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  Codename Anastasia Vol. 2


  5. Twilight


  6. Counterattack


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




  5. Twilight


  Boys, I trust you to look after your mother.


  Every day, before he left for work, Taekjoo’s father would say this to Taekjoo and his brother. Young Taekjoo had always found that a strange way to say goodbye. He couldn’t tell why, but he felt that it wouldn’t be weird if his father didn’t return home one day. Indeed, the words Taekjoo’s father told his boys every morning turned out to be his last.


  Taekjoo’s mother wailed, sobbed, and screamed at the funeral, overcome with sorrow. Before he even knew what he was doing, Taekjoo stepped back and ran away from his mother, startled by her heartbreaking cries and gut-wrenching shrieks. Looking back on that day, Taekjoo thought that he might have been scared. Back then, the unfamiliar sight of his grieving, devastated mother shocked Taekjoo more than the sorrow of never seeing his father again.


  But his older brother was different. He was not yet an adult himself, but at that moment, he was the most grown-up person around. As if he had always foreseen, to some degree, the inevitability of this day, he carried out his duties as a sangju[1] faithfully. It was also he who managed to coax his mother to eat something. And when the funeral was over, Taekjoo’s brother wasn’t shaken by the new weight the death of their father had placed on his shoulders—all the expectations, concerns, and responsibilities. He was someone who always did what was right and stood firmly by his beliefs. He was the shoulder his mother leaned on and the shade that sheltered his brother. Thanks to him, Taekjoo barely felt their father’s absence.


  The brothers weren’t particularly close. The six-year age gap between them was one reason, and another was Taekjoo’s brother’s job, which kept him away from home. They were neither best friends nor strangers. That was simply the nature of their relationship.


  Unless there was a special occasion, the brothers didn’t bother each other. So, it bothered Taekjoo one day when he got a call from his brother out of the blue. He immediately sensed that something was wrong, but his brother simply said he was calling just to say hi and catch up. There was nothing unusual or unnerving about the conversation.


  “I’ll be out at sea for at least two months this time. Look after Mother for me, okay?”


  Their last conversation was as uneventful as any other. Yet, for some reason, something about it kept bothering Taekjoo, though he couldn’t say why. He brushed it off, telling himself he was just overreacting. Nothing had happened to him or his family, after all. He let his guard down and tried to ignore the unease bubbling up inside him.


  Accidents always happen when you least expect them. And just when Taekjoo had finally stopped worrying, it happened, taking him completely by surprise. That night, Taekjoo received a call. He heard the words clearly, but their meaning wouldn’t sink in. It felt like a nightmare. He had no idea how he even got to the scene. Taekjoo and his mother were beside themselves.


  A crowd had already gathered—Navy officers, the bereaved, journalists, and bystanders. That was where Taekjoo’s memory cut off. From that moment on, he was barely himself. All he could recall was the overwhelming mix of despair, sorrow, and anger, and how disconnected he felt in the midst of it.


  Taekjoo kept vigil day and night at the wake, snatching only brief naps. Sleep and wakefulness were beyond his control, neither following his will. In between, he dreamed of his father and brother. They spoke in unison, as if they had agreed on what to say before appearing to Taekjoo. He grew weary of their relentless demands. When Taekjoo covered his ears, his father and brother began yelling, urging him to answer them. In Taekjoo’s dreams, the two were broken, trapped in the mangled state of their bodies from their final moments.


  When Taekjoo woke up screaming, his mother was sitting next to him. She had lost consciousness after identifying her eldest son’s body. Taekjoo had been worried about her. But, much to his relief, his mother appeared to be her usual self, at least on the outside. Knowing Taekjoo had a nightmare, she held his hand tightly and brushed back his sweat-dampened hair.


  You’re all I have now. You’re my only reason to live.


  Her eyes flashed as she spoke the only remaining purpose of her life aloud.


  Taekjoo inhaled sharply as he opened his eyes. His vision widened at once, catching the faint quiver of his own lashes. A consistent hum buzzed through his head, making him dizzy. He felt a surface. It was cold and hard. A window, Taekjoo guessed. Slowly blinking, he watched the scenery rush by outside. Everything was white—the scattered buildings, cars abandoned by the roadside, and dense trees. It was as if the city were made of snow.


  Taekjoo wondered whether he was still inside the train. But he quickly concluded that he wasn’t. He couldn’t hear the sound of wheels rolling on the tracks or feel the familiar vibrations of a moving train. Still, he was moving—whether by his will or not. He had no memory of switching to another form of transportation.


  “Are you up?”


  Taekjoo was trying to understand what was happening when he heard a familiar voice. Their eyes met in the rearview mirror, and Taekjoo recognized him instantly by the familiar curve of his smiling eyes. It was Zhenya.


  “What the hell—ow!”


  Taekjoo groaned as the sharp pain shot through the back of his head. He felt the area and realized that his head had been bandaged. The last scene he could recall flashed in his mind.


  He had been searching for Hong Yeowook when two men ambushed him. Had he been unconscious since then? He couldn’t tell how much time had passed, how he’d gotten off the train, where he was now, or even what car he was in.


  Taekjoo stared at the rearview mirror, searching for answers.


  “A lot has happened while you were knocked out.”


  Zhenya smiled again. Zhenya looked so cheerful that he might burst into song. Taekjoo found it annoying but didn’t say anything. He simply glared at his partner. He didn’t mind being the butt of the joke if it meant finding out what had happened while he was unconscious.


  But Zhenya just grinned, leaving his curiosity hanging.


  “Don’t you remember anything?”


  “Nothing.”


  “Maybe it’s better that way. If you did remember, you’d just die of embarrassment.”


  “Stop beating around the bush and tell me everything.”


  “Well, if you're that eager to embarrass yourself, be my guest. I went back to the compartment, and you were gone. Not in the shower, either. I waited a few minutes, but you didn’t come back, and your radio was out of reach. Something didn’t feel right, so I started looking for you. Lo and behold, you were passed out in front of the restroom.”


  “Hong suddenly disappeared. I went out to look for him, but I was attacked by two men. I think they’re with Hong. Did you see their faces?”


  “Not sure see is the right word here.”


  “The answer is either yes or no, nothing in between.”


  “Their faces got ruined so soon. Not much left to see.”


  Taekjoo had a feeling that Zhenya had a lot to do with their faces being ruined. There was no way Zhenya had been motivated by some noble urge to avenge his dear partner. Only a fool would expect such an act of friendship and justice from him. Rather, Zhenya would’ve seen this as an excuse for his own twisted enjoyment.


  Taekjoo gave him a withering glare.


  “Self-defense. It was self-defense.”


  Zhenya spoke in his usual languid tone, as though the drawl itself could excuse what he’d done. Taekjoo was speechless.


  “I trust that you took care of them after confirming their identities, right? Were they sent by the Bogdanovs?”


  Taekjoo asked, clinging to a sliver of hope—but Zhenya shut it down with a flat no. What he said next was beyond belief.


  “I think they’re skinheads. You know—white supremacists, the kind that think they’re here to take over the world.”


  “What?”


  “They got you.”


  No way. Taekjoo was certain that one of the two men was Hong Yeowook. It made sense, considering how Hong was nowhere to be found even after Taekjoo had searched through the entire train. The two men attacked him as soon as they saw him, which made Taekjoo think they must have known they were being followed. The man in the black hoodie even had the latest model of a gun. There was no doubt—they knew exactly who Taekjoo was.


  So, according to Zhenya, they were just random racists, and the whole thing was a coincidence? To be fair, this was Russia they were talking about, so it wasn’t entirely impossible. Yet, Taekjoo couldn’t help but feel suspicious about the timing of it all.


  Even if Zhenya’s version of events was completely true, a few questions still lingered. If Hong wasn’t one of the attackers, where the hell had he gone? The train hadn’t stopped once between last night and this morning, and Taekjoo had started looking for Hong before the train had even reached Irkutsk. The only place Hong could have hidden in that brief span of time was the restroom.


  And that wasn’t the only strange thing. Zhenya was also nowhere to be found when Taekjoo had been searching for Hong. If Hong and Zhenya were completely unrelated to Taekjoo’s attackers, where could they have both been during that same time period? It’s not like they could’ve been clinging to the underside of the train or hiding in the ceiling.


  Taekjoo’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the rearview mirror.


  “And where were you during that time?”


  “Are you accusing me? Or just whining because I wasn’t there to save you?”


  “I searched every nook and cranny for Hong. But neither he nor you were anywhere to be found.”


  “Every nook and cranny, huh? Are you sure? I didn’t see you where I was.”


  “And what do you mean by that?”


  “Did you check the conductor’s compartment?”


  “The... conductor’s compartment?”


  Taekjoo was stunned for a moment. He hadn’t expected that. Of course, he hadn’t checked the conductor’s compartment. The thought didn’t even cross his mind. Zhenya had no reason to be there either unless the conductor was a woman. If he had been there, it would explain why Taekjoo hadn’t seen him at all during his search. Still, it wasn’t enough to resolve all of Taekjoo’s doubts.


  “What were you doing there?”


  “Well, unlike someone who slept like a baby during an active mission, I stayed up all night watching Hong. Out of nowhere, he got up in the middle of the night. Normally, he’d be reading during those hours, but there he was, getting up when the train hadn’t even reached the destination. Something seemed off, so I went to his compartment. I met the woman in charge of that section of the train and asked if she had seen him. She was unusually cooperative and told me he wanted to change his final destination from Irkutsk to Moscow, asking her how to do it. She gave him a textbook answer—go speak with the conductor.”


  To change one’s destination mid-journey, a passenger had to speak with the conductor. This was usually for people traveling farther than their initial destination. But Hong Yeowook was already traveling to Moscow. Even if there had been some booking error, there was no real reason for him to see the conductor. His original destination was the final stop of the train, so all he had to do was get off at any stop and request a refund for the remaining journey. Most of all, it didn’t make sense for an undercover agent to bother with something as trivial as the fare for the last leg of the trip.


  Could it be—


  Taekjoo connected the dots. He looked into the rearview mirror. Zhenya gave a slow nod, confirming his suspicion.


  “Yeah, he was in the conductor’s compartment, and Bogdanov’s messenger was the conductor.”


  Taekjoo felt like he’d just taken a punch to the gut. Had this been their plan all along to get in touch with Hong Yeowook? Taekjoo had expected the Bogdanovs to have another person on board, a messenger disguised as a passenger or possibly one of the train attendants. What he hadn’t considered was that the Bogdanovs would be powerful enough to have someone from the public workforce at their disposal. That turned out to be Taekjoo’s critical miscalculation.


  As the saying goes, there’s always a bigger fish. Taekjoo’s tense, rigid shoulders slumped.


  “And? Where are they? Did you miss them?”


  “Yes and no.”


  To Taekjoo, this was grave—but Zhenya just kept joking, dodging the point. Taekjoo had never been patient, and what little patience he had, he was quickly running out.


  “Give me a proper answer.”


  “Spoiler. Hong didn’t get off in Irkutsk.”


  “Where, then?”


  “After the meeting, he hopped on a helicopter and flew off—literally vanished into thin air from a moving train.”


  “Is that even possible?”


  “Nothing’s impossible as long as you’re willing to risk a fifty-fifty shot at death.”


  Zhenya was right. It wasn’t entirely impossible. But Taekjoo couldn’t believe it. He’d never imagined anything like this could happen.


  Hong had gone to the conductor’s compartment with the excuse that he was changing his final destination. The conductor—playing middleman—had arranged a helicopter pick up. He was the conductor. Slowing the train just enough for Hong to jump off safely would’ve been easy. The train would have been approaching Irkutsk at the time. No one would have found it strange or suspicious that the train was slowing down—Taekjoo certainly hadn’t.


  Hong left in a helicopter, and the train continued to Irkutsk. Even if someone came after Hong at that point, he would already be far gone. The conductor, an accomplice, would head toward Moscow. And to everyone else, it would seem like nothing happened—a perfect crime.


  All of this went down while Taekjoo lingered by the restroom. He was devastated. He had known he might miss Hong, but not like this. Not in this way. Not after everything he had done. His frustration boiled over, and he took it out on Zhenya.


  “And you just watched him go?”


  “What should I have done? Shot down a flying helicopter?”


  It was an impossible scenario, but this was no ordinary man. This was Zhenya. Taekjoo felt like he could have if he wanted to. He could picture Zhenya swatting the helicopter out of the sky like a fly. It was hard to believe Zhenya had let Hong slip when the man was right in front of him.


  Once Zhenya set his sights on something, he never let it slip away—Taekjoo knew that. If something or someone got away, it would only be because Zhenya let it happen. At least, that was the Zhenya Taekjoo had seen and known. And Taekjoo wasn’t wrong. Zhenya quickly acknowledged that he had let Hong escape.


  “I let him go because we don’t need to stop him right now. We also don’t need to let anyone know that Hong has someone tailing him.”


  “How could you be so confident?”


  Taekjoo snapped. Zhenya chucked something at him. Taekjoo caught it, and when he looked down, he saw a GPS location tracker. On the screen, a red dot blinked on a map.


  “What’s this?”


  “My confidence.”


  “You put a bug on Hong?”


  “That would be too easy for them to notice.”


  “Then, what?”


  “I fed it to him.”


  “You what—fed it to him?”


  “I observed what he ate for the past few days—just a bit of bread. He clearly wasn’t a fan of Russian cuisine. When other Asians around him started eating Chinese instant noodles, he seemed quite interested. So I asked the snack vendor lady for a little favor.”


  Zhenya had used her to slip a micro-tracking device inside Hong. To an Asian man who had been surviving on nothing but bread for days, a bowl of hot soup would have felt like a real meal, maybe a salvation. And if that soup had a little kick to it, it would have easily softened Hong, making him let his guard down. As a Korean, Kwon Taekjoo could relate to the man all too well.


  Taekjoo hated to admit it, but Zhenya had made the right call. If they had restrained Hong Yeowook by force, the Bogdanov party would have found out about the two. In that case, the mafia might have abandoned their initial plan to protect their secrecy.


  Letting Hong go and following him was the more productive strategy. The goal of this mission wasn’t to stop Bogdanov from getting in touch with Hong but to confirm the existence and identity of SS-29.


  “It definitely lasts a day,” said Zhenya.


  It also meant that they only had a day. By the time Hong had defecated what he had eaten, the GPS tracker would be useless. All Taekjoo could do was keep his fingers crossed and hope that Hong would reach SS-29 before his next bowel movement.


  The red dot kept drifting southeast. The traffic sign outside the window told Taekjoo that they were heading toward Lake Baikal. It could be Hong’s final destination—or just another stop along the way. Taekjoo had no way to know for sure. The good news was that they were getting closer and closer to the red dot.


  The off-road vehicle Taekjoo and Zhenya were in raced across the vast, empty field. The road was empty—no people, no cars, nothing. Taekjoo suddenly felt lightheaded. He might have bled too much from the attack.


  A dense army of cedar trees flanked both sides of the road. Snow covered their dry branches, heightening the solemnity of the scene. It was a world of nothing but glistening snow and trees.


  Soon, even the cedar forest gave way to an endless horizon of snow. The piled-up snow blurred the lines between the road and its surroundings. It felt both liberating and suffocating, like a boundless whiteness with no end in sight—beautiful, yet desperate.


  Taekjoo’s eyes darted around, looking for any sign of life. Soon, he spotted a flock of sheep. Due to the severe cold in the region, their coats were especially long and thick. The wooden houses that appeared every now and then had steep roofs, built to endure massive piles of snow.


  After tearing through the vast whiteness, Taekjoo gradually grasped that they were deep in the heart of Siberia.


  “How’s your head? It’s stapled.”


  Zhenya asked out of the blue. Taekjoo looked at him in the mirror and met his gaze, his hand unconsciously touching his bandaged head.


  Taekjoo had no idea what had hit him, but the blow was strong enough that he wouldn’t have been surprised to learn his skull had cracked. The bandage barely had any blood on it—the staples must be holding up well. Only one bothered him at the moment: who had done the stapling?


  A doctor for sure. It has to be a doctor, of course. There was no way a train that long didn’t have medical staff. Then again, maybe Taekjoo had been rushed to a hospital the moment they reached Irkutsk. The more he searched for a rational explanation, the faster his anxiety snowballed.


  “Who did it?”


  “I did.”


  It was the last answer Taekjoo wanted to hear. The thought of being completely unconscious in Zhenya’s hands gave Taekjoo the chills. He could practically picture the look on Zhenya’s face as he stapled Taekjoo’s head shut. It explained why he was asking how Taekjoo was doing, which was very unlike him.


  Zhenya kept rambling, diving into things Taekjoo never asked to hear, like the state of Taekjoo’s skull when Zhenya first found him, how much blood he had lost, what the weapon used to strike him looked like, and what it was like to staple human flesh. The more Zhenya talked, the more Taekjoo’s head throbbed. He had to change the topic and stop Zhenya from giving more graphic details.


  “Anyway, did you get to say goodbye to Louise?”


  “Who?” asked Zhenya.


  “What do you mean who? You know, that soon-to-be-married French woman. I thought you liked her.”


  “I did?”


  Zhenya looked genuinely baffled, like he had no idea what Taekjoo was talking about. He even pointed at himself as he asked, unable to believe what he had just heard. Why was he playing dumb all of a sudden?


  “You said you never sleep with the same woman twice—yet you slept with her three times.”


  Taekjoo was getting irritated. He couldn’t understand why he had to be the one explaining all this to Zhenya. His irritation appeared on his face, and Zhenya caught it in the mirror. He smirked. That’s it? Zhenya mumbled, his tone quite careless.


  “Strictly speaking, she was your type,” Zhenya added.


  “What?”


  “You said you like your women with some meat on them. She looked like your type.”


  Was he seriously saying he went after Louise just because she fit the type Taekjoo had made up on a whim?


  Suddenly, the past couple of days flashed before Taekjoo’s eyes like a movie reel, especially that last night on the train, entangled with Zhenya and Louise, too weak to resist their temptation. Taekjoo vividly remembered the damn look on Zhenya’s face after he’d smeared another person’s face with his cum.


  Taekjoo rolled down the window in the backseat. The icy wind howled outside, merciless and unrelenting. It tugged at his hair, the bandage on his head, and his clothes—whipping them around in the wind. He stared into the distance, trying to rein in his anger. He shut his eyes tight for a moment. When he opened them again, they burned with a determination that hadn’t been there before.


  “I never got to see for myself, since you’re so hell-bent on hiding your body. Tell me—are there abs under there or not?”


  Taekjoo asked, his jaw clenched. Every word came out through clenched teeth. Zhenya’s eyes flicked to the rearview mirror at the sudden question.


  “Out of nowhere? Where is this coming from?” he asked.


  “This is coming from I’m going to beat the crap out of you once the mission is completed.”


  That was a declaration of war. Zhenya was silent for a moment, then burst into laughter. Taekjoo was dead serious, but someone clearly wasn’t taking his threat the same way. The bastard kept laughing for a good while, then finally stopped—and rolled the backseat window back up.


  “I’ll look forward to it.”


  His lips stayed curled in a smile.


  ***


  Lake Baikal, the blue heart of Siberia, boasts a history spanning more than twenty-five million years. Its area alone covers 12,165 square miles, with a diameter of 395 miles and a circumference of 1,367 miles. This colossal lake holds twenty-two islands—Olkhon being the largest and only inhabited one.


  Traveling to Olkhon requires careful timing, as the vast lake can only be crossed during two seasons—winter, when it is frozen solid, or summer, when it becomes a body of flowing water. People crossing it in summer travel by boat, but during winter, cars drive on the surface of the frozen lake.


  There were no roads or paths on the lake, but that didn’t stop Zhenya from driving straight across it. He could have chosen a smoother route and avoided driving on the uneven surface of the ice, but the man, in his usual stubborn fashion, insisted on driving in a straight line. Because of his pigheadedness, the entire vehicle bounced nonstop across the ice. But Taekjoo didn’t complain—he simply stayed quiet. It felt like solid ground—just another stretch of the road—but in reality, they were suspended above bottomless water. Taekjoo knew the ice beneath them was thick, yet he couldn’t shake the anxiety that it might give way.


  Fortunately, Taekjoo’s worst nightmare didn’t come true—at least, not until they reached Olkhon. Even the mighty Baikal succumbed to the brutal temperature of -50°C.


  They got out of the car. Taekjoo turned to look back at the way they had come. The world, buried in snow, was so silent that a pin drop would echo. Time seemed to have stopped. For a brief moment, Taekjoo was left speechless, overwhelmed by the sublime beauty of the endless icy expanse.


  Starting from the dock, there was no defined road or path—just the tracks left behind by previous vehicles. Wherever they went became the road. Taekjoo and Zhenya carved their own path through the untouched snow.


  The target had been on Olkhon for quite some time already. They followed the blinking red dot, riding along the side of a mountain. In the distance, there stood a lone mansion. It was small compared to the Bogdanov residence, but considering the size of the island, it was a noticeable establishment.


  The car pulled up just out of sight of the mansion. On the screen, the blinking red dot now completely overlapped with the tracker’s location. Hong Yeowook was definitely here.


  Taekjoo leaned forward, placing his head between the driver’s and passenger’s seats to get a better look at the place.


  “Is that it?” he asked.


  “I think so,” Zhenya responded.


  Taekjoo first checked the CCTV cameras placed in every corner. He couldn’t find a single blind spot.


  “I don’t think we can just barge in there.”


  “Why not?” Zhenya asked.


  Taekjoo looked at his partner in disbelief. Why not? Was he being serious?


  The mansion wasn’t just located on Olkhon Island. It sat atop a cliff with a steep, sheer drop. The wind whipped fiercely around the island, funneled up the cliffside, and rose with almost violent force. This made any aerial approach nearly impossible. As of now, there wasn’t even a pipe or ventilator that could be used to gain entry. CCTV cameras were densely installed along the gates and the concrete fence, with remotely controlled automatic rifles mounted below.


  “Don’t you see that? What—are you going to tell me you got nine lives?”


  Taekjoo’s intention was obviously to mock him, but Zhenya raised his chin high, his expression growing increasingly proud. Once again, Taekjoo didn’t mean these words as a compliment, but it was pointless trying to convey this through facial expressions. At some point, Taekjoo looked away. The idiot was starting to puff out his chest and widen his shoulders. Taekjoo cringed internally, feeling secondhand embarrassment as Zhenya shamelessly showed off.


  “It’s enough that we know where Hong is for now. Busting in through the front doors is just a crazy idea. I suggest we stay nearby and assess the situation first.”


  Zhenya agreed without making a fuss, then swerved the wheel and drove off in a different direction. Of course, he didn’t share any details about their new destination. Zhenya drove without hesitation, even though there were barely any signs indicating the way. He didn’t need a map either—he seemed to know the area well.


  Taekjoo kept staring at the blinking red dot as it moved farther away from him. Then, the car lurched violently to one side. The car jolted to a stop on the steep slope, tilting so sharply It nearly flipped. Did something jump out in front of them? Taekjoo wondered as he straightened up. Then, Zhenya abruptly threw open the door.


  “Out.”


  Taekjoo was confused by the command. Was Zhenya planning to camp out here? He looked around, but there was no sign of a house. Gripping the passenger seat, he stared at Zhenya. Zhenya was about to close the door and head toward the trunk, but he paused when he noticed the unrelenting glare Taekjoo was shooting at him. He leaned in, met Taekjoo’s eyes with infuriating calm, and smirked.


  “I’m not going to eat you, so get out of the car.”


  Zhenya wasted no time making fun of Taekjoo. Taekjoo couldn’t afford to show weakness—not after hearing that. With a grumble, he got out of the car. The moment his feet hit the ground he realized how much the vehicle had shielded him from the biting wind. Wearing only a shirt and jacket, he instinctively hunched his shoulders and clenched his jaw, worried that if he opened his mouth, his teeth would start chattering uncontrollably. It was surprising how the human heart didn’t freeze in such cold.


  Meanwhile, Zhenya retrieved a fur coat from the trunk and put it on. The coat was so exquisitely crafted that it surpassed even those made from the hide of freshly hunted animals. While Taekjoo stood still with his body pressed against the car door, shivering from the cold, Zhenya walked past him and started marching in a direction. When he noticed Taekjoo wasn’t following, he glanced back. Taekjoo forced himself to move, responding to Zhenya’s unspoken urging to hurry up.


  Climbing uphill from the other side was no easy task. They had to face the roaring wind head-on, which had already ridden the slope and gained momentum before descending on them. Taekjoo would take a step forward, but the snow beneath his feet would push him back, reversing his progress. He tried to catch his breath, yet it felt like he was inhaling more ice than air, making it difficult to breathe.


  Taekjoo gritted his teeth, recalling his time in the army’s special forces as he climbed the hill with all his might. It didn’t take long for him to realize why Zhenya had brought him here. At the foot of the hill, there was an inn. It didn’t seem to have many rooms, but in their current state, the two would be grateful for whatever the inn had to offer.


  The wind roared again in the brief moment they paused. Taekjoo had been trailing behind Zhenya like a cow being dragged to the slaughterhouse. But once he saw the inn, he overtook Zhenya in an instant. Inside, the innkeeper was sitting at the front desk. She looked shocked and confused by Taekjoo’s appearance—a foreigner with a bandaged head, wearing only a light shirt in such weather.


  “How can I help you?”


  “A r-room...” Taekjoo stuttered, his teeth chattering from the cold.


  “Do you have a reservation?”


  The innkeeper looked at him like he was a ghost. Taekjoo barely managed to respond, trembling from head to toe.


  “No, I don’t. Are there no rooms available?”


  “It’s peak season right now, so while we do have rooms, we usually don’t accept walk-ins. How many rooms do you need? One?”


  “Absolutely not. Two—we need two rooms.”


  Taekjoo emphasized his request, repeating himself. He even raised two fingers to make sure the innkeeper understood him, in case his pronunciation wasn’t clear. He couldn’t bear to be in the same space as Zhenya for even one more second. He had made peace with sticking with Zhenya during the mission, but not during his downtime. On his break, Taekjoo wanted peace and comfort.


  Unfortunately, the innkeeper didn’t look very cheerful. Oh—she exclaimed. A sorry look flashed in her eyes as she glanced at Taekjoo. No, Taekjoo must be imagining things. He had to be—because the alternative was unthinkable. He focused all his senses on the innkeeper’s lips.


  Then, the door opened again, and Zhenya walked in. The strands of fur on his coat fluttered as if each of them had a life of their own. Just then, the innkeeper delivered the devastating news.


  “There’s only one room left.”


  The room was uncomfortably small. There was a coffee table right in front of the door, with a bed squeezed in beside it. That was it. There was no minibar, closet, drawer, or any space to store personal belongings. Taekjoo’s only comfort was that the bed was a bunk bed, making it technically two separate beds.


  The two sat in silence, facing each other but avoiding each other’s gaze. Instead, their eyes stared at meaningless corners of the room.


  Taekjoo had been sure he wouldn’t have to share space with Zhenya once they got off the train. Taekjoo had told himself to be patient, that this would be over soon, that they would get separate rooms. Taekjoo thought he would never have to share space with his infuriating partner again—he had no plans to take another transcontinental train journey. Yet here he was, stuck with Zhenya for several more days. Taekjoo was mentally and physically drained, and all he wanted was some shuteye. But he couldn’t let his guard down enough to fall asleep—not with that bastard around.


  Their cups had long gone cold, but neither of them spoke. What had started as awkward silence now felt heavy, the air thick with unspoken tension.


  Taekjoo knew what he had to do to be comfortable. All he had to do was simply trust Zhenya and believe that despite Zhenya’s bizarre actions and speech, despite his unpredictability, he would not betray Taekjoo. He tried to reason with himself, but it was easier said than done. In the end, he just shook his head and gave up.


  Taekjoo’s primal instinct sent all of his senses into overdrive. Before he was even aware of it, Taekjoo was already observing and analyzing everything Zhenya said and did, which was precisely why Taekjoo always ended up mentally drained and exhausted around his partner. Rationally, he knew Zhenya was on his side, that they were working toward the same goal. But for some reason—maybe it was because Taekjoo had never been able to overpower Zhenya—his stomach sank every time Zhenya acted unpredictably. For now, Zhenya was Taekjoo’s partner, but no one knew when he would drop the façade.


  Taekjoo had met various people over the span of his career as an intelligence officer. Some of them became his enemies, but that was because of complex circumstances involving multiple stakeholders, not personal corruption. Everyone had their own beliefs that they acted upon. It just so happened that their justice was injustice for others.


  But not Zhenya. He claimed that he was after the gains Anastasia would bring him. However, in reality, he didn’t seem interested in money or power. He always looked amused—whether bullets were flying or the mission dragged on with no rest or reward. Like a kid playing spy, completely absorbed in the game. He had no regard for the cost of his little games or the number of lives at risk. He was a hedonist who lived solely to entertain himself.


  Once the game stopped entertaining him, he would walk away without a second thought. For a clean break and a fresh start, he wouldn’t hesitate to aim his gun at Taekjoo. That was why every moment Taekjoo spent with Zhenya set his nerves on edge.


  “I can hear your gears turning all the way over here.”


  Zhenya hit a home run—he nailed exactly what was going on in Taekjoo’s mind. Taekjoo tried to hide it, but he flinched at being called out.


  “There’s too much going on in my head. I’m just trying to make sense of it all.”


  Taekjoo feigned innocence and offered a flimsy excuse. Zhenya let out a dramatic ah and nodded, the same smug still tugging at his lips. His face was disarmingly pretty—one Taekjoo couldn’t look away from. But unlike his face, Zhenya’s eyes gave Taekjoo an uncanny feeling. It was those searching pupils. Zhenya’s pupils would contract like a reptile’s as he carefully scrutinized a person’s expression, eyes, and actions. If Taekjoo let Zhenya keep watching, it felt like Zhenya could see right through him—into his very thoughts.


  Taekjoo had to change the subject if he wanted to avoid falling for this trick.


  “Do you recognize the place Hong is staying?”


  “Kind of. I saw the symbol on the gates.”


  A symbol. Taekjoo recalled the gates in his head. There had been something on them, just as Zhenya said.


  “Every Russian would recognize it. It’s the symbol of House Bogdanov.”


  If what Zhenya had just said was true, then they had come to the right place. Taekjoo had felt like he was wading through murky waters, unable to grasp the truth behind SS-29, let alone Anastasia. Finally, he felt like he was making some progress. Now, all he had to do was break into the residence, then he’d know whether SS-29 was Anastasia.


  It was a small win, but a win nonetheless. Taekjoo felt relieved, so much so that the past trials and tribulations he had faced now seemed like minor mishaps. Feeling good for the first time in a while, Taekjoo proposed their next steps.


  “Great. Then let’s keep watch day and night and figure out a way to sneak in.”


  Zhenya nodded this time as well.


  “Done talking?” he asked Taekjoo.


  Taekjoo nodded, and Zhenya stood up, heading straight for the door as Taekjoo watched him. Did the stare bother him? Zhenya paused and looked back.


  “They have a banya here. Would you like to join me?”


  Banya was a Russian steam bath. Taekjoo was about to decline the offer, as he always had, but he stopped himself. He’d been cooped up in a small train carriage for several days. His body ached from stiffness, and he could feel the sluggishness in his blood—probably from the injury. A hot, steamy sauna in the midst of the piercing cold sounded wonderful. It was a very tempting offer. But there was a catch—Zhenya would be there.


  Taekjoo desperately wanted to avoid being trapped in a small space with Zhenya. He could always use the banya after the jerk was finished. Yet, Taekjoo didn’t refuse the offer immediately, weighed down by a morbid suspicion that had been nagging at him.


  Zhenya had never let Taekjoo see him fully naked. Even during sex, he would undress the woman completely, while he only unzipped his fly—maybe loosened his belt. Taekjoo was curious. He wanted to know what Zhenya was so eager to hide underneath his clothes. And Taekjoo wasn’t the type to let a question go unanswered. He always had to know.


  “Sure.”


  Water was poured over the pechka. Its piping-hot stones hissed, belching thick clouds of steam. For a moment, the sudden surge of heat made it hard to breathe. But the discomfort was gone in no time. Taekjoo’s frozen body thawed at the warmth. He felt like he was sweating out not just perspiration, but exhaustion itself. A sauna during a mission was indeed a luxury.


  Taekjoo took a slow look around the banya. It was small compared to what the innkeeper had bragged about, as the space looked barely enough for three grown men—certainly not one more. At the moment, the sauna felt spacious with Taekjoo alone, but that would change once Zhenya joined him.


  Taekjoo glared at the door, waiting for Zhenya. Zhenya went to the kitchen to fetch some vodka after telling Taekjoo that no Russian would truly consider it a banya without the liquor. He would have to take off his clothes this time. A brief sense of victory washed over Taekjoo, only to be replaced by a groan. Why was he so obsessed with another man’s body? This is all Zhenya’s fault. He’s making such a fuss out of showing a bit of skin. Taekjoo blamed Zhenya.


  He was muttering to himself when the door suddenly swung open. Finally, Zhenya, whom Taekjoo had been waiting for so long, stepped into the banya. Sitting on the upper bench, Taekjoo should have seen Zhenya’s face first. But the Russian was so tall that Taekjoo’s gaze first landed on something much lower. Taekjoo frowned at the sight. Zhenya’s member was practically a weapon. How could it possibly be that big, even when it was flaccid? Taekjoo now understood why those who slept with him moaned so desperately.


  He looked up and saw Zhenya grinning, as if he’d just read Taekjoo’s thoughts. Taekjoo pretended nothing was wrong, and Zhenya played along, silently sitting across from him. Between Zhenya’s knees hung a pink, heavy-looking piece of flesh—its size and weight obvious at a glance. He tried to ignore it and looked away, but at that exact moment, Zhenya’s balls slipped just below the edge of the bench, instinctively pulling Taekjoo’s gaze back. Zhenya didn’t seem the least bit fazed by being stared at. He simply handed Taekjoo an empty glass.


  “You better stop that now,” he said.


  “Once it gets hard, it has to be rammed in a hole. Any hole will do.”


  Taekjoo’s gaze snapped up from the bench edge as Zhenya smirked, poured Taekjoo a glass, then filled his own and downed it. Taekjoo drank his vodka as well, his eyes lingering on Zhenya’s body, watching it through the translucent bottom of his glass.


  It looked almost unreal. Slender yet firm, as if it had been sculpted with meticulous precision. Every muscle was shaped to perfection, a deliberate work of art. His collarbones formed a clean, straight line that flowed seamlessly into broad shoulders. The more pronounced features—his Adam’s apple, elbows, and wrists—drew strong and delicate lines. The muscles along his ribs fanned out like shark gills. His abs were so precisely defined, they seemed like they’d been chiseled into his body from the start. His skin looked soft and fair, yet his body appeared rock-hard, so solid that a needle might snap trying to pierce it.


  Not a single scar or blemish marked his skin. Taekjoo couldn’t understand why Zhenya had kept it hidden all this time. It felt strangely anticlimactic.


  “And here I was, expecting something mind-blowing.”


  “You wanted to see my body that badly? A bit naughty, aren’t you?”


  What did he just say? Taekjoo put on a fake smile and poured another pail of water over the pechka. With a hiss, a cloud of pearly steam rose, mercifully hiding Zhenya’s smug face, albeit just for a moment.


  The steam and humidity had both of them drenched in sweat. Zhenya’s body gleamed. With every inhale, his shoulders expanded, making his muscles shift and ripple. Each muscle seemed like an independent entity, yet they moved in harmony—organic and integral to the whole. Taekjoo’s own body wasn’t so different, yet he kept stealing glances at Zhenya.


  Zhenya leaned back and closed his eyes. A bead of sweat slid from his jawline down his neck. Clear beads formed along the bulge of his throat, tracing a slow path downward. It was trivial, but somehow, it put Taekjoo on edge.


  Had he been staring too much? Zhenya suddenly opened his eyes and caught Taekjoo’s staring. No—he wasn’t looking at Taekjoo’s eyes. To be precise, his gaze lingered on Taekjoo’s body, not his face. Zhenya’s jade-colored pupils moved lazily beneath glistening lashes. Taekjoo felt a strange tickle, as if a snake were flicking its tongue across his skin.


  Taekjoo shifted the towel hanging on his neck to his head. Then, he leaned forward to block the indecent stare.


  Zhenya poured himself another glass of vodka. Just below the towel, Taekjoo’s lips parted and closed, exhaling bursts of hot breath. The heat of the sauna had turned them a vivid, almost feverish red. His plump lower lip glistened—was it from the vodka? Zhenya tilted his glass, stealing glances at the tongue that kept flicking in and out of view. He drained his drink in one smooth motion and licked his lips, looking like a hungry predator.


  “I can see where he was coming from...” mumbled Zhenya.


  Taekjoo looked up. This time, their eyes met. The stare was a little too intense, too persistent to hold—but avoiding it now would have been even stranger. They locked eyes, as if in a silent standoff, until Zhenya suddenly shifted and leaned forward. Their faces were now just inches apart. Zhenya snickered when he saw Taekjoo’s pupils contract.


  “Your ass is too hot to be on a man’s body.”


  Taekjoo had, in fact, been wondering why that damn mouth of his had been quiet for so long. Taekjoo picked up a birch branch—common in banyas—and struck Zhenya across the face. The branch shed a spray of droplets, each hitting the floor with a gentle plink. Zhenya didn’t flinch at the harsh retaliation. He simply raised his eyes and stared at Taekjoo. Droplets clinging to his hair fell to the floor, and the lips that once smirked were now set in a straight, rigid line. Taekjoo might have crossed a line this time.


  Something strange flickered in Zhenya’s eyes. Taekjoo sensed danger immediately, but it was too late. Zhenya had already seized Taekjoo’s wrists. He didn’t even have a second to brace himself. As his arms were twisted and pulled back, his face hit the wall. Pain exploded in Taekjoo’s skull with a sudden, loud crack. His vision spun with the sudden shift in position. Zhenya pinned him down with his own weight and exhaled into Taekjoo’s ear. In the scuffle, Taekjoo’s towel had come loose.


  I’m screwed. Taekjoo could still see how quickly Zhenya’s face had gone cold. He tried to wrest his arm free from Zhenya’s tight grip, something he had never managed before, and still couldn’t.


  Zhenya stayed silent for a while, catching his breath as he stared down at Taekjoo. His gaze swept over Taekjoo’s body, from the graceful curve of his neck down to his firm wrists. Zhenya looked like he was trying to decide which part to snap in two.


  Zhenya twisted Taekjoo’s wrists even further. In response, Taekjoo’s body tensed, his instincts kicking in to protect his limbs from breaking. His thighs and ass tensed as well. A pair of observant eyes traced the dewy line of Taekjoo’s back, gliding slowly downward until they stopped at his ass. Taekjoo’s slim waist contrasted with the roundness of his ass, emphasizing the curve. The meaty flesh glistened with sweat. It didn’t take long for the madness to fade from Zhenya’s eyes, replaced by a subtle desire.


  He reached out for Taekjoo’s ass. He could’ve grabbed it right away, but for reasons unknown to him, his hand moved slowly. Finally, just as his fingers were about to brush the round mound of flesh, he was stopped. Taekjoo, who had been silent all this time, suddenly shifted his weight backward and threw Zhenya off. Then, in one swift motion, he grabbed Zhenya’s wrist and hurled him away.


  Zhenya was defenseless against the sudden judo attack. But judging by how quickly he relaxed, it seemed like Zhenya might have let Taekjoo win on purpose. After being tossed around, he returned to his usual gregarious self. Taekjoo picked up the towel that had fallen and draped it back around his neck.


  “Are you going to run off and call your mommy?”


  Zhenya mocked Taekjoo, who was about to step out of the banya. Taekjoo matched the childish response with equal immaturity.


  “Yeah, I’m going to go tell on you and make sure you get a scolding.”


  Taekjoo didn’t forget to flip him off. He stepped out of the banya, the sound of Zhenya’s boisterous laughter trailing behind him. Crazy bastard. What’s so funny? What’s he laughing about? Taekjoo shook his head as he walked toward the changing room.


  However, he stopped after just a few steps and placed a hand on his left chest. His heart was pounding so hard he could barely breathe, and every hair on his body stood on end.


  It had been a close call this time—if Zhenya hadn’t been distracted, he would’ve definitely broken at least one of Taekjoo’s bones. He wasn’t the generous type to go easy on someone just because they were his partner. Quite the opposite—he was the kind who’d crush someone just for being in a bad mood.


  Taekjoo’s hands were trembling. He clenched them into fists to steady them. He had never felt this way before. People don’t know what fear is until it stares them in the face. Taekjoo was no exception.


  He told himself that he had to wrap up the mission as quickly as possible. Finish the mission and get away from Zhenya. That was the only way to free himself from this unsettling emotion.


  ***


  This is just plain madness, Taekjoo kept telling himself. It was early morning, and he stood by the snowy lakeside. The weather was far from great. Everywhere he looked, the world was buried in snow, yet here he was, forced to ride a bicycle before even having his coffee. Every now and then, he would misstep and sink into the knee-deep snow. Maybe skiing would have been a better option. At least then he wouldn’t look completely insane to others.


  Still grumbling, Taekjoo found a huge hill looming ahead. He had to reach the top. It was the only vantage point to see the mansion where Hong Yeowook was staying. With renewed determination, Taekjoo pushed forward, pedaling the stiff bicycle. He fought through every turn of the pedal, climbing the steep hills as if his survival were at stake. The wheels slipped and slid a few times before he finally reached the summit. Taekjoo checked the mansion, taking a moment to catch his breath. There was no sign of anyone coming or going. Or if there had been, it was likely buried beneath the fresh snow.


  Taekjoo tugged once on the temple of his goggles, and with a mechanical beep, a 3D view of the establishment appeared before him. The goggles were a special device designed to see through buildings and structures, and the temples were the controller. He tugged on the other temple to zoom in as far as possible.


  The mansion resembled a fortress. Instead of extending upward to the roof, the chimney was routed to the basement, where it released steam through the ground. There were many windows, all too small for a person to squeeze through. All the pipes were built along the cliff as well. To get in through the pipes, one would have to face the roaring wind while climbing up the treacherous drop of the cliff. It was a death wish. In the end, the only way in was through the main gates.


  Taekjoo took out a cigarette from his pocket. He hadn’t lit it yet, but simply having it between his lips gave him the illusion of smoking. Soon, the goggles provided Taekjoo with real-time data about his location—including the direction and speed of the wind, broken down by year, quarter, month, and day. An idea struck him, but he quickly deemed it impossible. Indeed, the goggles confirmed it for him. A helicopter or parachute entry was out of the question—the blasting wind made it impossible.


  Every method he considered proved useless, but that didn’t mean his surveillance was in vain. The old mansion was a fortress, turning Taekjoo’s suspicion into a confirmation. That place was hiding something. What was so important that it needed that level of defense?


  A confident smile spread across Kwon Taekjoo’s face. The more something is hidden, the more valuable it tends to be. He studied the mansion a little longer before heading swiftly down the slope.


  “I can’t take any more of this.”


  As soon as Taekjoo got back to the inn, he sat down to breakfast. He chewed the pelmeni[2] like he was gnawing on rubber. He had been outside long enough for his balls to shrivel from the cold, and his reward? A bowl of pelmeni. Was he supposed to be grateful just for being indoors and warm instead of freezing to death outside? Even a change in the menu wouldn’t have lifted his mood. The menu was limited to lamb, herring, cabbage, and potatoes. Any food is exciting only when eaten occasionally—eat it every day, and it turns dull fast. Just the smell of the food made Taekjoo feel like his gut was already stuffed. Yet, he was still hungry. The whole situation was frustrating.


  Taekjoo craved hot, spicy soup. He rummaged through the spice cabinet, hoping to find something, but there was nothing remotely like gochugaru[3]. Taekjoo’s spirits were down. He was so hungry that it was almost painful, but there was nothing in the inn that he found appetizing.


  He rested his face on his palm and sighed. Taekjoo had just gotten out of a hot shower, his hair fluffy, wearing nothing but briefs. He had a blanket draped over his shoulders and sat glaring at a defenseless bowl of pelmeni.


  Zhenya joined him in the kitchen. Taekjoo didn’t even bother to turn around. He just kept poking at his Russian dumplings.


  “Nothing so far. No one’s gone in or out.”


  Taekjoo gave his partner a quick rundown, more out of obligation than interest. Zhenya didn’t respond. He was busy with something, rustling in front of the stove. Taekjoo stole a quick glance and was about to look away, ready to mind his own business, when his eyes widened. In Zhenya’s hands was a pack of spicy Korean ramyun.[4] Even just the packaging was enough to make Taekjoo’s mouth water.


  Noticing Taekjoo’s eyes glued to the ramyun, Zhenya lifted it slightly. Taekjoo’s eyes moved up as well. Zhenya casually tossed the pack of noodles into his other hand. Taekjoo’s restless eyes followed the movement too. Zhenya’s lips curved into a wide grin.


  “I heard Koreans would do anything for this. I guess it’s true, huh?”


  “Where did you get that?”


  “From the innkeeper. She said a Korean guest gave it to her as a souvenir.”


  Did the innkeeper think that the Korean between the two was Zhenya and not Taekjoo? Or else, why would she say nothing to Taekjoo and instead hand over that precious thing to Zhenya? Taekjoo silently resented the clueless innkeeper, his eyes locked on the ramyun.


  Before he knew it, he reached out to grab it. The tips of his fingers brushed the edge of the ramyun packaging, making a rustling sound. The rustle seemed to trigger something—Taekjoo stretched his arm further, trying to snatch it. The blanket slid off his body, but he didn’t even care.


  Zhenya could have played nice and handed the ramyun to Taekjoo, but instead, he raised the arm holding it even higher. Taekjoo did not think twice. He jumped for it. He threw his hands up, as if blocking a player in a basketball game.


  But try as he might, he could never reach Zhenya’s outstretched arms, which moved left and right to evade him. That didn’t stop Taekjoo, though. He kept leaping for the ramyun again and again, but Zhenya dodged each time, snickering at his frustration.


  “So it really is true—you lot would do anything for this.”


  Then, suddenly, Taekjoo stopped. He ran a hand through his hair, calmly brushing it back. After catching his breath, he made his bold demand.


  “Give it to me.”


  “You have to pay the price.”


  Zhenya gave his usual cheeky smile. He looked like the devil himself. Taekjoo was not happy with what he had just heard. But he really wanted the ramyun. So Taekjoo asked again.


  “What do you want?”


  “Depending on how you look at it, it could be nothing.”


  Zhenya was being deliberately vague. He held his phone in one hand and the ramyun in the other, using a translator app to read the cooking instructions.


  Soon, a small pot of water was placed on the stove. The jerk adjusted the flame, then crossed his arms and stood in front of it.


  Now, Taekjoo’s eyes were glued to the pot. Saliva pooled at the corners of his mouth. He looked like a dog about to drool. But he couldn’t just take the bait Zhenya was dangling in front of him. No one knew what twisted demand that monster might come up with. While Taekjoo was thinking, the water in the pot started boiling.


  Zhenya tore open the seasoning packet and dumped it in. The sharp, spicy scent hit Taekjoo’s nose immediately. He went back to his seat, putting on an act like he didn’t care, poking around his cold, sad pelmeni. Maybe I can trick my brain. Maybe my nose can fool my tongue too. Taekjoo tried to look on the bright side and took a bite of his pelmeni. But it was just as heavy and greasy as ever—a big slap to the face.


  Zhenya finished cooking the ramyun and placed the pot on the table. Taekjoo studied the magnificence silently. It looked like heaven on earth. One spoonful, and it would immediately clear up the greasy heaviness in his stomach. One drop of that Korean spiciness on his tongue, and it would chase away the stubborn fatigue.


  Taekjoo’s fork crept toward the pot, but Zhenya yanked it away and shooed him off. Taekjoo went for it again, and he failed again. The closer Taekjoo got, the more Zhenya pulled the pot away, keeping the same distance. He’d had it. Taekjoo couldn’t stand it anymore. He gave Zhenya a stern warning.


  “If you don’t eat that soon, the noodles are going to get all mushy and bloated.”


  “I don’t care.”


  “...”


  Of course, you don’t care. Why would you, you son of a bitch. Taekjoo clenched a fist around the fork in his hand. His lost appetite came rushing back so forcefully, it made him lightheaded. His reason slipped away from him as well. It was now or never. Taekjoo had to eat it now. A second chance might never come. Maybe Taekjoo had overreacted—who knew, Zhenya’s demand might turn out to be something simple. There was no harm in hearing it out before making up his mind.


  As he was thinking, the noodles soaked up the broth, leaving less and less soup. Taekjoo felt like he would die if he didn’t eat that ramyun right now. Finally, his thin strand of reason snapped. Taekjoo stood up and grabbed the pot. Then, he gulped down the broth as though it were the elixir of life. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down his neck. The moment the broth touched his tongue, it was as if he could see, breathe, and hear more clearly. He felt like all the butter in his system was being washed away.


  Zhenya slowly moved to stand behind Taekjoo. Taekjoo was so occupied with wolfing down the ramyun that he didn’t notice Zhenya moving. Zhenya’s eyes slowly scanned Taekjoo’s body, from his neck, to his shoulder, then further south. His eyes kept moving down, tracing Taekjoo’s straight back, slim waist, round ass, all the way down to Taekjoo’s lean legs, before he gave his command.


  “Don’t move.”


  The tip of Zhenya’s fingers touched the back of Taekjoo’s thigh. His touch was as light as dust, floating in the air as if it brushed against Taekjoo’s skin. Zhenya’s lustful eyes busily traced the movement of his own fingers. The jade eyes didn’t blink as if afraid to miss a single detail. Zhenya even held his breath.


  At the next moment, Taekjoo felt pressure in his thigh. Zhenya, after brushing Taekjoo’s skin with a touch as weightless as a feather, suddenly grabbed and squeezed Taekjoo’s thigh. Taekjoo watched Zhenya’s hand for a moment, a bit annoyed, then quickly went back to eating his precious ramyun. Taekjoo had expected something much worse, and this was a breeze compared to what he had in mind.


  Taekjoo was wrong, however. Zhenya’s fingers slowly crept up and went inside his briefs. What started as a touch on the thigh had turned into a slow trace along the curve of his ass cheek. The eyes, once as cold as ice, were now glowing with heat. Zhenya kneaded the firm flesh of the ass that pushed back against his fingers, clearly enjoying the sensation. Apparently, that wasn’t enough for him—he added a shameless demand.


  “Squeeze your ass.”


  What did you just say?


  Taekjoo scowled, about to protest. But the GPS tracker suddenly started beeping sharply. He set down the pot and checked the target first. Sure enough, the red dot had disappeared from the map. It meant that the location tracker had exited Hong Yeowook’s digestive system.


  Taekjoo chucked the device he’d been staring at Zhenya.


  “Looks like somebody enjoyed a number two,” Taekjoo muttered.


  Zhenya didn’t catch the device. In fact, he didn’t react at all. He simply gazed down at his hand. He looked sorry to stop, as if still craving more. He was left with nothing but an empty hand.


  Taekjoo smirked and clapped him on the shoulder.


  “That was great. Thanks.”


  He made sure to thank his partner. Taekjoo grabbed the blanket that had fallen on the floor and wrapped it over his shoulders before leaving the kitchen. The pot was empty.


  Zhenya chuckled, still staring in blank awe.


  In the evening, Zhenya went out to patrol and watch the mansion. Finally alone, Taekjoo felt like he could breathe. He was sprawled on his bed, enjoying the break he hadn’t had in a while. His mind and body both relaxed. He proved to himself once again that he was a better fit for solo missions. In hindsight, Zhenya did give him some help. But it was better to work alone if the help in question did more harm than good.


  Then, something vibrated. Taekjoo took out his phone, but it remained silent. He’d gotten the phone from Zhenya, so there was no one else who would call it aside from Zhenya himself. Maybe it wasn’t Taekjoo’s phone, but Zhenya’s? Had he forgotten to take it with him? Maybe it was nothing important. Maybe just the wind.


  While considering other possible explanations, Taekjoo reluctantly climbed down from the top bunk and looked for the source of the vibration. He searched Zhenya’s bed and found a phone under the pillow. Just as expected, there was a new message. Taekjoo tried to read it but was barred by its password. It wouldn’t hurt to try, so he entered the same password Zhenya used back at his armory. To his surprise, it worked. He had unlocked the phone.


  “...”


  But now that the device was actually unlocked, he found himself hesitating. It was rude to go through other people’s phones. Taekjoo lived by the belief that he should not meddle in other people’s business, and they should not meddle in his. Was it absolutely necessary to read the message at the expense of compromising his own principles? The message could be something so personal, something so unrelated to Taekjoo. But what if the personal nature of the message revealed who Zhenya truly was? Two contrasting arguments clashed in his head.


  After a long deliberation, he turned on his laptop and connected it to Zhenya’s phone. He still had some time before Zhenya returned. Taekjoo wasn’t proud of what he was going to do, but at the same time, he needed proof he could trust Zhenya. What exactly does Zhenya do for a living? Did he really join this mission just to get his hands on the blueprint of a weapon? Who are the people closest to him? Taekjoo felt he could stop doubting and lower his guard only if he knew the answer to any of these questions.


  He plugged the USB into his laptop. It was one of his few possessions that survived the hotel explosion because he had had it on him. It was no ordinary USB. It was specially designed to withstand shock and moisture. Still, Taekjoo wasn’t sure if it would work. He scanned through the list of files nervously. Thankfully, the computer-based spyware was preserved in perfect condition.


  Taekjoo launched the program and accessed all the files on Zhenya’s phone. With a single command, the data was instantly copied to Taekjoo’s laptop—even the files that had been deleted or altered. Then, he immediately returned the phone to where it had been earlier. The unread message remained untouched, and there was virtually no trace of the spyware left behind.


  Taekjoo started going through the copied messages on his laptop, starting from the most recent, which turned out to be quite a long one.


  The issue with SS-29 has been resolved, and we are currently checking for any other potential defects, just to be safe. The final results will be presented in two days, during the presentation, where everyone will be present. We kindly request your attendance.


  Taekjoo hadn’t expected this. SS-29. He’d known that there was an issue—and that it would soon be resolved. What he hadn’t expected was that Zhenya would receive a message like this. Judging from what it said, the recipients were likely to be figures involved with SS-29. Was Zhenya involved in the weapon development?


  “Don’t you have better things to do?”


  “...!”


  Taekjoo flinched at the sudden voice. He hadn’t noticed Zhenya standing in the doorway. A shiver ran down his spine. His scalp prickled with tension. When had he come back? Taekjoo hadn’t detected any presence around him, and it wasn’t because his senses were dull. Zhenya moved like a ghost. Taekjoo was caught red-handed, with nowhere to hide.


  “You know you could’ve just asked, right?”


  Taekjoo stared in disbelief at his nonchalant response. Obviously, the jerk had no shame, but this was hardly the time for such audacity.


  “Explain yourself.”


  “I stole it,” said Zhenya.


  “What are you talking about?” Taekjoo asked.


  “Remember Olga, the woman who gave me a tour of the Bogdanov residence? Before we went our separate ways, she asked me for my number. So, while I was saving my number on her phone, I also installed a cute little app. It’s not ordinary hacking software or a virus. Even experts can’t tell it was installed, and it spreads through text messages to other devices. Lucky for us, Olga happens to be close to her family, considering how we can see every message coming in and out of Bogdanov devices.”


  Zhenya explained as he took his phone from Taekjoo and unlocked it before tossing it back. Taekjoo looked at him sourly, then down at the phone. Just as Zhenya said, all messages sent to and received by the members of the Bogdanov family were on the phone. Not only that, but all personal data—such as phone call history, contacts, photos, notes, and calendar entries—was saved in folders. At the very least, the part about hacking into the Bogdanov phones seemed true.


  “Information, especially one like this, is a weapon these days—sells better than big, heavy metal scraps.”


  The age of traditional warfare is fading. While nations worldwide continue to invest heavily in weapons and defense, these efforts are largely symbolic, rooted in outdated ideologies. Today, the battlefield has shifted to the landscape of intelligence and espionage. In the modern world, securing access to classified information and intel has become the most powerful weapon. Zhenya’s hacking application, in an age like this, was a welcome asset. He also deserved a compliment for picking the Bogdanovs to try it on. That said, it didn’t resolve all of Taekjoo’s suspicions.


  “Fine, let’s assume there’s nothing wrong. But why would you keep this a secret from me? When were you planning to tell me this? Never unless I found out first?”


  “Just because I’m working with you now doesn’t mean I owe you a rundown of my business strategies.”


  Zhenya drew a clear line, smirking with derision. What he said next came out particularly bitter.


  “Have you ever thought of me as your partner, to begin with?”


  Taekjoo deserved the criticism. Indeed, Zhenya was entirely right in this case. It was hypocritical of Taekjoo to accuse Zhenya of betrayal, withholding valuable information, when he never even considered Zhenya his partner to begin with.


  Zhenya was quick at everything—reading people, reading the room. There was no way he didn’t know Taekjoo didn’t trust him. Still, Taekjoo hadn’t expected him to bring it up so openly. Zhenya hit the nail on the head, leaving Taekjoo with no room to defend himself.


  Taekjoo handed the phone back to Zhenya, looking a bit downcast. He was about to close the laptop when Zhenya stopped him. Leaning in, Zhenya stared at the screen, his face hovering just over Taekjoo’s shoulder. Taekjoo felt antsy, like prey with its throat laid bare to a predator. He tilted his head slightly and saw Zhenya smirking at the copied data from the phone. Zhenya’s breath tickled his neck.


  “It’s temporary, but technically, I am your partner in this mission. And you just hacked me, which says a lot about how little you trust me.”


  He mocked Taekjoo, his intense gaze grazing Taekjoo’s cheek and temple. Taekjoo didn’t justify what he’d done, nor did he apologize. He simply closed the hacking software and shut his laptop.


  Zhenya continued his protest.


  “If you keep treating me like this, I might get my feelings hurt.”


  Right.


  The statement was so ridiculous that Taekjoo didn’t even know how to respond.


  He gave up on reacting altogether. He had to focus on the job at hand. Taekjoo had a stroke of luck and learned that the issue with SS-29 had been resolved. Now, he needed to make his move. But the problem was, he still hadn’t figured out a way to penetrate the mansion.


  “They’re about to convene soon. Wouldn’t it be easier for us to get in before that happens?”


  “Probably.”


  Zhenya nodded, barely listening, then asked Taekjoo.


  “When would you like to go? Tonight? Tomorrow morning? Or get some rest first, then later in the afternoon?”


  He sounded like they were planning a picnic. Taekjoo found the tone frustrating, and his next question came out in an attacking voice.


  “Why is everything so easy for you? I told you, there isn’t even a single rat hole we could squeeze through.”


  “Maybe it’s because you keep thinking like a mouse, always looking for a place to hide. Ever thought of just walking in through the front gate?”


  Taekjoo couldn’t even laugh at this point. Why, yes, of course, it seemed highly likely that the people in the mansion were just waiting to roll out the red carpet the moment Taekjoo and Zhenya rang the doorbell.


  “Easy to say. How are we supposed to do that?”


  “Just flip your plan around.”


  “Flip it around? You mean my plan?”


  “The hacking app on my phone you just saw—it’s not on the market yet. Most people wouldn’t even think something like this exists. Right now, most of the weapons traded in this line of work are still just metal scraps designed to shoot and destroy. It’s time for a change. Think about it—an app that behaves like a virus. It stays in the original host and silently spreads to others, stealing personal information in real time without leaving a trace. Who wouldn’t want something like that?”


  Was he suggesting that they pull a scam and gain access to the mansion openly? Set up an official meeting under the guise of being arms dealers. It wasn’t a bad idea. The mansion owner was in charge of SS-29 maintenance, which implied his enthusiasm for weapons.


  “But what if he’s not interested in the pitch? Wouldn’t he be too busy preparing for his little event right now?”


  “That’s one possibility. But if you mention that the US and South Korea jointly developed the software, he’d at least want to take a look.”


  “How can you be so sure? What makes you think he’ll just believe us? Didn’t you say that trust is everything in the arms business?”


  “And you’ve got me. So what’s the problem?”


  Zhenya reassured Taekjoo.


  “You seem to have forgotten it, but I have a solid reputation in this business myself. No one questions the products I bring in,” added Zhenya.


  “Your complete confidence makes me feel better—not a lot, just a little bit. And you’re sure you’re okay with the plan? You could take a hit, offering them something you have no intention of actually selling.”


  “Nothing costs more than not having Anastasia.”


  If that was his stance, Taekjoo had no reason to refuse the offer. With every possible entry into the mansion blocked, this was the only viable plan left.


  Zhenya, a reputable dealer in arms smuggling, would be introducing Kwon Taekjoo from the South Korean intelligence agency. Taekjoo would show the mansion owner the hacking app, telling him that it was the result of a joint effort between the US and South Korea. Once he gained the listener’s attention, getting into the mansion would be a piece of cake. Unexpected problems might arise once he was inside, but he would deal with them when the time came.


  “Sergey Ilyich Bogdanov—the mansion’s owner and a distant relative of Vissarion.”


  Zhenya showed Taekjoo a picture of a middle-aged man, apparently well-known enough in Russia to show up in internet search results.


  “He is really into weapons. He is also an idiot who especially fawns over anything made in the US.”


  He must be a serious weapon enthusiast. Taekjoo had a good feeling about this.


  Late at night, he slowly got up. He climbed down the ladder, careful not to wake Zhenya. He seemed to be deeply asleep, not moving once. Taekjoo watched Zhenya’s face just to be sure. His closed eyelids didn’t so much as twitch. His breathing was calm and consistent. Only after confirming several times that Zhenya was sound asleep did Taekjoo leave the room.


  He softened his footsteps as he walked down the dark hallway. Taekjoo stopped in front of the innkeeper’s room, his intended destination. Since it was late, Taekjoo knocked first. He heard some rustling inside, and soon, the door opened. The innkeeper, her face heavy with sleep, poked her head out through the barely open door. Taekjoo nodded and greeted her with an apology.


  “I’m sorry to bother you at such late hours, but I was wondering if I could use the landline to make an international call.”


  Taekjoo promptly gave his excuse, that he had dropped his phone in the toilet. Of course, it was a lie. He also added that it was the birthday of his mother, his only family back in Korea. This, too, was a lie.


  Looking annoyed and bothered, the innkeeper finally let Taekjoo into her room. She brought him the telephone and explained how to make international calls using the landline. After explaining everything he needed to know, including the per-minute rate, the innkeeper left the room.


  As soon as the door was closed, Taekjoo picked up the receiver. He almost never called this person for personal reasons. During missions, they spoke via radio, and otherwise used an NIS chat app. So it took Taekjoo a while to recall this particular phone number.


  The phone kept ringing for a while. Maybe he had gone to bed early. Whatever the reason, no one answered. Eventually, Taekjoo had to listen to the message saying the person could not be reached. Still, he didn’t give up. He dialed the number again, and the line rang once more. Just as Taekjoo was about to hang up, the voice he had been waiting for came through.


  - Hello?


  “Yun Jongwoo.”


  - S-Sunbae?[5]


  Jongwoo immediately recognized Kwon Taekjoo’s voice. Is there something wrong? Jongwoo asked. He didn’t sound happy to hear from Taekjoo, nor like he missed him. He was probably doing the exact opposite—pulling his hair out, regretting picking up the phone—and no one would know.


  “I need a favor.”


  - F-favor? Out of nowhere? Where are you right now anyway? And what’s up with the number you’re using to make this call?


  “That’s not important. Just listen.”


  Taekjoo couldn’t tell anything to Jongwoo. It was forbidden to share information on an agent’s ongoing mission, even if the listener was a member of the same organization. It was also the reason why Yun Jongwoo had no idea where Kwon Taekjoo was and what he was up to. So Taekjoo spoke as ambiguously as he could. It wasn’t really a favor. It was more like a command.


  “I sent you a picture to your email. Dig up everything you can on him and send it to me.”


  - Who is it?


  “Sure, I know him intimately. Why else would I call you in the middle of the night?” Taekjoo said, his voice dripping with sarcasm.


  - Oh, right. You’re asking me to do it because you don’t know.


  Jongwoo chuckled awkwardly. Moments earlier, Taekjoo had emailed Jongwoo a picture of Zhenya, vaguely explaining that he’d somehow ended up in the company of this Russian man. Taekjoo also gave his hubae[6] general directions to help him dig up information on Zhenya. Taekjoo was confident that Yun Jongwoo would be able to pull up not only public information about Zhenya but also private, off-the-record one.


  Glancing around to make sure no one was nearby, Taekjoo spoke again, firmly.


  “Make it quick and call me back on this number,” Taekjoo said, then read out his current number to Jongwoo.


  - Did you get a new phone?


  “Things happened.”


  In Taekjoo’s mind, everything that had happened since he lost his phone played out like a movie. Each scene was a climax on its own, and every moment was a close brush with death. He felt around the back of his head for the injury, which was now almost healed. Once again, it felt like a miracle that he was still alive. But more than anything, talking to Yun Jongwoo on the phone at that moment felt unreal.


  Jongwoo hung up with the message that he’d find out as much information as quickly as possible. Take away his genius-level hacking skills, and Jongwoo was just a clumsy, socially awkward hubae. But right now, Taekjoo missed him and everything he was capable of. People are foolish and selfish, he thought to himself, incapable of appreciating what they have until they’re forced to endure something far worse.


  Taekjoo finished the call and left the room. He was walking down the hallway when he saw that the kitchen was lit. He could also hear the innkeeper’s voice. It sounded like she was having a conversation with a guest who couldn’t sleep. Taekjoo felt bad about leaving without saying anything to the innkeeper, especially after disturbing her sleep.


  “Thank you. I was able to talk to—”


  Taekjoo stopped in the middle of thanking the woman. As soon as he stepped into the kitchen, he saw a familiar-looking figure with his back to him. The man turned around, proving Taekjoo right—it was Zhenya, with a bottle of vodka and a glass in front of him. The innkeeper must have been talking with him. Taekjoo felt a pang of guilt, as if he had been caught doing something wrong.


  Zhenya asked in a lazy tone as if he already knew the answer.


  “Who did you call?”


  “My mother.”


  “Aha.”


  Taekjoo expected Zhenya to make fun of him, but this time, Zhenya didn’t look interested. Did he notice something? Taekjoo decided to leave before things got any more awkward. He thanked the innkeeper and bade her good night. Then, he turned to Zhenya.


  “Aren’t you going back to sleep?”


  “Later.”


  Zhenya gave the vodka bottle a shake. It was still more than half full. Luckily, he didn’t ask Taekjoo to come drink with him. Taekjoo shrugged and left the kitchen, feeling Zhenya’s gaze follow him. He chose to ignore it. He also tried to ignore this ominous feeling settling in his gut.


  Taekjoo closed the door and climbed up the ladder to his bed. He pulled the blanket all the way up to his neck. His mind was cluttered with too many thoughts. Taekjoo worried he might have a nervous breakdown at this rate. He was already mentally drained, and from tomorrow onward, he’d be physically drained too. And nothing recharged him better than a good night’s sleep. Taekjoo forced himself to fall asleep.


  As his restlessness faded, the world grew still. Snow was falling again outside the window. He could hear a bit of noise from the kitchen. At first, the distant noise bothered him, but soon it became white noise, lulling Taekjoo to sleep like a lullaby. His whole body relaxed, and his eyelids began feeling heavier. Facing the wall, Taekjoo slowly fell asleep.


  The snow piled up, swirled in the wind, then settled again. The cycle continued for a long time, and as the darkest hours faded, the sun was about to rise.


  The door, closed all this time, slowly creaked open. Zhenya walked in and headed straight for the bunk bed. He had downed an entire bottle of vodka alone and should have passed out—but he didn’t. Instead, he reached out and gripped the rail of the top bunk.


  “...”


  Zhenya was a tall man, and his eyes were level with the top bunk. The back of Taekjoo’s head was right in front of him. Taekjoo’s straight back rose and fell as he breathed in and out. For a while, Zhenya just watched the peaceful scene. The jade eyes flashed with something strange, but only for a second.


  Zhenya kept watching Taekjoo sleep, so absorbed he even forgot to blink. Only when he’d taken in enough did he crouch and slip into bed. His movement stirred the still air, but it soon calmed again. Silence returned, and the room stilled once more.


  But then, right after, something stirred.


  “...”


  Taekjoo’s tightly shut eyes opened. He stared at the wall in the dark, thoughts churning.


  “Shall we go?”


  Zhenya asked, standing by the doorway. Taekjoo nodded while tying his tie. It had been a while since he had worn a full suit. Usually, he only wore a semi-formal outfit for work, but today, he was making more of an effort. In fact, buttoning his shirt all the way up to the collar was something he hadn’t done in quite some time either. The tie felt tight on his neck, and Taekjoo found it uncomfortable. The vest and jacket came next. He was buttoning his jacket when Zhenya approached him from behind. Taekjoo gave him a questioning look when Zhenya draped his fur coat over Taekjoo’s shoulders. Taekjoo wondered if he appeared too modest to be seen as a guest.


  The soft, real fur caressed Taekjoo’s skin. It weighed far more than he’d imagined. He was marveling at the softness of the fur when he was shocked at his reflection in the mirror. Taekjoo had never been considered small at any point in his life. But right now, he looked like a teenager who’d stolen his father’s clothes. The width wasn’t that bad, but the length was all wrong. The coat usually flapped around Zhenya’s ankles, but on Taekjoo, it trailed on the floor.


  “...I’ll pass on this one.”


  Taekjoo took off the fur coat and gave it back to Zhenya. His face turned a bit sour, while Zhenya grinned, clearly in a good mood. He did this on purpose, Taekjoo suspected. He thought Zhenya was being thoughtful for the first time, but it turned out that the man was just having his usual fun.


  Taekjoo glared at Zhenya and walked out of the inn first. The innkeeper followed them to the door.


  Taekjoo was about to get in the backseat of the car when he changed his mind and got in the passenger seat. Zhenya was taking him as a guest, so technically, it didn’t matter whether he sat in the back. However, if Sergey Ilyich knew who Zhenya was, it would seem suspicious for Taekjoo to sit in the back. Anyone who knew Zhenya would also know for a fact that Zhenya was not the type of person to be polite or thoughtful to anyone. Taekjoo wasn’t going to allow even the slightest hint of suspicion.


  Zhenya got in the driver’s seat as well. Taekjoo sat up straight unconsciously. It made him rigid, knowing that he was an arm’s length away from Zhenya. They had already spent several days together by now, but Taekjoo still couldn’t bring himself to trust him.


  The car backed out of the inn. The wind had swept away all the snow from the night before. The off-road vehicle’s wheels rolled down the hillside, leaving a long trail in the snow behind.


  When Taekjoo had taken the bicycle up the hill to observe the mansion, it had felt so far away. But it didn’t take them long to get there by car. Zhenya stopped the vehicle right before the front gates. He glanced at Taekjoo, as if asking for permission to head inside. Taekjoo took a deep breath and nodded.


  “Let’s go.”


  “As you wish.”


  Zhenya smirked and hit the accelerator. The car sped through the driveway and arrived at the main entrance in a second. Cameras were mounted on each side of the thick metal doors, aimed at the vehicle. While the cameras scanned the passengers of the car, guns mounted just below them were pointed directly at Taekjoo and Zhenya’s temples. One wrong move, and they’d end up with a bullet in the head.


  Finally, the cameras returned to their previous positions, and the metal doors swung open. Through the widening gap in the steel gates, an SUV came into view. It seemed to have come to escort the unexpected and unwelcome guests. The windows of the SUV rolled down, revealing guards in suits aiming rifles at Zhenya and Taekjoo. Taekjoo had expected this kind of welcome. He had expected as much and raised his hands without protest.


  Once they confirmed there would be no resistance, the guards gestured for them to follow. At the same time, the SUV that had been blocking the off-road vehicle slowly reversed. Zhenya followed, keeping the same distance as the SUV backed up. Once the vehicle passed through the gate, the heavy steel doors swung shut behind them again. Taekjoo and Zhenya were now fully enclosed. They exchanged glances before quickly looking away.


  Unlike the exterior, the inside of the residence was simple, almost bare. The small front garden resembled a barren desert. The frosty winter didn’t seem to be the only reason for the lack of vegetation. Perhaps Sergey Ilyich simply had no interest in maintaining the property. Or maybe he liked the worn-down look of antiques. Here and there, the residence showed cracks in the walls and other signs of wear. It looked like an ancient ruin.


  Still in their vehicle, the two men were guided to the foot of the residence’s stairs. The SUV stopped first, and armed men in suits stepped out. In a perfect sync, they surrounded the vehicle Zhenya and Taekjoo were in. Then, they yanked open the front doors and thrust their rifles inside.


  Taekjoo and Zhenya looked at each other once again. One of the guards, apparently out of patience, began dragging Taekjoo out of the car. He pushed Taekjoo against the hood and started patting him down. The guard confiscated all weapons from Taekjoo, including the Colt at his waist and the Glock 26 inside his jacket. He also had to surrender his pocket knife, which looked too small to even peel an apple.


  Zhenya had to go through the same security screening as well. One guard, who had been thoroughly patting Zhenya down, tilted his head when he reached the center of Zhenya’s body. He likely didn’t expect the large object in Zhenya’s pants to be an actual body part. His gaze turned suspicious, as if he thought Zhenya had something hidden beneath the fabric, disguised to resemble a penis. The outline of the lump also resembled a gun. The guard hesitated, torn between having Zhenya drop his pants or not, when Zhenya flashed a cheeky smirk. He shifted his hips, making it swing from side to side. The guard quickly stepped back in shock and cleared his throat.


  Around then, a corpulent Russian man approached the group, accompanied by a servant. It was Sergey Ilyich, a distant relative of Vissarion—the one who held the real power in the Bogdanov family. He had once served in the Duma,[7] but that was a faded glory of his past. Rumors about him spread, leading to his unofficial removal from Russian politics. After that, Sergey came here essentially to disappear from sight. It was said to be the period when Sergey transitioned from a world of lawful power and influence to one hidden in the shadows of the underworld.


  His weathered estate, rooted in the Siberian soil, seemed to mirror the state of its owner. Taekjoo could see why the Bogdanovs had hidden their precious SS-29 here. No one would suspect that the most powerful family in all of Russia had trusted something as important as the SS-29 to a distant relative in such a remote land.


  Sergey Ilyich stood with both hands resting on his walking staff. He was quite heavy, but there was nothing wrong with his legs. The staff, adorned with a large stone, was nothing more than an accessory. He stopped in the middle of the staircase and looked down at Taekjoo from above. Kwon Taekjoo calmly returned the gaze. Their eyes met—silent, calculating, each trying to read the other’s intent.


  Sergey soon curved his lips into a sly smile.


  “What brings you here, gentlemen?”


  “I got my hands on something useful. Thought you might want to have a look.”


  It was Zhenya who answered. Sergey’s eyes left Taekjoo and set on Zhenya.


  “Something useful?”


  “Why don’t we head inside and take our time? It’s too valuable to discuss—or reveal—out here.”


  “Well, the mansion is quite a mess at the moment...”


  Sergey stalled with a half-hearted excuse. Zhenya reassured him in a confident tone.


  “I am sure you’ll like it.”


  It was the kind of voice that inspired trust in anyone. That must be why they call him the Dealer. Taekjoo sensed both certainty and confidence from Zhenya, along with a cold edge that hinted this might be the first and last opportunity to see the product. Sergey’s expression suddenly turned serious.


  It was no surprise he couldn’t make the call right away. He currently had Hong Yeowook as his guest, and SS-29 was also hidden right here in his mansion. Taking in guests meant risking a leak—or worse—that could put him in a difficult position. But he couldn’t simply turn Zhenya away without seeing what he had brought.


  Sergey offered a hesitant smile. His gaze flicked between Taekjoo and Zhenya. Then, he nodded, having arrived at his decision. When Sergey turned around and went up the stairs, the guards let go of his two new guests. Taekjoo smoothed his wrinkled jacket and followed after Zhenya. They successfully piqued Sergey’s curiosity. It was a good start.


  The two were led to Sergey’s personal study. Seated at the center, he was the first to extend a hand.


  “It’s been a while.”


  Zhenya gave a slight nod and accepted the handshake. Sergey turned to Taekjoo, silently requesting an introduction.


  “He’s with Korean intelligence. This is...”


  “Lim Daehyung.”


  Taekjoo extended his hand first. He didn’t mind stealing Mr. Lim’s identity in the slightest. The man was safe and sound back in Korea, and using his name here wouldn’t cause him any trouble. He might suffer a few headaches from how the mission was unfolding, but that was the price for dragging Taekjoo into this mess.


  Sergey took Taekjoo’s hand with enthusiasm.


  “I see. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”


  Each of his thick fingers bore a ring. If anyone ever lamented having only ten fingers, it would be this man. As Taekjoo pulled his hand back from the handshake, Sergey’s fingers lingered just a moment too long. Taekjoo flinched before he could even stop himself. Zhenya grinned silently. He had definitely seen the whole thing.


  “I don’t have much time. Let’s get to the point. You’re here to show me something, aren’t you?”


  Sergey got straight to the point, and so did Zhenya. He launched into his prepared pitch, detailing the product.


  “It’s not widely known in the industry yet, but a software program has been developed through collaboration between the US and South Korea. The two countries recognized early on the value of information and wasted no time devising a way to spy on their enemies. With this software, you don’t need to send an agent or struggle to penetrate high-level cybersecurity. Though it’s a hacking tool, it leaves no trace behind. You don’t need physical contact with your target, nor do you expose yourself to any risk. All you need to do is access the phone of anyone your target knows. Once that person calls, texts, or emails the target, the software spreads autonomously. It grants real-time access to entering or leaving the target’s device—without them ever knowing their data is being leaked. So, what do you think? Fascinating, isn’t it?”


  “Hmm. Sounds like something you’d see in a spy movie.”


  “Well, now it’s reality.”


  Zhenya pulled out his phone. Skeptical, Sergey took it slowly from his hand. The first thing he checked was the inbox. He scrolled through thousands of messages, his face twitching now and then. He was smiling—and yet, he wasn’t. It was a strange, unsettling expression. What must it feel like to see their own private messages on a complete stranger’s phone?


  Sergey set the phone down and rubbed his hands together with a glint of anticipation in his eyes.


  “My, my... I just can’t decide.”


  “No need to decide right away. We have a day to wait for your decision.”


  A day to think. Sergey gave Zhenya a charged look, then smirked. He still appeared lost in thought, tapping his forehead. His gaze shifted between Taekjoo and Zhenya, as if weighing his options. He wanted the product badly, but it was suspicious that Zhenya had brought something so valuable to him.


  Sergey deliberated for a while, then finally nodded.


  “Alright. Let me think before making my decision. I’m sure it will cost me an arm and a leg, but it’s just too tempting to pass up. In the meantime, would you do me the honor of staying as my guests?”


  It would take at least a day for the SS-29 party to arrive, and Sergey only had to decide before they came. If he truly wanted the product, he would take it. But if suspicion lingered, he could always send the two salesmen packing. He simply had to ensure the SS-29 remained hidden from them.


  In other words, Taekjoo had to locate the SS-29 before Sergey made up his mind.


  Taekjoo smiled as he accepted Sergey’s offer.


  “Of course.”


  Taekjoo was shown to a room, and he got to work the moment he stepped inside. He stood with his back to the door, scanning the layout of the room. He walked along the wall, inspecting the windows, their sills, and the type of glass. He tugged a window inward, then pushed outward. It did not budge an inch. Just beyond the glass lay a steep cliff. Taekjoo had anticipated all of this—even the cliff. Sergey had no reason to offer a nice guest room to a stranger. Unless Taekjoo took the hallways, which were heavily guarded, it would be difficult for him to get anywhere within the mansion.


  Taekjoo retrieved a lighter from his pocket. It was a compact tool designed to slice through glass or thin metal sheets by generating intense heat. He had used it previously at the Bogdanov estate. Gripping the torch head, he pulled out a slender rod and shaped it into an L. He spun the flint wheel. Sparks jumped from the combustion chamber, quickly igniting a scorching flame. Taekjoo used it to make a hole in the window that faced the cliff.


  He set the clean-cut glass on the windowsill and slipped his left wrist through the hole. Taekjoo flattened himself against the window, extending his limb as far as he could, and aimed his watch at the sky. When he pressed the dials on the side, the watch face opened, and something shot up. It drew a straight line through the sky and quickly disappeared from sight. Not long after, a camera shutter clicked in the air.


  Taekjoo took off the watch, opened the back, and pulled out a micro memory chip. He inserted it into his phone and pulled up the files. The mansion’s floor plan now appeared on his phone. As if equipped with X-ray vision, it revealed the mansion’s interior, including hidden spaces between walls and floors.


  Taekjoo shared the floor plan image with Zhenya and began guessing where SS-29 might be. He identified four likely locations: the basement, the attic at the top of the tower, the space behind the second bookshelf in the study, and the hidden room in Sergey’s bedroom.


  Taekjoo pressed the radio to his ear to talk to Zhenya.


  “We’ve got no choice but to look into them one by one.”


  - I’ll take the study. It’s heavily guarded—it’ll be fun.


  “Don’t kill unless you have to. It’s difficult to take care of the mess.”


  - I’ve never killed when I didn’t have to. All my kills are in justified self-defense.


  The word “justified” isn’t meant to be used by people like you. Taekjoo clicked his tongue in disapproval before wrapping up the trivial conversation.


  “I’ll take the basement, then. Good luck.”


  As soon as he disconnected the radio, Taekjoo looked back and forth between the doors of the room and the bathroom. It didn’t take him long to make up his mind. He headed toward the bathroom. Given the purpose of the residence, Taekjoo assumed there would be cameras watching him everywhere—in the stairs and hallways, of course, as well as in fire extinguishers, picture frames, and flower pots. Now that there were unwelcome guests in the mansion, the security would’ve been tightened even more. Taekjoo couldn’t tackle this head-on without knowing where SS-29 was. When outnumbered, the best move was to avoid a direct encounter.


  According to the floor plan, there was an air vent in the bathroom ceiling. All vents in every room were connected to the tower, releasing indoor air, including from the basement, into the open.


  Taekjoo locked the bathroom door and turned on the shower. The water poured down and hit the floor. He drew the translucent shower curtain to hide his absence.


  After finishing his little ruse, he stepped onto the toilet and removed the vent cover. He shoved his head inside and saw a dark tunnel stretching ahead. It wasn’t spacious, but it was wide enough for Taekjoo to crawl through.


  Taekjoo quickly pulled himself up. The low ceiling of the air vent pressed against his back. Just a bit of squirming stirred up the dust, tickling his nose and throat. Taekjoo buried his nose in his arm and stayed still, fighting back the urge to cough.


  He turned on his headlamp, casting light on the path ahead. The light was enough to illuminate about three feet in front of him. Taekjoo took a sharp breath and began crawling through the duct, pulling himself forward by alternating his arms. He was careful to avoid making any noise as he crawled along the ceiling.


  As he reached the duct above his room and neared the hallway, Taekjoo heard voices—guards stationed outside his door. Ignoring their idle chatter, he moved forward stealthily.


  Soon, the path forked. Taekjoo pulled out his phone and quickly checked the floor plan. To reach the basement, he had to turn left. As he shifted in that direction, he noticed that the floor of the duct sloped downward. Taekjoo must be above a staircase. Bracing himself on one elbow, as he had been doing, he pulled himself forward. But then, the duct floor suddenly dipped.


  “...!”


  He must have put his weight on a weakened section of the air vent. Taekjoo quickly grabbed the wall to steady himself, but in doing so, he made quite a bit of noise. Coincidentally, a guard was passing by and stopped dead in his tracks. Through the mesh-like floor of the vent, Taekjoo could see the guard tilting his head from side to side. He turned to look behind him, then tilted his head again. Another guard asked him what was wrong.


  “Didn’t you hear something just now?”


  “Hear what?”


  “I thought I heard something clank...”


  The guard looked to his left and right. Then, suddenly, he looked up. He saw that the floor of the vent was hanging a bit low. It had been like that for quite some time, but it still wasn’t fixed. Sergey, the owner of the mansion, had put the task off again and again, saying he’d attend to it after finishing his other important business.


  It could’ve been a rat, the guard thought to himself. But it sounded too heavy to be one. He couldn’t shake off his suspicion. He tapped the vent with his rifle. If the vent was empty, it would make a hollow sound, and the low-hanging air duct did shift noticeably at just a light tap. Since he was already checking, the guard tapped on the other ducts as well—he might as well be thorough. No part of the vent gave any indication that something was inside.


  “What’s up with you?”


  The other guard, who’d been feeling nervous, grumbled.


  “There’s nothing there,” he added.


  “Yeah, you’re right.”


  “Don’t worry about it. It’s not like rats showing up is anything new.”


  With a sour look on his face, the guard glanced up at the vent once more, inspecting the vent, before letting his colleague drag him away.


  Meanwhile, Kwon Taekjoo was fighting for his life, struggling against the dust inside the duct. His head, back, butt, and arms were pressed against the vent ceiling, leaving only the tips of his feet to support the entire weight of his body. His palms were sweating, slowly losing their grip. If he fell again, the vent would rattle. All Taekjoo could do was hope that the two guards would be gone from the hallway before that happened.


  One incident could be written off as nothing, but not two. If the guards started searching the vent, there’d be no way out for Taekjoo. But right now, he couldn’t fix his unstable, uncomfortable position. Beads of sweat dripped from his forehead. His sweaty palms kept sliding. He couldn’t hold on much longer. He’d reached his limit.


  Thunk—his body dropped with a loud thud. The ceiling trembled with a heavy rattle. Taekjoo held his breath, listening for footsteps. His heart pounded in his chest. Every second felt like an eternity. Taekjoo didn’t move, waiting, but there was no sound of anyone rushing to investigate the noise. The guards must have completely left the hallway. Only then did Taekjoo allow himself to breathe properly.


  “Haa, haaa...”


  After catching his breath, he started moving again, crawling through the vent that seemed to stretch endlessly, with no end in sight. Taekjoo couldn’t tell how far he had gone, but he began to smell old dust and moss. He must be getting close to the basement. The basement vent was vertical, angled like a chimney. Taekjoo estimated its length to be at least seven feet, and it could be as much as thirteen feet at most. He couldn’t afford to fall headfirst, so he wriggled to turn his body. Then, without hesitation, Taekjoo dropped.


  The speed and weight of Taekjoo’s falling body completely destroyed the vent flap. He rolled as he fell to absorb the impact. As soon as he hit the floor, particles of dust rose.


  Taekjoo couldn’t see through the thick dust. A cough threatened to escape, so he covered his mouth with the back of his hand. He brushed away the swirling dust and slowly surveyed his surroundings. The basement was filled with all kinds of things. Among them, what caught Taekjoo’s eye was something covered by a thick tarp. It was quite large.


  Taekjoo quickly cleared the clutter around it and peeled back the tarp in one swift motion. Another wave of dust swirled up, and this time he couldn’t hold back a sneeze.


  The sneeze forced Taekjoo to close his eyes. When he opened them, his shoulders slumped at what he saw. What lay beneath the tarp wasn’t the weapon he had anticipated. It was an old piano, almost ancient. Taekjoo opened the fallboard, and rats with blood-red eyes scurried out.


  He couldn’t help but sigh. Taekjoo had risked his life coming here, only to find the wrong place. He was so disappointed that he wanted to deny the reality before him. Still, hoping there might be something else, he started digging around. First, he checked inside the piano. Then, he went through every box in the room, but there was no sign of any firearms. He felt along the walls, pressing here and there, but found no hidden or secret space either.


  What disappointed him even more was having to go back the way he had come. Taekjoo stared at the ceiling, overwhelmed by the long return trip ahead. On the way here, at least he had hoped to find something. But now, all that awaited him was despair at the tiresome journey back. The thirteen-foot vertical duct was his first obstacle. How was Taekjoo supposed to climb up?


  After thinking for a while, Taekjoo pulled out a device that looked like a camera. It was something he had brought with him, just in case of an emergency. He aimed the lens at the ceiling of the vent and pressed the shutter. The cap on the camera lens shot up, and a long string was attached to it, going straight into the duct. It didn’t fall back—proof that it had latched onto something. He tugged on it with his weight. It held firm and only tightened from the force of the pull.


  Taekjoo climbed onto the old piano and secured the string to his belt. He grasped it with both hands and began to climb. He had trained for this many times during his judo training.


  Once safely back in the vent, Taekjoo crawled a long way back toward his room. Whenever he sensed someone below the vent, he would stop moving for a while before resuming his crawl. As he drew closer to his room, exhaustion started to take its toll. All he wanted was to get back quickly and collapse into bed.


  He was passing the point where the hallway connected to his room when he heard a knock. Zhenya would never knock. It must be either Sergey or his servant. Taekjoo froze briefly, but quickly regained his composure and continued working his way out of the duct.


  The knock came again, and by the time Taekjoo was almost at the bathroom vent, he heard the door to his room open. He was running out of time.


  Sergey, having entered Taekjoo’s room uninvited, glanced around at the messy space. He could hear the sound of water running in the bathroom. Maybe he couldn’t hear me because he’s in the shower? Sergey wondered. He thought for a moment about what to do and decided he would come back another time. After all, Taekjoo was a guest, and that seemed like the polite thing to do.


  As Sergey turned to leave, he suddenly stopped. He couldn’t explain it, but something compelled him to head toward the bathroom. His face stiffened for the briefest of moments, now marked by a sudden urgency that hadn’t been there before.


  He reached for the doorknob, but it was locked from the inside. People usually lock their rooms, not their bathrooms, Sergey thought uneasily. He immediately pulled out a set of keys from his pocket and began trying each one, trying to find the right one.


  Just then, the bathroom door opened. The door creaked open wider, releasing a wave of steam. The person who emerged from the bathroom was none other than Taekjoo. He seemed to have just finished his shower, his black hair soaked, appearing even darker. His well-toned body glistened with moisture, sculpted as if carefully carved from stone.


  Sergey stared blankly at Taekjoo’s body. The silence was broken by Taekjoo’s voice.


  “Can I help you?”


  “Oh, uhm, it’s time for dinner... and I-I wanted to invite you to join us...”


  Sergey stuttered, his eyes scanning Taekjoo. Starting from Taekjoo’s face, Sergey’s gaze slowly drifted down his chest, abdomen, and lower still. His thick lips parted. Taekjoo grabbed a bath towel and wrapped it around his waist, which snapped Sergey back to his senses. He licked his lips, a gesture that betrayed his desire to see more.


  “Do you often come all the way to the bathroom just to invite someone to dinner?” Taekjoo asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “Oh, I’m sorry if it made you uncomfortable. It’s just that no one answered, no matter how many times I knocked, and I was worried something might have happened.”


  Sergey quickly came up with an excuse. He invited Taekjoo to dinner and then made a hasty exit, leaving the room. The door snapped shut, and Sergey’s footsteps—briefly paused outside the door—began fading down the hallway.


  Taekjoo, who had been calmly putting on a bathrobe as if nothing had happened, suddenly felt his knees give out and collapsed onto the floor. He let out a long, heavy sigh of relief. He had nearly come face to face with Sergey, still covered in dirt and dust. His heart, which had dropped to his stomach and shot back up again, now pounded uncomfortably in his chest. He raked a hand through his wet hair in frustration.


  “How’s it going? It wouldn’t be easy to fix something that’s completely out of order and make it usable again. But I dare say, repairing something everyone else has given up on could be quite the experience.”


  “We’ve barely made progress, still stuck at the stage of modifying the blueprint.”


  “Even during its initial development, the blueprint phase took the longest. That’s what makes it special. If anything, the things you pour your heart and soul into never betray you—neither does a lover you pour your heart and soul into, for that matter.”


  Sergey let out a boisterous laugh at his own joke, then leaned slightly toward Zhenya and whispered.


  “So, when are you going to reveal it to the industry? You’ve got me on the edge of my seat.”


  “I want to be careful, maybe years, or—”


  Zhenya, who had been answering without hesitation, suddenly fell silent. It was right after meeting Kwon Taekjoo’s eyes as he entered the dining hall. Sergey turned as well and looked toward the entrance. Taekjoo looked much more presentable than he had earlier. Sergey raised his hand to welcome his guest.


  “This way, please.”


  The dining hall had a long table, easily seating forty people, but only Zhenya, Sergey, and Hong Yeowook were sitting at it. It was the first time Taekjoo and Hong Yeowook met officially. Their eyes met, and Taekjoo gave a small nod in acknowledgment. Hong, who had been eating in silence, returned the nod.


  Apparently, Taekjoo’s seat had already been decided—right next to Sergey. It was the only seat with plates and utensils set, so it had to be. The waiter soon appeared and placed Taekjoo’s appetizer at that spot as well.


  Sergey gestured for Taekjoo to hurry and join him. Taekjoo didn’t want to, but he had no excuse to refuse. He walked over and glanced at Zhenya, who sat across from him. Zhenya didn’t pay Taekjoo any attention, continuing to slice his steak. He didn’t meet Taekjoo’s eyes but gave a slight shake of his head, signaling he hadn’t found anything either.


  Taekjoo shifted his gaze from Zhenya to Hong. The man didn’t join the conversation at all, simply eating in silence. When he finished his portion, he quietly rose from his seat and left. As he walked around the table to leave the dining room, his gaze lingered on the back of Zhenya’s head for a brief moment. It lasted only a second, but the gaze was sharp and intense. Had their cover been blown? Taekjoo felt uneasy.


  “Another guest who’ll be staying for a while,” Sergey explained to Taekjoo.


  As if he had waited for Hong to leave, Sergey immediately began a new conversation.


  “So, this hacking program—is it widely adopted right now across the US and South Korea?”


  Sergey seemed skilled at masking his nasty intentions behind a sleazy attitude. Taekjoo realized it would be easier to conceal his lies by speaking less, rather than more.


  Taekjoo shut the man down as he wiped his hands on his napkin.


  “I prefer to stick to discussing only weapons.”


  “Oh, of course. My mistake, I’m sorry.”


  Sergey’s apology sounded overly sincere. Perhaps thinking a change of subject would be a good idea, he began asking personal questions about Taekjoo’s hobbies and interests. Taekjoo couldn’t understand why the man was so eager to get to know a complete stranger.


  As he thought about what to say in response, his eyes kept meeting Zhenya’s. Zhenya watched them with an amused expression, clearly enjoying the situation. He made no effort to change the subject or help Taekjoo. When Taekjoo silently urged him to intervene, Zhenya only grinned and slowly stood up.


  “Please excuse me, but I should be going. It’s been a long and exhausting trip. You two should continue without me and enjoy the rest of your conversation.”


  Zhenya left, leaving Taekjoo alone with Sergey. The smirk on Zhenya’s face as he walked away made it clear he was doing it on purpose. Taekjoo felt his temper rise, but there was nothing he could do. He only glared at Zhenya’s retreating figure, missing Sergey’s question in the process.


  “—en?”


  “I’m sorry, what was that?”


  “I asked if you’re married or taken.”


  Sergey repeated with a friendly expression.


  “Does it matter whether I’m with someone or not? How does it affect your business decision?”


  Taekjoo shot back with a bright, disarming grin. His tone, expression, and gesture all radiated ease and confidence.


  Sergey frowned at the unexpected counterattack. His thick lips turned down, and his hand heavy with rings, gently settled over the back of Taekjoo’s hand. His thumb brushed lazily against Taekjoo’s skin, and his grip slowly tightened, turning more and more unwelcome.


  “It depends.”


  Sergey offered a vague reply as his hand slowly crept up Taekjoo’s sleeve. Taekjoo, who had tolerated the man so far, couldn’t take it anymore. He jumped up from his seat, shaking off Sergey’s hand. The man looked at him shamelessly, as if to question what had just happened.


  “Please excuse me, but I have to go.”


  Taekjoo forced a brief smile, flashing his even teeth, before turning to leave the dining hall. Sergey sat alone, watching Taekjoo leave blankly.


  Not long after, the butler served him dessert. It was a brownie topped with chocolate mousse. Its moist, rich texture was obvious even at a glance. Sergey stared down at the brownie with a sour expression, smacking his lips. He put his fork back down.


  Taekjoo was entering his room when he suddenly stopped. Zhenya was sprawled shamelessly on his bed. He gestured for Taekjoo to come in, just like he had back at the hotel.


  “Please, do come in.”


  Taekjoo glared at him for a moment before reluctantly stepping in and closing the door. He lowered his voice right away and asked Zhenya how it went.


  “How did what go?”


  “The thing you were going to check. You said you’d look at the study.”


  “Oh, yeah. I checked it out. I was personally intrigued by what they could be keeping in there that required the place to be double, even triple, guarded. It was underwhelming—it was just a vault. I didn’t break it open, just scanned what was inside. Just some gold bars, cash, and a few documents.”


  “Anything else?”


  Zhenya shook his head. So it wasn’t in the study. That left them with only two options. It was either in the attic at the top of the tower or in the secret room inside Sergey’s bedroom. If there was no trace of SS-29 in either room, the mission was as good as a failure.


  There was only a day left until the people involved with SS-29 arrived. If the weapon issue was fixed successfully, SS-29 would soon be moved to a new location. And if Psikh Bogdanov was one of the visitors coming tomorrow, then it was only a matter of time until Taekjoo’s cover was blown.


  Of course, there was also the chance that Sergey might change his mind and kick Taekjoo out. So the ideal scenario would be to take care of everything tonight, before Sergey had a change of heart. It might be the only chance to confirm the identity of SS-29. Taekjoo couldn’t let this opportunity go to waste. He had to be quick and careful at the same time.


  But the remaining two places weren’t easy to penetrate either. There was only one path to the tower: the air vent Taekjoo had used to reach the basement, which extended all the way to the top. The problem was that the higher it rose, the narrower it became—only a child could fit through it. He could try climbing the exterior of the residence, but doing so in the merciless winter wind on a cliff was practically a death wish. Avoiding the CCTV cameras and guards inside and outside the mansion also seemed impossible. So, Taekjoo would have to climb the stairs if he wanted to get to the top. Obviously, that wouldn’t be possible—not in a place where they inspect people just to let them enter a room. Especially not if the room in question was where SS-29 was being kept.


  Sergey’s bedroom wasn’t any easier. The sun had already set, and Sergey would soon be asleep in his room. Taekjoo didn’t need to see it to know that security would be doubled during those hours. Cameras and motion sensors would be active in the room as well. The more Taekjoo thought about it, the more obstacles came to mind.


  He blurted out something random in frustration.


  “What if we just grab Sergey and beat him up until he spills?”


  “We’d be riddled with bullets first. We don’t even know exactly how many guards he’s got here.”


  Zhenya was entirely right. Right now, the only information they knew was the mansion’s size and layout. They didn’t know how many people were inside, or the type and number of security devices throughout the estate. They had managed to deal with Boris face-to-face only because they lured him out of his safe house. That was very different from their current situation, deep in the heart of the enemy’s lair.


  No matter how hard Taekjoo thought, he couldn’t come up with a solution. When he was outside the mansion, his only problem had been getting in. But now that he was inside, an entirely new set of obstacles awaited him.


  “Sometimes, soft power is much stronger than knives or guns.”


  Zhenya suddenly mumbled. Taekjoo looked at him questioningly. Soft power usually meant the opposite of violence, most commonly associated with feminine influence. It referred to the use of wisdom, persuasion, sensibility, empathy, and the like. Of course, one of them was honey traps. History has shown that even men of steel are rendered powerless before women they desire.


  But what good would that do in this situation? Taekjoo dismissed the idea right away.


  “Yeah, the damn old coot obviously has his mind in the gutter, but where are we supposed to find the honey for this honey trap? The only woman we’ve seen since we got on the island was the innkeeper.”


  Zhenya put on a curious smile as he listened to Taekjoo. Then he stood up and lazily closed the distance between them. Taekjoo stood his ground until Zhenya was right in front of him. When Zhenya suddenly reached out his hand, Taekjoo instinctively stepped back before he could stop himself. He tried to act like he hadn’t, but it was clear he was still on guard.


  Zhenya didn’t pause for a second, and his outstretched hand finally reached Taekjoo’s ear. It barely brushed against his skin, but the hair on that part of his body stood on end. His dark skin made it stand out even more. Zhenya gave a gentle smile as he brushed Taekjoo’s hair from his face.


  “No need to worry about that. Rumor has it, Sergey Ilyich is into men. Particularly tanned ones.”


  “What—”


  “It wasn’t ordinary, the way he looked at you.”


  Zhenya kept teasing, so Taekjoo just shoved him away. Taekjoo jabbed a finger at Zhenya, telling him to shut up.


  “Are you mad? I’m not that dedicated to my job.”


  “Just think about it. You could get into Sergey’s bedroom without all that running, crawling, and rolling around. Who knows? He might start spilling everything about SS-29 in the heat of the moment. Just escort him to the bed, and after that—whether you beat him up or actually make out with him—I don’t care. That would be private business between the two of you in that room. Am I wrong?”


  Zhenya continued persuading Taekjoo. Easier said than done. Taekjoo scoffed. If it were the other way around, there was no way Zhenya would let some old creep knead his hand like dough.


  Taekjoo dismissed the idea completely as he walked to the windowsill.


  “Drop the nonsense. I’m not doing it,” Taekjoo snapped.


  “Why are you dismissing it as nonsense?”


  Zhenya tossed something at Taekjoo, who instinctively turned and caught the object speeding toward his back. It was the GPS tracker. The red dot on its screen was beeping near the center of the coordinates, but the two dots didn’t quite overlap, meaning the target was pacing nearby.


  Taekjoo glanced at Zhenya, demanding an explanation. Zhenya smirked and threw back a question—who do you think that is, pacing right outside your room? Zhenya must have managed to plant a tracker on Sergey.


  Taekjoo shook his head again and tossed the tracking device onto the bed.


  “I’m not doing it, no matter—”


  “Did you know that the more competition a male faces for a female, the stronger his desire to conquer becomes?”


  Zhenya said something strange as he strode toward Taekjoo, just as Taekjoo was about to refuse for good. Taekjoo stepped back unconsciously, but Zhenya was already right in front of him. His lower back bumped against the windowsill. Taekjoo was cornered, nowhere left to run.


  For a split second, their eyes locked. Zhenya studied Taekjoo, an unsettling fire burning in his gaze that made him look like a stranger.


  “The more it is coveted, the more precious it seems.”


  “What—”


  Then there was a knock.


  “Sorry to bother you—are you still awake?” Sergey called.


  “Yes.”


  Taekjoo answered quickly. It would look suspicious if he left his room too often or always took too long to get the door.


  Taekjoo was about to let Sergey in when Zhenya seized his wrist. He yanked Taekjoo closer, nearly slamming him against the windowsill. Taekjoo immediately tried to pull away, but Zhenya didn’t move. Instead, he braced himself on the windowsill, boxing Taekjoo in with his arms. Taekjoo felt like a giant, impenetrable wall had just gone up in front of him.


  What the hell is he doing?


  Taekjoo clenched his jaw as Zhenya’s lips curved into a wide grin. He was clearly up to something diabolical. Then Taekjoo heard the unmistakable rasp of a zipper sliding down. For a moment, he couldn’t register what was happening. Then he froze—Zhenya’s hand slid into his open fly.


  “...!”


  Startled, Taekjoo grabbed Zhenya’s arm, but it didn’t stop him. Zhenya’s hand kept moving deeper despite Taekjoo’s forceful resistance. Then, he wrapped his hand around Taekjoo’s motionless dick so hard that Taekjoo nearly blacked out.


  Zhenya stroked the still-soft length as if milking an animal, all the while observing the changes in Taekjoo’s face. His hand slid up and down the tender flesh. It amused him how it would jolt in pain when squeezed hard but merely flinch when stroked gently, as if it liked the touch.


  “You, crazy—”


  Taekjoo gnashed his teeth. Their bodies were so close he couldn’t even kick or shove Zhenya away. If they were any closer, he might’ve been able to bite Zhenya’s nose. But they weren’t—that option was off the table. All he could do was clutch at Zhenya’s clothes like he was about to rip them apart.


  He shoved Zhenya’s jaw away in anger. Zhenya let himself be pushed back, but he only stroked Taekjoo’s cock more eagerly. He slowly peeled back the foreskin, revealing the ripe, red tip. Zhenya studied it with intense focus. Beads of precum gathered at the slit. Taekjoo, breathless from struggling to push him away, was now panting for an entirely different reason. His once-murderous eyes fluttered heavily, as if his eyelids wanted to stay shut.


  Zhenya rubbed the tip in slow, teasing circles before pulling down his own zipper. His menacing member pushed free from the bulge. The cock was so massive that it looked like one hand wouldn’t be enough to hold it. He brought it close, pressing it firmly against Taekjoo’s. Taekjoo sucked in a sharp breath, horrified.


  “...!”


  Just then, there was another knock.


  “Mr. Lim?”


  Sergey’s confused voice snapped Taekjoo back to his senses. He tried to push Zhenya away, but the more he pushed, the harder Zhenya pressed back until Taekjoo couldn’t even squirm. He was pinned tight between Zhenya and the window.


  Zhenya’s cock thickened. He ground the heavy shaft along Taekjoo’s hip and stiff length. Prickly pubic hair grazed his sensitive skin, sending a sharp, biting jolt through him. Taekjoo’s ass cheeks quivered.


  “Ah...Ugh...”


  He doubled over, unable to keep his head from drooping. But Zhenya didn’t allow him even that small liberty. He seized Taekjoo’s chin, holding it firmly in place so their eyes would meet. Taekjoo frowned, his eyebrows drawn tight. Zhenya wet his lips at the sight. His cock had grown hard, erect, and intimidating as ever. It bent upward, stiff like it was meant to enter something—anything.


  The slit at the tip gaped, almost alive. The thick shaft slid slowly between Taekjoo’s balls. Taekjoo let out a soft groan at the strange sensation, his frown deepening. A smile spread across Zhenya’s lips. He ran his hot tongue along the side of Taekjoo’s face. His green eyes burned with blood-red lust.


  By that point, Zhenya seemed to have forgotten why he was pinning Taekjoo down at all. Their cocks rubbed against each other, and Taekjoo’s cock would twitch every time the veins on Zhenya’s shaft touched it. Zhenya pressed the two dicks even tighter together, letting his veined shaft drag roughly against Taekjoo. His hand soon squelched from the overflowing precum. His strokes moved up and down, each thrust wet and loud with slick sounds.


  Taekjoo’s groin throbbed painfully as he neared climax. He clamped a hand over his mouth, terrified a sound might slip out. His vision swam, and he felt lightheaded as heat surged to his core. A tingling sensation surged from his head to his toes before he erupted in a stream of white fluid from his cock.


  “Ahh...”


  Taekjoo shut his eyes, brows drawn in a deep frown. He breathed into his palms, both hands raised to stifle his ragged breath and the muffled moan that escaped him. Zhenya studied Taekjoo’s flushed face as he ground against the inside of Taekjoo’s well-toned thighs. The slick patch of skin burned hot, feeling like it might peel from the friction. But Taekjoo no longer had the strength to protest—not after coming just now.


  That was when Sergey’s voice cut in.


  “Are you okay, Mr. Lim? I’m coming in.”


  Sergey pushed the door open and stepped in, but he halted upon seeing the strange sight before him. Kwon Taekjoo was half-perched on the windowsill while Zhenya stood in front of him, meticulously fixing his clothes. The windows in the room didn’t open, and the thick, bitter scent of what had just happened still hung in the air. A tense current crackled between them.


  Zhenya turned, putting on a fake smile for Sergey.


  “Please, come in. I was just borrowing a book.”


  It was the lamest excuse imaginable as he snatched a random book off the bed.


  “Well, then,” Zhenya added, before leaving the room.


  He curved his lips into an enigmatic grin, locking eyes with Taekjoo just before he shut the door. Taekjoo wanted nothing more than to punch him square in the face.


  He kept glaring at the closed door until Sergey cleared his throat, reminding Taekjoo of his presence. Only then did Taekjoo step down from the windowsill and approach.


  “Can I help you?”


  “Oh, actually...”


  Sergey started to speak but stopped himself. His eyes dropped to Taekjoo’s crotch. Taekjoo followed his gaze—and his eyes widened. His fly was still down.


  Goddammit.


  He had assumed Zhenya had fixed it while tidying his clothes, which, in hindsight, was a stupid assumption. He could practically see that jerk’s smirk as he walked out. Silently cursing every profanity he knew, Taekjoo reached to zip up—but Sergey suddenly grabbed his wrist. Taekjoo looked at him, stunned. Sergey leaned in close, voice dropping low.


  “Well, there’s something I’ve been looking after here in the mansion. Everyone who matters in Russia is interested in it. People say whatever I ask for will be its price. I’m not sure if that piece of metal is really as valuable as they say, and I was wondering if I could have your opinion on it, Mr. Lim. What do you say? It’s not something you get to see every day.”


  Sergey’s bedroom had three doors—one at the end of the hallway, another at the end of the passage behind the painting, and the double sliding doors separating the sleeping area from the reception room. Each door required both fingerprint and retina scans. Cameras were installed every foot, tracking every movement in the room. By now, Taekjoo had to know what the man was hiding so carefully inside that massive chamber.


  Sergey personally slid the double doors. The space inside was vast, with a bed at its center big enough for ten people. A long tiger pelt was draped over the purplish sheets, nearly twelve feet long. Each strand of fur seemed alive, the vivid yellow eyes glinting with lifelike intensity. Taekjoo wondered how anyone could sleep with that thing under him at night and concluded that he would never understand the bizarre tastes of the rich.


  The room even had a wide bathtub, a clear sign of its owner’s determination to indulge in depravity.


  Taekjoo walked around the bed, eyeing the secret space behind it. According to the floor plan, it was a sizable hidden room.


  “Would you like a drink? I happen to have an excellent scotch.”


  Sergey offered Taekjoo a drink. His tone shifted as they entered the bedroom, and his gaze grew more grotesque as he scanned Taekjoo head to toe. Taekjoo took the glass, immediately noticing undiluted white powder on the ice—an obvious trick. He merely pretended to sip.


  Sergey walked past Taekjoo and sat on the bed, studying Taekjoo’s every feature like he was an object on display in a shop window. His eyes roamed over Taekjoo, slow and deliberate, and it was revolting. Taekjoo placed the untouched glass on the table.


  “Where is the product you mentioned?”


  “Slow down, now. No need to rush, right? The night is long.”


  Sergey’s eyes narrowed to creepy slits. A drop of scotch trickled down his glass, and he licked it up with his thick, fat tongue. It was repulsive. Taekjoo had to look away. When he looked back, Sergey had finished his drink and was standing up. Then, locking eyes with Taekjoo, he began undressing piece by piece.


  He peeled off his shirt, then stepped forward. He dropped his pants and moved another step closer. In no time, he stood just in his briefs—and the distance between them nearly gone. Sergey panted, his breath hot close against Taekjoo’s neck.


  Taekjoo just gritted his teeth and endured in silence. Sergey moved behind him, brushing a hand lightly across his waist before pulling him into a firm embrace. He squeezed Taekjoo’s chest hard as if he wanted to crush it. Then, he traced the defined line of his abs with greedy fingers.


  Taekjoo stared into space and drew a deep breath. There’s an old saying in Korea—hold back your anger three times and you’ll avoid murder. Taekjoo restrained himself with every fiber of his being. But then, something stiff pressed against his thigh. He could feel its heat even through his pants.


  Taekjoo’s mood plummeted. He clenched his jaw tightly. Sergey, oblivious, kept grinding his bulge against Taekjoo’s leg. His hot breath washed over Taekjoo’s neck. It felt like tiny insects were crawling through his veins. It also felt like a rutting pig was clinging to his back, panting.


  Taekjoo, who had been staring blankly, finally spoke.


  “I just can’t...”


  “Mmmhh... Ahhh—what? Huh?”


  Sergey was now completely naked. He pressed himself flat against Taekjoo, panting. His fat hand slid along Taekjoo’s side, then down toward his crotch. Taekjoo caught his hand, gripping it tightly. Sergey misread the gesture as encouragement and leaned in to lick Taekjoo’s neck. That was when he went flying through the air.


  Sergey was hurled into the air, his vision spinning. Taekjoo had thrown the heavy man over his shoulder with brutal force.


  Sergey landed headfirst, dazed and disoriented. He struggled to grasp what had just happened. Shock washed over him. He had never imagined this outcome.


  “Can’t stand this anymore. You should know when to stop, you pig.”


  Taekjoo muttered, smoothing out his ruffled shirt. He also wiped the drool from his neck in disgust.


  Just then, Taekjoo’s phone rang. The number wasn’t saved, but it looked familiar. It was Yun Jongwoo.


  Taekjoo remembered the favor he had asked for and picked up immediately. Before he could say anything, Jongwoo’s voice exploded through the speaker.


  - Sunbaenim![8]


  The sudden yell made Taekjoo wince. He jerked the phone away from his ear, grimacing. But Yun Jongwoo kept ranting, spouting nonsense.


  “What’s wrong with you? Did you handle that favor I asked?”


  – Who are you with right now? He’s—!


  “What are you on about?”


  Taekjoo yanked the phone away again. The signal was there, but the connection was poor. He figured it was probably just the location. The harsh Siberian cold felt it could freeze even sound waves.


  But why would Jongwoo ask who Taekjoo was with? Was he watching through some hacked CCTV feed? Taekjoo turned around—and flinched. Sergey, sprawled on the bed moments ago, was gone.


  Taekjoo scanned the room quickly, but it was too late. Sergey suddenly lunged at him. Taekjoo caught him by the wrist, but in doing so, had to drop his phone to defend himself. He managed to block the attack, but Sergey’s weight drove them both onto the bed.


  Sergey landed on top of him, pressing his entire weight down. In the hand Taekjoo grabbed, there was a syringe. It was now empty, though just moments ago, it had seemed full. It wasn’t hard to guess, with a single clear drop still clinging to the needle.


  He rammed a knee into Sergey’s gut and followed up with a firm press against a vital point. Sergey thrashed in pain, but soon went limp.


  “Damn it.”


  Taekjoo could barely breathe under the bulk of Sergey’s body. Scowling, he shoved the man aside. With a loud thud, Sergey rolled off the bed and hit the floor.


  Taekjoo lay there for a moment, catching his breath. Then he got up and started searching—under the bed, behind the posts, beneath the tiger pelt. He was looking for the key to the hidden room, but found nothing even close.


  There has to be one. Where could it be?


  He turned his gaze to Sergey, unconscious on the floor. Anything important would be on him. But he was completely naked now, so Taekjoo turned to his clothes instead.


  He picked them up from the floor and shook them out. After a while, he grabbed Sergey’s belt. It had a square-shaped ornament with something that looked like a button. Taekjoo figured it was worth a try. He pressed it. With a soft click, the cover popped open, revealing a hidden remote control.


  “Got you.”


  A satisfied smile crossed Taekjoo’s face. He got to his feet with the belt in hand, excited to finally see the hidden space.


  “Huh?”


  But his steps faltered as a sudden wave of dizziness hit. Taekjoo told himself it would pass, but his vision blurred and swam. He staggered and collapsed by the bed. In an instant, everything felt trippy, his thoughts slowing down. He couldn’t remember why he was there—or what he had come for. He shook his head, trying to snap out of it.


  Then he remembered the syringe Sergey had. It had been empty when Taekjoo noticed it, but he hadn’t thought much of it at the time. He assumed Sergey had missed the mark and squirted it into the air. But what if Sergey had actually injected him? A dull ache throbbed at the back of Taekjoo’s neck. Something was wrong. Worse still, Taekjoo had no idea what had been in that syringe.


  His head felt unbearably heavy. He rubbed at his temples, but it was useless. He had to lean on the bed as his head grew heavier and heavier. The world spun.


  After a while, Taekjoo spotted a pair of legs in his skewed vision. How long had they been there? Am I hallucinating? He tried to lift his head to see who it was, but his body wouldn’t respond.


  With great effort, he dragged his gaze up—from the legs, over the thighs, to the waist and chest. The mysterious figure was so tall that it took forever for Taekjoo’s eyes to reach his face. At the same time, Jongwoo’s voice rang out from the phone.


  – It’s him! Can you hear me, Sunbae?


  Who’s him? Before Taekjoo could answer, the man in front of him snatched the phone and ended the call. He advanced slowly toward the bed. Taekjoo’s whole body felt leaden from the drug, but his instincts flared with alarm.


  I have to get away.


  “My, my.”


  Taekjoo heard a familiar voice. It was Zhenya. Zhenya’s long shadow fell over him. He tutted, not with pity or sympathy, but with mild amusement at the current situation.


  Zhenya stepped over Sergey’s unconscious body, wearing a smile that made it hard for Taekjoo to breathe. The man standing in front of him was no longer his partner. Nothing about Zhenya had changed, yet he was not the same person he had been moments ago.


  Taekjoo tried to back away with all the strength he had—or so he thought. In reality, he only managed to move two fingers. Zhenya now stood directly in front of him. He leaned in, looming over Taekjoo with steady intensity. Taekjoo’s pitch-black eyes struggled to focus as Zhenya’s lips curved into a knowing smile. Then, without effort, Zhenya slipped his arms under Taekjoo’s and lifted him.


  Taekjoo landed on the bed with a jolt, his head spinning worse than before.


  “I got worried, so I came over to check. Look at the state you’re in.”


  Climbing over him, Zhenya stared at the sweat-soaked Taekjoo. Taekjoo couldn’t tell whether Zhenya was worried about him or about Sergey.


  Taekjoo didn’t understand what was happening, but the answer felt close—just out of reach. Thoughts and emotions clashed violently, tangling inside him. Yet one thing was absolutely clear to Taekjoo. If he stayed here like this any longer, he would die.


  Zhenya picked up the belt from the bed and pressed the button with practiced ease. A mechanical clank echoed from the opposite wall as a hidden panel began to rotate slowly.


  The flat surface moved out of the way, revealing not a vault or an armory, but a large framed photo. It showed around twenty men. Taekjoo recognized some of the faces—Vissarion and his sons, the same ones he’d seen at the Bogdanov residence. Even Sergey, now lying motionless on the floor, was in the photo.


  But Psikh Bogdanov was missing. Instead, standing just behind Vissarion, was a man who looked almost exactly like Zhenya—no—Taekjoo was sure it was him.


  He stared at him, disbelief washing over his face. Zhenya just smirked. Taekjoo had to be sure. With trembling hands, he grabbed Zhenya’s shirt. Zhenya didn’t resist. He stood there, letting Taekjoo clutch the fabric. His icy eyes gleamed with elation.


  Taekjoo ripped the shirt open. Buttons flew and hit him in the face, but he didn’t blink. Instead, the truth stared right back at him. A tattoo, clear and distinct, marked the center of Zhenya’s chest. Taekjoo had seen it before—at the Bogdanov residence, on the back of Boris’s hand, on the gates of this very mansion, and on the forehead of the late Agent Morgan.


  “Oh, this? Come on now. You didn’t think you were the only one who could wear a disguise, did you?”


  Zhenya let out a cold laugh.


  It was him. Zhenya was Psikh Bogdanov himself.


  “Haa... Ugh,” Taekjoo panted.


  He saw himself in the mirror on the ceiling, gasping for breath and weak. With every inhale and exhale, the ceiling seemed to zoom in and out. Taekjoo felt sick from the dizziness, and his body gradually grew hotter. His brain felt like it was boiling, scorching blood surging through his veins to his fingers and toes. The heat overwhelmed him, lingering and growing worse every second. Taekjoo’s mind was clouded yet razor-sharp all at once. All his senses had become so sharp that even brushing the bedsheets made him jolt.


  His mind flooded with countless thoughts. When he got the first mission. When he first met Zhenya. When he ran into that jerk again in the hotel restroom, even after wishing he’d never have to see that monster again. And when the bad news came right after. Zhenya wavered between being a lively, playful partner and a serene, cruel killer. Despite everything, Taekjoo had trusted Zhenya because headquarters had assigned him as Taekjoo’s partner.


  Whenever Taekjoo got wary, with his guard up, Zhenya created situations that forced Taekjoo to trust. Zhenya was the one who led Taekjoo deep into the Bogdanov residence. It was also thanks to him and his wiretapping that Taekjoo discovered the existence of SS-29. When needed, Zhenya even willingly shared classified intel meant only for people like them. Zhenya’s contributions to the hunt for SS-29 were substantial. In fact, it was ridiculous to think it was all just to mess with Taekjoo.


  Where did it all go wrong? When? Maybe the problem started at headquarters, with their decision to pair him with Zhenya. Or maybe Zhenya had never been his partner to begin with. Maybe the whole mission had been doomed from the start. Taekjoo had no way of knowing. All he knew was that things had gotten so twisted and tangled that he was now trapped in this mess.


  Taekjoo studied Zhenya slowly. He looked the same as always, yet completely different. It was a paradox lodged in Taekjoo’s mind the moment Zhenya went from partner to threat. Logic and reason, this situation, Zhenya’s behavior—everything pointed to one truth. Still, there were so many things Taekjoo couldn’t understand.


  “Why did you let me live? Why didn’t you just kill me?”


  “I let you live?”


  Zhenya didn’t bother hiding his smirk.


  “You’re deeply mistaken,” he continued.


  His condescending tone made Taekjoo’s blood boil. Thinking back, maybe Zhenya had been trying to get rid of him from the start.


  The hotel he was staying in was bombed right after he learned Zhenya was his partner. His whole room was blown apart, along with all his belongings. He lost contact with headquarters. If Taekjoo hadn’t been trained to survive bombings, he might not have made it out alive.


  What about when he had been chased by the man he thought was Psikh Bogdanov? Zhenya had shown up in a helicopter and opened fire with a Minigun, spraying bullets without hesitation. It was sheer luck that the moving vehicle plunged straight into the river. Otherwise, everyone inside—including Taekjoo—would have been riddled with bullets. Zhenya kept firing even as his so-called partner was drowning in the water. He didn’t even try to save his supposed partner.


  That wasn’t all. At the Bogdanov residence, a deafening noise blasted from the very radio Zhenya had given him, leaving Taekjoo incapacitated. Later, while searching for Zhenya on the Trans-Siberian train, Taekjoo was ambushed.


  Looking back, the whole thing was completely absurd. The man had tried to take Taekjoo out at every turn. But Taekjoo had mistaken it all for help.


  Yet at the same time, a new question formed in his mind. If Zhenya had really been trying to kill him, Taekjoo would’ve been a dead man long ago. He hadn’t survived by luck—he survived because the jerk never actually meant to kill him. And that same jerk summed everything up in one simple sentence.


  “It was amusing watching you struggle to stay alive.”


  Zhenya said it with a smile, his eyes and lips curving in amusement. Indeed, that had been the case every time. Every time Zhenya disappeared, Taekjoo ended up in danger. And whenever he was struggling, he’d always spot Zhenya watching from a distance. Even in life-or-death moments, Zhenya stayed calm, almost relaxed. To him, Taekjoo’s life was nothing more than a plaything.


  “Son of a—”


  Taekjoo gnashed his teeth. He clenched his fist so tightly that his nails dug into his palm. He wanted to smash that smug grin off Zhenya’s face. It was the only way to tame the fire raging inside him. He had to make sure that the bastard could never look down on him ever again—Taekjoo promised himself as he threw his punch.


  It was a full-force attack, but Zhenya caught it effortlessly with his palm. Taekjoo’s fist trembled in Zhenya’s grip. He poured every ounce of strength into his fist, but the bastard’s hand didn’t budge. He wasn’t smiling anymore. Instead, it was that look Taekjoo knew well—the one that surfaced whenever something annoyed him, no matter how trivial.


  “If only you knew when to pick a fight, right?”


  With a sharp crack, Taekjoo’s head snapped to the side. The pain on his left cheek was indescribable. For a second, his vision went black, and stars exploded in his sight. He couldn’t even manage a groan. The left side of his face throbbed and began swelling almost instantly. Something burst deep in his nose, blood dripping out. He could taste blood in his mouth. There must be a tear on his gums. It wouldn’t have surprised him if the punch had just given him a concussion.


  At this rate, Taekjoo would die at Zhenya’s hand. His emotions and personal grudge gave way to pure survival instinct. He didn’t let the pain slow him down. He moved at once without hesitation. But Zhenya stopped him cold with a single chokehold.


  “Ugh.”


  Zhenya’s grip was precise, cutting off his air. Taekjoo grimaced, struggling against the strangulation, and scratched the back of Zhenya’s hand, but it did nothing. Zhenya simply tightened his grip around Kwon Taekjoo’s neck, like he meant to break it. His pupils had contracted into pinpoints—he must have lost all reason again.


  Taekjoo slapped Zhenya’s elbow in a desperate bid to break free, but it was futile. Zhenya’s outstretched arm didn’t budge at all, and Taekjoo paid brutally for the failed attack—the hard blade of Zhenya’s hand slammed into the center of Taekjoo’s torso. Taekjoo felt his insides flip. His stomach twisted as if it were being torn apart. It lasted only a split second, but it was enough to send cold sweat coursing over him, and his vision went dark. The pain in his lungs was so intense that it crushed his will to fight back. He was on the verge of collapse.


  Is this how I’m going to die? Here? Like this?


  Taekjoo had survived countless life-threatening missions. He’d been through situations far worse than this and still made it out alive. He never gave up, whether trapped in a crashing plane, at the heart of an explosion, or deep beneath the ocean. He had always pulled through. But now, he braced for his end. I can’t get out of this one. Taekjoo knew it as fact.


  He looked at Zhenya through his dimming vision. There was no emotion on Zhenya’s face. It had turned into the face of a stranger. Is he really Psikh Bogdanov? Maybe this is just another of his twisted pranks. Taekjoo clung to the hollow thought.


  A vein pulsed on his smooth forehead. His eyelids quivered involuntarily. His mind must have sensed the end, screaming sirens inside his skull. His eyes felt like they would burst from the pressure. Taekjoo parted his trembling lips. His voice was strained and barely audible.


  “Are you... Are you really—”


  “Yes, I am.”


  Zhenya hammered the final nail in. Taekjoo almost laughed. Not because he didn’t believe it, but because it made so much sense. The jerk had blended into the Bogdanov family effortlessly. He had access to wherever he pleased. Just like Psikh Bogdanov, Zhenya had an intimate grasp of the defense industry. Taekjoo should have known it when he saw Zhenya’s armory stocked with state-of-the-art weapons. Even excluding these, there were so many signs he’d missed. He shouldn’t have trusted the information from headquarters so blindly.


  A self-deprecating smile tugged at Taekjoo’s lips. It turned into a chuckle, and he laughed despite the lack of oxygen. His bloodshot eyes and trembling mouth curved into a grin.


  Zhenya’s indifferent look finally cracked, replaced by an unfathomable smile. The change was subtle, barely visible. He released his grip and let go of Kwon Taekjoo.


  “Haaa, ha, ah...”


  Taekjoo gasped and coughed.


  His airway was suddenly clear. His chest rose and fell rapidly as he gulped down air, driven by sheer instinct. He inhaled too fast, which triggered more coughing. His face stayed red—first from the lack of oxygen, now from the violent coughing. As he watched Taekjoo wheeze, Zhenya lifted his pant leg and drew the dagger strapped to his ankle.


  He turned the sharp blade slowly before Taekjoo’s eyes. It was a clear threat, and the message was that removing an eye meant nothing to him, an easy task. The dagger hovered vertically above Taekjoo’s pupil. The tip moved with chilling precision, almost touching the eyeball. Zhenya didn’t blink once the entire time.


  Taekjoo’s coughing seemed like it would never end, but eventually, it did, and instinct took over his body right after. Zhenya smirked as he stared at Taekjoo, who was completely still, frozen in place.


  Zhenya bit down on the blade, holding it between his teeth as he pushed his knee under Taekjoo’s waist. Zhenya’s solid thigh lifted Taekjoo from the waist down into the air. He used the dagger to rip through Taekjoo’s clothes. Nothing slowed Zhenya’s hands. He tore through Taekjoo’s underwear, the blade grazing skin and drawing blood. But Taekjoo, panicked and overwhelmed, was in no state to feel the pain.


  Taekjoo heard the sound of a zipper being pulled down, followed by something heavy pressing against his thigh. It was Zhenya’s massive penis, already hard and erect, its tip grazing Taekjoo’s skin. The cock was relentless as it barreled forward, pushing up against the firm muscle of Taekjoo’s thigh. Zhenya reached down and adjusted the position, guiding it between Taekjoo’s ass cheeks. The tip of his cock was flushed and red, pulsing like a living thing driven by an insatiable urge. The slit at the tip twitched and flared with excitement. Taekjoo realized what was happening just as the thick shaft pressed against his hole.


  Taekjoo, alarmed, started thrashing and flailing in resistance. But it was no use because Zhenya pushed him down and drove his cock in. The thick piece of flesh chafed against the dry hole, which obstructed the penetration. Zhenya sucked his index finger and used his spit on it as lubricant to stretch the hole. Then, he resumed pushing in. Finally, the tightly creased hole widened and slowly swallowed the round, fat head.


  Zhenya yanked his finger out and pinned Taekjoo’s shoulders with both hands. Then he slammed his hips forward, burying his cock to the base.


  “...!”


  The pain was beyond words. The agony of being penetrated was unlike anything Taekjoo had ever experienced. His eyes widened in shock from the pain before twisting into a grimace. Taekjoo’s ass cheeks quivered, having been forcibly filled with a monstrous piece of flesh. It felt like a steel pole had pierced him through the center of his body. He felt burning pain deep in his stomach. He also felt something dripping. Whatever it was, it trickled down along the gigantic shaft and dampened the bush at its base.


  The hole was not ready for penetration, and it became too tight as its muscle contracted from shock. Zhenya scowled and clicked his tongue. The hole clamped down on his cock so tightly that it constricted the blood flow and dug into the skin. A vein bulged in Zhenya’s smooth forehead. He should pull out if it were so painful, but he was in no mind to do such a thing.


  Instead, he slouched forward and whispered cruelly.


  “If you figured out what’s going on, you better shake your ass. Who knows—maybe I’ll feel generous and let you live.”


  The patch of skin beneath Taekjoo’s eyes trembled from the humiliation. Uncontrollable rage erupted from the pit of his stomach. Taekjoo could rip and shred Zhenya to pieces, and that still wouldn’t be enough to bring him peace.


  Zhenya saw Taekjoo clench his jaw in fury, and his smile widened in satisfaction. He flung Taekjoo’s legs up, resting them across his chest and shoulders to get a better look. Zhenya could see Taekjoo’s hole squeezing his cock tightly, struggling to contain it as the cock pulsed, eager to move. The hole gaped every now and then. Zhenya, watching the opening, felt tension crawl up the back of his neck from sheer arousal. He licked his lips and pulled his hips back. As Zhenya’s veined member chafed against Taekjoo’s inner flesh, Taekjoo bit his lip and turned his face away. In the next moment, Zhenya pushed forward and drove his entire length inside.


  “—!”


  Taekjoo’s whole body jolted. His ass cheeks and Zhenya’s thighs slapped together with such force that it echoed with loud slaps. But it still wasn’t enough for Zhenya. He shifted all his weight to press down on Taekjoo and plowed him harder. He lifted Taekjoo’s knees upward and pushed them down on Taekjoo’s chest, suffocating him. Now, only a few inches separated Zhenya’s face from Taekjoo’s.


  Taekjoo grimaced, his eyes tightly shut. He clenched his teeth so hard to endure the pain, they ground loudly. His face would turn pale from humiliation and rage, then flush red, before losing its color again.


  Zhenya observed everything and didn’t miss a single change as he dug in deeper and deeper. His cock, as big as it could get, was rammed relentlessly into the hole, devouring the tender, raw flesh. The tight opening was slowly stretched out, and its walls started deliciously gripping his cock.


  When Zhenya pulled out all the way and rammed his cock in forcefully, Taekjoo felt like his body would split in two. Kwon Taekjoo thrashed around, trying to free himself from the pain crashing over him. And the more he did, the crueler Zhenya became. Whenever Taekjoo twisted his waist in an attempt to pull away, Zhenya always did the exact opposite. He would go in deeper and hold down Taekjoo harder, making it impossible for Taekjoo to move at all. Taekjoo, with all his limbs pinned down, was laid bare to the brutal form of violence. He could neither stop the abuse nor run away from it.


  As Taekjoo’s hole was pounded again and again, a wet, relentless squelching sound kept echoing from the lower half of his body. His ass cheeks weren’t just red. They were swollen from repeatedly slamming against Zhenya’s rock-hard thighs. Zhenya didn’t shift position. His eyes were locked on Taekjoo’s face, determined not to miss a single reaction. He ground his hips, spreading raw, searing heat along the inner walls of Taekjoo’s hole. At times, he would thrust fast and deep, driving his cock into parts that remained tight despite his arousal.


  Even in his deepest state of humiliation and defeat, Taekjoo could still feel the heat pooling in his crotch. He felt like something would burst out of him if he let his guard down and relaxed his body for even just one moment. Taekjoo tightened his control on his body, pulling up his shoulders and hunching. But he couldn’t help but arch his neck back and curl his toes. He panted hoarsely, breath snagging in his throat like it would give out.


  “Haa, ah... Ah, ugh!”


  Taekjoo shook his head in frustration, but he couldn’t shake the numbing sensation slowly creeping over his body. His head burned, growing hotter and cloudier by the second. At some point, the pain of penetration had vanished, leaving only the scorching, insatiable heat churning inside him. It was his body, but it no longer felt like his.


  “Ah.”


  Zhenya sighed lazily as he ground his hips. He casually ran his hand through his messy hair and moved his hips in a slow, flowing motion. His cock had grown so hard it felt like it might burst as it was enveloped by warm, wet walls. Zhenya’s chest and abs tensed in response to the sweet sensation. The intense pleasure showed in beads of sweat sliding down his sculpted body, causing his skin to glisten.


  He ripped Taekjoo’s shirt. The seams stretched and tore, revealing a firm, well-toned body. Zhenya’s eyes slowly traced every inch, each part perfectly in place, flawless. Zhenya felt confused—his mouth watered just looking at a man’s body. No matter how many times he satisfied his urge, an insatiable thirst remained. The sensation overwhelmed him, making his world spin, but something was still missing. He wanted more. More.


  Zhenya pulled his torso upright, unblocking Taekjoo’s view. The mirror on the ceiling reflected everything happening below the waist. Taekjoo looked away in humiliation, but it was no use. Zhenya grabbed Taekjoo’s jaw and made him face the mirror. Taekjoo shook his head and pushed the hand away, but Zhenya didn’t budge. Taekjoo shut his eyes tightly, but Zhenya forced them open again by thrusting in deeply with brutal force.


  “Chin up, now. Think of the effort it took to get that mirror up there.”


  Zhenya smirked. Taekjoo couldn’t stand the humiliation. He clenched his jaw and tried to close his eyes again. But Zhenya thrust upward violently once more. Then, in that position, he ground his hips to push in even deeper. Taekjoo felt like his guts were being shoved all the way up to his throat. His stomach flipped. He couldn’t breathe.


  But that wasn’t the end. Zhenya got up on his knees and lifted Taekjoo’s waist into the air, nearly folding him in half. The new position gave Taekjoo a full view of his own ass. Reflected in the ceiling mirror, he saw everything—his sweat-slicked ass cheeks glistened, the massive length of flesh buried deep between them. Zhenya deliberately slowed his movements, letting Taekjoo take in the full scene of his massive cock sliding in and out of Taekjoo.


  Taekjoo’s hole was stretched wide around the girth, gaping helplessly. Its usual folds were gone, replaced by a tension so tight it looked like a single touch would tear it. It felt less horrible when the shaft was hidden inside Taekjoo’s body. But as he watched the seemingly endless length being pulled out, Taekjoo could only curse.


  “You son of a bitch!”


  Before Taekjoo could even finish swearing, the entire dick was rammed inside. The raw hole made a wet squelch as it was filled again. The cock slowly picked up speed, kneading the soft, slick walls. Taekjoo felt like his insides were being shredded. He wanted to throw up, but there was also a low, simmering pleasure he couldn’t make sense of.


  “AAHHH!”


  “This isn’t as bad as I thought.”


  Zhenya sounded strangely excited, his eyes gleaming. His gaze was crazed, like a predator that had just caught its prey.


  “I thought you’d be dry and tasteless.”


  Zhenya leaned in close, whispering against Taekjoo’s ear. Taekjoo flinched, trying to turn away, but Zhenya easily caught him and forced his face to the side. He watched the bob of Taekjoo’s throat, a small bulge sliding up and down. His jaw clenched as if he had to keep himself from biting down like it was a ripe plum. But he couldn't hold back. Zhenya leaned in and took a bite of the bump. As his teeth grazed the skin, Taekjoo’s arm trembled. Zhenya gave a smug grin, sucking on the spot he had just bitten.


  “Ugh.”


  Taekjoo grimaced. His head tilted back, breath ragged. Warm, wet licks traced his skin, and the feel of Zhenya’s tongue sent jolts down his spine.


  Then, without warning, Zhenya bit him hard. Taekjoo bucked. A raw set of teeth marks bloomed red where he’d been bitten. Blood surged beneath the spot of skin. Taekjoo clenched his jaw.


  “Shibal,”[9] he muttered, voice tight, like he was swallowing his rage.


  Zhenya’s movement had been lazy, but then the thrusts grew faster, more relentless. Taekjoo was being railed again. His hole struggled to stretch out and swallow the massive cock. But despite the swelling and resistance, it still yielded every time Zhenya pulled out.


  Zhenya pinned Taekjoo’s wrists high above his head, and the position made his chest bounce with each movement. His glistening nipples caught Zhenya’s eye. Zhenya grabbed a handful of his chest, savoring the dense yet soft feel. He kneaded the flesh like dough, watching the nipples grow hard under his touch.


  “How nasty—look at your fat tits,” Zhenya sneered, “begging to be sucked.”


  Taekjoo’s ears turned bright red from the insult. He pulled up his shoulders and thrashed, trying everything he could to shake off Zhenya. But unlike his will, his body felt so heavy. It was the drug. Zhenya pinned the thrashing Taekjoo down with ease and suckled his nipples with his tongue.


  “You crazy—!”


  A vein bulged on Taekjoo’s neck. Furious curses curled in his mouth, but then sank back down before he could even spit them out. Zhenya pressed down on the sensitive flesh with the tip of his tongue, and the wet, slick skin sealed around it. Taekjoo tilted his head without meaning to, his abs tensing involuntarily.


  Zhenya looked amused, watching Taekjoo hate every second of it. He grazed the nipple with his teeth, then scratched it lightly. Taekjoo’s waist twisted as the strange, subtle pleasure spread through him. The more he struggled, the more insistent Zhenya became in toying with the sensitive bud. The one Zhenya hadn’t touched yet quickly hardened as well, and Taekjoo’s eyes went out of focus at the strange, unfamiliar sensation surging from a part of his body no one had ever touched.


  “Aahhh, hmmm—ah!”


  Taekjoo’s chin dropped lower and lower. Zhenya caught it, lifting it back up before burying his face in Taekjoo’s hunched shoulder. He pressed the tip of his tongue against the areola, circling it slowly. Then, he bit down on the tight, trembling flesh, causing Taekjoo’s knees to buckle from the jolt that shot through him. Zhenya steadied him with a hand on his shoulder. He dragged his tongue over the overstimulated nipple, now enlarged and sore. It glistened with saliva. It turned submissive under Zhenya’s tongue, the hardness fading as the tongue flattened it. A sharp tingle started there. It rippled down deep in Taekjoo’s gut, growing into something more intense.


  “Mmm... Ah... Ahh!”


  Zhenya, who’d been focused on the nipple, suddenly looked down when he felt something hard brush against his waist. It was Taekjoo’s cock—fully hard now, pressing into him and demanding to be noticed. Zhenya smirked.


  “Look how swollen you are.”


  The explicit taunting made Taekjoo flush. He gnashed his teeth as he uttered profanities and swore to himself that he would kill Zhenya—in a language Zhenya didn’t understand. As this was happening, Zhenya resumed thrusting, a look of satisfaction on his face. Clap. Clap. Clap. Taekjoo’s ass and Zhenya’s strong thighs slapped together until they ached. The long, thick cock drove in and out of the hole violently. Each time it entered, the skin on the stomach was stretched so taut that it wouldn’t have surprised anyone even if it ripped.


  Zhenya had been going fast, as if sprinting, when he pulled out completely. As he did, the skin around the opening—even the pink insides—clung to the cock, following it as it slid back. Zhenya smiled, staring at the tender inner flesh, slick and glossy from all the bodily fluids. He gently touched it before ramming his cock back in without warning.


  “—ARGH!”


  Taekjoo let out an angry moan. Even in his barely conscious state, he flinched backward, trying to break free from Zhenya. But it was useless. Zhenya kept plowing him, completely ignoring his struggle.


  He spread Taekjoo’s leg wide open and slammed his hips harder, leaving no space between them. Supporting his weight on his arms, Zhenya pressed his body down, bringing it closer to drive deeper inside Taekjoo. His cock slowly slid up to a spot inside Taekjoo’s body that nothing and no one had ever reached before. Taekjoo’s waist trembled uncontrollably in the air. His face turned red as blood rushed to his head, his body nearly upside down. His stomach felt so full he could barely draw a breath.


  “Keep at it. The more you struggle, the less I’ll let you live.”


  Zhenya whispered as he thrust deep inside Taekjoo. Taekjoo’s entire stomach shuddered, the sensation radiating through his whole body. Zhenya’s cock showed no sign of slowing down anytime soon. Taekjoo’s spirit was crushed, not knowing how much longer he had to suffer this.


  He lost consciousness several times, only to wake again. Time felt like it was rushing past and standing still all at once. He couldn’t tell if he was dreaming or awake. Each time his vision cleared, Zhenya was there, straddling him and holding him down. Waves of unbearable pain surged through him, and he screamed until he passed out, again and again.


  It wasn’t Taekjoo’s will that moved his body, but Zhenya’s. He completely controlled Taekjoo, strung him up, and jerked him around at his whim. Taekjoo’s throat felt so raw that even gulping hurt. He couldn’t feel his groin or buttocks, and he didn’t even dare try to move his legs. Sticky fluids clung messily around the cleft of his ass and the rim of the hole. His whole groin was slick, and if he moved the wrong way, it felt like the mess would start running down his thighs.


  Soon enough, the bed shifted beneath him as Zhenya climbed back on top. He held a thick, hand-rolled cigar between his fingers. After taking a slow drag from the lit cigar, he sat sideways next to Taekjoo.


  “Why don’t we start clearing up your questions, one by one? It’d be a shame to die without knowing the full story, right? I’m not completely heartless, you know.”


  How thoughtful of him. Rage prickled at the corners of Taekjoo’s eyes, making them twitch. His limp hands curled into tight fists. Zhenya watched him with amusement, then suddenly reached out. Taekjoo flinched reflexively. Zhenya ignored it and kept reaching, casually playing with his disheveled hair.


  “Let’s start with Anastasia—the one you and your team are so desperate to find.”


  Taekjoo’s dull eyes sharpened with sudden clarity. Zhenya sneered, as if mocking Taekjoo for being unable to let go of his sense of duty, even now.


  “There is no Anastasia. There never was.”


  Taekjoo furrowed his brows. That can’t be true. Zhenya was obviously toying with him again.


  “Cut the bullshit. Then what the hell is SS-29 supposed to be?”


  “SS-29, huh... I don’t know how you ended up mistaking that for Anastasia, but comparing her to a simple ballistic missile such as SS-29 is just plain insulting.”


  Taekjoo’s face fell blank at the nonchalant reply. Was SS-29 really just a missile? He knew Russia coded its ICBMs with the letters SS followed by numerical digits. Still, the information Taekjoo had gathered at the Bogdanov estate had resembled Anastasia so much that he had been convinced they were the same thing. It had been hailed as having unprecedented firepower, although Taekjoo assumed that at the end of the day, it was just another nuclear weapon.


  But now he was being told that the two were completely unrelated? That Anastasia never existed, and he’d simply been fooled by Zhenya into believing otherwise? Questions piled up in his head, consuming his thoughts.


  “The Anastasia project failed a long time ago. The design was riddled with flaws. They wasted an unthinkable amount of money, time, and manpower trying to make it work. Still, I wouldn’t call it a total failure. Just getting the rumor out there that it existed—or was close to completion—was enough to shake the entire world. The fact that both the U.S. and South Korea are sending agents like you proves how powerful that illusion was.”


  Zhenya chuckled and rolled Taekjoo’s body over. Taekjoo was so drained that his body was flipped without any resistance. Zhenya’s hand moved up from Taekjoo’s calf, slowly gliding upward before suddenly slipping between the thighs. Taekjoo’s limp penis was in Zhenya’s grip. Playing idly with the soft flesh, Zhenya spoke.


  “Still, no need to be too disappointed. Have you heard about Russia’s last princess, Anastasia? There’s still debate about how she died. The royal family’s end was cloaked in mystery, and their bodies were never properly recovered. The widely accepted story is that they were executed in a basement, and their bodies were dumped into a mine shaft afterward. That’s the version most people believe—a tragic end for the princess, and for the rest of the Romanovs. But you know, just because something’s widely believed doesn’t mean it’s true. When facts are uncertain, they are bound to give birth to fakes. After Anastasia was presumed dead, many women claimed to be her. Anna Anderson was one of them. At first, people dismissed her as a fraud who was after the royal family’s fortune. But eventually, evidence and testimonies started to suggest she might actually have been the princess. So, what do you think happened in the end?”


  Zhenya paused in the middle of his sentence and turned the question on Taekjoo. When Taekjoo didn’t answer, he suddenly squeezed Taekjoo’s penis hard.


  “Hmm?”


  Zhenya growled, forcing a response out of Taekjoo.


  “Argh! What do I care!” Taekjoo yelled.


  Zhenya laughed, clearly amused by the strong reaction. Then he gently began stroking Taekjoo’s balls, swollen from the recent pressure. The round pouches were crushed and kneaded carelessly in his pale hand. Though the touch was tender at the moment, there was no telling when it might turn rough again. Taekjoo’s thighs curled inward instinctively, and Zhenya slid his hand deeper between them as he continued his explanation.


  “Tedious court battles ensued and continued for decades. People took sides, split between those who believed Anastasia had returned and those who didn’t. Time passed, and Anna Anderson died. It might have been a meaningless life, but it did leave its mark, keeping people wondering for years if Princess Anastasia might really be alive.”


  What on earth is he trying to say? Taekjoo couldn’t understand where Zhenya was going with this.


  “In every Russian folk tale, there is one figure who always appears. It’s Koschey the Immortal. True to his name, he’s powerful, and nothing can kill him. He’s the obstacle the hero must overcome, the very symbol of hardship. In every story, Koschey kidnaps a beautiful woman, and the hero storms into his castle to rescue her, but fails every time. Of course, even Koschey has his Achilles heel, and only he knows what it is. Every story ends with Koschey being slain by the hero because he falls for a beautiful woman and foolishly reveals his own weakness.”[10]


  Trying to figure out what Zhenya meant, Taekjoo listened silently, but suddenly frowned as heavy pressure started weighing down his thigh. Zhenya had climbed back up onto Taekjoo’s body after fondling his genitals. Taekjoo’s legs, pinned beneath Zhenya, were completely immobilized.


  Zhenya’s gaze was fixed on Taekjoo’s back. The line from broad shoulders to narrow waist was clean and straight. Whenever Taekjoo moved even slightly, the muscles on his sweat-dampened back flexed dynamically. His hips, jutting just below his narrow waist, boasted smooth curves like a ripe fruit. Zhenya’s eyes darkened as they quietly took in all of this.


  Zhenya lowered his upper body and pressed his lips against the back of Taekjoo’s neck. This time, it was a soft touch. The scent of Taekjoo’s body filled Zhenya’s senses. Unable to contain his growing hunger, Zhenya bit down hard on the nape. Taekjoo grimaced and twisted his neck away. Zhenya let out a deep chuckle and whispered into Taekjoo’s ear.


  “You’re no beauty, however I look at you, but I’ll let you in on the secret and tell you the weakness of Koschey the Immortal.”


  Taekjoo wondered if he was still dreaming. It was a fair question, since Zhenya’s stories had no clear theme, yet flowed seamlessly like disconnected dreams woven into a single sequence.


  But Taekjoo’s senses were all so sharp that he couldn’t have mistaken them. Zhenya’s voice did not waver or falter but came through clearly. This isn’t a dream, Taekjoo was sure. Yet, Zhenya kept speaking in riddles that made no sense.


  “There’s a castle on a vast, uninhabited land. No boat or vehicle, big or small, can reach it. You cannot get there on foot either. You can’t reach it unless you turn into a fish, insect, or flying beast. And in that castle, there’s a huge, ancient tree as old as Koschey himself. South of the tree lies a large jewelry box, filled with smaller boxes. Among them is one box no one ever thinks to look for. It’s neither too full nor too empty compared to the other boxes. Koschey’s heart might be in that box, or it might not. But if you find it, Koschey’s life will be in your hands. You might even become Koschey yourself.”


  Zhenya lowered his body further, pressing his thick chest against Taekjoo’s shoulder blades. Their sweat-drenched bodies clung together, sticky and hot. Taekjoo jerked his shoulders in annoyance.


  “You’ve had enough. Get off me.”


  He sounded like he was growling, but Zhenya just chuckled and ignored him.


  He slid his hand beneath Taekjoo’s stomach and wrapped it around Taekjoo’s shaft. Slowly, Zhenya drew back the foreskin, exposing the head. He gently traced the slit on its tip with his finger, and Taekjoo’s back arched. Taekjoo’s mouth, which had been shouting moments before, suddenly snapped shut.


  The shaft in Zhenya’s grip twitched with a mix of anticipation and fear. Zhenya caressed it tenderly, lowering his lips onto Taekjoo’s shoulder blades. His kisses traced down the length of Taekjoo’s spine, and when they reached the curve near the base, Taekjoo’s body went rigid. Zhenya lightly sucked on the tight, firm flesh of Taekjoo’s ass once, then let go.


  “Let me live up to expectations back here.”


  Then, Taekjoo’s ass was spread apart. The hole was stained with cum. As it was fully exposed, it had nowhere to hide. It flinched at being so exposed. The semen, brimming and overflowing inside, was pushed toward the opening, nearly filling the tight folds. Even the slightest movement made some of it trickle down the perineum. Overwhelmed by the intense sensation, Taekjoo buried his face deep in the pillow.


  Zhenya took another drag from his handmade cigar and slipped a finger inside Taekjoo’s hole. Thick, sticky cum oozed out around the finger. Zhenya slid his fingertip upward, scraping along the inner walls. The semen coating the insides was pushed out repeatedly. Taekjoo’s groin quickly turned slick.


  After thoroughly probing the hole to his satisfaction, Zhenya suddenly lifted Taekjoo’s face up. His long fingers pried open Taekjoo’s mouth and pressed down on his tongue. He put the cigar he’d been smoking into Taekjoo’s mouth. Unable to suck or spit it out, Taekjoo suddenly groaned deeply, his fists clenched tight. Curses slipped out between his clenched teeth.


  “Ugh—shi, bal,” Taekjoo spat.


  Zhenya had spread Taekjoo’s ass wide and started licking between the cheeks with slow, heavy strokes. His tongue brushed over the softened hole again and again. The strange stimulation heightened Taekjoo’s senses so much that he felt like he could feel every single bump of Zhenya’s tongue. Its pointy tip carefully traced every fold at the opening. Each time Zhenya’s firm tongue pressed down and slid in shallowly, Taekjoo’s back writhed violently. The cigar Taekjoo was barely holding had already slipped from his mouth.


  Overwhelmed by the ticklish yet terrible pleasure, Taekjoo’s body jerked uncontrollably. His legs, pinned beneath Zhenya, kept kicking at the rumpled sheets.


  Zhenya gripped Taekjoo’s sides as if he meant to crush them, holding his struggling body firmly in place. Moaning softly from the rising pleasure deep inside, Taekjoo subtly pressed his lower belly against the bed and started grinding against it, quickly hardening his cock.


  Taekjoo could feel himself losing his mind, as if his entire brain was being torn apart and shaken empty. The humiliation of having his body invaded in a place even he had never touched before overwhelmed him. The blood surging inside him boiled furiously, thick and hot like cum. Trying to hold back an escaping moan, he bit down on the pillowcase, drooling onto it.


  His sensitivity seemed to sharpen with time instead of dulling. When Zhenya sucked the thin skin around the hole with a loud, wet sound, the grinding against the bed grew even more intense. Taekjoo squirmed under the double stimulation, suddenly wrapping his arms around his head and clenching his jaw. A moment later, his spine snapped straight, and his thighs tensed and bulged.


  “...!”


  Zhenya’s head shot up. Without a word, he stared at his hand. Something had dripped on it—smeared between his fingers was cum. Surprised, he looked back and forth between his wet hand and Taekjoo, who was panting. Then his lips twisted into a smirk.


  “Did you really cum just from having your hole sucked?”


  Taekjoo muttered curses, trembling. Zhenya had expected Taekjoo to fight back at least once, but he seemed completely powerless. And that wasn’t all—even the slightest touch made him jolt as if burned, showing just how deeply the drug had taken hold. At first, Zhenya assumed it was a muscle relaxant, but it must have been an aphrodisiac. It was obvious what tricks Sergey had up his sleeves. From the start, Sergey’s plan was obvious. He wanted Taekjoo to rail him, so he had to get Taekjoo hard first.


  Zhenya laughed disdainfully at Sergey, who was still lying on the floor, and spread Taekjoo’s legs wider.


  “I’ll let you cum once more. This time, just with your hole.”


  As soon as the words left his mouth, Zhenya’s cock thrust inside, stretching the inner walls. The opening, already softened to mush, swallowed the thick shaft in an instant. The sensation of his belly filling instantly while his spine strained under the pressure was something Taekjoo could never get used to.


  “...Aah!”


  He tried to hold it in, but a scream-like moan managed to escape. Once more, Zhenya plunged his cock all the way to the base and admired where their bodies met. The hole, gripping Zhenya’s cock firmly, pulsed with life as its soft inner walls clung to his shaft, drawing him in with a subtle suction. Zhenya traced the seam where their different skins met. Even that small gesture was enough to send a shudder down Taekjoo’s spine. Taekjoo was a cold and blunt man, making each of his tiny reactions even more amusing.


  Zhenya stretched his arms straight to support his weight, and Taekjoo could do nothing but lie beneath him, legs spread wide. He didn’t thrash around anymore. He must be exhausted. It almost felt like he was just waiting for the horrible moment to pass quickly—and that was no fun.


  Zhenya, after savoring the tightness of the hole for a moment, suddenly grabbed Taekjoo by the hair while thrusting harder. Taekjoo’s ass was flattened by the weight and force, which made the penetration even deeper. Zhenya rested his full body weight on Taekjoo, who let out a pained groan. Then, Zhenya started pounding him.


  His thick shaft drove deeper and deeper as if it would pierce through Taekjoo’s body. Taekjoo clawed at the bedsheets furiously. Pillows were thrown onto the floor.


  Zhenya’s eyes grew more intense. Seeing a helpless creature writhing under him uncontrollably filled him with an unfamiliar, thrilling excitement. The thrill was ecstatic, bringing a pleasure akin to catching a flapping tuna with bare hands or slitting a reindeer’s throat as it struggled to survive. The heat spread from the center of his body, shooting violently up to his neck and head.


  Soon, the ease vanished from Zhenya’s face. Furrowing his brows, he focused solely on the act. The rough, slapping sound of skin sticking and pulling apart echoed sharply in the room. Thick fluids stretched and glistened like spider webs across Taekjoo’s ass and pelvis. Moving like a storm, Zhenya traced every curve of Taekjoo’s neck and ears with his nose. Taekjoo’s scent had thickened, and it ignited a fierce lust inside Zhenya.


  Taekjoo felt like his guts were about to burst from the pressure. With each thrust, he felt unbearably full. The burning, tingling pain made his breath hitch again and again. His clawing finally tore the bedsheets.


  The searing heat gnawed at his mind every second. Zhenya made no effort to hide his overflowing lust. He bit Taekjoo’s ear whenever he pleased, or buried his face in Taekjoo’s jet-black hair for as long as he wanted. As he released all his scorching heat, sweat soaked his body, and chills ran down his spine.


  “If you want to walk out of this room on your own two legs, you better squeal and shake that ass, or howl like a dog in heat. You see, I get hornier when someone fights back. I have to break in and tame that cute little resistance to feel satisfied. Sergey has already made your excuse for you—you were drugged, and you were out of your mind.”


  “That’s bull—argh!”


  Taekjoo yelled out in anger, but it turned into a scream of pain when Zhenya slammed his hips down hard on Taekjoo’s waist. His thick, veiny shaft ravaged the abused hole mercilessly. He pulled out completely, then thrust back in so forcefully that he sometimes lost his aim and slammed against Taekjoo’s thigh. His hot, hard cock felt like it could bore through flesh as easily as it did through the hole. The tip of his cock twitched as it kept missing its target. Then, finally, it found its place and plunged its length all at once. A sharp hiss of air escaped from where they joined.


  “...!”


  Taekjoo’s eyes widened. For a split second, a sharp pang shot deep inside his stomach. He jerked, nearly sitting up from the shock, but Zhenya held the convulsing body down and pressed his chest firmly against Taekjoo’s back. Their skin, slick with sweat, stuck together as Zhenya’s thick shaft pushed in deeper, the tip finding an even more intimate spot.


  He held Taekjoo’s trembling waist and brought their crotches together even tighter. The head, which had been prying open Taekjoo’s narrow inner walls, suddenly jabbed at a spot that nothing had ever touched before. Immediately after, Taekjoo, pinned under Zhenya, shook violently.


  “Haa... Mmmhh, aang!”


  “...?”


  Zhenya stopped for a moment, surprised. He hadn’t expected this reaction. He slowly pulled his body away from Taekjoo and stared down at Taekjoo’s head. Kwon Taekjoo had buried his face deep in the pillow, but he couldn’t hide the flushed skin on the back of his ears and his neck. His body trembled uncontrollably from the indescribable burning sensation he’d just felt. The hole squeezing tightly around Zhenya’s cock couldn’t relax either.


  A faint, lingering smile appeared on Zhenya’s face. He pulled his cock out of Taekjoo. Taekjoo’s body shuddered as the tightly filled inner walls were suddenly left empty after being stretched so tight. The cells that made up his body quickly relaxed, after contracting. Taekjoo was left with a hollow emptiness. Even his hunched shoulders visibly sagged.


  Zhenya observed all those changes carefully as he spread Taekjoo’s ass cheeks apart. The swollen and bruised hole was barely able to part its lips. Zhenya lazily rubbed his cock along the cleft of the ass. Each time the hot flesh rubbed against him, Taekjoo buried his head deeper into the pillow. He was holding on to the sheets so hard that his knuckles were white.


  Zhenya’s Adam’s apple bobbed hard, but he managed to hold back a bit longer. Taekjoo’s hole continued to throb relentlessly from the intense stimulation.


  “By the way, there’s something I’ve been curious about for a while...”


  Just as his words trailed off, Zhenya suddenly plunged his cock back in. Taekjoo’s trembling body stiffened with renewed tension.


  Zhenya’s thick shaft writhed like it was savoring its contact with the slick, wet heat inside. Then it ruthlessly jabbed at the spot that had made Taekjoo flinch earlier. A subtle and odd pain shot up Taekjoo’s spine in an instant.


  “Argh!”


  Taekjoo started thrashing. He writhed all over, helpless and groaning. A sudden, fierce tremor like electricity tore through him, working its way through every nerve and cell. Just as the tightly clenched muscles began to loosen into a slow, sticky release, Zhenya abruptly pulled out. The stretched-out insides felt hollow.


  When Taekjoo started wondering what was going on, Zhenya rubbed his cock against Taekjoo’s hole again. The burning shaft begged its owner to be buried. Zhenya’s patience was on fire, burning away to ashes. He wanted to taunt Taekjoo a bit more, but the dull ache in his lower abdomen and groin was getting too strong to hold back much longer.


  He rammed his cock back into Taekjoo’s hole. Taekjoo flinched, and Zhenya pinned him down, jabbing upwards as he pleased. The friction felt hot enough to melt skin.


  Zhenya’s ragged breaths came out in uneven bursts. His lungs burned, forcing him to lean forward. Zhenya frowned as he pulled out his cock, threatening to explode. His entire groin ached, pushing him to keep thrusting. His head spun dizzily. Yet he held himself back until the end, for the ultimate pleasure.


  Whenever the cock pulled out until only the head remained, the eager hole clenched around the tip, anxiously relishing the little bit of flesh it was given. Taekjoo’s cock started drooling, dripping a clear fluid.


  “Is it possible to kill someone just by raping them?”


  Zhenya mumbled with a heavy sigh. He dipped the head of his cock back in and out, teasing and testing Taekjoo. But his own lips were parched as well from the anxiety and lust.


  No reaction came from Kwon Taekjoo. Zhenya pushed his hips in a little deeper. He couldn’t believe it, but Taekjoo’s inner walls clamped down and wrapped around his thick cock snugly. Zhenya resisted the temptation and pulled back. Then he repeated the same motion a few more times, teasing gently.


  Suddenly, Taekjoo’s body moved backward toward Zhenya. It was a movement driven by pure survival instinct. Zhenya watched the scene with surprise. Taekjoo’s body opened willingly, swallowing the vicious, thick shaft. The hole took the base of the cock in one gulp and squeezed where they were joined, showing contentment.


  A satisfied smile spread across Zhenya’s face. All Taekjoo could do was tremble with humiliation and self-loathing.


  “Shi, bal...”


  Zhenya grabbed a fistful of Taekjoo’s hair and lifted the face that had been buried deep in the pillow. Taekjoo’s contorted, flushed face was twisted with conflicting emotions. His eyes had long been clouded by the aphrodisiac. He kept wincing but still pushed back against Zhenya, a clear sign he was feeling pleasure.


  Zhenya stopped playing around and indulged himself, feasting greedily on Taekjoo’s needy hole. His shaft, flushed bright red from the heat, violently entered and exited the tight opening.


  “Ah... Ah, haa!”


  “Ha, ah, ugh...”


  The two men moaned in messy, desperate pleasure. Zhenya had been thrusting without stopping when he suddenly grabbed Taekjoo’s shoulder and flipped him around. Taekjoo’s body turned halfway, with Zhenya still inside him. A twist at the point of contact sent a wave of sensation through Taekjoo, making him shake his head uncontrollably. Zhenya hooked Taekjoo’s leg over his shoulder. His dick was lodged deep in Taekjoo, the new angle sending fresh waves of stimulation through both of them. Zhenya gripped Taekjoo’s chest tightly as it pulsed wildly from the aching pleasure.


  The thrusting gradually sped up, and their breathing grew unsteady and ragged. Their moans fell apart into raw, breathless gasps. The burning sensation taking over Taekjoo’s whole body made his toes curl mercilessly.


  The pressure built rapidly toward bliss, ready to burst. Zhenya wasn’t far behind. He picked up the pace, fucking Taekjoo with the hunger of a starved beast, only to suddenly slam their hips together with brutal force. A spike of pleasure ripped through them, white-hot and electric.


  “Ah!”


  “Haaaa!”


  Without one outlasting the other, they both let out raw, guttural roars, their final bursts of desire ripping free. Thick, sticky semen splattered across Kwon Taekjoo’s chest. At the same time, something hot flooded deep inside him.


  Taekjoo lay there, completely drained, barely able to draw a breath. Breathing alone made his body throb with dull, lingering pain. He didn’t have the strength to lift a finger, let alone stroke and calm his trembling, overstimulated cock.


  Zhenya ground his hips a few more times, determined to milk out every last drop. Even after he came, his shaft stayed rock hard, pulsing with stubborn energy. The cum slowly oozed down Taekjoo’s perineum, too much to be held in.


  When he was finally done, Zhenya shrugged off Taekjoo’s leg, which he had thrown over his shoulder earlier. The long limb fell limply onto the bed. Taekjoo stayed still, utterly drained, gasping softly for breath.


  Zhenya reached for his cigar that rolled across the sheets and brought it to his lips. The bitter smoke slid down his throat and warmed his insides. He let his gaze drift lazily over Taekjoo’s body as he savored the flavor. No matter how long Zhenya stared, Taekjoo was still just another man. So why couldn’t he stop getting hard for him? Maybe, if I keep doing this again and again, I might figure out the answer, thought Zhenya.


  “Let’s test whether you can actually die just from being fucked,” he muttered, “not that it matters, since you’re going to die here today anyway.”


  There was a trace of regret in his voice, almost too faint to catch.


  After that, they went at it three more times or so. Since Taekjoo was barely conscious, it might’ve been even more. Giving his body up again and again in one night, Taekjoo found himself wondering. If they really kept going for three straight days, would it kill someone? His blood and fluids would run out long before he starved, and kill him. At some point, he couldn’t feel anything below his waist. Maybe the drug was wearing off. The high finally faded, leaving only raw, biting pain.


  He slowly opened his eyes at the feeling of the mattress shifting under him. Through a blur, he saw Zhenya walking away. He headed straight toward the wall behind the bed—the one with the Bogdanov family photo.


  Standing in front of it, Zhenya casually slid the frame aside. Behind it, a hidden door appeared. With practiced fingers, Zhenya punched in a password. The door unlocked with a mechanical click, opening easily. Inside, rows of glass bottles lined the shelves, filled with unmarked substances. Zhenya grabbed one and came back to the bed.


  “You know what this is?”


  Zhenya asked, shaking the small bottle lightly. Taekjoo didn’t answer. He didn’t even have the strength to move his lips. Zhenya didn’t wait for a reply.


  “This is Polonium-210. Consider it an artifact of the failed Anastasia project.”


  Taekjoo’s eyes flew open at the name. Polonium-210, an element that releases alpha particles thousands of times more potent than radium. Only about a hundred grams were made each year worldwide. Just the tiniest amount inside the human body could be fatal.


  Zhenya picked up Taekjoo’s hand and lifted each finger one at a time. Zhenya murmured softly like he was humming to himself.


  “Where should I start? Chopping off all your fingers? The body by the Baikal—poetic enough for a title. I’ll let your partner take care of your frozen corpse. He tried so hard to get in touch with you. He’d be pretty upset, though, about the way you stabbed him in the back.”


  Partner? Taekjoo couldn’t think of anyone who fit the description. But the phrase be pretty upset, though, about the way you stabbed him in the back brought someone to mind. Could he have been Taekjoo’s real partner?


  Zhenya didn’t give Taekjoo time to figure it out. He loaded the Polonium-210 into a syringe right before Taekjoo’s eyes. Zhenya drew back the plunger, and a clear liquid filled the barrel.


  “They don’t want you coming home. It’s the NIS—they didn’t send you that wrong photo by accident.”


  Taekjoo’s thoughts spun, overwhelmed by everything hitting him all at once. His heart pounded—not just from fear of dying, but from something darker, some terrible suspicion gnawing at him. Like he’d missed something the whole time. What was it?


  Zhenya flicked the syringe to release the air bubbles.


  “Or maybe you stumbled across something your boss wanted buried.”


  Zhenya voiced his guess as he pressed the plunger slightly. A tiny squirt of liquid escaped the needle. Zhenya then picked up both of Taekjoo’s arms.


  Taekjoo’s body tensed up. Was this how he would die? It couldn’t be. He couldn’t die without knowing the truth. But his body was too far gone to fight back. The sharp needle hovered just inches away.


  Then, out of nowhere, Taekjoo shoved Zhenya’s shoulder hard. Where that strength came from, he didn’t know. Zhenya looked stunned but quickly regained control. He overpowered Taekjoo’s frantic resistance in a single, fluid motion. Without hesitation, he drove the needle into Taekjoo’s neck.


  “—Ugh!”


  Taekjoo’s brows twisted in pain. The needle pierced so deeply that blood welled up instantly. Red spread through the syringe like ink in water. Smirking, Zhenya pressed the plunger, injecting every last drop. The fluid that sloshed inside the syringe disappeared into Taekjoo’s veins.


  Suddenly, Taekjoo’s head reeled. His arms dropped limp. His vision shattered into pieces, then scattered. Is this it? In the background, he heard something clicking—opening and shutting—familiar, metallic. A cigar cutter?


  A low humming filled the air. Then, someone grabbed Taekjoo’s ring finger. The clicking got louder. Closer. And then came the white-hot pain, which sliced through his finger like it was being severed.


  “Ну ты и глупая зайка.”[11]


  A dark sneer echoed in his ear. Whether the finger was actually cut off or not, the pain was real and rising fast. So what now? With that futile thought, Kwon Taekjoo’s mind slipped into darkness.




  6. Counterattack


  Somebody was humming. The shadow swayed to the tune, visible beyond the eyelids. The fingers were cut off. The limbs and torso were also halved. The body, cut into pieces like a fish, quickly lost its warmth. The blood circulating throughout the entire body was drawn out. The body had turned into a piece of pale meat, as if bleached. There was no pain. There was no thought. I’m going to die. This thought was the only thing in existence as consciousness faded.


  The limbs were frozen. The body felt buoyant, as though it were floating. It also felt like sinking into deep waters. A strong smell of alcohol passed the tip of the nose, and soon, complete darkness reigned. Ice-cold water bubbled as it filled every pore and opening of the body. A briny scent hung in the air.


  Fish as black as night emerged from the gloom. One, two, three—more kept coming, their eyes flashing white in the darkness. They circled around the body, exploring their new prey. Then, one of them buried its teeth into the flesh. With that, the rest began chewing away at the bloated body.


  A black silhouette appeared through blurry vision, but the face wasn’t visible, nor was the voice audible. He moved closer to get a better look, but the silhouette stepped back the same amount, keeping the distance between them the same. The black figure circled around. At first slowly, then suddenly so quickly that it was hard to follow its movement. His eyes followed the figure, darting in their sockets, and his breath was caught in his throat. When the figure had circled as fast as it could, it dissolved and dispersed into meaningless vapor.


  Do not forget your promise to Father.


  A voice echoed from the dissipating swirl of vapor. It was a voice, but not a human one. Taekjoo quickly turned in the direction it came from, but the black fog did not reassemble into the figure it had been. Am I dead? Is that why I’m seeing spirits of the dead and hearing them? Why can I still think? Why is my consciousness still here instead of fading away?


  He floated up and down until a thick fog formed out of nowhere and brushed past him. He turned quickly to look. The fog had taken the shape of a figure. It was larger than the previous one. Its movements were more like a beast’s.


  It’s him. Realizing who it was, he stepped back instinctively. The more he backed away, the larger the figure grew.


  Stay away.


  The silent scream tore through the space.


  In the next moment, the massive fog surged forward and swallowed him whole. His entire body felt like it was being submerged in thick, dark ink. He couldn’t breathe. The pain he had forgotten returned, more real than ever. Every bone and joint felt as if a saw were cutting through it. The parts where flesh had been torn off burned so intensely that he could hardly endure it. The black figure, after devouring him in one gulp, soon broke apart and faded into a cold, smirking whiteness.


  Ну ты и глупая зайка.


  “...!”


  His eyes flew open. His blurry vision slowly came into focus. Everything he saw was white. Was there something wrong with his eyes?


  He shut them tightly and opened them again. Nothing changed. They were still the same. There was the white ceiling, the quiet hum of a humidifier just loud enough to notice, the familiar scent of disinfectant, and the firm bedding beneath his back. Putting together all the sensory information, he guessed he was in a hospital.


  He raised his hand and noticed the IV needle in it. Two banana bags were attached, and an oxygen tank stood nearby for emergencies. He must have had one foot in the grave.


  He couldn’t tell where the dream ended and reality began. His mind was so clouded that he couldn’t recall anything clearly. He couldn’t tell if the images lingering in his mind were real. He only remembered what had happened until he got off the train. Everything after that made his head feel like it was splitting in two. Taekjoo held his bandaged head and groaned.


  “So, you’re finally up.”


  An unfamiliar voice startled him into a jump. His hand instinctively reached for his waist—out of habit—but there was no gun there.


  Taekjoo relaxed a little after getting a look at the speaker. The man looked terrible, his arm bandaged from shoulder to wrist. A neck cast forced his chin upward. His eyes were swollen and dark with bruises, his lips chapped and dark with bruising. His head was wrapped in bandages, with thick dressings on his forehead and cheeks. He also leaned on a crutch, his leg clearly injured. He looked like he’d need at least twelve weeks in the hospital.


  Still, there was something familiar about his face. Taekjoo tried to dismiss it as a mistake, but couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d seen the man before. It didn’t take long to remember. He was impossible to mistake, but the bandages threw him off.


  It was Psikh Bogdanov. Or rather, the man Taekjoo had once believed was Psikh Bogdanov. The same man who had disguised himself as a paramedic during the hotel explosions and came after Kwon Taekjoo. Back then, Taekjoo had not doubted the man was Psikh Bogdanov. Now he knew he wasn’t. Then who the hell was he? Judging by the rocket he launched at Zhenya, they clearly weren’t allies.


  “Who are you?”


  “Well, that was quick of you to ask.”


  “I didn’t exactly have time for small talk.”


  “Right, I’m sure you didn’t, since you were too busy running from your own partner.”


  “...Partner?”


  Taekjoo frowned, and the man copied him with clear annoyance.


  He’d heard from Mr. Lim that he would be assigned a partner, someone who would approach him naturally at the right moment without drawing attention, and that he’d get pictures. The next day, Taekjoo received two photos—one of Zhenya, and the other of the man standing before him. Zhenya had come to him at exactly the right moment, and Taekjoo assumed he was the partner. Zhenya seemed qualified and even helped him on his first day in Russia. Taekjoo had no reason to doubt him.


  How had everything gone so wrong? This all happened thanks to one absurd coincidence—getting an unexpected partner, those two photos arriving at once, and Zhenya’s perfectly timed appearance.


  But one question still bothered Taekjoo.


  “Why didn’t you say who you are?”


  “Do you think I even had a chance to say anything? You tell me—when was I supposed to approach you, huh? How, when you were glued to Bogdanov the whole time? I tried talking to you when you were alone, but you bolted like I was Death itself. I tried again in a quiet spot and nearly got killed. I even grabbed you underwater to stop you—remember what you did? Or have you already forgotten you knocked me out cold?”


  The man’s tone was openly resentful, mocking even. Why wouldn’t he be? Taekjoo was the reason he was covered from head to toe in bandages. Taekjoo couldn’t meet his gaze out of shame.


  “This may sound like an excuse, but I had my own stuff going on—damn it, that’s just an excuse. I’m sorry, I didn’t even recognize you. I really am sorry for that.”


  “You’re not even going to defend yourself? You’re just admitting it like that? Are you mocking me? This is what I get after lying unconscious for days?”


  “I nearly died a bunch of times too, all because I got my partner wrong. If that doesn’t make you feel any better, go ahead and hit me.”


  Taekjoo turned his head and offered his left cheek. He meant it. If the man wanted to hit him, he would take it. The man made a fist as if about to punch, then released it with a sigh. Then, he said, sounding annoyed.


  “I’d love to, but maybe next time. Look at the state you’re in.”


  He clicked his tongue in disapproval. He looked like a walking corpse himself, yet he pitied Taekjoo. That made Taekjoo wonder how bad he looked. He touched his face and body. That was enough to confirm his condition. His head was wrapped in bandages, just like the man before him. Small dressings covered his forehead, cheekbones, earlobes, neck, and collarbone. Even the slightest movement sent pain shooting through his lower body.


  What about my fingers? Taekjoo spread them out right away as the memories returned. His ring finger, which hurt the most, was wrapped in bandages. So it really happened.


  “My finger...” Taekjoo began.


  “Is fractured,” the man finished the sentence for him.


  I was right. He did it then, when—wait, what?


  Taekjoo stopped nodding and stared at him, confused.


  “What?”


  “Did something happen to your ears too? It’s fractured. Never had your fingers taped and bandaged before?”


  “You mean it’s not severed?”


  “Why would it be severed? You’ve watched too many mafia movies.”


  The man shook his head. Before blacking out, Taekjoo was sure he’d felt that sharp pain at his ring finger and heard the snip of a cigar cutter. He’d been certain it was cut off, but it was only fractured. Stranger still, the rest of his fingers were unharmed. He flipped his hands in disbelief.


  “But all ten of Morgan’s fingers were cut off,” Taekjoo said.


  “Yeah, and he was dead too, but you’re alive. So stop sulking about your ten intact fingers.”


  Taekjoo couldn’t make sense of it. He had expected Zhenya to kill him the same way he killed Morgan. How was he still alive?


  “How did I end up here?”


  “They found you dumped on the riverbank near Olkhon. Bogdanov’s guys were headed that way. Our agents were following them and just happened to find you. The doctor said it was nearly too late—your heart would’ve given out if it had taken even a moment longer.”


  Of course. Zhenya hadn’t actually spared him. He just didn’t care whether Taekjoo lived or died. Maybe it was his twisted prank—leaving Taekjoo to be rescued if he was lucky enough and live out his wretched life.


  Was it, though? Taekjoo remembered the syringe he was given before blacking out. He touched his neck, bandaged like the rest of him. If that syringe really had Polonium 210, he wouldn’t even be awake.


  “But I was given a shot of Polonium 210.”


  “Says who?”


  “Zhenya. That bastard, he told me—”


  “Zhenya? You mean that lunatic? Yevgeny Vissarionovich Bogdanov, your best buddy?”


  The man mocked him.


  “Zhenya, Zhenya...” the man mumbled the name repeatedly, lost in thought.


  “How could you call him by a nickname? Even his own family wouldn’t call him something that sweet.”


  The man clicked his tongue. Something that sweet? Taekjoo was about to argue, but stopped himself. He remembered—Zhenya had introduced himself by that name from the start. Taekjoo didn’t think it was his real, formal name, of course, since Zhenya wasn’t something people use as a full, official name in Russian. He assumed it was just an alias the man used—something to hide his identity, a habit from his work as an arms dealer. Taekjoo even felt a sense of camaraderie toward him, seeing some of himself in Zhenya.


  Taekjoo also knew that the name Psikh Bogdanov was just what people call him for his infamy. Yet, he didn’t think that Psikh would have a real name—or that Zhenya was short for that Yevgeny. As he learned the Russian language, he also studied Russian society, culture, history, and customs but hadn’t paid much attention for nicknames. Back then, he never imagined coming to Russia or using an actual Russian nickname with an actual Russian.


  What was he thinking, letting Taekjoo call him by that name? What was he thinking watching Taekjoo call him that with no hesitation? Taekjoo could only imagine how entertained the bastard must have been, watching him believe everything despite the obvious clues. Climbing walls upside down, riding a bike through Siberia, crawling through dust-filled vents. Oh, how stupid he must have looked.


  Taekjoo could almost hear Zhenya’s diabolical laughter. Taekjoo clenched his jaw, fists trembling.


  “FUUUUUCK!”


  His pent-up rage exploded, and the man who had been watching him flinched. Taekjoo thrashed, unable to contain the fury. His head bandage came undone, and the IV tubes jerked so violently that they toppled the IV stand. The pillow and blanket tumbled to the floor. As if that wasn’t enough, he trembled with rage, breathing like a cornered bull.


  “Calm down. There wasn’t even a P in the shot you got, let alone Polonium-210. It was just a tranquilizer—a powerful one, though. The doctor said a regular dose of that stuff is enough to keep most people under in normal circumstances.”


  The man, still visibly shaken, tried to calm Taekjoo, who lowered his head and focused on breathing. His hair fell over his face, hiding his expression.


  “Who the hell is he?”


  Taekjoo finally spoke after a long pause.


  “What?” the man asked back.


  “Yevgeny, that bastard. Who the hell is he?”


  Taekjoo raised his head. His sharp gaze turned even more piercing.


  “I’m sure you’ve heard of the FSB,” the man started, shrugging.


  Taekjoo nodded. The Federal Security Service of the Russian Federation. It had replaced the notorious KGB, the Soviet-era agency people said no one ever returned from—and it was just as fearsome. Its agents could investigate anyone without warrants. They used spies or even set up fake companies, if need be, to gather intelligence. On top of everything, it was an independent entity, free from the control and oversight of other government institutions. Officially, it handled counterintelligence and anti-terrorism like South Korea’s National Intelligence Service. Unofficially, rumors said that it carried out kidnappings and assassinations.


  That FSB? Though it was too soon to be certain, Taekjoo felt very sure of himself. If Zhenya worked for the FSB, then that made him technically a government employee. Still, it said plenty about the reputation of that government, and the country behind it, that they’d trust official duties to a lunatic like him.


  Taekjoo’s face quickly soured. But the man continued without stopping.


  “There are two special forces under the FSB. Spetsnaz Alpha and Vympel. Among them, Spetsnaz Alpha, usually just called Alpha, consists of the most elite agents. Most of them are stationed in Moscow. It’s technically a unit, but it operates independently and runs its own investigations. It has five subunits, each with about 150 to 200 agents. Here’s the important part. One of those five subunits has only one agent.”


  Hundreds of hand-picked elite agents meant their missions were just as tough and complicated. And there was one man who took care of the work of hundreds?


  No way. A chill ran through Taekjoo, and the man confirmed it with a nod.


  “That’s him.”


  Taekjoo just let out a dry laugh. Was that even possible? But the man had no reason to make something like this up just to tease Taekjoo. And it did make sense. Only someone like that could earn the nickname Psikh Bogdanov. But even then, it was still too far beyond common sense.


  Why would the Russian government or the FSB allow such an arrangement? The man had a simple answer ready.


  “If it were you, would you want to be on the same team as him?”


  Not a chance. Taekjoo hadn’t liked Zhenya from the start. If HQ hadn’t mixed up the photos, he would’ve never even gotten near him. Even if he had, he would’ve trusted his instincts and stayed away. He hadn’t gotten a single good night’s sleep with Zhenya around.


  “There’s a reason he’s called a living weapon, a nuke. Even the smallest inconvenience, and he’s already throwing punches. What kind of an idiot would want to work with him? If things don’t go his way, he’ll turn on his own teammates.”


  “Yeah, and calls it self-defense.”


  Taekjoo grumbled, like it was an excuse he was all too familiar with, and the man gestured in agreement.


  Taekjoo was finally beginning to piece things together. Why Zhenya had saved him when he first arrived in Russia posing as Sakamoto Hiro. Why they met again during the hotel luncheon. Zhenya was on the phone with someone at the time.


  “—no, I am here, but it’s gonna be boring.”


  His voice had sounded like he was making excuses, maybe playing hard to get to tease whoever was on the other end. Taekjoo had seen the Gazprom employee practically begging on the phone as he walked to the restroom. Didn’t he say he had sent a proxy to the luncheon?


  “Let’s make one thing clear. I covered for you enough last time.”


  That was what Zhenya said.


  So in the end, he saved Sakamoto Hiro—not Taekjoo—because he was the third eldest son of the Bogdanov family. He’d gone there to cover for his brother or father, who was the president of Gazprom. And that’s where he ran into Taekjoo by chance.


  Zhenya had stumbled on an unexpected source of amusement. There was Sakamoto Hiro, studying his picture. As an FSB agent, Zhenya would have immediately known something was off. That was why the Gazprom president’s stand-in never showed up that day.


  The puzzle pieces that hadn’t fit were finally falling into place. It explained some of the strange things Zhenya had done. He was right. Taekjoo had simply been lucky. Zhenya had threatened to kill him countless times, yet Taekjoo had survived.


  He sighed and cleared his head. When he looked up and met the man’s eyes, he was back to his usual calm.


  “And your name is?”


  “What’s the point now?”


  “I’m Kwon Taekjoo.”


  Taekjoo ignored the sarcasm and held out his hand for a handshake. The man scowled and just tapped Taekjoo’s hand.


  “Salman. Salman Basayev.”


  He had barely moved for the handshake, but even that small motion sent pain shooting through his whole body. It was especially unbearable below the waist. Taekjoo groaned and winced. Salman shook his head, watching Taekjoo.


  He had nothing more to say to someone who had just escaped death. He stood up and told Taekjoo to rest. Taekjoo looked puzzled.


  “You’re just leaving?”


  “What else am I supposed to do?”


  “We need to plan our next step,” said Taekjoo.


  Salman looked at him like he’d just lost his mind. He couldn’t hold back a laugh. The guy looked like a walking corpse but was still talking about making plans. It wouldn’t have mattered even if they were both in perfect health. Taekjoo had barely gotten away from Psikh Bogdanov. How could he want to go back for more? Maybe he’d hit his head too hard and lost all sense of reason.


  Salman clicked his tongue.


  “Can’t you see? The mission’s a failure.”


  “No—”


  “I know you want to deny it. I know you want to fix this. But we’re out of chances. This hospital bill is the last thing HQ will pay for. After that, they’re shutting this down. So get patched up and go back home.”


  Taekjoo opened his mouth to argue, but Salman raised a hand, cutting him off. He limped toward the door but paused just before walking out. He seemed to remember something, turned back, and smirked.


  “Looks like he was into your ass, judging by the injuries there.”


  What?


  The door was closed before Taekjoo could ask. He stared blankly at the closed door. Salman’s tone had been unmistakably mocking. What did he mean by there?


  Taekjoo turned the words over in his head, then froze. His face went pale—almost bluish. Humiliating memories he’d buried deep resurfaced. He started punching the bed, but it didn’t help at all. His roar of rage echoed through the hospital.


  “Crazy fucking bastard, I’m going to kill you!”


  “What?”


  Vladimir Vissarionovich looked up. The owner and president of Gazprom was visiting FSB headquarters at an ungodly hour. He was there to see his ever-elusive flesh and blood—it had become a near-annual event. The man no one could track was now just sitting there, picking at his ear.


  “Someone must be talking about me.”


  Zhenya didn’t seem to be paying attention at all. Vladimir rubbed his temples, fighting off the headache. The crease between his brows deepened.


  “Father’s disappointment in you only grows.”


  “A tale as old as time.”


  Zhenya chuckled. Vladimir wasn’t sure his younger brother even realized he was being scolded. He wasn’t wrong, though. Vladimir had spent years chasing after Zhenya, cleaning up his messes. It’ll get better once puberty’s over, it’ll get better when he’s an adult, it’ll get better when he finally matures. He’d told himself that for over ten years, trying to stay hopeful. Vladimir didn’t care what Zhenya did outside, as long as he kept it away from the family. But Zhenya didn’t know when to stop.


  Vladimir remembered the very first time he saw Zhenya smile. It was a long time ago. The youngest in the family had a pet—a white peacock. The bird, treated like royalty, lived in an artificial habitat in the garden. One day, it disappeared and was later found in the rear garden. All its feathers had been plucked. It looked pitiful. The peacock staggered and collapsed. Next to it stood Zhenya, covered in white feathers.


  “Look at that. All its elegance and pride gone, a pathetic thing.”


  He couldn’t have been older than ten. Zhenya smiled from ear to ear, beaming like he was having the time of his life. Whatever caught Zhenya’s interest, he worked to destroy it. Once it was completely ruined, he’d move on to the next thing.


  When that urge turned to people, their father, Vissarion, finally stepped in. He pulled strings to get Zhenya into the FSB. There, his violent tendencies were less of an issue. Though even there, his title couldn’t always save him from the trouble he caused.


  This was one of those cases. Gazprom stood to gain the most from the Russian-Japanese project, which naturally sparked opposition. Sabotage was inevitable. Vladimir had feared the Japanese visitors would be targeted. That was why he had sent his personal secretary to escort the Japanese guest who came early.


  He only realized at the hotel that the man he had sent was actually a plant from the opposition. Upon discovering it, Vladimir immediately dispatched Zhenya to the airport—that was his mistake. If it had ended there, it would’ve been fine. But he also let Zhenya attend the luncheon. That morning, unfortunately, Vissarion collapsed due to his health issues, which made things complicated.


  So, Vladimir had coaxed Zhenya to show up at the venue as the stand-in. But Zhenya never went to the luncheon. Instead, he played spy games with some Korean intelligence officer. Not only that, he dragged the Korean agent into a high-level meeting and even leaked classified SS-29 intel. That wasn’t all. Zhenya caused a hostage crisis and a shootout at the party.


  Vladimir felt his headache worsen just thinking about it. He sighed deeply.


  “The mess you made—it put Vadim in a tight spot. What were you thinking, doing that with the president and ministers there? What the hell are you thinking? The man you abducted and killed that night—”


  “Oh, right. What did you do with him?”


  “It’s taken care of. The official story is that the Korean agent killed him while escaping, using you both as leverage.”


  Zhenya burst out laughing.


  “Who used who as what?” he scoffed.


  Vladimir looked sour. Anyone who knew Zhenya wouldn’t believe such a weak and obvious lie. People just chose to let it slide because in modern Russia, money was power, and power was law. The Bogdanovs proved that.


  “Why didn’t you kill the Korean agent right away when you found out he was a spy?”


  Vladimir cut straight to the point. He was personally curious too. Kwon Taekjoo was the kind of prey Zhenya could’ve had fun with. He could have toyed with him, killed him, even chopped him to pieces. No one—not even the Korean government—could have protested. That was the nature of espionage, and the way such institutions operated.


  Zhenya shrugged like it was nothing.


  “I considered it. But he was just so naïve, blindly trusting me. Figured I’d have a bit of fun.”


  “You caused all this chaos over something that trivial—”


  “It’s fun watching someone fight to survive. Especially someone like him. Killing him right away would’ve been such a waste—also too boring.”


  “Fine. Let’s say I buy that. I heard the agent is recovering in a small hospital in Irkutsk. If you’re done toying with him, clean up your mess. Why did you let him live?”


  “Technically, I didn’t let him. He’d be dead if they had taken even a little longer to find him.”


  “Doesn’t matter. Doesn’t change the fact that you still left him alive. I thought your signature was mangling fingers or limbs. You’ve always done that.”


  Zhenya flashed a sly grin at Vladimir’s sharp observation.


  “What are you so worried about? Think he’ll come back for revenge? He’s barely hanging on. Don’t worry. He won’t be doing anything that adorable for a while.”


  Zhenya made it clear where the line was. Vladimir opened his mouth, then shut it. What was done was done. Talking wouldn’t change anything. The Korean government might have gotten some classified information, but ultimately, the mission had failed. And they had to know that their botched mission would only tighten security in Russia.


  “Is that why you’re here?” Zhenya asked, clearly bored.


  Actually, Vladimir had a few reasons for coming. One was to scold his brother as the eldest son of the Bogdanovs, as usual. But there was another, more important reason he had come.


  “Is Anastasia completed?”


  Zhenya grinned at the blunt question, eyes gleaming with mockery. This had always been the nature of their relationship. They would see each other after a long time and talk more about weapons than about how either of them was doing. It was nothing new.


  Zhenya dodged the question and spoke in an amused, taunting tone.


  “Who keeps asking about it? Father? The president? Some other big shot?” asked Zhenya.


  Vladimir didn’t answer. The truth was, everyone was watching, waiting for the second Anastasia, based on the first failed one.


  A few months ago, Russia and North Korea agreed to erase every trace of Anastasia’s research. First to go was the blueprint—years of work by weapon engineers. Everyone involved was also eliminated. The weapon, its design, and all development were destroyed. Yet, only the Bogdanovs survived that brutal purge of evidence and witnesses. They bought their lives by promising to handle the purge and stay silent forever.


  Still, rumors spread. People said the blueprint still existed, just like the Bogdanovs who had survived the purge. Their silence only fueled speculation and fear.


  Vladimir was curious too, but not about the survival of the blueprint itself. He wanted to know if a new Anastasia could be created from what was left. Only one person knew the answer—Zhenya. The blueprint survived, but only in a form he could decipher.


  Vladimir asked whenever he had the chance when Zhenya would reveal the finished Anastasia. But Zhenya always brushed him off, saying he’d consider it when he felt like it. Vladimir brought it up again and reminded Zhenya of the conversation.


  “Still not in the mood?”


  “I thought maybe I’d have fun with it after this job.”


  “So, what changed?”


  “I took another look. I figured I’d keep holding it off. It’s fun watching everyone go crazy, like they have ants in their pants. A few days ago, some guy tried to attack me, yelling about avenging his father. Didn’t even realize his limbs were being ripped off one by one. Just kept barking. You should have seen it, Volodya.”


  Zhenya looked genuinely amused. Vladimir looked away and sighed, rubbing his aching temple.


  “Is that why you killed Hong Yeowook?”


  Zhenya didn’t answer. He simply gave a curious smile. Vladimir felt a chill as he looked into the eyes behind that genial mask. It felt like Zhenya was stripping him bare, layer by layer, removing every facade and leaving nothing but himself. It felt invasive.


  Vladimir adjusted his collar unnecessarily. Zhenya looked relaxed.


  “Do you regret it?” he asked.


  “What?”


  “That day. Do you regret sending me in your place?”


  It was a heavy question, but Vladimir didn’t hesitate.


  “I regret trusting you. I regret believing that you would do what you were told—both Father and I.”


  His brother was laying out all their disappointment and resignation, but Zhenya’s smile didn’t waver.


  “Feel sorry all you want. But don’t drool over what’s mine. It’s mine now, and I’m not planning on using it for someone else’s benefit. I’m keeping it until I get sick of it. And when that happens, I’ll be the one to tear it down. So call off your dogs and leave me alone. I’ve been patient because you’re my brother. But keep pushing, and I won’t just sit back.”


  “...”


  Vladimir said nothing. The brothers exchanged indifferent glances, the silence between them growing heavy.


  Time crawled by. Then Vladimir’s phone rang, almost immediately followed by another vibration somewhere else. He was about to answer when he froze. It didn’t take long for him to spot Zhenya’s phone vibrating as well. Something felt wrong. Vladimir fixed his gaze on his brother’s phone as he answered, and both phones went quiet at once, as if by magic.


  Vladimir was sure. That was all the proof he needed. He marched over to Zhenya’s desk and grabbed the device. No one had touched it, yet the call had been connected. The number on Zhenya’s phone matched the one on his.


  “So, you’re bugging your own family now?”


  Vladimir couldn’t believe it. Zhenya didn’t defend himself. He simply stood up and held the door open.


  “Mind how you go.”


  Before storming out of Zhenya’s office, Vladimir threatened to file a lawsuit if Zhenya didn’t stop the hacking. Zhenya clearly didn’t care. As soon as his brother was gone, Zhenya shut the door.


  Now that the noise was gone, Zhenya finally found some peace. He walked over to the window and watched the angry Vladimir get into his car. Zhenya wiped the playful smile off his face.


  He slowly turned around and observed the empty office. The clock on the wall showed it was still morning.


  “How tedious.”


  Zhenya mumbled to himself. For some reason, time felt so much slower than usual.


  ***


  The rattling windows burst open. The wind roared, sending the curtains flailing. Taekjoo, still asleep, pulled his blanket up to his neck and hunched his shoulders. But he couldn’t withstand the brutal cold. If he fell asleep now, he’d be found frozen to death in the morning. Annoyed, Taekjoo got up.


  The moment his feet hit the floor, pain shot through him. All this time, he used to think he was pretty good at taking hits. He must have been wrong. He had hit rock bottom while he was unconscious, and just getting to this point had taken everything. Dragging his feet, he closed the gaping window. Finally, the piercing wind stopped. His shoulders trembled from the chill.


  Still half-asleep, he climbed back into bed. The mattress was stiff, and the blanket barely covered him, forcing him to curl up tight. It was a private ward, but still painfully under-equipped. Taekjoo ground his teeth. He promised himself he would file a complaint to HQ the moment he got back.


  He drank some water and lay down. For now, all he wanted was to rest. He closed his eyes, about to fall asleep again, when his hair stirred gently. At first, he thought it was the mist from the humidifier. But soon, everything started to flutter again—his gown, the IV tube, his blanket.


  Taekjoo couldn’t believe it. He had just shut the window. He opened his eyes, confused.


  ‘...!’


  He sat up immediately. The windows he had just shut were wide open again. A silhouette stood between the flowing curtains. He couldn’t see the face, but he didn’t need to. His heart sank to his stomach. Every heartbeat thundered in his ears.


  ‘This is it? Your burrow?’


  The figure grinned and swung over the windowsill in one smooth, graceful move. Taekjoo’s ward was on the fourth floor, but the height didn’t bother him at all. He pushed back the curtains and walked inside. His usual smiling face looked especially unsettling. Taekjoo instinctively stepped back, but his back hit the cold wall. There was nowhere to run.


  ‘H-how did you... here... ugh!’


  His voice cracked as the intruder’s hand closed around his throat. The figure seemed to swell in size, his choking grip equally monstrous. His body couldn’t withstand the pressure. Taekjoo’s eyes bulged, and his mouth opened wide in pain. He thrashed desperately, trying to free himself, but it was no use. The intruder simply spoke in an easy, almost cheerful drawl.


  ‘I got bored without my toy. And it’s always better to do a clean job, so no one would come back to haunt me.’


  He licked his lips, eyeing Taekjoo with unreadable intent. His eyes glinted silently like a giant reptile’s. Taekjoo’s vision blurred from the lack of oxygen. He barely managed to keep his eyes open. A reddish glow flickered in the intruder’s eyes. It was desire—a blood-red desire.


  ‘Our bodies know each other quite well, wouldn’t you say? Seems only right to say goodbye properly.’


  Taekjoo sensed the danger closing in. In an instant, he was flipped over. The hand that had choked him now pressed hard into the back of his neck. His face was shoved into the pillow. He didn’t even notice his pants were down until something hot and rigid pushed between clenched cheeks. Taekjoo thrashed with everything he had.


  ‘Stop! You’ve raped me more than enough, you son of a bitch!’


  He roared furiously. The intruder tilted his head mockingly, grounding his hard, hot shaft between Taekjoo’s trembling cleft.


  ‘I wouldn’t call it rape. You enjoyed it too. You even came several times.’


  He let out a cold chuckle as he forced unbearable pressure into Taekjoo’s spine. Taekjoo’s felt his lungs and guts being crushed and screamed from the unbearable pain. He knew it was useless, but he screamed anyway, desperate for someone—anyone—to hear him.


  Yet the more he screamed, the fainter his voice grew, like a cry sinking into deep water or swallowed by a murky swamp. No one heard him. No one came to help him. He was consumed by a suffocating sense of isolation, completely severed from the world.


  “ARGH!”


  Taekjoo gasped as his eyes snapped open. He stared at the now-familiar ceiling. His skin prickled, every hair on end. His hands fumbled across the bed, searching for something to ground him. He found the rough hospital sheets under his fingers. He was still in the hospital bed. He turned and saw the windows shut tight.


  Was it a dream? Taekjoo lay there, running his hands over himself. Aside from some soreness, there was no pain. His throat felt neither strangled nor sore.


  He wiped the sweat from his face and let out a long sigh. Of all dreams, why that nightmare?


  It was a while before he finally sat up. Sweat dripped from his face. All that gasping had left his throat dry. His mood plummeted. His head felt heavy. He needed a shower.


  He was just about to get out of bed when he stopped. The blanket was tented in the middle. It can’t be. He pulled the blanket away. Just as he feared, there was a big bulge in his crotch.


  Damn it. Goddammit.


  He jumped out of bed and rushed to the bathroom. He turned the shower on full blast, not caring if his clothes got drenched. He let the cold water calm his aroused body.


  I’ve gone insane. I must be. How could I possibly get hard from a nightmare like that? This wasn’t the first time. If it had been, he could’ve dismissed it as some strange trauma reaction. But it kept happening. Repeatedly. He had no explanation.


  He banged his head against the wall, loathing himself. He became convinced that the drug Zhenya had injected wasn’t just a tranquilizer. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be getting these uncontrollable erections.


  Zhenya’s face appeared in his mind before he could stop it. His expression and cold laugh in the dreams felt like they had just happened. Taekjoo clenched his fists, flushed from the icy water.


  Maybe Salman was right. Maybe he was lucky just to be alive. Taekjoo knew he couldn’t beat Zhenya. He was no match for Zhenya’s physical strength, even without his money and power. Knowing that didn’t make Taekjoo feel any better. At this rate, the rage would kill him.


  Even in his furious, impulsive state, Taekjoo knew a frontal assault was impossible. He was badly injured. Barging into Zhenya’s office and throwing a punch was out of the question. He had to keep a cool head and not let his emotions cloud his thinking. Haste would only lead to failure.


  He racked his brain for another way to strike back. He needed a plan to beat someone with that kind of strength and cunning.


  After thinking for a while, Taekjoo suddenly went blank. A strange sense of déjà vu surfaced, pulling up something from his past.


  ‘...he’s powerful, and nothing can kill him.’


  He remembered hearing this recently. Who had said that?


  ‘In every Russian folk tale, there is one figure who always appears. It’s Koschey the Immortal.’


  Zhenya. It was Zhenya who told him that story. Now that he remembered who said it, the whole situation came back. Taekjoo’s face flushed at the vivid memory.


  He shook his head, forcing himself back on track. He carefully replayed Zhenya’s words in his head.


  ‘Of course, even Koschey has his Achilles heel, and only he knows what it is.’


  What else did he say?


  ‘Every story ends with Koschey being slain by the hero because he falls for a beautiful woman and foolishly reveals his own weakness.’


  Zhenya had said that too.


  ‘You’re no beauty, however I look at you, but I’ll let you in on the secret and tell you the weakness of Koschey the Immortal.’


  The weakness of the Immortal.


  Taekjoo dug deeper into his memories, recalling the moment the story came up. Before the Koschey part, Zhenya had mentioned Grand Duchess Anastasia of Imperial Russia. Right before that, he’d admitted that the development of Anastasia, the weapon, was a failure. Anastasia—supposedly something that never existed. Anna Anderson, the impostor duchess. Koschey’s fatal weakness. Three seemingly unrelated stories, yet Taekjoo started to see a connection.


  When Project Anastasia failed, everyone involved was executed—except the Bogdanovs. Why? What spared them? Did Anastasia, the unprecedented weapon of mass destruction, truly disappear without a trace? Or did it still exist somewhere, in some form, just like the Bogdanovs had survived?


  ‘Anastasia? Why would you ask me for Anastasia?’


  When asked, Boris from Sonchev had seemed clueless. But he had glanced at Zhenya with a knowing grin. Their eyes met, and something passed between them. What was it? What had Taekjoo missed? A thought was forming, not yet clear.


  He turned off the shower, silencing the water. Past memories surged to fill the quiet.


  Psikh Bogdanov. They see him as nothing more than an arm.


  There’s a reason he’s called a living weapon, a nuke.


  A weapon.


  A nuke.


  A man who was a nuke himself.


  Taekjoo’s thoughts jumped from one clue to another. His eyes narrowed. Realization cut through him. Why hadn’t he seen it?


  It had been right there, hiding in plain sight. Sometimes what’s most obvious is hardest to spot. Maybe that old saying would prove true again. As the conclusion crystallized, he dashed out of the bathroom.


  Taekjoo stood in a library in Irkutsk, ignoring the sharp stares he got for wearing a hospital gown. He didn’t care. He’d worried that an old library might have limited resources, but it was surprisingly well-equipped.


  He went online. The connection was slow, though, so he had to be patient. He managed to load a satellite image on the sluggish search engine. He entered an address—the Bogdanov mansion in Moscow.


  Soon, an aerial photo of the mansion and its surroundings appeared. He zoomed in. The image wasn’t perfectly clear, but he could make out the main hall, the outer garden, the central garden, and the gates. He mumbled as he stared at the screen.


  “A castle no one lives in, a tree as old as Koschey, a treasure chest in the south, and smaller chests inside...”


  His eyes widened. His heart raced. He could be wrong. He might be connecting dots that didn’t even exist. Maybe it was just a nasty coincidence. He had to be sure, more thorough.


  He left the computer and went to the shelves. He passed through several sections before stopping at architecture. He pulled out every book on house design, focusing on foundations, and flipped through the indexes. He filtered through them and looked for the ones that mentioned the Bogdanov mansion.


  He was down to six books. He opened each one. He was lucky. The books had detailed information about the mansion—its photos, architectural style, the architect, and materials used.


  The mansion looked different in every photo. Some were taken during lush summers, others in bare winters. Some reference shots showed it lit up at night.


  “...!”


  Taekjoo studied the pictures repeatedly until he froze. At first, he thought it might just be a misreading, but no—it was unmistakable. Regardless of the season or time of day, one room in the mansion was always lit. Its curtains were always open.


  I found it. Koschey’s heart.


  Salman was just getting his cast removed when Taekjoo showed up. The doctor warned Salman he wasn’t fully healed and needed to take it easy. Salman was only discharged after promising the doctor he would. He noticed Taekjoo as he moved his newly freed arm around awkwardly.


  “The nurse said you had been gone since early morning. Where have you been?”


  “Are you really calling it quits?”


  Taekjoo ignored the question and cut straight to the point. Salman stared at him, then shrugged.


  “And what happens if I don’t?”


  “What was your reward for completing the mission?”


  “Why do you care? It doesn’t matter anymore.”


  “It might. So tell me.”


  Salman didn’t see the point. He didn’t answer and just watched Taekjoo. Taekjoo looked strangely excited. Had something happened last night?


  Salman figured Taekjoo would keep bothering him until he answered.


  “Funds for independence.”


  “Chechnya?” asked Taekjoo.


  Salman nodded. Zhenya, a Russian, said he was in it for Anastasia blueprint. He claimed it was worth the risk, which seemed unlikely. He would be committing treason and risking his life despite already having everything. Compared to that, Salman’s reason sounded much more believable.


  It also explained how the two knew each other. The FSB monitored Chechnya closely and even stationed special forces under the guise of riot prevention squads. Salman had been hand-picked by the US and South Korea for the mission, proof of skill and political influence. To Russia, he was a nuisance, a pesky mosquito they were desperate to swat away, which made Zhenya his natural enemy.


  Realizing who Salman really was, Taekjoo found himself with a new question. Lim had ordered him to secure Anastasia blueprint. Salman must have received the same order. So if both succeeded, who would it belong to? South Korea, who sent Kwon Taekjoo? Or the US, which had struck a deal with Salman?


  “What happens if we get Anastasia?”


  The next moment, Salman pulled out a gun. Its black barrel was pointed straight at Kwon Taekjoo.


  “I was given one more mission.”


  Salman’s face had hardened. His sharp gaze locked on Taekjoo, unblinking. His extended arm did not waver. He had the gaze of a sniper. Taekjoo met his cold stare, and a conversation came back to him.


  They don’t want you coming home. It’s the NIS—they didn’t send you that wrong photo by accident.


  At the time, Taekjoo hadn’t taken it seriously. He hadn’t had the luxury to entertain a possibility like that.


  Or maybe you stumbled across something your boss wanted buried.


  These were nothing more than Zhenya’s speculations. Taekjoo couldn’t even begin to guess what it might be. Now, Taekjoo was presented with a chance to find out the truth—and he might as well take it.


  “And is that order from the US or Korea?”


  “I can’t tell you.”


  “C’mon, do me a favor. I’m a dead man walking anyway.”


  Taekjoo’s tone was light, playful even, as he pleaded. Salman, who’d looked as impenetrable as a rock, lowered his gun and let out a laugh.


  “It’s over now anyway. Why do you want to know?”


  “I want to know because it’s over.”


  “If you insist. South Korea gave the order to kill. The US offered me funding for independence. You know, I’ve wondered too—what did you do back home to end up here with a kill order on you?”


  “Beats me. I’d like to know that myself.”


  Salman gave Taekjoo a look of disbelief. But Taekjoo wasn’t lying. He had no idea why he was being eliminated. He made a mental note to dig into it once he was back home.


  But there was something more urgent right now. He remembered why he had come to find Salman. His thoughts were still jumbled, and they spilled out in the same manner.


  “Zhenya—no, Psikh, that bastard—shot a politician dead at a party at the Bogdanov mansion. I thought he’d be wanted immediately, but nothing happened. The politician was an official guest of the Bogdanovs. How did he get away with it?”


  “I heard about that too. It’s hard to believe, but that’s just who they are.”


  “And what about leaking classified intel when he knew I was a spy? Is that just... who they are too?”


  “Classified intel, huh. Depends on the significance of the information, I suppose.”


  “Apparently, Russia’s developing a new ICBM. The SS-29, I think. It had a critical flaw, and a North Korean engineer was brought in to fix it. I thought that was Anastasia. That’s why I chased the engineer all the way to Olkhon.”


  Salman had been listening calmly, but confusion now clouded his expression. Psikh had brought Taekjoo to the party, knowing full well he was a spy. Not only that, he’d leaked military secrets and murdered a politician. He committed all kinds of treason just to keep up the act of being Taekjoo’s partner.


  Yet there had never been any word of Zhenya being punished or getting into trouble. Zhenya was a Bogdanov, sure, but he had caused too much chaos for the name alone to protect him. Seeing doubt on Salman’s face, Taekjoo offered a theory.


  “Maybe there’s a reason he gets away with everything.”


  “What kind of reason?”


  “Like... maybe he has Anastasia.”


  Salman looked stunned at the suggestion. But he quickly regained his composure and shook his head.


  “That’s not possible. Anastasia is a weapon developed jointly by Russia and North Korea over the years. No way they’d hand it over to some punk who’s barely pushing thirty.”


  Taekjoo handed over the materials he’d brought, the news clippings neatly organized by incident.


  “The deceased—every one of them worked on Anastasia. Coincidentally, they all died on the same day, either in unavoidable accidents or from mysterious causes.”


  “You’re saying all this is murder?”


  “If what Psikh told me was true, think about it. What would’ve happened if Project Anastasia failed? Russia and North Korea wouldn’t have wanted the world to know. It was their ultimate weapon of mass destruction. That name alone was enough to terrify the world, even if it wasn’t complete. And the fact you and I are here facing each other is proof enough. If it failed, it would’ve been nothing more than a dead-end project, with its legacy and reputation shattered. Even if they started over, it wouldn’t have the same influence. Maybe that’s why they tried to hide everything—the research, the progress, even the scientists. And to make that work, they’d have had to silence everyone who knew the details.”


  Salman’s brows furrowed in disbelief. His eyes stayed skeptical, but Taekjoo nodded, confirming Salman’s suspicion.


  “They killed everyone. So no one could reveal that Anastasia had failed. And no one could ever rebuild it.”


  Salman let out a low breath. If the countries involved were Russia and North Korea, then yes, this was believable. He could easily believe they had done it.


  “They would’ve had to eliminate dozens of people in a short time, without raising suspicion. Who do you think would’ve done the job?”


  “A job like that? It has to be the FSB...”


  “But not just anyone—they would need someone for an extreme case like that.”


  By the time Taekjoo finished, Salman could think of only one person—the sole agent in FSB Alpha Division III and third son of the Bogdanov family, one of Anastasia’s top funders. No one was better qualified than he was to execute the final stage of the project, which meant purging everyone involved.


  Maybe the government had planned to eliminate Zhenya afterward. But they didn’t. The Bogdanov family remained powerful—actually, even more influential than before. It was quite strange. Why would the Kremlin harbor such a ticking time bomb?


  The reason had to be Zhenya. Suppose he carried out the purge but didn’t destroy the blueprint. Maybe he took it for himself, and he figured out how to fix what others couldn’t, using his deep knowledge of weapons. That would explain everything. Anastasia was said to be powerful enough to shift global power. If Zhenya held that kind of leverage, not even the Kremlin could touch him.


  “But this is all just your theory. What if—”


  Salman stopped short as Taekjoo handed him something else. It was yesterday’s Irkutsk daily, with a frontpage story about a mutilated corpse found near Lake Baikal. It was a brief piece, but it even included a photo. The unidentified victim was thought to be Asian, found with all four limbs torn off. No signs of weapons were found in the body. Authorities suspected wild animals were behind the attack.


  Salman frowned after finishing the article.


  “What about this?” he asked.


  “That’s Hong Yeowook, the North Korean engineer brought in to fix the SS-29. I saw him at the Bogdanov estate here in Siberia, and...”


  “And?”


  “His father was also on the Anastasia research list.”


  “What does that mean?”


  “Hong didn’t just come to fix the missile. He came for Psikh. He knew once the issue was resolved, Sergey would summon everyone—the entire Bogdanov family and top officials. Ant that’s exactly what happened. Hong might’ve recognized Psikh early on when he boarded the train, but simply pretended not to. They met again in Olkhon, where Hong tried to get his revenge. But it backfired. Thinking back, Hong had been oddly aware of Psikh.”


  Assuming Hong had no other reason to go after Zhenya, then his death only confirmed Taekjoo’s theory. The whole thing made Taekjoo’s head pound, but also brought clarity.


  As Salman stared at the newspaper, Taekjoo made a bold offer.


  “Work with me. I’ll get you the money you were promised.”


  His words and tone were firm, confident. It made Salman wonder—does he have someone backing him? Just for a moment, Salman believed him. But then he looked at Taekjoo’s battered face and sighed.


  “I told you,” he reminded Taekjoo, “HQ is only paying your hospital bill. That’s it.”


  “I don’t need their support.”


  “What are you talking about? You’re hurt, without resources or backup—what exactly do you think you can do?”


  “Stop whining. We’re fine now. You’re moving better, aren’t you? And don’t worry about weapons.”


  “That’s not the only problem. You’re talking about a rogue mission. If we fail, we’re done. If our luck runs out, we’re dead. HQ won’t even bother retrieving your body.”


  “You knew what you were signing up for when you took this job.”


  “Yeah, but back then, there was more hope than there is now. Time to face reality. They know who we are. If they spot us, they’ll tail us immediately. Not to mention, we have no idea where that damn Anastasia even is.”


  “Well, Psikh already told me how to beat Koschey the Immortal.”


  “And what are you talking about this time?”


  “I think I know where the blueprint is.”


  Taekjoo said it with confidence, pulling out a satellite photo. Salman recognized the Bogdanov mansion right away. He had seen it before. But Salman couldn’t figure out what Taekjoo was getting at and looked even more confused.


  Taekjoo started pointing out details in the picture, rambling about things Salman couldn’t follow.


  “Psikh once told me a story about a castle on a vast land where no one lives. You can’t get there on foot, by boat, or by vehicle. You can’t reach it unless you become a fish, an insect, or a bird. The vast land—that’s the estate, and the castle that no one lives in—that’s the residence. Psikh had said something like that before. The residence has double, triple-layer of security. You can’t get in unless you’re officially invited.”


  That was what Zhenya said that night at the secret after-party in the Bogdanov residence.


  A strange place, isn’t it? It’s busy, yet filled with anything but humans.


  Back then, Taekjoo dismissed it. Now, it came back to him as a clue. He was still uncertain. But he tried to make sense of it all, piecing the puzzle together.


  “And in that castle, there is an old tree, a tree as old as Koschey himself. The garden at the Bogdanov residence has many trees, but in its far corner, there are exactly four birches. It’s an old Slavic tradition to plant a birch for every child born in the family. Psikh has three siblings, so that makes four of them. South of those trees stands the residence. That big jewelry box to the south of Koschey’s tree must mean the residence itself. The rooms inside would be the smaller boxes.”


  Taekjoo drew intersecting lines across the photo, dividing the residence into square segments. Each square represented a room.


  “He said there’s one box no one ever looks for. It’s neither too full nor too empty compared to the others. If the blueprint was hidden anywhere in the residence, it would be there. He also said that Koschey’s heart might be in there—or might not. Maybe even if you find the room, you won’t be able to get the blueprint right away. Maybe there’s an extra layer of security or certain conditions you have to meet first.”


  “So you’re telling me that Psikh told you where the blueprint was just like that?”


  Salman asked, his tone doubtful. Taekjoo nodded in response, and Salman groaned.


  “Are you hearing yourself? Why would he give you that info?”


  “That, I don’t know. But the bastard has never given me false information. Not once. He’s too damn arrogant for that.”


  Taekjoo wouldn’t budge, even with Salman trying to talk sense into him. Then Taekjoo made an offer he knew Salman would want to hear.


  “I’m not going to force you to work with me. If you’re not interested or don’t want to do it, you can walk away right now. I don’t have much time, so all I ask for is a quick answer. If the blueprint really is in that room, it’s yours.”


  Salman said nothing, lips pressed into a tight line. It was too dangerous. It was far too risky. But he couldn’t just turn it down. He couldn’t return home like this, empty-handed.


  “You sure it’s in that room?”


  Salman wasn’t ready to drop his doubt. Taekjoo shrugged.


  “I saw the room when I was at the residence. Every other room was lit, curtains drawn shut. But that room—its curtains were open wide. No furniture. No one inside. Of course, it could all just be one big coincidence. So, I checked more photos of the estate. That room stood out in every single photo. Rain or shine, day or night, it was always lit, curtains always open. When I thought back on it, something felt off. I was skulking near it at the time. My shadow passed across the floor, and just for a second, something white flickered. It looked like moonlight, but it wasn’t. There’s something in that room.”


  He recalled Zhenya’s words.


  Why are you there anyway?


  Zhenya asked, watching Taekjoo struggle. Did it bother him that, of all the rooms, Taekjoo had chosen to snoop around that one?


  Taekjoo stared at Salman with a look that said he had nothing more to say. Salman, who contemplated for quite some time, got to his feet and picked up his gun.


  “You’re a nutjob, and I guess I’m no better.”


  ***


  “What could possibly be in a place like this?”


  Salman complained as he looked around. They had gone from Irkutsk to Moscow, and then straight to the outskirts, all without stopping, chasing after the armory Taekjoo insisted existed. But when the two finally got there, there was nothing. There weren’t any roads in the area, much less street lamps. Taekjoo gave no explanation but simply told Salman to follow him.


  It didn’t take long for them to stop in front of a shabby building. Salman stared blankly, then let out a laugh of disbelief.


  “This isn’t it, right?”


  Taekjoo raised the metal roll-up door, crushing the last trace of hope Salman was clinging to. Dust rose into the air as soon as they stepped inside, triggering a fit of coughing.


  Taekjoo left the sneezing Salman behind and swept the floor with his flashlight until he found the small gap he was looking for. He slid his hand in and slowly lifted it the way Zhenya had. Dust rose once again, clouding their vision before settling back to the ground. Sure enough, a set of stairs appeared.


  The way down was dark. Nothing was visible. Taekjoo led the way. Salman, perplexed, glanced left and right before carefully following him. Their slow progress made it feel like the stairs never ended. At last, their feet touched solid ground, but it was still dark.


  Taekjoo started walking away from Salman. Just as Salman was about to hurry after him, the lights clicked on. Salman saw they were in a study. However, no books were in sight, only a rotary telephone. Disappointment crept over him.


  “You brought me all the way here just to show me this?”


  Taekjoo walked past the incredulous Salman and approached the telephone. Taekjoo rarely forgot anything he’d observed carefully—including the password Zhenya used. Still, everything would be futile if Zhenya had visited recently and changed the password, wary of Taekjoo. Even so, Taekjoo had a feeling that wasn’t the case.


  3, 9, 1, 6.


  Taekjoo slowly turned the dial through each number. He turned the dial to the final number, five, then let it spin back on its own. He heard the familiar mechanical sound. Salman flinched at the noise, his disappointment turning to alarm. He drew his gun, quickly scanning their surroundings.


  The empty bookshelves in the study slowly turned one by one, and Salman blinked in confusion. Taekjoo was indifferent—more than that, he looked rigid.


  “—shouldn’t have underestimated me.”


  Taekjoo muttered under his breath as he examined the state-of-the-art weapons before him. He gathered all the rifles and pistols, passing them to Salman. Next, Taekjoo swept up the explosives, including the TNT.


  At that moment, he noticed something blinking. He turned around and saw a surveillance camera flashing a red dot. Taekjoo didn’t hesitate to flip it off, then smoothly aimed at the glossy lens and pulled the trigger.


  “We have two feasible plans. We can either go in through the house’s sewage system and work our way against the flow, or we infiltrate from above.”


  The first option offered a better chance of survival. If they chose aerial infiltration, they’d be riddled with bullets before even reaching the residence.


  The sewage system at the Bogdanov residence was connected to the river running through the heart of Moscow. Diving equipment was essential, as the waters were quite deep. The aerial view revealed no significant barriers to taking the sewage route, but Salman thought differently.


  “Getting close to the mansion is one thing, but the real challenge starts after that. There will be a vortex at the mouth of the sewer. Even if we’re lucky enough to make it through the whirlpool, there’s no guarantee the pipe will be wide enough for us to make it through with our gear on.”


  Taekjoo and Salman stared down at the swirling river below. The current was so fast that the waters looked threatening.


  “There’s got to be some other way.”


  Taekjoo said, looking sour. Salman shook his head sternly, letting out a long sigh before putting on his diving equipment. Then, without waiting for the other, they both jumped into the river.


  Their gear-laden bodies sank deep before surfacing again. Taekjoo had no time to spare. He gestured for Salman to follow him, leading the way against the current. He checked the device on his wrist as he swam. The red dot showed their current location, and it was getting closer to the sewer of the Bogdanov residence. The current grew more turbulent as they got closer to their destination, indicating equipment installed nearby to create volatile currents. It had to be the propeller Salman mentioned.


  Seeing it up close, it was truly a beast. Two propellers were attached—one in front, the other at the rear. It was intimidating, but the two men forced themselves to stay calm and measured the rotational speed. They would have to time their approach perfectly to get through alive. If luck ran out and they got caught, they’d be ground to pieces with no body to recover.


  Kwon Taekjoo led the way this time too. He stayed away from the propeller, just far enough to observe its movement. He had to seize a fleeting moment. Taking deep breaths to calm himself, he kicked off decisively and approached the propeller.


  It spun so fast and strong that the water around it formed a powerful whirlpool. Taekjoo held his position and pulled out his speargun. His plan was to plant a high-strength steel spear between the spinning propeller blades to stop them, even if only briefly.


  He aimed calmly, focusing on a single point. The propeller seemed to slow before his eyes. Without hesitation, he pulled the trigger. The spear shot through the water and lodged itself between the rotating blades. The machine resisted at first but gradually lost momentum—until it came to a complete stop.


  Was it a success?


  “...!”


  As if to smite them for their premature optimism, the propeller started spinning again. The spear’s chain coiled tight in an instant, dragging Taekjoo toward the propeller. He quickly let go of the gun, but it was too late. His body was overcome by the strong current, sucking him into the giant propeller. The steel blades churned through the raging currents, slicing them to pieces as they loomed right in front of Taekjoo. He shut his eyes tightly, bracing for the end. Then he heard a loud thump, followed by a dull ache throughout his body.


  Taekjoo opened his eyes to a strange scene. His body, which he expected to be ground meat, floated in the water, tied to something. The whirlpool surrounding him calmed down as well. The propeller let out a groaning sound like a whale, but it did not resume spinning. Suddenly, Taekjoo couldn’t breathe. He looked around and saw his oxygen tank lodged between the two spinning blades.


  It was a close call. Every muscle in his body relaxed at once after tensing in fear, but there was no time to enjoy the relief. Taekjoo hurriedly removed his oxygen tank and gestured for Salman on the other side to come. Salman wasted no time and swam to him.


  Just then, the propellers hummed a dull sound and slowly crushed the oxygen tank. Salman was in danger.


  Taekjoo hurried to press the reset button on his watch. A long wire shot out, wrapping around Salman’s arm. Taekjoo wound the wire back just before the propeller blade touched Salman. Salman was saved in another close call. The suspense had been so intense that Taekjoo’s entire body went limp from relief.


  Salman, having escaped death, handed Taekjoo his own oxygen mask. Taekjoo took a deep breath, handed it back, and resumed swimming.


  The two managed to reach the opening of the pipes. The pipes forked several ways. Some led to the kitchen, some to bathrooms, others to the garage and garden. When Taekjoo had escaped before, thanks to Zhenya’s so-called help, he discovered a secret passage through the pipes. If he could find the starting point, it would be a smooth journey to his destination.


  First, they considered their route and went through the pipe that led to the garage. They soon reached a long tunnel overhead, ending at a manhole right outside the garage. While Salman prepared his equipment, Taekjoo shed his heavy wetsuit.


  They exchanged silent signals, and Taekjoo began climbing the wall-mounted ladder alone. He tried pushing and lifting the manhole cover above his head, but it was fixed firmly and wouldn’t budge. They had foreseen this. Taekjoo took out the device they had prepared for this and slipped it into the gap outlining the manhole lid. The card-shaped device expanded, pushing up the heavy lid. Through the gap, Taekjoo saw security guards patrolling the garden.


  It was only about ten feet to the garage from where Taekjoo was. If he was lucky, he wouldn’t be caught—but he’d have to give it everything he had. He needed to redirect the guards’ attention elsewhere.


  Taekjoo rolled something across the garden grounds. The object, resembling a crystal ball, rolled right by the guards’ feet in a single motion. One guard looked down, lowering his guard as well, feeling something tap his shoe. Instantly, the crystal ball emitted blindingly bright rays of light. All the nearby guards covered their eyes at once. When they reopened them, white afterimages filled their vision, making it impossible to see anything.


  That was the moment the two men used to get out of the manhole. In one sprint, they reached the garage and flattened themselves against the wall. Taekjoo pressed the button to open the garage doors, and the roll-up shutters rose smoothly.


  “Huh?”


  But there was also a guard inside the garage, and he looked very surprised by the unexpected intrusion. While the guard was still confused and trying to catch up, Taekjoo kicked the rifle out of the guard’s hand. The long stock of the gun struck the guard’s face as it soared into the air. The guard bent over, clutching his nose, and at that moment, Taekjoo struck the back of his neck. The man didn’t even get a chance to fight back before he went down. Taekjoo took the guard’s radio and headed inside.


  Was it because it was a weekday afternoon? The residence was so quiet that it felt strange. Occasionally, the jangling sound of utensils could be heard from the kitchen, but aside from that, no one else seemed to be around. Thanks to the lack of people in the place, Taekjoo was able to climb the stairs without any trouble.


  As soon as he reached the third floor, he flattened himself against the wall and placed his tiny device on the floor. The device, designed to look like a bug, had a built-in camera that took panoramic video and sent it to the linked account. Salman, who had been watching the footage from the manhole, warned Taekjoo.


  - Wait.


  Taekjoo pressed his body closer to the wall. He held his breath and focused all his attention on the sound of movement. Soon, he heard a door open and close, followed by footsteps. At least three people were coming, all women. After murmuring in the hallway, they scattered in different directions and went their own way.


  - Now.


  Taekjoo moved quickly, following Salman’s order. He carefully avoided the cleaning tools stored in the hallway and slipped inside a nearby door. Once he was sure he was safe, Taekjoo tapped the floor to locate the secret passage.


  He heard a hollow sound beneath the sofa, but no part of that room connected to the secret passage. The door wasn’t locked, and because it was easily accessible, the room seemed built solely for passing through.


  - Make it quick. The maids are coming.


  Salman urged Taekjoo, who was already feeling pressured to hurry. He had no choice. Taekjoo knelt down and neatly cut the floorboard with a special device equipped with a silencer. Slowly, he pulled the cut piece off the floor, and just as he had expected, the secret passage was there. Taekjoo jumped in and covered the hole again. The cut board fit perfectly, leaving no gaps.


  Taekjoo walked silently through the secret passage beneath the floor. Soon, the guard’s radio became noisy. The security staff must have become aware of an intruder. Taekjoo hurried, almost running.


  It was a dead end. In the darkness, Taekjoo felt around the walls. His busy hand caught on something. He pulled hard, and the wall beside him slowly descended, revealing a shallow stairway.


  Taekjoo climbed the stairs and found a circular manual handle like those on old bank vaults. He put his strength into turning the wheel. It seemed immovable at first, but it slowly shifted. It turned roughly but steadily, splitting the wall in front of Taekjoo. The bookshelves covering the walls moved aside, revealing an emergency exit.


  Taekjoo had reached his final destination, which was the room at the end of the third-floor hallway. Nothing had changed since he last saw it. The curtains were still wide open, and although it was the middle of the day, all the lights were on. Just as Taekjoo had suspected, something was odd here.


  The first thing he did was bolt the door. Then, he drew the curtains. He was about to turn off the lights when he realized he couldn’t find the switch. In the meantime, the security guards had reached the hallway. There was nothing Taekjoo could do. He pulled out his Colt and fired at the ceiling light. In the next moment, something unbelievable happened.


  “This is...”


  As every source of light was extinguished, what had been hidden with such effort finally emerged. Taekjoo’s jaw dropped. Now he understood why this room was always lit, why the curtains were never closed, and why Koschey’s heart could be both here and not here at the same time.


  Inside the room, a thread of fluorescent substance stretched precariously, always on the verge of snapping yet still holding. It formed a single, striking image. The room itself was the blueprint of Anastasia.


  ***


  On the second floor of the FSB building, there was a sign that read Alpha Division III Command Center. This was practically Zhenya’s personal office. Indeed, the equipment inside consisted of a single desk and a sofa for visitors. Even those pieces looked new from lack of use.


  Zhenya sat in his chair, staring out the window. The scene outside was mundane and ordinary. People and cars passed by, footsteps and voices came near the hallway, then grew distant. Zhenya wasn’t exactly in a position to be tuning in to every bit of noise coming from outside his office. The telephone on his desk had been ringing loudly for some time. Yet as if he heard nothing, Zhenya lolled in his chair, gently swaying from side to side.


  It was a day as ordinary as any other, but today felt more dull and morose than usual, and Zhenya couldn’t figure out why. He hadn’t had time to feel bored for a while. It felt new to him.


  “...I guess that part didn’t hurt.”


  He remembered something and grinned in satisfaction. Just then, he sensed a presence outside his office door. It was so subtle that an average person wouldn’t notice it. But Zhenya not only sensed it, but also noticed the person hesitating over whether to knock. That was as far as it went. He didn’t react but simply waited for the visitor’s next move.


  The visitor took a long time before finally knocking. When no response came to invite him in, he knocked again. No answer again.


  “Excuse me, sir,” the visitor spoke softly after hesitating.


  After another moment of silence, the door finally opened, and Zhenya turned in his chair.


  The visitor was a low-ranking employee bringing Zhenya a bundle of mail. The man couldn’t hide his wince after locking eyes with Zhenya. His plan was clearly to leave the mail and get away as fast as possible. He walked toward the sofa, looking like a cow being dragged to the slaughterhouse.


  Zhenya said nothing, simply watching. The man placed the mail bundle on the edge of the desk as if feeding a predator, moving in slow motion.


  “Well, then, I’ll be going, sir.”


  The low-ranking employee awkwardly announced his departure, focusing only on finding the right moment to leave. At that exact moment, Zhenya rose from his seat. The man flinched, then froze. He couldn’t move.


  The notorious Psikh Bogdanov stood before him. In his mind, the employee recalled how many senior officers had warned him to stay out of Psikh’s sight. Up close, he could smell Psikh’s heavy, strong scent. His throat went dry, and his stomach flipped.


  “What? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. Why are you so scared?”


  “I-I’m not scared, sir!”


  “Really? Then dance.”


  The man was baffled by the request that had come out of nowhere.


  “I said dance,” Zhenya repeated, making it clear he had heard correctly the first time.


  The man’s face drained of color. He couldn’t refuse—not only because of the strict hierarchy, but also because he felt as if his throat would be ripped open if he disobeyed.


  Psikh would pass by in the hallway, and even his fleeting presence was enough to make the man suffocate. Now, trapped in a confined space with him, every hair on his body stood on end. He regretted having closed the office door behind him.


  “Come on, now,” Zhenya urged, unaware of what was going through the man’s mind.


  The man barely managed to look up at Psikh, his eyes silently pleading for mercy if he complied.


  Zhenya smiled, perched on his desk, arms crossed. I’ll have to see how you do, his eyes responded just as quietly. The man gulped and shut his eyes tightly. I’m just having some really bad luck today, nothing more, the man repeated in his mind, trying to convince himself. He couldn’t risk a meaningless death just because Psikh didn’t find him entertaining. All he had to do was humor Psikh, and he’d be fine.


  The man made up his mind and started shaking his body desperately. He was so nervous that his movements became too rigid and uncoordinated. It was hardly a dance. It was more like a desperate attempt to survive.


  “Stop,” Zhenya said in a flat voice. “This isn’t any fun. How about you strip naked and dance on the desk?”


  The man looked like he was about to cry at the perverse request. But he weighed the time it would take to reach the door against the time it would take for Zhenya to grab his neck and twist it. He also considered the consequences he might face even if he somehow escaped alive. He forced himself to be optimistic. Soon, his hope faded. The way he began stripping showed he had given up. Zhenya watched him undress without much interest.


  Male bodies were the same, and this man’s was no different. His shoulders and arms looked firm, but judging from his waistline, he must drink regularly. His thighs were thick, though not all muscle. His skin was pale with blotches of red, and even without touching it, Zhenya knew it was coarse. No matter how he looked at it, Zhenya simply didn’t find the man appealing. So why did he end up lusting after a rugged man’s body?


  Zhenya was lost in thought as the man climbed onto the desk. His penis bounced slightly, shriveled with nerves. His reddish testicles were especially creased. His butt was so saggy Zhenya could only describe it as a blob of protein.


  Without warning, Zhenya grabbed the man’s neck and shoved his head onto the sofa. He got on the man’s back. The man had no idea what was happening to him. Zhenya twisted the man’s arms and took a deep whiff of his scent. Nothing. It made him feel nothing. His brain didn’t turn to mush, and his groin didn’t feel like it would explode. Was it because the man in front of him was as still as a corpse?


  “Hey, aren’t you going to fight back?”


  Zhenya snapped irritably. The man could only tremble, his only wish being to survive this moment.


  “Get lost,” Zhenya told the man.


  After being shoved, the man hurriedly grabbed his clothes and fled. He was so rushed that he slammed the door shut with unintended force. That caused the stacked mail to cascade. On any other day, Zhenya would have ignored it, but today, for some unknown reason, he picked up the pile—an extreme anomaly caused by boredom.


  Zhenya opened the envelopes one by one. Most were bills, complaints, fines, or compensation demands. He skimmed indifferently until his hand stopped at one envelope with nothing written on it.


  He paused, then opened it. Inside was a single piece of paper with a single line of text.


  Tic toc. Tic toc. Boom!


  As soon as the words registered in Zhenya’s mind, the ticking of the clock seemed deafening. Tic toc. Tic toc. Soon after, a loud explosion sounded in the distance. Before he could process what had happened, both his office phone and personal cellphone started ringing. A bad feeling crept up his neck—a strange mix of dread and anticipation.


  He calmly took the call. On the other end of the line, Vladimir’s rushed message came through. Zhenya stood still and listened before hanging up.


  Is this your next move? How charming.


  His lips, which had been pressed into a stern line, curved into a wide smile. His body pumped with adrenaline to the point of dizziness. He tossed his cellphone aside and left the office at once. His jade eyes flashed, filled with a new kind of excitement.


  The entire city was under lockdown following a mysterious bomb explosion at the Bogdanov residence. Only emergency vehicles were allowed on the roads.


  There had been two explosions—one in the manhole by the garage and another on the third floor of the mansion. The blasts destroyed a room and injured a few security staff. The police closed nearby roads based on reports of intruders. An explosion in the heart of Moscow, at the mansion of the most powerful family in Russia, drew journalists and bystanders to the scene. Soon, the area was packed with people.


  The bomb squad, which went in first, came out to be relieved by firefighters. Given the mansion’s enormous size, they had to check thoroughly for residual fires. The firefighters moved quickly and efficiently to their assigned areas.


  Dmitri, one of them, kicked down a nearby door and entered a room at their captain’s signal. The room seemed almost untouched by the explosion, but the firefighters checked carefully to ensure no one was inside.


  Dmitri had just turned toward the cracked windows when the ground beneath him exploded, launching him high into the air.


  “AAHHHH!”


  His body dropped with a heavy thud, and Dmitri stifled his shriek behind his mask. Groaning in pain, he felt a sharp blow to the back of his head and lost consciousness.


  The one who emerged from the room was not Dmitri but Kwon Taekjoo. He quietly fled the scene, taking advantage of the chaos. Thanks to the protective gear, no one suspected him.


  Luckily, two fire trucks had made it all the way into the garden. Taekjoo climbed into the passenger seat of one.


  “Dmitri? What are you doing here? Decided to take the day off?”


  Dmitri’s senior officer scolded him from the driver’s seat. Then, when he caught a glimpse of the stranger’s face behind the mask, he flinched. Taekjoo didn’t miss the moment and jabbed him in a vital spot. The firefighter slumped over the steering wheel, robbed of even the chance to fight back.


  Taekjoo took the driver’s seat. He had to leave the scene as quickly as possible. He started the engine and steered the vehicle. A nearby police officer approached with a questioning look.


  “Excuse me, where are you going?”


  “There’s a problem with the hose. It won’t take long for me to get back with a new one.”


  Taekjoo came up with a slick excuse. After seeing how much fire had already been contained, the officer nodded and let him go without further questions. He even stepped aside to clear the way for Taekjoo. Thanks to the officer, Taekjoo managed to leave the scene without trouble—at least until he reached the main road.


  A traffic officer stopped the fire truck and inspected the vehicle carefully before asking a probing question.


  “Your name and your department, please.”


  Obviously, Taekjoo had no idea. He hesitated, unable to answer. The officer eyed him suspiciously, then spoke into his radio with a stern expression, occasionally glancing at Taekjoo. Gradually, all the nearby officers fixed their gaze on Taekjoo. They subtly gripped their guns and slowly closed in, circling him. It was only a matter of time before Taekjoo’s cover was blown. He had no choice. He would just have to push through.


  Taekjoo made up his mind and hit the accelerator. The vehicle revved loudly as the tires screeched. The officers, who had been creeping forward slowly, abandoned their tactics and ran to block the fire truck. But the truck was unstoppable—it knocked down barricades as it barreled forward. The officers had no choice but to jump out of the way as the truck sped forward like an angry bull. Bullets rained down from behind.


  The hail of gunfire shattered the side mirrors and even the windows. Taekjoo leaned forward, flattening his chest against the steering wheel as he kept speeding. The massive fire truck charged ahead like it would crush everything in its path.


  His plan was to reach the Korean embassy. He had no solid backup plan, nor was he certain the embassy would protect him. It was merely a way to buy more time. Yes, this was Russia, but even Russian authorities couldn’t just barge into another country’s embassy, which could spark a serious diplomatic incident. Taekjoo planned to hide there and use the time to find a way back home.


  In no time, dozens of police cars were tailing him. Sirens blared from every direction, the police swarming after him like angry bees.


  Taekjoo kept speeding. Soon, a sharp turn appeared ahead. He should have hit the brakes, but instead, he turned the steering wheel in a wide arc. The huge truck couldn’t handle the speed and began to slip and slide. Taekjoo gripped the wheel tightly, fighting against the overwhelming pull of inertia. The screeching truck spun, crushing the guardrails, but still managed to stay on the road. But the police cars chasing Taekjoo were either swept away by the massive truck or flung outward, plunging into the river.


  Taekjoo had cleared one obstacle, but the next came immediately, leaving him no time to catch his breath. More police cars appeared on the opposite side of the road. They were so determined that they even drove the wrong way. If Taekjoo kept this up, he’d be surrounded any moment now.


  He considered his options, then turned sharply into a narrow alley beside the road. The alley was so tight that the truck was about to get stuck. The truck’s exterior sparked as it scraped against the walls. It shook and rattled violently, and the worse it got, the harder Taekjoo pressed the accelerator. The truck kept shaking, yet forced its way through the narrow space.


  The officers behind opened fire. The water tank was soon punctured, and the road was drenched instantly.


  Taekjoo suddenly veered back onto the main road. The police blindly followed him again. He kept going, then suddenly slammed the brakes. The police chasing him hit their brakes as well, but the road was slick with a film of water from the fire truck. Every car lost traction and began to skid, the trailing vehicles crashing into the ones ahead. The last police car slammed into another and was sent airborne. Taekjoo watched the chain reaction of crashes before continuing on his way.


  Not long after, the familiar sound of flapping propellers reached Taekjoo. Helicopters had been deployed on this mission. One helicopter circled overhead, warning Taekjoo it would open fire if he didn’t surrender. Either way, Taekjoo figured he’d die, so he ignored the warning and crossed the bridge. Just a bit more, and the Embassy of the Republic of Korea would come into view.


  In the end, the helicopter fired. Taekjoo swerved sharply. The relentless bullets shredded the passenger seat and punctured the water tank. Black smoke billowed from the engine. Taekjoo struggled so hard to keep the truck running he didn’t even notice the blood running down his arm. The truck lost control and spun. Through the dizzy blur, Taekjoo spotted the embassy building.


  Just a bit more. Just a bit.


  He clenched his jaw and pressed the accelerator as the engine roared its final cry.


  “Dammit!”


  The embassy was right in front of him, and the sirens had grown much closer. The helicopter circled overhead like a vulture waiting for its prey to die. Taekjoo had no other choice.


  He grabbed the wheel and shut his eyes tight, keeping his foot pressed on the accelerator. The fire truck smashed through the embassy gates and into the grounds. A low wall and guardhouse were smashed apart with a noise as loud as an explosion. The impact slammed into Taekjoo’s body like a storm.


  A cloud of yellow dust rose, and suddenly everything was so quiet Taekjoo could hear a pin drop. The police sirens blared. The propellers still whirred. But Taekjoo couldn’t hear a thing.


  “Ugh,” he groaned.


  He could barely lift himself off the wheel. His gut felt sore, like he’d been punched square in the middle. He took deep breaths, surveying his surroundings. The fire truck he’d driven had crashed against the embassy wall and was lodged there. In the rearview mirror, he saw police officers flooding out of their cars—but they couldn’t just march into the embassy.


  Taekjoo grabbed his Colt and slammed it against the cracked windshield, its glass webbed with fractures. The shards hung loosely and shattered easily. He removed the sharp pieces, dulled the edges of the windshield, and crawled forward.


  Taekjoo had risked his life to reach the embassy, but inside it was eerily quiet. It was a weekday during working hours, yet no one was around. Which way should I go? Taekjoo wondered, standing alone in the empty hallway. He decided to head for the ambassador’s office. With every step, bright red blood dripped onto the floor. Taekjoo limped, his ankle throbbing.


  After a long walk, he finally reached the office without seeing a single soul on the way. Taekjoo knocked on the closed door, frowning. No answer came. He pulled the doorknob down carefully. To his surprise, the door wasn’t locked.


  Inside the office, four desks were arranged in two pairs on either side. The setup looked like it belonged to the secretaries, but there was no one there. Only a half-finished cup of coffee and an unattended computer screen showed someone had been there moments ago.


  Taekjoo moved deeper inside. A double door appeared. It looked like it led to the ambassador’s office. Taekjoo was about to knock, but the door swung open inward as soon as his hand touched it. It clearly hadn’t been properly closed.


  In front of him stood a large, stately desk, and a high-backed chair was turned toward the window. Someone was sitting in it. Taekjoo felt relieved to see someone and stepped forward.


  Just then, a muffled groan came from somewhere nearby. It sounded like someone was shouting for help. Taekjoo was certain that the muffled words were Korean. He looked around, following the sound, and found a bolted cabinet. He wasn’t hearing things—something kept thumping inside the cabinet, rattling the locked door. Taekjoo suddenly felt dizzy at the strange sight. His instincts went into overdrive, with sirens blaring in his head.


  His legs wouldn’t move, however. His entire body stiffened. A bad feeling slowly crept up his spine. Every cell in his body was on high alert, focused on the chair facing the window.


  As if on cue, the chair slowly turned around. Taekjoo stopped breathing. The ground seemed to give way beneath him.


  The person in the chair was not the ambassador. It was Zhenya, and as he faced Taekjoo, a cruel smile spread across his lips.




  Codename Anastasia Vol. 2


  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 - ZAPHKIEL 


  ISBN 979-11-93753-21-7




  


  [1] In Korean funerals, the sangju is the chief mourner, usually the eldest son of the deceased. He takes on the responsibility of leading the funeral rites, performing ancestral rituals, and welcoming guests who come to pay their respects during the traditional three-day mourning period.


  [2] Pelmeni is a type of Russian meat dumpling.


  [3] Gochugaru is a Korean spice made from sun-dried red chili peppers, ground into coarse flakes or fine powder.


  [4] Ramyun is a Korean-style instant noodle soup cooked quickly in a seasoned, often spicy broth and enjoyed as a convenient meal.


  [5] 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.


  [6] Hubae is a Korean term used to refer to someone who is junior to you in a particular context, such as school, work, or an organization. It's commonly used to address or refer to juniors who entered the same institution or group after one did.


  [7] The Duma is the lower house of the Russian parliament, tasked with drafting and passing legislation.


  [8] In Korean culture, the suffix "-nim" is commonly added to a title when addressing someone as a sign of politeness and respect. It's customary to refer to seniors as "sunbae" and only drop the suffix "-nim" when one shares a close relationship with them. Meanwhile, seniors who don't share a personal relationship with their juniors would be referred to as sunbaenim, the suffix included.


  [9] Shibal is a Korean profanity equivalent to the English F-word. It is commonly used to express emotions such as anger, frustration, or annoyance.


  [10] And said, “In the midst of a great sea lies an island shrouded in silence. No human lives there, and no boat can find its way to its shores. Only creatures of the sea, the land, or the sky may pass, for the island is under a powerful watch. On this island grows a mighty oak tree, its girth greater than ten men’s embrace. It is said to be as old as Koschey himself. To the south of that oak, buried deep, rests a chest. Inside is a rabbit, within the rabbit, a duck, and inside the duck, an egg. If that egg breaks, so too does the life of Koschey.” World Folktales Collection, Volume 2: Russia. Translated by Ahn Sanghoon, Minumsa Publishing Group, 2013, p. 157.


  [11] Nu ty i glupaya zayka, a Russian phrase that translates to “You silly little bunny,” in English.’
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