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Prologue
Of all the things that could have happened, Jiheon thought. He didn’t particularly think this was unlucky or unpleasant. He was simply surprised.
I mean, what were the odds of something this big happening on the day of the welcome party at my new job?
“The final Men’s 200-Meter Individual Medley is about to take place here at the Cairo Olympics Aquatic Stadium. One of our own, Gwon Jaekyung from South Korea, will be taking part in this event. Oh! The swimmers are coming in as we speak.”
The announcer was right. The athletes were making their entrance. The camera panned across eight figures as they stripped off their jackets from afar. Then it zoomed in on one swimmer heading to a center lane.
A face very familiar to people in Korea filled the large flat-screen TV on the wall of the bar. The few female customers seated at the bar cheered at once. There were some particularly loud screams, accompanied by stamping of feet, from a table full of college students.
“Judging from the cheering alone, it’s like he’s already won the gold medal,” one of the male students said.
“That’s right. Did Gwon Jaekyung set a new world record without us realizing it?”
“If he doesn’t get a medal today, it’s all on you girls.”
The female students didn’t seem bothered by the boys’ reactions.
“It’s all right. In my book, he’s already handsome enough to deserve a gold medal.”
“That’s right. Jaekyung would already have gotten twenty-four medals if the Olympics were about picking good-looking people.”
“He’d definitely be the MVP then.”
The people at the other tables laughed at this.
“The camera is lingering on Gwon Jaekyung for some reason,” came the voice of the announcer with a chuckle. There was a reason he sounded so pleased.
“Yes. He’s considered the top contender for the gold medal,” replied the sports commentator, kindly elaborating. He couldn’t seem to hide the pride in his voice, either.
“Gwon set a record in Asia in the preliminaries, coming in at first place... And Noah Kenny of Australia, who you can see on the screen now, was in second place. Now, Kenny set a personal best, upping his previous one by 0.4 seconds, no less, but he couldn’t quite match Jaekyung.”
“The two trained together in Australia, am I correct?” the announcer asked.
“That’s right. My boy Jaekyung has been training in Australia ever since the Asian Games two years ago. He has been training in the same aquatic center as Noah. The two swimmers are similar in age, and as far as we know, they are good friends.”
The commentator rambled about them being shaving mates, clearly trying to fill airtime. He sometimes seemed to forget that he was speaking in an official setting and kept referring to the athlete in an overly familiar tone, using informal terms like my boy and so on. He was intent on letting everyone know that he had coached Jaekyung. It made Jiheon laugh out loud.
The man had once been Jaekyung’s coach. There was no denying that. But that had only been for a year, back when Jaekyung was an elementary school student, and the man had been dismissed from his role. A school parent had complained about the coach often entering the pool while intoxicated. Jiheon himself remembered the man smelling of alcohol before. At first, when he was assigned to Jaekyung, he seemed motivated by the chance to coach someone talented. But a leopard can’t change its spots, and he eventually slipped back into his old habit of drinking and got caught.
And now here he was—dressed to the nines and claiming to have coached Jaekyung—doing commentary, of all things. It felt shameless of him to have accepted the role.
I suppose his swimming center will be flooded with inquiries from customers after this. He’s eager to sell his services in whatever way he can.
Jiheon smiled and raised his glass of beer. The announcer was reminding the viewers of the situation again.
“Now, we are here at the Cairo Olympics Aquatic Stadium, where the final of the Men’s 200-Meter Individual Medley is about to begin. From our country, we have Gwon, aiming for the gold. Mr. Lim Myungjin, can you brief us again about the men’s individual medley?”
“Of course. When it comes to competitive swimming, most people think about individual styles, such as freestyle, the butterfly, and so on. Well, the medley, as the name suggests, involves using all four styles.”
“That’s the butterfly, backstroke, breaststroke, and freestyle, in that order?”
“Yes. It is essential to stick to that order. And this particular event, it’s two hundred meters.”
“So fifty meters for each style.”
“That’s right. Each professional swimmer actually specializes in a style. That is why athletes who focus on freestyle compete in freestyle events, and those who are about the backstroke only partake in backstroke events. In the medley, excelling at just one style isn’t enough. You need to know all four. It is technically the most demanding, and the stamina drain is through the roof. It’s a category that requires strength, stamina, technique, flexibility—all those things. It’s regarded even among professional swimmers as the most difficult category, and winning a medal in it obviously has a lot more meaning to the athletes as well.”
“Oh, so it’s a tough event,” muttered someone from the General Affairs Department, sitting across from Jiheon. He almost sounded as though this was the first time he had heard about the category at all.
Swimming wasn't exactly a popular sport in South Korea. Someone had won a medal in a single stroke category in the past, and there had been a brief surge of interest after that, but it had only been temporary. No Korean swimmer had ever won a medal in the individual medley at the Olympics. Sometimes, someone won a medal here and there in the Asian Games, but no Korean had ever gotten to the finals in the World Swimming Championship or the Olympics. Most of the people in Korea didn’t even know that the individual medley was a category of competitive swimming. It was a bit of a shock, still, to learn that the employee of a sports agency hadn’t been aware of it, either.
I suppose the General Affairs Department doesn’t really need to know that, Jiheon thought, picking up a rice puff to eat.
The screen was awash in blue—the camera had zoomed in on the fifty-meter pool. The water was calm as of yet, and the announcer and the commentator continued to speak.
“The individual medley has traditionally been the strong suit of Western swimmers.”
“That’s right. As I said before, it’s not just about technique. It requires a great deal of stamina. Western athletes have an innate physical advantage. Swimming is a sport where physical attributes have a particularly significant impact on the performance. Swimmers from the US and Australia are known for their great performance in this category. They’re all close to two meters tall,” the commentator said.
“Haha! That’s incredible. But there were some Asian athletes in the past who performed quite well, weren’t there?”
“Of course. For example, there is the Chinese swimming hero, Ye Xuewan, who won two medals in the female individual medley in the Olympics. That made quite a stir.”
“She set a world record, right?”
“That’s right. And a Japanese swimmer won an individual medley gold medal at a global event, though it wasn’t the Olympics. That caused quite a stir at the time as well.”
“It’s because it’s that rare, isn’t it?”
“Of course. Everybody expected someone from the US or Australia to win, but it turned out to be an Asian, so...”
“But no one from our country has ever done it—won a gold in the individual medley in the Olympics.”
“No. I think we could look forward to that changing this year. Gwon here has reached the finals for the first time ever for a Korean swimmer. He was ranked first even in the preliminaries.”
“He won gold in the 200-meter individual medley at the Asian Games two years ago. Gwon is seventeen years old this year. He’s attending Ozford High School in Australia, and is 188 centimeters tall. And... he’s still growing, isn’t he?” asked the announcer.
The commentator looked as proud as though the swimmer were his son.
“Yes. He was reported to be 186 centimeters tall last year. The year before that—during the Asian Games—he was 183 centimeters. And he was only in his third year of middle school at the time.”
“Gwon’s growing, not only in terms of his records and his height. He’s already taken gold in the 200 and 400-meter freestyle, the 100-meter backstroke, and silver in the 200-meter butterfly. If he wins another gold medal here, that’ll be four gold medals in a row. Ah! The race is about to begin.”
The announcer had hardly finished before the buzzer went off, and the swimmers took their spots on their starting blocks. The cameras alternated between shots of the audience and the swimmers. The starting roster appeared on the screen, and the announcer began to speak again in a calm voice.
“And we have South Korea’s Gwon Jaekyung in lane four.”
The lineup disappeared, the swimmers took their marks, and at the sound of a short electronic tone, they dove in.
“And it’s begun!”
The bar went silent. Everyone who had been chatting and laughing was now watching the TV screen with bated breath, and the same was true of Jiheon’s table. A few employees had even turned their chairs, completely immersed in the race.
Jiheon’s chair had been facing the TV from the start, though he hadn’t intended it to be the case, and he didn’t need to shift around any. He kept his eyes on the screen and picked up the beer, which had gone lukewarm. Maybe it was the silence, but the sound of the beer going down his throat sounded louder in his ears than usual.
“The swimmers are starting the race with the butterfly stroke. Noah Kenny in lane five in the lead.”
“The butterfly stroke is his specialty. He won gold medals both in the 100 and 200-meter butterfly this year.”
“And Gwon’s specialty is freestyle?”
“Yes, but he’s talented at the butterfly as well. He won the silver medal in the 200-meter butterfly this year, in fact.”
“And as we speak, Noah Kenny in lane five has just reached the first turn. Close behind are Gwon in lane four and Phil Abramson, who is an athlete from the US.”
“Now Abramson is the holder of a new world record in the 200-meter backstroke. He won the gold medal in yesterday’s 200-meter backstroke event.”
“But he had to settle for silver in the 100-meter, as Gwon beat him by 0.05 seconds.”
“Yes. Jaekyung’s final spurt in the last ten meters was fierce.”
While the announcer and the commentator continued to explain, the athletes had already swum halfway across the fifty-meter swimming pool with the backstroke. They covered the remaining distance in no time at all, and three swimmers in the middle lanes reached the touchpads at the same time.
“Noah Kenny from lane five and Gwon Jaekyung from lane four touch their 100-meter touchpads almost at the same time! And the rankings... They’ve changed! Gwon Jaekyung from lane four is now leading!”
The announcer declared. Cheers broke out in the bar instantly. The event was only halfway through, but people were clapping joyously, almost as if Jaekyung had already won the gold medal.
“Now, it’s time for the breaststroke segment. Gwon Jaekyung in lane four is maintaining his lead, with Noah Kenny close behind.”
“There is almost no difference right now.”
“Kenny’s specialty is the butterfly, and Gwon’s freestyle. Interestingly, both of them are least confident in the breaststroke.”
“That’s probably the case with most swimmers. Unless they specialize in the breaststroke, most professional swimmers will say that the breaststroke is their weakest stroke. But that’s only because the breaststroke is relatively slower than the other techniques. The truth of the matter is, they are great at all the strokes. Athletes who take part in the individual medley are good at all of them. It’s just that the breaststroke is slower, by its very nature.”
“I’m sorry, one moment! Noah Kenny is pushing forward!” shouted the announcer, cutting the commentator off.
“He’s speeding up! Past the 135-meter mark... Ah, it’s Noah Kenny in lane five taking the lead. He was the first to reach the 150-meter touchpad. In second place is Gwon Jaekyung from South Korea, 0.02 seconds behind.”
The announcer sounded deeply chagrined. Those who had been celebrating as if Jaekyung had won gold now looked dejected, as if he wouldn’t even get bronze.
“Why is he so bad?” shouted one of the male students at the college students’ table, loud enough for the girls to hear.
The bold provocation made Jiheon laugh despite himself. By the time he shouted, Jaekyung had already overtaken Noah. The announcer was taking his time mentioning it. The swimmers were underwater, which made it hard to tell—and the gap was very small. But Jiheon was certain that Jaekyung had a clear lead now. At this pace, the gap was bound to widen. The remaining fifty meters were freestyle, and freestyle was Jaekyung’s forte.
Jiheon turned out to be right. When Jaekyung and Noah surfaced simultaneously, Jaekyung was already more than a meter ahead. A ripple of surprised murmurs spread through the bar.
“Gwon Jaekyung! He’s back in first place, with Kenny behind him!”
The confused spectators relaxed at the update and burst into cheer again.
“Gwon is well in the lead now with the freestyle stroke, which is his strong suit! What an incredible final dash!”
“He gained significant distance underwater!”
“And the gap keeps growing now that they’ve surfaced.”
“Now past the 185-meter mark—”
“Gwon Jaekyung is making great speed! He’s rewriting South Korea’s history as we speak!” the announcer shouted, hardly stopping to breathe. The next moment, Jaekyung reached the touchpad, and the announcer and the commentator screamed over each other.
“There’s the gold medal!”
The bar was inundated with cheering. The cheering could even be heard from outside the building.
“That’s a gold medal! Gwon Jaekyung is the first South Korean athlete to win gold at the Olympics for the 200-meter individual medley!”
“One minute and 54.17 seconds! That’s his personal best, and a new Olympic record.”
“He set a new Asian record in the preliminaries, and now he’s broken the Olympic record as well!”
“That’s more than 0.5 seconds faster than the previous record. Gwon Jaekyung has done something amazing!”
While the announcer and the commentator spoke, the start of the event replayed in slow motion. They were doing a review of the footage before finalizing the results. Occasional false starts in swimming are sometimes detected only after the race ends—and can lead to disqualification. So no one could relax until everything was confirmed.
Soon, the results appeared on the electronic display board. Nothing had changed much after the review. The gold medal went to South Korea’s Gwon Jaekyung, the silver medal to Noah Kenny, and the bronze medal to Phil Abramson.
Once Jaekyung’s victory was confirmed, the bar erupted in cheers again. Bells buzzed as people placed new orders. They looked ready to drink all night, celebrating the young genius who had made history.
Of course, Jiheon’s coworkers—namely, the Promotion Team at ProEdge, a sports agency—were no different.
“That was nuts.”
“Yeah. Imagine that!”
“Four Olympic medals at eighteen. Is that even possible?”
The employees who’d turned their chairs to watch turned back toward their tables. Excited, they emptied their glasses, only to order more immediately. When more beer was served, they filled each other’s glasses and continued to speak in eager tones.
“I wonder who’ll take Jaekyung? Whoever takes him will have a golden goose on their hands.”
“Kavva, probably.”
“Sons of b*tches have a hand in every pie.”
“They’ve got money. Their signing bonus is a league of its own. I mean, I would probably choose them if I were an athlete.”
Nam Seungmyung, who'd been listening quietly as the more experienced employees spoke, kept his eyes on the menu as he finally spoke up.
“But I thought Gwon Jaekyung wasn’t interested in a contract with an agency. People have been making a fuss about him ever since he won the gold medal at the Asian Games, but he didn’t choose any agency at all.”
“Oh, but things have changed,” everyone said at once, waving him off dismissively.
“He’s now an Olympic gold medalist. That’s completely different.”
“Exactly. He’ll appear in at least twenty ads, mark my words.”
“He’s worth more than most celebrities. Whatever agency nabs him will be able to cover their operation costs with the ad commissions alone. They’ll do anything to get him on board.”
While the employees gushed on, someone screamed to one side of the bar again. People turned back toward the TV, assuming there was something more to watch.
Jaekyung was filling the entire screen. He had just climbed out of the pool, with a camera trailing behind him. Journalists were on him in an instant, and Jaekyung removed his swimming cap and pushed his wet hair back, listening.
He leaned toward the microphone to speak, and the water that trickled down from his hair slid down his handsome forehead. Most of it ran down past his ears to his chin, but some trailed along his sharp nose and dripped from the tip. Droplets clung to his long lashes. This seemed to bother him, since he blinked once as he answered the questions of the journalists with a neutral face. The water remained in his eyelashes, and in the end, he took a finger and rubbed it off.
That reminds me of him when he was a kid, Jiheon thought. His face remained expressionless, yet he looked strangely younger for his age. Jiheon didn’t seem to be the only person who noticed this. The girls in the bar were screaming and lamenting at the defenseless, childlike look.
“Oh my god, my Jaekyung!”
Some college student shouted, and everyone laughed. It wasn’t just the girls who were gushing over the handsome face.
“Man. He’s a looker,” muttered Yun Kyuwon from the Promotion Team.
“He’d have been a hit if he had become an idol, don’t you think?”
Someone from General Affairs, who had been able to come to tonight’s get-together thanks to Yun, quickly chimed in.
“I’d say he looks more like an actor. With a face like that, he should take up acting.”
“He could quit swimming now and start acting if he wanted. He’s only seventeen. He’s got plenty of time.”
“I would have done it if I were him. Swimming isn’t even that popular, and the prize money’s not that great either,” Yun said.
Ko Hyunseok, a managing director seated opposite him, tossed a piece of rice puff at Yun with a scowl.
“Why, you little... You work at a sports agency, if you’ll recall. You don’t want to talk like that!”
“Oh! Sorry. My mistake. Forget I ever said that,” Yun said, quickly picking up the rice puff, popping it into his mouth, and smiling ingratiatingly.
He smiled despite Ko’s insult—not because he agreed, but because he couldn’t be bothered to argue with the man.
Despite his emphasis on the fact that their company was a sports agency, Ko knew next to nothing about the nature of the work. He had been given a role merely because he was the uncle of the CEO, and he loved to take part in get-togethers of other departments or teams and get solidly drunk. He’d then preach to others.
“In any case, Jiheon, you must feel the proudest right now. Who knew that a swimmer from our country would get so much attention?”
Jiheon hadn’t expected the conversation to take such a turn. He put down his glass.
“Of course. I really am quite proud. It would be nice if government support were expanded to include the field,” he said, as a good employee of a sports agency might.
Someone from General Affairs, seated on the other side of the table, spoke.
“Oh, right. You were a professional swimmer as well, right?”
He sounded as though he’d just remembered.
“He used to be a national athlete. He even won a medal in the World Swimming Championship—bronze in a 100-meter freestyle,” Seungmyung said proudly.
“Why do you sound so proud, Mr. Nam?”
Yun quickly pointed out, but the employee from General Affairs was exclaiming in disbelief, and his voice was buried in the commotion.
“The World Swimming Championships? Not the Asian Games?”
“That’s right. He was in his first year of high school, so that was what, seven years ago? It was a World Swimming Championship held in Berlin.”
“No way. Not even Gwon Jaekyung won a medal in a World Swimming Championship yet!”
The employee shouted, visibly excited. Jiheon quickly waved his hand, taken aback by the reaction.
“No, he simply chose not to go last year. It wasn’t that he wasn’t able.”
Jiheon emphasized and continued.
“He hasn’t been to one yet, which is why he hasn’t won a medal. He’ll win one next year. Gold, probably. He’ll probably sweep up every award.”
Despite Jiheon’s desperate explanations, Nam simply responded.
“That’s beside the point. That doesn’t change the fact that you were the youngest person in the country to win a medal at the World Swimming Championships. You were only in the first year of high school. Jaekyung can’t break that record even if he enters next year and gets the gold medal.”
“Mr. Nam, how do you know so much about this?”
“Jiheon is the same age as me. He used to be really popular on social media as a good-looking high school swimmer.”
“That... was a long time ago,” Jiheon said, embarrassed.
The employee from General Affairs seemed elated, exclaiming, “Oh, look! He’s feeling shy!”
“A magazine did an interview on him, and I used to read it with my friends,” Seungmyung continued.
“As I said, why do you seem so proud? You’re not the one who won the medal.”
“Oh, I’ll take that.”
Seungmyung said, ignoring Yun and clearing the table to set out some newly served food. After all the extra food had been served, the man from General Affairs cut a German sausage with a knife and looked up.
“Why did you quit swimming?” he asked.
It wasn’t exactly a nice thing to ask a person who had been a professional athlete in the past. But here, there were so many people like this that it didn’t seem to be an offense. Yun had played professional volleyball, and Seungmyung had actually been in competitive shooting until middle school.
“I was dealing with an injury. Among other things,” Jiheon said.
“I see. Well, injuries aren’t something you can do anything about,” the man said. He seemed to have expected an answer like that and asked no further questions.
“Too bad. You might have become even more successful than Jaekyung if you’d stayed in the field.”
“Nah. I doubt that,” Jiheon said, laughing dismissively. Ko interrupted again.
“You never know. It looks like our new guy here is as tall and well-built as Jaekyung. How tall are you, anyway?”
“About 180 centimeters,” Jiheon said, being vague on purpose and giving him a smaller number than the truth.
“Is that right? I’m 180 centimeters myself. You seem a lot taller. 184?”
Yun said, immediately getting it right. Before Jiheon could confirm or deny it, Ko thumped the table.
“My goodness. That’s tall. Real tall. And you—you’re in that category, right? You’re an alpha.”
Jiheon simply smiled, offering no response. Ko slapped the table again, as if Jiheon’s silence was confirmation enough.
“So I’m right! He’s not saying anything. He’s an alpha, all right.”
Ko nodded emphatically, even though Jiheon had neither confirmed nor denied it, apparently pleased with himself.
“Uh oh, Mr. Ko? You’re not supposed to ask that sort of thing these days unless the other person offers the information voluntarily,” Yun said in an exaggerated tone.
“What? Why? Does this have to do with that Anti-Discrimination Act or whatever?”
Ko asked, sounding displeased.
“It’s always been against the Anti-Discrimination Act to do that. These days, people can report you for sexual harassment if you ask questions like that.”
The hard tones came from Seungmyung, not Yun. He was one of the few employees in the company who had voluntarily revealed he was an omega. The mention of sexual harassment, reporting, and whatnot seemed to bring Ko to his senses. He muttered to himself, clearly flustered.
“Oh... Dear me... But I wasn’t even trying to insult him for being an omega. Just asking if he’s an alpha. Is that also sexual harassment?”
“Yes. It’s best just not to mention it at all,” Yun said, filling Ko’s glass.
Ko continued to grumble about how difficult things were these days. Seungmyung glared at Ko as if he wanted to shoot the man dead. Then he took a deep breath, turning toward the TV screen again. He seemed to have decided he would just watch something nice on TV and refresh his mind rather than break everything down for some old man.
It was a wise decision, since a replay of the swimming event had just begun. The broadcast station focused on the gold medalist who had done the country proud, sending out footage that filled the screen with Gwon Jaekyung.
The electronic buzzer rang, and the eighteen-year-old champion jumped into the water instantly. He slid through the waterlike a sea creature born to rule it—fluid, fast, and effortlessly precise. He then rose to the surface amid a spray of white foam.
One had to search a while for the right words to describe him.
He was beautiful from beginning to end—both before and after the medal was put around his neck.

1
The child had always been a loner.
So had Jiheon. The second-floor swimming pool of the municipal sports center had a fifty-meter pool—there weren’t many of those in the country—and it had eight lanes. Seven of them were always empty. At any other time of day, they would be full, since the pool was usually packed with group lessons and grade-level training, except during individual training hours.
But during Jiheon’s training hours—from four to six every weekday—the pool was completely empty. He was the only person in the huge pool in those two hours. When he was preparing for a competition, his coach used to stay beside him, but as his rehabilitation dragged on and it was decided he would skip the entire season, the coach started showing up less and less.
The other boy had a slightly different situation. Jiheon was nearing the end of his career, while the other boy was just beginning his, and the coach seemed eager to teach him. But that wouldn’t really mean much. The coach had always had a drinking problem, and he often left his students unattended even during training hours, suffering from a hangover. While he slept in the lounge, the boy would do several laps of the fifty-meter pool.
Jiheon often saw him swimming by himself. Some days, his physical therapy ended early, and he would arrive at the pool ahead of schedule. At such times, Jiheon would sit on a bench, waiting for his training to start, and he would notice the boy in the water.
He was a good swimmer—strong form, and even better speed. It was hard to believe he was only in fifth grade. Perhaps that impression came from the fact that he was already over 170 centimeters tall. It wasn’t hard to understand why the swimming center had made such a fuss over the young genius, and why Mr. Lim, the coach, had offered to train him personally.
Even so, Jiheon still felt a chill now and then when he watched the child alone in the swimming pool.
It was more pronounced that day, for no reason he could explain. The pool felt especially big that day, and unusually silent. Jiheon could hear the steady sounds of the boy swimming, but it wasn’t enough to fill the vast space. If anything, the spacious pool only made the sounds echo more emptily.
Jiheon waited for the kid to finish the 400-meter freestyle and then went up to him.
“Aren’t you bored, all by yourself?”
The boy took off his goggles and looked up at Jiheon, who was standing by the poolside. That was the first time Jiheon noticed the boy’s eyes weren’t completely black, but a luminous shade of brown. His first thought wasn’t surprise—it was simply that they were beautiful.
“Why would I be bored? I’m swimming,” said the twelve-year-old boy with a blink, clearly puzzled by the question. His brown eyes looked more translucent in the pool lights, and the beads of water clinging to his long eyelashes gleamed like jewels.
“Are you bored when you swim?” he asked, rubbing his eyes with his fingers. Jiheon took a moment to consider his answer.
“No. I’m not bored, either.” Jiheon said.
The boy looked askance at him as if to say, Then why the question? Jiheon looked up and stared at the center of the pool in silence. It was now afternoon. By then, the sun had shifted enough for light to pour through the few windows. The light seemed to melt across the surface of the water. Watching the quiet rippling of light in the center of the large pool, Jiheon murmured.
“I am sometimes lonely, though.”
A regular beeping noise woke him up instantly. The first thing Jiheon did was to reach for his phone and turn off the alarm. He could hear sounds from the living room through the bedroom door, which was partly open.
Oh no. Jiheon ran his hand down his face with a sigh. He wondered what to do for a moment, then got off the bed. Just as he expected, traces of last night were plainly visible. The blankets were clean, as were the T-shirt and shorts he usually wore to bed. He laughed at the thought that he had somehow gotten changed before falling asleep.
Jiheon pulled back the bedspread. He tidied his messy hair somewhat with his hand as he walked to the living room. A man who had been sitting on the sofa, watching TV, turned his head.
“Oh. You’re awake.”
“Yeah. I should be,” Jiheon said casually, moving to the kitchen.
“Impressive, after all that drinking last night. Korean office workers are on another level.”
The man laughed, and Jiheon could tell that whoever he was, this guy definitely wasn’t an ordinary office worker. It explained everything. No wonder he was sitting around on a Monday morning, watching TV. What did he say he did for a living again? A writer? Definitely not a student.
Jiheon filled a cup with cold water from the dispenser and glanced sideways at the man in the living room. He had a small, slim face. Even though he had a slight build, his arms were surprisingly tough, and his calves and thighs were very muscular. With a balanced body and upright posture on the sofa, he looked like someone who’d had training—or just years of habit. A celebrity, maybe. Or a dancer...
Then it clicked—he was Kijoo’s friend, the one who did contemporary dance.
They’d been introduced by a mutual friend who worked at a bar. Since they were both there that night, the friend had nudged them to chat, and they ended up drinking together. They started talking and ended up going home well past midnight. The guy had said he lived too far away, so Jiheon had offered to let him stay the night and head out in the morning. Then they got into a taxi.
I remember nothing after that. Who had started the kissing? Had he taken off his own clothes, or had this dancer done it for him? Had they used a condom—and who had used it? He didn’t know any of it.
“Doesn’t your head hurt? Or your stomach?” the man asked when Jiheon moved to the sofa. He scooted aside for Jiheon.
“Oh, I’m fine. I’m almost never hung over,” Jiheon said.
“You told me that last night,” the man laughed, amused.
“Did I?”
“Yes, you were drinking so much. I asked you if you were sure that was a good idea, since Monday was coming up, but you said you seldom got hangovers.”
“You must’ve thought I was bluffing,” Jiheon said. The man laughed again. Judging by his laugh, he really had.
Jiheon chuckled softly and took a sip from his glass. His head began to clear. He looked at the man beside him. He was already up and had even taken a shower. He was probably the diligent sort. Either that, or he just wanted me to see him looking neat and clean.
“You look just as handsome fresh out of bed,” the man muttered, running his hand through Jiheon’s messy hair.
“Hey, flattering me isn’t going to do you any good,” Jiheon said, smiling as he put down the glass. He’d meant to ask who’d been on top the night before, but what he saw made the question feel unnecessary.
“I’m sorry, but did I use a condom last night?” Jiheon asked.
“Yes, all three times.”
Jiheon nodded, picking up the pack of cigarettes on the table. That was a satisfactory answer, in more ways than one.
“Smoking first thing in the morning?”
“I need a smoke to wake up.”
“But you already woke up earlier,” the man shot back coyly.
Jiheon lit the cigarette and took a long drag. He let out the smoke slowly.
“Still feel a little dazed.”
“Isn’t that a hangover?”
“No, but I had a strange dream.”
“What kind of dream?” the man asked.
Jiheon moved his cigarette to his lips again.
“About the days when I used to swim.”
“Oh, right. You used to swim.”
It had been no less than ten years ago. He hadn’t even been near a pool since then, but he still sometimes had those dreams, usually after he drank a little too much. If he’d had sex on top of that, he was guaranteed to dream about being underwater. He theorized—with no scientific basis, of course—that it was probably because sleep felt like fainting at those times, like sinking into bed, which triggered the dreams.
Yesterday’s dream had been somewhat odd. It was set at a pool, as usual, but he hadn’t gone into the water. In fact, he hadn’t even dipped a toe in. Instead, he’d stood at the edge, watching someone else swim. It had felt more like a memory than a dream.
Why did I suddenly dream about that? He hadn’t thought about that memory in ten years.
Why now? Am I lonely?
Jiheon wondered, stupefied. Then he chuckled, exhaling smoke. He’d had some wild sex last night. Feeling lonely was ridiculous.
“What is it?” the dancer asked.
“It’s nothing,” Jiheon replied vaguely.
It wasn’t something to talk about with a man he’d been in bed with a few hours ago, even if it was a one-time thing. Thankfully, the man asked no more questions. Just then, the morning news aired something that caught the man’s attention.
“Next, some entertainment news—which also involves the world of sports. We’ve all heard of Gwon Jaekyung—the most popular star athlete in Korea at the moment. He is no longer simply the best in South Korea or Asia—he’s proven himself on the world stage. The same athlete is now gearing up for the final championship ahead, which will allow him to win the fourth major event this year, and the rumor mill has brought us the possibility that he is now in yet another relationship. The other person of interest is the incredibly popular actor, Cha Sunghyun. The two were the subject of scandalous rumors last year as well, in fact...”
“So it finally made the news,” the man said, looking intrigued. The rumor hadn’t just caught the man’s interest. Jiheon immediately realized why he’d had that weird dream last night.
It wasn’t that he was lonely. It was that he’d been exposed to Jaekyung’s name for the first time in a long time. He’d even seen a bunch of photos. The internet had gone wild over him since last evening. Photos of Jaekyung spending time with a male celebrity had spread across social media, topping search engine rankings immediately and resulting in a flood of articles.
The photos themselves were no problem. They simply portrayed the two of them eating together at a table, facing each other. They were dressed casually, and Jaekyung was even wearing a hat, which made his face hard to see. If not for his broad shoulders and frankly unrealistic build, no one would have believed it was Jaekyung. That was probably why whoever had taken the photos had been careful to include the upper body in the shot.
The ruckus had arisen from the fact that the two of them had been embroiled in romantic rumors in the past. Cha Sunghyun had been a longtime model and had only recently begun acting in dramas and movies. He was extremely handsome and one of the most popular young actors in the country, regardless of his actual acting ability.
Cha Sunghyun and Gwon Jaekyung, the miracle of South Korea’s swimming world and a swimmer often hailed as a legend of the twenty-first century, were photographed by a paparazzo last Christmas season. They had been spotted shopping together, alone, in Australia. It had been all over the headlines. Cha Sunghyun stated that the rumors were unfounded, and that he had been in Australia for a photo shoot, during which a mutual friend had introduced him to Jaekyung. But no one believed him. It didn’t seem likely that someone would go Christmas shopping together with someone he’d only just met, and to make matters worse, Sunghyun looked too much like the last person Jaekyung had been rumored to date.
“Jaekyung’s type never changes, huh?” the man said. This piqued Jiheon’s curiosity.
“What do you mean?”
“You didn’t know? There was that athlete—or whatever he was—rumored to be dating Jaekyung before Sunghyun. He looked just like that. Tall, well-built, and handsome. And he was a beta male, too.”
As far as Jiheon knew, last year had been the first time he was ever involved in rumors like that. Last summer, not long after the Asian Games in Taiwan, he had been photographed leaving a hotel with a Taiwanese water polo player.
His name was Lin Han, and he’d been widely talked about even in Korea during the Asian Games for his striking looks. Photos of the Beautiful Four of the Asian Games, as the press dubbed them, including Jaekyung, Lin Han, and two other athletes, had circulated all over the internet. There had even been articles on the topic. Jiheon had seen some of them. Lin Han had certainly been a neat, good-looking. It wasn’t a stretch to say he resembled Sunghyun.
“I think anyone would be attracted to someone with looks like that, regardless of preference,” Jiheon said.
The man cocked his head, as if trying to decide whether Jiheon had a point. Seeing this, Jiheon noted the reaction and added.
“You might say he appeals to pretty much everyone’s taste. And as for him only dating betas... I think it’s probably just a matter of statistics. Eighty percent of the population is beta. Unless you’re specifically looking for alphas or omegas, eight out of ten men you meet will be betas.”
Besides, no one could say for sure if the actor really was a beta. Information about the traits of celebrities, sports stars, and other well-known public figures was easy to find online, but most of it was just speculation based on looks or a few visible behaviors. It was like guessing someone’s blood type from their personality[1]—completely inaccurate, but people never got tired of it.
“Well, I don’t know about that. He could date anybody he wanted, be it an alpha or an omega. Besides, I was told alphas are instinctively drawn to omegas more. In that regard, it seems more unlikely for him to continue dating betas only.”
The man had a point. Even with chips and drugs to suppress the pheromones, a sensitive alpha was said to still be able to detect an omega. It was like how someone allergic to dust might still sneeze at the faintest layer on a picture frame in an otherwise spotless room.
“The suppressant chips these days are really strong. They say alphas can’t even tell if someone next to them is an omega. Jaekyung would be especially insensitive to that kind of thing,” Jiheon said.
“What? Is there something wrong with him?” the man asked, his eyes wide.
“No, that’s not what I mean. Most athletes take medication to reduce their sensitivity to pheromones.”
“Oh, right. There are a few alphas in my dance company, and they take pills just in case—especially on performance days. There are more alphas and omegas in our field than in most others, so you never know when something might happen.”
The man seemed quick to understand, perhaps because he was in the field of performing arts. He kept talking.
“But don’t those drugs only last twenty-four hours or something? If they skip a day, they’ll go right back to being sensitive.”
“Yes. That’s why the athletes take them every day,” Jiheon said with a laugh.
“In timed sports, it’s basically a given that more training leads to better results. They say even one extra day of training can shave off 0.001 seconds. A single exposure to pheromones, and that day’s training is ruined. It can take at least two days for their bodies to reset. So it’s safe to assume that swimmers are on drugs season in and season out.”
It wasn’t just limited to timed sports. Highly paid league athletes in ball sports were often required to sign contracts agreeing to cooperate with management in preventing any pheromone-related incidents, especially if they were alphas. Many top-tier athletes—regardless of the sport—were alphas. If they were all exposed to pheromones on the day of a major event, the consequences could be disastrous. Unless they had married early and bonded exclusively with their partners’ pheromones, most of them took medication or received injections to suppress their sensitivity.
When those injections were first commercialized, a strange rumor had it that one of the side effects was erectile dysfunction. Sports forums were full of posts with titles like: Choose one—Become a major league athlete earning 100 billion won a year, or lose the ability to get it up.
“I guess it’s tough for both alphas and omegas,” the man said, sighing as he leaned back on the sofa. Highlights from a drama starring Sunghyun began to play on the screen. That seemed to jog the man’s memory.
“Oh, there’s something else that’s been on my mind. You said people go for tall, handsome, muscular guys—but there are plenty who are into short, slim ones instead. It’s pretty obvious they’re only dating men because they can’t find women who match their preferences.”
“Oh yeah...?” Jiheon asked.
It was about a hundred years ago when humans were first discovered to have secondary genders, or character traits, as they’re sometimes called. Gender imbalance had already reached extreme levels back in the early nineteenth century. Same-sex marriages had started outnumbering heterosexual ones long before that. Jiheon couldn’t believe there were still people who thought like that.
“I doubt such people will ever find a partner, be it male or female.”
“Of course not,” the man said, slapping a cushion. Jiheon figured he’d been rejected several times for being tall and muscular.
“That’s strange. The first thing I thought when I saw you was how beautiful your body was,” Jiheon said.
“What? Me?”
“Yes.”
The man slammed the cushion again.
“Oh, come on. I don’t need your pity.”
He was grinning anyway, clearly pleased despite his words.
“I mean it,” Jiheon said.
He did mean it. The way he saw it, this man had a figure that was plenty slim and pretty. It seemed many men, however, disliked even a body like this.
“How tall are you?” Jiheon asked.
“178 centimeters. 178.3, to be exact.”
“That’s perfect. Not too short, not too tall.”
If even someone who's 178 looks too tall to them, then someone like Jiheon—who's even taller—would probably put them off just by walking up to them. He smiled faintly, cigarette hanging from his lips.
“Maybe you’re just into people like me?” the man said.
Jiheon thought for a moment. Then he blew out a stream of smoke.
“Uh, no. I don’t actually have any preferences.”
“Really?”
“Really.”
Jiheon didn’t care whether his partners were male or female, tall or short. All that mattered was that they wanted him. If someone asked him out, he seldom turned them down. That was his approach to dating—so when it came to one-night stands, he was even less picky. There was no knowing what strengths a person might be hiding under their clothing. It worked the other way around, too. People who seemed desirable on the outside could turn out to be quite different once their clothes came off.
And if he was disappointed? It never lasted long. In bed, Jiheon was quite accommodating. He let his partner choose the position, and was fine with most kinks—so long as it wasn’t extreme BDSM and a condom was used.
Luckily for him, he had never run into anyone that bizarre just yet. Besides, he’d only really let loose during his final year of college, and stopped after that.
“Huh, you can have anybody you want, is that it?” the man said with a pout, hugging the cushion. Jiheon didn’t bother to correct him. He could think whatever he wanted. After this smoke, I’m going to shower. Jiheon was smoking silently when the man suddenly lay back on the sofa and nudged Jiheon’s thigh with a foot.
“So you’re into everyone, right? Since you have no preferences.”
Jiheon just gave him a quiet look. The man seemed a little shy as he asked.
“Then what about me?”
Jiheon paused, pretending to consider it for a moment—just to be polite.
“Casual sex here and there is fine. I don’t want to date you, though.”
“Why? Are you already seeing someone?” the dancer asked.
Jiheon was taken aback.
“God, no. Do you really think I would have slept with you last night if I were in a relationship?” Jiheon said, laughing.
“Who knows?” the dancer said. “There are plenty of men who have a wife and children and still sleep around.”
A bit later, he went on.
“You just didn’t strike me as that type. That’s why I asked.”
“I am not in a relationship. And I don’t plan to change that anytime soon. That’s why I slept with you last night, even though I only met you yesterday.”
Jiheon’s voice was calm and direct.
“Hmm. Is there a reason you don’t want a relationship?”
“Dunno. Just not my thing. I was in a few as a student, but they just didn’t seem to work for me,” Jiheon said, exhaling smoke.
He didn’t feel the need to explain his dating history to someone he’d only met yesterday. And since he’d already turned the guy down, explaining further seemed unnecessary. Still, the vagueness only seemed to make the other man more suspicious.
“You sure you aren’t just saying that because you don’t like me?”
He clearly thought Jiheon was just making up an excuse to turn him down.
“I don’t even know you. How do I know if I like you or not?”
Jiheon laughed as he flicked ash from the cigarette.
“All I know about you right now is your appearance and your job.”
And honestly, I kind of like both, he thought, just about to say it out loud, the man cut in.
“And you know that I’m a beta.”
“What... does that have to do with it?” Jiheon asked.
He can’t mean what I think he means, can he?
Jiheon turned out to be right.
“Alphas usually want an omega,” the man said, sounding as though he was stating a proven fact. Jiheon let out a short laugh, the cigarette stub between his lips.
“Do I look like an alpha to you?”
“Huh...? You’re not?” the man said, his eyes wide. Then, just like before, he nudged Jiheon’s thigh with his foot, as if trying to get a straight answer.
“Hey, no joking around. You are an alpha, aren’t you?”
“What makes you think that?”
“Your build, I guess. And the vibes you give off.” Jiheon stubbed out his cigarette in the ashtray and asked again.
“Then what do you think my blood type is?”
“What? I don’t know. O, maybe?” the man said casually.
“Alpha male, type O blood... figures,” Jiheon muttered with a smile.
It was a common misunderstanding that many alpha males had either type O or type B blood. According to popular belief, they were often a Leo or a Sagittarius, too. Jiheon wasn’t sure why. He simply figured it was the kind of combination people thought sounded masculine and wild.
Sure, some guys probably fit the stereotype. But in real life, Jiheon had only one alpha who checked all three boxes. That person was now on TV, cutting through the water like a painting come to life.
“I’m right, aren’t I?” the man asked, watching Jiheon’s face expectantly.
Jiheon stood with his cup in hand.
“Wrong on all counts.”
*
Jiheon arrived at work ten minutes before nine, as usual. As soon as he had sat down and put down his laptop bag, Nam Seungmyung, the assistant manager who sat next to him, asked.
“Mr. Jung, did you hear the news? About Gwon Jaekyung, I mean.”
Jiheon had seen Jaekyung in his dream. The morning news had mentioned Jaekyung, and even his one-night stand had brought him up. And now, someone at work was talking about him too. Jiheon felt trapped. Like he was the main character in a video game centered around Jaekyung. If someone made a video game like that, it would probably be a hit. It was a rather random thought. He turned on his desktop PC.
“The dating rumor? They seem to be denying it,” Jiheon said, purposefully sounding uninterested.
Seungmyung, however, drummed the desk with growing excitement.
“No, I wasn’t talking about that. The agencies are all fired up, trying to get Jaekyung to sign on with them. Our agency’s about to throw their hat in the ring, too. The CEO said something about contacting him, and Mr. Ko talked big, saying he knew someone who knew Jaekyung and would arrange a meeting.”
It was no wonder Seungmyung was practically banging on the desk with excitement. If this were true, this was news far bigger than the dating rumors, at least to the employees of this company.
“But I thought Jaekyung already had a contract with Kavva?”
“No. It hasn’t been finalized yet.”
Seungmyung lowered his voice and continued.
“Word is, Kavva said yes to everything he asked for—at first. But when it came time to draft the contract, they tried to change the terms. You know how they are.”
I sure do. That was their MO. They lured athletes in with massive contract offers and other extra perks, only to pull a fast one right before signing. Even when they knew they’d been lied to, the athletes would still hesitate. They would have already experienced Kavva’s little tricks over the past few days—like attentive managers, viral buzz, and the illusion of prestige. In the end, they would fall for Kavva’s claim that no other agency could match the treatment they offered. In many cases, though the initial signing bonus was not as high as Kavva’s, the other agencies usually paid out a higher proportion of the revenue to the athletes, making them a much better choice in the long run.
But even Kavva wouldn’t dare try that with Jaekyung.
“Jaekyung will sign with Kavva anyway. Everyone who talks to them ends up choosing them.”
“Hmm... You think so?”
“Yes,” Jiheon said with certainty. Even if Jaekyung didn’t end up going with Kavva, it wouldn’t be Jiheon’s agency. Plenty of agencies would take out loans to get Jaekyung to sign. Jiheon’s agency couldn’t even afford to do that. Jiheon did not say these things out loud, however. Seungmyung probably knew even better than Jiheon did.
“Well, just because he turns down Kavva doesn’t mean he’ll pick a new agency like ours,” Seungmyung said, smacking his lips.
Jiheon had expected it. While the security program loaded on his desktop, Jiheon opened his browser and scanned his inbox.
“Well, no harm in trying. It’s not like there are any requirements. But is it really necessary for the CEO to get personally involved?” he said offhandedly.
Jiheon actually doubted if an in-person meeting with Jaekyung was even possible.
The behind-the-scenes race to sign Jaekyung had been going on for three years. Right after his Olympic gold, the advertisement offers poured in, and the big agencies, both local and international, scrambled to get their hands on the goldmine that was Jaekyung. But none of them even managed to get in touch.
According to rumor, Jaekyung had turned them down himself, saying he didn’t need them. Apparently, that caused quite a bit of trouble for the people at Korea Aquatics. The various agency reps, frustrated by their wasted efforts, said all sorts of things about the young brat, but Jaekyung didn’t seem to care.
As far as Jiheon knew, people who knew Jaekyung had repeatedly told him not to miss this opportunity, and at the very least, to shoot an ad if he wasn’t going to sign with an agency, but he ignored them all. Instead, he had headed back to Australia right away and focused solely on his training. Unless it was a quick interview done on-site right after an event, or during an official team press conference, he didn’t even so much as spare a glance for anyone holding a camera. And yet Jaekyung had decided, after three years had passed, to finally sign a contract with an agency.
According to the first article that reported the news, Jaekyung had arrived early in Korea for the Pan Pacific Swimming Championships scheduled for early August in Incheon. Most athletes adjusted their schedules so they would arrive on site around a week before an event. Jaekyung had done the same until now, but this time he’d arrived nearly two months early. Most people had guessed that he’d hurried back a little earlier than usual because the event was being held in his home country, but the article claimed the real reason was a potential contract with a well-known Korean agency.
Soon after, another article revealed that the agency in question was none other than Kavva. Kavva had been trying to recruit Jaekyung for the past three years, so no one was surprised. The real surprise was that Kavva themselves admitted to contacting Jaekyung, but said it was too early to talk about a contract.
The news sent ripples through the industry. The bottom line was that there was no contract yet—but what truly mattered was that Jaekyung was finally showing interest. It seemed that various agencies had all taken it upon themselves to contact him as well, and tried to sign him, even if it meant taking out a loan. But to Jiheon, it seemed as pointless as praying to win the lottery. Jaekyung had begun his career as a national athlete when he was young, and all matters pertaining to contracts had been handled by his mother. Because he had so little interest in such things, he continued to let his mother deal with the relevant work even after he became an adult. As far as Jiheon knew—just as all the industry rumors indicated—his mother was logical, no-nonsense, and street-smart. She hated to waste time, and it was clear that she would have picked out from the get-go an agency that could offer the best terms and begun negotiations with them. And if that agency happened to be Kavva, the other ones realistically had no hope. No talks would even be possible unless someone could offer better conditions than Kavva, and that was simply impossible.
Kavva, which stood for K-Associates-something—a name nobody seemed to remember precisely—was actually not a Korean company. It was more of a Korean branch of a famous global corporation, and its parent company was a mega sports agency based in the US.
Of course, the industry was different in Korea than in the US, and because agencies hadn’t even really been established in the country in the beginning, Kavva had probably encountered considerable trial and error when they first got started here. In the end, however, it all came down to the large signing bonus, along with the various conveniences the agency offered. In that regard, Kavva, with its massive capital, was hard to beat. Jaekyung had probably known this and had begun negotiations, assuming Kavva would be their choice.
ProEdge, in comparison... Not only was it less than five years old, but the fact that it was Mr. Ko, of all people, who had taken it upon himself to arrange a meeting was not exactly promising.
Ko was an old man who, on the sole merit of having once served as a board executive at a large company, had taken up a position at his nephew’s agency, putting on airs while serving no real function. According to him—and only him—he was the lifeblood of the company, the one who kept everything running. But he knew next to nothing about how sports agencies worked and had very little interest in that regard.
Jiheon guessed that the old man had grown a little edgy after doing nothing for the past four years and spending his nephew’s money, if he’d promised to arrange a meeting. Who exactly did he know that could justify such a claim? Perhaps he would manage to nab the number, if he was lucky, but there would be no meeting.
“Just forget what he said. It makes no sense at all that Mr. Ko has promised what he has. I doubt the CEO expects much from him at all,” Jiheon said.
“I suppose,” Seungmyung said, smacking his lips again. He slowly turned his chair away. Then the phone on Jiheon’s desk rang. The blinking red light indicated it was an internal line.
“Assistant Manager Jung Jiheon from the Promotion Team,” he said.
It was Mr. Ko on the line, almost shouting at him.
“Mr. Jung, please come to my office immediately. As soon as you hang up. Hurry.”
The man hung up without waiting for Jiheon to answer.
Jiheon froze with the receiver still pressed to his ear. Mr. Ko had never called him directly ever since he had joined the company. And now that it had finally happened, it couldn’t have been a worse sign. In fact, Jiheon was loath to put down the receiver in his hand at all.
“Mr. Jung, I hear you knew Gwon Jaekyung?”
Just as expected, Mr. Ko shouted at Jiheon the moment he walked into the office.
“Me... sir?”
Jiheon asked, with a look of complete and utter surprise. Good thing Jiheon had anticipated this and even rehearsed his reaction. Otherwise, he might have been taken off guard and mumbled something like, Uh... Yes, I suppose you could say that. Then Ko would have had him right where he wanted.
“You trained in the same pool, right?”
Ko demanded, slamming his desk.
“We did. Us and several hundred other people besides. The swimming center was affiliated with the elementary school right next door. Each class had a swimming lesson once every two weeks,” Jiheon said, in what was a vaguely misleading answer. He and Jaekyung had received private lessons from the coach, which had nothing to do with their school, but he wasn’t about to explain that. Jiheon had to hide every detail he could. He wasn’t going to hand the man any more new information.
“So? Does that mean you haven’t even spoken to him?” Ko asked.
But hiding the truth wasn’t quite the same as telling a lie.
It was at this point that Jiheon faltered. If he lied at this point, Ko probably wouldn’t let him off easy. Which meant Jiheon could, in theory, bite the bullet and admit it. But Ko wasn’t the type to give up easily. If it came out later that Jiheon had lied, the consequences could be serious.
Jiheon chose to avoid lying, at least.
“I’ve spoken to him, yes, but only a few times. In fact, I probably spoke to him only once a year.”
“That rarely, huh?”
Ko seemed momentarily taken aback by this. Ko didn’t back down and pressed Jiheon again with another question.
“But you did say hello from time to time?”
“We weren’t close enough.”
“Oh...?”
Ko looked deeply disappointed. If Jiheon tried a little harder, Ko would probably sigh and wave him back to his seat. Jiheon did his best to keep a smile of relief from breaking through and spoke as if he himself genuinely regretted it.
“We seldom met at all. Jaekyung and I trained at different times, you see. As you know... he wasn’t exactly an outgoing person, even then. The coach probably spoke more with his mother than with him. The same was true of me. You could say I spoke more to his mother than with Jaekyung himself—”
“Well, that’s great news!”
Ko shouted, visibly brightening as he continued without pause.
“The number I have here is Mrs. Shim’s—Jaekyung’s mother! Someone from the athlete’s supporters association gave it to me, saying he didn’t have Jaekyung’s direct number. Well, this is perfect! You can be the one to contact her!”
Sh*t...
Jiheon bit his lip. He had only meant to emphasize how little Jaekyung cared about others and how he lived in his own little bubble, but he might have gone too far.
“There. That’s Mrs. Shim’s number. Call her and tell her that Ko Hyunseok from ProEdge gave you the number. Make sure to say it’s Jung Jiheon calling and explain clearly who you are.”
Ko handed him a business card, obviously excited. Jiheon took it with a shaky hand, wondering if this was the reason behind that strange dream last night. It had felt pointless at the time, but maybe it had been a sign.
Jiheon left the office and returned to his desk in the Promotion Team. Taking up his cigarettes and phone, he headed to the smoking room.
Thankfully, it was quite early, and there was nobody inside. He sat down in the corner and took a look at the business card first. It probably belonged to the person from the supporters association who had given Mrs. Shim’s number to Ko. A number had been written in ink on the back of the card—presumably Mrs. Shim’s.
A sigh escaped him. It was better to focus on how to navigate this situation.
I’m just a salaried worker. I do what I’m told.
It pained him to bring up the connection—tenuous at best—from over ten years ago, but he didn’t have the luxury of being picky at work. The decision was ultimately up to the other party. He would only do what he could.
Once he'd made up his mind, Jiheon took out his phone right away. It was best to get things like this over with quickly.
He double-checked the eleven digits and keyed them in.
“Hello,” came the gracious voice of a middle-aged woman. Jiheon was taken aback. From what he vaguely remembered of Jaekyung’s mother, she hadn’t sounded like that.
Jiheon adopted his most serious tone.
“Hello, this is Assistant Manager Jung Jiheon from ProEdge, a professional sports agency. I received your number from Mr. Ko Hyunseok.”
He tensed, expecting her to ask who Ko Hyunseok was, but she seemed to recognize the name immediately.
“Oh, yes. I remember, Mr. Ko. The one the supporters’ association gave my number to, correct?”
“Yes, that’s right.”
“I wonder why he didn’t call me himself, and...”
She trailed off, and Jiheon detected a slight note of displeasure. She had meant for her number to be passed on to a managing director, but instead, a lowly assistant manager had ended up calling her. Jiheon understood perfectly, of course.
While he was still considering how to explain, Mrs. Shim spoke again.
“In any case, Mr... Jung. I did give my number at the request of that person from the association, but we are already in talks with another agency.”
“Kavva, right?”
“Yes, the articles are already out there. It would be pointless to deny it. Let me be honest with you. We’ll probably sign with them.”
That was quick, just as I expected. She didn’t even leave the door open with a vague promise to call back if anything changed. Jiheon wasn’t just impressed by her firmness—he respected it. He firmly believed in turning things down outright when there was no real chance.
“Yes, I see...”
Jiheon mumbled, pretending to be disappointed. While it would have been nice for him to simply say, All right. Kavva is a great agency. They’ll give Gwon Jaekyung amazing support. But please feel free to call us at any time if there’s anything we can do to help, and hang up, but unfortunately, Jiheon had a mission to carry out.
“I understand. Pardon me if this is a sudden question, but you are Gwon Jaekyung’s mother, aren’t you?”
“What? Of course I am,” the woman said, seeming nonplussed. Jiheon adopted a more friendly tone.
“Perhaps you remember me, Ma’am. We met long ago at Ilsan Swimming Center.”
“Oh, did we?”  Mrs. Shim replied glumly.
Jiheon, unfazed, continued in a pleasant voice.
“Yes. That’s where I was trained. I remember speaking to you a few times. Your son was in fourth or fifth grade at the time.”
“Oh, was he...?” she murmured, sounding thoughtful.
The mention of training seemed to make the woman slightly cautious. Jiheon guessed she was trying to recall which swimmers had trained there.
After a brief silence, Mrs. Shim spoke again.
“One moment, Mr. Jung. What was your name again?”
“Jung Jiheon.”
“My goodness!” she exclaimed with a shrill cry.
“What, really? You’re Jiheon? The swimmer! My goodness!”
“I’m no longer a professional swimmer,” Jiheon said with a laugh.
“Oh, yes. Of course. Silly me,” she said.
Then she kept on repeating Oh my god, as though she simply couldn’t believe it. She made a great deal of fuss and finally began to sound more like the woman Jiheon remembered.
“So, you quit swimming and now work at an agency?”
“Yes, at ProEdge.”
“I see, I see. Wow...”
Mrs. Shim seemed momentarily at a loss for words. Jiheon knew it was unfair to bring this up now of all times, but he couldn’t help himself.
“I know it sounds biased coming from me, but it really is a great company. Our CEO is a former volleyball player. He played in a professional league, and he understands athletes better than anyone. Many of our employees, myself included, are former professional athletes. I truly believe we can offer Jaekyung solid support. That’s why I wanted the chance to meet you and explain that in person.”
Jiheon kept his tone friendly while adding a layer of respectful formality. His aim was to touch upon their shared past, stir a sense of nostalgia, and build trust in both himself and the agency he represented.
But Mrs. Shim was no pushover.
“You’re right. An agency like that would definitely understand athletes better. But I’m sorry. We’ve nearly finalized everything with Kavva already. All that’s left is signing. Starting talks with another agency at this point wouldn’t feel right, would it? They’ve told the decision is completely ours, but it still wouldn’t be fair to make you come out and meet us when we are unlikely to change our minds.”
Jiheon admired the firm stance she took. He could have begged and tried to persuade her to meet him anyway and hear the offer, since it was such an important opportunity for his agency. But he didn’t want to push her that far.
“Right. I fully understand. It wouldn’t be appropriate for us to step in now, when the contract’s practically signed. Kavva will take good care of Gwon Jaekyung, I’m sure. You’ve made a great choice,” Jiheon said pleasantly, drawing the conversation to a close.
“They had you call me on purpose. I’m sorry it has to be like this.”
“Not at all. I’m actually surprised you remember me.”
He meant it.
“Frankly, I wasn’t sure until the moment I called. I was worried it might catch you off guard if I suddenly brought up that we knew each other. I’m surprised you remembered me right away. Thank you.”
“Oh, how could I forget you, Jiheon? Jaekyung was so fond of you.”
This woman had always been skilled at formalities—even ten years ago. Whenever she saw him, she would ask various questions, always ending with, I hope you recover soon. We need you back in the water, don’t we? You have no idea how fond Jaekyung is of you. Jiheon didn’t buy it for a second, of course.
“It’d be nice to catch up over a meal one of these days.”
The same was true today. It would do him no good to believe in things like this, which were only said as filler. That was just how it always was—polite white lies meant to sound pleasant.
“All right then. I’ll be waiting. Sorry for taking up so much of your time. Have a nice day, Ma’am. Please give my regards to Jaekyung,” Jiheon said with a polite smile, phone still in hand.
When the call was over, he sighed and put the phone away in his pocket.
That’s it. I’ve done more than my share. He could explain that the contract with Kavva was basically a done deal, and that though he’d made an offer, the mother had refused on grounds of fair play. Ko would have to accept.
Jiheon sighed and picked up the pack of cigarettes on the table. He took a long drag, and though it was only for a moment, he felt as though all his worldly concerns melted away. It hadn’t been long since he arrived at work, and lighting up already might’ve earned him a scolding—but he’d just completed an important task, and he figured that justified it. He smoked slowly, down to the final puff.
Soon after he returned to the office from his morning smoke, Ko called him over again. It made him want another cigarette, but he hung up and stood.
As he tried to figure out the most polite way to explain that he had truly done his best and that the woman had already made up her mind, he realized he’d already reached the fourth floor, where the managing director’s office was.
Jiheon knocked on the door with a pained look on his face.
“Yes, come in,” came the response immediately. Jiheon took a deep breath and opened the door.
“Ah! Mr. Jung!”
Ko sprang to his feet as Jiheon entered, then continued without pause.
“Mr. Choi just gave me a call! We’re meeting tomorrow afternoon for a chat!”
“Mr. Choi...?”
Who’s that? he wanted to ask, but unable to bring himself to, he blinked in silence. Ko read his expression.
“What? You don’t know Mr. Choi? You know, the manager in charge of Gwon Jaekyung! Mr. Choi from Korea Aquatics!”
“Oh,” Jiheon murmured.
Gwon Jaekyung had no agency of his own, so the national swimming association that was Korea Aquatics had organized a temporary support group for the athlete through a department that was in charge of providing support for swimmers. This manager was probably part of that group.
Jiheon suddenly snapped to attention. If someone like that arranged a meeting, does that mean they’re actually willing to meet with us? Before Jiheon could even ask, Ko, visibly thrilled, continued explaining.
“It seems Mrs. Shim spoke to him. She wanted to at least have a meeting after you contacted her in person. You were right, Mr. Jung! You’re basically Jaekyung’s senior, are you not? At least in swimming.”
Senior? What difference does that even make? I’ve been retired for years. Jiheon wished he could say the words out loud with a frown on his face, but it wasn’t worth the effort. Besides, he didn’t have the courage to try something like that with a managing director, of all people. In the end, Jiheon simply smiled and said vaguely.
“Well, I’m glad she remembered me. It’s great to hear that things worked out. If you’ll excuse me, I have some work to—”
“All right. Off you go,” Ko said, waving him off before Jiheon could finish. The old man even held the door open for Jiheon. He was clearly in a good mood.
“You’ll have to block out a couple of hours tomorrow afternoon. But don’t let it get in the way of your work,” Ko said, surprising Jiheon as he left the office.
“I’m sorry?” Jiheon asked, turning around.
“Why would I...” he began, then trailed off as a thought struck him.
“You want me to come?”
“Of course I do,” Ko said, his eyes growing wide as if Jiheon had asked something ridiculous.
“Mrs. Shim wants you there. She only agreed to the meeting because of you. You're not thinking of skipping it, are you?” Ko asked.
Jiheon wasn’t sure what to say to that. All he knew was that he badly needed a smoke.
*
It was Tuesday afternoon. Jiheon finished his work early and tidied up his desk. Seungmyung poked his head out from behind a nearby partition.
“Heading out now, Mr. Jung?”
“Yes, see you later.”
“You don’t have to come back today. Just get us Gwon Jaekyung.”
“I’ll just come back and work through the night,” Jiheon said. Seungmyung burst out laughing.
Seungmyung had probably been joking, anyway, and Jiheon knew that. But he simply wasn’t in the right headspace.
“I’m heading out, sir,” he said to his superior before leaving the office.
He nearly choked on the thick summer air the moment he had stepped out of the building. This summer was expected to be hotter than average. July had just begun, and the temperature was already 34°C. Jiheon took a taxi right in front of the building.
When he mentioned the name of the hotel, the driver pulled away without even needing directions. Jiheon checked the time again and settled into his seat. The air conditioning quickly cooled his forearms, where his sleeves were rolled up. Jiheon turned to look outside the window.
He had come because he was told to— just a salaried employee, after all, with no time or reason to ask questions. Even so, he could hardly believe what was happening. His agency was actually going to have a meeting with people representing Gwon Jaekyung. Jaekyung, who had turned down every major agency without even granting them a single meeting, was now giving a chance to ProEdge—an agency barely five years old. Even more unbelievable was the fact that the reason seemed to be him.
After all, even ten years ago, their interactions had amounted to little more than an occasional hello in passing. That was why yesterday’s call had been such a surprise as well. He hadn’t expected Jaekyung’s mother to be so pleased to hear from him.
Of course, she had always been that way—far friendlier than her son, almost as if to make up for his blunt demeanor.
She had been especially warm toward Jiheon. If she so much as spotted him from afar, she had always waved to him welcomingly. Then she’d casually ask how he was doing and follow up with some bit of news Jiheon hadn’t even asked for. She would always wrap up the conversation the same way.
“I wish Jaekyung would grow up already and train with you, Jiheon. You have no idea how much he likes you. Did you know? He only came here because he saw you in the World Swimming Championships on TV and wanted to train at the same swimming center.”
Jiheon had heard those words at least twenty times. Oh, really? Jiheon would say each time, laughing. Back then, if anyone so much as poked him, he’d respond on autopilot, Oh, really? Because almost every parent of elementary and middle schoolers said the same thing, not just Jaekyung’s mother.
After Jiheon had risen to prominence with his medal at the World Swimming Championships, many children transferred to his swimming center. Though few went as far as moving to Ilsan[2] like Jaekyung did. Most simply made the drive, even if it was a bit far. Families who lived too far to commute regularly often arranged temporary living situations, such as leaving the child with a relative nearby.
Jaekyung’s mother, however, took the bold step of relocating her entire family to Ilsan. No one knew how Jaekyung’s father had taken it, but Jaekyung’s older brother, at least, seemed unhappy about it. Not only did he have to move from Seoul to Ilsan for his little brother, but he also had to transfer schools. The older brother was in middle school at the time—a turbulent age, to say the least. It was hard to imagine he’d appreciated how completely the family’s attention revolved around his younger brother.
The older brother mostly came to the swimming center after his school classes were over, so that he could ride home in his mother’s car after his little brother finished training. Jiheon saw the older brother on multiple occasions, sitting in the lounge and waiting for his mother and little brother. He didn’t look exactly like Jaekyung, but the resemblance was still noticeable. And he always wore a sullen expression as he stared at his tablet.
It always reminded Jiheon of his own younger sister. She had also been upset from time to time with their parents, who seemed to care only about Jiheon. Jiheon’s mother, unlike Jaekyung’s, hadn’t fussed over Jiheon excessively. She didn’t come by every day to pick Jiheon up like the other parents, and mostly communicated with the coach over the phone. Even so, his sister often felt left out—meals were prepared around his dietary needs, and his swim events always seemed to come first.
When Jiheon was younger, he couldn’t understand why she felt that way. Back then, he just thought his sister was overreacting. Their family wasn’t doing anything special—certainly not compared to the parents of other kids training to be athletes. But as he got older, he came to understand just how hard it was to be the parent of a child preparing for a professional athletic career. And with that understanding came the realization of how hurt his sister must have been back then.
Maybe that was why Jiheon always felt a pang of discomfort whenever he saw Jaekyung’s brother sitting alone in the lounge. It hit closer to home because Jaekyung’s older brother happened to be the same age as Jiheon’s sister. That was why he sometimes waved in passing and bought him drinks or fishcake bars at times. Eventually, he began to treat Jiheon like a real older brother. There were times when he wouldn’t stop talking, keeping Jiheon until the very last minute before training. Looking back, his friendly nature was clearly something he got from his mother.
The funny thing was, even though Jiheon had often spoken with Jaekyung’s family, he had exchanged hardly any words with Jaekyung himself. In fact, they had barely even said hello when they passed each other at the pool.
But that had more to do with Jaekyung than Jiheon. Jaekyung never greeted anyone at the swimming center, unless it was his coach. He always behaved as if his brother and Jiheon were invisible. It was no wonder Jiheon couldn’t bring himself to believe what Jaekyung’s mother said about Jaekyung liking Jiheon or coming to this swimming center because Jiheon trained here. If anything, Jaekyung seemed to regard Jiheon with indifference—almost like he was beneath notice.
That was why Jiheon was so surprised when, half a year later, he emptied out his locker and was just leaving the swimming center, only to find Jaekyung had followed him and wanted to talk.
“Are you really quitting swimming, Hyung[3]?”
He seemed to run over in such a rush that even his famously massive lung capacity hadn’t saved him from panting. Jiheon wasn’t just surprised—he was completely thrown. He could have just said what he always told the younger swimmers when they asked: That’s right. You’d better swim extra hard for me, since I’m leaving, all right? That probably would have been the wise thing to do. But he was so caught off guard that he just stared at the boy in silence. That was his first mistake.
“Why are you quitting? Is it because you’re a beta? Because you’re not an alpha?”
Jaekyung grabbed his arm even more tightly, apparently thinking Jiheon was purposely holding back from answering him. Jiheon didn’t care that the boy sounded impatient or that he was making assumptions without knowing anything. He’d heard it all before—from his coach, the person from Korea Aquatics, the Swimmer’s Association rep, even his homeroom teacher. Every time he said he was quitting, they said the same thing.
But for some reason, when Jaekyung said the same thing, Jiheon finally had enough.
Of all the people who had told him the same thing, only Jaekyung’s words had made him angry. And the reason was obvious.
“You knew that from the start. There aren’t even that many alphas in the world. You are just as tall as they are, and you have the wingspan[4]. You can make it if you try. Why are you quitting before you’ve even really done anything?”
As it happened, the one saying those words was a twelve-year-old boy—confirmed to be an alpha just a few days ago.
Jiheon knew, of course, that none of this was Jaekyung’s fault. The boy hadn’t chosen to be born an alpha. And even if someone could choose, Jiheon would have wanted the same thing.
He told himself he didn’t need to lash out at the for what he had said and tried to calm his rage. But then Jaekyung spoke again.
“Alphas have to take medication if they want to compete.  No one really knows what kind of side effects it might cause. At least you won’t have to deal with that.”
The anger he’d just managed to tamp down flared up again.
Medication? You're calling that a hardship? It’s just some pills. I have to get a chip implanted in my body—for life. And you're going on about that?
He’d once heard that when emotions ran too deep, they could come out as the opposite of what one actually felt. It turned out to be true. The boy hadn’t meant any harm, which only made his words sting more. Jiheon only laughed.
“Hey, I’ve never heard you talk this much before,” he said as he gently pulled the boy’s hand off his arm.
“That’s probably enough talking to last you a whole year.”
“Hyung,” Jaekyung said, reaching for him again. Jiheon pretended to adjust his backpack on his shoulders, smoothly avoiding Jaekyung’s hand. Then he took a very obvious step back.
“You sound like an alpha when you talk, Jaekyung. Guess I never noticed before. We never really talked, after all.”
This gave Jaekyung pause. The hand reaching for Jiheon froze in midair. Jiheon glanced down at it, then smiled at Jaekyung again.
“Well, at least now I know.”
Jiheon spoke lightly, purposefully making it sound as if he was joking, but there was no way the child hadn’t detected the subtext. That was the only explanation for how hurt he had looked.
Jiheon expected the boy to instantly demand to know what he meant, but Jaekyung did no such thing. He simply clamped his lips shut, watching Jiheon. Perhaps there was a glint of tears in the dark brown eyes.
The fierce intensity with which he had been speaking was gone, and now he looked about to burst into tears. For the first time, he looked like a boy his age.
Right. He’s only twelve.
The moment Jiheon recalled this, he felt instant regret. He had felt extremely embarrassed that he’d just taken out his anger on an innocent little boy. Even now, looking back, he felt the same. Just thinking about it was enough to make his face redden and his head drop. Jiheon lowered his head and ran a hand down his face.
He had apologized immediately and finished the conversation with a few kind words, but the damage had already been done. Even now, when he thought back to that last day, it wasn’t their parting words that came to mind first. It was his own immaturity—and the hurt look on Jaekyung’s face.
Jiheon had been quite young back then too, but that wasn’t a good enough excuse. Jaekyung had been much younger than him. No matter what he might have said, it was still shameful for an eighteen-year-old to speak that way to a twelve-year-old.
I wonder if he’ll be there today, too?
He rubbed his reddened cheek with his palm as the thought crossed his mind. The odds were, Jaekyung himself wouldn’t be there. Jiheon had heard that all contract-related matters were his mother’s responsibility. Besides, today’s meeting wasn’t even about finalizing a contract. It was just a chat. The upcoming championship was less than two months away. An athlete wouldn’t forgo his training for a meeting like this.
“Sir, shall I drop you off at the entrance?” the taxi driver asked. Jiheon’s head jerked up. The hotel was visible outside the window.
“Oh. Yes, please. The front entrance will do just fine.”
The taxi driver pulled over without another word. After getting out of the taxi, Jiheon stepped into the hotel and checked the time on his phone again. It was 2:46 P.M., and the meeting was to be at three.
Jiheon sat on a sofa in the lobby on the first floor. Kang Taejin, the CEO, and Lee Yujeong, the head of the Management Team, were expected to arrive after finishing other business outside the office. Thankfully, Ko wouldn’t be attending the meeting today. He had insisted on coming, claiming he was the reason the meeting had happened, but he’d been left out anyway. It seemed Taejin, the CEO, had also been aware that his uncle wasn’t exactly a boon to his business.
Still, the turnout was embarrassingly sparse. There was nobody from the Legal Team, and Jin from the Strategy Support Office hadn’t come, either. Today’s meeting, of course, was mostly a briefing on the agency’s vision and what they could offer Gwon Jaekyung. A lawyer didn’t have to be present. Jiheon had to admit the decision made some sense. After all, what mattered to Mrs. Shim was probably how big the signing bonus was.
Well, whatever. The CEO had said the meeting would be fruitful as long as they simply told her what kind of agency they were, and nothing more.
The CEO and the head of the Management Team would handle the rest. Jiheon sighed and leaned into the sofa. That’s when he inadvertently overheard someone speaking on the phone in a hushed voice.
“No, he’s not doing the Olympics. He flat-out refused. I told him to think about it, but he wouldn’t budge. He says he’s retiring after the upcoming championship. He won’t sign anything unless we acknowledge that and promise not to interfere with whatever he decides to do next.”
Jiheon froze where he sat. He hadn’t meant to eavesdrop, but that wasn’t what confused him. The Olympics? Retirement? The upcoming championship? A contract? The words coming from behind him sounded far too familiar. Whoever it was, it was obvious they worked in the same industry.
Someone from a sports agency—here, now, in this very hotel? The man was apparently in talks with a national-level athlete—someone good enough to decide for himself whether to go to the Olympics.
This can’t be a coincidence. A moment later, the man confirmed it himself.
“The mother’s on board, of course. But she says she can’t change his mind. She believes that simply getting him to agree to sign on with an agency was already more than enough. The rest, she says, is on us.”
So it really is about Jaekyung.
Jiheon was certain now. From everything he’d just heard, the man had to be talking about Jaekyung.
That meant he was working for Kavva’s. From the sound of it, the talks with Jaekyung were not going well after all. Wait—does this mean the contract really hasn’t been finalized yet? Is that why Mrs. Shim wanted to talk to us? Or does she just want to take Kavva down a notch while she wrangles out the terms she wants?
More importantly, why isn’t Jaekyung going to the Olympics next year? Jiheon wondered, frowning as he stayed slouched on the sofa. Winning four events in a single year was great and all—but in the advertising world, winning medals at two separate Olympics meant a lot more. Or maybe that whole story was just a bluff to squeeze a better offer out of Kavva.
Still trying to process everything, Jiheon froze when his phone rang.
“Mr. Jung, where are you?”
It was Lee Yujeong, the team lead from the Management Team.
“I’m at the lobby,” Jiheon said, quickly getting to his feet. He lowered his voice, covering his mouth with one hand.
“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to come here right now. Where are you? I’ll come to you.”
“Oh, is that so? Then come on up. We’re meeting Gwon Jaekyung in his room.”
Yujeong told him the room number and hung up. Jiheon rushed to the elevators immediately, but all three central elevators had already headed up, and there was a huge crowd waiting to get on as well. He’d heard that a large symposium and an exposition were being held today at the hotel.
Which meant the elevators at either end of the building would be packed too.
Jiheon paused to think. The room was on the twenty-first floor. He stared down at the tips of his shoes, trying to calculate the number of stairs he would have to climb. Then set off to find the emergency stairs.
He arrived on the twenty-first floor not long after, and by then, he was sure he had made the right call. If he had waited for the elevator, he would have been stuck for at least ten minutes. The stairs had taken him under five. Still, it had taken a lot out of him.
He tried to catch his breath while walking down the corridor. By the time he reached the right door, he had mostly caught his breath. But he couldn’t stop the sweat from beading on his forehead and neck.
“Oh, there you are, Mr. Jung.”
Yujeong, who’d been standing in front of the door, recognized him and waved. The CEO also turned around and looked somewhat taken aback.
“You’re sweating. Is it that hot out there?” he asked.
“I took the stairs,” Jiheon said.
Now it was Yujeong’s turn to look surprised.
“All the way up here? This is the twenty-first floor!”
“Don’t underestimate the stamina of a former national athlete. It’s just some stairs,” said Taejin Kang, a former national volleyball player, with a proud smile. It hadn’t been easy, to be honest, but Jiheon knew better than to bring it up.
“Wipe some of that sweat off,” Yujeong said, taking out a handkerchief from her bag and offering it to Jiheon.
“Thank you. I’ll wash it and give it back,” he said, wiping his face. Yujeong waved her hand at him.
“No need. You can just throw it out. I’ve been using it for too long, and I need a new one.”
“Then I’ll buy you a new one,” Jiheon said with a smile. He folded the handkerchief and tucked it in his shirt pocket.
“Shall we head in?”
Taejin said. He then knocked on the door. A middle-aged woman opened it moments later.
“You’re from ProEdge, right? We’ve been waiting. Come on in,” said Mrs. Shim, Jaekyung’s mother, with a gracious smile. She let Taejin and Yujeong in first. Then spotting Jiheon, she threw her arms around him.
“It’s been so long, Jiheon!”
“Hello, it’s really good to see you again,” Jiheon said.
“Seriously! It’s been, what, ten years?”
“Yes, but you look better than you did ten years ago.”
“Oh, come on. You’re just saying that!”
Mrs. Shim said, waving her hand at him. But Jiheon had meant it. Her style was youthful, her skin glossy, her complexion even brighter than before. She actually looked better than she had back then. I suppose she always looked good, even then. With a son like Jaekyung, she’d probably smile all day, soaking in the compliments and envy.
“Now, if you’ll come this way,”
Mrs. Shim said, leading the three toward the living room table. It looked more like a residence than a regular hotel room.
“Jaekyung is getting some treatment right now. He’ll be out soon,” she said, motioning toward a door that was firmly closed. That made Jiheon’s chest sink. He had secretly hoped that Jaekyung had left for training. He’d had a bad feeling ever since he overheard that Kavva guy on the phone in the lobby.
“I understand how busy you must be. Thank you for taking the time to meet us,” Taejin said with a bow.
“I mean, it was Jiheon—that is, Mr. Jung—who called. I could do no less,” she said.
Yujeong smiled and commented.
“Mr. Kang, you owe him a nice meal for this.”
“Of course I do,” the CEO said with a grin. Mrs. Shim smiled at both of them before turning back to Jiheon.
“I’ve known Mr. Jung here for quite a long time. It was because of Jiheon—I’m sorry, I keep calling you Jiheon—or rather, Mr. Jung, that we ended up switching to a different swimming center. Jaekyung insisted on training at the same center as Jiheon, so we moved to Ilsan, the whole family.”
If Ko had been here, he would’ve shouted right away, What? And you said you weren’t close? Ha! Jiheon gulped, deeply relieved that the man wasn’t here today. Kang smiled, clearly pleased, and replied.
“Mr. Jung here was quite the star back then—especially after winning that medal at the World Swimming Championships.”
“Yes, it was rare for any swimmer from our country to medal there, and he was still in high school at the time. Footage of the event kept airing on the news, and Jaekyung was set on training at the same center.”
“I’m sure Mr. Gwon would have done great no matter where he trained,” Jiheon said quickly, jumping in just as Mrs. Shim finished.
“He was born with great physical talent, sure—but it was his work ethic that really stood out. Even back in elementary school, he trained relentlessly. Even adults can’t keep up with that,” he said, praising Jaekyung. He was desperate to turn the conversation away from himself and to Jaekyung.
“Absolutely. Talent and hard work—that's the perfect recipe for world-class success,” said Taejin, nodding firmly.
“That’s right. I always hoped he’d try medley swimming too—and when I heard he’d won gold at the Asian Games, I knew he’d pulled it off. Among swimmers, the medley gold is seen as the real crown. It means you’ve mastered everything,” Jiheon added.
“Speaking of which, Jaekyung only got into medley swimming because—”
Mrs. Shim had just begun, but the sound of the door opening cut her off. A middle-aged man walked out with the therapist.
Mrs. Shim stood up from the sofa as the man approached.
“Mr. Choi,” she said with a smile.
The middle-aged man in the suit walked over to the table.
“This is ProEdge’s CEO, Mr. Kang Taejin,” she added, turning slightly toward him. The man who had been addressed as Mr. Choi held out his hand with a greeting.
“I’m Choi Sunghyo. I’m working as Mr. Gwon’s manager at the moment.”
“Kang Taejin,” said Taejin, shaking his hand with a brief bow. He then gestured to the people next to him.
“This is Lee Yujeong from our Management Team, and this is Assistant Manager Jung Jiheon from the Marketing Department.”
“Pleased to meet you,” Choi said, shaking hands with Yujeong first, then with Jiheon.
“I believe we met ten years ago, Mr. Jung.”
“Oh, really?” Jiheon said, already feeling uneasy. Unfortunately, he was right to be.
“Yes. Do you remember the dinner with the executives of Korea Aquatics after the World Swimming Championships? I was there, too.”
“I see.”
“Didn’t expect to run into you again.” Then, tightening his grip, he added with a smile.
“I’m relieved to know you’re with ProEdge, Mr. Jung. It makes a world of difference, having an agent with professional swimming experience. You were a national athlete too. So I’m sure you understand Mr. Gwon’s position better than most, and can support to him in all the right ways.”
Just then, Mrs. Shim returned from seeing the therapist off.  With a small smile, she nodded at Choi’s predictable praise.
“That’s what I like about this arrangement, too.”
The CEO began to grin—he knew full well it was all just talk, but he couldn’t help it.
“Yes. Mr. Jung here is more than capable. So then, where is—”
“He’s changing. He’ll be right out,” Choi replied.
And just as he said it, the bedroom door opened—and Jaekyung stepped out.
Jiheon was surprised the moment he saw Jaekyung. He’d known Jaekyung was tall, of course—but standing face-to-face, he felt even taller than expected. Jiheon himself was 184 centimeters, thanks to his job, he liked to think he was immune to tall people by now. But when someone’s over 190, the angle at which you have to look up just… changes. The last time they met, it had been the other way around—and somehow, that made it even harder to take in. Jaekyung had been nearly ten centimeters shorter, and Jiheon had looked down to meet his eyes, just like Jaekyung was doing now.
Their eyes locked.
Jiheon turned his head—naturally, almost instinctively—avoiding the gaze. He needed a moment. Jaekyung’s face was what hadn't changed. And that only made the dissonance worse.
No, it had changed. Of course it had. But somehow, it hadn’t. The dark brown eyes, the thick lashes, the sculpted bridge of his nose. Even the lips—pressed into a firm, silent line—were exactly as Jiheon remembered.
And yet the boyishness was completely gone. His features were still beautiful, still delicate in a way. But the overall impression he gave now was strikingly masculine—full of presence, full of force.
“Gwon Jaekyung,”
Jaekyung spoke briefly, pushing his tousled hair back with a rough hand. His voice was just as languid as his face.
“Oh, yes. I’m Kang Taejin,” the CEO said a beat later, standing up to return the greeting. He offered his hand, but Jaekyung had already turned away. As if he hadn’t even seen the outstretched hand, he walked over to a single-person sofa in the corner and sank into it.
It was an expensive piece—lined with what looked like fox fur—but far too small for someone who stood 192 centimeters tall and weighed 84 kilograms. Not that Jaekyung seemed to care. He leaned to the side, almost lying down, and closed his eyes.
It was clear he had no intention of participating in the conversation. Taejin’s body went slightly rigid.
“He must be tired after the treatment,” Jaekyung’s mother said in his stead, covering for him.
“Of course. I know how draining massage therapy can be,” Yujeong added quickly.
“It's because he hasn’t been in Korea for long. Jet lag, you know?” Choi said with a smile.
Jet lag? Jiheon thought. He’s been here for over a week. And there’s barely any time difference between here and Australia. Just one hour.
“Yes. Right. Only a week,” Taejin said, his tone wry as he sat back down.
With all interested parties now present, the contract talks finally began—though talks might’ve been too generous a word. It was more of a presentation than a discussion. Taejin and Yujeong walked through the perks Jaekyung could expect, listing out the figures with enthusiasm. Mrs. Shim chimed in now and then with the occasional question. But Jaekyung, the one person the contract was about, remained silent. He stayed where he was—leaning sideways on the sofa, eyes shut, as if he couldn’t care less.
Mrs. Shim, who had seemed upbeat at the start, gradually began to deflate.
“I see... So this is the most you can provide at the moment...” she said.
She didn’t seem to like the terms much—especially the signing bonus. Jiheon wasn’t surprised. The CEO had offered the maximum allowed under standard policy. There was no way ProEdge could compete with a company like Kavva, which practically swam in money.
The longer the conversation dragged on, the more it felt like Jiheon was sitting on pins and needles. He hadn’t expected things to go smoothly—but he hadn’t thought it would be this painful to watch, either. She had to know—any agency that wasn’t Kavva would be in the exact same boat.
Jiheon held back a sigh. That was when he felt it—a gaze. He looked up. Their eyes met. Jaekyung had been watching him all along.
It wasn’t the fact that the guy who was supposed to be asleep had his eyes open that made Jiheon freeze. It was the intensity of his stare—sharp enough to make him go rigid.
How long has he been watching me?
Jaekyung continued to stare even after Jiheon looked back. Instead of looking away, he rose from the sofa and walked over to the table.
“My goodness! You scared me,” his mother exclaimed, jumping slightly when she realized he was suddenly standing next to her. She blinked in disbelief, apparently stunned that her son was actually engaging in the meeting.
“Mr. Gwon. Do you have any questions for us?”
Taejin straightened in his seat, seizing the moment to address Jaekyung, who was now standing right in front of him.
“Or if you have any requests, please feel free to let us know,” he added with a smile. But Jaekyung wasn’t listening. He didn’t even pretend to look around. He had been watching only one person all along—Jiheon.
Jiheon was not only taken aback, but he was starting to feel genuinely uneasy. He couldn’t even muster the courage to ask him why. Instead, Jiheon quietly picked up a folder from the table and held it up, as if to shield himself. The moment he did, a voice came from above.
“Hyung?”
Jiheon felt his heart sink.
“You mean Mr. Jung?” Taejin interjected.
“Yes. Mr. Jung,” Jaekyung said, switching to the title Taejin had prompted—though his tone hadn’t changed at all.
“You’re a beta, right?”
Jiheon’s eyes widened. That was the last question he had expected. He raised his head. It wasn’t just Jiheon who was surprised. Everyone in the room was staring at Jaekyung with the same look of stunned confusion.
“Why... do you ask?” Taejin asked, stepping in for Jiheon.
“Can’t I ask a simple question?”
Jaekyung said, finally turning his head toward Taejin. Jiheon glanced at him as well. Kang Taejin was clearly starting to lose his patience.
“I was talking about the contract.”
“Excuse me, Mr. Kang,” Mrs. Shim said quickly, then went on without waiting for a response.
“As I’m sure you’re aware, Jaekyung is an alpha. If this contract goes through, they’ll have to work together quite often. If it turns out Mr. Jung is an omega, there could be... complications. I believe that’s why he asked.”
If that really was the reason, it was easy to understand the need to check. Jiheon hoped that was all it was.
Taejin, however, didn’t seem convinced.
“Most omegas have chip implants these days. They hardly produce any pheromone at all. Athletes, in particular, take regular medication that dulls their pheromone sensitivity. In most cases, they wouldn’t even know if someone were an omega. If your concern was genuine, you could have brought it up at the time of signing—as a request to work only with beta staff, considering Jaekyung’s status as an alpha.”
Taejin’s tone grew colder with every word. In the end, he turned directly to Jaekyung, his eyes sharp.
“Excuse me, Mr. Gwon, but I have to ask. Did you really say that because you want to work with us?”
Jaekyung watched him for a moment, then answered.
“No.”
“Jaekyung!” Mrs. Shim shouted.
Taejin let out a hollow laugh. Then, without another word, he began to gather up the documents on the table. Yujeong quickly followed suit, collecting the papers in front of her, and rose along with Taejin.
“We apologize for taking up your time,” Taejin said curtly.
Then he eyed Yujeong and Jiheon—a silent signal that it was time to go.
They left in the reverse order from how they entered. Jiheon was the first to walk out. Behind him, he could hear Choi from Korea Aquatics and Jaekyung’s mother trying to soothe Taejin. But Taejin wasn’t listening anymore.
Yujeong said she’d be heading straight to the field, so Taejin and Jiheon returned by themselves to the office.
“That deal wasn’t for us, anyway,” Taejin said as soon as he got in the car.
“Why waste our time listening? It was clear he had no intention of hearing us out. All we’d be doing is dragging things out for no reason.”
He let out a sharp breath through his nose. Jiheon didn’t believe for a second that Taejin hadn’t seen this coming. He was just trying to make sure Jiheon didn’t blame himself for what had happened.
“I’m sorry, it’s my fault—” Jiheon began, but Taejin cut him off.
“Don’t be ridiculous!” Taejin cut in, frowning.
“This had nothing to do with you! Forget it. I’m not interested in working with people like that. Whatever they say, I’m done. I didn’t get into this business to clean up after entitled brats. I am a man of principle.”
Taejin was a good man. Jiheon didn’t know what kind of businessman he was, but at least as a person, he was decent. That was enough for Jiheon.
Having once been a professional volleyball player, Taejin had gone through his own share of pain at the hands of his agency—and had also benefited from it. He was confident he understood better than anyone just how important a sports agency could be.
That was why Taejin had decided to work in the industry. But he had a short fuse, and he sometimes lost his temper. Because of that, he had thrown away a few deals that had been practically sealed. None of them were as big as this one with Jaekyung, of course. But these things happened often enough in the business.
Even so, Jiheon couldn’t help but worry. It was the third year since he’d joined the agency, but things had hardly improved, he felt. If anything, the company was only racking up debt.
“There are always people like him. Once they get a taste of success, they turn on the senior athletes for no reason. I mean, I can understand if their seniors gave them a hard time in the past. If they got hazed or bullied when they were rookies—sure, that’d leave a mark. But that’s not what this is. There’s no bad blood. No old grudge. He just wants to show off how successful he is now.”
Taejin seemed to believe that Jaekyung had asked that question to humiliate Jiheon in front of the others. It made sense for him to think so—especially since Taejin already knew that Jiheon was an omega.
Unlike in the past, disclosing one’s secondary gender was no longer a requirement when joining a company. It was left up to each company to decide whether to ask. Sports agencies, however, had to be extra cautious about their own staff since alpha athletes were taking pheromone sensitivity medication to prevent accidents.
That was why ProEdge had issued a guideline encouraging omega employees to report to HR in advance, though it wasn’t mandatory. But because it was only an advisory, more employees had opted to stay silent than not. As long as the chips were functioning properly, there were rarely any issues. And naturally, most omegas wouldn’t want to expose their secondary gender if they didn’t have to.
Some staff, of course, did let close coworkers know in advance, just in case something unexpected happened. But those cases were rare. Most either said nothing or simply submitted a medical form and left it at that.
Taejin, of course, had been informed by the HR Department that Jiheon was an omega. That was how he knew. But Jaekyung couldn’t have known. Even the last time they’d seen each other—nine years ago—he’d believed Jiheon was a beta. He had thought that was why Jiheon quit swimming.
But that didn’t excuse what he’d done. Asking someone’s secondary gender in front of others was undeniably rude, no matter the reason. Whether the person in question was a beta or an omega didn’t matter—especially not when the one asking was the textbook definition of an alpha.
And now Jiheon thought he finally understood why Jaekyung had asked. He thought I quit swimming because I was a beta. He probably thinks I gave up early, thinking I could never beat an alpha. And if he’d asked such a question in that thought in mind...
It couldn’t have been out of kindness. Jiheon let out a dry smile.
Jaekyung was the most popular athlete at the moment, Jiheon, meanwhile, was just an agent—a supporting role in someone else’s spotlight. If Jaekyung had meant to highlight the contrast between an alpha and a beta like this... it was almost cruel. And if Jiheon really had been a beta, and that was truly why he’d quit swimming, it would have cut much deeper.
But why does he want to go so far to hurt me?
Jiheon began to wonder. Maybe he was still bitter about the way they’d parted. He’d been a very serious person when it came to swimming, after all. Maybe he had resented the way Jiheon had not been man enough to continue. Jiheon had even made a sarcastic comment about him being just like an alpha, which had probably hurt him quite a bit. If seeing Jiheon had brought back the memory and Jaekyung had acted on an angry impulse, then what happened earlier wasn’t so hard to understand.
But Jiheon hadn’t thought of him as the grudge-holding type, and that surprised him. It wasn’t simply a matter of being disappointed in how small-minded he was, or anything like that. It intrigued him that Jaekyung could have remembered something involving another person for so long.
Well, I don’t even really know him, or what his true personality is like.
Jiheon hoped that the earlier conversation had at least made the guy feel a little better.
Still, he told himself to stop dwelling on it. Reality, of course, didn’t make it that easy.
“Mr. Jung, how did it go?” asked Seungmyung with glowing eyes as soon as he returned to the office.
“Terrible,” Jiheon said briefly.
“Oof. I knew it,” Seungmyung said, comically dabbing at his eyes. He wasn’t even asking for details, suggesting he hadn't been expecting much from the meeting in the first place.
“So they mean to sign with Kavva, then?” he added with a sigh.
“I think so... Though I can’t really be sure yet,” Jiheon said, telling him about what he’d heard in the lobby. When he briefly described the phone call he’d overheard between someone and a Kavva employee, Seungmyung’s eyes widened with surprise.
“Seriously? He’s skipping the Olympics? But why? What reason could he possibly have?”
That was what surprised him most—same as it had with Jiheon.
“How would I know?” Jiheon said, shrugging.
Seungmyung cocked his head, then asked.
“So he’s just planning to win four events this year and call it quits? Retire clean right after a record-breaking season? Is that it?”
In swimming circles, the four major events typically included the Olympics, the World Swimming Championships, and the Pan Pacific Swimming Championships—plus one other international meet like the Asian Games, the European Aquatics Championships, or the American Cup. Of course, most international championships were considered in so-called grand slams in sports—it was usually winning four in a year that counted—but in swimming, the standards were more specific.
Jaekyung had already taken gold at the Olympics, the World Swimming Championships, and the Asian Games. Now he was prepping for the Pan Pacific Swimming Championships, scheduled for a month and a half from now. If he took gold there as well, he would become the first Asian swimmer to achieve such a feat.
“Well, he’ll be setting a new world record anyway. I guess it’s not surprising that he’s not interested in doing anything more. But if he grabs a second Olympic gold on top of that, his career would be off the charts. Heck, with how he’s performing now, pulling off a third straight Olympic win doesn’t seem impossible. Don’t you agree, Mr. Jung?” Seungmyung asked, then added without waiting for Jiheon’s answer.
“I mean, even at the Olympics after the next one, he’ll still only be twenty-five.”
“For a swimmer, twenty-five is ancient. It’s only polite to let them retire by then.”
“Damn, you’re cold!” Seungmyung said with a laugh, then went on.
“That depends on the person, I’d say. I mean, look at how Jaekyung is doing right now. Even if he dips a little at twenty-five, he will still leave most of them behind.”
That was true. Jaekyung had been born with physical abilities far above average and had trained his whole life to make the most of them. As long as he stayed free of major injuries, he would still be able to perform consistently, no matter his age.
“Kavva’s probably in a tight spot right now, though. They must have offered at least several billion won[5] just for the signing bonus. They’ll have to put out ads for at least three years just to make that back. I’ll bet their plan was to have a big year after his fourth win, then get him a second Olympic medal to bounce back just as his popularity starts to dip.”
“Probably,” Jiheon agreed.
“Hmm. I wonder what’s in store?” Seungmyung said, sounding intrigued.
Arms crossed and all, he looked like an amused bystander. He seemed to have already forgotten that people from his company had gone to meet Jaekyung earlier today.
Well, cutting your losses early is always the smart move when something’s not going to work.
Giving Seungmyung silent credit for Seungmyung’s quick pivot, Jiheon opened a document on his desktop. He rested his fingers on the keyboard. The press release was due tomorrow. Just then, the office door opened, and two employees from Marketing walked in side by side, back from an off-site.
“What the hell was that, man?”
“He’s not really going to sign with us, is he?”
“Don’t be absurd.”
The people in the office turned to the pair, clearly agitated, and asked what was going on.
“Gwon Jaekyung is downstairs!”
“We saw him in the first-floor lobby on our way in.”
The entire office erupted in disbelief. Most laughed it off, thinking it was a joke, but a few dashed out, saying they just had to check.
“What? Seriously?” Seungmyung asked, staring at Jiheon in disbelief.
“No way. They must be mistaken,” Jiheon said.
The phone rang the instant Jiheon replied, loud and jarring. With a vague sense of dread, he picked up—slow and hesitant.
“Mr. Jung of ProEdge? This is reception. There’s someone here asking to see you.”
Is this really happening?
Jiheon tightened his grip on the receiver. That can’t be right.
He could have just asked if he wanted to know—but he didn’t.
“All right. I’ll be right down.”
As soon as he hung up, Jiheon stood. He took the stairs without a second thought. The elevator didn’t even cross his mind.
When he reached the first floor, he knew it was all true—the words of the employees, his ominous gut instinct, everything.
Jaekyung was at the information desk, wearing a baseball cap and a hoodie despite the summer heat. He was probably trying to stay anonymous, but it was no use. Anyone could tell who he was, even with shades and a face mask, unless he somehow disguised his height and build.
People in the lobby were glancing at him and whispering among themselves. Unfortunately, the building housed not only sports agencies, but celebrity agencies, ad firms, and more. So, of course, everyone recognized him the moment they saw him.
Saying his name out loud in a place like this was basically telling everyone to get their phones out. Jiheon had no choice but to go right up to him and speak in a near-whisper.
“What brings you all the way—”
“We need to talk.”
Jaekyung cut him off before he could finish. Jiheon felt a flicker of irritation, but he kept it in check and gave a calm reply.
“Is this about the contract? You should be speaking to the CEO, not me—”
“No, I’m here to talk to you,” Jaekyung cut him off again. He didn’t stop there.
“We really should go somewhere.”
Fine. You’re a busy person. Jiheon nodded as if he understood.
“Would you like to go to a nearby cafe, then? We go there often for business meetings. It’s quiet and empty most of the time. Great place to talk.”
“I don’t have time for that,” Jaekyung was already pressing on.
“Let’s just go anywhere we can be alone. Anywhere’s fine, as long as there’s no one else. Even the bathroom.”
Judging by his tone, he clearly wasn’t here to talk about the contract. Jiheon wanted to send him back, but he couldn’t turn away someone who had come all the way here just to talk to him.
But taking him to the bathroom wasn’t really an option, either. Jiheon turned around.
“Come this way.”
Since a cafe was too far for someone in a hurry, the meeting room on the fourth floor would do. It was usually empty at this hour, and as long as it was under ten minutes, no permission was needed.
As it happened, the elevator was coming up from the basement. He hit the up button, thinking this was great timing. The elevator soon arrived. When the doors slid open, he found himself locking eyes with someone inside.
“Oh! Hyung!”
It was Song Yunho. Yunho, a twenty-five-year-old fencer, was one of the few true stars under ProEdge. He had already made the national team back in high school—and with his height and looks, the press dubbed him the Chiseled Sword Prince.
“Hey, Yunho. It’s been a while,” Jiheon said.
They had first met at last year’s Asian Games, when Jiheon had been dispatched as part of the field support team. Yunho, two years younger than Jiheon, had never called him Mr. Jung. He just called him Hyung, like they were close. Since then, he had called Jiheon that every time they ran into each other in the building. Jiheon had tried correcting him a few times at first, but eventually gave up and let the guy call him whatever he wanted.
“Are you going to the fourth floor? Not the third?”
Jiheon asked, noticing that the button for the fourth floor was already lit.
“Oh, I have some documents to drop off at General Affairs. That’s why I came today. But more importantly, did you know I won the individual Presidential Cup?”
“Of course. Who do you think wrote the press release?”
“I knew it,” Yunho said, giving Jiheon a thumbs-up. Jiheon grinned.
“So you’ll be in the Olympics next year, huh?”
“Of course. I’m ranked number one—even by the International Fencing Federation.”
“Hey, congratulations. Well done,” Jiheon said, patting Yunho on the back of the head.
Yunho smiled triumphantly, but kept sneaking glances at the man beside Jiheon. He looked like he was trying to decide whether Jaekyung was who he thought—or just someone who looked a hell of a lot like him.
Jiheon stood there nervously, wondering if Yunho might try to start a conversation. Thankfully, the elevator arrived before that happened. The moment the doors opened, Jiheon stepped out.
“Well then, I’ll be seeing you later, Yunho.”
“All right! I’ll come by and say hi to the Promotion Team!”
Yunho gave a cheerful wave.
“Okay,” Jiheon said with a smile. Then he walked off in the opposite direction. Jaekyung followed him in silence.
Past the office shared by HR and General Affairs was the meeting room he was after. Jiheon opened the door and peeked inside. Seeing it was empty, he turned to Jaekyung.
“Go on in.”
Jaekyung went in first, and Jiheon followed. Jiheon flicked on the lights.
“We shouldn’t be interrupted in here.”
A soft click came from behind. Jiheon flinched and turned. Jaekyung had locked the door.
After checking the lock, he slowly walked toward Jiheon. Jiheon backed up until his back hit the wall, looking up at Jaekyung. Jaekyung leaned in close.
“I came here to ask you a question.”
“What question—”
“Are you really a beta?”
Jiheon thought he’d misheard.
“Hey...”
The words slipped out before he knew it—he was too confused to think straight. You came all the way here to ask me that?
Jiheon laughed and called him by his name.
“Jaekyung.”
But it wasn’t real laughter—he just didn’t know what else to do.
Jaekyung didn’t smile back.
“Are you?”
His tone was sharp, but his expression gave nothing away.
“What’s gotten into you? You were acting like this earlier, too. Why does it even matter to you?”
“Tell me already.”
“Hey!”
“You’re an omega, aren’t you?”
Jaekyung rephrased it. Jiheon’s smile faded at last.
“You are,” he said again—not as a question this time, but like he already knew.
“You do realize this counts as sexual harassment, right?”
Jiheon didn’t raise his voice and continued calmly.
“Say that to the wrong person, and you’ll get sued.”
“When was the last time you got your chip replaced?”
Jiheon clicked his tongue.
“Did you even hear what I just said? And now you are just jumping to conclusions—”
“I can smell it.”
Jiheon froze.
“I mean it.”
Jaekyung's voice was flat, his expression unreadable as their eyes met.
“What exactly do you smell?”
Jiheon kept his voice even, doing his best not to show that he was shaken.
Jaekyung stared at his face, then turned his head away.
“There’s this smell. It’s yours. Kind of grassy, kind of weird.”
“Jaekyung.”
“I’ve been smelling it ever since we were at the swimming center.”
The words knocked the air out of Jiheon. He suddenly felt like he might lose his balance, so he leaned all the way into the wall and folded his arms.
He wanted to say something—anything—but nothing came out. His mind had gone blank, and not from shock. It was a disappointment. The disappointment was so heavy, it left him hollow. Jiheon had been rooting for him all along, because once, however briefly, they’d shared a piece of their lives. He had never expected anything in return—but he hadn’t thought Jaekyung’s grudge ran this deep.
Actually, I don’t care what he thinks of me. What got to Jiheon was the way he was choosing to vent all that bitterness. He’d never thought Jaekyung was the kind to hurt someone on purpose.
To him, Jaekyung was just someone who didn’t bother with other people. Never cruel. Never twisted. Just indifferent.
That was why Jiheon had simply brushed off the question at the hotel without a second thought. He’d even convinced himself that Jaekyung had lashed out back then because he’d been hurt as a kid. Jiheon had been willing to take the blame. Or so he told himself. But this...
“Do you get a kick out of this? Huh? Making fun of people?”
Jiheon asked, his voice calm despite the irritation. It would have been perfect if he could have said it with a smirk, but honestly, he didn’t have the energy.
“Are you done?”
Jiheon pushed off the wall. He started toward the door, but Jaekyung grabbed his arm.
“What the—let go.”
Jiheon flinched and tried to pull away, but Jaekyung didn’t let go. The same hand that had slipped off ten years ago now gripped him even harder.
“...!”
Jiheon winced as pain shot up his arm. He bit his lip. The sound that nearly escaped him wasn’t a word—it was a groan. Holding it back was all he had left. His last scrap of pride.
Jaekyung glared at Jiheon quietly. He spoke at last, his voice low and edged with anger.
“Believe it or don’t. That’s on you. But if it’s been over three years since you had your chip replaced, go get it checked. I’m on meds—my pheromone sensitivity’s basically zero. So, if I can smell it? It’s bad.”
The moment he finished, he reached over and yanked the handkerchief from Jiheon’s shirt pocket. He tossed it to the floor, let go of Jiheon’s wrist, and walked out of the meeting room.

2
Jiheon was in fourth grade when he took his first secondary gender test. It was a routine test required annually for upper-grade students at school.
The school version was a simplified screening. If pheromones were detected in sweat, saliva, and other bodily fluids, the student was an omega. If a pheromone response element or PRE was found in the blood, the person was classified as an alpha. If neither pheromones nor a PRE were detected, they were classified as a beta.
The result sheet used phrases like, “There is a possibility the subject is an omega.” Students assessed as potential omegas or alphas were referred to a hospital for a more accurate check-up. If a student was determined to be a beta—meaning no pheromones or PREs were detected—no further testing was necessary.
There were rare cases in which someone tested as a beta for years, only to be told that they might be an alpha or an omega by their third year of middle school or the first year of high school. That was why schools required students to take the test once a year until they reached maturity.
Ever since his first test in fourth grade, Jiheon had been told he was likely a beta. That remained the case through elementary and into middle school. In addition to the school tests, Jiheon’s parents took him to a private hospital every year for a check-up. They did this even though Jiheon wasn’t a late bloomer—he was actually one of the tallest in his class.
There was a good reason for this, of course. Jiheon’s father had tested as a beta for years, only to be confirmed as an omega at the age of twenty. Jiheon was the spitting image of his father, though their personalities could not have been more different.
His father was a professional soldier. Whenever the press discussed the impact of the Anti-Discrimination Act, they often cited the rise in the number of omega soldiers following the introduction of conscription[6]. Jiheon’s father was one of them. He joined the military by choice, first serving as a noncommissioned officer, then becoming a commissioned officer through a candidacy program.
When people found out, they praised him for his achievement and asked whether it had been difficult. Jiheon’s father laughed out loud each time. He always said there had been no difficulties at all. “An omega is no different from an alpha or beta—except for the pheromones,” he often said.
When his father first joined the military, suppressant chips hadn’t been introduced yet. There were plenty of effective medications with few side effects, and unless someone disclosed their status, even dormmates wouldn’t know whether they were an alpha, omega, or beta. Jiheon’s father had been so tall and well-built that his friends and superiors had assumed he was an alpha.
By all accounts, Jiheon looked like he’d been stamped from the same mold as his father—tall, broad-shouldered, and with the exact same face. But Jiheon’s personality was completely different. Unlike his father, who had reportedly asked his then-girlfriend, now-wife, whether he should bear a child for them too when he was declared an omega at twenty. Jiheon had been left speechless, staring at his check-up results in silence. He didn’t deny it. In fact, part of him had seen it coming.
The second thought was that maybe this was for the best. He could still remember smiling faintly to himself, thinking this might be his excuse to quit swimming.
*
“Mr. Jung Jiheon?” a voice called.
Jiheon rose from his seat in the reception area. A nurse pointed to a doctor’s office.
“Please go inside.”
Jiheon bowed to the nurse and walked into the office. Dr. Lim greeted him as soon as he was inside.
“Ah, Jiheon! It’s been a while.”
Her hair had grown grayer. She was the director of a family medicine clinic that had been operating in Ilsan for nearly thirty years. Jiheon had been treated by her since he was in elementary school whenever he caught a cold or had a stomachache. She had also performed his yearly secondary gender checkups and was aware of how late Jiheon had been declared an omega, along with his family’s entire medical history.
This was why Jiheon continued to visit this clinic whenever he needed to replace his suppressant chip or consult about relevant issues, even after moving to Seoul for college and leaving his parents’ home. His body produced only a small amount of pheromones, and a standard dosage of suppressants always caused side effects. Because of this, he preferred taking a half-day off to come here, rather than going anywhere else.
“How have you been? No discomfort, I hope? You’re here to have your chip replaced, right?” Dr. Lim said, glancing at the monitor on her desk.
“Yes. I also had a question,” Jiheon said, then briefly explained what had happened yesterday. “I was wondering if there might be a problem with my chip.”
“Is that so? Let’s see... Your chip was replaced... exactly three years ago. Three years ago—in July.”
“Yes. I had it replaced early, just before I started working at a new job, just in case.”
Suppressant chips were small devices implanted under the skin to suppress pheromone production. Though commonly called chips, they were actually miniature applicators with an electronic microchip inside. When first released, they could only suppress pheromones and prevent pregnancy. But these days, there were versions that only blocked pheromones, and even pair chips made for couples.
“It’s been exactly three years as of last Wednesday. I heard it could last another six months, so I figured I’d replace it sometime this month.”
Just because three years was the typical replacement period didn’t mean the chip stopped working the moment the time passed. The manual stated that the device’s medication would remain effective for forty months.
“A week past the three-year mark shouldn’t be a problem. You never produced much in the way of pheromones anyway, Jiheon.”
Just then, the results from the testing kit Jiheon had submitted while in the reception area came in.
“You actually have a bit of pheromones,” Dr. Lim said, scanning the report.
“What? Really?” Jiheon said, frowning.
“But it’s a very small amount. I doubt anyone would notice,” Dr. Lim said, tilting her head slightly, puzzled, eyes still on the monitor. “The person who told you about it is an alpha, right?”
“Yes. He’s an athlete, though, and he’s on medication that lowers his pheromone sensitivity. He said his levels are at their minimum.”
“Hmm,” Lim grunted with a frown, clearly trying to figure out how this could be explained.
Jiheon was just as puzzled. What exactly had happened here? He was lost in grim thought when something suddenly came to mind.
“I’m not sure if this is true, but he told me that he’d smelled my pheromones before, too.”
“Is that so? How long ago was this?”
Dr. Lim finally looked away from the screen.
“Almost ten years ago. Between nine and ten years, to be exact. I tested as an omega in the summer of my sophomore year in high school. He and I had trained at the same swimming center since the year before, and we kept running into each other for about two months after I found out. Then I quit swimming altogether.”
“Two months shouldn’t be an issue. You got your chip right after the diagnosis,” Dr. Lim said, resting her chin on the back of her hand. She tapped the desk with her other hand as she thought, then she asked, “How old was he nine years ago?”
“Eleven.”
“Was he known to be an alpha at the time?”
“Uh, yeah, that happened when he was twelve, but a little after me. About a month after I found out I was an omega.”
“That’s only because that’s when he was tested. It’s safe to assume he’d already presented as an alpha by then,” she said, rising from her seat. She walked over to the bookcase behind her desk.
“You don’t know how sensitive he was to pheromones before he started the medication, do you?”
“No... I wouldn’t know something like that...”
Lim nodded, then produced a very thick book.
“Here it is.”
She seemed to have found exactly what she was looking for. She brought the book back to the desk.
“I think this is pertinent.”
Lim slid the book over to Jiheon. A word at the center of a page was highlighted. Jiheon squinted at the page, trying to read the word.
*
“I’ll get off here,” Jiheon told the driver.
The taxi driver turned the wheel and pulled up near the front gate of the gym. He was probably being considerate, but Jiheon didn’t like it. He just wanted to put it off as much as possible.
At least I don’t have to walk as far in this brutal heat, Jiheon thought, forcing himself to feel grateful. After he paid, he even thanked the driver for the ride.
But his steps slowed, and a sigh escaped his lips as he approached the entrance. Going back wasn’t an option, not after he’d come all this way. If he did, he might never work up the courage to try again—if there ever was a next time.
That was why, right after leaving the clinic, he had called Mrs. Shim and asked where Jaekyung was. He knew that if he hesitated, he’d just push it off. The harder the task, the wiser it was to just bite the bullet and get it over with.
Thankfully, Mrs. Shim didn’t ask any questions and told him what he needed to know—Jaekyung was at the Gwacheon Municipal Gym[7]. Apparently, he would be doing his personal training there until the upcoming competition.
Jaekyung had been competing internationally under the Korean flag for five years, but not once had he joined a group national training camp—except for one time, when he was first selected for the national team in his third year of middle school, for the Asian Games. Back then, he’d joined the group training, and even shared a dorm with other athletes. But after that, never again. Not at the Olympics, or the World Swimming Championships.
Whatever the reason, people were bound to resent the news that a national athlete refused to join group training or stay in the dorms. But with the mediation of Korea Aquatics and the Swimmers’ Association, he was allowed to opt out of group training. Then he won five Olympic medals, as if to prove everyone wrong. Nobody criticized him for training alone after that. As always, he trained alone in Australia with an Australian coach who had once been a national swimmer himself, and only flew over to the host country a week before the event to join the rest of the Korean team.
This time, though, he’d flown in two months already, and it seemed he might finally train with the others. But just as always, he probably planned to keep to himself. His Australian coach of seven years hadn’t come with him this time. Jiheon had read in an article that someone in the coach’s family was undergoing major surgery, which kept him in Australia.
Jaekyung probably didn’t need a coach with him all the time at his current level. He had been training consistently for the past ten years. He probably knew better than anyone what training methods worked best for him, and how he could draw out the most performance from his body.
With only a month and a half left until the event, he seemed to be focusing on toning his muscles. According to his mother, he did ground training on weekday mornings on the third floor of the gym, including resistance training, and swam for just two hours in the afternoon. Evenings were reserved for massages or chiropractic sessions.
So why was he getting treatment at that hour yesterday?
A sudden thought crossed Jiheon’s mind. It couldn’t have been because of the meeting. He hadn’t even seemed that interested in the contract. He’d shown up to train as usual today, so he was clearly fine, physically.
Maybe even Gwon Jaekyung got a little lax without a coach watching.
As he thought about such things, he reached the second floor, where the pool was located. Jiheon paused in surprise at the sight of the empty lobby. It was a weekday, and he knew that there wouldn’t be many people here in the daytime. But I didn’t expect the front desk to be empty, too. Shouldn’t someone be sitting there even if there aren’t many visitors?
Jiheon looked around uneasily, then noticed a sign taped to the desk: the pool was closed from one to six.
Despite being a public facility, it seemed to operate independently from the nearby schools. He sat at a table in the corner of the lobby and checked the time with a frown. It was now just past five. The gym had given Jaekyung permission to use the pool from three to six on weekdays, but if his mother was right, he would be out before five-thirty.
Jiheon felt a strange nervousness at the thought of seeing him again. Part of it was needing to apologize for yesterday—but honestly, something else was bothering him more. What he really feared was that Jaekyung would say he still smelled. Dr. Lim had reassured him, telling him that the chip had been replaced and the dosage increased, but Jiheon still couldn’t relax. What she had shown him in that textbook—the words she had highlighted—refused to leave his mind.
After a moment of hesitation, he got to his feet. He needed a cigarette. There was no way he’d calm down like this.
He climbed up to the roof, looking for a place to smoke. Nicotine always had a way of putting him in a slightly better frame of mind. After smoking two cigarettes, he felt much calmer. Reeking of tobacco, Jiheon made his way back down to the second floor.
Back in the lobby, he waited. Soon enough, someone emerged from the locker room. His head was covered by a towel, but Jiheon could tell from his height and build. It was Jaekyung.
Jaekyung seemed to recognize him, too. But that was it. He didn’t say a word. Didn’t even look at Jiheon—just kept walking. He hasn’t changed a bit in ten years.
“Jaekyung,” he said at last, rising to his feet. “We need to talk.”
Jiheon fully expected him to ignore it, but thankfully, Jaekyung stopped and turned around.
“Talk about what?”
His voice was so gruff that Jiheon instantly regretted mustering the courage to come. But Jiheon had brought that on himself. Maybe Jaekyung’s reaction was only natural.
“I need to talk to you about yesterday,” Jiheon said, summoning what little courage he had left. “If you aren’t too busy, could you spare a moment?”
Jaekyung watched Jiheon silently for a moment, then walked over. He dropped the enormous duffel bag hanging from his shoulder into the chair across from Jiheon and sat down.
“Let me apologize first,” Jiheon said quickly. He knew that the longer he waited, the harder this would get. “I’m sorry about yesterday. You were probably just worried about me, but I took it the wrong way. I know this sounds like a lame excuse, but this is completely new to me, and I really wasn’t in the right headspace to think straight.”
Just an excuse. Jiheon gave an awkward smile.
Jaekyung didn’t say a word. In fact, he wasn’t even looking at Jiheon. The towel over his head covered part of his face, making it hard to tell what expression he was wearing.
Jiheon was in no position to complain about the lack of eye contact, though. Jiheon was grateful he was listening at all, given what he was like.
They had never been close enough to make small talk, anyway. Jiheon forced himself to go on.
“You... were right. I went to see a doctor, just in case, and apparently the chip had been malfunctioning for the past few days. I don’t really know any alphas, so no one noticed. And as for me... well, I obviously can’t tell what I smell like. I probably wouldn’t have known if you hadn’t said anything. It could have gotten pretty bad. But thanks to you, I caught it early. Thank you.”
Jiheon intertwined his fingers on the table and kept going.
“And about not believing you and getting angry at you... Let me apologize for that one more time.”
He lowered his head, remembering the things he’d said to Jaekyung the day before.
“I know you must have really been worried. Sorry I misunderstood and lashed out at you. I understand if this doesn’t make you feel any better, but I really do feel remorseful...”
I hope you’ll recognize that, at least, he meant to say, but he faltered. Jaekyung, whom he thought had been looking away, now had his arms folded and was staring straight at him.
“I hope... you won’t be too upset,” Jiheon said, dropping his gaze in confusion. He had felt somewhat hurt at the thought that Jaekyung wouldn’t even look at him when he spoke, but now that the opposite was true, he wasn’t sure what to think.
“That’s what I came here to say.”
He gave a small nod. Making it abundantly clear from his gestures that he was done, he looked down at his hands and calmly waited for Jaekyung to respond.
No matter how long Jiheon waited, however, there was no response. And the longer the silence dragged on, the more stifled Jiheon felt.
You know, it would be great if you at least said you understood. Or just walk away. Then I can leave, too.
How long is this going to take?
He’s not planning to sit here all night, is he?
Jiheon gulped silently.
“Hyung,” Jaekyung said suddenly, making Jiheon jump.
The word made him nervous at the same time. Jiheon dreaded it whenever Jaekyung called him Hyung, because he could never tell what would come next.
“So, did you get your chip replaced?”
Here was another question he hadn’t seen coming. Jiheon looked up with a puzzled grunt. Jaekyung asked again, this time more bluntly.
“Did you have your chip replaced?”
“Yes. I have a new one now.”
“So it won’t affect me anymore?”
Is that what you want to know?
Jiheon wasn’t sure how to respond. He’d half-expected Jaekyung to demand whether he really was an omega, and if so, why he’d pretended to be a beta. But instead, he was asking about the chip.
Jiheon soon understood, however.
Jaekyung had never shown much interest in other people. What really mattered to him, Jiheon supposed, was whether the omega in front of him would affect him.
“Well... I doubt it, unless the chip malfunctions again. Actually, you’d know better than I would, right? Do you still smell anything?”
Jiheon asked, tense. Even with the new chip, the increased dosage, and two cigarettes, he couldn’t help but feel anxious.
“No,” Jaekyung said. Jiheon finally exhaled.
“Right. As long as the chip works properly, there’s usually no issue.”
“Problem solved, then.”
“Yes.”
“I want a contract with your agency.”
“Wh-what?”
Did he just...?
Before Jiheon could ask again, Jaekyung pulled the towel off his head.
“I’ll sign with ProEdge.”
Jiheon stared at him.
Then, slowly, he unclasped his hands.
“Excuse me, Mr. Gwon?”
“What’s with that tone, all of a sudden?” Jaekyung said, frowning.
“Well, we are talking about business now, aren’t we?”
Jiheon tapped on the table before continuing.
“Anyway... my agency has no reason to refuse. But, this is far too... sudden. It’s hard to believe, honestly. May I ask why you chose us?”
“Well, judging by how the CEO treats his staff, he doesn’t seem like a bully, at least.”
That much is true, Jiheon thought in silent agreement. He couldn’t argue with it. The CEO being a decent man was probably the agency’s only real selling point—part of its identity, even.
“But you were in talks with Kavva?”
“I decided not to sign with them.”
“And why would you—”
“They kept revising the terms,” Jaekyung said, cutting Jiheon off.
“I told them—very clearly—that I wouldn’t be in next year’s Olympics, and they said they understood. But when it came time to sign, they told me I had to be there. They wanted me to promise I’d participate unless I was injured. Now, why would I agree to that?”
Jiheon let out a quiet murmur without realizing. He remembered the phone call he had overheard in the lobby. He’d thought convincing someone like Jaekyung would be the hard part. What he hadn’t expected was for the contract itself to flip.
“Why won’t you be going to the Olympics?”
“Because I don’t want to,” Jaekyung said without missing a beat.
Jiheon was at a loss for words. If the athlete didn’t want to go, that was that. There was nothing more he could say.
“That was the condition from the beginning, and Kavva said they were fine with it. But how am I supposed to build a working relationship with someone whose word can’t be trusted?”
Jaekyung pushed his hair back, then went on.
“I’m not signing with Kavva. We don’t even have a contract yet, and yet look at the way they act. Things will only get worse after signing. It’d take too long to find another agency. That’s why I’ve chosen ProEdge.”
He was saying it was too much of a hassle to go searching again, so he’d go with ProEdge, a name he already knew.
It’s so... like him.
Jiheon let out a short laugh, slightly taken aback as he stared down at the table. Then he looked back up at Jaekyung.
“Do you think your mother will agree?”
Jaekyung frowned, confused.
“It’s my contract. What does my mother have to do with it?”
What...? If you’re this opinionated, then why leave everything to her until now?
Jiheon bit back the response, though. Jaekyung pulled off the towel from around his neck and tossed it over his bag.
“But the terms of the contract will have to be modified.”
“What sort of modifications are we talking about—”
“You’ll be on my personal management team,” Jaekyung cut in.
Jiheon stared at him for a moment. Then he asked.
“If you don’t mind, I would like to know the reason why.”
“You are the only one at the agency who used to swim professionally.”
Jaekyung looked at him as if to say, You know what that means.
Of course I do, Jiheon thought. In major sports industries—like in Australia or the U.S.—it was standard for agent teams to include someone with a pro background. Someone like that brought valuable connections and could weigh in on rule changes, among other things.
But if that was the reason, Jiheon wasn’t entirely on board. For one thing, his swimming career had been too short for him to be of much use.
“Another question. If the agency were to hire a new agent, someone who had been a professional swimmer, would you consider replacing me with that person? Someone like that would obviously be more helpful, for—”
“No.”
Jaekyung cut him off again.
“So you’re saying, Mr. Gwon... that you want me on the team, no matter what.”
“Yes.”
“May I ask you why?”
Jaekyung, in contrast to all his quick responses so far, clammed up for the first time. Jiheon felt a new wave of anxiety creep in.
What is this? If he doesn’t have a good reason, then why insist on keeping me? Is this some kind of message? Does he hate me for some reason? Or... is this about what I said yesterday? About the sexual harassment—
“I’m... not the most sociable person,” Jaekyung finally said. He paused, then went on.
“If I work with ProEdge, the people from Korea Aquatics who have been helping me all this time will leave. It’ll just be ProEdge people from now on. Having a familiar face should make things easy for me.”
This seemed to be the reason that he was offering, and it made sense. He was hardly an outgoing person, and someone probably needed to mediate between him and the ProEdge staff. Jiheon could probably step away once the two sides got used to each other.
You barely even acknowledge me. How is that supposed to make things easier?
“I’ll accept the industry standard for the signing bonus,” he said.
“What!” Jiheon shouted, despite himself. Then, as if trying to confirm what he’d just heard, he added.
“Hey! Are you serious, Jaekyung?”
“What happened to Mr. Gwon?”
“I’m sorry. Are you serious?” Jiheon said, correcting himself.
“Yes. And please don’t make me repeat myself. I know you understood me the first time.”
Trainwreck personality, just as I thought.
But that wasn’t what Jiheon should be focusing on right now.
He had just said he would accept the standard signing bonus, which meant ProEdge’s initial offering was enough for him. You will really accept that? Seriously?
Jiheon’s heart began to race. If the issue of the signing bonus was settled, ProEdge stood to gain everything. It was like winning the lottery.
Kavva had only insisted that he go to the Olympics because of the astronomical signing bonus. The amount must have been at least several billion won, and making up for that meant capitalizing on every single accomplishment—four wins in a year, Olympic medals, and so on—to generate ad revenue for years.
But if the signing bonus stayed reasonable, there would be no need to push him to go to the Olympics. Jaekyung’s brand power would only grow after winning his fourth event this year. And if he managed to maintain that level of fame, the agency could recover the signing bonus within a year. No, less than a year. At the amount ProEdge had initially offered, just a few ads would cover it.
“Hey, hold on. You’re willing to do ads, right, Jaekyung? I mean, Mr. Gwon.”
Jiheon caught himself mid-sentence, blurting out Jaekyung’s name while doing the math in his head.
“Just try to be consistent, all right? It’s a little distracting.”
“All right, Jaekyung. Are you going to do ads?” Jiheon said, giving up on the pointless formality.
Jaekyung stared at him like he couldn’t believe the question.
“Of course. That’s the whole point of having an agency, right?”
But his expression said otherwise—he clearly hated the idea. He wouldn’t be doing this for himself. Knowing him, he’d probably agreed to a few just because his mother had begged him. Maybe even told him it was her life’s wish.
“How many?” Jiheon asked.
“Not that many.”
“Okay. So how many?”
“Maybe three.”
Of course.
Just what Jiheon had expected. He let out a laugh, and Jaekyung gave him a puzzled look.
“Look here, Jaekyung.”
Jiheon tapped on the table with his finger, speaking far more gently than necessary.
“Even if we stick to the industry standard, at your level, that’s at least a billion won. We can’t go lower than that. Sure, it varies by sport, but we can’t slash the value of the top athlete in his field, someone ranked #1 in the world. That would send shockwaves through the entire market. Other athletes would be affected. It would set a dangerous precedent that bad actors could take advantage of.”
Jiheon spoke as if he were talking to a child. It was pointless, of course. Jaekyung didn’t even respond. He just stared at Jiheon like he was thinking, And why should I even care?
Jiheon pretended not to notice and kept going.
“Now, let’s say we offer you a billion as a signing bonus. The moment the contract is signed, we’ll begin covering the costs of your training, travel, and other activities. Later on, you will either reimburse us for those expenses, or we’ll take a percentage of your prize money—based on terms we agree on in advance. But in swimming, even the biggest events don’t offer much in terms of prize money. And if you choose to retire after the Pan Pacific Swimming Championships, that means we won’t see any prize earnings from you at all. So the question is: how do we recoup the signing bonus?”
Jaekyung still didn’t say a word. No surprise there. Jiheon answered his own question.
“Ad revenue. Every time you shoot a commercial, we take a commission from what you’re paid. For league athletes, we would arrange a contract with a club, and take a cut from that. But since you’re not a league—”
“All right. I will do more than three,” Jaekyung said, cutting him off.
“What... Really?”
Jiheon blinked in disbelief. He had explained all of that, but he didn’t really expect Jaekyung to actually take it in. What did he just say? Is this the same Jaekyung that I know?
“What...? How many more?”
Don’t tell me you’re going to say three, because that’s double. Jiheon waited with bated breath, eyes fixed on Jaekyung across the table.
“I’ll do as many as you like.”
Another unbelievable line from Jaekyung.
“As many as we’d like you to?”
“Yes.”
“Even if we say ten? Or even twenty? You’ll do all of them?”
“That’s right,” Jaekyung said, clearly irritated.
He pushed his hair back from his forehead, then he added.
“You think there will be that many offers in the first place?”
It was an absurd question, and it made Jiheon chuckle to himself. He has no idea how popular he is, does he?
It was just like Jaekyung. But the idea of working with someone like him already felt exhausting.
“I’m telling you, you’ll land at least twelve ad campaigns with that gesture alone,” Jiheon said.
“What gesture?”
“That thing you do with your hair. When you push it back. You just did it.”
Did I? he seemed to think. Then he got up.
“I guess it’s done, then. As for the other conditions, just make them identical to the ones offered to other athletes. Send me the contract by tomorrow.”
“Hey, a contract can’t be written overnight! You need to give us at least three days—no, two.”
“Fine. You have forty-eight hours. If you’re late, I’ll assume you’re not interested and go looking elsewhere.”
Jiheon had always known him to be someone who never really cared about others, but this was cold—even for him. Without waiting for a response, Jaekyung went on.
“We need to get it over with and make it public. Otherwise, Kavva will never get off my back.”
Jaekyung said it as if he knew exactly what Jiheon was thinking. It wasn’t surprising, since Jiheon had sighed out loud. But even so, he hadn’t expected Jaekyung to actually explain.
Who knew he had that in him?
Jiheon watched him with something close to wonder. Jaekyung had surprised him more than once today.
Well, ten years ago, he barely even said hello, and we saw each other all the time back then. The conversation he had had with Jaekyung today was deeper and more varied than everything they had said to each other over the course of an entire year back then. It was only natural that Jiheon was leaning new things about him.
“All right. I understand you’re in a hurry. We’ll get things ready as fast as we can.”
Speaking of which, this wasn’t the time to be sitting around. Jiheon jumped to his feet.
*
Contrary to Jiheon’s expectations, the CEO was being quite cautious about the whole thing.
“You know something, Mr. Jung? There are no freebies. A deal this good always comes with some strings attached.”
Jiheon wasn’t surprised by Taejin’s suspicion. This wasn’t just some overnight lottery win. This was like waking up one morning fluent in every language, filthy rich, and immortal.
He would have been suspicious too, if he hadn’t overheard the phone call in the hotel lobby. The conditions were just too good, especially for ProEdge. Honestly, it almost felt like the agency was the only one benefiting from it.
“Well, it’s a fact that the contract with Kavva has fallen apart. And Mr. Gwon probably didn’t want to bother to go looking for another agency now. He seems to want to arrive at a contract quickly with us, if only to stop Kavva from pestering him. And it would mean trouble for him if he shackled himself to an unwanted agency in his hurry.”
“You have a point. There are just too many people in this industry who lack a conscience. They call themselves agencies, but they might as well be frauds.”
Taejin was starting to get agitated. Jiheon gave him a quiet nod.
“He seemed to know that Kavva is the only agency capable of offering a signing bonus like that anyway,” Jiheon said.
“There are plenty of agencies out there willing to offer him a sizeable amount, even if they can’t exactly match Kavva’s offer.”
“True. But they’ll be forced to revise the terms once they find out Mr. Gwon won’t be participating in next year’s Olympics. He knows that and doesn’t want to waste time on meaningless negotiations.”
“So he doesn’t want to waste his time, and he’s sick of all the hassle. Since he met us yesterday, he’ll just pick us? Is that it? I’m not sure if I should call him bold or stupid.”
Taejin laughed, nonplussed. He’s not bold. He just can’t be bothered to look further, Jiheon wanted to say, but he held back. He had to convince Taejin to see this contract through. Otherwise, this agency might not survive the next few years.
“So why doesn’t he want to go to the Olympics? I mean, I was an athlete myself. I’d get it if he didn’t want to show the world that he’s slowly slipping. But he’s in peak form right now. I don’t think he’ll be any different next year. In fact, retiring with two Olympic medals would be even more meaningful. I just don’t get it.”
Taejin shook his head, clearly baffled. Jiheon felt the same way. It did feel like a loss for the entire nation. Maybe even more so for him, since he’d been a swimmer once himself.
“But this is a good thing for us,” Jiheon said. “It allows us to get him on board with the current conditions.”
“Mr. Jung, you can be quite cold. Real logic-oriented.”
“It’s just that you are more emotionally intelligent than I am.”
Which is why the agency is in its current sorry state, Jiheon added silently.
“But you’re right, Mr. Jung. This is great for our agency.”
Now that it was staring him in the face, Taejin seemed to recognize the opportunity for what it truly was. At that point, it was impossible not to do the math.
If Jaekyung signed with the agency, they wouldn’t just profit through ad commissions. The real value of the contract would lie in the boost to the agency’s reputation. Having a big name like him under their wing would completely shift how the industry viewed them. Once it became public that Jaekyung had chosen ProEdge, other athletes would rush to follow.
If ProEdge was really paying no more than the customary signing bonus, then they had nothing to lose, even if Jaekyung refused to shoot a single ad. But he would be shooting ads. As many as they asked of him.
“The contract lasts two years, right?” Taejin said, sounding like he had made up his mind.
“He requested the industry-standard signing bonus, so I assume he will be expecting the usual in terms of the contract and support. I’ll check with him again before we finalize the terms.”
“Yes. That would be best,” Taejin nodded, then added, as if something was still on his mind.
“Are you sure you’d be all right with this?”
Jiheon didn’t even feel like laughing anymore. The deal was too good to miss, even if he hated the idea.
It’s probably because he’s like this that the employees are still here, despite their tiny salaries. He knew that already. Still, he couldn’t help letting out a sigh.
“Of course I am. That’s why I told you about it.”
“But when you first joined the agency and were asked where you wanted to work, you said anywhere but the Management Team.”
Taejin probably wasn’t getting at that directly, but he was beating around the bush, trying to sound Jiheon out.
It was true, of course, that Jiheon had refused to work on the Management Team when he first joined the agency. The Management Team—especially for field work—meant directly managing the athletes. Jiheon had always believed that it required someone determined and deeply responsible. And that simply wasn’t him.
But this job would be a short stint, and Jiheon wasn’t going to overthink. Once Jaekyung had grown used to the ProEdge staff and gotten along with them reasonably well, Jiheon planned to step away. By then, the Pan Pacific Swimming Championships would be over, and Jaekyung would be retired. There would be nothing left to keep Jiheon there.
Jiheon gave the kind of answer that sounded just dependable enough.
“I guess I was young. Inexperienced. And I wasn’t really confident in my abilities back then, since I was new to the agency and all. I learned a lot doing field support during last year’s Asian Games. I followed the Management Team around and worked with them, and it got me thinking, I could probably manage the job.”
“That’s right. Field work isn’t as hard as it seems,” Taejin said, nodding emphatically.
He seemed a bit relieved, but not fully convinced. Fidgeting with his hands, as if pretending to think about something else, he finally got to the point.
“You don’t think it’ll be uncomfortable, working with Gwon Jaekyung? If you’re on his personal management team, you won’t be leaving his side.”
“Not at all,” Jiheon said with a shrug.
“As I told you earlier, yesterday’s little incident was a misunderstanding. On both sides.”
Jiheon had actually brought this up as soon as they met, knowing it was what Taejin would be most concerned about. He repeated what he had said earlier, explaining that while Jaekyung wasn’t exactly the friendliest person, he wasn’t the type to insult someone on purpose. The misunderstanding had been cleared up, and during the conversation that followed, the contract came up. Taejin’s expression finally relaxed all the way.
“Well, I’m glad to hear that. But why did he have to talk like that? He could have been a bit nicer about it.”
He doesn’t know how. He’s blunt to a fault. Jiheon swallowed the words on the tip of his tongue and went with something more diplomatic instead.
“Well, he’s never been particularly gifted with words. It’s caused him a lot of misunderstandings over the years,” Jiheon said.
“Huh. Well, now.”
Taejin sighed and slapped the armrest of the sofa, then continued.
“All right. We’re good, Mr. Jung, if you say you are. We have no reason to refuse the deal.”
It was the kind of conclusion a middle schooler could have reached in three seconds, but he made it sound like the decision of the century. Then he got to his feet.
“Have Mr. Jin and Ms. Lee come to the meeting room immediately. I need Mr. Oh and everyone from Legal who’s currently in the building as well.”
Moments later, the employees summoned by the CEO were gathered in one place. Their reactions were identical when Taejin explained that Gwon Jaekyung would be signing with ProEdge.
“Gwon Jaekyung? Which Gwon Jaekyung?”
They seemed to think there was another Gwon Jaekyung out there—someone they hadn’t heard of. Obviously, none of them imagined for a second that this Jaekyung was the same one they all knew.
“What do you mean by that? I mean Gwon Jaekyung, the swimmer!”
Taejin snapped, slapping the desk. The listeners went wide-eyed, their mouths falling open in disbelief.
“What? Seriously?”
“But I thought he was signing with Kavva? Wasn’t there already a contract?”
“Mr. Kang, did you actually speak to him yourself?”
“Wait, excuse me, Mr. Kang, did you even meet him in person? This wasn’t over video call or anything, right?”
“Are you sure this isn’t some kind of high-level scam?”
Jiheon began to worry. The employees didn’t seem happy at all about landing the biggest fish in the market. Instead, they looked suspicious—and maybe even afraid. It drove home just how much of a minor player ProEdge was.
Can our agency really handle him? We’ve neither money nor clout. What if Jaekyung decides after three days that we’re not good enough? We’ll need to consider the contract terms very carefully.
Jiheon stood off to the side, lost in thought. Taejin, unaware of what was going through his head, patted him on the shoulder with a proud smile.
“We have Mr. Jung here to thank for this. Gwon Jaekyung might not seem like it, but it turns out he’s quite loyal. He said he didn’t care about getting the best terms. He actually brought up the contract with us himself, completely unprompted, all because of Mr. Jung.”
He didn’t actually say that.
Jiheon quickly waved his hand, flustered.
“I think it was mostly because he thought you were a good person, Mr. Kang,” Jiheon said.
Not that anyone was listening. The room erupted in applause, with employees happily declaring that loyalty was the most admirable quality an athlete could have. Jiheon wished he could just walk out of the room. He would have, too, if he could.
Then, as if by some miracle, his phone rang. Jiheon happily glanced at the name of his would-be savior—and froze. The call was from Mrs. Shim.
*
“You said you had something to talk about with Jaekyung. Was it the contract?” Mrs. Shim asked, frowning.
“No. Not at all,” Jiheon said immediately.
He wanted to explain the real reason—he really did. but doing so would mean saying words like omega, pheromones, chips, smells, and so on. And he wasn’t exactly eager to go there. Mrs. Shim seemed upset that the contract had been decided without her knowing, and Jiheon didn’t want to make the conversation any more unpleasant than it already was.
“In any case, I’m sorry. You should have been the first person to know about this,” Jiheon said.
He had decided to lead with an apology instead of an explanation. They were in the hotel coffee shop, where every table seemed to be occupied by couples on their first blind date. Real flowers decorated the place, and graceful classical music played in the background. And here he was, bowing his head deeply across the table. He was sure he looked quite silly. In fact, he felt like a villain who had lured some innocent boy into a shady scheme. If Mrs. Shim said something along the lines of, How did you talk my son into it? it would have really seemed like a scene from a soap opera. Thankfully, though, she said no such thing.
“No need to apologize. This concerns him. It’s only right that you spoke with him first,” she said.
Despite her words, however, she didn’t look all too pleased. Jiheon was still trying to figure out what to say when she continued.
“I will be honest with you. I was a little taken aback. Wouldn’t you be? He goes off to train, and when he comes back, he tells me he’s agreed to a contract with ProEdge. It was downright confusing.”
So he’s just as uncommunicative with his family, too?
“ProEdge isn’t the agency we have been considering all this time. He didn’t even know it existed until yesterday. And at the meeting, he didn’t exactly seem interested.”
“Yes. Of course. I completely understand,” Jiheon replied calmly. And he really did.
“Your black tea and iced americano,” said a server, setting down their drinks.
Mrs. Shim picked up the teacup in front of her and took a sip. As soon as she put the cup back down, she let out a sigh.
“But then again, you work there. I suppose it’s better than most places. That’s probably why he decided the way he did.”
She leaned back into the sofa, her posture loosening along with her expression.
“I’m sure you’ve figured it out by now, but Jaekyung only agreed to work with an agency because I insisted. I thought it would be convenient to have one in place if he was going to take on a few advertising deals before retiring, at least.”
She said nothing for a while after that. Then, a quiet sigh slipped from her lips again.
“I suppose I’d have nothing to say if people accused me of trying to use my son to make money. But frankly, I want him to do lots of ads. Swimming isn’t as popular as baseball or soccer. It’s not like he can sign a yearly salary contract or anything. The only real money comes from championships and other events, and even those prize pools aren’t that big. At least in the US or Australia, there is a wider variety of events. But here? Not so much. Sure, there’s a pension for Olympic medals, but if you do the math over a lifetime, it’s not much. He trained like his life depended on it from such a young age. I just want him to be able to retire comfortably. Isn’t that what any parent would want?”
“Of course,” Jiheon said, nodding.
“I wanted the contract with Kavva because their offer was better than anything else on the table. There was just no comparison,” Mrs. Shim said, still sounding disappointed.
“But they insisted he be at next year’s Olympics. And Jaekyung had already decided against that.”
“Uh, ma’am... I was actually going to ask you about that,” Jiheon said cautiously. “Why is he not interested in the Olympics?”
“It’s not that he’s not interested in the Olympics, per se. He just doesn’t want to swim anymore. He wants this year to be his last,” she said, correcting him.
“Why? Has he been having a health issue, or—”
“It’s nothing like that. He just doesn’t want it anymore. From the start, his goal was to win four events in a single year. Once he does that this year, he’s done.”
That made it sound like he would have kept swimming through next year if he didn’t manage to pull it off this year.
“Nobody can talk him out of something once he’s made up his mind. Kavva wanted me to try, but if he were the type to listen, I would have talked him out of it already. He’s already done everything I could reasonably ask for by signing with an agency and agreeing to do ads. I can’t ask him to go to the Olympics on top of that.”
She says that, but I’d bet someone like her probably told him to go at least twenty times already. And Jaekyung had probably just ignored her.
“That’s when I knew it wouldn’t work out with Kavva. Both sides were too stubborn about what they wanted. We had to look elsewhere. And to be honest with you, ProEdge wasn’t even on my radar. Let me level with you. The signing bonus was just too small.”
“I see...” Jiheon said, a little sheepishly.
He had assumed the offer had been above average, but apparently it still hadn’t been good enough. Exactly how much were the other agencies offering?
It really drove home just how badly the industry wanted Jaekyung—and how much they were willing to put on the line to get him. And yet ProEdge, who had tossed out a half-hearted bid, was the one walking away with the contract. If the terms ever became public, there would be a real uproar.
“I was a bit shocked when Jaekyung told me earlier. But on second thought, this doesn’t seem so bad. I heard Jaekyung agreed to do lots of ads,” Mrs. Shim said, lifting her cup again.
“Oh. Yes,” Jiheon replied quickly, then hesitated.
“But how should I put it? He didn’t seem too happy about it. Apparently, he was only thinking of doing three at first,” Jiheon said.
“He only agreed to do three because I begged him,” she remarked, then took a sip of her black tea. This time, she kept the cup in her hands as she continued.
“So I figured he meant maybe one or two more than that, you know? After he told me he’d decided to go ahead with the contract and said he’d do more ads. But then I found out he said he’d do as many as he was requested. That was a shocker. I have no idea how you got him to say that.”
“Well, we didn’t do anything special,” Jiheon replied, letting out a laugh to cover how flustered he felt.
“He just... understood where we were coming from.”
“That’s what intrigues me. He wouldn’t even pretend to listen to the people at Kavva. And they must have brought it up twenty times, easily.”
Jiheon thought back to the Kavva rep he had overheard again. The man had sounded completely exasperated. For the first time, Jiheon felt a little bad for him.
“In any case, if it’s true, this is probably for the better. Instead of taking a signing bonus that doesn’t amount to much and doing only three ads, we might as well skip the bonus entirely and go for more ads. That seems like the smarter choice.”
Mrs. Shim no longer seemed interested in hiding her intentions anymore—or sugarcoating them. It wasn’t surprising. She’d already made it clear she was willing to be seen as a money-hungry mother if that’s what it took. She clearly hoped he’d end up doing at least one more ad than he’d originally agreed to.
Her behavior aligned with the agency’s interests. It made their job easier when someone could be so clear about their goals. It was far harder to work with athletes who were actually after money but refused to admit to it, only to complain about every decision the agency made later on. It was always better when people were upfront from the start.
“Jaekyung wants the deal to be finalized as soon as possible. And I feel the same way. You said you would bring the contract on Friday, right? If there are any corrections, the signing will get pushed back to next week. So once you’ve got the draft ready, just email it to me. We’ll go over it in advance and make any necessary changes. Then you can bring the original copy on Friday, and we’ll sign it on the spot.”
Mrs. Shim, it seemed, was someone who pursued her goals with remarkable decisiveness. Writing up the first draft of a contract was never the hard part. It was the negotiating that followed—the back-and-forth with the athlete, the endless revisions. That part could take months, even a year or more.
That was why Jiheon had only aimed to get the draft into Jaekyung’s hands within forty-eight hours. He hadn’t expected the contract to actually be signed by then. But now, with Mrs. Shim’s involvement, it looked like the signing might actually happen on Friday, without delay.
“Thank you. I know you are putting a lot of trust in us. We’ll do our best to deliver satisfactory results. And we’d truly appreciate your continued support,” Jiheon said sincerely.
Two days later, on Friday afternoon, seven people from ProEdge arrived at a hotel in Jamsil. They included Kang Taejin, the CEO; Jung Jiheon from Marketing; Jin Kisuk, who headed the Strategy Support Office; Lee Yujeong, head of the Management Team; and no fewer than three lawyers. Jiheon could infer a few things from the fact that Taejin had brought not just one, but three lawyers. First, Taejin seemed quite uneasy about signing a contract with someone as famous as Jaekyung. The second was that Taejin did not fully trust Jaekyung as of yet. And third, Taejin was still determined to make sure the contract got signed today.
The other party seemed to feel the same. In addition to the three who had attended the previous meeting—Jaekyung, his mother, and Choi from Korea Aquatics—there was one unfamiliar face among them. He turned out to be a lawyer sent by Korea Aquatics to review the contract.
The fact that the lawyer had been hired by Korea Aquatics, not by Jaekyung, told Jiheon exactly how Korea Aquatics saw the contract. Clearly, they didn’t like what they saw. There was only one reason Korea Aquatics might be opposing ProEdge—they’d been financially persuaded by Kavva. They had taken a bribe from Kavva in exchange for encouraging Jaekyung to sign with them—and no doubt, they had been promised even more once the contract went through. It was all too common in the industry.
Taejin was probably well aware of it. As soon as he sat down, he quickly produced the contract.
“As you know, this is the version we drafted after a discussion with Mrs. Shim.”
Taejin said, putting a particular emphasis on the word discussion as he slid the document forward.
Jaekyung picked it up with little interest and flipped through the pages. From the speed alone, it was clear he wasn’t reading it thoroughly. He didn’t even bother with the final pages and simply handed it over to his mother.
“Take a look,” he said.
Mrs. Shim, in contrast, combed through the contract much more carefully than her son. Mr. Choi and the lawyer he’d brought with him were also examining the clauses in detail. Meanwhile, Jaekyung stood up from the sofa.
“Hyung, do you have a moment?”
Jiheon looked at him, puzzled. When their eyes met, Jaekyung gave a slight tilt of his head—follow me—then stood up and walked off.
A bad feeling settled in Jiheon’s gut. Why, of all times, was he asking for a private conversation? He wished he could just say, Let’s talk here, but that wasn’t an option. If Jaekyung, of all people, was asking for privacy, then whatever he had to say wasn’t meant for the rest of the room.
“If you’ll excuse me for a moment,” Jiheon said to Taejin, rising from his seat.
Jaekyung was waiting in the deepest room of the suite. It was the same room he’d come out of after his massage last time. When Jiheon opened the door and stepped inside, he found Jaekyung seated by the window, at a small table.
“What’s the matter?”
Jiheon asked, moving close to the table, which was cluttered with transparent plastic files and a few books. Jaekyung glanced in his direction, but didn’t ask him to sit. He went straight to the point.
“The CEO of Kavva showed up at the pool earlier.”
“Is that right? What for?”
“Not sure. I guess he heard I was leaning toward you. Said I didn’t have to go to the Olympics. He just wanted me to sign with them.”
I knew it. Jiheon let out a sigh. His instincts had been right. Something had been off.
“The signing bonus would be the same, but he wanted to remove the cap on how many ads I’d be willing to do.”
Jiheon hadn’t expected Kavva to stoop this low.
If they are willing to drop the Olympic clause, but still want more ads, and the signing bonus is going to be the same...
“The terms are almost identical to what your agency is offering,” Jaekyung said.
“You’re right. Except theirs starts with a different number.”
“They said they’d add another zero if I asked.”
Are they out of their minds?
Jiheon nearly said it out loud.
Jaekyung wasn’t a league athlete, of course, which meant there was no salary cap[8] in place. Theoretically, an agency could offer whatever it wanted in terms of salary or signing bonus.
But this was just absurd. Jaekyung was planning to retire soon—and yet Kavva had just put ten billion won on the table. Even if ProEdge took out a mortgage on their building and every employee’s house, they still couldn’t scrape together that kind of money.
Kavva sure has deep pockets.
Jiheon let out a hollow sigh. Jaekyung, noticing, leaned to the side, propping one elbow on the table.
“What would you do, Hyung?”
“Well... I don’t know... I can’t really imagine something like that happening to me. It won’t, actually.”
Jiheon laughed. Using humility to downplay yourself and flatter the other person—it was sales 101. That alone could smooth over most tricky situations.
“How did you end up in the Promotion Team with so little imagination? Have you seen the press releases agencies like yours put out? They read like fiction.”
Depends on the person, I guess. Jaekyung wasn’t exactly the type to care what others thought. Flattery like that would not work on him.
“Let me rephrase that. What would you say if an athlete you personally knew came to you for advice on this exact issue?” Jaekyung asked.
It was a sharp, well-aimed question. Jiheon had no choice but to answer honestly.
“I would tell them to go with Kavva.”
“I figured,” Jaekyung said flatly, resting his chin on his hand. Then he added, without changing his tone.
“I thought my mother would say the same. That’s exactly why I haven’t told her.”
It might have sounded like Jaekyung was being considerate of ProEdge, but in truth, it was a quiet threat. If his mother found out, the deal with ProEdge would fall apart. Jaekyung wasn’t spelling it out, but he didn’t have to. The message was clear.
Jiheon grew confused.
I... didn’t think he was the type to talk like this. I thought he was blunt. Direct.
Then again, none of that mattered now. There were nearly ten people waiting just outside that door. A decision had to be made—and quickly.
“What do you want to do?”
Jiheon asked, deciding to be direct. If Jaekyung wasn’t going to say it, someone had to.
“What would you have me do, Hyung?”
Jaekyung shot back, cool and unfazed.
“I’d want you to sign with ProEdge, of course.”
“Why?”
“Because it’s the agency I work for,” Jiheon said, sounding as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. Jaekyung stared at him for a brief while, then answered.
“Okay. Then I’ll go with ProEdge.”
“What...?”
Do you really mean that? Jiheon opened his mouth to ask, but Jaekyung beat him to it.
“But on one condition.”
“What condition?” Jiheon asked, alarmed.
“It’s nothing big. Every time I do an ad, I get a wish.”
Jaekyung said it so casually that Jiheon nearly laughed—Oh, that’s it? No big deal.
But he pulled himself together in time.
“You mean like a bonus for every ad contract? Don’t tell me you’re asking for a new car each time—”
“I’m not.”
Jaekyung’s tone was steady.
“It won’t be money. My wishes will be directed at you personally. Not the agency.”
“Hold on... Me?”
Jiheon’s eyes widened.
“You want... something from me?”
“Yes.”
“Look here...”
Jiheon tried to say something—anything—but nothing came out. He just laughed.
“Wait, that doesn’t even make—”
“Why not?” Jaekyung cut in.
“I’m giving up a massive signing bonus to go with ProEdge. I think I’m entitled to some compensation. I could make it official—put it in the contract—but then we will have to revise the contract, and nobody wants that. That’s why I’m trying to keep it just between us. Quiet. Simple.”
He was still cupping his chin, his eyes fixed on Jiheon’s face. Jaekyung had no choice but to look up, since Jiheon hadn’t sat down. It made Jaekyung’s brown eyes even more noticeable.
Jiheon realized why the scene felt so familiar. Moments like this had happened now and back then, ten years ago. He’d been much taller than Jaekyung back then, and it had always been Jaekyung looking up at him when they spoke. It always gave him a clear view of Jaekyung’s brown eyes.
But everything about the guy had changed except his eyes. Nothing else felt familiar. This wasn’t the Jaekyung of ten years ago.
“Is this really worth it? Just so you can tell me what to do?”
Jiheon said with a dry laugh.
“Very worth it,”
Jaekyung said, his expression still neutral. His deadpan delivery made it more difficult to tell whether or not he was joking.
“God... You’re really not making this easy, are you...”
Jiheon muttered, pushing his hair back from his forehead. This messed up the hairstyle he’d worked on that morning, but he simply didn’t have the presence of mind to care. In the end, he even loosened his neatly tied tie.
“What exactly do you want from me?”
“Well, I’ll take my time deciding.”
“You need to give me a rough idea, at least. It can’t be anything illegal or unethical, you understand.”
“It’s nothing like that,” Jaekyung said, clicking his tongue.
Jiheon began to wonder if he’d taken things a little too far. Well, I suppose he wouldn’t go so far as to suggest something that absurd.
But then again, Jiheon quickly shook his head. What do I know about this guy?
The Jaekyung Jiheon knew would never have demanded such a ridiculous condition in the first place. The moment Kavva’s CEO approached him, he would have just accepted the offer. Then he would have left Kavva to deal with the aftermath and focused entirely on his training, now that the contract was settled.
“Well? What’s it going to be?”
Jaekyung asked. Jiheon couldn’t say a word. He wasn’t at all sure what to do.
If Taejin found out, he would end the talks immediately and walk out of the room. And that was assuming he kept his temper in check. He’d even brought three lawyers. There was a good chance he’d try to sue Jaekyung—for defamation, maybe. On the other hand, it wasn’t all that hard to turn this into a win for everyone. All he had to do was accept. He’d be the only one left uneasy about it.
If the agency prospered, his salary would go up, and he’d get a bonus, too. So it wasn’t all bad for him, either. If he backed out now, the agency might go bankrupt—they’d been operating in the red for too long. And that might not be a good thing for him. With so many alphas in sports, omegas weren’t exactly ideal hires. That thought sealed the deal.
“I’ll do it,” Jiheon said tersely.
“Really?” Jaekyung asked, frowning.
Hey, you’re the one who asked. Jiheon gave him a flabbergasted look. Then he crossed his arms.
“Well, do I have a choice? I’d probably say yes if they asked me to pull out a tooth for every ad deal.”
“Without anesthesia?”
“Seriously...? That’s what you’re asking me right now?”
“I want to know,” Jaekyung said gravely, without hesitation. He seemed to be genuinely curious.
“With anesthesia, of course. And I’d need implants, too. You know, plucking out teeth raw is a form of torture,” he said with a serious frown. Jaekyung had already lost interest. No surprise there.
“So there will only ever be twenty-eight ads. If you’ve got all your wisdom teeth, that’s thirty-two.”
“Wait... You aren’t actually going to ask me to pull out my teeth, are you?”
“Nah. I wouldn’t do that,” Jaekyung said offhandedly.
“I wouldn’t do something that’d hurt you,” he said, as if wanting to emphasize it.
The odd phrasing only made Jiheon more uneasy.
“In any case, if you’re agreeing, I want you to put it in writing.”
Jaekyung found a piece of used paper with a blank back and pushed it toward Jiheon. Jiheon took it hesitantly and sat down. Jaekyung kindly handed him a pen.
“Well, I’ll do it if you ask—but you know this won’t be notarized or legally binding, right?”
“Yes. I know. You could say it’s just a formality. A way to put psychological pressure on you.”
He really did have a gift for saying twisted things in a deadpan voice.
Jiheon thought he’d already steeled himself for this. But when it came time to actually follow through, he hesitated. Is this really a good idea? Even if I write and sign this... It won’t be enforceable. And it could be used as evidence against him if it ever came to that. It’s a good thing. If the worst came to pass—if things fell apart and they ended up fighting tooth and nail—he could use the signed memorandum as evidence. He could even claim he’d been blackmailed.
Jiheon pulled himself together and quickly wrote the whole thing before he changed his resolve could falter. Then he handed it to Jaekyung.
Jaekyung read it out loud.
“Confidential agreement. I, Jung Jiheon, an employee of ProEdge, hereby agree to grant Gwon Jaekyung one wish for every advertisement deal he successfully completes. This agreement excludes anything legal, financially burdensome, or ethically questionable.”
Jaekyung stared at it for a while, even after he’d read the entire thing. Jiheon grew nervous. Is there something wrong with it?
“Look, Hyung.”
Jiheon, who’d been watching anxiously, flinched when Jaekyung suddenly raised his head.
“Y-yeah. What is it? Why?”
Now that they were both seated, their eyes were level—and for some reason, that made Jiheon feel even more uneasy.
“This line here,” Jaekyung said, tapping on the paper.
“You don’t want to do anything unethical. Okay. Granted. But the part about something being potentially illegal—it won’t ever be illegal unless you sue, right?”
“I... I’m sorry?”
“It’s only a problem if you make it one. Isn’t that right?” Jaekyung asked, blinking.
Words failed Jiheon. Jaekyung grinned at him, then folded the paper in half. Jiheon was so taken aback, he didn’t even notice it was the first time that Jaekyung had smiled at him.
Jaekyung folded the paper again, this time small enough to fit in his palm. He slipped it into his pocket and stood up, glancing at Jiheon, who was still seated.
“Let’s go. We have a contract to sign.”
Then he left the room without waiting for Jiheon to answer.
As Jaekyung’s broad back disappeared through the open doorway, it finally hit Jiheon—he might have just made a huge mistake.
*
On Monday morning, three days after Jaekyung signed the contract, multiple news outlets reported the news of the deal. As soon as the news went live, every phone line at ProEdge was ringing off the hook. Journalists called to confirm the story, while other parties rushed in with new offers. It wasn’t just the phones—fax machines and the company email inbox were flooded too.
While nearly every employee was tied up on the phone, Jiheon was quietly clearing his desk.
“Mr. Jung, you’re really leaving?”
Nam Seungmyung had already asked the same question several times. Then he swiped a pack of staples from Jiheon’s drawer, cradled it like a hostage, and demanded that Jiheon stay.
“Look, I don’t want to go, either,” Jiheon said, meaning every word.
In fact, it was the first time he’d spoken from the heart—completely honest—joining the agency.
“Don’t lie. This is basically a promotion. How can you not want it? And you’ll be working with Jaekyung every single day. Why would you hate that?”
Jiheon couldn’t bring himself to say that this was precisely the reason he hated it.
“You can keep those staples, Mr. Nam—consider it a goodbye gift.”
Seungmyung quickly shoved the staples back in the drawer.
“Don’t need them. Keep your staples. I just want you to stay!”
Seungmyung insisted. It made leaving even harder. He’d been Jiheon’s first real friend at the company. Although Seungmyung had joined the company about six months earlier than Jiheon, they were the same age and had graduated from college in the same year. They had always addressed each other formally. It was usually Seungmyung who did the talking, and Jiheon who listened. But there was something cathartic about hearing Seungmyung swear. Jiheon had come to appreciate those chats. He was also the only other person in the company who smoked the same brand of cigarettes—a small thing, but oddly comforting.
“We should still hang out. I mean, we’re still on the same floor,” Jiheon said.
The Promotion Team and the Management Team were both part of the Strategy Support Office. When Jiheon mentioned that they would probably bump into each other in the smoking room or the lounge, Seungmyung just grumbled.
“You’ll be out of the office most of the time with the Management Team. I doubt you’ll even come in.”
“Probably not,” Jiheon admitted.
That’s why I don’t like this. He wanted to come in every day, if he could. In fact, he would have begged if it had made a difference. He hadn’t been this eager to come into the office since he first joined the agency.
But to anyone who didn’t know the full story, it would look like he was flaunting his success. So he kept quiet and focused on packing.
“I’ll be going now. Thank you for everything,” Jiheon said, bowing to the people of the Marketing Department once his desk was cleared. Then he left the office.
He carried a box of his things to the Planning Department’s office, still feeling like the change hadn’t quite sunk in. Just last Monday, Seungmyung had said, “Looks like our agency’s bidding for Jaekyung, too. Apparently, Mr. Ko is setting up a meeting.” Jiheon had scoffed at the idea. Exactly a week later, he was being transferred to the Management Team because he’d been assigned to Jaekyung.
“Oh! Mr. Jung. Bit of a hassle, moving desks, huh?”
Lee Yujeong, the team lead, greeted him as soon as he stepped into the Management Team’s office. She’d always been a bit distant, perhaps because they had been on different teams, but now that they were on the same one, she sounded noticeably warmer.
“Let’s see now if I can find you a seat,” Yujeong said, looking around.
Since most of the Management Team worked off-site, the office had more desks than it had room for. Even those who rarely came in still needed a desk, so they’d crammed one into every corner.
“How about this one? The desks in front and behind are both empty, so you can use them to spread out your things on them for now.”
She pointed out one of the better-located desks tucked away in a corner and offered it to Jiheon.
“Sure. I’d love that. Let me unpack right away.”
“Take your time. You’ll be busy for a while. I mean, you’ve even got a meeting with the president of the athlete supporters association this afternoon.”
“Yes. I’ve also got to meet with the folks from Korea Aquatics.”
“It’ll be late by the time you’re done. Just head home after Korea Aquatics—no need to come back here.”
“I’ve got too much to do for that,” Jiheon said with a laugh that was half a sigh. Yujeong smiled and told him not to worry.
“The entire Management Team got your back until Gwon gets his own dedicated team. So don’t try to handle everything on your own. It’s just not possible.”
“Thank you,” Jiheon said with a bow. His relief was so obvious, it made her laugh out loud.
“This must be your first time working in management. And of course, it just had to be someone as difficult as him. You are in for a tough time.”
Difficult as in famous? Or difficult to handle?
Probably both. Jiheon gave a wry smile and nodded. His phone rang. It was the mother of the difficult athlete.
“I read the article. ProEdge wrote it, right?”
That was the first thing Mrs. Shim said as she opened the door.
“Yes. We sent out a press kit.”
“I see. Well, it’s a relief not having to deal with this kind of thing anymore. It was such a hassle, all those reporters. The ones with my number called me nonstop as soon as the articles came out. I just told them to talk to ProEdge and hung up.”
“You did well. We’ll handle it from here,” Jiheon told her.
She nodded, content. Then she led Jiheon into the living room.
“You must have been surprised when I invited you to lunch. But I figured—at this point, we’re practically family. I wanted to treat you to a meal, at least.”
She had already set the table, and it was clear she hadn’t ordered in—she’d made it all herself. Jiheon was taken aback, having expected to dine at the hotel restaurant.
“You made these yourself?” he asked.
“Oh my! Who else would have made them? This is what I do when I invite someone over. I cook,” she said with a laugh.
“That’s why we picked a residence suite. These days, they only come with electric cooktops, though. I still prefer a good gas stove.”
Jiheon took the seat in the middle, just as she suggested. Upon closer inspection, the dishes turned out to be impressive, even if there wasn’t a lot of variety. The dishes were mostly healthy and protein-rich—braised short ribs, grilled abalone, things like that. It reminded Jiheon that she was the mother of an athlete.
“Jaekyung isn’t picky about his food, but you know how you start craving Korean food when you live abroad. There aren’t that many Korean restaurants, and it’s usually better to just cook than to drive all the way to one.”
“I doubt any restaurant could serve something this nice,” Jiheon said, praising the food—based on appearance, at least. He hadn’t even tasted anything yet. She had even paid considerable attention to the plating.
“These are all dishes I used to make for Jaekyung a lot. I guess I feel a bit lighter now, knowing that I won’t have to cook like this once he retires.”
“So you’re not going to cook for him anymore once he retires?” Jiheon joked.
“Of course not. Why should I care what he eats when he’s done swimming?” she shot back, just as cheerfully.
“Our agency’s all about helping athletes live comfortably even after retirement. Guess I’d better start taking cooking lessons,” Jiheon said.
“Let him use all that money to buy himself food or something.”
Mrs. Shim waved it off.
“Not my business anymore.”
Jiheon chuckled at the exhausted look on her face. Then a door opened and Jaekyung emerged.
“I didn’t know you were home, Mr. Gwon,” Jiheon said, quickly getting to his feet. He thought Jaekyung was training.
“Why are you addressing me like that?” Jaekyung asked, walking into the living room with a frown.
“No need to be so formal. You can talk to him like a friend. It’s just us here,” Mrs. Shim said. Then she patted the seat next to her, telling Jaekyung to sit down.
“He didn’t say a word when I called him this morning. Then out of nowhere, he showed up early, saying he was tired. I’d cooked only two servings—I thought I’d have a nice, quiet chat with you, Mr. Jung. So I had to scramble to make chicken and seafood stew, and whatever else I could throw together. Though with a pressure cooker, it’s not that hard.”
“I see,” Jiheon said.
Jaekyung didn’t look the least bit interested, even though they were talking about him. Jiheon turned to Jaekyung, who was hunched over awkwardly thanks to the low table.
“You’re not ill or anything, are you?” Jiheon asked.
“None of your business,” Jaekyung said.
“Jaekyung!” Mrs. Shim snapped.
“How many times do I have to tell you to mind your tone?”
Then she gave Jiheon an awkward smile from across the table.
“He’s just saying that because he doesn’t like it when people worry about him,” she said.
Jiheon found it a little sad, the way she tried to cover for her son’s rudeness.
“Yes. I know,” Jiheon said, nodding slightly.
Mrs. Shim sighed deeply, seeing Jiheon smile.
“He’s not like that deep down. He just doesn’t know how to say things nicely, you know? How should I put it...”
“I’m honest,” Jaekyung said as he helped himself to some chicken from the stew.
“Is that supposed to be a joke?” Mrs. Shim asked sharply, finally losing her temper.
“You call that honesty? Everyone else just sees it as rude. Sometimes you need to soften your words. Make them easier to hear. Do you always have to say whatever pops into your head?”
Jiheon couldn’t quite hide his surprise. He had assumed Jaekyung’s insolence came from being the overly coddled family genius, but what he had just witnessed suggested otherwise. It seemed Mrs. Shim had brought it up more than once, without much success. If so, it wasn’t something that could be changed—this was simply who Jaekyung was.
“He wasn’t this bad before,” Mrs. Shim said apologetically. “He was never very sociable, even as a kid, but at least he wasn’t rude like this. Swimming changed him—or more precisely, the move to Ilsan did. I mean, all the attention he got when he was so young... As you know, Mr. Jung, the scene isn’t exactly... pleasant.”
She smiled bitterly at him. Jiheon thought he understood what she meant. She was right, it really wasn’t pleasant.
“Swimming happens in the water, but it’s a complete battlefield outside the pool. Everybody was laser-focused on spotting anyone even a little bit better and tearing them down. On the surface, they smiled and acted supportive. Think how much that must have twisted them inside! They’d say all these insincere things just to ask for a favor—or have him talk to the coach so their kid could join a training session. If they ever get turned down, they’ll go right behind your back and tear you a new one. A real jealous bunch.”
Mrs. Shim shuddered, and Jiheon understood every word she said. He could still remember the avid, jealous looks he’d gotten as a child—and even now, the memory made him sick. For Jaekyung, it must’ve been even worse.
“Now, me? I had experience. I knew how to deal with people like that. But him—he never had a sociable bone in him. Just imagine what that must have felt like,” she said, gesturing toward her son beside her.
Jaekyung didn’t even seem to be listening. He was too focused on methodically taking apart the chicken on his plate. Jiheon was surprised to see that he seemed to prefer wings to legs.
“He was polite for a while after we started at that swimming center, but it didn’t last. It didn’t take long before they started talking about him. Calling him arrogant, stuck-up, things like that. I would’ve loved to ignore them, but it just wasn’t possible. I kept running into them the whole time he trained there. So I told Jaekyung—if he couldn’t say anything nice to people like that, then just don’t say anything at all. And he started doing just that. Not a single word.”
So that’s what it was.
Jiheon finally understood why Jaekyung had kept so quiet around everyone at the swimming center.
Mrs. Shim’s advice—not to say anything if he couldn’t be polite—was sound enough. But unfortunately, Jaekyung wasn’t the best person to give it to. Most people would’ve taken those words as a prompt to be more polite, but Jaekyung just shut down—he stopped talking to people altogether.
“You know what I liked most about Australia? No one was out to get me. They only care about competing among themselves. They barely pay attention to foreign students. And parents at school don’t meddle nearly as much as they do back home.”
“Well, yes. Swimming in Korea does come with a bit too much of that kind of interference,” Jiheon said with a wry smile.
“It’s not like other countries, where kids start out with swimming as a hobby and naturally grow into athletes. Here, kids are trained from the start with one goal—to become athletes. No wonder the parents are so impatient. And for young athletes, the parents end up playing a much bigger role. They end up being part of the competition themselves. I get why some people pry, trying to gather information. I used to do the same,” Mrs. Shim said, implying that she wasn’t out to criticize people who did this. She seemed to know she wasn’t completely innocent, either.
“But I just don’t get why people make up rumors out of nowhere. And why do they care so much about other people’s families? It’s got nothing to do with swimming. You know my other son—the older one? Everyone knew he didn’t swim, but they just wouldn’t leave him alone, always poking around and asking things. It got to the point where he was almost neurotic.”
It was the first time Mrs. Shim had ever mentioned her eldest son. Jiheon figured it was a good time to ask about him.
“By the way, how is he? Jaejun?”
Then it hit Jiheon—he wasn’t sure if the name was Jaejun or Jaeyun. Thankfully, he’d gotten it right the first time. Mrs. Shim smiled.
“Of course. He’s doing just fine. You have no idea how grateful I was for the way you treated my Jaejun. He was really struggling—with the move, no friends, everything. But after he became friends with you, he said waiting at the pool didn’t feel so lonely anymore. That was such a relief.”
Was I really that nice to him? I just talked to him a couple of times when I saw him around.
Jiheon was taken aback, but assumed Mrs. Shim was just being a little dramatic and moved on.
“Jaejun was a great kid. Really friendly. If anything, he helped me kill time during my breaks. Smart, too—and fun to talk to,” Jiheon said, complimenting her son.
“He was the same age as my sister. It felt like I was talking to a little brother of my own.”
Jiheon didn’t mention that he’d nearly forgotten the name, and just kept talking about how he’d always wanted a little brother like that. Suddenly, Jaekyung slammed his chopsticks down on the table with a loud bang and stood up.
“What? Are you done eating already?”
Mrs. Shim asked, surprised, but Jaekyung ignored her.
“Oh, dear me.”
Mrs. Shim let out a deep sigh once Jaekyung had disappeared into his room.
“Still doing that, I see,” she muttered under her breath. Then she turned to Jiheon and apologized with an apologetic look.
“I’m sorry. He can be so unpredictable.”
“Not at all,” Jiheon said.
He paused, searching for the right words, but she spoke first.
“You’ll probably notice when you look through the paperwork, but I’ve been divorced from their father for a while now.”
“I see.”
“Yes. I think it’s been... what, five years? We parted ways not long after Jaekyung started training in Australia.”
Divorce wasn’t exactly rare among parents of athletes. Making it as an athlete usually meant one parent, at least, had to give up their job and follow the child around. For less popular sports, overseas training was almost inevitable. Many athletes went through their parents’ divorce—or even a complete family breakdown—along the way.
“The older one chose to live with their father. We still talk sometimes. As for Jaekyung... I am ashamed to admit it, but he never really got along with his brother. After the divorce, it’s like they completely cut ties.”
“Yes, I see...” Jiheon said, feigning surprise. But he wasn’t. Not really.
He’d seen enough—the way Jaekyung acted at the pool, how distant he was. Honestly, it would’ve shocked him more to hear they were close.
“It must have been tough, raising him on your own overseas,” Jiheon said.
“Not at all. It would’ve been tougher in Korea, but Australia made things easier.”
She laughed, saying that everything was better over there—except for the language barrier.
“You know what’s hardest for parents of athletes? It’s when the kid doesn’t perform well, or gets injured. But Jaekyung didn’t have any of those problems. He had already done well in Korea, and after moving to Australia, he never once slipped behind. He kept breaking records, one after another—and that got me excited too. His father at least kept up with the child support, so we didn’t have to worry about money.”
Mrs. Shim seemed unusually focused on her son’s income—perhaps because, from what Jiheon had heard, her ex-husband’s family was quite wealthy.
“Frankly, I thought we were done for when the Kavva deal fell through. I’m so glad we signed with you,” she said.
Now that the contract had been signed, Mrs. Shim had dropped all reservations. She was fully on board with ProEdge.
“And Jaekyung says he’ll take any ad deal that comes his way. That’s all thanks to you, Jiheon—I mean, Mr. Jung.”
“Oh, no, really—I didn’t do much.”
“Don’t say that! If it hadn’t been for you, Jaekyung would have never chosen ProEdge.”
Jiheon tensed. Could she know about the agreement I wrote for him?
He sat stiffly, too uneasy to ask. Mrs. Shim continued.
“You know what I mean. Without you, he wouldn’t even know what ProEdge was, I’d bet. When I first told him the agency had contacted us, he didn’t care at all. But when I said you worked there, and that you’d called personally, he agreed to meet.”
“Ah...”
So that’s what she meant. Jiheon let out a small sigh of relief. Even so, it was still quite surprising.
“I see... I just figured you had worked hard to convince him. I thought that’s how the meeting happened.”
“If I’d arranged that meeting, we’d have just had a meal and gone our separate ways. We weren’t interested in a contract with ProEdge at all. If I’m not serious about it, I don’t mention it at all.”
Mrs. Shim had said something similar to Jiheon over the phone, right before hanging up. Jiheon had been confused—maybe even a little shocked—when he heard a meeting that had been arranged so soon after.
So Jaekyung was the one to suggest the meeting.
Jiheon had never even considered the possibility. And even now, he could barely believe it.
With nothing left to say, Jiheon kept his eyes on his clasped hands. Jaekyung’s mother went back to her usual stories.
“You have no idea how much Jaekyung’s always liked you. Whenever I asked him about his day at the pool, he never talked about his coach. It was always about seeing you, or how you watched him swim for a while.”
Jiheon went over to Jaekyung’s room after they finished eating. He stood at the door and knocked gently. Mrs. Shim’s voice came from the kitchen, where she was making coffee.
“He won’t answer the door. Just go in. It’s fine.”
Taking her word for it, Jiheon opened the door without further hesitation. Jaekyung, lying in bed with his headphones on, frowned.
“What?” he said.
“Do you have somewhere to be today?”
“What?” Jaekyung asked, taking off his headphones.
“Do you have anything else on your schedule today?”
“Why do you ask?”
“If you have nothing else, I’m going to see the head of the athlete’s supporters association. Want to come along?”
“What for?”
“Oh, just to let him know you’re with us now. So we start off on the right foot, you know?”
“No,” Jaekyung said flatly, already tuning out.
“Why not? Don't want to go?”
“He’ll obviously tell me to go to the Olympics. Why would I want that?” Jaekyung said, looking as if he couldn’t be bothered.
“And that old man won’t be too happy to see me, anyway. I was in Korea a few years back for the Olympic team trials. He kept trying to meet me, so I had a word with him.”
“Wait... what did you say to him?”
“I told him I didn’t have time to train if he kept bugging me.”
This one is the real deal, Jiheon thought gravely.
Even knowing how blunt he could be, Jiheon hadn’t expected him to act that way with someone who paid him. If he had been the type to kiss up and kick down, Jiheon would’ve told him to get over himself. But if he treated everyone the same, he had to give him some credit.
“All right... I suppose he would be surprised to see you.”
Jiheon nodded and said he would go alone—that Jaekyung should get some rest. Jiheon was closing the door when Jaekyung asked.
“You’re only going to say hello to the president?”
“No. I’m stopping by the Korea Aquatics office, too.”
“Why?”
“Well, same reason. To say hello.”
Jaekyung frowned silently, apparently unhappy about something. Jiheon decided not to worry about it. It would be much faster—and easier—to find the things he liked about the world than to figure out what had made him grumpy.
“Get some rest,” Jiheon said before leaving the room.
“Is Jaekyung coming?” Mrs. Shim asked, handing him a cup of coffee.
“No.”
“Thought as much. Why would he agree to go?”
Mrs. Shim said, shaking her head. She hadn’t expected him to go in the least.
“He even skipped the afternoon training because he was tired. I guess it’s better for him to rest on days like this.”
Jiheon had barely finished speaking when the bedroom door opened and Jaekyung walked out wearing a baseball cap.
“I’m going to see a friend. You’re going in the same direction, so give me a lift,” Jaekyung said.
“Where are you meeting your friend?” Jiheon asked.
“Itaewon.”
The Korea Aquatics office was in Yongsan, so it was more or less on the way.
“But I need to stop by Mr. Cho’s place first. I’m seeing him at two,” Jiheon said, checking the time on his phone.
“You’ll have to wait in the car while I talk to him. Do you mind? It won’t take long—it’s just a quick chat.”
“Doesn’t matter.”
“Okay then. Let’s go,” Jiheon said, finishing his coffee and setting the cup down.
When they got to the parking lot, Jiheon had Jaekyung wait while he cleared out the backseat. He moved some bags and other stuff aside to make room, then got into the driver’s seat.
“Get in,” he said, fastening his seatbelt. But Jaekyung opened the front passenger door.
“Sit in the back. I cleared a space for you.”
“No. What is this, a taxi?”
Is he trying to say I’m not his driver? Or maybe he just doesn’t want to sit back in the back like I’m his chauffeur?
With any other athlete, Jiheon would have jumped to that conclusion. But with Jaekyung, it took a bit longer to figure out what he meant.
“If you want, think of it as a taxi ride. Driving you around’s part of the job anyway. From now on, you’ll be riding in my car—or someone else’s—when you go places. You don’t always have to sit up front, and—” Jiheon said.
“I’ll figure it out on my own,” Jaekyung cut him off.
The front of the car suddenly felt cramped. It was a large sedan with plenty of space, but with two broad-shouldered men sitting side by side, the cabin felt uncomfortably tight. Jiheon rolled the windows down to let in some air.
“It’s the AC smell. Let me air the car for a bit,” he said casually, then turned the AC on a moment later.
Jaekyung didn’t say a word. He didn’t seem to care. He rested his arm on the windowsill, eyes fixed straight ahead. Nothing about him seemed off.
Of course not. The chip’s been replaced with a new one, and I’ve double- and triple-checked that it works. If Jaekyung could still pick up pheromones, the chip manufacturer might actually deserve a lawsuit.
Jiheon knew that, but anxiety lingered. Maybe I’ll up the dosage a little more, Jiheon thought, as he backed out of the lot. He was already using more than he should, but even that didn’t seem to be enough. He ran through his schedule in his head, wondering when he might find time to visit the hospital—when Jaekyung suddenly asked.
“Is this your car?”
“I wouldn’t get a car this big,” Jiheon muttered, easing into the turn. He kept his eyes on the road as he added, “This is a company car.”
“When did you get your license?”
“Back in college.”
“What year?”
“I dunno. Probably not my freshman year. Maybe when I was a sophomore.”
“You didn’t buy a car then?”
“No. When I was in college, I drove my father’s car for a bit. After I joined the agency, I just took the bus. It is close to where I live now.”
Jiheon answered simply because the questions were coming, but he couldn’t quite figure out why Jaekyung was asking them. Maybe he was worried Jiheon wasn’t experienced enough behind the wheel. The thought made Jiheon tense, and his grip on the wheel unconsciously tightened.
He took the turn out of the hotel parking lot more carefully than usual. Once he made it safely onto the road, he sighed with relief. Then Jaekyung asked again.
“You ever driven someone you were dating?”
“What?” Jiheon asked, wondering if he’d misheard.
Jaekyung just repeated the question—calmly, not the least bit annoyed, as Jiheon had half expected.
“Did you ever drive a lover while in college?”
Jiheon threw a sidelong glance at Jaekyung’s face. His cap was pulled low, shadowing everything above his nose. His chin rested on the back of his hand, obscuring half of his handsome lips.
“Of course,” Jiheon said briefly, eyes back on the road.
“Were there more men or women?”
“What do you think? Take a wild guess,” Jiheon said with a grin.
Jaekyung didn’t move, his chin still resting on his hand.
“I wouldn’t know that. You’re the type who gets attention—from both men and women.”
“Huh. Flattering me won’t get you anywhere,” Jiheon said in a tone of mock complaint, trying to hide his confusion.
The flattery was easy enough to brush off. What caught Jiheon off guard was how little bias Jaekyung seemed to have. Jiheon had expected him to assume all his lovers had been men—after all, he was an omega. And yet Jaekyung had asked about both genders.
It was both amusing and intriguing—how someone who so perfectly fit the public stereotype of an alpha seemed to carry none of the usual prejudices. As for him, he had only dated betas.
“Well, there are about half as many girls as guys in college—at least that’s what I heard. Honestly, it felt like even fewer in real life. And my major already had barely any girls to begin with. So, yeah—does that answer your question?”
“What was your major?” Jaekyung asked without missing a beat.
“Sports Marketing.”
“Why did you choose that major?”
“Well, based on my grades and my record as an athlete, it just seemed like the obvious choice.”
“So it had nothing to do with aptitude?”
Aptitude. Jiheon repeated the word under his breath, as if it were foreign to him.
“I don’t think I ever really thought about that. I just figured I should at least graduate from a well-known four-year college for my parents’ sake. And the only major I thought I had a shot at was Sports Marketing.”
“Do you like what you do?”
“You mean, do I think it suits me?”
Jaekyung nodded silently.
“Well... I’m not someone who believes those things are set in stone. Most people don’t end up doing exactly what they dreamed of. You compromise where you have to.”
As they approached an intersection, the car next to them flicked on its turn signal, edging toward their lane. Jiheon slowed down a little.
“I was in the Promotion Team until last week. Mostly, I wrote press releases. Sometimes I helped with marketing plans or content stuff. Honestly, it was closer to ad planning than actual sports marketing. But it was all right. Doable, you know?”
“So this is your first time working with an athlete directly?” Jaekyung asked.
“You mean managerial work? Yeah, it’s my first time.”
“How do you think this suits you?”
“Hard to say. It’s my first day on the job,” Jiheon said, half-joking.
Jaekyung turned to look at Jiheon for the first time, his chin still resting on the back of his hand.
“But if this is your first time doing this sort of work, how did you end up being friends with that athlete before?”
The athlete before? Jiheon had no idea who Jaekyung was talking about.
“Who do you mean?”
“The guy who got in the elevator with you before.”
“Oh, Yunho,” Jiheon muttered.
The light turned red at the same time. Jiheon stopped the car and rolled up the windows.
“His name is Song Yunho. He’s a fencer—won silver at last year’s Asian Games. I was on the field support team, so I tagged along for interviews and stuff. That’s all.”
“You two looked pretty close.”
“That’s just because he’s super sociable,” Jiheon said, laughing.
Jaekyung watched him for a moment, then remarked.
“What does it mean to be sociable?”
Well, it means the opposite of whatever you are, Jiheon wanted to say, but he held his tongue.
“He is friendly with most people. Gregarious,” Jiheon said with a small grin.
“Friendly doesn’t mean flirty,” he muttered under his breath, turning back to the window.
Jiheon was at a loss for words.
Is he talking about Yunho? Does he think Yunho was coming on to me?
Jiheon stared at Jaekyung, completely floored. The light changed, and traffic started to move. Jiheon pressed on the pedal and followed. He tried to focus on the road, but his mind kept drifting. He couldn’t shake off what Jaekyung had said.
Jiheon had to admit that Yunho had been a little more friendly to Jiheon than necessary.
But that was right after last year’s Asian Games, and it faded once Jiheon gave no sign he’d noticed. When they met in the elevator last week, their conversation had been completely ordinary—just the kind of small talk any agency employee and athlete might exchange. Jiheon couldn’t even begin to guess what had made Jaekyung think the way he did.
Still, he decided not to ask. Whatever Jaekyung said, it wouldn’t make things any less awkward. And if that happened, Jiheon would end up more awkward around Jaekyung than he ever was with Yunho.
They weren’t exactly comfortable around each other right now, and Jiheon didn’t want to make things worse.
I’ll just focus on driving, Jiheon thought.
To his relief, the roads were clear since it was a weekday, after all. He sped along, treating a yellow light like it was green. He made it from Jamsil to Mr. Cho’s place in Banpo in under fifteen minutes.
“ProSage?”
The building custodian asked the moment Jiheon rolled down the window, as if he’d been expecting him. Before Jiheon didn’t get a chance to correct him—it’s ProEdge, not ProSage—before being waved through to the guest parking lot.
“Are you sure you don’t want to come in?”
Jiheon asked again after parking the car.
“I said no,” Jaekyung said without even a look. His cap was pulled low over his face, his arms folded. It seemed he intended to nap while he waited.
“All right. I’ll be right out after I say hello. Call me if anything comes up.”
With that, he shut the driver’s side door.
A staff member led him inside, where Cho greeted him. As soon as Jiheon offered his business card, Cho lit up.
“Oh! Yes, I know ProEdge! What’s his name again? Your CEO—Kang Taejin! I knew him before he retired. No idea if he was any good at volleyball, but boy, was he a looker.”
Cho chuckled at his own joke. He was nearly seventy, but still had a towering frame and a booming voice.
“I heard you used to swim yourself, Mr. Jung. You won a medal at the World Swimming Championships. Who knew you’d be helping a younger swimmer one day?”
Jiheon nodded in agreement.
“I guess I was lucky,” he said.
“Well, do your best. That Gwon Jaekyung, he’s good, no doubt, but a tough one to handle. You’ve got your work cut out for you,” Cho said with a chuckle. The knowing tone made Jiheon uneasy. He cleared his throat.
“It would have been nice if Mr. Gwon could join me today, but the championship is only a month and a half out,” he said.
He explained that Jaekyung probably needed to focus on his training and didn’t seem to have any time to spare. Cho just waved his hand as if this were no big deal.
“I didn’t become president of the athlete supporters association just so kids like him could bow to me. If he’s got time to drop by, tell him to swim another lap instead. That’s how he can thank me.”
Cho didn’t seem to care. At first, Jiheon wondered if he was being sarcastic—still holding a grudge from Jaekyung’s past refusal. But from the way he said it, he truly didn’t seem to mind.
The short exchange was enough for Jiheon to get a sense of who Cho was. He was straightforward and big-hearted. That was probably why he chose to sponsor Jaekyung—before he’d even won an international medal. Just hearing that the boy had broken a domestic record at team trials was enough.
Cho only sponsored promising athletes in less popular sports—a major player, if there ever was one.
“Speaking of which, since it’s just us here... Sports is business, too. And a sponsor is a businessman. That’s why I only back athletes with promise. If they win out there wearing my company logo, now that’s real promotion, plain and simple.”
Cho’s message couldn’t be clearer. His money didn’t grow on trees. He wasn’t saying it outright, but the meaning was clear. He wanted Jiheon to convince Jaekyung to go to the Olympics next year.
“Just get him to the Olympics. That’s all I’m asking. He needs to get that Chungryong Medal[9], doesn’t he? He’s already earned more than enough points, but it’s Korea Aquatics that’s been holding him back. First, they didn’t even recommend him—said he was too young, those lunatics. Then they changed their tune and said he had to win four events in a single year before they’d even consider it! Now they’re saying the point system’s changed again, and he has to win at least twice at the Olympics or whatever else they decide next. All they want is to maximize their profit.”
After a solid rant about Korea Aquatics, Cho circled back to the point. Jaekyung had to go to the Olympics. Jaekyung had been right about him. Apparently, Jaekyung had told everyone he was planning to retire after his fourth win this year. By the looks of it, everyone Jiheon met would talk about nothing but the Olympics for some time.
When Jiheon returned to the parking lot, Jaekyung was on the phone. He didn’t seem to notice Jiheon—maybe because the baseball cap was pulled over low, covering his eyes. It gave Jiheon the chance to witness something unexpected.
“Not nearly as good as you might think. You probably have no idea how I feel every single day,” Jaekyung was saying.
He was actually smiling. His tone was gruff, and his words were no warmer than usual, but the curve of his lips beneath the cap was unmistakable.
It wasn’t a smile of pure enjoyment. To Jiheon, it looked more like one of weary self-mockery. And paired with his rare show of complaints—Jaekyung hardly ever whined—it almost sounded like he was doing fine, just blowing things out of proportion.
It came as quite a shock to Jiheon. That smile—so masculine, so grown up. I didn’t know he was capable of that.
The smile vanished, however, as soon as Jiheon opened the driver’s side door. Jaekyung slipped right back to his usual blankness and spoke into the phone.
“I gotta go. Let’s talk again later.”
Jaekyung put away his phone and glanced over.
“You’re back early.”
“I told you I was only going to say hello,” Jiheon said, getting into the driver’s seat.
“Mr. Cho was a real blast,” he added, fastening his seatbelt.
“Just what you might expect of the president of a large corporation,” Jaekyung said, not quite seriously, but not quite joking either.
“So, where in Itaewon should I drop you off?” Jiheon asked as soon as they had left the house.
“We’re meeting somewhere else. He’ll give me a call, so just go wherever you need.”
“Oh yeah? Then I’ll head straight to the Korea Aquatics office. That cool with you?”
Jaekyung just nodded and took off his cap, placing it on the dashboard. He ran a hand through his hair out of habit, but today, the gesture felt strangely unfamiliar to Jiheon. His handsome side profile and the casual movement were no different than usual—but there was something masculine about him today.
A strange sense of wonder stirred in Jiheon as he recalled that subtle smile Jaekyung had worn on the phone.
So he can look like that—depending on who he’s talking to.
It was a side of him that Jiheon hadn’t expected at all. He didn’t even feel discriminated against—simply intrigued. Jiheon decided to ask Jaekyung about the call.
“So, who were you talking to on the phone earlier?”
Jaekyung gave him a look—like he couldn’t figure out why Jiheon was asking.
“Well, you seemed to enjoy yourself quite a bit. I was just curious.”
“Nobody you know,” Jaekyung said curtly.
Then he picked his cap, pulled it down over his face again, and leaned back with his arms crossed. That was clearly the end of the conversation.
All right, fine. As you please.
Jiheon let it drop and turned his focus back to the road.
The drive from Banpo to Yongsan took about as long as the trip from Jamsil to Banpo, at least in terms of time. But it felt much shorter, and Jiheon knew why: the destination was the Korea Aquatics office.
Jiheon had always been uncomfortable around the people from Korea Aquatics. Cho was right about them. They rarely did anything meaningful, but they meddled like their lives depended on it.
They had practically begged Jaekyung to sign with Kavva—probably because they'd been bribed. But ProEdge had snatched the big fish away, and Korea Aquatics probably hated them for it. The contract with Kavva was already done by then, but that wouldn’t matter to them. They were probably just waiting for a chance to unleash a barrage of criticism on ProEdge for daring to snatch up Gwon Jaekyung without having the resources to support him.
Jiheon forced back his sighs, not wanting Jaekyung to notice the turmoil inside him. He’d done that at least fourteen times by the time they finally arrived and parked the car.
Jiheon looked into the rearview mirror and checked his outfit. He even checked his hair, doing whatever he could to leave Korea Aquatics with as little to nitpick as possible. He reached for the door, about to get out—but Jaekyung suddenly unbuckled his seatbelt and stepped out first.
“Wait, you’re coming?” Jiheon asked, surprised, as he followed suit.
“Well, since we’re here.”
Then, without another word, he started walking ahead with long strides.
What the… He was dead set against seeing the president. Does he know someone at Korea Aquatics?
Still confused, Jiheon followed him into the building.
The office was on the second floor. They knocked on the door with a sign that read Korea Aquatics and went inside. A desk employee shot up from his desk.
“We’re from ProEdge. We have an appointment with the vice president at three,” Jiheon said.
“Yes. This way, please.”
The employee showed them to the executive office, where the vice president was. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off Jaekyung.
The employee knocked on the door.
“Sir, some people from ProEdge are here to see you.”
“Tell them to come in.”
At the voice from inside, Jiheon opened the door himself.
“There you are,” the vice president said, seated on a sofa. Sitting across from him was a man who seemed to be in his mid-to-late thirties.
“Well? Don’t just stand there. Come on in.”
“Ah—sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Jiheon said.
“Come in,” the vice president said with a wave of the hand.
Jiheon had spoken to the man on the phone earlier that morning. When he realized that Jiheon was the Jung Jiheon—the swimmer—he’d suddenly switched to informal speech and said, “Ah, yeah, I heard you were working there now, Jiheon.” Ten years ago, the man had been a Korea Aquatics executive, and Jiheon a young athlete. Technically, Jiheon was his junior, though only in the loosest sense. But this was a business meeting. That kind of behavior just didn’t make sense.
Of course, the vice president knew exactly what he was doing. He was simply trying to assert dominance in any way he could.
Jiheon had braced himself for this, but still couldn’t shake the thought that these people were a cancer to the sport. Jiheon stifled a sigh and stepped forward, but Jaekyung, who had been standing behind him, suddenly grabbed Jiheon’s shoulder and strode in first.
“What? You’re here, too, Jaekyung?” shouted the vice president.
The man sitting across from him stood up awkwardly, clearly taken aback.
“Well, what are the odds? Who knew I’d run into you here?” the vice president said, throwing his arms wide with a grin.
Naturally, Jaekyung ignored him. Without a single word of greeting, he gave a slight nod and dropped onto the sofa across from the vice president. Still looking dazed, the other man quietly moved to the seat beside the vice president.
The vice president slowly lowered his arms, then turned his attention to Jiheon.
“Jiheon! You should have told me in advance if you were coming with Jaekyung.”
Jiheon was about to say something when Jaekyung took off his cap and cut in.
“Why? Am I not supposed to be here?”
“No, not at all,” the man quickly replied, sitting back down.
“If I had known you were coming, I’d have arranged lunch somewhere nice.”
“No. I don’t have time for that,” Jaekyung clipped off, running a hand through his hair.
The vice president stiffened. Jiheon had a bad feeling—this could go south fast. Jiheon quickly took the seat beside Jaekyung.
“Maybe next time. We’d love to share a meal with Korea Aquatics at some point.”
Jiheon smiled and gently placed a hand on Jaekyung’s thigh. Thankfully, Jaekyung seemed to take the hint and stayed quiet.
The mood was already ruined, so Jiheon figured he’d just say what he needed to and wrap things up. He bowed his head as he sat.
“ProEdge will manage Mr. Gwon here from now on. We thought it would only be right to stop by and thank Korea Aquatics for all your support.”
“The hard part’s just beginning, though I’m sure you know that already,” the vice president murmured. He looked at Jiheon and Jaekyung with clear disapproval, then clicked his tongue before continuing.
“I’m already nervous, judging by the way you’re behaving yourselves. You listening to me, Jiheon?” he said threateningly. He didn’t wait for an answer.
“The championship’s just around the corner. You can’t bring an athlete who should be training all the way out here. Not just to drop in and say hello. That’s not important enough to warrant skipping training.”
“I’ve already trained for the day,” Jaekyung said, cutting him off again.
“We’re on our way back from Gwacheon. My hyung here offered to drop me off first at the hotel, but I told him I would come with him.”
“I see. Well, how could I have known that?” the vice president muttered.
He turned and gave the man beside him an awkward smile. The man returned it, then said, as if just realizing something.
“But the way you just addressed him... Do you call Mr. Jung hyung, Mr. Gwon?”
“Yes,” Jaekyung said gruffly.
“I see...”
The other man was still smiling uncomfortably. Jaekyung stared at him in the eyes, then leaned all the way back into the sofa.
“Why do you ask? Is there a problem?”
“Of course there isn’t a problem. I was just thinking you must be closer than I thought,” the man said, confused.
Jiheon quickly intervened before Jaekyung said something biting.
“He used to call me that back at the swimming center. Changing it now just felt strange, so we’ve stuck with it,” Jiheon said.
“Oh, right. You were both in the same swimming center in Ilsan. Were the two of you close back then, too?” the vice president asked, nodding as he recalled.
“Yes.”
Jaekyung said again. His tone wasn’t just gruff, but edged with irritation. The vice president gave a dry chuckle, unable to say anything more.
“So that’s why you chose ProEdge,” he eventually said, nodding to himself.
He exchanged a glance with the man beside him, then exhaled slowly through his nose. Leaning in slightly, he continued.
“To be honest, Jaekyung, we had hoped you’d go with a bigger agency. They can offer better support, more resources... and years of experience mean they have got the systems in place. All that know-how for managing athletes—”
“I will not choose Kavva,” Jaekyung said suddenly.
The man stammered, clearly not expecting Jaekyung to name it out loud.
“Well, I mean, yes, I guess I was talking about Kavva, but... So what you’re saying is, you wouldn’t have chosen them anyway?”
“Yes.”
“Why not...?” the man asked, genuinely puzzled.
“They’re too greedy.”
“Is that so...?” came an uncertain reply.
The vice president cautiously glanced at the man beside him. Jaekyung crossed his legs and went on, voice unhurried.
“And they couldn’t be trusted. They told me I could do whatever I wanted at first, but when push came to shove, they started making all sorts of demands. They even asked for a written oath on top of the contract. How could I trust someone like them?”
“Excuse me, Mr. Gwon, but you seem to be misunderstanding something,” the man beside the vice president cut in, clearly eager to explain, and went on.
“Kavva wouldn’t do something like that. They are the foremost in the industry, you see. If there was a problem with the agency, all those athletes wouldn’t have chosen—”
“Do you work for Kavva?” Jaekyung asked abruptly.
“No... But I know a bit about the company.”
“Then do a little more research before you talk about it.”
“I’m sorry...?” the man said, his face blank.
“You’re only saying that because you only know a little,” Jaekyung replied flatly.
“So do your research first. Then you’ll understand why I’m saying this.”
The man looked a loss for words. Jaekyung grinned at him, then put the cap back on. As he pulled the bill low over his face, he muttered.
“Misunderstanding, my ass.”
Well, this meeting is dead in the water.
“In any case, it was my decision to work with ProEdge. I have my reasons for choosing them,” Jaekyung said, now addressing the vice president. The cap hid most of his face, but it was clear from his tone he was scowling with maximum irritation.
“I’m sure Korea Aquatics will be rooting for a successful partnership between us,” he added, his voice suddenly polite in a way so unlike him, which only made it more obvious how annoyed he really was.
The vice president gawked at him, then replied with barely disguised sarcasm.
“I’m sure you’re old enough to make your own decisions. You do you.”
He wore a distasteful frown as he turned to Jiheon.
“You’re in for a hard time,” he said—more insult than encouragement.
“Well, I look forward to your support,” Jiheon said, bowing politely.
Jaekyung immediately shot to his feet.
“I have physical therapy at five. If you’ll excuse us.”
Without waiting for a response, he turned and walked out.
By the time Jiheon arrived in the parking lot, Jaekyung was leaning against the car, staring at his phone.
“Do you have something against Korea Aquatics?” Jiheon said with a slight smile.
It wasn’t a laughing matter, but the sight of the vice president going googly-eyed over Jaekyung’s rude exit made it impossible not to laugh.
“You can’t just walk out like that. Or are you planning never to see them again?”
Jiheon said as he pressed a button on his car fob, unlocking the car. Jaekyung opened the passenger-side door and said glumly.
“Well, after this year, I won’t.”
“But they’ve been helping you all this time,” Jiheon reminded him, getting into the driver’s seat.
Jaekyung fastened the seatbelt with a scoff.
“Help me? Hardly. All they did was pretend to help me and take bribes from every single place they could think of.”
Jaekyung must have known. How could he not? The corruption at Korea Aquatics had been public knowledge for some time. Even if Jaekyung usually paid little interest to his surroundings, he must have noticed how people were using his name to extort money.
“I wouldn’t have complained as much if they were actually good at their work. They never even submitted the right paperwork for any of my events. And they kept pushing me to do relay swims, too.”
“Seriously? They really kept asking you to do that? Over and over?”
“Of course,” Jaekyung said as he pulled off his cap and tossed it at the dashboard.
“I see...” Jiheon murmured.
Relay swimming involved a team of four and typically took place in freestyle events. Each of the four swimmers would take turns swimming four hundred meters, or sometimes eight hundred. Jaekyung had competed in the freestyle relay at the Asian Games—his first international event. He’d been in middle school at the time, and had already won the gold in the 200- and 400-meter freestyle events. Jaekyung swam the anchor leg, and many expected South Korea to do well. But the rest of the team underperformed, and they didn’t even make it to the finals.
Jaekyung hadn’t taken part in relay events since then. Jiheon had assumed the coach had kept him out to preserve his top condition. After all, Jaekyung competed in so many categories. It only made sense—considering his stamina, if nothing else—to drop the relay, since the odds of winning a medal were low. That way, he could focus on other events. In truth, his managers had kept urging him to join, but Jaekyung had refused every time.
A medal in a relay meant four medalists at once. Of course, Korea Aquatics wasn’t about to give up on that idea easily.
“Korea Aquatics... any sports federation, really... they’re all like that. They say they want what’s best for the athletes, but really, they’re just pushing their own agenda,” Jiheon muttered, pressing the car’s start button.
“I was expecting to get a full lecture from them today about their demands. I got off easy thanks to you, Jaekyung. Really—thanks.”
Jiheon patted Jaekyung on the back of the head without thinking. Jaekyung’s shoulders instantly went stiff. Taken aback, Jiheon quickly pulled his hand back.
“Where are you meeting your friend?” Jiheon asked, his hand quickly returning to the steering wheel.
Jaekyung slowly took out his phone.
“Gangnam Station.”
“Seriously?” Jiheon said with a dry laugh.
“Well, a taxi would’ve gotten you there faster.”
“It’s fine. A bit late for that now.”
Jaekyung rested his elbow below the window, eyes fixed outside.
“Whatever. Let’s just say it turned into a drive.”
Jiheon chuckled quietly at the absurdity. A drive? Rich. The visit to the Korea Aquatics office had brought about a measure of discomfort that hadn’t been necessary for him.
“Jaekyung,” Jiheon said without meaning to.
Jaekyung turned to him with a glance instead of answering.
“Don’t tell me...”
You actually came all this way just because you were worried about me. Jiheon nearly said the words out loud. This was Jaekyung, of all people—Gwon Jaekyung. No way he would do something like that for someone else. Especially not for Jiheon.
“Don’t tell you what?” Jaekyung asked glumly.
“I mean... are you meeting that friend you were on the phone with?” Jiheon said quickly.
“That’s right,” Jaekyung said, his arm still resting against the bottom edge of the window.
“Yeah? What kind of friend is he, exactly?”
Jiheon realized his slip the moment the words left his mouth. He had already asked something similar earlier—and Jaekyung had just said, “Nobody you know.”
Jiheon braced himself for some snide remark. Only for Jaekyung to actually answer like a decent human being for once.
“Just a friend. Name’s Cha Sunghyun.”
The name shocked Jiheon even more than the fact that Jaekyung had answered him nicely.
“Cha Sunghyun? You mean the actor?”
“Do you know him?”
“Of course I do. There were rumors you two were dating.”
Jaekyung seemed to have forgotten all about that until Jiheon brought it up. He acted like the rumors didn’t bother him in the slightest, and Jiheon was honestly stunned. It was eye-opening to learn that someone like Jaekyung actually dated.
Does he keep that deadpan act up even around his boyfriend? Jiheon threw a sidelong glance at him, his look serious. Then it hit him. No way. That wasn’t likely.
“You probably have no idea how I feel every single day.”
Jiheon remembered the way Jaekyung had smiled when he said that. Jiheon had never seen that expression on his face before, and those words had come out with a sigh.
I kept wondering who could get someone like you to talk like that. Turns out, it was simple.
I get it now. It was the boyfriend.
A laugh escaped Jiheon.
“What?” Jaekyung asked, frowning. He meant the smile, clearly.
“It’s nothing,” Jiheon said, still smiling.
Jiheon felt a strange mix of amusement and disbelief. Jaekyung, dating? That gangly little boy, actually going out with someone?
Sure, he was an adult now, but Jiheon still remembered the boy he used to be. The idea just didn’t fit. Each time he heard a rumor about Jaekyung dating, it threw him off. And whenever there was a denial, Jiheon always thought, He’s not even old enough to be dating yet.
But the truth was, he had been. And seriously, at that.
Jiheon realized he’d been too naive, in hindsight. He wrote press releases for a living, for god’s sake. He’d fallen into the classic trap of taking the media at their word. Jaekyung was an athlete, but the other guy was a full-blown celebrity. And celebrities never admitted to being in relationships.
Jiheon murmured to himself as he drove. He pressed harder on the pedal so he wouldn’t miss the light.
“It doesn’t matter, okay? It’s fine. Just don’t get any photos taken.”
“So what if someone takes a picture? I’m no celebrity,” Jaekyung spat.
“You’re not, but the other guy is, right? You should be careful. Unless you’re aiming for a public relationship.”
“A public what?” Jaekyung’s eyes went wide. Then, almost immediately, “Who are you talking about—me and him?”
“Who else?” Jiheon asked.
“Wait, what do you mean by that? We’re not dating, let alone going public,” Jaekyung muttered, clearly disgusted. Jaekyung let out a startled grunt and turned to look at him.
“I thought you were.”
Jaekyung stared back in silence. Then fired back with a question of his own.
“Are you asking me that as my agent?”
“Well... You could say that. Yeah,” Jiheon replied, vaguely.
He couldn’t bring himself to sound more confident—because truth be told, he wasn’t. Had that question come from him as a person? Or as an agent? Either way, Jaekyung probably wouldn’t say a word unless Jiheon made it sound like business.
“Then I’m not telling,” Jaekyung said—completely defying Jiheon’s expectations.
“What? Why not?” Jiheon blurted out.
“The contract says you have no right to mess with my privacy unless it directly affects my career,” he said, shooting at Jiheon as if to say, You guys wrote that clause. Did you already forget?
“Well, yes, but...” Jiheon mumbled, embarrassed.
He wanted to say something back, but didn’t have the words. After a moment’s hesitation, Jiheon asked.
“What if it’s a personal question?”
“Well, why would you ask me something like that—personally?”
Son of a—
“You just don’t want to tell me,” Jiheon said with a stunned laugh. Then he added more lightly, turning the wheel.
“Hey, I’m not forcing you to tell me anything. There’s really no need.”
Jaekyung clammed up as if he’d been waiting for Jiheon to say exactly that. He stared out the window for a while. The silence dragged on before he finally mumbled.
“We’re not like that.”
Jiheon blinked, confused, and shot Jaekyung a questioning look. Then it clicked—he was talking about Cha Sunghyun.
“Oh. You mean you’re not dating him?”
“No,” Jaekyung said tersely. Then unnecessarily—at least to Jiheon—he added, “Not in the least.”
Jiheon was somewhat confused. He had never seen Jaekyung deny something so forcefully. The Jaekyung he knew would rather stay silent than explain himself to anyone.
And yet, Jaekyung had actually gone so far as to say not in the least. The effect on Jiheon was the opposite—it only made him wonder if they really were dating.
Maybe they weren’t technically dating, but there was something between them, all the same. Maybe they were less than lovers, more than friends... or just sex partners? But then there was that look on your face when you talked to him on the phone. Is it unrequited love—on Jaekyung’s side?
Jiheon’s thoughts were spiraling.
“Hyung.”
Jaekyung’s voice cut through his thoughts.
Jiheon tensed, waiting for the next words.
“Are you dating anyone?”
See, I knew it.
Jiheon chuckled to himself. Whenever Jaekyung called him “Hyung,” some unpredictable question was always bound to follow. And in most cases, the topic was anything but welcome for Jiheon.
Though, to be fair, given the circumstances, it wasn’t exactly unexpected.
“No.”
Jiheon chose to be frank.
“Why not?”
“Because I’m not,” Jiheon said, laughing.
“But you said you were dating someone before.”
“Back in college, sure. But not anymore.”
Jiheon shook his head as he spoke.
“And there’s no one you’ve got your eye on?”
“Nope.”
“Boring.”
“Totally,” Jiheon returned, still smiling.
The light turned red, and Jiheon eased the car to a stop. A wave of people flooded the crosswalk at once. He watched them crisscrossing in front of the car.
“I don’t think I’ve ever genuinely been in love,” he said. “Even back in college. I only dated people who liked me first. If they asked me out, I said yes.”
The relationships had never lasted long. There was always a gap no one could close. Jiheon had learned through those experiences that he simply wasn’t cut out for dating.
“It’s a dull sort of life I lead,” Jiheon muttered, watching the crowd.
“Dull is better,” Jaekyung said right beside him.
Jiheon turned to look at him, but Jaekyung was still staring ahead, just like Jiheon had been.
“Dull and boring beats the pain of loving someone,” he added, voice quiet.
That sounded exactly like something Jaekyung would say. Jiheon thought this was far more natural than for Jaekyung to wax eloquent about the benefits of love. That’s Gwon Jaekyung for you.
But Jiheon had been turning over thoughts about his own love life—and now, he couldn’t help but wonder.
Is he in love with someone? Someone who doesn’t love him back?
That thought made him see the moment he’d witnessed earlier in a different light. What he said to the other guy—about not understanding how he feels every day... Was that about emotional pain?
And that smile.
It wasn’t a happy one. It was sardonic—aimed squarely at himself. Jiheon had thought it seemed mature, like the kind of brooding you’d expect from someone who had everything. But maybe the protests had been real.
Jiheon thought about saying something comforting—but held back. He didn’t know enough to say anything meaningful. Jaekyung’s mood had clearly soured, and trying to change the subject wouldn’t help. He would simply respond with sarcasm anyway. While Jiheon was still thinking of what to say, the moment slipped past.
But once they reached Gangnam, they did manage to talk a little, just some casual conversation about where to drop Jaekyung off.
“He says to meet him at the Index Bar. Do you know where that is?” Jaekyung asked.
“Yeah. It’s near the department store. Over there.”
Jiheon mentioned they might hit a bit by the traffic, but Jaekyung didn’t seem to mind.
“He’ll wait, I suppose.”
“I’ll try to get there quickly,” Jiheon said.
It wasn’t as easy as he’d made it sound. Rush hour was setting in, and the streets were packed with cars and people. It took them a full twenty minutes to reach their destination after entering Gangnam.
“Wait, didn’t you have physical therapy today?” Jiheon asked, suddenly remembering, as he pulled up in front of the building.
“I sent a message earlier to cancel,” Jaekyung said.
So this was impromptu? Not something he’d planned ahead? Jiheon wondered.
“It’s not like I need it. Nothing hurts. It’s just recommended, so I take it. Skipping a session isn’t a big deal,” Jaekyung said, grabbing his cap off the dashboard.
“All right. Are you… going to drink?” Jiheon asked.
Jaekyung froze mid-motion, staring at Jiheon like he couldn’t believe what he’d just heard.
“Really? You’re going to go there?”
“It’s fine if you drink. Just don’t overdo it. You only did weights today because you weren’t feeling great, right? You need to train properly tomorrow.”
“That isn’t the reason I missed training today.”
“What?”
Jiheon was about to ask why—when someone knocked on the passenger-side window. Jiheon instantly looked around. At the window stood an absurdly handsome man, waving through the glass. It was Cha Sunghyun.
“Darn it.”
Jaekyung clicked his tongue and rolled down the window.
“What are you doing out here? You should have waited inside.”
“I couldn’t wait to see you!”
Sunghyun said, laughing. He had the calm, polished look of an intellectual, but his tone was unexpectedly playful—almost cute. Still, with a face like that, no one really cared how he sounded.
“Cut it out,” Jaekyung muttered, already getting out of the car. He didn’t sound like someone talking to a crush. If anything, he seemed even grumpier than usual.
Is he embarrassed? Because I’m here? Maybe that’s why he won’t show how he really feels. Sunghyun slapped Jaekyung on the arm.
“Oh, come on. You’re in a real cynical mood today. Is it because your manager is watching?”
Maybe I’m right, Jiheon thought.
“I guess I should disappear right quick, then,” Jiheon joked, feeling slightly bad.
“Why do you say that? I find it cute,” Sunghyun said with a laugh.
“Come on, since you’re here, why don’t you join us for a meal?”
“Don’t be absurd,” Jaekyung snapped. His tone was so sharp, it almost stung.
Fine, don’t worry—I wouldn’t come even if you begged, Jiheon thought as he started the engine.
“I’d love to, but I need to head back to the office.”
“Really? That’s too bad,” Sunghyun drawled, his disappointment sounding almost too real to be a joke.
Jaekyung grabbed his arm as if to stop him. Sunghyun gave Jaekyung an amused look, then waved at Jiheon.
“Well, then, take care. Next time, no excuses. You’re eating with us.”
When Jiheon got back to the office, a thick stack of documents was waiting on his desk. All of them were related to Jaekyung’s contract and the tasks tied to it.
Jiheon grabbed the stack and headed for the smoking room. He’d had one cigarette when he woke up—but not a whiff since. He looked up Jaekyung’s name online. First news articles, then social media. Thankfully, there were no sightings or photos just yet.
Relieved, he put the phone down, only to pick it back up moments later and search Sunghyun’s name. He was scrolling through search results, a cigarette in hand, when someone behind him went, “Whoa. Cha Sunghyun!”
Jiheon turned to see Seungmyung grinning, a pack of cigarettes in his hand.
“Handsome, huh?” he asked.
“Very,” Jiheon replied.
Seungmyung slipped a cigarette between his lips and sat down across from Jiheon.
“I think he’s the best-looking among the younger actors these days. He used to be a model, but he’s not bad at acting either. And he’s only twenty-five. He’s probably going to blow up even more.”
“He seems to have a great personality, too,” Jiheon said, exhaling smoke.
“He looks quiet and introspective in photos. But when I actually met him, I was surprised—he’s way more easygoing and sociable than I expected.”
“You met him in person?” Seungmyung asked, eyes wide.
Jiheon realized his mistake, but the cat was already out of the bag. It was too late for excuses, and Seungmyung wasn’t the sort to run his mouth, anyway. So Jiheon just came clean.
“Yeah, just now. Jaekyung was to meet him in Gangnam, so I gave him a ride.”
“For real?” Seungmyung said, shifting his cigarette to the other hand.
“Wait—are they really dating?”
“No. Nothing like that. I mean, I never thought they were dating.” Jiheon said right away.
He wasn’t lying. Jaekyung had made it clear they weren’t, no matter what Jiheon might have thought.
“Oh? Maybe they’re just friends, then.”
“Well... probably.”
Friends with benefits were friends, too, Jiheon supposed. Maybe it was just semantics—but what did that matter? He pulled himself together a moment later and sighed, breathing out smoke.
It wasn’t like anyone had confirmed they were sleeping together.
Jiheon began to worry that he might blurt out something that would offend Jaekyung.
Whatever their relationship was, it wasn’t any of his business. He wouldn’t even bat an eye—unless it was an affair. And even then, he’d just nod at it like a museum exhibit and move on. None of it was his business, plain and simple. Not even if Jaekyung was now under his agency.
He’d done a pretty good job keeping his distance so far, and he had no idea why this sudden fixation had taken hold now. Just shake it off and forget about it. That’s what you usually do. There was no real reason why this was bothering him so much.
Maybe it’d been too long since he last dated anyone. Was that why he was suddenly meddling in someone else’s relationship?
If that was true, it was a dangerous shift. Jiheon smiled, his expression hollow, and slipped the cigarette back between his lips.
“You know, I’ve been thinking this for a while, but Cha Sunghyun kinda looks like you, Mr. Jung.”
It was Seungmyung, staring into his phone. The absurdity of it nearly made Jiheon choke on his smoke.
“What are you talking about?” he managed to say, coughing as he exhaled.
“No. I mean it,” Seungmyung said, pushing his phone right up to Jiheon’s face.
“See? Don’t you think your eyes and nose look kind of like his in this photo?”
Seungmyung had been flipping through a photo spread of Cha Sunghyun’s. It was from some magazine or other. Sunghyun had his elbow on a table, wearing a knitted top, his gaze angled to the side as he leaned slightly forward. Maybe it was because of his downward gaze, but his sharp eyes and straight nose stood out clearly, while his jawline and lower face were mostly hidden in the shadow cast by his arm. Jiheon did see the resemblance.
“I think it’s just this one photo. You can only see the side of his face, and his jaw’s barely even visible,” Jiheon said.
“That’s not true! I’ll admit this one looks more like you than the rest, but I still see it in the other ones, too.”
“We both have that faint crease on the eyelids, barely visible. Maybe that’s why,” Jiheon said.
“Now you’re the one not making sense. So everyone with eyelids like that looks like him?”
Seungmyung looked annoyed, like Jiheon had just insulted his keen eye.
“It’s not just the features. You’ve got a similar vibe. Like—clean, elegant, but a little cold. That kind of sharp male beauty. But of course, you’re always smiling, Mr. Jung. That makes you come off a bit softer.”
“A clean and what? Cold beauty...?” Jiheon repeated, laughing.
“I’m serious. You know just as well as I do that you’re good-looking. You do realize humility can be taken too far, right? And that’s exactly what you are doing right now! You mock me!” Seungmyung said, clearly getting worked up.
Seeing Jiheon’s expression, he added.
“What’s there not to like? I’m comparing you to a handsome actor!”
“I’m afraid someone will hear about this and laugh in my face.”
“They won’t. Sunghyun is the more eye-catching, sure, but when it comes to your face, you’re better looking. Cleaner-cut, if you know what I mean.”
“I doubt anyone other than you would say that, Mr. Nam.”
Seungmyung looked up thoughtfully, then lowered his phone.
“I know Sunghyun is good-looking, but sometimes he’s just a little too beautiful. It can be... unsettling. I know you don’t like it when I say things like this, and maybe it’s not appropriate, but I think he has that look—the look of a pretty omega.”
Jiheon paused, cigarette halfway to his lips.
“Cha Sunghyun is an omega?”
“Wasn’t there a rumor about him online?”
“All I heard was that he might be a beta.”
“Oh? What I read was that he’s actually an omega, even though people think he’s a beta. But then again, who knows? They’re just rumors—from the internet rumor mill. For all we know, he might even be an alpha.”
“Maybe,” Jiheon said, nodding.
“What was he like? When you met him.”
“I don’t know. I’m not much good at sizing people up just by how they look.”
Seungmyung nodded in agreement.
“Me neither. Alpha, omega, whatever—I can never tell. Not even when they’re right in front of me, or after I’ve had a long conversation with them, jokes and all.”
Yeah. I can see that, Jiheon thought.
“You know, they say alphas and omegas can recognize each other, but I can’t see crap. Are alphas going extinct or something?”
Seungmyung clicked his tongue at the sad state of affairs.
“Back in the day, the pheromone suppressants weren’t as powerful,” Jiheon said, breathing out smoke. “Alphas could probably tell from an omega’s pheromones, and omegas from how alphas reacted to them.”
“People wear chips nowadays. What’s interesting is that some can still detect secondary sex despite that. I’ve heard, it’s a sign they are perfect for each other—which is why those couples are more likely to have a successful marriage, or so they say.”
Seungmyung was a cynic in all things, so it was unusual for him to get so sentimental. Jiheon wished he could play along, but it wasn’t easy when it came to this particular topic.
“Some alphas are just more sensitive to pheromones than the average. Chips suppress them, but not completely. So someone with a heightened sense could, in theory, still pick something up.”
“That sounds like the most likely explanation, scientifically speaking,” Seungmyung muttered, taking a drag and exhaling.
“But if it’s just about sensitivity, then a highly sensitive alpha should be able to pick up on every single omega out there. When people say two people are meant for each other, isn’t it because an alpha can sense only one specific omega—and no one else?”
“Think of it like an allergy,” Jiheon said, laughing as he flicked ash from the tip of his cigarette into the ashtray. “If you’re allergic to peaches, just walking past a fruit stand in summer could make you itchy. If the alpha reacts to a specific compound in pheromones, then of course they’d only respond to individuals who produce that exact compound.”
“Mr. Jung, are you secretly a science major or something?” Seungmyung asked gravely.
“You know that I was better at reading and writing than math.”
“I know. I just had to ask. Is this what they call discriminatory reasoning? Or should I say dis-grim-minatory?”
Jiheon let out a laugh at the pun and took another drag from his cigarette.
“In today’s world, it’s better than being overly emotional.”
*
By the time Jiheon wrapped up work and left the office, it was well past eight.
He felt extra tired today. Maybe it was the driving, which he hadn’t done in a while. He would’ve taken a taxi if he could, but walking home only took twenty minutes. So instead, he hopped on a bus. There was a convenience store and a fruit stand on the walk from the bus stop to his place. The sight of the peaches on display reminded him of his conversation earlier with Seungmyung, and that frown when he had asked if Jiheon was a science major. Jiheon laughed.
The first person to ever say that to him was a science major—a girl he’d dated in college. She was an architecture major. They’d taken an elective together, and he was pretty surprised when she suddenly asked him out the day their midterms ended. They hadn’t even spoken before that point. He’d just broken up with a guy he’d been seeing for about three months, so he’d agreed.
About a month into their relationship, they had dinner together and then headed to a café. They were just chatting—routine stuff—when she suddenly asked him.
“Jiheon, you are an omega, right?”
No one had ever asked him that before. Most people just assumed he was an alpha and said as much. He usually responded by asking why they thought so. The question caught him so off guard that it didn’t even occur to him to push back or ask why.
“How’d you know?”
“I knew it.”
The girl smiled knowingly and continued on in the same low tone.
“I’m an alpha.”
It was just as much of a shock as being asked if he was an omega. He had never met a female alpha before, and hadn’t even realized she was one until she told him.
“Of course. The only thing that sets alphas apart from betas is that we react to an omega’s pheromones. Without me telling you, there would be no way for you to know. And implants suppress pheromones altogether. That narrows the gap even more.”
She continued, her tone as calm as ever.
“But I can always tell who’s an omega, and it has nothing to do with their pheromones. To be more precise, I’m only drawn to omegas. It’s not that I know they are an omega before I like them. It’s just that everyone I’m attracted to turns out to be one—men and women alike.”
“Regardless of the pheromones?”
“Probably not. They all had suppressant chips. You do too, right?”
She was right. Jiheon had been wearing a chip at the time, which meant he was giving off little to no pheromones.
“If I am being honest with you, Jiheon... I didn’t think you were an omega. It just didn’t seem possible. You’re so different from the people I’ve dated in the past,” she said with a laugh.
She didn’t describe exactly what that difference was, but Jiheon thought he understood what she was getting at. It was his build—his general physical appearance—that set him apart from the other omegas she’d dated.
“But every time I saw you in the lecture room, I felt this tingling—right here,” she said, pointing to the middle of her chest.
“You mean your heart started racing, or something like that?” he asked.
She tilted her head.
“Hmm. I don’t know,” she murmured. “It’s a bit different from that. I don’t know how to explain it.”
She paused, deep in thought. Then suddenly, her face lit up.
“I know! This is exactly what it feels like. I’m allergic to peaches. Seriously allergic. And I get this itchiness, you know? I don’t even know if it’s real or in my head, but I feel it whenever I so much as catch a glimpse of peach. It’s that kind of feeling. And it comes from deep in here. Somewhere in my chest. Do you get what I mean?”
“I couldn’t say. I don’t have a peach allergy,” Jiheon replied with a laugh.
She laughed back.
“Anyway, it’s something like that. It’s always been the same. A buzzing feeling in my chest whenever I met an omega. I can’t say for sure it’s a hundred percent accurate. It’s not like I stopped them each time to ask. Who knows? Maybe some of them were alphas or betas. But so far, my hit rate is a hundred percent.”
“And you got this feeling even with me?”
“Yes. So I got curious. I wanted to see if I was right again. That was how I ended up liking you.”
Jiheon remembered those words not just because they were surprising, but because the situation itself had been so unusual.
She had known he was an omega despite his suppressant chip. The Jiheon of today would have simply shrugged it off, saying some alphas can apparently pick up on trace amounts of pheromones.
But back then, he hadn’t been so easy-going. He’d been confused—completely thrown off.
Up to that point, it had never really sunk in that he was an omega—or more precisely, he’d never shown any of the typical omega traits.
And Jiheon wasn’t unique in that. It was just the norm. In the past, people found out they were omegas when their secondary sex characteristics developed and they went into heat. Nowadays, kids were tested in elementary schools, and if they tested positive, they were given chips right away.
There was no risk of going into heat if the pheromone production was blocked, and no alphas would smell them and lose control. As for the having-a-uterus part, there was no way to tell by looking, so it wasn’t really part of the conversation.
An omega’s first heat usually happened when the chip was removed—often due to something like pregnancy—after they’d taken a lover or gotten married.
That was why people often said the first heat was more traumatic nowadays than it used to be. People were more educated now, and generally more informed. Most people understood, at least in theory, how heats worked. But couldn’t quite accept that it might happen to them, too.
The more convinced someone was that it would never happen to them, the less prepared they were to deal with the shame that followed—that state of being all instincts and no reason. The later the first heat came, the greater the shock. In the worst cases, it could even lead to depression. Lately, clinics specializing in that exact issue had started to appear.
Jiheon never intended to have any children, at least, which meant he would never remove his chip. Which also meant he would never experience a heat—and never truly understand what it meant to feel like an omega. And he looked nothing like the stereotypical omega, which meant he was rarely a target for the occasional discriminatory bigot. He had always told himself he was basically a beta.
But the moment he heard his girlfriend’s words, he realized that belief had only ever existed in his head.
An alpha could sense an omega—chip or no chip. Could an omega never hide what they were? Was there really no escaping being seen as a sexual target to the alphas? The spiral of depressing thoughts just wouldn’t stop. The fear hit harder because he had spent so long thinking it had nothing to do with him, and no matter what he did, he couldn’t shake the thoughts from in his head.
He found it harder to act normal around his girlfriend, and not long after, they went their separate ways. Some time passed, and as the initial shock faded, a strange kind of rebelliousness started to take shape.
Was it really true? Were alphas and omegas destined to be drawn to each other, no matter the pheromones? It was a fundamental question—one he felt both a strong urge to deny and an equally strong need to answer.
It was around then that he started frequenting bars and clubs. He stopped pursuing serious relationships and started having the occasional one-nighter. He rarely turned down men who showed interest, and afterward, he’d always ask if they were an alpha, a beta, or an omega. Most of them were betas. Occasionally, there was an omega, but almost never an alpha—only two, in fact, during that entire phase.
The sex with them hadn’t felt all that different, either. One of them had kept saying how much he loved it—more than he ever had before. But maybe he said that to everyone. Maybe it was just a habit.
Still, those experiences had made one thing clear to Jiheon. He preferred to be the one being penetrated—simple as that.
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[1] In East Asia, the belief that blood type influences personality is a popular but scientifically unsubstantiated idea, similar to the role horoscopes play in the U.S.
[2] Ilsan is a well-planned, modern district in Goyang, South Korea, just northwest of Seoul, known for its spacious parks, high-rise apartments, and suburban feel.
[3] Hyung is a title used to address an older brother or an older man in close acquaintance.
[4] The distance from fingertip to fingertip with arms outstretched.
[5] About a couple of million US dollars.
[6] Conscription is compulsory enlistment for military service, and in South Korea, it requires all able-bodied men between the ages of 18 and 28 to serve approximately 18 to 21 months in the armed forces.
[7] Gwacheon Municipal Gym, or Gwacheon Citizens' Hall, is a cultural complex in Gwacheon, Gyeonggi-do, featuring sports facilities alongside performance and exhibition spaces.
[8] A salary cap is a league-imposed limit on how much a team can spend on player salaries.
[9] The Cheongnyong Medal, or Blue Dragon Order, is the highest of five merit medals awarded for outstanding achievement in sports.
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