-the-art weapon being developed with Bogdanov commanding at the center. Based on the name, it’s very likely to be an ICBM, but we’d still have to make sure. There’s no guarantee it’s Anastasia, but given the involvement of the Russian Ministers of Foreign Affairs and Defense, along with North Korea, it seems highly likely.”
Zhenya nodded without any response before looking at Taekjoo, gesturing at him to continue.
“I’m gonna get a copy of Bogdanov’s voice using that conversation file and use it to lure the Sonchev man out. Once I meet the man, then we’ll know who the North Korean engineer is and where his final destination is.”
Zhenya listened in silence for a moment, then rubbed his brow. For the first time, he seemed to be hesitating.
“All members of the mafia have a tattoo on their bodies. Do you know what it means?”
“That’s not important right now.”
“Ignorance causes premature death.”
“What are you talking about?”
“Their tattoos show where they belong. Strip an old mafioso naked, and you’ll see the history of his life inked on his body—which organizations he’s been with, to whom he’s sworn his loyalty. So, if you harm someone from Sonchev, then anyone who has the same tattoo as the one he has will be your enemy. Doesn’t it bother you?”
“Not even a little.”
“I wonder what makes you that confident.”
“I got nothing. Just…”
“Just?” Zhenya asked.
Taekjoo pulled his right hand from the ice bucket. He turned his wrist, flexing it left and right, before finishing his sentence.
“...I ran into a monster recently—and turns out, he’s surprisingly handy.”
Zhenya knew that he was the monster in question. Taekjoo wasn’t flattering him that much. It wasn’t a great compliment, and he wasn’t being a suck-up. But Zhenya couldn’t deny that it made him feel good.
“Well, it’s your choice.”
Zhenya’s tone remained indifferent, but his shoulders squared and his chin lifted, ever so slightly. Taekjoo knew that praise went a long way, but he didn’t expect it to work on a crocodile as well.
He didn’t pop the bubble Zhenya was in. Instead, Taekjoo decided to take advantage of his lightened mood and manipulate him. Taekjoo smiled, handing his phone to Zhenya. The words that came with the gesture were disarmingly kind.
“Doesn’t sound so bad, right? Then, make a call for me.”
***
Several sedans were parked, and only one was standing guard, likely the one with the lowest rank in the mafia. The others who had arrived in the same car seemed to have already gone inside. The old garage behind the cars was the meeting location today.
Taekjoo and Zhenya had long arrived, waiting in the vicinity. They were keeping an eye out, figuring out the right time to head in. They waited a moment longer, in case anything went wrong. But there weren’t any latecomers or backups coming to ambush them.
Taekjoo checked his Colt for bullets, and Zhenya also dropped the cigar he’d been smoking. Once the cigar stopped rolling, both of them stepped forward.
He took big strides while pulling the trigger. Two bullets flew from his Colt, which had a silencer. However, the vehicles had bulletproof windows, so the glass didn’t break right away. The front window just had a crack in the shape of a spider web. The lone guard quickly put out his cigarette and pulled out his rifle.
The rifle was already trained on Taekjoo—then it happened. The car shook with a loud noise. It seemed that something like a boulder had fallen above the car. Before the guard could figure out what was happening, something broke the cracked window and rushed in. In one swift motion, the guard was dragged out by the collar. Taekjoo looked away as soon as he confirmed that Zhenya had laid his hands on the mafia guy. He was going to have nightmares if he kept watching.
It didn’t take long for Zhenya to walk back to Taekjoo. Taekjoo pulled out a handkerchief and chucked it at his partner, who wiped his hands clean on the cloth. The white fabric quickly turned red.
In the meantime, Taekjoo scanned the old garage. Inside was the Sonchev man. Taekjoo had no proof that the weapon under development was indeed Anastasia. But he was determined to find out—by beating the crap out of the man, if necessary.
Taekjoo took a quick glance at Zhenya, and their eyes locked. Taekjoo nodded, a gesture to enter the facility. Zhenya smiled quietly.
He opened the door and stepped inside. A flurry of dust clouded his vision. Taekjoo had to wave his hands around to get better visuals. Office supplies and construction materials were lying around everywhere. The walls, built with bricks, were chipped away here and there. A big hole was gaping in the ceiling.
And in the middle of all this chaos, a middle-aged Russian man was sitting. Taekjoo knew immediately that the man was Boris, an important figure within Sonchev. Behind him, six jacked men were standing like a fortress. They were simply facing each other only briefly, but the air was already thick with tension.
What was unexpected was Boris’s reaction. He didn’t seem taken back at all that the one who had summoned him here was not Bogdanov. Rather, he had a look of curiosity in his eyes, which was quickly replaced by an entertained smile.
“A bit late, aren’t we?”
Boris started the conversation.
“I heard about the mess last night at the Bogdanov residence. I heard rumors it was you, but I couldn’t believe them. Well, it seems that the rumors were true.”
Boris looked straight at Zhenya. He must have been told of what happened last night. Zhenya neither denied nor acknowledged the accusation. He simply smirked and shrugged. This was not their first time meeting, which was understandable, seeing how both were big names in the underworld.
Boris looked at Taekjoo, scanning him from head to toe. Then, he put on a questioning look. He moved his eyes back to Zhenya, as if he was seeking an explanation.
“Why are you doing this?”
“A great deal of fun for me.”
Zhenya grinned. His tone was too casual and light for someone who was turning the entire house of Bogdanov—and the entire Russia—into his enemy. Should he succeed, yes, he would amass fortune no one had ever owned before. But to get there, he would have to go through numerous obstacles. Boris summed up the tiny sliver of possibility.
“Reckless.”
“Brave, most people would say.”
Zhenya chuckled again, entirely unfazed. Boris shook his head, then looked at Taekjoo. Why him?—it was the question written in Boris’s eyes. It didn’t offend Taekjoo. Rather, he’d find it much more offensive to be considered as the likes of Zhenya.
There was nothing holding him back from joining the conversation.
“Enough with the chitchat—let’s talk business. Anastasia—where is it?”
Did the question catch them off guard? Or was it a direct hit? Boris lifted his eyebrow and expressed confusion.
“Anastasia? Why would you ask me for Anastasia?”
So his first plan was to fake ignorance. Well played, since Taekjoo had no proof that SS-29 was Anastasia. He also didn’t expect to get the truth on the first try.
“Oh, are you more familiar with the name SS-29? I have a couple of questions to ask regarding the weapon.”
“I was wondering what had brought on a mouse to walk into a trap. That’s it? You’re either extremely dumb or bold. You didn’t think I’d just spill everything to you, right?”
“Well, if that’s how you want it, then I guess we’ll have to use body language.”
Taekjoo hadn’t even finished speaking when a bullet whizzed past him. He dove and rolled behind a stack of construction materials for cover. A hail of bullets followed, kicking up a thick cloud of dust that quickly blurred the scene. No one could see or hear properly, and they still kept shooting.
Taekjoo threw in teargas while waiting for the right time to retaliate. Black smoke engulfed the room within seconds, and Taekjoo took advantage of the moment to shoot down the ceiling lights one by one. The fluorescent lights shattered, sending shards of glass raining down. All hell broke loose in an instant. Shots were fired here and there, and someone started screaming. Someone definitely fractured something.
Taekjoo couldn’t find Zhenya, but it didn’t worry him. If there was one person who would survive under any circumstances, it was Zhenya. The only thing Taekjoo had to worry about was his own safety.
Taekjoo pulled out his specialized goggles. Once he put them on, the motion detectors kicked in, marking the positions of the mafia gunmen. He took aim and shot the burly men, disoriented and unable to tell friend from foe.
“Argh!”
“Ah!”
One by one, Taekjoo took down the dark figures in his vision, each screaming as they collapsed. Taekjoo advanced all the way to the spot where Boris was sitting earlier.
However, Boris was no longer there. Taekjoo glanced around, looking for the man, but he was nowhere to be found. And so was Zhenya.
Taekjoo scrutinized the place, slowly scanning it with his eyes. It hadn’t been that long when he felt the back of his neck turn stiff. Taekjoo looked back and found a shadow rushing to him. He avoided out of instinct, but still couldn’t avoid the sharp slice across his arm. His sleeve turned wet. Someone seemed to have sliced him with a knife. Taekjoo quickly backed up and aimed for the opponent’s head, but he didn’t pull the trigger right away. If this man was Boris and Taekjoo shot him, then the entire trip here would be turned useless.
While he hesitated, the opponent sliced the open air, a clear strike aimed at Taekjoo’s neck. Taekjoo bent backward and avoided the continuous assault. Then, a shadow by the door kept creeping into his peripheral vision.
A tall, six-and-a-half-foot shadow stood with arms crossed, weight shifted to one leg. He looked indifferent despite his partner nearly getting decapitated. There could only be one person, and it was Zhenya. By his feet, there were silhouettes piled up—probably the bodies of the mafia. He was done having fun, but didn’t bother hurrying over to help his partner.
And at that brief moment when Taekjoo’s mind wandered, a knife was coming at his stomach. He slammed the blade with his Colt then fired a shot at the opponent’s knee.
“Argh!”
The man screamed in pain as he went down. The voice was quite similar to Boris’s. Taekjoo, catching his breath, took off his goggles. Blood dripped steadily from his arm, gathering into drops at his fingertips. As time passed, the bleeding got worse. It had to be stopped immediately.
Taekjoo, digging around his pocket, let out a sigh of exasperation. He just remembered he’d given his handkerchief to Zhenya. Well, he didn’t have much of a choice. He took off the jacket, filthy with dust, and started unbuttoning his shirt. That was when Zhenya came over slowly.
“That was a close one. Get yourself gutted like that, and it’s a month without sex.”
Yes, what a nightmare that would be.
Taekjoo shook his head and returned to the buttons. It must have bothered Zhenya that Taekjoo was taking forever with only one arm.
“We’ll be here all night,” he said, slapping Taekjoo’s hand away and unbuttoned the shirt himself. When Taekjoo actually needed help, Zhenya just sat back and watched. Then, here he was now, helping with the most unnecessary thing.
Taekjoo lifted his left arm and mocked Zhenya.
“Look who finally decided to be helpful,” said Taekjoo.
“You’re welcome.”
Zhenya simply grinned at the open mockery, and it didn’t surprise Taekjoo at all.
“How much longer?” Taekjoo asked him in a sulking tone, but Zhenya didn’t respond. In fact, he was so quiet that Taekjoo had to take a good look at him. He saw that Zhenya was distracted by a button. He was so focused that his eyes were glued to the tip of his fingers, delicately working the button through the hole.
“This is fine.”
Taekjoo pushed away the bothering hand and flung the shirt off his body. The motion caused the last button, which wasn’t undone, to rip and fly away. Taekjoo didn’t care. He proceeded to wrap his shirt around his bleeding left arm. He bit the end of the sleeve to hold it and tie it up. For those who were often sent on one-man missions, it was common to do first aid on themselves, by themselves.
Taekjoo quickly stopped the bleeding and walked over to Boris. His leg was twisted at an unnatural angle as he dragged it on his way to pick up his gun. Taekjoo snatched him by the neck and sat him on the chair earlier. He also pulled his wrists to the back and cuffed him before knocking the chair down backward.
Thump—the chair hit the floor, and so was Boris, letting out a pained groan. Then, Taekjoo brought the chair back up. He repeated the process several times.
Boris’s spirit was unaffected despite having been knocked down again and again. He even laughed at Taekjoo. Taekjoo grabbed a good chunk of his hair and pulled his head back. Boris simply let out an unpleasant chuckle.
“You can’t make me talk.”
“We’ll see about that.”
Taekjoo put on a smile just as fake as Boris’s and walked toward the broken computer in the corner. He rummaged through the parts and got out a keyboard. Taekjoo smashed it against the wall, and the keys fell out. He grabbed a fistful, walked back to Boris, forced his mouth open, and shoved them in.
Boris’s cheeks were full. Taekjoo didn’t forget to tape his mouth shut, making sure nothing would spill out. Zhenya found all this very interesting as he watched from a foot back.
Taekjoo was done preparing. He began slowly circling around Boris.
“A North Korean engineer is coming over to fix the issue with SS-29. He’ll be here in a day or two. Where do I have to go to meet him?”
“...”
Boris didn’t react at all. Taekjoo lowered himself and looked at the man directly in the eye. There was no emotion in Taekjoo’s jet-black eyes, and Boris returned the glare as well, his eyes bloodshot. Taekjoo slapped the man unannounced. His once-confident expression twisted in pain as the keys inside his mouth dug in. If a slap hurt this much, a punch would be unbearable. But Boris was stubborn. His lips were sealed. He deserved his position within Sonchev. He straightened his body, which had been leaning slightly to the side. He caught his breath, and at that moment, Taekjoo slammed a fist in his face. Boris’s whole body quivered at the blinding pain. There was no space in his mouth, yet somehow, pained moans still escaped.
Taekjoo grabbed Boris’s cheeks, and the man’s face turned pale.
“Feel like talking now?” Taekjoo asked. Boris shook his head. His eyes were filled with unwavering determination. Taekjoo’s face turned cold as well. Zhenya huffed out a laugh.
Taekjoo’s brick-like fists showed no mercy. After enduring for so long, finally, his head slumped to the side. Even with his mouth stuffed and taped, blood and drool still trickled out. Taekjoo tore off the tape. The lips parted on their own. From the gap, bloody keys and teeth fell out.
“Let me ask you again. Who is the engineer coming over to fix SS-29, and where is he heading?”
Boris grinned through the interrogation and spat straight into Taekjoo’s eye. He didn’t wipe off the bloody spit. Taekjoo just picked up Boris’s knife, which had fallen to the floor.
“Why don’t you step out for a moment?”
Taekjoo asked Zhenya. It was his way of being considerate and giving advice.
“Don’t mind me. Pretend like I’m not here.”
Zhenya chuckled at Taekjoo’s kindness, and as he did, his eyes were filled with excitement, anticipating what was to come.
Suit yourself—Taekjoo muttered as he stepped toward Boris. Boris breathed hard while glaring at Taekjoo. The look in his eyes said he would’ve killed Taekjoo ten times over if he had his way. His spirit remained unbroken, despite all of Taekjoo’s taming and torment. Only one last thing to do, then.
“It’s said Native Americans hunted as many enemies as they could to prove their bravery. And their chosen method was notorious for its cruelty. It subjected their victims to pain until the very last breath. Decapitation would be a kind and humane way of killing compared to that, since it only entailed brief, momentary pain. You know what Native Americans did? They scalped their enemies alive.”
Taekjoo mumbled as he gently touched Boris’s forehead, pushing the hair off it. Then, Taekjoo drew a straight line above the skin with the knife.
“...Ah!”
Boris, tied to the chair, flinched at the pain of his skin being sliced open. But it was still tolerable—for now. The slit began bleeding.
“First, make a small incision on the scalp, just wide enough to hook two fingers in. Then, slowly start tearing off the scalp. Most victims never survived the full skinning—they went into shock long before it was over. I read that the pain was incomparable to being shot, sliced, or breaking a bone.”
An eerie smile crossed Taekjoo’s face. Things couldn’t get any more interesting than this for Zhenya. For the first time in his life, Boris felt fear. He felt fear from what he’d just heard.
“AAAAAAAAAHHHH!”
Not long after, a blood-curdling scream echoed throughout the empty building.
The doors opened. Unlike Taekjoo, who looked pissed, Zhenya looked like he was having the time of his life. The way Zhenya was walking right behind him on their way to the car bothered Taekjoo.
“Were you actually going to scalp him?” asked Zhenya.
“Goddammit, I can’t shake this off.”
Taekjoo ignored Zhenya and kept wiping his right hand on his pants. The blood had long been wiped away, yet he kept rubbing his hand as if it were still there. Zhenya kept babbling cheerfully, oblivious to the storm inside Taekjoo.
“That was hot. And it was also dangerous—you almost gave me a boner.”
“If it happens again, let me know right away. I’ll gladly scalp you whenever I have the chance.”
Taekjoo growled, his jaw clenched tight. He was so annoyed he grabbed Zhenya by the collar and pulled him close. The angelic face was right before Taekjoo’s eyes. The jade-colored orbs flickered over Taekjoo’s face, then down to his hands. There was something unsettling in how his eyes moved—cold, deliberate, almost reptilian.
Zhenya peeled Taekjoo’s hand off his collar, and Taekjoo glared in response. The touch lasted briefly, but it was enough for Taekjoo to tell that Zhenya’s hand was as cold as ice. Taekjoo flinched before he could stop himself. He slapped Zhenya’s hand away. Zhenya could’ve felt embarrassed at the open hostility, but he simply chuckled like nothing had happened.
“So, we’re gonna do it next, then?”
Taekjoo nodded instead of answering back. Shall we?—Zhenya asked as he walked ahead. His back looked cheerful as if he was humming and swaying. Taekjoo had to stop moving and stare at the man.
He would go stone-cold serious, then laugh it off the moment Taekjoo caught on. He presented himself as this simple, easygoing man, but he wasn’t afraid to show his true self every now and then. He was a man of destruction, a dangerous monster with the most bizarre sense of humor.
A thin line. There was a thin line between what was normal and abnormal in Zhenya’s world. Taekjoo told himself that it must be why his guard wavered when he was with Zhenya—up, down, then back again in an instant.
Taekjoo’s survival instinct—smarter than his logic—shook its head in quiet warning.
4. The Trans-Siberian Railway

The train departed from Beijing, heading to Moscow. The world outside the window lay in darkness and silence. The usual bustle of people boarding and settling in had also quieted down.
It took six days to travel from Beijing to Moscow by train. While everyone shared the same destination, their travel conditions varied drastically. In third class, passengers silently fought to hold on to whatever little comfort they had. With no beds, people tossed and turned, desperately trying to sleep in their narrow seats. Meanwhile, in first and second class, travelers were filled with excitement about a new adventure. But in the third class, the compartments were filled with life’s hardships.
A stale odor hung in the air, which was stagnant and stuffy to begin with. A baby squirmed from discomfort. It soon started crying. The parent soothed the baby in a mechanical manner, clearly exhausted. Other passengers frowned and scowled, tossed and turned, as the baby wouldn’t stop whining. A group of soldiers was also among the third-class passengers. And these young men, not needing much sleep yet, passed around cheap vodka and chuckled among themselves. Merchants and vendors stuffed their bags of goods into every available space, even taking up other people’s seats. Once they had done what they needed to, they blocked out the noise with earplugs. They had mastered how to make long train rides tolerable.
In the second-class compartments, people of all nationalities gathered in groups of three or four. They talked all night, sharing travel stories, tips, plans, and even snacks. Talking to strangers didn’t tire them. It was, after all, a fun part of traveling.
The first-class cars, the only ones with individual showers, were silent. Day or night, not many people walked along its corridor. The passengers slept like babies at night in their cozy beds. They went to the dining car whenever they were hungry. The overpriced food didn’t bother them at all.
If there was one thing Taekjoo liked about his job, it was that headquarters was never stingy about providing its agents with comfort on work trips. But that changed once he lay down in his first-class bed after inspecting all the other compartments. It didn’t take long for his satisfaction to fade.
“Ah... Mmmhh... Ha...”
Taekjoo’s frown deepened bit by bit. He closed his eyes and forced himself to fall asleep, but it was no use. The steamy moans gradually grew louder and continued to bother him.
“Ah—ha, mmmhh! Ah, aaaaahhh!”
Taekjoo buried his face in his pillow and pulled the blanket up all the way to his head. But he still couldn’t ignore what was going on next to him. The sound of skin slapping against skin grew louder as the moans intensified. The sound, which resembled meat being slapped and beaten, was enough to tenderize Taekjoo’s eardrums.
Just ignore them. Ignore them.
Taekjoo chanted to himself as he tried to keep his composure. The crazy bastard was up to his usual madness. There was nothing surprising here. If anyone was to blame, it wasn’t Zhenya, but the people at headquarters for pairing Taekjoo with a nutjob.
Taekjoo never had a hard time falling asleep. After every mission, he would sleep like the dead for days. During missions, even if it was just a nap, he slept deeply. Nothing was more important than sleeping well and eating well when it came to taking care of oneself. Taekjoo must sleep. He decided to try the oldest trick in the book, counting sheep.
One sheep. Two sheep. Three sheep. Four sheep.
“Aaahh!”
Five shi—sheep. Goddammit.
Taekjoo sat up straight. It was dark inside the compartment, but the corridor lights were bright enough to cast the shadows of two entangled bodies. Taekjoo could see Zhenya’s eyes glistening in the dark. For a second, he thought their eyes met. Zhenya didn’t seem embarrassed at all.
A woman was riding him. Her skirt, which hung around her thighs, had been pushed all the way up to her waist. The top of her uniform remained intact, making it easy to tell what she did for a living. She was the blonde train attendant who helped them find their seats. Taekjoo openly glared at Zhenya, but Zhenya couldn’t have cared less as he continued thrusting his hips. Every time he did, the woman let out high-pitched moans and hunched forward.
Zhenya revealed his impressive size as the woman’s body moved up and down. The glistening flesh pulsed with wetness. It was quite the size, and just watching the woman sit on it made Taekjoo flinch. He thought he could feel a sympathetic ache beneath his own groin. How could anyone take in that monstrous size? Taekjoo couldn’t help but marvel at the resilience of the human body. Now, he was watching with his arms crossed. Taekjoo was about to test the limits of Zhenya’s shamelessness. It might have been his imagination, but he thought he saw Zhenya grin.
“Ahh—mmhh...”
The woman’s upper body began leaning backward. Zhenya’s hands were on her waist, and with every stroke, her fair thighs trembled. Her lips parted, and the only things coming out were moans and drool.
Zhenya didn’t go easy on the woman. She was moving her waist around, trying to find the spot she liked better. Zhenya held her down and railed her. The noise was close to the sound of a fist hitting a piece of leather. It sounded harsh. The woman frowned from the mixture of pain and pleasure. Her fair skin slowly turned red.
The woman’s head was now hanging back, and she was almost limp, allowing her body to be swayed. Her legs were open wide, and her knees started shaking. She couldn’t stand the pleasure and force of the strokes. Her voice became faint as if overwhelmed.
“Ah—mmmhh, ah!”
Not long after, the woman screamed, her limbs shaking. At the same time, Zhenya’s torso widened as he scrunched his brows. Kwon Taekjoo stared at Zhenya. He didn’t mean to, but it was simply strange to see someone who was always unfazed and unshaken succumb to his instincts. His heart also raced a bit—the sight must have surprised Taekjoo somehow.
The girthy cock glided out once it was done cumming. Thick cum dripped at its end, leaving white stains on the bed, then on the floor. Taekjoo couldn’t stop scowling. No male would ever appreciate another male marking his territory.
Taekjoo opened the window to let the air out. The wind was just as strong as the speed of the train allowed. As Taekjoo enjoyed the fresh air, Zhenya came out of the shower. He could barely fit inside the booth, yet somehow, he’d managed to dress himself in it. At this point, it wasn’t just a habit or obsession—it bordered on magic.
Taekjoo hunched his body from the cold. Zhenya gave him a questioning look.
“You look cold. Why are you torturing yourself?”
He knew the reason better than anyone, yet here he was, feigning ignorance. Taekjoo stared daggers at the shameless face before slamming the window shut. The bitter smell seemed to have finally left.
He felt tired. After all, he didn’t get proper sleep the night before. Taekjoo didn’t feel like eating either. Zhenya, seeing how gaunt Taekjoo was becoming, smirked.
“My, my. I didn’t know you’d hang around and enjoy the show. Most people would have just left to give the couple some privacy.”
Taekjoo was so baffled he couldn’t stop himself from laughing. Most people would have sex in private, with just the two of them from the start. It annoyed Taekjoo that Zhenya was pretending to be embarrassed when he clearly wasn’t. It was obvious Zhenya was making fun of him, so he responded just as shamelessly.
“Why would I leave when I have a high-quality porn playing right in front of me?”
“I agree, the quality was good.”
Zhenya nodded as if he understood what Taekjoo was thinking. But Taekjoo wasn’t giving him a compliment. He was obviously mocking him, but the bastard stood tall, chin up. Did it really make him feel that good? Taekjoo asked himself.
“You sure know how to flatter someone,” said Zhenya.
Taekjoo became sure—there was something wrong with Zhenya’s head or the way his brain worked. He took mockery as compliments and even felt proud of it. Taekjoo didn’t bother responding. He gave up. He didn’t have to dampen the spirits of someone who was optimistic, albeit in the strangest affairs. Not to mention, if the person on the receiving end didn’t understand sarcasm, it was just a waste of the speaker’s time.
The two had started their journey to Beijing the day before. Eventually, Boris of Sonchev revealed that the North Korean engineer, Hong Yeowook, would be boarding the Trans-Siberian train disguised as a Chinese tourist. The Bogdanovs would contact Hong before he arrived in Moscow, but Boris had yet to find out the location and time. He also said that SS-29 was currently being transferred to a safe location and that he didn’t know where its final destination would be. The information had many gaps, but it didn’t matter. Taekjoo simply had to follow Hong, and he would lead them to SS-29.
Last night, Hong Yeowook was confirmed to have boarded the train. Just like Boris had said, he was disguised as a Chinese national. His seat was on the second-class compartment. He seemed to be alone, but was he really? It was yet to be confirmed. Bogdanov’s dogs could be on the train already, watching him. This possibility was also why Taekjoo didn’t apprehend Hong right away.
If the Bogdanov party found out that someone was tailing Hong Yeowook, then they might give up getting in contact with him altogether. Then everything would fall apart. Taekjoo had to be very careful, extra cautious.
“Speaking of, what did you do with Boris? You said you’d take care of him.”
“Yes, I did.”
“You didn’t take care of him six feet under, did you?”
“I considered it...”
Zhenya trailed off, smiling. And? Taekjoo urged him to continue. His stare was beyond disapproving. It was fierce and hostile. He couldn’t tell whether Zhenya was doing it on purpose or not, but Zhenya kept grinning for a while before answering him.
“I just locked him up. Who knows, he could come in handy in the future.”
“What if he escapes?”
“So you did want me to kill him. How barbaric.”
“That’s not what I said. But it would undo everything we’ve done if he yaps.”
“Don’t worry about that.”
“Can I trust you?”
“Of course. He’d never be able to get out of there without my order.”
His words seemed suspicious yet strangely reassuring at the same time. Yes, it was paradoxical, but that was how Taekjoo felt. Now, all he had to do was focus on Hong Yeowook.
Taekjoo looked out the window and saw a vast field of land. The bleakness of winter was the same everywhere. Here and there, he spotted animals left out, and the way they stood on their four limbs seemed lonely, alone in the vastness.
The scenery stayed the same, the horizon stretching on despite the occasional threat to break it. It quickly bored Taekjoo and made him feel drowsy.
Taekjoo checked his watch while yawning. He flinched and hurriedly pulled out his bag. On the outside, it looked like an ordinary briefcase. But it was actually a satellite device that redirected nearby cellular signals. It allowed Taekjoo to communicate freely. He could make his call like it was made from Korea if he wanted to.
Taekjoo turned on the device and typed in some commands. Soon, it began rerouting nearby signals. Taekjoo put in his earphone and dialed a phone number.
Zhenya, with his arms crossed, watched what Taekjoo was doing. Zhenya was about to head out for breakfast—maybe to check on Hong Yeowook while he was at it. He hadn’t intended to wait for Taekjoo, but seeing him hurry piqued his curiosity. He wondered who Taekjoo was rushing to call.
“네, 어머니. 저예요[9].”
Taekjoo’s mom picked up the phone right away. She was upset that Taekjoo was a bit late in calling her, and Taekjoo had to calm her down. He was no longer aware of Zhenya’s presence.
Taekjoo began speaking a string of unfamiliar words. Zhenya had met a few North Koreans for work, and the similarity let him know that Taekjoo was speaking Korean. But Zhenya wasn’t fluent. He couldn’t tell who Taekjoo was talking to or what he was saying. However, he could tell that Taekjoo’s tone had softened considerably, as if trying to reassure the person on the other end. Zhenya tried to guess who it might be based on this. Another clue was the faint voice escaping from the earphones. It belonged to a woman. Not just any woman, but someone more than a one-night stand—someone with whom Taekjoo had a long-standing relationship.
Zhenya took out his phone and ran his translator app. Just as he’d expected, Taekjoo was speaking in Korean, and he kept repeating the word uhmuhnee[10]. Zhenya scoffed once he realized who it was. The man was being overly gentle—not to his girlfriend, but to his mother.
The call didn’t last long. Taekjoo sighed as soon as he hung up and gathered the device to stash it away. Then he suddenly looked up. He met eyes with Zhenya, who had been smirking down at him the whole time. It was so obvious what he was dying to say, but Taekjoo pretended he hadn’t noticed. He put away the briefcase and sat back down. And Zhenya started roasting Taekjoo right away.
“I’ve always wanted to see what a mama’s boy looked like. Who knew, he’d be right in front of my eyes.”
“It’s always people who know nothing that speak like they know everything.”
“Was it too close to home?”
“Believe me, I wish it was as simple as being a mama’s boy.”
Taekjoo shook his head in frustration. Zhenya didn’t care about other people’s families. He wasn’t the least bit interested. The man was usually as rigid as a wooden log. But he had softened like cotton candy—just for a moment—before turning back into a log again. Zhenya couldn’t help but be curious. Why was he taking on the tiring role of being a mama’s boy?
“I’m all ears,” said Zhenya.
“You have no idea how hard it is being the last one alive. You carry all the love, worry, and expectations your family had for the ones who are gone—doubling, even tripling, the weight already on your shoulders. You know she’d have a breakdown from all the worry, so you lie about everything, hide the truth, and pretend to be fine. If my mother finds out where I am and what I’m about to do, she’ll keel over. She thinks I’m in some remote region, working for the local gover—”
Taekjoo suddenly stopped mid-sentence. Surprisingly, Zhenya was absorbed in Taekjoo’s story and frowned when he stopped.
“Why’d you stop talking?”
“It’s not important.”
Taekjoo leaned back and shut his mouth. He picked up a thick book. It was his way of saying he was done speaking. Zhenya reached out and closed the cover Taekjoo had just flipped. Again, their eyes met.
“We have all the time in the world to talk,” said Zhenya.
“Well, I’m not bored enough to drag you through my family history. I brought a lot of books with me, you see.”
Taekjoo gestured at his bag, and indeed, there were enough books to entertain him for six days.
Zhenya smirked, then scanned Taekjoo from head to toe. His eyes lit up like he’d just been hit with something new and exciting. Taekjoo pretended not to have seen it. He even picked up another book and offered to lend it to Zhenya.
“No thanks. I’m not really interested in a one-way conversation. If I get bored, I’ll just bring in a woman.”
Right—thought Taekjoo to himself.
He shook his head and fixed his eyes on the book. Zhenya didn’t bother him anymore but simply left the compartment. As always, he didn’t tell Taekjoo where he was going—despite being partners on the mission.
Zhenya left, and he closed the door behind him. Taekjoo’s eyes, which had been fixed on the book, moved toward the door. The tension in his shoulders finally eased. He would still tense up whenever Zhenya studied him with scrutinizing eyes.
Taekjoo could see the destroyer inside Zhenya—the violent monster he was hiding inside. Now and then, the monster would surface—revealing a barbaric cruelty usually buried deep in his core. He was like an apex predator, letting its prey roam free only to savor the thrill of the eventual hunt. Taekjoo’s survival instinct dictated that he should stay away from Zhenya. No matter how often he reminded himself they were on the same side, he couldn’t let his guard down.
***
After twelve hours, the train reached the border between Mongolia and China. Even before it came to a stop the train was buzzing with restlessness in anticipation of the border inspection. Although considered easier than the Russian border checks, the inspection here still took an average of three hours. Sometimes, it lasted even longer, leaving passengers with no choice but to remain locked inside the train the entire time.
The train came to a complete stop, and the border control agents boarded. They patrolled in teams: one border control agent, one customs officer, and two police officers. Each team thoroughly searched its assigned zone. They scrutinized all kinds of forms and documents and compared the pictures in passports and their owners. Bag checks and pat-downs followed. Most searched within a reasonable degree, but some were extra thorough. They would order each piece of luggage to be pulled out and opened up. They would look under the bed, drawers, and even trash cans. In the meantime, no one was allowed in or out of the train, and no one could sleep peacefully while the inspection was going on.
Things weren’t different for Taekjoo and Zhenya. The two men sat in the cramped compartment, facing each other. They weren’t really talking, having just woken up. They didn’t feel like reading either. Half-conscious, half-asleep, they simply waited for their turn to come.
Truth be told, of all the passengers on the train, these two had the most reason to be nervous. They were carrying Colts, portable explosives, and other pieces of advanced tech. Taekjoo and Zhenya had hidden them ahead of the inspection, but they were up against seasoned, expert border patrol officers. In the worst-case scenario, if a Colt were found, the situation would get out of hand. They couldn’t let their guard down.
To make matters worse, there was something else that bothered Taekjoo. It was Zhenya’s leg between Taekjoo’s knees. Sitting on opposite beds and facing each other, it was inevitable that their long legs would overlap. While Taekjoo’s leg stopped around Zhenya’s thighs, Zhenya’s leg, on the other hand, was pressing deep between Taekjoo’s legs. Too deep. A little bit more, and his knee would touch Taekjoo’s groin.
Taekjoo, annoyed, stared at the intruding knee. The look was clear enough for anyone to understand—assuming they understood basic social cues. However, this was Zhenya, and he simply returned the gaze. He didn’t move at all.
“Move.”
After patiently waiting for a long time, Taekjoo finally made his demand.
“It’s not my fault my legs are long.”
Zhenya shrugged and gave his cheeky response. He didn’t even bother pretending to move. Well, since Taekjoo was the one feeling uncomfortable, then it made sense that he moved. But he did not, either. He wasn’t gonna let Zhenya play him around. There is no better retaliation against bullies than ignoring them.
Taekjoo looked outside and showed no reaction. He yawned a couple of times, feeling drowsy. No fun at all—Zhenya said, sulking at Taekjoo’s boring reaction. Even then, Taekjoo pretended not to hear, picking at his ear.
That was when it began getting noisy outside the compartment. here was some rustling outside, and soon after, the inspectors entered. They first handed in their passports. Taekjoo was still using a fake identity of a Japanese, but a different one this time. Sakamoto Hiro had been reported missing after the hotel explosion, so Taekjoo had switched to a new Japanese identity. After checking their passports and forms, the inspector gave them back.
Then, the baggage inspection began. Zhenya was not worried in the least bit. He looked very confident. Taekjoo also tried to keep his cool as best as he could.
“...?”
Suddenly, he felt someone staring at him from the side. A police officer of the inspection team was gazing at him. Did he notice something suspicious? Feeling like the guilty party, Taekjoo grew uneasy. He moved his eyes away in the most natural way he could, but even after some time, he could feel the stubborn gaze. It did not leave him—not even once. Something didn’t feel right.
The inspection continued all the way to the bathroom. They pulled the showerhead from the wall and even disassembled it. They searched through the flooring and bedding before finally leaving the compartment. Taekjoo couldn’t stop himself from letting out a sigh of relief.
But then, the door opened again. One of the officers was back, the one boring a hole in Taekjoo earlier. Zhenya and Taekjoo looked at each other, clueless.
The officer ordered them to face the wall and stand straight. It was unexpected, but there was no need to cause unnecessary noise, so they did as they were told. The officer started with Zhenya. He patted Zhenya down from the shoulder, chest, and waist all the way down to his ankles. Then, he finished the search by lifting Zhenya’s arms.
It was Taekjoo’s turn. He placed his hands against the wall. Taekjoo could feel the officer’s gaze on his back, but he pretended not to notice. The officer went down on one knee and began patting Taekjoo from bottom to top, starting with his ankles. The officer’s hands circled around his ankles before brushing up along his legs. The hands roamed up the knees and thighs, lingering around the crotch. This was certainly different from the quick search he’d done on Zhenya.
The higher the hands climbed, the more suggestive the search felt. The officer kneaded Taekjoo’s ass and discreetly brought his waist closer. Then, he reached out forward, touching the tight abs on Taekjoo’s body, tickling the muscle with his fingers. Finally, the officer’s hands latched onto Taekjoo’s thick chest.
Taekjoo held his breath and stared straight ahead, which the officer mistook as a sign of excitement. Taekjoo thought he heard Zhenya’s chuckle.
“Your hands...”
Taekjoo hung his head and began mumbling. His voice was barely audible, muttered in Korean. Neither the officer nor Zhenya caught what he was saying. Taekjoo’s hands, which had been placed against the wall, balled up into fists.
“Get your hands off me, you son of a bitch!”
Taekjoo yelled, grabbing the officer by the collar. His fist was raised, ready to land a blow on the man’s face anytime. The officer squeezed his eyes shut and hunched his shoulders, but the expected blow never came.
The man took a peek and gulped. He found Taekjoo’s fist—knuckles white—trembling right in front of his nose. Taekjoo’s expression made it clear he was deeply offended by the sexual harassment. His stare was sharp enough to kill a person. Taekjoo, holding back his anger as much as he could, finally let go of the officer, who hurried to run away.
“I think he’s very into you.”
Zhenya chuckled, mocking the furious Taekjoo. Taekjoo responded by throwing the nearest book he could grab. Zhenya caught it effortlessly and put it back where it was. Knowing Taekjoo was watching him, Zhenya didn’t miss the chance to make fun of him again.
“He looked quite fair with a nice figure. You could’ve pounded him, you know—like you just couldn’t resist. I know you’re pent up.”
“You’re the one to talk, pretty boy.”
“Oh? Am I your type?”
“Stop. You’re gonna give me nightmares.”
Taekjoo gnashed his teeth. Zhenya was all smiles, which kept annoying Taekjoo. Taekjoo glared at his partner, then began tidying up the mess around them.
Soon, the train began moving again. Taekjoo was done organizing in that short time. He picked up a random book to read.
After some time, someone’s phone started vibrating. It was Zhenya’s. After checking the caller ID, Zhenya stepped out.
This wasn’t the first time he was doing this. Whenever he got a call, he would take his phone and take the call outside, where Taekjoo wasn’t around. If it wasn’t mission-related, it was personal. But even so, he was being too cautious. The only thing he shared with Taekjoo was information related to their mission, nothing ever about himself.
Had he been just another ordinary person, Taekjoo would’ve lost interest long ago. But he wasn’t, and Taekjoo simply couldn’t.
“...”
He put down the book he was reading. He opened the door slightly and took a peek through the gap. He spotted Zhenya out of the corner of his eye. Taekjoo couldn’t hear the conversation because Zhenya was too far away, but he could see the serious look on his face.
Zhenya was alone—he didn’t have to put on an act anymore. Whoever he was talking to, he no longer had to pretend to be the fun, pleasant partner he was with Taekjoo. His voice was monotonous, his usual grin nowhere to be seen.
No one would find him inviting. Everybody would be better off staying away. All Taekjoo could do right now was hope that they would complete the mission as soon as possible and get Zhenya out of his life as quickly as possible.
“...!”
Taekjoo was about to turn away when he stole one last glance at Zhenya—only to find him looking right back. Taekjoo froze, caught off guard. Zhenya simply stared for a moment, then curved his lips into a smile—a fake, plastic one. Taekjoo looked back grimly before turning away.
Zhenya returned to the compartment. All the while, Taekjoo had been busy coming up with an excuse. But Zhenya didn’t bring it up. Rather, he acted like nothing had happened, and that bothered Taekjoo. It felt like playing a game where the other player was letting him win on purpose.
***
It had been a full day since they boarded the train, and Hong Yeowook hadn’t moved once the entire time. He left his seat only three to four times, and even those short breaks lasted between five to ten minutes.
While Hong went to the restroom, Zhenya installed a surveillance camera. Hong had no clue about its existence, where it was, or how it had been planted there. Thanks to this nifty little trick, Taekjoo didn’t need to snoop around all day.
But as soon as one problem disappeared, another arose. “Ah... ah.”
Zhenya’s libido knew no time and place. It wasn’t even the same woman from the night before, the train attendant. The one swaying in the bastard’s arms looked quite familiar, actually. It was another train attendant Taekjoo had seen when he patrolled the second-class train to check on Hong. Yesterday, she was in charge of the first-class compartments. Today, she was assigned to the second-class. Was Zhenya planning to rail every attendant on board before getting off?
It was just past three in the afternoon. Taekjoo had a book open and was trying his best to focus on it. It was useless, of course. It was too bright in the day. Taekjoo didn’t have to look to see. Taekjoo understood that Zhenya didn’t know the meaning of shame. But what about the woman? Did she have no shame as well?
The more Zhenya did it, the more Taekjoo gritted his teeth and held himself back. He was determined to stay. They could have sex anywhere, but choosing to do it here was no different from declaring war. Zhenya might even be a freak who got off on people’s shock and confusion. Whatever it was, Taekjoo had no intention of playing along with any of it.
His mind was wandering, but he gathered himself. Thankfully, the book was interesting enough to help Taekjoo tune out his surroundings.
“Mmmhh... Aaaaaahh...”
However, the two hedonistic heathens did not leave their innocent witness alone. The woman, who’d been squeezing the pillow and clawing at the air, pushed the table. The bottle on top of the table rolled to the side and fell down, breaking into pieces. The vodka inside soaked the floor. Some of it even splashed onto Taekjoo. Taekjoo looked down at his wet pants before looking up. Zhenya’s eyes met his.
“...”
“...”
Taekjoo never imagined Zhenya would feel sorry for what had happened. But to make things worse, he had a smirk on his face. And when Taekjoo scowled, Zhenya even licked his upper lip lazily with his cherry-red tongue. Taekjoo’s eyes involuntarily chased after the red, wet piece of flesh. The bastard seemed to have noticed it, seeing how a smug smile spread across his face.
Right after that, the woman was pushed onto the table. She squirmed, trying to get up. Zhenya pushed her neck back down, then, he lifted her abdomen to match the level of his. The woman had already been on her toes. Now, the legs dangled in the air. Her blonde locks spilled over the edge of the table, almost touching Taekjoo. There was no space in the compartment for Taekjoo to move to. And Zhenya resumed his thrusts.
The action was done with such force that the sound of slapping flesh filled the space. It no longer resembled the sound of human flesh clapping against each other. The table under the woman clunked like it would break any moment. Zhenya’s rhythmic movement occasionally varied. He would pull out all the way and push in deep, and every time he did it, the woman lost herself and moaned like she was going to die.
Taekjoo was sick of them. He finally opened his mouth to say a word.
“Hey—”
“AAAAAAAHHHH!”
He didn’t get to finish his complaint. He tried to speak, but the woman’s moan drowned out his voice. She was already shaking from the overwhelming pleasure, but Zhenya didn’t stop. He kept digging deep and hard. The woman was barely able to breathe, trapped between the table and the bastard. This was beyond tolerable. Taekjoo chose to leave.
But right at that moment, Zhenya pulled the woman’s body up from behind, and the motion caused her unbuttoned shirt to fall open. A pair of soft, fair breasts filled Taekjoo’s vision. He turned to look away, but it was too late. The afterimage was engraved in his eyes. Taekjoo squeezed his eyes shut and tried to suppress his unwelcome urges.
“Oh, hhmmm. Ah—ah, mmmhh.”
Not long after, along with a punching sound, the woman’s body turned rigid. Zhenya seemed to have cummed. Taekjoo could smell the bitter odor in the air. Taekjoo looked away before returning to his former position. He glared at Zhenya, who was calming down a bit after his sexual climax.
In that split second, Zhenya pulled the limp woman against him and gave one final thrust, making her breasts bounce.
Oh, good God.
“Goddammit.”
Taekjoo tried to catch his breath, leaning against the wall in the shower booth. Blood had rushed to one part of his body, and it was far from a pleasant experience. He tried to ignore it, but he was a strong young man in his prime. He couldn’t help reacting to the pair of breasts shown right in front of him.
His head spun. There was no patience in his hands as they moved quickly up and down his shaft. His jaw clenched on its own, and he could hear his teeth grinding. The red, exposed tip glistened with precum, with its foreskin peeled back. Taekjoo rubbed the hole at the end of the tip, spreading it across the entire head. His hard dick chafed against the joints of his fingers, and every time it did, a jolt shot down his spine. His mind was clouded, making it hard for him to think straight. The only thing that remained in his body was the feverish heat and heightened lust.
Taekjoo, annoyed, turned the tap. Cold water rained down on his head. He stood still for quite some time, but the cold water wasn’t enough to dispel the heat trapped inside him. His jet-black hair turned darker as it became wet. His shirt clung to his body, outlining his figure. His well-toned muscles kept twitching under the constant stimulation. The heat of his arousal made his nipples harden.
“Ah...”
Taekjoo clenched his jaw harder, but he failed to suppress the moans that escaped him. The iciness of the water made his hair stand on end and drained the color from his lips as well. They trembled as he breathed hard.
But none of this helped the heat he felt in his lower abdomen. Simply stroking his cock up and down sent sharp sensations through him, like scraping the shaft with fingernails. His knees began shaking on their own. His jaw muscles began to feel sore from clenching too much. His eyes were no longer sharp but murky, hazy.
Taekjoo shook his head out of frustration. He was fighting a battle against himself—against his stubborn libido. The hand resting against the wall balled up into a fist. It was maddening to be suffering in silence like this. He thought the years of getting hard from the smallest things were behind him. He had felt desire from time to time, but it had never been uncontrollable. Not like this.
His back muscles felt feverish, and electrifying waves from deep inside him pulsed throughout his body and shook his knees. He couldn’t even stand on his own without leaning against a wall.
The blood circulating in Taekjoo’s body was boiling, and the heat, after coursing through every part of his body, shot straight to his head. It momentarily spiked the pressure in his head and caused sparks to flash before his eyes. A chilling yet burning sensation quickly tricked down his spine.
“Ha, ahhhh!”
The muscles in his abdomen contracted. His penis, engorged to its limit, spewed out thick cum. A tremor ran through both his broad shoulders and waist. Taekjoo clenched his teeth tighter, afraid a sound might slip out, but it didn’t help. A man’s cry, torn from his throat by pleasure, echoed uncontrollably through the shower booth. His vision went black, and all his muscles tensed. For a moment, even his breathing stopped.
“Haa, ah, ha,” Taekjoo panted.
He exhaled the air he’d been holding in. His shoulders and chest spread wide, moving up and down, as he caught his breath. Every part of his body that the heat had touched was now replaced by a chill. His brain fizzed as if someone had poured sparkling water over it. It was intoxicating and dizzying.
Now that he had finished, the chill in the air and the wet clothes began to feel uncomfortable. He nearly ripped off his clothes and turned on the shower. Taekjoo washed away every trace of thick, sticky lust, and his eyes slowly regained their usual clarity. He had completely repelled the agonizing heat. By the time Taekjoo was done with his shower, he was back to himself.
He was about to step out but stopped. For some reason, Zhenya was standing right outside the shower. Did he hear it all? It bothered Taekjoo a bit, but that was all. Compared to what that bastard had done, masturbation was perfectly normal and decent thing to do. There was nothing to be ashamed of or embarrassed about.
Taekjoo stepped out. Zhenya threw him a teasing stare, but he kept ignoring it and went straight to his bed. Suddenly, Zhenya stood before Taekjoo and stopped him. Taekjoo tried to go around him, but Zhenya took another step back and blocked Taekjoo again. It was obviously intentional. Taekjoo glared at the bastard, the annoyance clear in his eyes. Zhenya grinned like it was just what he had been waiting for.
“I guess I’m sorry,” said Zhenya.
The look on his face said otherwise. Taekjoo shrugged like nothing had happened.
“Nonsense. I’m the one who should be sorry—always getting to enjoy the free show.”
Taekjoo responded, mocking Zhenya. But there was no way it would hit a nerve with the shameless bastard. He walked past the grinning Zhenya to his bed. Then, he pulled out clothes and underwear he would change into from his bag. Until then, Taekjoo had been completely naked, without a single piece of fabric on him. They were both men, and Taekjoo had no reason to care. On the contrary, it was Zhenya who was being weird. He made sure he was covered where he was having sex or stepping right out of the shower.
Taekjoo was wearing his briefs when he suddenly looked back. He felt a steady stare, and just as he had expected, Zhenya was openly watching him. Taekjoo stared as well, trying to see the fun in watching someone. Zhenya wasn’t the least bit bothered was about being caught watching. Observing Zhenya’s audacity, Taekjoo pulled a T-shirt over his neck.
“I wonder what it would feel like to fuck a man.”
Zhenya spoke suddenly, his gaze resting somewhere around Taekjoo’s chest. Taekjoo was appalled. He pulled down his shirt, which was still hanging around his armpit.
“Not something I’d wanna think about.”
“Hmm, it’s not a good idea, right? It won’t be fun to watch a grown-up man moaning under me either.”
Before that, he should be asking himself whether he’d be able to get a boner or not. Taekjoo found himself imagining the scene. But he gathered himself quickly and shook his head. He had no space in his head for useless thoughts. Taekjoo felt like he’d throw up if he thought about it more.
“Drop it. It’s gross and not even funny.”
Taekjoo said seriously as he sat down. He ruffled his hair as he observed Hong on the monitor. The man was still in the same position, reading the same book for two days straight. Taekjoo looked up the book in case it had any clue, but there was nothing noteworthy.
The Bogdanovs still hadn’t reached out to him yet. Occasionally, people walking by would strike up a conversation with Hong, but it was clear that each interaction was just casual small talk. Hong rarely left his seat, and he never contacted anyone, much less made a call. So when exactly was he going to meet the Russians? And how was he planning to do it?
Taekjoo stared at the monitor, focused when the table banged. He glanced to his side and saw Zhenya putting down two bottles each of vodka, tequila, and cognac on the table. He placed two empty glasses in front of himself and Taekjoo, no ice, seemingly planning to drink the liquor straight. He also took out the cigar, something he smoked so often it had practically become his trademark. It was marketed as a 40th-anniversary special, and the elegance showed right from the case.
Zhenya poured the cognac first before pulling out a stick of his Cohiba Behike and dipping its tip in his glass. Then, he lit it with a cigar lighter and placed the thick roll between his lips. The entire sequence of actions flowed as naturally as a stream of water. He inhaled calmly, the tobacco burning gently, releasing the distinct aroma of Cohiba Behike.
“Smoking it this way makes it taste richer,” Zhenya said as he passed the cigar to Taekjoo, who didn’t refuse the offer. Taekjoo placed it between his lips. A thick, heavy flavor spread inside his mouth. The smoke whirled inside his mouth, then gradually went down his throat, making his eyes water and his head spin.
Zhenya watched Taekjoo have his first experience as he took out another cigar. He also filled Taekjoo’s empty glass.
“I thought you swung that way.”
“What do you mean that way?”
“You were soft even with a naked woman right before you, so I thought women didn’t turn you on.”
Zhenya put on a cheeky smile. Taekjoo, staring at him, emptied his glass of cognac right away. Inhaling his cigar, he scoffed, smiling with derision.
“How’d you come up with that crap? I like women. If the world had ended and only men were left, I would still choose celibacy over fucking a man.”
Taekjoo drew the line clearly. Just thinking about it gave him the chills. Zhenya smirked, refilling Taekjoo’s glass. It’s your fault, you’re the one making others hard—Zhenya mumbled under his breath. Taekjoo asked what he meant, but Zhenya quickly changed the subject.
“So, what kind of women do you like?”
“Why? Are you gonna set me up with someone? Where is this coming from?”
“More like traffic control. I just don’t wanna hit on someone you’ve got dibs on.”
“Problem? I didn’t know animals could grasp such a concept.”
Taekjoo was being openly sarcastic, but Zhenya simply laughed it off. Taekjoo shook his head and drained his glass. He started feeling warm and wanted another glass. He reached out to top himself off when Zhenya suddenly stopped him. Tell me—Zhenya told Taekjoo when their eyes met. Taekjoo couldn’t be bothered, so he started talking.
“Someone with curves. I prefer chubby over skinny.”
“Such a boring taste.”
“Better than having no taste at all, isn’t it?”
“What do you mean no taste? I’m offended. It might not seem like it, but I’m quite picky.”
“You know what’s offensive? For a jerk like you to reject someone. No, wait—maybe it’s better that way.”
Taekjoo kept mocking Zhenya as he snatched the bottle of vodka. While Taekjoo was pouring himself a drink, Zhenya suddenly started talking about his preference.
“I hate clinginess. Having sex with someone is fun the first time, but after that, doing it again with the same person just gets boring.”
Yeah, I can clearly see that. Zhenya was the kind of man who slept with different woman every day. He wouldn’t get what commitment meant even if it was spelled out for him. And it wasn’t just him. Many people prefer casual relationships, like one-night stands or friends with benefits. They often say they don’t want the burden or constraints of responsibility, especially when sex is just about pleasure. But most people have something called shame, which prevents them from openly displaying their promiscuity—unlike Zhenya.
Taekjoo knew it was probably pointless, but he asked anyway.
“Have you ever been with someone consistent—”
“No.”
It was an immediate response, which also meant Zhenya hadn’t had any proper relationships. To be fair, it was quite hard to picture him nursing sincere love for someone and craving that someone’s attention. Taekjoo recalled everything Zhenya had done since the moment they met—it was like a horror movie. One woman who receives all his attention and affection? Just thinking about it made Taekjoo feel sorry for this imaginary lady.
“Who knows, maybe I will if they’re stubborn and rebellious. And if they can take a rough hand without breaking easily, that just makes it even better. There’s something fun about taking control with strength, you see.”
What a sophisticated taste, Taekjoo thought to himself. But it didn’t surprise him. It seemed impossible, to begin with, for someone like Zhenya to build a relationship and start a family with someone. A normal life like that didn’t suit an abnormal bastard like him. Had he been that kind of man, he wouldn’t be here in the first place.
And things weren’t looking much different for Taekjoo either. What woman would be happy with a husband who kept his job a secret, rarely had days off, and frequently traveled for work? Unfortunately, there was little chance that Taekjoo would ever make his mother’s wish come true. He’d already fumbled with the first thing—getting a safe, stable job. Starting a loving family of his own seemed just as impossible.
“I heard Koreans depend on their parents even after they become adults. Is that true?”
The subject of their conversation was suddenly changed. Zhenya was clearly bored by Taekjoo’s plain preferences. But even so, the question was too out of the blue. Taekjoo looked at Zhenya questioningly, and Zhenya responded by nudging his chin back at Taekjoo.
“You’ve been calling your mother diligently and giving her a daily play-by-play.”
“Is that all? I thought you’d have some other reason. Why are you so curious about it anyway?”
“If you admitted to being a mama’s boy, then there would be nothing left for me to be curious about.”
“My mother is simply overprotective.”
Taekjoo sighed in resignation. He had never told anyone about his family history. Even Mr. Lim had only pieced together Taekjoo’s personal life through observation and guesswork.
And then there was Taekjoo, having a heartfelt conversation with Zhenya, of all people. It wasn’t because of the liquor. More likely, Taekjoo just felt free and unburdened since Zhenya was someone he’d never have to see again after the mission.
“Her father, her husband, and her eldest son. Every man in her family served in the military, and they all died in the line of duty. I’m the only flesh and blood she has left, so she’s worried a lot. She doesn’t want me to drive because South Korea has a high rate of car accidents. Does that give you an idea of how protective she is? She’s been like that ever since my father passed away, and it’s only gotten worse with time. And after my brother died, she put me in a house arrest.”
Taekjoo was joking, but Zhenya’s expression turned serious.
“All men die but once.”
Is that supposed to be comforting? Taekjoo wondered. Whatever Zhenya did, nothing was ever ordinary. All men die—tell that to a mother who couldn’t sleep or eat, worried sick about her only surviving son, and see how reassured she feels. Looking at a man whose actions, thoughts, and sentiments were out of the normal range, Taekjoo became curious about his family as well. How much do parents need to neglect a child for him to turn out this way?
Taekjoo had emptied his glass before he knew it. He waited for a bit, but Zhenya simply sat still. Taekjoo could’ve poured himself another glass like he had earlier, but he didn’t. He simply tapped the table with his empty glass. Ah—only then did Zhenya realize what was happening. He poured Taekjoo tequila to the brim. Taekjoo downed the glass in one go and licked the back of his hand. He smacked his lips at the lack of the usual taste.
“A slice of lemon would’ve been nice.”
“Oh, is that how you like it? You should’ve let me know ahead. It would be no trouble for me to prepare a slice of lemon and women for you.”
Zhenya grinned cheekily as if something amusing had just come to mind. He also kept brushing his own collarbone.
“Quit it, and tell me about you.”
“About what?”
“The usual, obvious stuff. Your family, or your interests, something along those lines.”
“Hmm, if you insist. I have many siblings, which is an advantage because I don’t have to attend to my parents’ every whim. When I’m bored, I look for women. I’m not interested in watching others and jacking off. It’s pathetic.”
After mocking Taekjoo twice, a grin of satisfaction appeared on Zhenya’s face. Taekjoo returned the plastic smile.
“Do your parents know you’re running around town doing things you do?”
“What did I do?”
“You’ve been killing everyone that’s ever bothered you.”
“I think there’s a misunderstanding here. I don’t beat innocent people to death. Haven’t I already told you that all my offenses are self-defense?”
“Let’s make one thing clear. What you’re doing is over-defense.”
“If I attack someone who harms me or is planning on harming me, then it’s self-defense. If I were a weaker man, they wouldn’t be the ones dead—it would’ve been me.”
He had the audacity to position himself as the innocent victim, as if he defended himself out of true need, because he had no other options. He killed a man for being a bit loud. He killed another man for following someone around. And he was arguing that the killings were justified, which was nonsense. He might start killing people for stepping on his shadow.
Taekjoo clicked his tongue, but he was not going to waste time lecturing someone like Zhenya—it wouldn’t work anyway. As long as he didn’t cause Taekjoo trouble, it didn’t exactly matter what he did. Lecturing and nagging only make sense when there's care and affection behind them.
The atmosphere had turned cozier, so Taekjoo started bringing up more private topics.
“You don’t seem like you need money. Why are you participating in something like this, then?”
“I already told you.”
“Yeah, you did. You chose to be a part of this purely for the blueprint. Once it is in your hands, you’ll be able to produce a weapon of unprecedented power and swim in money. But the more I think about it, the more I couldn’t understand. Seems to me you're already swimming in money as it is—even without the blueprint.”
“You can never have enough money.”
“It’s all useless when you’re dead. What, are you dreaming of becoming an immortal? Or do you love money so much that you don’t care if it costs you your homeland and your safety?”
“My, I didn’t know you were so interested in me.”
“I’ve never met anyone like you. Usually, I can guess the reason behind people’s actions—they did it because of this, because of that. But you, I simply can’t figure you out. You have a lot of money. You can have whatever you want. Then why would a maniac like you—oops, excuse me. The truth slipped out before I could stop myself.”
Zhenya was just described as a rich psycho, and instead of getting offended, the man snickered. He gave his predictable response to Taekjoo’s curiosity.
“Because it looks fun. When something’s interesting, I don’t think. I just do. The sad part is that it doesn’t happen often.”
This wasn’t some extreme sport. This was a matter of life and death, and he used fun and interest as his excuse. It would have been more reasonable, more human, for Zhenya to say that he did it for the money. Well, Taekjoo was in the wrong for expecting reason and humanity from someone who casually ripped another human being apart.
Zhenya sat up straight. His hair shone a shade brighter, absorbing the light above it. It was too pale to be gold, but too golden to be platinum. It shone brilliantly even from the smallest movement. Taekjoo couldn’t help looking at it.
“I heard blond Russians aren’t as common as most people think. Your hair color, does that run in your family? Or hair dye?”
Taekjoo asked, ogling at the hair without realizing it. Zhenya suddenly leaned forward, and his platinum blond hair filled Taekjoo’s vision.
“Even among my own family, no one has this hair color. It’s a mutation. Do you wanna touch it?”
“No thanks.”
Taekjoo declined the offer at once. Zhenya, leaning back, chuckled in a good-natured manner.
It felt like they’d been talking only for a while, but the sun was already setting outside the window. A day spent in a confined space usually felt much longer than one spent outside, but not today. Today, it didn’t drag for that long. It was likely because a lot had happened since the morning, and there was also the effect of alcohol. The more Taekjoo drank, the calmer his nerves became—they had been on edge all day. Even his physical senses began to settle.
Zhenya topped up Taekjoo’s empty glass. At some point, the glass kept getting refilled and was never left empty.
“Can you hold your liquor?”
“Not sure. I’ve never been drunk, so I don’t really know my limit—but I can definitely handle this much.”
“Hmm?”
Zhenya pretended like he doubted Taekjoo to agitate him, but Taekjoo didn’t fall for the easy trick. Zhenya threw him dirty glances, but Taekjoo ignored them and drank at his own pace. He didn’t like being vulnerable when drunk. Of all people, he couldn’t afford to pass out before Zhenya. There was no reason. It was just a feeling. Maybe nothing would happen, and Taekjoo was just overreacting. Maybe he was just being paranoid. But even if that were the case, Taekjoo wasn’t about to let his guard down around someone he hadn’t figured out yet.
There was no meaningful conversation. There was only the repetition of emptying and refilling their glasses. It almost seemed like they were playing a boring game where one player would have to pass out for the game to end. Taekjoo could stop drinking, but he wanted to get Zhenya drunk and resolve the persistent unease inside him.
His tongue gradually turned numb. Taekjoo could no longer taste the bitterness of alcohol. Neither could he sense the aroma or the richness of the liquor. He felt like he was drinking water. His insides burned with thirst, and before he knew it, he had drunk so much he couldn’t even remember how many drinks he’d had. His consciousness didn’t waver easily. Kwon Taekjoo knew how to hold his liquor, and he could hold down a lot. The problem was, so could his opponent.
Somewhere down the line, Taekjoo’s sight turned blurry. Zhenya wasn’t himself either. Sometimes, the two would pour the liquor everywhere but a glass. The table, carpet, and their clothes were wet and messy. Empty bottles rolled around the floor. This was their fifth bottle, and they’d been drinking straight from the bottle the whole time. Taekjoo could tell he was drunk. He felt lightheaded. The two exchanged silly jokes, trying to out-silly each other. Taekjoo banged on the table and snickered like a madman. He would open the window and scream at it. He did things he would never have done while sober, and having lost his hold on reason, he kept doing them.
“Lim would keel over if he saw this.”
Taekjoo mumbled, smirking. He was topping off his drink when he tilted his head in confusion. It had turned silent. The only sound Taekjoo could hear was the constant noise of the train wheels rolling on their tracks. That was it. It seemed he was the only one talking. Taekjoo noticed Zhenya had fallen quiet when the liquor he was pouring had flowed over his glass, completely soaking his knees.
Taekjoo looked up and saw Zhenya. His eyes were closed, and his arms were crossed. The steady rise and fall of his chest, the deep rhythm of his breathing, and the stillness of his eyelids told Taekjoo that Zhenya had fallen asleep. Taekjoo reached out and pretended to poke Zhenya’s eyes, but got no reaction. A grin appeared on Taekjoo’s face. It was a smile of victory.
“That’s all you got? My, my, a pampered little prince.”
Taekjoo shook his head left and right, mocking Zhenya. It wasn’t a competition to see who could drink more, but still, it made Taekjoo feel good knowing that he’d outdrunk Zhenya. And even this smugness was because he was drunk.
Taekjoo raised his glass, filled to the brim with vodka, and toasted himself. Half of the content of the glass spilled, and the right arm holding it was soaking wet. His arm danced left and right as he barely managed to bring the glass to his lips. The remaining half-glass of vodka filled his mouth.
Taekjoo’s body, which had been swaying, fell forward. BAM—his upper body collapsed on the table. His hand, which had been holding the glass, went limp.
There was no movement inside the compartment for a brief while. Finally, Taekjoo began to breathe in and out in a steady rhythm. He barely got sleep the night before, and he was drunk. It was enough to knock him out. Taekjoo’s back, which faced the ceiling, rose and fell slowly.
“...”
How long had it been, no one could tell. But Zhenya, who’d fallen asleep sitting, opened his eyes. His eyelids fluttered open effortlessly, as though he had never fallen asleep. His eyes, empty of all emotion, only took in Taekjoo. It was a calm and serene gaze.
Zhenya picked up the remaining body of the cigar he’d been smoking earlier. The end was singed soot-black, and Zhenya snipped it off with the cigar cutter. He pulled out his torch lighter and relit the neatly trimmed cigar. It quickly burned itself, releasing thick smoke. All the while, Zhenya’s eyes were still fixed on Kwon Taekjoo—on his hand, to be precise, which was stretched straight, reaching out for Zhenya.
Zhenya clicked on his cigar cutter out of habit. Two metal blades snapped and clicked against each other. Zhenya caressed Taekjoo’s hand with his long fingers, tracing the curved parts and straight digits of the man’s hand before he looked away. All throughout, the cigar cutter snapped eerily—click, click—in his other hand. With his index finger, Zhenya gently lifted Taekjoo’s ring finger. A sinister smile spread across his face.
His eyelids felt so heavy that he could barely lift them. When he finally did, he saw a familiar sight—though it was turned sideways at a right angle. There was a door in front of him. He could hear the sound of a train running. He felt his cheek pressed against the surface of a table. One by one, his senses returned to him. He’d been wondering why his cheek was so damp when he smelled the cognac. That must be it.
Taekjoo groaned as he lifted his upper body. The table his face had been resting on was soaked with liquor. He didn’t have to see to know how wasted he looked right now.
Taekjoo rubbed his damp face in frustration and looked around. Zhenya must have gone somewhere. He wasn’t there When Taekjoo tried moving his body, his foot kicked empty liquor bottles lying on the floor. If he was up already, he might as well have cleaned up. A complaint started to rise in him, but it faded before it could take shape. He realized it didn’t make sense for him to expect human decency or the least amount of civility from Zhenya.
He pushed the empty bottles to the side and started walking toward the shower when he heard the sound he hadn’t noticed earlier. Is that Zhenya inside? He might’ve just woken up, thought Taekjoo to himself.
Taekjoo wanted to take a shower right away. His felt gross all over. But since the shower seemed to be occupied, he just lay down on the bed. His entire body felt sore, and he guessed it was because he hadn’t drunk that much, that hard, in a long time. His body melted into the bed, sinking deeper and deeper.
The sound of water continued, and the way it drummed against the floor was so consistent that it felt like a lullaby. Taekjoo’s eyelids grew heavier and heavier, and his hearing started to fade into the distance. Am I falling asleep again? Taekjoo found negligence of duty unacceptable, but he couldn’t keep his hold on his consciousness. He couldn’t win against the overwhelming drowsiness.
Soon, the bathroom door opened. But the strange part was, the sound of the water hadn’t stopped. Taekjoo’s awareness slipped further away as his body began to float weightlessly. It was a peculiar sensation.
A pair of wet feet walked toward Taekjoo, and in an instant, a giant shadow was cast, swallowing Taekjoo whole. I really need to get up. Taekjoo tried to move his body, but the only thing he could do was twitch his eyebrows a bit.
Against his will, his arm was lifted into the air. A long finger, chill to the touch, brushed the back of his hand and between his fingers. It felt like a snake was licking his hand. Taekjoo’s hair stood on end.
‘Ну ты и глупая зайка[11].’
Taekjoo heard a sour, unsettling voice speak—it was Zhenya’s. There was a hint of glee in the voice, but it was far from warm. In fact, it sounded so cold it could freeze the air around it. The hand that was touching all of Taekjoo’s fingers now only held the ring finger. The pressure around it was so strong that Taekjoo didn’t even dare resist it. He couldn’t move his entire body as if he was having sleep paralysis from a nightmare. His primal instincts blared a warning.
Click. Click. The familiar sound grew louder as his ring finger—held hostage—was fed into something. Taekjoo tried to pull out, but Zhenya didn’t let go of him. Zhenya watched Taekjoo squirm and twitch. Then, his eyes lit up with glee, drawing a smile. At the same time, the cigar cutter clicked again and bit down on Taekjoo’s ring finger.
NO.
“Ah!”
Taekjoo sprang up. His vision cleared all at once, and the room was so bright that it hurt his eyes. He shut them again and grabbed his head. He was dizzy. His vision slowly adjusted after being blurred by the brightness.
Taekjoo’s hands were shaking. He brought them up to his eyes. Both his hands were fine, and he still had ten fingers. Even the ring finger—the one Zhenya had targeted—was intact.
Was it a dream? It all felt so real that Taekjoo was left baffled. He looked around. A filthy table, empty bottles on the floor, messy beds—everything was exactly the same as it had been in his dream. Even the sticky residue of the liquor on his cheek. The only difference was a small pile of cigar ash in the corner of the table. Zhenya seemed to have smoked an entire cigar in one sitting.
Where did he go? Taekjoo wondered. He checked the time and saw that it was almost breakfast time. Zhenya might have gone to the dining car by himself just like he always did. Or maybe he decided to be helpful today and check in on Hong.
Taekjoo got up, wondering what his partner could be doing. But as he stood up, he noticed the lower half of his body strangely sore. Taekjoo looked down to find the cause. He almost passed out at what he saw.
“What the...”
His crotch was inflated. He was too old for wet dreams. What could have possibly aroused him this early in the morning? The only dream he had was a nightmare where his finger was cut out. He was aware that, in theory, extreme fear could cause an erection. He never expected to experience it firsthand. It was just yesterday he had masturbated. He was forced to do it again this morning, just a single night after.
As he stared down at his junk, he recalled the long dream he had. Taekjoo didn’t believe in groundless superstition like dreams with predictive powers. But still, no one would feel good after having a nightmare. He should take a shower—and maybe masturbate too—to clear his head. If Zhenya saw him in this state, he would never hear the end of it.
That was when he heard it. The shower had been quiet all this time, but suddenly, Taekjoo could hear the sound of water.
“...!”
Taekjoo flinched and turned to look. Is that Zhenya inside? Logically, it could only be him, but Taekjoo’s heart raced anxiously. He was having a strong sense of déjà vu. Everything was almost exactly like his dream.
First, Taekjoo forced himself to calm down. It was just a dream. It was nothing more than a delusional projection of the subconscious. Taekjoo told himself as he stood up without making a sound, silently picking up his Colt. A dream was a dream. But it never hurt to be cautious in reality.
He held the gun with both his hands and slowly walked toward the bathroom. All the while, the sound of falling water continued, accompanied by occasional movements.
Taekjoo stared at the doorknob, unable to decide whether he should open the door or not. He’d wondered whether he should open the door, but now that the moment had come, he couldn't help hesitating. He could become someone who barged into an extremely private space, pointing a gun at his partner. It would earn him at least a year’s worth of taunting. Did he really have to put himself in that position? Taekjoo was contemplating, pacing around the door.
But then, the compartment door was yanked open. Taekjoo jumped and turned to look. Zhenya was coming in. Their eyes met in the air, and time seemed to have stopped momentarily.
“What are you doing? You’re acting like a creep.”
Zhenya demanded, his eyes narrowing into slits. Obviously, this was a huge misunderstanding, but Taekjoo had no reasonable explanation to offer. What was he supposed to say? That he had a bad dream, and it felt like it had come true, so he was trying to deal with it? It was outrageous. It would be better if Taekjoo kept that to himself.
Anyhow, if Zhenya was here, then who was in the shower? Taekjoo, instead of defending himself from the accusation, gestured at the shower with his chin. Who’s in there? He mouthed the question to Zhenya silently. And right on cue, the sound of the water stopped. Taekjoo stepped away from the door, his arms extended straight forward. The jet-black gun aimed at the door.
Zhenya simply stood watching. Then, even a glance at Taekjoo, he strode toward the bathroom. He yanked open the bathroom door without hesitation. Every movement he made was decisive.
“...!”
Taekjoo, out of habit, pulled the trigger halfway. But in the end, he didn’t shoot.
“Oh, you scared me. Did you just get back? Thanks for letting me use the shower—I got to take my time without feeling rushed.”
The one who stepped out was a naked woman. Zhenya pushed down Taekjoo’s Colt as he wrapped his arm around the woman’s waist. The woman wrapped her arms around Zhenya as well. She looked European, probably a tourist. Zhenya must have used the offer of a hot shower as bait to pick her up.
He gently pushed the woman back into the shower. The door snapped closed, and Taekjoo was left alone in the room. Soon, the narrow shower booth began shaking. The warm mist of the water softened the woman’s moans, making them echo.
Taekjoo chucked his gun on his bed. His eyes fell on a sandwich. Zhenya must have bought it, maybe to have breakfast together with the woman. Taekjoo devoured the sandwich, staring blankly out the window. Living with a beast was thinning his nerves to a breaking point.
“Oh.”
Taekjoo remembered his boner and looked down. It had already gone soft before he even realized it. But the sore sensation was still there. It would probably get hard again at the slightest stimulation.
Taekjoo stared daggers at his own crotch before pushing a pillow over it. He then opened the window wide. The loud noise from the tracks drowned out the obscene moans, scattering them into the wind.
The woman’s name was Louise. She was a soon-to-be-wed French woman, on this trip to enjoy her last moments as a bachelorette. She had already traveled through Africa and Asia, visiting several of the most distant countries from her home. And now, she was going through Russia to visit the European places she was most familiar with. She said she hoped to find herself on this trip or something. After her safe return to France, she would have exactly one week until her wedding. Everything had been agreed upon with her fiancé, and perhaps he was just as enjoying his last days as a bachelor just as much.
Louise didn’t leave after breakfast. She slept through the morning in Zhenya’s bed. Late in the afternoon, when she woke up, she linked arms with Zhenya and asked him to join her in the dining car. And for some strange reason, the maniac obediently humored her. He must really like Louise, seeing how he still hung around with her when he never slept with the same woman twice. Sipping her beer after an early dinner, Louise started talking about herself. That was when Taekjoo heard all this information about her.
Every time Zhenya stepped away, Louise showed interest in Taekjoo. Taekjoo would feel an intense gaze, look up, and without missing a beat, meet her eyes. She was also the one who initiated the conversation, all smiles.
“You seemed absorbed. What kind of book is it?”
“Just another mystery novel.”
“Is that your preferred genre?”
“There’s some gratification in pointing out just how ridiculous and implausible the story the author wrote is.”
Louise giggled at the dry response. Then, she went back to gazing at Taekjoo.
“Are you bored? Would you like to read this?”
Taekjoo offered, handing her the book he had been reading without hesitation. It was his way of drawing the line. He was letting Louise know that he wouldn’t join her in her last attempt at a promiscuous single-life activity. There would be no consequence for sleeping with her, and knowing this, almost no man would refuse.
“Women are more attracted to men who ignore them. Strange, isn’t it?” asked Louise.
Taekjoo didn’t respond but simply stared at her. For a while, the two locked eyes, gazing deep inside each other.
Then, the door was pulled open, and Zhenya came in. They had drunk like sailors the night before, yet here he was, with bottles of liquor in his hands. Louise kissed Zhenya on the neck, embracing him as if she had never laid eyes on Taekjoo. Taekjoo smirked and went back to reading his book.
“Wanna join us?”
Zhenya asked all of a sudden. Taekjoo looked back, frowning. He told himself he must have misunderstood, but Zhenya nodded, confirming exactly what Taekjoo had in mind. Louise, naked, looked up. Her cheeks were rosy from the alcohol.
“I’m down. I’ve always wanted to give it a try.”
She nudged Taekjoo, gently placing her hand on Taekjoo’s arm. This wasn’t an invitation to something harmless like drinking. They were inviting Taekjoo to have sex with them, feeling each other’s skin. Were they high? Had they taken something while he wasn’t looking? He couldn’t understand why they were bothering an innocent bystander.
Taekjoo’s eyes locked with Zhenya’s.
“You’re not a priest. There’s no reward in abstaining.”
Zhenya’s mocking face annoyed Taekjoo. While they were in a standoff, Louise’s hand crept up Taekjoo’s sleeve, tickling him. It was Louise who was luring him, but Taekjoo only had eyes for Zhenya. The bastard smirked again. It was obvious what he was doing. Zhenya was just poking the bear, fully expecting Taekjoo to refuse. Taekjoo could tolerate the insult only so many times. Zhenya didn’t know when to stop.
Taekjoo made his decision. He’d been holding it in for too long. It wasn’t a bad idea to give himself a break.
Taekjoo made his demand, unbuttoning his shirt.
“Then I’m gonna go first.”
“Whoa.”
Zhenya looked surprised but stepped aside without protest. Louise looked up at Taekjoo, her eyes lit up with excitement. It was a first for her too, having sex with two men at once. And not just anyone—both men were striking, physically exceptional, well above average. They formed a striking contrast. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity she could not miss. She couldn’t tell what made the stuck-up priest-like man change his mind. He didn’t seem tempted at all earlier when she was hitting on him. But it didn’t matter. All she cared about was that the stoic one had finally caved in.
As soon as Taekjoo took off his shirt, Louise wrapped her arms around Taekjoo’s neck and pulled him closer. Taekjoo carried her to his bed. He laid her down gently. Louise brushed the annoying books off the bed. Zhenya just watched, sitting across from them with his arms crossed.
Louise kissed Taekjoo by the ear and touched his strong shoulders. Her fingers drifted down, tracing his collarbones and chest. The body was tightly built, all lean muscle. But with long, lean limbs, he never looked stocky or bulky.
After scanning Taekjoo from head to toe, Louise sucked on his neck, just above his Adam’s apple. She moaned sweetly, and Taekjoo breathed in her cloying scent. Then, he placed his hand on the back of Louise’s waist and pulled her in, pressing her body against his. As he tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear, he lightly bit her earlobe. Louise moaned feverishly as if melting under the heat of him. Taekjoo buried his lips in her warm ear and whispered.
“You’ll be sorry for inviting me. I’m not the gentle type in bed.”
“Ah!”
Louise was flipped around in an instant. Her face sank into the pillow, her hips raised in the air. Down there, Louise felt so soft. Taekjoo rubbed his hard cock on it. Until now, his cock had only known the grip of his own hand and rarely a woman’s touch recently. It visibly pulsed at the scent of real soft skin. The dip along her spine deepened with anticipation. Nervous and excited at the same time, she reached back and clutched at Taekjoo’s thigh. “Wait—ah—”
But before she could slow Taekjoo down, his rock-hard dick pushed in. Her breath hitched at the sudden, unrelenting thrust. There had barely been any foreplay to prepare her. Taekjoo weighed down on the shaking, fair body and pushed in all of his fat cock. The sharp, wet sound of skin slapping echoed in the room. Zhenya smirked. That was brutal—even he didn’t start like that. If needed, he would suck on the woman’s tits and wait for her to get wet enough. It was a price he paid ahead for the pleasure that would come later. It was also what made human intercourse different from that of animals.
But Kwon Taekjoo ignored all of that and was only focused on penetration itself. The woman had dreamed of living out some exotic romance. But instead, what she got was nothing different from beasts mating, her body down and spread beneath him. Taekjoo railed Louise. Louise moaned—a tangled mix of pain and pleasure spilling from her lips. As the thrusting became faster, Taekjoo’s breaths turned shorter as well. His brows had long been furrowed, and he was quickly drenched in sweat. The toned muscles in his body started glistening as well.
Zhenya sipped his drink, watching the entire scene unfold. His eyes were fixed on Taekjoo’s ass, which clenched tight at every thrust. It was strange how much a man’s body could entertain Zhenya.
Taekjoo ground his teeth so hard it was audible. With his head hanging down, he started going faster. He tried to hold them in, but he couldn’t stop the moans and breaths escaping his tightly clenched lips. That slick, gleaming body squirmed with pleasure, then tensed—rock solid, carved from stone. Zhenya could see even the smallest muscle trembling. It was closer to playing sports than having sex. Maybe that was it. Somewhere along the line, Zhenya forgot about his drink—his eyes locked on the scene before him. A bead of sweat clung to the tip of Taekjoo’s chin. It would probably taste ripe—salty and warm. The jet-black eyes turned warmer and warmer. The reddish tinge around his eyes gave him a suggestive look.
Zhenya was leaning in now, completely absorbed.  His eyes were fixed on Taekjoo. Taekjoo’s flexed thighs squirmed at the intense waves of numbing pleasure. Thick enough to fill a palm—taut, tense. The shoulders were wide, the waist narrow, the limbs long and straight. From behind, there was barely a curve—except for one. Naturally, the eyes dropped to the waist, to the only arc that stood out. The man’s round, firm ass was shining with sweat. Zhenya wondered what it would feel like to squeeze it. His gaze lingered at the base of his spine, tracing the shadow between his cheeks.
“Ah—ha...”
Taekjoo kept clenching his jaw, looking down. A vein appeared on his smooth forehead. Sweat darkened his brows and lashes. The relentless pounding slowed, replaced by deeper, more fluid thrusts. With each slapping thrust, his ass quivered. Watching it made Zhenya’s jaw ache.
He was aware that his glass was empty, but he couldn’t tear his eyes off Taekjoo. His brows were furrowed. His fingertips were tense. His lips formed a tight, straight line. A wave of moans surged inside his mouth, begging to be released. Zhenya didn’t miss a single detail. He engraved every one of them in his head. If Zhenya had touched Taekjoo with his tongue the way he did with his eyes, the man would already be dripping.
“It, it feels so—ah, ah!”
“Ah!”
At that moment, Taekjoo buried his cock in, and the moan he’d been holding back all this time finally broke out of him. His cock reached its limit, which also caused his ass to clench tight as well.
Zhenya’s eyes flashed as he reached for Taekjoo’s ass, unable to help himself. The movement wasn’t conscious—his hand moved before he realized it, driven by instinct. Just as his fingers grazed the curve of flesh, he froze. Zhenya looked up, dazed. Taekjoo was looking at him, panting.
Taekjoo scrunched his nose in disgust. Only then did Zhenya come to his senses. He stared down at his hand, stunned by what he’d just done. Of all asses to covet, a man’s? Zhenya asked himself. He was so baffled by himself, he couldn’t help but laugh. There was nothing special about it. It was a man’s ass, for crying out loud. It couldn’t possibly be the reason his mouth felt parched, the reason he felt so thirsty.
“Try pulling that shit on me one more time, and I’ll kill you.”
Taekjoo growled, shoving Zhenya’s hand off. Zhenya simply grinned, laughing at himself.
Taekjoo had finished once. He let go of Louise since he wanted nothing more from her. Louise was drained. She didn’t move and stayed still for a bit. Taekjoo took a chug of vodka straight from the bottle. It didn’t help the thirst, but he kept drinking anyway. Vodka trickled down his neck and chest in thin streams. Taekjoo sat down, leaning against a wall. Louise shifted closer and rested her head on his thigh. Taekjoo didn’t say anything but just passed her the vodka.
She reached for the bottle—but Zhenya yanked her back by the ankle.
“Give me ten minutes. Let me rest for just ten minutes.”
Louise spoke in a hoarse voice. Her voice was caught between a plea and a complaint. But Zhenya simply grinned and pulled her even closer. Louise kept mumbling, ten minutes, but as soon as Zhenya sucked on her breasts, she gave in and giggled. He licked the thick streak of cum along her side. Louise just laughed, feeling ticklish, but Taekjoo grimaced while watching. Their eyes met—just for a second.
Taekjoo ignored him. He deliberately gave no reaction. Taekjoo was thinking of what to do while the two were at it. Should he take a shower? Yes, his mind and body would feel better once he had taken a shower. Then, he would go to sleep right away. He didn’t care if they fucked or put on a circus all night. He had humored them enough in their wantonness.
Taekjoo stood up, thinking so.
“Oh!”
Louise let out a soft yelp as she collapsed onto Taekjoo. She was practically thrown at him. Taekjoo had no choice but to catch her in his arms. It took him a moment to realize what was happening. After pushing Louise to Taekjoo out of nowhere, Zhenya lifted the woman’s legs. Her weight shifted forward, pressing him down with the full force of her upper body. Zhenya folded Louise in half and rammed his massive cock inside her. As the huge thing paved its way inside the woman, Taekjoo, pinned beneath, felt every inch of pressure as Zhenya drove in. He couldn’t understand what this crazy bastard was thinking.
“Ah, ah... Mmmhh—ah!”
Untamed moans rang in Taekjoo’s ears. Whenever Louise moved, Taekjoo felt it vividly. The movement was delivered directly to him. When Zhenya’s thighs touched Louise’s ass cheeks, Taekjoo flinched. Zhenya buried himself to the base and let out a ragged breath. The position made him look a lot bigger.
He couldn’t seriously mean to—Taekjoo’s eyes flickered with disbelief, sensing something awful coming. Almost at the same time, Zhenya’s lips drew a devilish smile. Taekjoo tried to push Louise off him, but Zhenya didn’t allow even a bit of space to come between them. He pulled back—and slammed in again. He began pounding deep. With every thrust, Louise’s body was pushed back, pushing Taekjoo as well and hitting his head against the wall.
“Ah, ah... It’s—it’s too—ah!”
Louise was losing her grip on herself. The pleasure was so intense that she was seeing flashing lights. Her moans turned into borderline screams as she thrashed uncontrollably. Taekjoo couldn’t fathom where her strength was coming from, but the woman, lost in her bliss, crushed him beneath her, over and over. Zhenya didn’t care. He just kept digging in deep. Zhenya’s thrusts were so brutal, it felt like Taekjoo was the one being fucked. When the distance between him and the bastard maniac closed in, Taekjoo felt like he was violated somewhere deep, behind his navel. Even his crotch throbbed from the overwhelming sensation.
Taekjoo pushed Zhenya to get out of the situation. Well, that was what he was attempting to do, but Zhenya was faster. He grasped Taekjoo’s wrists and wrenched both furious arms. Taekjoo tried everything to free himself, but he was no match for the monstrous strength. The trembling wrists were finally pinned against the wall. Now that Zhenya had blocked all of Taekjoo’s movement, he started pounding hard.
“You fucking—!”
“Mmmhh, ahhhh!”
Just as Taekjoo started cussing, Louise started moaning like her life depended on it. She even held onto Taekjoo’s thighs to stop herself from slipping. Taekjoo was helpless against the couple rushing toward their ecstasy. He glared at Zhenya, his eyes full of anger. shot Zhenya a furious glare. Zhenya didn’t flinch. Their eyes locked, and the tension snapped taut. In fact, Zhenya hadn’t taken his eyes off Taekjoo—not even before it all began.
Fucking crazy bastard. What the hell does he want?
Taekjoo looked away, but Zhenya’s gaze persisted. Zhenya’s face twisted from the intensity, but his eyes never left Taekjoo. The more he pounded, the more Taekjoo felt like his nonexistent hole was being penetrated. It was a strange experience. They were both men, but Zhenya’s body was so big it was enough to intimidate Taekjoo. Taekjoo felt like might burst—come apart into something shapeless.
He’s gonna eat you alive. Taekjoo’s instincts screamed it, flashing red like flares. He felt like his vision blurred. There was no way to think straight in a situation this absurd.
Louise was gushing and dripping down there, and Zhenya’s giant cock kept driving into her, squelching loud enough to echo. Taekjoo was forced to hear all of it.
The deep, hard thrusts repeated over and over—Zhenya pulling all the way back, then driving in again. Sometimes the cock slipped, missing its target entirely. It had already slammed its thick head into Taekjoo’s knees and thighs more than once. It pounded with a force that felt like it could dig a hole where there wasn’t one. A few times, Zhenya did it on purpose, brushing the flushed, swollen tip against Taekjoo’s thighs. Every time Taekjoo was about to protest the suspicious movement, Zhenya acted like he didn’t know what Taekjoo was complaining about.
Zhenya was making fun of Taekjoo, playing with him like a toy. He knew how to violate someone without directly touching them. Yes, Louise was there between them, he wasn’t pounding her body—he was pounding Taekjoo’s pride. Lying there, letting Zhenya shake him, Taekjoo felt more humiliated than actually being fucked in the behind.
“Ah, mmmhh! Ha, ha—aaaahhh!”
Louise struggled to breathe, and soon enough, with a loud thump, Zhenya fell on Louise as she shook like she was electrocuted. Zhenya pulled out right after. His cock, denied its release, throbbed in protest. Zhenya put it against Taekjoo’s thigh and began rubbing it hard. The cock—its tip twitching like it had a will of its own—erupted, and Zhenya’s grip on Taekjoo’s arms tightened.
“Ah….”
Thick cum shot up in the air. Taekjoo turned his face away instantly, but he couldn’t avoid it getting on his eyelids. The viscous fluid slowly trickled down the side of Taekjoo’s face. Zhenya didn’t let go of his wrists until then.
“Oops... My bad.”
He grinned, muttering something that didn’t even resemble an apology. Taekjoo stared death at Zhenya. Cum clung to his eyelid and seeped into his eye, turning the whole area red. Taekjoo clenched his jaw so hard that veins started popping up visibly. His hands balled into tight fists, shaking with rage.
He promised himself that someday, he would kill Zhenya with his own hands.
***
Another day had begun. Taekjoo was just stepping out after washing his face when he heard the announcement say that they would soon be arriving in Irkutsk. That explained the sudden buzz in the air. The biggest and deepest lake in the world, Lake Baikal, was the highlight of the Trans-Siberian journey. It was where most tourists got off, and Louise was no exception.
Zhenya had been nowhere to be seen all morning. Taekjoo couldn’t understand what could keep him so busy. Zhenya was supposed to be Taekjoo’s partner, yet he never said a word about where he went. How was this any different from carrying out the mission alone? Taekjoo wondered. It felt like nothing but a waste of time.
And speaking of waste of time, Taekjoo recalled what happened the night before. It soured his mood. Every time the scene replayed in his head, he found himself washing his face again. However, the unpleasant feeling of being violated did not go away. It still felt like that sticky fluid was trailing down his cheek. Zhenya called it a mistake, but it was clearly deliberate. It was obvious he was looking for a fight, which only made Taekjoo angrier.
Taekjoo clenched his jaw but then started shaking his head. If he let it get to him, then it was as good as letting Zhenya get to him. Unnecessary, idle thoughts only lead to failure. Taekjoo had to maintain his cool whether his partner—more like a nuisance—made him want to scrub his ears and eyes clean.
Taekjoo popped his finger joints as he looked into the surveillance video.
“...!”
He flinched. Hong Yeowook’s seat was vacant. Maybe he went to the restroom. For the past few days, Hong had left his seat a couple of times in the morning to go to the restroom. So Taekjoo just had to wait a bit—Hong would be back soon enough.
But Hong Yeowook didn’t reappear even after a long time. There was no point in waiting any longer. He prepared his Colt and left his compartment.
The corridor of the first-class car was still quiet. Taekjoo expected Zhenya to be taking a phone call out in the corridor, but he wasn’t there either. He had this talent of disappearing at important moments.
Taekjoo put in his earphones as he walked, and a volume controller appeared on his phone screen. He wasn’t about enjoying a stroll with music. He set up the device meticulously as he silently brought it close and hovered it over every closed door in the premium and first-class cars. He tapped the volume button—sounds from the other side came through clearly. Taekjoo could hear someone sleeping here, someone offering coffee there. But nothing stood out.
He decided it would be better to move on to the second-class compartments and start looking for Hong. He continued walking with the earphones still on.
Most second-class passengers were travelers, who marveled at the endless horizon of snow they were seeing for the first time. They exclaimed at everything, even at a lone tree standing, and hurried to take a picture. The hallway jammed with excited tourists. Taekjoo was barely able to step forward and scan the seats thoroughly. Maybe Hong had noticed someone following him. He could be hiding somewhere. The train had been traveling nonstop since last night. It wasn’t like Hong had flown out or vanished underground. All Taekjoo had to do was look closely—he’d find him.
This was what he told himself. Still, he couldn’t help the anxiety creeping in once his target vanished from sight. If Zhenya had been a real partner, they could’ve taken shifts for 24-hour surveillance. Taekjoo blamed himself. He knew what kind of an asshole Zhenya was. He should’ve kept an even closer eye on Hong. Instead, he fell for Zhenya’s trick. Taekjoo regretted what he’d done. He was almost running from the anxiety.
He pushed out of the second-class car, weaving through a sea of people and luggage. Right before him stood the third-class compartment. It was cramped to begin with, and now that the train had stopped, it was basically a madhouse. Taekjoo took a deep breath, bracing himself before opening the door.
“Waaaaaaaaaahh!”
A baby’s loud wail was the first to welcome Taekjoo. There wasn’t even floor space to step on. The trapped air smelled foul. The passengers were either stretched out, tired from the train ride, or chatting to pass the time. Vendors wore hardened expressions, focused solely on unloading and sorting their wares. It was a challenge just to make it through the narrow space. Looking for Hong at the same time felt almost impossible.
Taekjoo’s eyes scanned quickly as he waded through the sea of luggage. He checked every face, prodded at bags, making sure he missed nothing. He looked everywhere, but Hong was nowhere to be found. Was he in the restroom? Or in the dining car? He smoothed out the fresh wrinkles in his shirt and made his way to the dining car.He stepped into the dining car, greeted by the warm aroma of coffee. It was breakfast time, but There weren’t many people, which made it easier to look around. People sat spaced far away from each other. Among them, the only Asian was a woman sitting alone. And there was no way that she could be Hong in disguise because of the difference in physique. He wouldn’t have had enough time to disguise himself as a Caucasian either. In the end, Taekjoo eft the dining car empty-handed.
Just then, a sudden thought made him tilt his head. Never mind Hong, but Taekjoo hadn’t seen Zhenya either. He had looked everywhere thoroughly. He was too big to be missed. Where the hell was he?
Taekjoo kept asking himself as he stared out the window. The train rolled on, past endless fields of snow. Sporadic trees stood draped in white, like they’d been tucked in. Everywhere the sunlight touched, everything it fell upon sparkled as if sprinkled with gold. Taekjoo stared blankly, organizing his thoughts.
That was when he heard it.
“...?”
Taekjoo turned his head to look and saw that there was a restroom. It was mostly used by second- and third-class passengers—and just now, Taekjoo had sensed movement inside. He stepped closer and pressed his ear to the door—but heard nothing. He pulled out his phone and held it near the door. Through his earphones, he caught only the faint sound of fabric brushing against the door. Was it Hong Yeowook? Or Zhenya?
Taekjoo tried the doorknob without hesitation, but it was locked from the inside. It was strange. Passengers on the Trans-Siberian weren’t allowed to use the restroom for 10 to 30 minutes before major stops. And in major stops like Irkutsk, restrooms were usually barred for thirty minutes. Taekjoo had left his compartment about forty minutes before the arrival, which was over twenty minutes ago. Which meant less than twenty minutes remained until the stop. Who could be inside the restroom that was supposed to be locked up? It could be a staff. But still, Taekjoo had to check himself.
He took a couple of steps back and pulled out his Colt from his side, aiming at the door.
That was when he felt the back of his head contract, hair standing on end. It was instinctual. Taekjoo turned and looked back. Even as his sight quickly whirled, he caught a man in his vision. A hoodie covered his head, a mask his face. Taekjoo couldn’t see who it was. He didn’t hesitate and aimed his gun at the man. Almost instantly, the man raised his own gun and aimed back. The long arms crossed midair.
Who is that? Is it Hong Yeowook?
Taekjoo half-pulled his trigger, trying to identify the man. But at that exact moment, something heavy hit the back of his head.
“Argh!”
His vision snapped to black—the world shattered like glass. The ambush had come out of nowhere. He didn’t hear the restroom door open, let alone a person moving.
Taekjoo swayed while holding his head. Warmth trickled down the back of his neck. He must be bleeding. It didn’t take long for him to smell the rusty blood in the air. Even as the world swayed around him, Taekjoo stayed vigilant. He kept aiming between the man and the restroom door.
But that didn’t last long. Taekjoo’s knees buckled. His body, barely hanging on, gave out. He tried to push himself up, straining against the floor. But it was a useless. His body was limp, and he couldn’t move at all.
His vision blurred, shadows shifting all around him. He couldn’t make out faces or shapes—just silhouettes in motion. And yet, a powerful sense of déjà vu washed over him.
Just before blacking out, Taekjoo thought he saw Zhenya.
(To be continued in Book 2)
Codename Anastasia Vol. 1
Copyright© 2025 - Boyseason
Publisher - Mullebooks
E-mail - ask.mullebooks@gmail.com
All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law.
Translation – Team Mullebooks
Proofreader - Team Mullebooks
Cover artist - EEFE
Price- USD 7.99
ISBN 979-11-93753-20-0

Glossary
[1] Sunbae is a Korean title for someone senior in a specific setting, like school, work, or a club. It refers to someone who joined the same organization before you.
[2] The Nara River flows through the Moscow and Tula regions in Russia and is a tributary of the Oka River.
[3] Doljabi is a Korean tradition in which a baby selects an object on their first birthday. The item chosen is believed to predict the child’s future, making it a playful way to guess what they might grow up to be.
[4] "Shibal" is a Korean profanity equivalent to the English F-word. It is commonly used to express emotions such as anger, frustration, or annoyance.
[5] The Volga, produced by GAZ, is a Soviet and Russian car known for its strength, spaciousness, and common use as a taxi or official vehicle.
[6] Equivalent to approximately thirty-five US dollars.
[7] An oligarch is a wealthy and powerful individual who is part of a small ruling group that controls a country, organization, or industry. Russian oligarchs specifically refer to those who amassed wealth in the 1990s through post-Soviet privatization.
[8] The State Duma is the lower house of Russian parliament, tasked with drafting and passing legislation.
[9] “Ne, uhmuhnee. Jeoyeyo” is a Korean sentence that translates to “Yes, Mother. It’s me.”
[10] “Uhmuhnee” means “mother” in Korean. Unlike “umma,” which is more casual and affectionate—akin to “mom” or “mommy”—“uhmuhnee” is a more formal and respectful way to refer to one’s mother.
[11] Nu ty i glupaya zayka, a Russian phrase that translates to “You silly little bunny,” in English.
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