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      Memory—something that had landed Sangwoo in hot water too many times to count. Back in middle and high school, he’d never been able to distinguish among his nearly identical classmates. He’d been lucky to have the luxury of looking at name tags when he was serving in the military—otherwise, things would’ve been a lot more difficult for him.


      The first time he’d gotten in trouble because of his memory was all the way back when he was just seven years old. He’d been at a relative’s house for Lunar New Year, playing with his cousins, when he’d accidentally made a boy five years older than him cry.


      “Don’t make fun of my mom’s name, you… You jerk!”


      “But I wasn’t.”


      His cousin had then run to his parents in tears. When the adults had asked what had happened, Sangwoo had simply told them that he’d called his aunt by name: “Ghoul Choo.” That had been the first time he’d ever seen his father angry.


      On their way back home, his father had apologized for yelling at him and explained that it was rude to call someone by the wrong name on purpose. When Sangwoo insisted that he truly thought he’d gotten the right name and hadn’t been trying to poke fun in any way, his older sister had mocked him for being so dumb that he couldn’t remember his own aunt’s name. Then she’d quizzed him on the names of all their other relatives, from their grandmother to their cousins. Despite doing his absolute best, he’d scored a dismal three points out of twenty-one. His father had sighed while his mother had stayed silent for a moment, then quietly said they would have to get Sangwoo’s intelligence tested.


      The following week, his parents had taken him to a large hospital. There, a doctor in a white coat lied to him that they were going to play some fun games, and that he didn’t need to be scared. Instead, she’d made him draw a bunch of pictures and showered him with meaningless questions.


      “Wowww! Isn’t this super fun?”


      “No. I want to go home.”


      The test had ended with a number memorization game and an exercise where he had to solve geometric puzzles on a sheet of paper. That had been the only part he enjoyed.


      He later learned the activities the doctor had him do were actually thirteen in-depth assessments, including a memory index, a personality assessment, a psychiatric evaluation, a test for IQ, a test for EQ, and more. His mother showed him the test results when he was thirteen years old after he’d gotten into an argument at school over a similar misunderstanding, which had culminated in his classmate telling him he was a certified dumbass.


      “The doctor didn’t find any indications of frontal lobe damage, so you don’t need to worry about that. Apparently, what they suspected to be prosopagnosia, or face blindness, was most likely selective memory as a result of a lack of relationship attachment. It’s not a cognitive deficit. I didn’t tell you this earlier because I didn’t want it going to your head, but your memory index was actually in the gifted to genius range.”


      “Then I didn’t do anything wrong, right?”


      “Not at all. The human brain is designed to dispose of unnecessary information. It just so happens that your brain prioritizes different things and works much more efficiently than most people’s.”


      “Thank goodness I’m not actually a certified dumbass.”


      “Don’t call yourself that. Anyway, the doctor was worried that your affective responses were too invariable, but I’m not sure what the issue is. Aside from that, they think you might have mild obsessive-compulsive qualities, so keep that in mind as well.”


      “Is it severe?”


      “No, not enough to qualify as a diagnosable disorder, at least. I have the same symptoms as you, but I’m doing just fine, aren’t I?”


      Selective memory—his tendency to erase unnecessary memories and only keep the ones he needed. Sangwoo was hoping it would kick in soon, but his brain was refusing to function as it normally did.


      Rather, his memories of the day before were uncomfortably vivid. Even though he’d drank himself into a stupor, he remembered every moment after getting into Jaeyoung’s car—as if his brain had captured it all on a high-definition camera.


      Everything he’d seen, heard, smelled, felt… The taste of Jaeyoung’s skin, the tight grip of Jaeyoung’s hands on his shoulders, and the stifling heat that had filled the car… The scent of hair wax from Jaeyoung’s sweat-dampened forehead, the feeling of his heart lurching when the seat had suddenly reclined, the sound of their ragged breathing, the harsh moans slipping through gritted teeth, the words whispered sweetly in his ear, and the words spat in disbelief and thrown at him in fury…


      Everything was still there, masterfully etched into his mind. The only thing he didn’t remember were the few seconds right before and after the moment when he’d cum into Jaeyoung’s palm.


      “Mother… I think I’m done for,” he muttered weakly as he finally snapped himself out of his daze and got out of bed.


      It was already lunchtime, so after taking a quick shower, he grabbed a container of instant rice and curry from the cabinet and microwaved them. He washed the dishes right after eating, then settled in front of his PC.


      There was no point in working on Veggie Venturer until he found a new designer—the project was as good as dead without Jaeyoung. But he wasn’t in the mood to play a game, either. He sat there, staring at the dark screen of the computer monitor silently, until he spotted a blinking light on his desktop.


      “What the…?”


      He would never let his PC run for more than ten hours straight—he had a habit of turning it off whenever he stepped away, to conserve energy. The screen lit up when he wriggled his mouse, revealing a cluttered group of digital gaming platforms and open folders. He glared at the mess for a moment, then realized the audiovisual files in the downloads folder were gone.


      Sangwoo frantically checked the trash folder just in case he’d accidentally deleted them, but they were nowhere to be found. And when he went through his computer’s access logs, he found a record of the files being permanently deleted at 12:55:21 in the morning.


      “Jaeyoung Jang!” he shrieked as he mussed up his hair. He didn’t particularly care that the videos were gone, as he’d been planning on deleting them anyway. The problem was that Jaeyoung had definitely seen the clearly labeled folder on his desktop, full of every piece of information on the older man that he’d managed to dig up online. What had Jaeyoung thought of such a thing?


      Unable to bear the embarrassment, Sangwoo wiped his disk clean of the Jaeyoung Jang folder. His hands trembled and his cheeks burned with heat.


      Sangwoo had always lived as a moral, upright citizen, so the emotions that had been flooding into him recently were foreign and uncomfortable. He felt utterly alone, as if he were adrift in the middle of a vast, empty ocean.


      “Sangwoo…? Are you…crying?”


      Right, that had also happened last night. He wished he could delete the memory like he had the folder. The last time he’d cried before last night had been in the military during CBRN defense training. The time before that had been because his monster of a sister’s petty revenge plot. Angry that he’d killed a mosquito with her magazine and left a stain, she’d bought extremely spicy chicken and falsely claimed that it wasn’t that bad.


      In Sangwoo’s opinion, people cried too easily. For instance, on the last day of his school retreat, the teachers had created a sentimental atmosphere by gathering the students in a dark room, giving them candles to hold, and playing sad music. Even as the others had sobbed and sniffled, Sangwoo had stared straight ahead, his eyes completely dry.


      “Hey, why aren’t you crying?”


      “Well, I’m not sad.”


      Even so-called tearjerker movies did nothing for Sangwoo. Why should he care about the tragic story of some fictional character? What did that have to do with him?


      For Sangwoo Choo, tears were usually only a byproduct of some small particle getting in his eye. But the events of the previous night had left him reeling from a new realization: Humans didn’t only cry from sadness, they also cried when their frustration and indignation reached a peak and boiled over. And those tears couldn’t be stopped, no matter how hard they tried to suppress them.


      As he sat there in his kitchen, Sangwoo suddenly felt another wave of tears approaching. Apparently, his ability to regulate stress had become basically nonexistent. His life was now a complete train wreck that he held no control over. Honestly, even the days when Jaeyoung had rampaged through his life in that stupid red puffer jacket were laughable compared with this unbearable suffering.


      To think he’d seriously considered entering an abnormal relationship and engaging in aggressive, violent activities just to satisfy his desires… Perhaps something had come over him, but whatever it was had gone now. In its wake, Sangwoo found himself realizing that there was a reason fish stayed in the ocean instead of trying to venture onto dry land.


      How a minor bug had turned into a system-wide error, he didn’t know, but he’d failed in all his attempts to debug the semantic error that was Jaeyoung Jang. Even so, it was time to end this tumultuous relationship that had started from a conflict over a stupid group project.


      It was for the best. Sangwoo knew he had to take action before things got worse and his suffering grew even more intense. Not having Jaeyoung in his life would send him spiraling, but that was the price he’d have to pay for the multitude of stupid decisions he’d made so far.


      “I want to go home…”


      A strong wave of homesickness—something he’d never felt before—overtook Sangwoo. He longed to return to where everything was in its proper place and went according to his mother’s plan. That house was a fortress that no threat could possibly broach.


      Maybe he’d been arrogant to believe that he could move out and build a life of his own. As it turned out, the world wasn’t a rational place after all—it was full of storms and hurricanes, and the pirate ship that had ushered in the chaos was firing cannonballs right into his boat. Sangwoo slowly slumped over his desk, pushing the keyboard away with his hand. Just before his metaphorical boat completely sank, a ridiculous thought popped into his tattered mind:


      I want to…see him in a pirate costume.


      Immediately, a rush of endorphins swamped his brain. There was definitely something wrong with him. Maybe that doctor who’d examined him as a kid could take a look at him again…


      Remaining slumped over, Sangwoo grabbed his computer mouse and opened a new browser tab. He went to his favorite sites folder and clicked on the link to Jaeyoung’s social media page, but the last post was still the photo they’d taken together for their skit in Intermediate Chinese class.


      A few clicks and searches later, a collection of pictures posted by complete strangers filled the screen. Search, click, click, save. Search, click, save. Click, search, save. Click, search, save.


      
        #HangukUniFestival, #FestivalCompetition, #HauntedTavern,
 #HangukUniDramaClub

      


      There were dozens of pictures that other students had taken with Jaeyoung in his vampire costume—some where he had a wide smile on his pale face, others where he bore a playful scowl or a scary grimace, one where he was balancing a bunch of plates on the palm of his hand, and even one where he held three bottles of soju in one hand and a plate in the other. In the group picture the drama club had taken, Jaeyoung stood out like a shining star in the night sky despite the lack of makeup.


      Sangwoo saved them all, but there weren’t enough to satisfy him. He restored the deleted Jaeyoung Jang folder with his computer’s data recovery software, then renamed the newly saved images to match and added them.


      I can’t delete them right now. Not yet. Not at this time.


      The day seemed to stretch on endlessly. Sangwoo took a long nap, hoping it would help with the overwhelming onslaught of stress, then did a deep clean of his apartment and followed it up with a simple dinner. Next, he played a couple of rounds of his favorite video games and removed every keycap from his keyboard to clean out the dust and debris underneath, but he was still left with time to spare. In the end, he filled it with five sets of his bodyweight workout routine, which included push-ups and a variety of other exercises, before taking a second shower.


      By the time he finished getting ready for bed, it was finally midnight, which meant it was time for him to reserve his seat at the library and check his inbox. He skipped the first step, since his classes were on break until Wednesday, and went straight to his email account. There were no important emails—just a newsletter from a game company he’d subscribed to and the weekly email from the English grammar lecture series he followed. He opened and read each one, then organized them neatly into their respective folders.


      As he did, he received one additional email.
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      For three minutes, Sangwoo simply glared at the screen. Apparently, Jaeyoung had the audacity to act like nothing happened after the chaos he’d caused yesterday. On top of that, this was the first time in the history of their partnership that he’d sent his work as an attachment like Sangwoo had requested countless times before. Previously, Jaeyoung had always uploaded the files to the cloud right before their meetings or handed them over on an external hard drive once they sat down in person.


      Sangwoo downloaded the compressed folder, opened it, and blinked in surprise. Every single file name followed his guidelines, and there were no typos.


      “So…he’s been capable of doing it correctly this entire time…,” he muttered.


      Still, he had to admit the amount of work Jaeyoung had managed to complete in one day was impressive. Not only had he managed to finish everything that was originally due today as well as about 50 percent of late assets, but Sangwoo couldn’t locate a single mistake or sign of sloppiness. He sorted the list by name, slightly elated, then closed the window.


      Fine, he’s a great designer. But why is he acting like this?


      When Sangwoo glanced at his phone, there were no messages from Jaeyoung, which only added to his growing confusion.


      
        return 0;

      


      Sangwoo followed a similar routine the next day. But when he opened his programming textbook, knowing there was still much for him to learn and that studying ahead would be useful, he just couldn’t muster any motivation.


      Skipping one day shouldn’t hurt, he decided. He had the right to take a day off—after all, midterms were over, he didn’t have any classes for the day, and he’d survived a shocking ordeal two nights ago. He could afford to be lazy today, lying around and being unproductive, just like Jaeyoung.


      Unfortunately, this turned out to be harder than Sangwoo had expected. The problem was, he didn’t know how to be idle. The only ways he knew to kill time were gaming or napping. Back at his mother’s place, there had been all sorts of toys perfect for wasting away the day, but since he’d moved out to focus on school, he hadn’t brought any of them along.


      He ended up pacing around his small apartment, desperately looking for something to do. He dusted various pieces of furniture to keep his hands moving. He also cleaned the bathroom, did his laundry, and went grocery shopping.


      No matter how much Sangwoo tried to pretend otherwise, his entire body was vibrating with tension. And as the sun set and midnight crept closer, his condition only worsened. He found himself anxiously analyzing Jaeyoung’s every move, trying to predict what he would do next.


      
        i) Jaeyoung Jang is planning on continuing our abnormal relationship.


        ii) Jaeyoung Jang has given up on our abnormal relationship but is willing to continue working on Veggie Venturer.


        iii) Jaeyoung simply sent files he’d completed before the incident.

      


      The second hypothesis seemed the most convincing and logical but would directly contradict what Jaeyoung had told him. It was impossible to guess what he was thinking—he always managed to surprise Sangwoo with his unpredictable behavior.


      I’ll just have to wait and see what he does tonight…


      Sangwoo waited for midnight to come, refreshing his inbox over and over. He got ready for bed, then paced around the room before finally sitting down at his desk at 11:55 PM. When he saw his phone light up, he immediately grabbed it with both hands and brought the screen close to his face.


      
        
          [image: image]
        

      


      Sangwoo stared at the texts in disbelief. He’d never expected to ever receive deadline reminders from Jaeyoung, of all people.


      What in the world is he up to?


      Jaeyoung Jang was a complete and total enigma. His actions were unpredictable and strange, like a mathematical problem that was impossible to solve.


      As he mulled this thought over, midnight arrived. When he refreshed his inbox, there it was—an email from Jae. J, just like the night before. According to the preview, the body listed the assets due today, along with rest of the late ones. Before he could open it, his gaze snapped to his phone, which was glowing brightly with an incoming call.


      Sangwoo’s eyes quickly scanned the name on the screen, and he accepted the call without even thinking about the consequences or implications that would stem from his actions. He froze, and for a beat, neither of them spoke. Very slowly, Sangwoo brought the phone to his ear.


      “Hey.”


      The abrupt greeting startled him so much that his cell nearly slipped from his loosened grip. Clenching the phone tighter, Sangwoo opened and closed his mouth a couple times before finally managing to say, “What is it?”


      “Just checking in, since it’s past the deadline.”


      “I’ve already developed the prototype. I just didn’t get a chance to demo it yet because we didn’t have a meeting scheduled.”


      “Great. I thought you might not have done it.”


      “Unlike you, I stay on top of my tasks.”


      An awkward silence settled over the line. As faint static buzzed in his ear, Sangwoo found himself wondering what kind of expression Jaeyoung had on his face, how he was sitting, whether he was in his pajamas, whether he was wearing glasses… And then he caught himself and questioned why he cared about such things.


      “How’ve you been these past two days?”


      “I had no reason to be unwell.”


      “Hey, you never know.”


      “Fine. I’ve been well.”


      “Good for you, then.”


      More silence. Every single one of their words was completely pointless. They were a waste of signal. Sangwoo knew this wasn’t the time for idle talk—they had an issue to resolve.


      “Jaeyoung,” Sangwoo was met with silence. “Why did you send those files? I thought you weren’t going to continue working on the game because of how our relationship deteriorated due to the events from two days ago.”


      Jaeyoung took a while to respond despite the relative simplicity of the question. Eventually, he abruptly broke the silence by clearing his throat. As he did, Sangwoo readjusted his sweaty grip on his phone.


      “I thought this game was going to pay for my study abroad.”


      It was an answer Sangwoo hadn’t expected. He found himself gritting his teeth in frustration—getting a handle on Jaeyoung felt as impossible as trying to grab hold of a wispy cloud or a melting snowflake.


      “I’d like to continue the project, of course,” he replied, “but you refused to work with me. You said it would be impossible to keep your sexual desire from infringing upon our work together.”


      “Oh, come on. I didn’t say it quite like that…”


      “‘Listen very closely. I don’t care that you’re a man. So you have two choices now: Let’s see where this goes, or I’m dumping the damn game and we can go our separate ways. Those are your only options.’ That’s exactly what you said.”


      “You’re insane… Why do you have that memorized?”


      “I remember everything that has to do with you.”


      Another silence—perhaps the longest one yet—stretched on. The wait was torture. Sangwoo loathed wasting his energy on pointless things so much so that he even despised the saying “like pouring water into a sieve.” If Jaeyoung told him he wanted nothing to do with Veggie Venturer, then he’d immediately focus on finding another designer.


      But a moment later, when Jaeyoung finally spoke, it was to say:


      “I don’t plan to give up.”


      The words, spoken low and slow, made Sangwoo’s knuckles turn white as he pressed the screen even harder against his ear.


      “I’d like to continue working on Veggie Venturer, too.”


      The “too” brought Sangwoo pause. He couldn’t help but think Jaeyoung’s wording was pretty strange.


      “There are three main reasons why. First, I’ve put way too much effort into it to stop now. Besides, I think the final product will be pretty cool.”


      “Agreed.”


      “Second, I want to help you put together a good portfolio.”


      Sangwoo didn’t respond. His heart was like a drum, loudly beating in his chest. Jaeyoung continued on, tone nonchalant, oblivious to Sangwoo’s inner turmoil.


      “As for the third reason…” He paused for a second. “I’d rather tell you that one in person.”


      “All right.”


      “What about you? Are you staying on the project?”


      “I have no reason to quit if you’re willing to work on it till its completion. I simply assumed you would want to quit.”


      “Good to know. Well, sleep tight, and…” Jaeyoung’s voice trailed off. “I’ll see you at tomorrow’s meeting, okay?”


      Jaeyoung hung up before Sangwoo could respond. He glanced down at his screen—the call had lasted twenty-one minutes, the longest he had ever been on the phone with anyone. The temperature of the device seemed to have gone up significantly—as had that of his cheeks.


      After turning off the light, Sangwoo shuffled over to his bed like a zombie and collapsed on the mattress.


      
        return 0;

      


      “Long time no see, Sangchoo Choo.”


      “It hasn’t even been a week.”


      “Sure, but you used to drop by every day.”


      Brushing off Yuna’s small talk, Sangwoo walked into the studio. Jaeyoung didn’t so much as glance his way; he was seated at his desk with his back turned. Sangwoo slung his backpack over his usual chair and sat down.


      “I’m here, Jaeyoung.”


      With a push of his foot, Jaeyoung slowly spun his own chair around to face Sangwoo. His face, half-hidden under his hood, looked exhausted. Sangwoo couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but he could tell something was off.


      “Are you sick?”


      Yuna answered for him. “Mr. Workaholic over there pulled two all-nighters in the studio.”


      Sangwoo’s cheeks reddened, and he covered his eyes with one hand in exasperation.


      That idiot… I never said he should stay up all night to work on the game.


      In the past, Jaeyoung had always found a way to procrastinate until the very last minute. What had gotten into him now? Feeling slightly guilty, Sangwoo grabbed his phone and started up the build of the game he’d transferred to it in advance. He then handed it to Jaeyoung.


      “I’ve set up the title screen, character stats, and the farm, which should be the first level of the world map. I still have to balance incoming and outgoing damage, so keep that in mind.”


      Tilting his head back, Sangwoo then proceeded to stare at the ceiling.


      “Hey, are you testing your app? I want to see!” Yuna exclaimed.


      “We’re still working on the prototype,” Jaeyoung explained.


      “This is so exciting!” she chattered, peeking over Jaeyoung’s shoulder to watch. “Whoa, that’s awesome! Huh? That was a bit choppy. Oh, hm… Ha-ha-ha! What the heck is that? Why does the walking animation look like that? It’s terrible, dude…”


      Contrary to Yuna’s endless barrage of criticism, Jaeyoung stayed silent as he tapped on the screen of Sangwoo’s phone with his long fingers, exhaustion evident on his face. As the game progressed, Sangwoo began to grow slightly nervous—Jaeyoung’s expression was as impassive as it had been when he’d first started playing.


      “It’s a bit rough around the edges since it’s the demo, right?” Yuna asked.


      “That doesn’t mean it’s okay to half-ass it.”


      Sangwoo raised an eyebrow at Jaeyoung’s comment.


      “True… Oof, I won’t lie, that looked pretty bad. What are they, torpedoes…? Well, the game looks fun, at least.”


      Once Yuna returned to her seat and put her headphones back on, Jaeyoung placed Sangwoo’s phone on his desk and ran a hand over his eyes.


      “Sangwoo Choo.”


      “Yes?”


      “Remember what I said during our first meeting? That it’s not enough for the game to run without errors?”


      Feeling slightly nervous for some reason, Sangwoo silently nodded. Jaeyoung slowly lifted his head and met Sangwoo’s eyes for the first time that day, gaze unreadable. A few seconds passed before he looked away again, as if too tired to hold the stare any longer.


      “The title animation takes too long.”


      “By how much? It’s currently 1.8 seconds, which what we agreed on.”


      “Correction: It looks too slow. Make it snappier. The fades during the screen transitions take too long, too.”


      “But they’re also—”


      “Correction: They also look too slow. Make them speedier. Also, you heard what Yuna said, right? The character’s base animation is way too awkward, and the grenade’s trajectory is unnatural. And when there’s a critical hit, I’d like to see some motion trails added to the effect… Actually, I’ll remind you about that another time.”


      Sangwoo made a mental note of the edits Jaeyoung wanted but couldn’t see a clear way forward for any of them with the directions he’d been given. They felt far too vague and confusing. Not to mention, Jaeyoung wasn’t done—he threw out a few more critiques before finally moving on to a full-out lecture.


      “It’d be one thing if you wanted to be a developer, but you’re aiming for a creative role, aren’t you? If that’s the case, you need to pay closer attention to the details.”


      The entire time Jaeyoung had been nitpicking his work on the game, Sangwoo had been growing increasingly irritated, and the last comment felt like a slap in the face. Sure, this wasn’t the first time Jaeyoung had pointed out Sangwoo’s lack of imagination, but those had been snide jokes. Moreover, it was Sangwoo who was usually criticizing Jaeyoung about something. Now, the tables had turned for the first time ever, and much to Sangwoo’s displeasure, Jaeyoung was making a completely valid point.


      “Come on, don’t make that face,” Jaeyoung said with a sigh. “Remember—I’m your partner in this project.”


      “What face?”


      “Well…you kind of looked like a straight-A student who’d just gotten his first C. Anyway, boot up your laptop. I’ll show you what I meant.”


      Sangwoo complied, silently reeling from the different vibe coming from Jaeyoung. Maybe it was because he’d pulled two all-nighters, but there was no sign of his usual pouting or grumbling—he didn’t even try to crack a joke. All this time, Sangwoo had seen him as a loose cannon, someone who needed to be whipped into shape. And yet, here he was now, acting like a real co-creator.


      “You don’t even know how to use this program.”


      “Don’t worry, I looked it up earlier. The GUI is actually pretty easy to navigate, and you can teach me whatever I don’t know. Let’s start with the title.”


      Without warning, Jaeyoung invaded Sangwoo’s space, pushing his chair closer. Although no unnecessary physical contact was being made and the older man’s eyes were fixed on his laptop screen, Sangwoo felt the same tension fill him as whenever Jaeyoung stared at him or patted his head.


      “How many seconds, then?” he managed to ask.


      “No, don’t mess with the duration. Let’s change the animation of the logo so it grows a bit from its normal size and then shrinks back down.”


      “Would one hundred and ten percent work for the size…?”


      “Forget about the numbers. You have to go by vibes.”


      Much to Sangwoo’s surprise, Jaeyoung reached over and put his hand on top of Sangwoo’s, which was gripping the wireless mouse. Though Sangwoo’s first instinct was to pull away, the intense focus in Jaeyoung’s gaze kept him rooted in place.


      Wh-what…? Huh…?


      Without an ounce of hesitation, Jaeyoung began to guide the mouse with their joined hands, pressing down on the flustered Sangwoo’s fingers to click the mouse buttons and adjust the title’s animation timeline and image size.


      “How do I preview changes?”


      The words finally managed to snap Sangwoo out of his daze. He snatched his hand away and entered the shortcut combo, causing a new window to pop up that displayed Jaeyoung’s edits. The duration of the animation hadn’t changed, but it looked much more dynamic with the added effects. Sangwoo glared at the screen grumpily.


      “Sangwoo Choo.”


      “Yes?”


      “Don’t forget that we’re partners, not competitors. Between the two of us, who knows more about graphic design?”


      “You do.”


      “Who should be taking the lead in that area, then?”


      There was a slight pause. “You.”


      For a moment, Jaeyoung said nothing. When Sangwoo turned his head, he found Jaeyoung staring intently at him. Their eyes locked.


      Suddenly, Jaeyoung shouted, “Yuna!”


      She didn’t even glance their way, busy bobbing her head to the beat of her music as she worked on a project of her own. Seemingly satisfied, Jaeyoung continued in a hushed voice.


      “The same thing applies to relationships. They involve both parties, and once two people have agreed on something, the decision to call it off can’t be made by one person alone.”


      It was an abrupt shift in subject. Realizing Jaeyoung’s attention was no longer on the animation, Sangwoo met his intense gaze. “I understand.”


      “So you’re sorry, then?”


      “I’m not sure.”


      Unfazed, Jaeyoung kept his eyes on him. “Okay, well, here’s the third reason why I reject the notion of giving up: You said being around me makes your sexual desire harder to control. Believe it or not, most people deal with that by staying close and dealing with it together instead of pushing each other away. That’s a tried-and-true solution. You can’t say we failed when we haven’t made a proper attempt. Basically, you decided to jump ship way too early.”


      “But I did my best.”


      Jaeyoung ignored him. “I’m assuming you wanted to break things off because of those videos, but you screwed up massively in one aspect of your research.”


      “I did…?”


      “Yeah. Why the hell were you watching threesomes and orgies when there’s only two of us? And who in the world owns a rocking horse with a vibrator attachment? If you tried to copy that, you’d end up in the hospital,” Jaeyoung grumbled. “Admit it—you downloaded the most popular videos, didn’t you?”


      “I assumed the high number of downloads meant the material was considered informative by most people.”


      “The porn industry runs on people’s fantasies, not what’s realistic. You sound like a boomer who thinks playing an FPS game will turn you into a murderer.”


      “That’s a bit harsh…”


      “I’m just saying, your entire premise is flawed. I don’t want anyone else to join us, and I’m not interested in smacking you around or vice versa during sex. That’s not regular intercourse. Your research was wrong. Got it?”


      Surprisingly, Jaeyoung was making a good point. Sangwoo found himself at a loss for words. But even if he had failed to accurately account for his lack of familiarity in the field of research he’d been delving into…


      “Let’s say those videos do not provide an accurate representation. I consulted many textual sources as well, and they all described the process of inserting the penis into the rectum—”


      “Okay, stop. I’m not interested in a biology lecture.” Turning to his friend, Jaeyoung shouted, “Yuna!” once again, checking that she was still oblivious to their conversation. He then leaned closer to whisper. “Sangwoo.”


      Sangwoo stayed silent.


      “If we have sex, there’s no need for you to put your…in my rec… Oh, for— In any case, that doesn’t have to happen, okay? Like I keep telling you, there are two of us. It’s not necessary for both of us to put it in.”


      Sangwoo blinked in confusion. “Are you sure? But that doesn’t seem equal.”


      “Hey, it’s not like it’s some kind of punishment. If you don’t want to be the one putting it in, then you can be the one to take it. And, well…I hear that can feel really good, too, which is the whole point of having a sexual relationship.”


      “What do you mean, you ‘hear’? I thought you had some experience.”


      A strange look flashed across Jaeyoung’s face as he stared at Sangwoo. “What do you think, dummy? Try using that big brain of yours.”


      The gears started turning in Sangwoo’s head. Jaeyoung had definitely told him he’d been with another man before. But he’d also said he hadn’t felt the pleasure that was triggered by prostate stimulation during sex between men. That left two possibilities: Either his partner had terrible technique, or…


      “Oh. Were you the one who…?”


      Sangwoo formed a circle with his left index finger and thumb, then inserted his right index finger into the open space. A laugh of disbelief slipped from Jaeyoung’s lips at the gesture, but he didn’t deny it.


      “Does that mean I’d be the one who…?” Sangwoo’s mind froze as he tried to process a possibility he’d never entertained before. For a moment, he could only stare at the circle formed by his fingers.


      “We can cross that bridge when we get to it, okay?” Jaeyoung said rapidly. “All I’m saying is, you don’t have to hit me or choke— Anyway, you don’t need to use any of those tools, and I won’t, either. Promise.” He let out a loud sigh and hung his head. Before Sangwoo could respond, he snapped his head back up and continued speaking. “Now, I’m going to propose an alternative, so listen carefully.”


      “An alternative?”


      Jaeyoung nodded and shifted slightly, lacing his fingers together and resting his elbows on his slightly spread knees. It was a pose that looked like it belonged on the cover of an action-adventure game.


      “I haven’t changed my mind. I still want to hold your hand, kiss you, and have sex with you. But I’ll wait, since you’re clearly having a tougher time with this than I am.”


      Jaeyoung’s tone was matter-of-fact as if he was declaring, “I feel like having pizza, fried chicken, and maybe even some cold noodles.”


      “What do you mean by that, exactly?” Sangwoo asked.


      “I’m saying we can take it slow. I won’t pressure you into anything. In fact, I won’t make a single move until you initiate things.”


      “Really? What if I want to stop at any point?”


      “Then we’ll stop, obviously. What else would I do, force you into it?”


      Slowly, Sangwoo nodded. His past interactions with Jaeyoung had always been laced with tension and unease—after all, Jaeyoung had a habit of saying and doing the most unexpected things, leaving Sangwoo stumbling and off-balance. This time, though, it felt different.


      “Don’t forget that we’re partners, not competitors.”


      Three days ago, Jaeyoung had blown up at him for trying to one-sidedly end whatever was going on between them. But now, it was as if a switch had been flipped. The man sitting across from him was calm, articulate, and easy to talk to.


      The seconds ticked by as the two of them sat in silence. Then Jaeyoung stood up and stretched, saying, “All right—since that’s settled, I’m taking a nap. Feel free to keep working here if you want.”


      Sangwoo didn’t respond.


      “Make sure to wake me up first if you want to give me a kiss.”


      “In your dreams!”


      Grinning cheerfully, Jaeyoung walked past Sangwoo and flopped down on the cot. Sangwoo watched him settle in, then moved to lower the room’s blinds and turn off the lights, prompting Yuna to yank off her headphones and shout in protest.
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      Sangwoo had thought Veggie Venturer was dead and buried, but it rose from the grave and picked up momentum with surprising vigor. After finishing most of the base assets, Jaeyoung began to get involved in the animations as well. Initially, Sangwoo found it difficult to work with the design student’s vague notes—consisting of phrases like “just a bit,” “more,” “way too,” and “just enough”—but he slowly but surely began to get the hang of it.


      He was able to make a mental manual of what to do for each type of feedback. For instance, if Jaeyoung told him to “make it a bit bigger,” then he’d be satisfied once Sangwoo scaled whatever he was referring to up by 109 percent. If Jaeyoung said something was “too small,” then sizing it up by 134 percent would do the trick. Once Sangwoo figured out all the percentages, he’d simply continued to adjust things according to Jaeyoung’s notes.


      On Friday, Sangwoo arrived at the studio at exactly 6:31 PM and completed the edits requested by Jaeyoung, revising the basic character motions and updating the weapon animations. At some point, Yuna had wandered over and commented that one of the characters looked like Sangwoo. She didn’t have very good eyes for a designer, he’d decided—how had she missed that the other character looked exactly like Jaeyoung?


      The workday came to a halt around 9:03 PM, when the three of them ordered fried chicken and their conversation drifted into aimless chatter. Sangwoo left the studio at 10:00 PM sharp, belatedly realizing that aside from a brief brush of the hand when Jaeyoung had passed him a drumstick, the older man had completely refrained from touching him.


      Sangwoo hadn’t scheduled any meetings over the weekend, but Jaeyoung still called at exactly 10:01 PM on both Saturday and Sunday, right when he was walking home from his shift at the internet café. On Saturday, he’d asked a question about file sizes, and on Sunday, he’d asked about image discrepancies between different devices. Sangwoo answered both questions as thoroughly as possible, thinking it admirable just how much attention he was putting into optimizing the game.


      Both nights, Jaeyoung kept the conversation going afterward. For example, he would ask things like “By the way, where were you born?”


      It was a pointless question, really. When Sangwoo told him he was born in Daejeon, Jaeyoung had followed up by asking where he’d grown up and which schools he’d gone to.


      “I lived in Gokmun until I was nineteen and attended Gokmun Middle School and Gokmun High School,” he’d answered. This was immediately followed by another round of questions, this time about his shoe size and eyesight. Sangwoo had said he wore a size 10.5 and had 20/20 vision in both eyes, Jaeyoung noted that he fluctuated between a size 10.5 and 11 depending on the brand, and that with his 20/28 vision, he was stuck in a frustrating zone where he had to wear glasses in some instances but could get by without them.


      When he’d finally hung up, Sangwoo had realized he’d been on the phone for twenty-nine minutes on Saturday and thirty-four minutes on Sunday. It was hard to believe he’d wasted so much time on inane chatter.


      Time flew by, and soon it was the first Monday of May. After class, Sangwoo studied in the library and had dinner before making his way to the studio just in time to run into Yuna heading out the door. It felt like it was just yesterday she’d been bundled up in a fur coat, but she looked distinctly less poacher-like in the tank top she was currently wearing.


      “Yo, Sangchoo Choo.”


      “Hello.”


      “I’m planning on going out after dinner. Wanna come?”


      “No.”


      He brushed past her and stepped into the room. Immediately, the reason for her outfit became clear—the studio felt like a sauna. Shrugging off his jacket and draping it over the back of his chair, Sangwoo went and opened the window. A wave of lukewarm air hit his face, an unmistakable sign that summer had begun to creep up on him without warning.


      The door opened behind him, and he turned to lock eyes with Jaeyoung, who was holding a white plastic bag and wearing a navy baseball cap. His lower half, clad in light-wash jeans with large holes around the knees, was an eyesore.


      “Hey,” Jaeyoung said.


      “Hello.”


      “It’s insanely hot today, right?” Jaeyoung asked as he sauntered into the room and placed the bag on his desk. “It’s only May but it feels like summer already, I swear…”


      Sangwoo turned his head back to the window. “That’s because the reckless use of fossil fuels is accelerating the greenhouse effect.”


      Jaeyoung let the comment lie. “Have you eaten yet?”


      “I have.”


      Plastic rustled loudly behind him. Outside the window, the campus was still bright, even with the sun beginning to set. Sangwoo lingered for a moment, gazing at the buildings, before returning to his seat, where he found Jaeyoung mixing something in a paper bowl.


      “It’s bibimbap with flying fish roe,” Jaeyoung said, completely unprompted. He pulled a foam to-go container from the bag and slipped off the rubber band to reveal six large dumplings. “So, why are you the only one here?”


      “Yuchoi Choi said she was going out.”


      “Nice. It’s just the two of us, then.”


      Jaeyoung took a large bite of his food. Unsure of how to answer, Sangwoo quickly looked the other way. It had been a casual, passing comment that Jaeyoung probably hadn’t meant anything by, but it had packed a punch. Mouth going dry, he took out his laptop, opened it, and put it on his desk, only to stare at the black screen aimlessly.


      “Hey, Sangwoo.”


      Jaeyoung’s voice sounded the same as always, but Sangwoo found himself choking on a surge of anxiety as he forced out a response.


      “Yes?”


      “Have some dumplings. They’re from a popular place, so I had to line up for them.”


      It was more of an order than an offer. Sangwoo glanced to the side to see Jaeyoung picking up a large dumpling with his chopsticks, one of the edges having been dipped in soy sauce.


      “Put it down. I can eat it myself.”


      But Jaeyoung remained persistent. “C’mon, my arm’s getting sore,” he said, shoving the dumpling right at Sangwoo’s face. In the end, Sangwoo had no other choice but to take a large bite. When he did, Jaeyoung took the dumpling back, dipped it in soy sauce again, and bit off about half of what was left.


      “But I was eating that.”


      “Who cares? We’ve already kissed.”


      It was strange—he found himself getting stuck on everything Jaeyoung said. He did have a point—they had indeed already exchanged saliva, so trying to argue that they should avoid contamination would be difficult.


      “Want some more?”


      Sangwoo hesitated a beat, then said yes. Jaeyoung fed him the last bite, which was still pretty big. Sangwoo chewed diligently, suddenly feeling warm. Maybe it was from the rapid movement of his jaw, or maybe it was the heat from the dumpling…


      “Geez, it’s hot today,” Jaeyoung groaned, snapping him out of his thoughts.


      “You’re telling me.”


      After setting down his chopsticks, Jaeyoung removed his hat and placed it on the desk. Then, gripping the hem of his black sweatshirt with both hands, he pulled it off in one smooth motion. As he did, the white T-shirt he was wearing underneath rode up, revealing his abdomen. Sangwoo’s breath caught at the sight. For someone who lazed about as much as Jaeyoung did, his abs were shockingly well-defined.


      As Jaeyoung carelessly tossed the sweatshirt on the cot and put his hat back on, Sangwoo found his gaze drawn to the man’s arms. Although it certainly wasn’t his first time seeing them, his eyes carefully swept over Jaeyoung’s sculpted muscles. A tattoo ran up his shoulder, Sangwoo noted, partially covered by his sleeve.


      Despite his best efforts to suppress the memory of what Jaeyoung had done to him in the car with those very arms, it surfaced without warning.


      Jaeyoung whipped his head around out of nowhere, gaze colliding with Sangwoo’s. Jolting in his seat, Sangwoo jerked his eyes back to the dark screen of his laptop, reaching for a mouse that wasn’t there.


      “First time seeing it?” Jaeyoung asked. He rolled his sleeve up, revealing the full image of the strange tattoo.


      “I’ve seen it before.”


      “When? Oh…”


      The two of them fell silent, and Sangwoo grabbed a water bottle from his backpack and began desperately chugging it down to distract himself. Just as he was brushing away a few stray drops from his lips, Jaeyoung piped up.


      “Guess you saw it when we were getting up close and personal in my car, huh?”


      It was a good thing Sangwoo had already swallowed his water—otherwise, he would’ve spat it everywhere.


      “That was a pretty awesome night…,” Jaeyoung mumbled.


      Feeling an overwhelming need to change the subject, Sangwoo blurted out the first question he could think of. “Why did you decide to get a tattoo?”


      “Why do you ask? You think it makes me look like a thug?”


      “A bit.”


      Jaeyoung shrugged. “It’s something I designed myself a few years back. Think of it as a drawing.”


      “But why would you want a drawing on your skin?”


      “Just because, obviously.”


      For the next few minutes, Jaeyoung stayed quiet, seemingly preoccupied with his food. Sangwoo took the opportunity to study the tattoo. He’d always associated them with thugs, but this one didn’t feel that threatening—maybe because Jaeyoung was the one who’d drawn it. The design evoked all sorts of things in Sangwoo’s head: a bird, a foreign language, a falling meteor, a flaming ball… It was mysterious and hard to define, much like the man it belonged to.


      Finally, Jaeyoung snorted and said, “Take a picture. It’ll last longer.”


      “I’ve never seen anything like it before, that’s all.”


      “If you think that’s cool, I can draw something on your arm, too.”


      Sangwoo frowned reflexively. His first instinct was to refuse the offer, but that inclination was soon overshadowed by a rare rush of curiosity. As he mulled over what it would be like to have an illustration on his body, Jaeyoung crumpled up his empty bowl and powered on his PC.


      “Is there an image you have in mind? Anything in particular you like?”


      Sangwoo stared blankly at Jaeyoung’s profile, lost in thought. Apparently sensing Sangwoo’s gaze, he spoke up again.


      “Sorry, you can’t pick me,” Jaeyoung said without a hint of shame. “Portrait tattoos never turn out good.”


      “You’re out of your mind,” Sangwoo responded flatly.


      Apparently, the man before him was incapable of staying serious, even for a second.


      Huffing with irritation, Sangwoo quickly searched for a way to dispel the humiliating misunderstanding. It didn’t take long for him to come up with an answer—after all, there weren’t many things he liked enough to want drawn on his arm.


      “I want an excavator, please.”


      “Got it.”


      Jaeyoung turned on his monitor and opened a browser to search for reference images. Scooting closer, Sangwoo began nagging at him from over his shoulder.


      “No, not a crawler. I want one that has wheels.”


      “What’s a crawler?”


      “The one you’re looking at. It runs on tracks, but I don’t want one of the belt-driven ones. It should be the kind with wheels.”


      It was like Jaeyoung wasn’t even listening. As he clicked on yet another wrong picture, Sangwoo’s irritation surged.


      “No, the bucket on that one is too small. Didn’t you hear me? I said the bucket is too small.”


      “Really? I like it the best, though.”


      “You can’t haul anything with less than 0.8 tons of capacity. Seriously… You’re clueless when it comes to this stuff.”


      “Why don’t you pick the photo if you’re going to complain?”


      Jaeyoung handed over the mouse, and Sangwoo quickly pulled up an image of his favorite model. After studying the screen for a minute, Jaeyoung then reached into his drawer and pulled out a few pens. They were noticeably thicker than the kind typically sold in stores.


      “Where do you want it?” he asked, eyes fixed on the picture.


      Sangwoo tried to think of a placement that wouldn’t affect his daily life even if something went terribly wrong, one that wouldn’t be visible if he had a shirt on. In the end, he settled on his left arm.


      “Do it above the elbow.”


      Jaeyoung spun his chair around with a pen in hand. He unbuttoned Sangwoo’s left sleeve and rolled it up to his shoulder, then gently grasped his arm right under his armpit, brushing against the soft skin as he did so.


      Jaeyoung felt hot, just like the weather outside. Sangwoo suddenly felt his left arm grow unbearably ticklish, as though a bug was crawling up on it. Despite an overwhelming urge to scratch at it, he unfortunately had no choice but to stay still—he’d already given Jaeyoung permission to doodle on his skin.


      “You ready?”


      “…Yes.”


      Maintaining steady eye contact, Jaeyoung uncapped the pen with his teeth. There was nothing special about the act, but something about it held Sangwoo spellbound. Jaeyoung deftly placed the cap on the desk, then rolled his chair forward so that their faces were close.


      Adjusting his grip on Sangwoo’s arm, he pressed the thick tip of the pen to Sangwoo’s skin and began to draw. Each stroke was confident and smooth. Straight lines blended with occasional curves, their thickness changing as Jaeyoung adjusted the angle of the pen.


      Each time the design student tilted his head, Sangwoo caught a different angle of his face. First, all he could see was the bridge of Jaeyoung’s nose peeking out from under his hat, but then he shifted and his eyes, narrowed with concentration, were revealed. Sangwoo took advantage of Jaeyoung’s deep focus to drink in the sight. It was a rare opportunity—he likely wouldn’t be getting another chance anytime soon.


      “Is that the pen you used to doodle on my face back when we first had Embedded Systems together?”


      Jaeyoung flinched, and his pen slipped. “I…think so,” he said, quickly continuing the uneven line. “Why do you ask?”


      “I was curious how hard it’d be to remove. It took a very long time to scrub off the mustache you drew.”


      “Well, I would hope this one doesn’t come off easily, considering how much effort I’m putting into it.”


      Jaeyoung fell silent again as he began to work on the excavator’s wheels. Sangwoo had figured he’d just draw a few sloppy circles and be done with it, considering his penchant for doing everything half-assed, but he angled the pen carefully and drew the jagged patterns of the treads with a surprising level of detail.


      It was a strange feeling, being so close to Jaeyoung while he drew Sangwoo’s favorite object onto his arm. Jaeyoung Jang alone would’ve been enough to make his heart race, but when his brain tried to process the idea of Jaeyoung Jang plus an excavator, it practically overloaded. It was probably for the best that he wasn’t intoxicated, like he’d been the previous night. Otherwise, he might’ve thrown all legal and moral considerations aside and pounced on the man next to him.


      Delight, anxiety, repulsion, desire… The confusing mix of emotions would’ve left Sangwoo a flustered mess in the past. But now, he was familiar enough with them to simply sit and let himself bask in the feeling.


      The only sound in the room was that of the pen gliding over his skin. Having completed the undercarriage and upper structure of the excavator, Jaeyoung moved on to the vehicle’s arm. A rush of excitement filled Sangwoo’s veins as he watched it come to life.


      “Jaeyoung?”


      “What?”


      “You’re like a magician.”


      Sangwoo saw Jaeyoung’s lips curve into a smile, but the stupid brim of the navy hat hid his eyes. He felt a wave of irritation toward the offending item of clothing as well as whatever major league baseball team the logo represented.


      “Please take off your hat.”


      “Why?”


      “I don’t want to tell you.”


      Jaeyoung’s shoulders shook with silent laughter, and the excavator’s bucket turned into a misshapen rectangle. Sangwoo let out an internal yell of despair, but Jaeyoung calmly flipped the pen to its thicker side to cover up the mistake and redrew the details.


      After a moment, the design student finally answered, “Sorry, nope. Now you know how it feels.”


      What does that even mean? Pouting slightly, Sangwoo glared at the ceiling. “If you can’t be bothered, just say so.”


      Jaeyoung laughed but didn’t elaborate as he put his finishing touches.


      
        return 0;

      


      The following day found Sangwoo enjoying a rare moment of peace. He and Jaeyoung had clashed over the idea of partially monetizing the game earlier, but the disagreement had remained professional.


      At 8:43 PM, Yuna announced that she was ordering pizza for an all-nighter and asked the two of them for their preferences. Immediately, Jaeyoung told her that he only ate pizza from a particular restaurant—a rather shameless declaration, considering he wasn’t the one paying for it. Even so, after grumbling that he was being “effing annoying,” she still ordered from the place he’d picked out.


      Around forty minutes later, Yuna glanced at her phone and said, “Hey, the pizza’s here. Sangchoo Choo, go get it from the first floor, would you?”


      “Why should I go?”


      “Because you’re the baby, obviously.”


      “We’re all adults here.”


      “Let’s not make a big fuss over this, okay?” she said with a dramatic sigh. “It’s an unspoken rule that the youngest one in the room runs errands like this.”


      “I may be the youngest, but that doesn’t mean that it’s less work for me, or that my time is worth any less.”


      “There you go again. Would you just go and get the damn pizza?”


      To Sangwoo, the concept of bending over backward for someone simply because they were older than him seemed completely illogical. In that moment, he was reminded of his older sister, who would frantically call for him only to request he turn off her room’s light for her.


      I won’t stand for this, he thought. But as he started to gear up for a confrontation, Jaeyoung brushed past them both.


      “Hey, where do you think you’re going?” Yuna called out.


      “Smoke break.”


      “You can grab the pizza, then.”


      Yuna’s phone buzzed with a notification. She glanced at the screen and frowned.


      “Huh? What’re you sending me money for?”


      Jaeyoung paused in front of the door. “I’ll pay, so don’t order Sangwoo around for stuff like that again, okay?”


      “Huh?” Yuna blinked in disbelief, but Jaeyoung had already left. Clicking her tongue, she muttered curses under her breath, grumbling, “Oh, c’mon, we’re only on the third floor!” and “That jerk made me look like trash to make himself look good…” Finally, she spun to face Sangwoo. “Listen up. He might act nice and friendly since he’s working with you, but don’t be fooled.”


      “Don’t worry, I know what he’s like.”


      “‘Heyyy, Sangwoo’ this, and ‘Heyyy, Sangwoo’ that… Blech! Like, what the hell is going on with him? It’s so cringey, almost like he has a cru—”


      Yuna’s agitated rambling cut off abruptly, and the irritation on her face morphed into disbelief. For a while, she stayed completely silent, but then she abruptly declared she needed a smoke break, too, and shot out of the studio.


      Sangwoo didn’t even spare her a glance—he simply saved his work and began tidying up the desk he’d been working at. Then he collected the trash from Jaeyoung’s desk, threw it out, and washed his hands in the bathroom. By that point, thirteen entire minutes had passed since Jaeyoung and Yuna had stepped out—an unusually long time to get the pizza from a delivery person.


      He sat at the desk for another two minutes, staring blankly into space. Finally, the door opened. Yuna was the first to return, and she walked back to her seat. A moment later, Jaeyoung followed with a large pizza box and a bottle of soda, which he set down in front of Sangwoo. Without a word, he opened the box, pulled out a slice, and held it in offering. It seemed a bit of an unnecessary gesture, but Sangwoo accepted it anyway and took a bite. It was lukewarm. Jaeyoung took a slice for himself as Yuna dragged her chair over to join them.


      “Hey, what about me?”


      “You’ve got hands, don’t you?”


      “Why’d I bother asking…?” Grumbling, she grabbed a slice, folded it in half, and stuffed it into her mouth. Once they’d each wolfed down a couple of slices, Yuna turned to Sangwoo.


      “Oh yeah, give me your number.”


      Sangwoo glanced at the phone she was holding out to him. The screen was covered in spiderweb-like cracks, and the silicone case was a distressingly bright shade of neon orange.


      “What for?”


      “Just because. I have a feeling I’ll be seeing you around here pretty often. And maybe I’ll have to contact you for some reason.”


      I highly doubt that, Sangwoo thought, but he complied. Yuna called him, then hung up after five seconds.


      “Now you can save my number, too. Sangchoo…Choo… Done!”


      “Can’t you use my actual name?”


      Yuna ignored him. Sangwoo pulled up his contacts app and began to type in, “Visual Design Dept. Yu,” when his fingers froze. He was used to thinking of her as “Yuchoi,” but that couldn’t be her actual name. Unfortunately, he was drawing a blank after calling her that for so long.


      “It’s ‘na’,” stated Jaeyoung, who was leaning over to peek at his phone screen.


      As soon as Sangwoo hit the save button, his phone was snatched straight out of his hands. He turned to see Jaeyoung entering his own number into the keypad. The older man’s eyes narrowed as he read the name that appeared on the screen.


      “‘Freeloader 3’? You still haven’t updated that? It’d be one thing if I’d actually succeeded, but…”


      “I don’t like editing contact information once I’ve saved it,” Sangwoo responded. “Besides, I only use my phone to occasionally look up information when I’m not near my computer.”


      “What about Freeloaders 1 and 2?”


      “I deleted them a long time ago.”


      Jaeyoung pulled up the contacts list, which was rather short. Why he was so obsessed with the numbers in someone else’s phone, Sangwoo couldn’t fathom, but he didn’t say anything—after all, it wasn’t like he was doing any real harm.


      
        Gokmun High, Choongho Kim


        Gokmun High, Wonjong Kim


        Gokmun Middle, Sewon Im

      


      “Childhood friends, huh?”


      “Yes.”


      “You guys close?”


      “We get drinks or game together occasionally.”


      
        Freeloader 3


        French Dept. Jihye Ryu


        Internet Café Dorak Owner


        Mechanical Engineering Dept. Minho Im


        Mechanical Engineering Dept. Seongjoong Park (upperclassman)

      


      “Seongjoong? He’s your upperclassman?”


      “Hmm…” Sangwoo trailed off, uncertain.


      “You don’t even know who he is, do you? I’m deleting it.”


      “Go ahead.”


      “Who’s Minho? Can I delete him, too?”


      “I think he purchased a graphics card from me last semester, but I might be mistaken. You can erase that one.”


      Apparently Jaeyoung had nothing better to do than reorganize Sangwoo’s contacts. The problem was that his standards were a little too strict at times. Sangwoo was fine with erasing the numbers of people he hadn’t been in contact with for over three months, but Jaeyoung kept trying to get rid of others, too. For example, he tried to delete Jihye’s contact three separate times, despite the fact that Sangwoo needed her number until the end of the semester at least since they were in the same class.


      He finally confiscated the phone until Jaeyoung promised he wouldn’t try to delete anything without his permission. Once Jaeyoung got it back, he immediately resumed scrolling through the list, only for his finger to pause abruptly.


      “Who the hell is this asshole?” he asked with a scowl.


      Sangwoo glanced over at the screen to see the name “Jonghan [image: image]” on the screen. His mood instantly soured. Sure, the heart was pretty weird, but calling someone an asshole out of the blue was just plain rude.


      “I want my phone back now,” he said.


      Jaeyoung simply glared at him, unmoving. “I said, who the hell is he?”


      “Give it back. I know you’re doing this to procrastinate.”


      “Tell me who it is.” Jaeyoung raised his voice, his face turning cold.


      Sangwoo crossed his arms and met his glare head-on. Jaeyoung had finally dropped his nice guy act after days of keeping up the facade. Honestly, he would really benefit from getting therapy for his anger issues.


      “Hey.” Jaeyoung was growing more heated by the second. “I asked you a question. Twice.”


      “His full name is Jonghan Choo. He’s fifty-five years old, and he’s a poet. Happy now?”


      Blinking in confusion, Jaeyoung glanced from the screen to Sangwoo and back again, speechless. He then let out a disbelieving laugh and covered his eyes with one hand as his expression twisted.


      “Oh… Who in the world saves their dad’s number like that?”


      In Sangwoo’s defense, he had originally saved his father’s number under “Jonghan Choo” when he first got his phone. But the day his father spotted how he was saved, he’d come home that night drunk and gathered the entire family to sob and lament about how his household lacked love. After continuous pleas, Sangwoo had eventually conceded. The result of their negotiations was the current name: “Jonghan [image: image].”


      Jaeyoung scoffed. “Putting a heart behind anyone’s name is just asking for a misunderstanding.”


      “But he’s not just ‘anyone’. I wouldn’t have been born without my father.”


      “Oh, get a damn room!” Yuna leaped up abruptly and stormed out of the studio, slamming the door behind her. As she did, Jaeyoung continued scrolling through Sangwoo’s contacts, until once again, his finger paused.


      “Sanghee Choo… Is that your older sister?”


      “Yes.”


      “Why doesn’t she get a heart?”


      “Why should she? Siblings are born enemies.”


      The mere mention of Sanghee sent a surge of irritation through Sangwoo. I’d rather break all my fingers than type a heart after her name.


      “Is she cute? I bet she is, if she looks anything like you.”


      “No. She’s extremely ugly.”


      “You got any pictures of her?”


      “Why would I keep a picture of a monster?”


      Jaeyoung scrolled through the rest of the contacts until he came to one last stop: Geumrye Hwang.


      “I see you didn’t give your mother a heart either.”


      “No. She didn’t request one.”


      Jaeyoung nodded and finally closed the app. But when Sangwoo reached out to take his phone back, he realized Jaeyoung had already moved on to the photo gallery. Among the images of various whiteboards was a certain folder.


      “Wait, is this—”


      “Give it back!”


      Sangwoo lunged at Jaeyoung, determined to stop him before he could open the folder. It wasn’t like it contained anything Jaeyoung hadn’t seen already—he’d already found the identical one on Sangwoo’s PC—but that didn’t mean he was keen on giving Jaeyoung something he could mock him with.


      “Wow, back off, you perv…” Jaeyoung yelped in mock surprise, raising the phone out of reach.


      Sangwoo’s only focus was on getting his phone back, so he grabbed hold to tug on Jaeyoung’s arm without thinking, and before he knew it, their chests were pressed together.


      After a beat, Jaeyoung said in a low voice, “Do you know where your hand is right now…?”


      It took a moment for Sangwoo to remember how to move again, and another for him to realize his free hand was resting directly on Jaeyoung’s inner thigh. He snatched it back like he’d been electrocuted, but it was too late—Jaeyoung’s mouth had already curved into a smirk. Sangwoo watched as the older man swept his tongue slowly over his lower lip, feeling something hot and primal stir within him. He was way too susceptible to Jaeyoung’s seduction tactics.


      Nine days—that was how long it’d been since they’d last kissed. Would he find the taste of vanilla still lingering on Jaeyoung’s lips if he…? Their previous kisses flashed through Sangwoo’s mind—that time at the studio, the pub, the studio (again), in Jaeyoung’s car… But simply remembering was no longer enough for him.


      Jaeyoung might have promised to wait, but Sangwoo was dying to get into bed with him. A part of him braced for Jaeyoung to pull him in by the waist, but he stood still, steadily holding his gaze instead of making the first move. It was as if he knew exactly how much Sangwoo wanted to wind his fingers through Jaeyoung’s hair and press their lips together in an explosive kiss.


      Sangwoo’s heart throbbed painfully, like there was an invisible hand crushing it in its grip. However, he was nothing if not a civilized human being. Though he had once succumbed to his desires and dipped his toes into something primal and vulgar, that attempt had ended in catastrophic failure. Since then, he’d made sure to keep a tight rein on his sexual urges. That was his duty as a proper member of society, anyway. If he allowed lust to be the driver of all his decisions, he’d be nothing more than a barbarian.


      Pressing his lips together in a thin line, Sangwoo snatched his phone out of Jaeyoung’s hand, imagining he was reclaiming his dignity at the same time. As he turned around swiftly, he heard the man behind him mutter, “So close…”


      Sangwoo didn’t have the resolve to stay in the studio for a moment longer. Quickly unplugging his charger, Sangwoo shoved it in his backpack along with his laptop without even wrapping up the cord.


      “Wow, your patience is no joke,” Jaeyoung commented.


      “Yes, it is.”


      “A little too patient, in my opinion.”


      “Is that meant to be a compliment?”


      “No, of course not.”


      Ignoring him, Sangwoo rushed out of the room. It was time to go home.
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      As the graphics of Veggie Venturer became more polished, the excavator Jaeyoung had drawn on Sangwoo’s arm faded. In fact, despite his best efforts to keep soap away from his left arm, most of the smaller details had vanished within two days.


      Unlike the ink, however, the tension in the studio only grew.


      At this point, Sangwoo had no choice but to admit it’d been a bit naive of him to think he would be able to focus better because Jaeyoung had promised to step back and give him space. At least the older man kept his word—he truly had stopped trying to pressure Sangwoo into anything outright. But that hadn’t stopped him from getting Sangwoo riled up, which led to at least one uncomfortable encounter a day. That wasn’t to say that Jaeyoung was the only one at fault—Sangwoo certainly wasn’t helping the situation. For example, Jaeyoung had commented one day: “Your lips are pretty dry. Want some lip balm?”


      It’s completely natural for dead skin cells to dry out and detach from the skin, Sangwoo thought, but found himself unable to share the fact. Instead, he’d replied, “Yes. I do need some.”


      In the blink of an eye, Jaeyoung had rolled his chair closer until their knees were nearly touching. In that moment, Sangwoo could’ve asked Jaeyoung to simply hand over the lip balm so he could apply it himself…but he was silenced by a strange, illogical anticipation.


      As he sat still, waiting, Jaeyoung uncapped a white cylinder and gripped it like a pen—for some reason, he didn’t even use lip balm like a normal person. He then reached out with his left hand to gently cup Sangwoo’s chin and slowly brought the tube to his lips, maintaining steady eye contact the entire time.


      There had been several moments in the past when Jaeyoung’s face, for no clear reason, had looked particularly sexy. For instance, there had been that one time in the library when Jaeyoung had casually asked him to watch a movie, and that moment when he had unbuckled Sangwoo’s seatbelt in the car. Now, as Jaeyoung held the lip balm, Sangwoo felt his muscles clench with a sudden rush of anxiety, almost like there was a knife being held up to his face instead of a moisturizing product.


      A flurry of questions swirled in his head. Was that pressure against his lips truly lip balm? If so, why was Jaeyoung applying it so slowly and gently? And why was the sensation making his heart feel as if it was going to burst from his chest? Why did it feel like the studio was getting hotter?


      “What’re you closing your eyes for?” Jaeyoung had asked, his words laced with laughter.


      The second Jaeyoung pushed his chair back to his desk, Sangwoo took off to the bathroom and splashed cold water on his face. The taste of vanilla lingered on his lips—one he’d already encountered elsewhere.


      A part of him wanted to wash it away, but another part wanted it to last forever. Caught between the conflicting feelings, Sangwoo stalled for a long while before finally mustering the courage to return to his desk.


      When Sangwoo entered the studio the following day, he was vibrating with tension. What would he encounter this time? He quickly scanned Jaeyoung’s desk, looking for problematic foods or items such as dumplings or tubes of lip balm, but he only found garbage and soda cans.


      “I’m here,” he announced to Jaeyoung, who was staring at his screen with an intense frown.


      “Yo. You had dinner yet?”


      “I have.”


      Their conversation fizzled out quickly. It seemed like Jaeyoung wasn’t feeling particularly talkative—he seemed fixated on something, moving his mouse sporadically with an irritated scowl.


      Is he trying to fix the UI? Sangwoo wondered, recalling what Jaeyoung had said back during the testing of the prototype. Maybe he’s having trouble with the edits.


      Setting up his computer and mouse at his usual spot, Sangwoo aimlessly stared at the ceiling as the laptop booted up. Usually, Jaeyoung would’ve teased him two or three times by this point, but today, the seconds ticked by in complete silence.


      Sangwoo opened the game engine and readied himself to pick up where he’d left off the previous day. After nearly a week of pushing himself, he was mostly done with the image rendering and movement processing. His plan was to set up the object collisions today and move on to server and performance optimization.


      In the end, he only managed to get about five minutes of work done before his gaze drifted away from his laptop screen and settled on the man next to him. He forced his eyes away again, but the effort felt futile—it was like his head was on a swivel.


      How could a human being be so maddeningly inconsistent? Mere days ago, he’d been feeding him dumplings, wasting an entire hour drawing an excavator on his arm, applying lip balm on his lips, and calling him up on the weekends to bother him with endless chitchat. So why was he acting like this now?


      “Are you not going to do anything?” he blurted. It was a weird question, and Sangwoo knew it. But seeing the playful expression that came over Jaeyoung’s face, he felt a strange sense of satisfaction and the corners of his lips twitched in turn.


      Tapping on his desk with his fingertips, Jaeyoung shot back, “Do you want me to be honest or strategic?”


      “Honest.”


      “I have a good feeling about today, so I’m biding my time.”


      It wasn’t an answer to his question, but Sangwoo decided to let it go—at this point, he was used to Jaeyoung’s nonsense.


      “Whatever. What about the strategic version?”


      Jaeyoung chuckled to himself, and then turned to look at Sangwoo. All hints of mischief vanished from his face—the switch was so abrupt he could’ve put children’s party magicians to shame.


      Letting out a soft sigh, Jaeyoung rubbed at his forehead with his fingertips. “These edits are kicking my ass. You know, I would feel so much better if we took a walk together…”


      He’s out of his mind.


      If Jaeyoung thought Sangwoo would drop everything and go on a walk simply because he suggested it, the asshole was mistaken. He had things to do that were actually productive. Sangwoo turned his attention back to his laptop as a quiet, disbelieving laugh slipped from his lips. Somehow, that brief exchange with Jaeyoung had left him feeling light and refreshed.


      “I’m going to concentrate on work, so don’t talk to me.”


      “Uh-huh, sure…”


      True to his word, Jaeyoung proceeded to act as if Sangwoo didn’t exist. He kept his head facing forward, expression serious, occasionally clicking on something with his mouse or typing on his keyboard.


      There were plenty of things that caught Sangwoo’s attention—the slight tension in the air, the sight of Jaeyoung’s right hand, and the sound of keys clicking over the occasional cough. Despite that, Sangwoo’s concentration was better than ever, thanks to the light beating of his heart. That was the only positive effect of working side by side with the man next to him.


      As always, the studio seemed like a magical space where time moved faster than usual. Sangwoo plugged away for two hours, grabbed a drink of water, spent a few minutes making meaningless small talk with Jaeyoung, and reviewed his finished work for another hour. Once he made a quick trip to the restroom, it was somehow already time to head home.


      “You really didn’t bother me today,” Sangwoo commented as he packed up his laptop and mouse. It had been a productive day for both graphics and development. “You didn’t even try to mess with me. Good job.”


      Beside him, Jaeyoung stretched and glanced at the clock. “It’s already ten, huh? You’re heading out now, right?”


      “Yes. It’s time for me to leave.”


      Sangwoo slid his laptop into his backpack, zipped it up, and slung it over one shoulder. Just as he was about to go, Jaeyoung called after him.


      “Hey, Sangwoo.”


      Turning his head slightly, he saw Jaeyoung pulling up the crumpled back of his sneakers, as though he was about to head somewhere as well.


      “How would you feel about me walking you home?”


      “For what reason?”


      “Honest answer or strategic?”


      “Honest.”


      “Like I said, I have a good feeling about today. Wanna hear the other version, too?”


      “No, that’s all right.”


      Sangwoo walked out of the studio, hearing the door open behind him a moment later as Jaeyoung followed. It left him with a strange feeling, one that was either contentment or discomfort, though Sangwoo wasn’t sure which.


      Sangwoo’s apartment was exactly 1.8 kilometers from campus. It took him eight minutes to bike home, and since the average walking speed was about four kilometers per hour, it was about twenty-seven minutes to walk. And yet tonight he found himself shuffling along at a snail’s pace, pulling his bike beside him. It was probably the most inefficient behavior he’d ever engaged in, but he had no other choice—he’d already agreed to walk with Jaeyoung.


      “You watch the EPL or NBA?”


      “No. I don’t keep up with any sports leagues. In fact, I don’t watch it at all.”


      “Seriously? But you look like you’re pretty active to me.”


      “Watching something and engaging in it are two entirely different things. I always make sure to keep up my basic fitness since I sit at my desk for extended periods of time.”


      It was strange—despite the idle chatter, Sangwoo’s good mood persisted. Even the slightly warm, humid night and the sweat dampening his shirt under his backpack straps weren’t enough to ruin his mood. As he walked down the street, he silently counted the signs and streetlights that came into view as if he’d never seen them before. In a way, he hadn’t—he usually whizzed past them on his bike.


      “Well, I like to do both,” Jaeyoung declared. “Would you be up for shooting some hoops with me?”


      “Sure, as long as it doesn’t cut into my work hours.”


      For a long moment, Jaeyoung remained silent, his face emotionless. Sangwoo cast a discreet glance his way, then turned his gaze back to the sidewalk stretching out ahead of them, bathed in the warm glow of the streetlights. Strangely enough, he felt slightly disappointed that their walk was coming to an end, even though he’d be accomplishing his goal of returning home.


      “We’re already here, huh?”


      “It took exactly as long as it needed to,” Sangwoo said stubbornly, glancing at his watch. In fact, the walk had taken exactly forty-nine minutes—twenty-two longer than expected—which meant they’d been moving much more sluggishly than the average person.


      Jaeyoung came to a stop in the alley in front of Sangwoo’s apartment, and Sangwoo’s steps grew slower as he wheeled his bike over to the rack and locked it up, deliberately dragging out every single movement. Despite his efforts, the whole thing felt like it was over in a heartbeat. Now, all he had to do was head inside, but… Instead, he turned around.


      There was Jaeyoung, standing with his hands in his pockets, eyes fixed on Sangwoo. He wasn’t whispering vulgar words in his ear this time or pretending to be asleep, and yet Sangwoo was hit by the urge to see the guy up close again, as if they hadn’t spent nearly the whole day together. Maybe it was the glow of the streetlight playing tricks on him…


      A while back, Sangwoo had picked up on a pattern: Whenever he was around Jaeyoung, his heart started racing and his blood surged through his veins so forcefully it left an uncomfortable pressure in his chest. And right in this very moment, that feeling was stronger than ever.


      “Wow, your patience is no joke.”


      Sangwoo Choo was a person who lived according to his rationality. For the past twenty-five years, his world had been ruled by the absolute power of logic, his sexual desires so perfectly suppressed they barely registered in his mind. But lately, those urges had started to rebel, growing stronger and resisting every attempt to push them down.


      Sangwoo’s eyes swept desperately over Jaeyoung’s tall silhouette, bathed in the orange gleam of the streetlight. He couldn’t get enough of the sight—he wanted more. The fact that Jaeyoung was standing so far away from him made a sharp, aching need rise in his throat. He knew it was completely irrational, but he couldn’t bring himself to ignore it.


      Simply put, he was spiraling out of control. He’d managed to resist every one of Jaeyoung’s little flirtations, but it didn’t matter in the end. Instead of disappearing, the need had been steadily growing inside him the entire time. And now, it had crossed the point of no return.


      Sangwoo’s feet moved on their own, driven by a singular desire to reduce the distance between them. As he slowly walked toward Jaeyoung, the gears in his head spun. Every thought led to the same conclusion: He couldn’t resist any longer, he’d rather let himself become a barbarian, his castle had hoisted a white flag in surrender.


      “Jaeyoung…,” he whispered, stopping right in front of him. “There’s something I’ve been wanting to try for a few days now.”


      The other man remained silent and motionless, eyes locked on his face. The seriousness in that gaze made Sangwoo’s muscles tense slightly, but right when he opened his mouth to take it all back, Jaeyoung spoke.


      “I know.”


      “May I…?”


      “To your heart’s content.”


      Nodding, Sangwoo stepped closer. Since he’d been given permission, there was no reason to hold back. This time, he was fully sober and willing as he reached out and cupped Jaeyoung’s face in both hands, drawn in by the light reflecting in his pretty brown eyes.


      Just as he pulled him closer and went up on his toes, Jaeyoung suddenly shifted back into the shadows of the alley, pressing a gentle finger to Sangwoo’s lips to stop him.


      “This time, take it slow and gentle, savor every sensation. Can you do that?”


      Sangwoo wanted nothing more than to push the finger away, but he managed to stop and nod when he caught the serious note in Jaeyoung’s voice. Satisfied, Jaeyoung slowly removed the impediment.


      Slow and gentle, Sangwoo repeated to himself as he pushed Jaeyoung against the wall and stood on his tiptoes, finally pressing their lips together. The bill of his hat collided with Jaeyoung’s forehead and slid off his head. Sangwoo inhaled the scent of vanilla lip balm, cigarette smoke, and Jaeyoung Jang. He pressed forward with his tongue but paused when he felt Jaeyoung’s hand halt on his back.


      Right. Slow and gentle…


      Sangwoo squeezed his eyes shut, unsure of how to do so—he had never felt such a desperate, burning need to kiss someone before.


      “Breathe through your nose,” Jaeyoung whispered.


      As soon as Sangwoo obeyed, Jaeyoung’s lips pressed harder into his own, which were already slick with spit. He moved their mouths together softly before giving Sangwoo’s a small lick. Jaeyoung then took Sangwoo’s upper lip between his own and sucked lightly.


      More, faster… Overcome with impatience, Sangwoo pulled him closer by the neck. In response, Jaeyoung simply wrapped his arms around Sangwoo’s waist and teased the inside of his lips with the tip of his tongue. Sangwoo melted into the tender kiss.


      When Jaeyoung’s tongue finally slipped between his teeth, Sangwoo tried and failed to be careful. Their tongues quickly tangled together as Jaeyoung’s hand moved upward, along his cheek, to trace the curve of his ear. Sangwoo’s shoulders tensed as those fingers brushed over his earlobe and temple until they came to rest on the back of his head, warm and steady.


      “Breathe,” Jaeyoung whispered again.


      Sangwoo let out a pent-up breath through his nose, and Jaeyoung dove deeper, angling his head slightly to lick at the base of his tongue.


      Slow… Savor every sensation…


      Sangwoo’s sense of taste came alive in a way it never had before. His arms tightened around Jaeyoung’s neck as he was struck by a dizzying wave of pleasure. More, more, closer, deeper… To his delight, Jaeyoung allowed himself to be dragged closer. Gentle… Sangwoo reminded himself.


      Jaeyoung’s tongue slid along his teeth and then drew back teasingly. When he nibbled on Sangwoo’s lower lip, he couldn’t help but release the moan he had been desperately holding back.


      Jaeyoung shifted his light grip on his cheek, and when Sangwoo tilted his head to the other side, he swooped in to press their lips together once again. Sangwoo found himself panting—not from an inability to breathe, but from pure arousal. He pushed Jaeyoung away, trying to pull himself together, and the other man slowly retreated from him.


      “I’m telling you, my gut feeling is pretty accurate. Maybe I should be a fortune teller.”


      In the darkness, Sangwoo couldn’t tell if Jaeyoung’s face was flushed from arousal, or if it was just the streetlight.


      “It’s my loss.”


      “I told you, it’s not a competition.”


      “Not against you. I meant that my reason lost to my desire.”


      “Well, your desire is a part of you, isn’t it?”


      It wasn’t exactly the best time for a debate—not when Sangwoo was struggling to stay upright after their passionate kiss. Inside, his craving for more was warring with a desperate urge to run somewhere safe. But stronger than either of those feelings was his fear.


      “I’m going to go upstairs.”


      “Okay.”


      Jaeyoung bent down to grab Sangwoo’s hat off the ground and placed it back on his head, albeit crookedly.


      “Sleep tight, Sangwoo.”


      “…You too.”


      Sangwoo whipped around and headed for the building before his greed could overtake him.
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      “Hello.”


      “You get home okay?”


      “Of course I did. It was only a thirty-second walk. Why did you call?”


      “Because I wanted to hear your voice.”


      “Right. You mentioned you like listening to people speak.”


      “Actually, I wanted to hear your voice specifically.”


      The line fell quiet for a bit.


      “Jaeyoung?”


      “Yeah?”


      “How are you so good at it?”


      Sangwoo waited for a response, but none came.


      “Did you get a lot of practice?”


      “…Perhaps.”


      “If you don’t have anything to say, should I hang up?”


      “No, don’t. Tell me what you did today.”


      “I attended my Pop Culture and Cultural Theory class. I had a difficult time understanding the concept of Orientalism, but one of my classmates explained it to—”


      “That classmate being Jihye?”


      “Yes. After the lecture was over, we ate lunch. I had seolleongtang, spicy whelk with noodles, stir-fried seaweed stems, yogurt, radish kimchi—”


      “You ate lunch with her?”


      “Yes. Then I went on a walk—”


      “With Jihye?”


      “Yes. Also, just so you’re aware, I might be slightly late on Friday.”


      “Why?”


      “I have dinner plans.”


      “Why?”


      “Someone has something to tell me.”


      “Hey, Sangwoo.”


      “Yes?”


      “What have we been doing lately?”


      “Developing a game together.”


      “Besides that.”


      “You’re…waiting for me to be ready.”


      “For what?”


      “Do I have to say it out loud?”


      “Yeah.”


      “For sexual intercourse.”


      “And why do you think I want to do it with you?”


      “I don’t know. How am I supposed to know what goes on in your head?”


      “Fine. Can you give me Jihye’s number?”


      “Why?”


      “To catch up with her, see how she’s doing. It’s been a while.”


      “I’m afraid I can’t share her personal information. I’ll ask her on Friday and see if she’s okay with me giving it to you.”


      “That works. I’ll see you at our next meeting.”


      The call disconnected.


      “I can’t wait to see you tomorrow, Jaeyoung.”
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      Though she was a twenty-one-year-old college girl fond of French Romantic literature, Jihye wasn’t actually that “romantic” of a person—in fact, she was a very down-to-earth person. Victor Hugo’s and Gustave Flaubert’s works made for good reads, but she had absolutely no desire for her relationships to reflect those of the characters contained within.


      Sure, her last three attempts at dating had ended in failure, but she wasn’t the type to mope around and feel sorry for herself because of it. Instead, she’d taken mental notes on exactly what kind of men to steer clear of next time, which included: men who were too full of themselves; men who were overly obsessed with their appearance; men who had too many friends; men who used flowery, literary language; men who were too confident in their looks; men who wore skintight shirts; men who smoked; men who weren’t intelligent; men who had bad drinking habits; and men who were compulsive liars.


      In that sense, Sangwoo Choo was perfect boyfriend material—he didn’t raise a single red flag. To be honest, he wasn’t the man of her dreams, but he’d grown on her over time. He’d had to, since the first impression he’d left on her had been anything but positive.


      She’d first run into him three months ago while she was heading to her locker to get a head start on the semester, lugging along a ridiculously heavy box chock-full of books she would probably never even read. The attempt to cart it across campus had, of course, left her huffing and puffing, and ultimately, she’d dropped the box entirely.


      That was the moment she’d first encountered Sangwoo Choo—but the moment had been neither romantic nor fateful. Most people would feel some level of sympathy if they saw someone struggling with a large box, especially after it slipped through their hands and its contents scattered across the sidewalk. Nevertheless, Sangwoo had kept marching on without a single glance in her direction. At the time, she’d thought the guy was pretty freaking heartless, but she’d still asked him for help.


      “Where are you headed?” he’d asked in response. The words—formed by lips that’d been pressed into a flat line only moments ago—had been as cold as his expression. Quietly, she’d judged his character to be just as flawed as his gloomy outfit, which consisted of a black puffer jacket, a black hat, and a pair of straight-leg jeans that had clearly been thrown on without a second thought about how well they would fit. But unfortunately, there’d been no one else around she could turn to for assistance.


      “This feels heavier than thirty kilograms. Even professional deliverymen would charge extra for this.”


      What about those blunt words had grabbed her attention, Jihye didn’t know, but they had. It was possible he’d simply been trying to imply that his help was worth a lot more than just a meal ticket, but she’d gotten the impression that his cold delivery disguised genuine feelings of concern.


      From that moment on, everything had changed. Sangwoo’s emotionless face had suddenly begun to appear trustworthy in her eyes. Her impression of his outer appearance shifted away from dull and mundane to genuinely attractive. She’d gone on to ask him his name, major, year, and where he lived, and he’d obliged to answer every one of her questions despite being visibly annoyed. And when he’d taken off his jacket and rolled up his sleeves halfway to the library, she’d found it to be incredibly cool—she couldn’t keep her gaze from shifting to his lean, muscular forearms and sweaty forehead.


      That wasn’t to say that she had fallen for him at first sight, however. She wasn’t so inclined to hopeless romanticism. Instead, Sangwoo had grown on her, little by little. At first, he’d simply been a weird guy she’d met on campus. But then the adjective she’d used to describe him in her head had changed. “Weird” had become “unique,” then “decent,” then “nice,” then “perfect.” By the time she’d realized Sangwoo might be the one, nearly half the semester had already passed.


      The only issue had been that Sangwoo didn’t seem to reciprocate any of her interest. They got along fine, she could tell that much, but he never looked her in the eye when they were talking. To be more exact, it felt like he didn’t see her even when they were standing right next to each other.


      She’d come to the conclusion that maybe he didn’t find her that pretty. So she’d done some research, looking up outfits that men were supposed to like and following makeup tutorial videos to switch up her style. But none of it had managed to grab Sangwoo’s attention.


      Even then, she’d refused to give up. She believed that as long as she kept putting in the effort, her feelings would reach him eventually. And when she’d managed to secure a date with him to the school festival, her hopes had soared—that is, until an unexpected rival reared his head.


      Jaeyoung Jang. A few months ago, he had been nothing more than a cool, popular upperclassman. He was a handsome guy who outshone everyone simply by existing, a tall and stylish waiter at the Italian restaurant he worked at, and such a stellar actor that a mere rumor he was part of the cast could sell out a show put on by the drama club. He was practically a celebrity—one of her close friends called herself his fan.


      As such, she’d never even imagined that someone like Jaeyoung could become an acquaintance of hers, but thanks to Sangwoo, they’d exchanged names and were sharing meals at the dining hall before she knew it. At the time, she’d been excited—who wouldn’t be, sitting across from someone that handsome? But it hadn’t taken long for her to realize that Jaeyoung was anything but the admirable upperclassman she’d envisioned in her head.


      “Hmm… You two are using nicknames now? Sounds like you’ve gotten pretty close with my dear Sangwoo.”


      “Don’t worry about him. I’ll make sure he gets home safe.”


      The first time he’d drawn a line between them, Jihye hadn’t thought much of it—she’d just figured Jaeyoung was a lot quirkier than he seemed. But then things had escalated at the haunted tavern during the school festival, to the point where his passive-aggressive jabs could no longer be chalked up to mere cluelessness. In fact, if her hunch was right, Jaeyoung seemed to be keeping her in check as a romantic rival.


      “Do you like Sangwoo?” Jaeyoung asked without so much as a greeting, barely a second after Jihye took her seat. They were meeting one-on-one—something that would’ve made her friend screech with jealousy.


      Struck speechless, Jihye quickly glanced at Jaeyoung’s face, but his bright eyes gave nothing away. He was lounging in his chair, sucking on what appeared to be an iced americano through a straw, looking incredibly bored. He was wearing a black T-shirt with a creepy drawing of eyeballs. Combined with the spiky studs lining his ears and the tattoo on his arm that she hadn’t known about, Jihye couldn’t help but feel intimidated. A flicker of trepidation passed through her, but it was quickly overshadowed by a wave of stubbornness.


      “I do,” she responded curtly.


      For a moment, Jaeyoung simply stared at her expressionlessly. Then he abruptly said, “Say you and Sangwoo are drowning, but there’s only one life jacket. What would you do?”


      She’d managed to keep up a mask of nonchalance in the face of his rude first question, but it finally cracked. Jaeyoung might be trying to throw some kind of riddle with a nonsensical answer at her, but she didn’t have it in her to come up with a witty comeback. In the end, she decided to counter his absurdity with logic.


      “I would take the life jacket for myself, obviously.”


      Sure, she might’ve developed feelings for Sangwoo, but at this point in time, they were very much one-sided. And besides, this was the twenty-first century—the days of lovers dying for each other like Romeo and Juliet were long gone.


      “You’d let Sangwoo drown, huh?”


      Why was he making her sound like some kind of coldhearted monster when he was the one who’d asked something so idiotic in the first place? It took a moment for Jihye to collect herself enough to give a response.


      “Well, if I didn’t, I’d die instead.”


      “It sounds to me like you don’t care about him enough that you can’t live without him. You wouldn’t mind giving up on him then, right?”


      “What does that have to do with anything?” she demanded. The flow of the conversation felt like it’d slipped entirely out of her grasp. Suddenly feeling a surge of irritation, she snapped, “What about you, then? Would you give Sangwoo the life jacket and let yourself drown?”


      “We wouldn’t end up in that situation in the first place. I don’t like being in large bodies of water, and neither does Sangwoo.”


      Jihye blinked, at a total loss for words.


      It was true that Jaeyoung had her beat in almost every category. He was way older, an upperclassman, a campus celebrity, and far closer to Sangwoo than she was. But that didn’t mean she was going to let him walk over her.


      Clenching her fists, she retorted, “Do you like Sangwoo?”


      Initially, her intent had been to tread carefully around this topic for their sakes, since Jaeyoung and Sangwoo were both men. But considering the way Jaeyoung was coming for her at full force, she couldn’t take it lying down.


      To her surprise, Jaeyoung didn’t even hesitate before giving his response.


      “Yeah.”


      Taken aback, Jihye instinctively glanced around the café, which was fairly empty, given it was 3 PM on a Thursday. It seemed he’d chosen a corner table for a reason.


      Jaeyoung took another sip of his coffee and continued, “In fact, I like him so much that I’m willing to tell you my feelings for him straight-out, despite knowing that I’m giving you ammunition against me.”


      There it was again—Jaeyoung’s way of making the other person out to be a piece of trash. Contrary to his insinuations, Jihye wasn’t in the habit of spreading secrets, and she wasn’t stupid enough to blab just because her apparent rival in love was making digs at her expense. If she did that, she’d only be shooting herself in the foot.


      “Pretty selfless of me, isn’t it?” Jaeyoung said mockingly.


      Jihye shook her head, frowning. “Not at all.”


      “That’s exactly right. I’m an asshole, and I don’t hesitate to do crappy things to people who get in my way.”


      “And that’s relevant to me why…?”


      “You can gossip about me to your heart’s content…” Jaeyoung scooted his chair closer to the table, his emotionless gaze shifting into a threatening, unhinged glare. “…but if you talk shit about Sangwoo, you’ll have to deal with me.”


      Jihye felt a flash of terror. It took her a long moment to snap back to her senses.


      Get it together, Jihye! You didn’t do anything wrong!


      It wasn’t a crime to develop a crush on a guy in her class, after all. It would’ve been a different story if Sangwoo and Jaeyoung were actually dating, but if they had been, Sangwoo had never made that obvious. In conclusion, the way Jaeyoung was treating her was completely unwarranted. Jihye lightly patted herself on her cheeks to regain her composure.


      Her first objective was to soothe the angry beast.


      “Don’t worry, your secret’s safe with me. No need to bite my face off.”


      And now, for her counterpunch.


      “I had no idea you two were dating. If he’s taken, of course I’ll back off.”


      Jihye subtly watched Jaeyoung closely for a reaction—and was proven right when his eyes slightly narrowed. She’d guessed correctly: The two weren’t an item. If they had been, then Jaeyoung could have simply had Sangwoo tell her to back off instead of confronting her like this.


      “I think I get why I find you so annoying,” Jaeyoung said with a chuckle. “You’re too smart for your own good.” The comment was clearly not meant as a compliment.


      Jihye forced a laugh, straining her rigid facial muscles into a smile and straightening her posture. Though sweat was pooling in her palms, she discreetly wiped them against her jeans. She didn’t want to give the impression that she was some kind of pushover.


      After a brief silence, Jaeyoung spoke again.


      “We’re not dating. It’s one-sided on my part.”


      He sounded completely unfazed, given he was basically putting himself at a disadvantage. But his gaze was sharp when he locked eyes with her again.


      “Does that change anything, though?”


      It changed everything, actually. If he’d been dating Sangwoo, it would’ve meant she’d been acting like a homewrecker this whole time. But if she and Jaeyoung were both after the same person, that meant they were competitors on equal footing.


      “If we’re both in the same position, then there’s no reason for me to step down, right?”


      “No, no… You’ve got it all wrong.”


      Jihye fell silent. No matter how she looked at it, she couldn’t figure out where she’d supposedly gotten confused.


      Jaeyoung took another sip of his drink, then glanced down to inspect his nails. The pose looked so good on him she could’ve snapped a photo right then and there and made it into an amazing album cover. It was almost unfair how handsome he was, considering how twisted and mean he was on the inside.


      “Don’t tell me you…? It almost sounds like you think we’re competing for Sangwoo.”


      “If not, then what exactly are we doing here?” Jihye demanded.


      She racked her brain, trying to come up with another possible explanation for Jaeyoung’s actions, but came up empty. If he wasn’t trying to get rid of her, then why had he gone to the trouble of getting her number from a friend of a friend and asking her to meet him at a café?


      Leaning against the backrest of his seat, Jaeyoung smirked. “Well, I don’t see you as a threat in the slightest.”


      “What is that supposed to mean?”


      “If you think you can come between me and Sangwoo, you’re wrong. The only obstacle in our relationship is Sangwoo himself, no one else.”


      As Jihye waited for Jaeyoung to speak again, she watched as he shifted from arrogant to mischievous to cold and sharp in the blink of an eye.


      “I bet you were planning to tell him how you feel after dinner tomorrow. Fine. Let’s say you ask him to be your boyfriend. Isn’t it obvious how he’d respond?”


      Jihye didn’t answer.


      Jaeyoung lifted his chin slightly and said in a robotic voice, “‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible. My objective this semester is solely to focus on my studies and game development. I haven’t set aside the requisite time for a relationship.’”


      He’d mimicked Sangwoo’s flat tone perfectly. Despite herself, Jihye almost burst out laughing.


      “Actually, it might be something simpler. Something like… ‘I don’t have any time to waste on relationships.’”


      Jaeyoung snapped out of actor mode, cutting the moment of humor short. As Jihye stared at her unexpected opponent, she felt a sinking sensation in her stomach. It was like he’d plucked the words straight from Sangwoo’s mouth. The words felt so accurate as to what he’d say that she felt the sting of rejection, even though she hadn’t asked him out yet.


      In fact, Jihye had already braced herself for the possibility—she held no hope that Sangwoo would agree to be her boyfriend. Her goal was simply to plant the idea in his head so that he might begin to see her as a potential romantic interest. If she built on that, little by little, she might have a chance with him someday, even if it wasn’t this semester.


      Jihye dropped her forced smile. “I understand what you’re getting at. But why did you call me here if you don’t see me as a threat?”


      At this point, she couldn’t maintain her mask of politeness any longer. She knew that she was glaring at an upperclassman who was nearly six years her senior, but she didn’t care.


      Jaeyoung gazed at her and said, “Because you’re getting on my nerves.”


      His tone was so nonchalant and flippant that it took a moment for Jihye to process his words. But when she did, something became painfully obvious: Jaeyoung truly didn’t see her as competition.


      “I’ve been a bit on edge lately. The thought of Sangwoo going to class, talking, eating, or talking a walk with someone else when I’m not there… I can’t stand it.”


      Jihye could feel a headache coming on. The whole situation was reminiscent of a soap opera or a movie—one where the mother was so obsessed with her son that she tormented her daughter-in-law. Or maybe one where the husband was so controlling that he cut off his wife’s friends. Wasn’t Jaeyoung Jang supposed to be laid-back and chill? How he’d gotten such a reputation, she didn’t know.


      Jaeyoung lowered his voice. “And now you want to ask him out? Sure, he’ll reject you, but I don’t want Sangwoo to ever be in that kind of situation. Do you get what I’m saying?”


      Jihye could comprehend the words in a literal sense, but she couldn’t figure out the motives behind them. If Jaeyoung was so confident, why was he acting this jealous toward someone who apparently didn’t stand a chance? Besides, the fact that a guy like Jaeyoung, who’d dated the prettiest and smartest girls on campus, had developed a crush on someone as detached and eccentric as Sangwoo seemed utterly bizarre.


      Seriously, what’s with him?


      She could sense there was something else hidden beneath Jaeyoung’s petty, irrational comments.


      Even after years of reading and dissecting literature, she had never truly grasped Julien’s obsession with Madame de Rênal or Quasimodo’s devotion to Esmeralda. She’d always assumed their feelings existed for the sake of the plot, nothing more. After all, she’d never experienced such passion herself. But watching Jaeyoung bristle over her having lunch and taking a walk with his crush, Jihye caught a glimpse of an emotion that was entirely foreign to her.


      I think he’s genuinely in love with him…


      A crushing sense of defeat fell over her. And as the gears in her head started turning, she finally began to grasp the situation she’d found herself in.


      “But I can’t bring myself to sit next to that assho—that person, because I dislike him so much.”


      “That, uh…Jaeyoung Jang. It looks like he has a girlfriend.”


      “If you wish to accept my offer, then come to Olive Tree at six.”


      Why hadn’t she noticed earlier? The only times Sangwoo had ever showed any kind of initiative—aside from when he was trying to win a gaming console or asking her to explain a cultural theory—had been about Jaeyoung Jang.


      Maybe it’s not one-sided after all, she thought, heart deflating like a punctured balloon. Everything was starting to make sense. If he swung that way, then no wonder Sangwoo had never even cast a glance in her direction. Honestly, she wouldn’t be surprised if it turned out they were dating already and Jaeyoung was lying to her for Sangwoo’s sake.


      With a sigh, Jihye ran a hand over her face, realizing she had already lost.


      “Anyway, I don’t have the time or patience to let you sit there and think things over, and truthfully, I don’t feel like it either,” Jaeyoung said quickly. “So, I’m going to say what I came here to tell you.”


      Nodding, Jihye brushed her hair back and straightened up to meet his eyes. His face remained as impassive as it had been when she first saw him sitting in the café.


      “I get it. Sangwoo Choo is a catch,” Jaeyoung said. “He’s smart, cute, follows the law to a tee, has a pretty neck, and he’ll definitely have a nice, high-paying job once he graduates.”


      Seriously, what is wrong with this guy? Jihye thought, eyes narrowing in utter disbelief.


      Jaeyoung ignored her and continued, his tone dismissive, “It’s not like I can force you to give up on him. Stick around, let him go… Do whatever you want.”


      Jihye couldn’t help but scoff at the declaration. Here he was, acting like she had a choice in the matter, when the entire beginning of their conversation had been him threatening her to back off.


      “But if you decide to stick around,” Jaeyoung added with a smile, “you’ll be dealing with me, someone who has an actual shot with Sangwoo. Personally, I’m excited to see how dirty of a fight it’ll be.”


      Yeah… I knew this would happen. Jihye let out a dry laugh, feeling the fight drain right out of her. She’d walked into the café thinking she’d confidently say her piece and leave Jaeyoung stunned and speechless. Instead, she was the one with her pride and dignity in tatters.


      Mustering the last bit of strength she had left, she asked, “Is that a threat?”


      “Sure is. I’ve been threatening you this whole time. Did I forget to mention that?”


      “I’m pretty sure you did.”


      “Well, I’m done with that anyway. Here’s my offer.”


      Jaeyoung grabbed an envelope from the seat next to him and handed it over to Jihye, who glanced at him suspiciously and took it. It was much heftier than she’d expected.


      Is this…cash?


      The incredulous thought crossed her mind as she opened the envelope. However, it turned out to be a thick stack of papers, each page featuring a photo of a different man, accompanied by a short description. Frowning, Jihye flipped through them—a congressman’s son, a band vocalist, a med student, a law student, a music major, an amateur baseball player, a robotics developer, a voice actor, someone who’d landed a job at a major corporation overseas…


      “I wasn’t sure what your type was, so I put together a general list. I’ll set you up with any of them—try all of them, if you want. If none of them work out, I’ll make you a new list that’s just as long.”


      “How many guys are in this thing?”


      “Fifty.”


      “Erik Smithson? What the heck?” she muttered, staring at a picture of a man who was supposedly from Sweden.


      “Don’t worry, he’s fluent in Korean. Actually, he might be more fluent than you.”


      “Yeah, right…”


      Jihye couldn’t help bursting out in laughter at the absurdity of the situation. Feeling resigned, Jihye flipped to the very last sheet of paper and saw a familiar face.


      
        Hyungjin Park


        Age: 21


        Height: 180 cm


        Occupation: Philosophy major at Hanguk University


        President of the drama club and aspiring actor


        Responsible, loyal, and would make a kind and caring boyfriend

      


      “Hold on, I know this guy. He was Frankenstein’s monster, right?”


      “Impressive. I didn’t think you’d recognize him. He was wearing a ton of makeup that day.”


      “Of course I do! You sent him over to our table, like, a gazillion times!”


      Jaeyoung shrugged. “After a while, I didn’t even have to ask. I think he was into you.”


      Jihye puffed out her cheeks, struggling to come up with a response. He looked older than her despite being the same age, but she had to admit, she liked that he was a philosophy major.


      “Should I reach out to him, then?”


      “I haven’t said anything yet.”


      Carefully sliding the thick bundle of papers back into the envelope, Jihye tucked it into her bag and straightened up, then fixed Jaeyoung with a steady gaze. She might have folded when faced with his carrot-and-stick approach, but he didn’t have to know that.


      “Fine. I’ll consider giving up on Sangwoo.”


      “Glad we’re on the same page.”


      “Don’t get the wrong idea. I’m not saying your threats or persuasion worked on me. It’s simply that, unlike you, I’m not so obsessed with Sangwoo that I’m willing to toss basic human decency out the window. I have no interest in getting in the way of two people who clearly have feelings for each other.”


      Jaeyoung laughed as if to say “Whatever helps you sleep at night.”


      Jihye hesitated for a moment. “But I’d like to stay friends with him.”


      “No. Did you not hear what I’ve been saying until now?” Jaeyoung shot back immediately.


      “Why not?” she demanded, voice raising as her temper flared up again. “You know full well that he’s not interested in me! He treats me like…like some vending machine that spits out cultural theory explanations for free! Do you have any idea how hard I have to study so that he doesn’t look at me like I’ve short-circuited when I answer wrong?”


      “That’s how he’s always been.”


      “I swear, this isn’t because I like him. I genuinely enjoy Sangchoo’s company, so I want to keep hanging out with him.”


      “You know, that’s yet another reason I don’t like you,” Jaeyoung said, crossing his arms and looking at her with an astonishing amount of arrogance. “You act so friendly with him. He’s an upperclassman and he’s older than you, and yet you’re always calling him ‘Sangchoo’ like he’s a vegetable. The disrespect is staggering.”


      “Sangchoo said I could!”


      “Well, I’m saying you can’t, so stop it.”


      “Okay, then what would you prefer?”


      “I would prefer it if you don’t say his name at all. If you absolutely must, you can refer to him as ‘Mr. Choo.’ Like, ‘Oi, Mr. Choo!’”


      Jihye didn’t know whether to sigh or scoff at the ridiculous suggestion. Even Jaeyoung couldn’t hold back a laugh at how absurd it sounded. What in the world are we doing? she wondered blankly, caught between a strange blend of gloominess and an inexplicable urge to laugh.


      “For heaven’s sake… Does Sangchoo—I mean, Sangwoo… Mr. Choo… Does he know this is what you’re actually like?”


      “At this point, I’m pretty sure he thinks I’m an angel who’s really amazing at graphic design.”


      “He really is too good for you.”


      “If you only knew how much I put up with on a daily basis…” Jaeyoung muttered. He slipped his phone out of his pocket to glance at the time, then promptly rose from his seat as Jihye stared at him wordlessly. “Well, I have to go. Let me know when you’re ready for your first date.”


      “Okay.”


      “Oh, but don’t call me. Sangwoo might think there’s something fishy going on.”


      “Oh, for— What more do you want from me?!” Jihye yelled, exasperated.


      “You might think I’m kidding, but I’m not.”


      And with that last comment, Jaeyoung finally left. For a long moment, Jihye stared blankly at the empty seat across from her, feeling like she had just sat through a hurricane. Then another hollow laugh slipped past her lips.


      Well…I guess that’s the end of that.


      She’d made a wise decision—there was no point in taking part in a competition she couldn’t win. Despite knowing that, she couldn’t help but feel disappointed. Ultimately, her efforts had gone to waste, and she’d probably looked like an idiot.


      When had been the last time she was that passionate about something? Jihye couldn’t remember. To go beyond that, to love someone as deeply as a character in romance movies or novels… What must that feel like? Her mind swirled with thoughts, thoughts, and more thoughts… Even in this moment, her head was winning over her heart.


      She was fine with that, though. After all, it was the twenty-first century, and the days of lovers dying for each other like Romeo and Juliet were long gone.


      “Maybe this is a sign I should focus on my studies,” Jihye said with a shrug, standing up. If she was lucky, maybe Sangwoo would be too distracted by his new boyfriend when finals came along, and she’d be able to get a higher grade than him for once. Her pride still stung from him beating her by eight whole points on the midterm, considering how hard she’d studied.


      The glass café door swung open to reveal a clear, blue sky.


      “And of course the weather is amazing…”


      Just like that, the pragmatic Jihye’s fourth relationship ended before it even began.


      
        Requirement for potential boyfriends (new): Make sure they don’t attract handsome male rivals.
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      With his response typed out and sent, Sangwoo set his phone back down on his desk. Now that he was free that evening, he’d need to recalibrate his plans a bit. For one, instead of arriving at the studio late, he would arrive at his usual time instead. For two…


      “I’ll need another way to get rid of those things,” he muttered, staring at the movie tickets on his desk—the same ones Jaeyoung had slipped through the crack in his door a couple of months ago. They would expire on Sunday, two days from now.


      His original intent had been to give them to Jihye. Though he’d ultimately lost the gaming console she’d won for him at the festival in his inebriated state, a mere 130 thousand won bowl of udon didn’t seem like a fair exchange. Unfortunately, now that she’d called off their plans, the tickets would expire before he could get them to her.


      I’ll have to sell them.


      Sangwoo quickly cross-referenced his usual Friday routine with the individuals he maintained amicable relations with. He came up with exactly two potential buyers for the tickets—Yuna Choi and Jaeyoung. The idea of selling the tickets to Yuna sounded much more appealing than essentially returning them to Jaeyoung—especially since there were bad memories associated with them.


      A few of Jaeyoung’s comments flashed through his mind, as though he’d run a database search with “movie” as the keyword.


      “Wanna see a movie?”


      “Hm? No, not with me. I meant, I’ll buy a ticket for you.”


      “Wanna watch a movie with me?”


      “Are you serious? You skipped class just because I asked you to watch a movie with me?!”


      “You’re such a stick-in-the-mud, you know that? I watched a movie with another man just yesterday.”


      Sangwoo could pinpoint exactly when each statement had been made. In order, they went: when Jaeyoung had shown up at the internet café with a laptop that didn’t have a RAM stick, the day Jaeyoung had first triggered a flicker of sexual attraction inside him, and the day Jaeyoung had thrown a barrage of curses at him from outside his apartment door and stormed off.


      “Guess he’s a huge fan of movies,” Sangwoo muttered.


      Now that he thought about it, Jaeyoung had been oddly obsessed with going to the movie theater for quite some time. Another possibility crept into Sangwoo’s mind—a way to get rid of the movie tickets without selling them. After a brief moment of consideration, he filed it away as his plan B.


      The clock struck midnight. Sangwoo checked his inbox, opened the files Jaeyoung had sent over, replied with some feedback on a few things he wasn’t satisfied with, and shut down his PC. Then he turned off the lights, slipped under the covers, and closed his eyes.


      “Where’s the person who usually sits over there?”


      Jaeyoung, who had briefly glanced over at Sangwoo when he entered the studio and then promptly focused back on his PC, spun his chair around completely. He was wearing an intriguing T-shirt that featured a cube within a cube within another cube. When Sangwoo finished his examination of the shirt and shifted his attention to Jaeyoung’s face, he found an irritated look there.


      “That’s it? No ‘hello’ or ‘good morning’?”


      “I didn’t want to disturb you. You seemed busy.”


      “Then why did you disturb me with such a pointless question?”


      “I’m sorry. You can go back to work.”


      Although Jaeyoung’s sudden burst of hostility had caught him off guard, Sangwoo decided not to retaliate, as Jaeyoung had a logical point. Instead, he just set up his laptop and mouse and took his usual seat.


      “What do you need Yuna for anyway?” Jaeyoung asked out of nowhere.


      “I had something to discuss with her, but given that she’s absent…”


      “Discuss what?”


      “I was going to sell her something.”


      The response was almost immediate. “Sell it to me, then.”


      Frowning, Sangwoo looked over at Jaeyoung and met his steady gaze. The situation felt all too familiar—Jaeyoung would no doubt remain doggedly persistent until he got the answer he wanted. Trying to withhold information from him would only be a waste of time.


      “It’s the pair of movie tickets you slipped under my door a while back. They expire this weekend.”


      Immediately, Jaeyoung’s lips twisted into an icy smile.


      In Sangwoo’s defense, he’d tried his best to avoid the topic, knowing the discussion that followed would be an uncomfortable one for both of them. But now that the cat was out of the bag, he hurriedly continued to speak, hoping he could divert the conversation before Jaeyoung could spit out a curse, become irritated, or otherwise fail to regulate his emotions.


      “You’re not going to purchase them, correct?”


      “What the hell do you think?”


      “In that case…would you like to go see a movie?”


      Jaeyoung’s brow furrowed in visible confusion.


      “Never mind, then,” Sangwoo said.


      He turned back to his laptop with an air of finality. But after a moment, he heard Jaeyoung’s chair roll across the floor.


      “Watch a movie…with you?”


      Sangwoo nodded without saying a word, his cheeks flushing under the weight of the stare laser-focused on the side of his face. The silence between them stretched on for far too long before Jaeyoung finally spoke again.


      “You sure it’s not weird? We’re two men, you know.”


      At this, Sangwoo glared at his laptop screen. When he’d made that comment, he’d meant every word—and his rationale hadn’t exactly changed since then. The issue was, his previous reason for rejecting the offer was no longer valid.


      Finally, he muttered, “I’ve done worse.”


      “Oh, I get it. Once you’ve shit all over the place, what’s a fart or two, right?”


      “Seriously…?” Sangwoo trailed off with a sigh. “I’m not forcing you into it. I can simply sell the tickets to a stranger.”


      Jaeyoung fell silent as Sangwoo opened a secondhand marketplace app and began to create a post. He had barely filled out any of the fields when Jaeyoung burst out, “Book a movie for the theater in Jeongryun-dong. I’ll pick you up at ten tomorrow night at the internet café.”


      Sangwoo froze right before he could enter the price for the tickets. There wasn’t much to what Jaeyoung had said—just a time and place to meet. And yet his heart was pounding as if he’d heard something deeply infuriating, or…


      Calm down, Sangwoo. This is nothing to get excited about.


      He was simply falling back on his plan B since Yuna wasn’t present. And besides, considering how Jaeyoung had recently been kind enough to draw an excavator on his arm and share a few bites of his large dumpling, giving Jaeyoung the tickets for free felt justified.


      He quickly closed out of the secondhand marketplace website and opened the homepage of the movie theater. Sangwoo swiftly navigated to the showtimes—it was the first occasion he’d had to buy movie tickets since November four years ago, back when he’d had a girlfriend.


      “Here are your choices. One, Supreman Revives; two, The Spy’s Little Sister; three, Pyu-Pyu and Kyu-Kyu; or four, Pipin’ Hot and Steamy.”


      “Pipin’ Hot and Steamy.”


      “Do you even know what that movie is about?”


      Sangwoo gazed at the red, erotic poster for a moment, then turned his disapproving stare to Jaeyoung, who’d already slid his chair back to its rightful spot. Jaeyoung shrugged innocently.


      “Nope. I like the title, and it sounds like it’s rated R.”


      “I’ll purchase tickets for Supreman Revives, then. It’s the top-ranked film.”


      “Do as you wish, my lord! For what would a peasant like myself know about movies?”


      Ignoring Jaeyoung’s dramatic lament, Sangwoo promptly picked a showtime and pair of seats, adjusted the ticket quantity, and checked out.


      “The reservation is complete. We’ll be seeing Supreman Revives at International Cinema in Jeongryun-dong, 10:35 PM, theater room 5, seats L13 and L14.”


      “Whatever would I do without you?” Jaeyoung responded, amused.


      That was how Sangwoo found himself not only having kissed a man, but about to watch a movie with one, too.


      At the end of his Saturday shift, Sangwoo informed the owner of the internet café that he’d be quitting at the end of May, citing the commitment he’d made to developing his game and oncoming finals. The conversation dragged on for nearly ten minutes—the owner, visibly disappointed, kept insisting on knowing the exact reason he was so busy.


      After that was resolved, Sangwoo negotiated a ten-minute early departure for his next shift, then headed down the stairs to the ground level.


      The moment he stepped outside, he spotted Jaeyoung’s car parked by the curb—it was a hatchback with sharp, angular lines and a bright red roof and mirrors. Jaeyoung himself was leaning against it, eyes fixed on his phone.


      Sangwoo paused, his eyes catching on Jaeyoung’s clothes—light gray slacks and a white button-down shirt. He’d never seen him in such an outfit before.


      In addition, Jaeyoung’s usual piercings and glasses were gone, replaced by a watch and a leather bracelet made visible by his rolled-up sleeves. There was something different about his hair, too, though Sangwoo couldn’t quite put his finger on it.


      He forced himself to start walking again, then hesitated a moment, his steps slowing.


      Wait… How am I dressed right now?


      It was the first time in his life Sangwoo had ever worried about what he was wearing. His gaze drifted down to his black sneakers, worn jeans, and navy plaid shirt.


      He forced his feet back into motion, quickly approaching the car. I have no reason to be so concerned, he told himself sternly. It’s only Jaeyoung Jang.


      By this point, Sangwoo was feeling slightly irritated. In contrast, Jaeyoung smiled brightly when he spotted him.


      “Hey.”


      “I apologize for being late.”


      “Our very first date. Isn’t it exciting?”


      “What a strange thing to say. Let’s get going.”


      Jaeyoung ignored the snappy remark and opened the passenger door for Sangwoo, motioning for him to get in. But Sangwoo hesitated. It would be his first time in Jaeyoung’s car since that day.


      Instead, he asked, “Where are your glasses?”


      “Didn’t bring them.”


      “I can drive, then. I can get a temporary insurance issued.”


      “Nope.”


      “I have a Class D driver’s license.”


      “Too bad. I’m driving,” Jaeyoung declared, swiftly walking around the car and getting in the driver’s seat.


      Feeling crankier now, Sangwoo glared at him for a moment, then glanced at his watch. It read 10:12 PM, which meant they were dangerously close to being late. The movie started in twenty-three minutes, and it would take them at least ten minutes to drive to Jeongryun-dong.


      Begrudgingly, he got in the passenger’s seat.


      As Sangwoo fastened his seatbelt, Jaeyoung turned his body slightly, showing off his sharp jawline, and spun the steering wheel with one hand, his other arm slung behind Sangwoo’s headrest. He wasn’t doing anything special, really—he was simply reversing the car. But Sangwoo’s gaze involuntarily moved to Jaeyoung’s collarbone, visible through the two undone top buttons of his shirt. The tendons in his neck stood out, leading up to his sharp jawline.


      Sangwoo almost felt dizzy as he greedily drank in the sight. And when Jaeyoung shifted gears again, their eyes met.


      “Oh, now you notice, but when I was actually trying something …,” Jaeyoung chuckled, shifting his gaze back out the windshield.


      The statement left Sangwoo completely mystified. No matter what angle he examined it from, he had no idea what Jaeyoung meant. But when he shifted slightly, anxiety stirring in his stomach, it was for another reason.


      “You’re worried that I’m gonna crash the car because I’m not wearing my glasses, right?”


      It was like Jaeyoung had read his mind. Sangwoo nodded silently.


      “How bad’s my vision?”


      “You’re nearsighted, with mild astigmatism. You were prescribed -0.75 lenses.”


      “Which means without them, I can see plenty well enough to drive.”


      “Do you have good insurance?”


      “Relax. I won’t ask you to pay for repairs even if I do get into an accident.”


      “But why did you choose to go without your glasses in the first place?”


      For a long moment, Jaeyoung fell silent. He only turned his head to meet Sangwoo’s gaze when they stopped at a red light.


      “Sometimes, you’ve gotta endure small inconveniences for a greater cause.”


      “How does that relate to this situation?”


      “Don’t worry about it.”


      Jaeyoung stepped on the gas, and Sangwoo didn’t press the issue, afraid to distract the other man while he was behind the wheel.


      Jaeyoung pulled up to a separate parking lot that wasn’t attached to the theater—it was much farther away, and not even free. When Sangwoo pointed out this issue, Jaeyoung simply ignored him.


      At this point, there were only eleven minutes remaining until the movie began, so they half jogged to the theater. Sangwoo’s anger nearly boiled over when Jaeyoung wasted even more time at the concession area, saying he wanted to buy popcorn.


      Sangwoo hadn’t expected this process to be pleasant, of course, but neither had he predicted it would end up so chaotic that he would be left reeling. If this was how Jaeyoung went about his daily life, no wonder he could never meet his deadlines or show up on time to their meetings.


      “Which theater are we headed to?”


      “Five.”


      They were now a whole three minutes past the movie’s starting time, but Jaeyoung was moving frustratingly slowly.


      “Hurry up. We’re late.”


      “Don’t worry, the ads usually take more than ten minutes.”


      “It’s supposed to start at 10:35. It’s 10:38.”


      Without responding, Jaeyoung made him hold the tub of popcorn and shoved some into his mouth, forcing him to focus of chewing on the food instead. When he tried to voice his frustrations again, he was silenced once more with the same method.


      By the time Sangwoo finished eating the second mouthful, they had arrived at the correct theater room.


      “Our tickets are for L13 and L14.”


      “Nice. You got good seats,” Jaeyoung said, glancing at the seating map as they stepped into the dark theater.


      The space was fairly vacant, which made sense, considering how long the movie had been out and the late showing time. In fact, their row was almost completely empty—beyond the elderly couple sitting at the very end, there was no one else.


      To Sangwoo’s mild annoyance, it turned out Jaeyoung had been right about the advertisements taking a long time. He settled into his seat and leaned against the backrest, feeling his composure start to return. A few slow blinks later, and the last traces of his restlessness had faded away entirely.


      As he did, he realized he was thirsty—and in that moment, Jaeyoung offered him the large cup of soda as if he’d read Sangwoo’s mind. Sangwoo glanced down at it to see there was only one straw, probably because Jaeyoung hadn’t originally planned on sharing. His first instinct was to complain, but he paused, knowing exactly what Jaeyoung would say.


      “Who cares? We’ve already kissed.”


      Without a word, Sangwoo took a long sip of the soda and passed the cup back to Jaeyoung. As he’d predicted, Jaeyoung immediately took a drink of his own from the same straw, dark liquid traveling up through the transparent plastic cylinder. Why Jaeyoung felt the need to stare at him so intently while doing so, however, Sangwoo had no clue.


      In the darkness of the theater, one side of Jaeyoung’s face was illuminated by the shifting colors on the movie screen, the shadow cast by his nose growing longer and shorter as the movie began to unfold. For some reason, Sangwoo found that his mouth felt dry, despite having just had a drink. His eyes had begun to sting, too—a biological consequence of not blinking for too long.


      Their gazes remained locked, eyes unwavering. If they were in a competition, Jaeyoung would’ve been declared the undisputed winner—because the moment the screen went dark in the theater, plunging the room into complete darkness, Sangwoo closed his eyes and kissed him. It was cut short when the screen flashed bright, a sharp scream of “Help me!” blaring from the theater’s loudspeakers. Sangwoo went reeling back into his seat—but the shame lingered.


      The first time he’d kissed Jaeyoung, he’d believed the man was asleep. The second time, he’d been drunk. The other incidents had happened with the full consent of both parties, but this time… This time he’d basically forced himself on a fully-awake Jaeyoung without any valid excuse.


      Overcome with embarrassment, Sangwoo covered his face with his hands. He’d missed the entire beginning of the movie by the time he managed to convince himself to lower them.


      I’m screwed, he groaned inwardly. He had never been one to enjoy spiraling out of control.


      Sangwoo shot a glare at Jaeyoung—the culprit responsible for seducing him—but found the other man staring at the screen with complete nonchalance, one hand casually placed on the armrest between them. The way his upturned fingers waved provocatively through the air, like a spider luring in its prey, made Sangwoo narrow his eyes.


      Forcing himself to face forward, he turned back to the screen.


      To Sangwoo’s relief, the plot of the movie ended up being so simple that he was able to follow it just fine despite having missed the first part. It featured an alien who was completely invincible to all physical damage, could fly at the speed of light, and drew his energy from the sun’s rays. The story revolved around said alien uncovering and foiling his enemy’s plan to take advantage of his only weakness.


      Still, he found himself suffering on more than one level, partly because he couldn’t make sense of several plot points, and partly because Jaeyoung’s hand refused to stop moving. One moment he was tapping on their shared armrest, the next he was splaying his fingers out and flipping his hand over so that his distractingly pale palm faced upward.


      Whether Jaeyoung’s eyes had been roaming to and fro around the theater as well, Sangwoo couldn’t be sure—he’d made a point not to look in Jaeyoung’s direction again for the entire two and a half hours of the movie—but judging from the hand movements alone, there was clearly something wrong with the man.


      Once the movie concluded, they exited the theater together and silently took the elevator to the main floor of the cinema. When they stepped outside, Sangwoo was met by a rush of warm air. It was well past one in the morning, and the sky had gone pitch-black, the streets washed in gray. The surrounding neighborhood, which had been bustling and crowded before they entered, was completely empty.


      By Sangwoo’s count, nine entire minutes passed between them in silence before Jaeyoung finally spoke.


      “What’d you think of the movie?” he asked. With his right hand tucked into one of his pockets, he looked completely relaxed and nonchalant.


      “Would you classify Supreman as an animal or a plant?” Sangwoo responded, completely off topic.


      “Where the hell did that come from?”


      “His energy sources are air and sunlight. If he undergoes photosynthesis in order to survive, shouldn’t he be classified as a plant, no matter how complex his physical structure is?”


      “Uh… Not sure.”


      “In addition, he mentioned shaving at some point in the movie, but how is that possible? Even an exploding supernova failed to damage a single strand of his hair. It doesn’t make sense that a normal steel razor would be able to do what a supernova couldn’t.”


      “Uhhh…”


      “Though, I have to say, I felt bad for him when it was revealed cryptonite was his weakness.”


      The only scene that Sangwoo had truly been able to connect with emotionally was the one when Supreman—all but invincible up to that point—had nearly been defeated by a green gemstone shard from his home planet. That little shard had exuded a power that was more destructive to the superhero than uranium radiation, rendering him as defenseless as any normal man. In that moment, Sangwoo had felt the same terror and trepidation the superhero in the movie must have.


      “Yeah, well…that’s the diabolical deus ex machina of this franchise.”


      “The what…?”


      “It’s a term that means something is a total game changer, basically. The writers love using cryptonite to put Supreman in danger. That way, they can spice things up a bit instead of the usual formula of Supreman saving the day, which would be boring. But obviously, they’re not gonna kill off the main character.”


      “Hmm… Interesting.”


      “That’s generally how this movie genre works,” Jaeyoung explained, his hand moving through the air in complex but meaningless patterns as he spoke. “Good defeats evil. People don’t usually think about how superheroes shave or if they’re doing photosynthesis. What the audience wants is action and a smoking-hot hero in spandex who fights on our side, not a well-developed, original plot.”


      Sangwoo stared, dazed, as Jaeyoung grabbed the front of his shirt and flapped it a few times to cool off. Jaeyoung suddenly seemed more intelligent than ever before.


      “I didn’t realize you were so smart.”


      “Damn, what exactly do you think of me?”


      The Jaeyoung Jang in Sangwoo’s head was a deadbeat, lowlife, sadistic piece of trash. But too many things had changed now, and he was left unable to come up with an honest answer.


      Turning his gaze forward again without responding, Sangwoo found himself walking between two long rows of tall trees.


      “Where are we?”


      “Jeongryun Park, obviously.”


      “Why did we come this way?”


      “It’s a shortcut.”


      Sangwoo frowned, wondering why they hadn’t taken the “shortcut” on their way to the movie to avoid being late. But his thoughts were interrupted when Jaeyoung tapped on the brim of his hat.


      Glancing to the side to see what Jaeyoung wanted, Sangwoo’s eyes locked with Jaeyoung’s. He could see the moon hanging high in the sky right behind his head; its bright, silver light illuminated Jaeyoung’s dark brown hair.


      “Well, did you like it or not?”


      “Like what, exactly?”


      “The movie. People usually have some feeling or another toward something they just watched.”


      “Hmm…” Sangwoo considered this for a moment. “I’m not sure. I found it strange.”


      He should have ended it there, but he found himself wondering what Jaeyoung’s thoughts were.


      “What about you?”


      At this, Jaeyoung looked over at him again. “I enjoyed it.”


      “Which part did you enjoy?”


      “Dunno.”


      “How can you not know?”


      “Well, I was too busy staring at you to watch any of it.”


      Jaeyoung’s words simultaneously struck Sangwoo speechless and rendered him unable to take another step. Jaeyoung kept walking like he’d commented on the weather, but Sangwoo remained rooted to the spot, glaring at his back. His heart was pounding, pumping both excitement and annoyance through his veins.


      When he finally managed to calm himself, Sangwoo realized that Jaeyoung had crossed a great deal of ground while he’d been distracted. What snapped him fully out of his stupor was the fact that he’d detected a contradiction in Jaeyoung’s words.


      Sangwoo jerked into motion, marching forward quickly until he’d caught up to Jaeyoung.


      “You said you enjoyed the movie, but you also said you didn’t get to watch it. One of those two statements must be false.”


      “Nope. Both are true.”


      “How can you enjoy a movie you never watched?”


      “Use your imagination, sir,” Jaeyoung responded smoothly.


      It took Sangwoo all of two seconds to realize what he’d been trying to imply. Embarrassed, he hung his head and didn’t say another word, furiously regretting his decision to interrogate Jaeyoung.


      At the end of Jeongryun Park stretched a long path with a stone wall running along one side. Sangwoo knew it well—he’d once walked it with his ex-girlfriend, since it was a popular spot for couples in Seoul. Back then, he’d mostly felt irked by the crowds of people bustling around the area. This time, he felt a strange fluttering in his stomach—maybe because there wasn’t a single soul in sight.


      For a while, he and Jaeyoung meandered along in complete silence. Sangwoo kept his eyes forward, but he couldn’t help noticing Jaeyoung’s left hand dangling at the edge of his vision. One minute passed, then two, then three. But that hand didn’t move a centimeter. It was like the relentless, teasing dance it had put him through in the theater had been a mirage. This was in stark contrast to Jaeyoung’s right hand, which was in constant motion. It shuffled around, scratching at Jaeyoung’s nose and rubbing at the back of his head, only coming to a momentary pause in the occasional moments it slipped into his pocket.


      Sangwoo glanced at his watch again, only to realize it was almost two in the morning.


      I thought Jaeyoung said this was a shortcut…


      His mind was crystal clear, despite it being a couple of hours past his usual bedtime. Every one of Sangwoo’s nerves pulled taut as he focused his senses on the man next to him, taking in the rhythm of his breathing, the movements of his hand, the subtle shifts in his stride, and the way the fabric of his pants moved.


      “Jaeyoung,” he said impulsively.


      “What’s up?”


      The words “Can I hold your hand?” lingered at the edge of his lips, but Sangwoo’s courage faltered before he could get the words out. After a moment of fidgeting, he asked another question instead.


      “How much longer until we reach the parking lot?”


      “We’re almost there.”


      There was a storm brewing within Sangwoo. His desire felt like a roaring beast trying to break out of its cage. The desperate need to take Jaeyoung’s hand—immediately—overcame him. It felt like if he failed to do so, something terrible might happen.


      He had to do it now.


      Squeezing his eyes shut, Sangwoo thrust his arm out. His fingers brushed against the palm of Jaeyoung’s left hand, which had been leisurely swinging at Jaeyoung’s side like a pendulum.


      Frankly, Sangwoo didn’t even register what happened next—but seconds later, his and Jaeyoung’s fingers were laced together. Sangwoo took several deep, very careful breaths as their hands slowly swung back and forth, as if being moved by a nonexistent wind. A tingling sensation began to spread up his arm from their joined fingers, permeating every corner of his body.


      “Jaeyoung?”


      “Yeah?”


      “No, it’s nothing.”


      However, the beast inside Sangwoo still wasn’t satisfied—it was clamoring for something more. Sangwoo desperately tried to silence it, ordering it to have some sense of decency, but it refused to listen.


      “Jaeyoung.”


      “Hmm?”


      “Never mind. Ignore me.”


      As they neared the parking lot, Sangwoo tried his best to ignore the burning desire inside him. Unfortunately, that turned out to be an incredibly difficult task. So much sweat had pooled in his palms that it felt like holding a wet rag that was on the brink of dripping water.


      How had he managed to pass as a civilized human being for the past twenty-five years when he was clearly so full of lust? Sangwoo had absolutely no idea.


      “What’s gotten into you today?” Jaeyoung teased. “You usually say whatever comes to mind, but you’re being so quiet. You feeling sick or something?”


      Without thinking, Sangwoo finally glanced up at the face he’d been desperately avoiding for the entire walk. At the sight of it, desire surged through him so powerfully his head spun.


      It had to have something to do with them holding hands—somehow, the act was having a strange, possibly harmful effect on him. So Sangwoo pulled away and replied, “Yes, I’m not feeling well. Do you think the theater spikes their soda with stimulants to make the moviegoers more aroused?”


      “Damn… And here I was, thinking you lacked creativity.”


      It quickly became evident that Sangwoo’s bid to curb his rapidly rising level of lust by reclaiming his hand had proven entirely unsuccessful. His inner turmoil was so intense that he almost didn’t realize that they had arrived at Jaeyoung’s car.


      It had taken them ten minutes to walk to the theater and thirty-three to walk back to the car using the “shortcut.” Therefore, when Jaeyoung said, “See? Didn’t even take that long,” he was being completely shameless.


      But Sangwoo was so distracted he didn’t even point out the obvious discrepancy.


      “Jaeyoung.”


      “Yeah? Come on, out with it.”


      He makes it sound so easy, Sangwoo grumbled inwardly. This whole thing was so stupid. He tugged the words lingering at the tip of his tongue out of his mouth like he was uprooting a stubborn weed.


      “What is it like to have sexual intercourse with a man?”


      “Personally, I think it’s the same as sleeping with a woman.”


      Sangwoo fell silent.


      “I mean, it’s something that naturally happens when two people are attracted to each other. It’s really not that different.”


      “Jaeyoung.”


      “Yes, what?”


      “Nothing.”


      Sangwoo expected Jaeyoung to pry—an irritating habit of his—but instead, Jaeyoung remained quiet and clicked his car key to unlock the doors.


      The silence in the car on the way back to Sangwoo’s apartment was so awkward it became suffocating. Jaeyoung stared straight ahead the whole way, offering none of his usual jokes or pointless remarks. Sangwoo had no clue what expression Jaeyoung wore—he couldn’t bring himself to look in his direction.


      The road in front of them was completely empty, so Jaeyoung didn’t bother with slowing down or changing lanes. In contrast, the inside of Sangwoo’s mind felt cluttered, packed with thoughts. His chest felt tight with indecision. He couldn’t even be sure whether he wanted time to pass faster or slower.


      In the end, it didn’t matter, since Jaeyoung kept the car going at a steady speed until he eventually pulled up to the curb outside of Sangwoo’s apartment. After turning off the engine, a heavy silence settled between them. Long and unbearable, it felt as if it might never end.


      “Stay in my car any longer, and I might have to start charging you rent,” Jaeyoung commented. Though the words themselves were teasing, his voice didn’t hold any hint of laughter.


      Well, it would be weirder if it did, Sangwoo thought. Even he could tell it wasn’t the time to be messing around.


      Sangwoo remained tense as he told Jaeyoung, “I can’t get out yet.”


      “Why not?”


      “There’s something I have to do.” If he held back, he knew the heat simmering inside him would never fade.


      Cautiously glancing over to his left, Sangwoo found Jaeyoung watching him. Slowly, Jaeyoung shifted to the side and rested his elbow on the back of Sangwoo’s seat.


      “Go for it, then.”


      Sangwoo met Jaeyoung’s eyes with a forced nonchalance, but his heart was pounding frantically inside his chest as he put one knee on the console and swung his other leg onto the driver’s seat—a page out of Jaeyoung’s book. Quickly, he settled his weight on Jaeyoung’s knees, grabbing his shoulders with both hands.


      Jaeyoung’s eyes widened, and he pressed his head back into the headrest.


      “Why do you look so surprised?” Sangwoo asked, stroking the soft skin of Jaeyoung’s cheek with one hand. “I thought you told me to go for it.” Then he leaned closer, eyes slipping shut.


      Just stay calm…


      Though Sangwoo’s mind was full of chaotic, racing thoughts, his movements were exceedingly gentle when he finally pressed his lips to Jaeyoung’s. He urged himself to go slow as he sucked and licked at Jaeyoung’s upper lip, savoring the sensation of the delicate flesh past them.


      At the same time, he reached up to stroke Jaeyoung’s neck. Gentle…, he silently reminded himself. Be gentle…


      After what felt like forever, Jaeyoung finally kissed him back. Sangwoo briefly nibbled at his lips, released them, then met Jaeyoung’s tongue with his own.


      Breathe through your nose.


      The kiss deepened as he tilted his head to the side, tongue venturing farther in to tangle together even more. A moan escaped Jaeyoung’s lips, and he slipped a hand under Sangwoo’s shirt. Sangwoo’s arousal swelled as skin touched skin, the heat from their bodies blending together.


      Jaeyoung spent a long time stroking Sangwoo’s lean waist and back. Then, apparently satisfied, he tossed Sangwoo’s hat aside and dug his fingers into the hair that’d been hidden underneath.


      Sangwoo didn’t protest—he was too preoccupied with using his own hands to explore Jaeyoung’s features. Indulging his pent-up desires, he ran his fingers over Jaeyoung’s ears, eyelids, and the bridge of his nose.


      It was a rare chance to touch Jaeyoung however he liked, and Sangwoo took full advantage of it. Though it seemed Jaeyoung had used some sort of gel to hold his bangs in place—which explained the slight difference in his appearance Sangwoo had noticed earlier—he mussed up those carefully styled locks without an ounce of hesitation.


      Agonizing pleasure flooded through Sangwoo. No matter what he did, his arousal only seemed to grow, showing no hints of subsiding. He lost count of how long he and Jaeyoung had been kissing. Part of him felt like he could keep going all day long—but then Jaeyoung pushed him away.


      Hiding a flicker of disappointment, Sangwoo stared at Jaeyoung’s face, which was more flushed than he’d ever seen before.


      “Have you…been practicing?” Jaeyoung gasped out.


      “Yes.” Sangwoo took a quick glance at his watch—the kissing had lasted for nine minutes straight. Clearly, his efforts had paid off.


      Still panting, Jaeyoung furrowed his brow. “How? With…who?”


      “I’d prefer to keep that to myself.”


      “Was it with a human being?”


      “No.”


      “Okay. That’s fine, then.”


      Below his disheveled hair, Jaeyoung’s eyes were gleaming with the same kind of impulsive desire that burned in Sangwoo’s chest. That wasn’t surprising—Jaeyoung never tried to hide what he wanted.


      “I… I’ll go now,” Sangwoo muttered. Sitting on Jaeyoung’s knees was growing more and more uncomfortable.


      But as he reached for the door handle, Jaeyoung grabbed him by the shoulders and pulled him closer, pressing their torsos together. Planting a kiss to Sangwoo’s forehead, he whispered, “Just a little longer. I have to calm down a bit.”


      Before Sangwoo knew it, Jaeyoung had pulled him into a hug so tight he could barely breathe. His eyes drifted shut, and in that darkness, he properly faced the arousal simmering within him for the first time.


      Until now, Sangwoo had always let himself be swept along, never truly acknowledging his own headstrong desires. However, maybe this time…


      “Jaeyoung,” he blurted, but he wasn’t thinking—not really. His sense of logic had taken a backseat, and his arousal was gripping the steering wheel, ready to slam its foot on the gas and floor it up the ultimate peak it had heretofore been robbed of.


      No response came from Jaeyoung. He simply stared at Sangwoo, his breaths coming out raggedly.


      “I want to have sex with you.”


      A sudden silence settled between them. Sangwoo’s heart was pounding so hard it threatened to burst right through his ribcage—but to be honest, it’d been doing so ever since he’d seen Jaeyoung leaning against his car hours ago. He felt calm, eerily so. He knew exactly what he wanted and how to get it.


      “Do you accept my offer?” Sangwoo asked. His voice was steady, and his head had never been clearer.


      Jaeyoung’s fingers tightened around his shoulders, but it took him a moment to respond. “Let’s go inside, then,” he said, voice deep and heated.


      “Not yet. I need some time to prepare.”


      “How long?”


      “One hour.”


      Jaeyoung immediately glanced at his watch. “I’ll be back at 3:33.”


      Sangwoo nodded and slipped out of the car.


      “Okay.”
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      Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang! Bang!


      A series of thundering knocks hammered on Sangwoo’s apartment door the moment the minute hand of his clock struck thirty-three. Jaeyoung had arrived exactly on time, not a second late. Sangwoo found himself taken aback by his punctuality.


      After glaring at the door for a long moment, Sangwoo took a deep breath and then walked over, stopping a few steps short. Reaching out cautiously, as if about to touch a wild animal, he unlatched the lock with a single outstretched finger. The whole time, he carefully maintained a small amount of distance between himself and the door.


      Everything that followed seemed to happen in slow motion. The door swinging open, Jaeyoung stepping through with eyes blazing… Sangwoo couldn’t help but take several steps back.


      Before the door had even closed, Jaeyoung had kicked off his shoes, practically sending them flying across the floor. A shower of condoms and packets of lube scattered after them like autumn leaves.


      Jaeyoung then slammed a bottle of wine onto Sangwoo’s shoe rack—it was a wonder he didn’t break the damn thing—before lunging straight at him.


      Sangwoo had spent the past hour trying to calm himself down, and his arousal had subsided for the most part as he’d gone through the preparation process. As a result, he found himself feeling more nervous than turned on.


      Though Sangwoo had tried to brace himself for what was to come, when Jaeyoung wrapped his arms around his waist and pulled him flush against his chest, a sudden flash of fear shot through him, nonetheless. For the first time, he fully registered how much shorter and leaner he was than Jaeyoung.


      Sangwoo would have likely dwelled on this unexpected swell of anxiety further, but Jaeyoung shoved him against the wall and covered him in kisses from forehead to chin before he had the chance. The pecks came in a flurry, disorganized and a little too wild, making Sangwoo tense up. He did manage to find some relief in the clean, refreshing scent of toothpaste on Jaeyoung’s breath.


      Jaeyoung nibbled on Sangwoo’s lower lip, then trailed his mouth over Sangwoo’s cheek to lap at the soft skin of his neck. Soft, wet sounds drifted to Sangwoo’s ears, causing his shoulders to curl up instinctively.


      One of Jaeyoung’s hands had already snuck into his shirt, and it languidly explored Sangwoo’s back before snaking around his waist and pulling his lower half forward. Immediately, he could feel something press against his groin—something way too hard to be called flesh.


      Sangwoo froze instinctively. All the effort he’d put into memorizing the various ways foreplay could progress, running through multiple simulations in his head, and thoroughly educating himself on sexual theory went to naught—despite everything, he found himself paralyzed with fear.


      “Uh, Jaeyoung…?”


      No response came.


      “Are you sure…you’ve done this with a man before…?”


      In lieu of an answer, Jaeyoung simply licked a hot, wet trail up Sangwoo’s throat.


      At this point, Sangwoo’s brain had begun to struggle to keep up with what Jaeyoung was doing—his movements felt impossible to follow. In fact, by the time he caught on that Jaeyoung had leaned away slightly to tug at Sangwoo’s shirt—which had already been rolled up at some point to expose his bare chest—it’d been whipped off him entirely.


      Flustered, Sangwoo parted his lips in protest, but Jaeyoung silenced him with a kiss. Apparently, the nine minutes of kissing they’d engaged in hadn’t been enough for him.


      Despite having done it multiple times before, Sangwoo’s arousal left him fumbling a bit. It didn’t help that, as their lips dueled, Jaeyoung was slowly guiding him backward. Step by step by step they went until Sangwoo suddenly found himself standing at the edge of his own bed.


      Eyes still closed, Jaeyoung gently guided Sangwoo down onto the mattress. The younger man toppled backward with the grace of a stiff log, the white of the ceiling filling his vision just before his head hit his pillow.


      This is it.


      The thought brought on another surge of anxiety and fear so strong that Sangwoo nearly pushed Jaeyoung away and declared he actually wouldn’t be partaking in sexual intercourse. Lying half-naked under the bright ceiling light was a shameful enough experience. However, he’d already endured so much discomfort…too much to back out of things now.


      I have to grit my teeth and bear it for ten minutes, Sangwoo told himself, squeezing his eyes shut. That should be long enough to get it over with.


      He suddenly noticed that Jaeyoung’s persistent, exploring touch had stopped. Sangwoo slowly opened his eyes to narrow slits and immediately found himself caught in Jaeyoung’s gaze. It was dazed and unfocused, similar to how it’d been that night they’d both been drinking.


      Slowly, Jaeyoung’s lips parted. “Why do you look so…calm? You weren’t like that an hour ago.”


      “It’s because I’m nervous.”


      “Well, are you ready?”


      “You could have asked me that earlier.”


      “Oh, my bad. I was preoccupied with…other things.”


      “I thoroughly washed every single part of my body, so there’s nothing for you to worry about. I also clipped my nails and did an enem—”


      Jaeyoung clapped a hand over his mouth.


      “Shh… You’re not supposed to explain that stuff in detail.”


      “Mmmph! Mmph, mmmmph.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I got it. You can be quiet now.”


      Jaeyoung’s hand withdrew, only for him to replace it with his lips. The wet sounds of their mouths moving over each other melded together in Sangwoo’s head with the sight of Jaeyoung’s furrowed brow and closed eyes. The feeling of Jaeyoung’s hands drifting over his waist and neck added yet another layer of sensation, as did the heavy weight pressing down on his thigh.


      It was far too much for Sangwoo to handle. He stiffened as fear consumed his mind, tainting everything he saw and felt.


      Their kiss broke for a brief moment.


      “What’s on your mind?” Jaeyoung asked.


      Sangwoo swallowed hard. What could he even say? His head was a swirling mess of thoughts, filled with the tips he’d read online about the mechanics of sex, safety guidelines, best practices for disease prevention…and so on and so forth.


      He decided to summarize it all with: “A lot.”


      “Forget the theoretical stuff you read online. This is the real deal.”


      The kiss resumed. Jaeyoung’s hand cupped around Sangwoo’s ear with a quiet but clear obsession, lingering there before drifting down to his neck, collarbone, and chest, where his thumb firmly swiped over one of Sangwoo’s nipples. It was a part of his body that he had always thought useless, but Jaeyoung pinched it between his fingers, gave it a slight twist, and then rubbed it around in slow, deliberate circles. Breaking the kiss, he then leaned down and took the opposite nipple into his mouth, sucking sharply before nibbling on it lightly.


      “Mnnn…,” Sangwoo moaned instinctively.


      The strange sound felt completely foreign in his mouth, and he reached up to try to cover his lips with one hand. Jaeyoung dragged it back down before he came close to reaching that goal.


      Below, the teasing and tormenting of his nipples continued. Sangwoo’s body moved without his permission, his torso bucking and his toes curling at the sensation. Without thinking, he grabbed the back of Jaeyoung’s head and pulled him closer—something Jaeyoung must have taken as permission, of sorts. He bit down even harder while Sangwoo clenched his teeth, struggling to suppress another moan.


      Sangwoo’s head spun as a ravenous need swiftly overtook him, making his mouth water. And as his arousal grew, that need only got stronger.


      I need more… Do something, please…!


      Making out and exploring each other’s bodies was something they’d already covered at this point. He’d invited Jaeyoung into his apartment for one reason and one reason only—and it wasn’t to do this. Right now, the arousal in his gut was but a flutter. If he was going to fully satisfy it through this encounter, as he’d hoped he would, he needed that desire to be whipped up into a full-on tornado.


      “Stop messing around,” he whispered as Jaeyoung’s lips reached his stomach.


      It was only then that Sangwoo realized he’d been stripped down to nothing but his boxers—not that it mattered. Given that Jaeyoung seemed determined to avoid his throbbing erection, deliberately licking and caressing every other part of his body instead, it appeared his words had fallen on deaf ears.


      Frustration simmered inside Sangwoo—Jaeyoung was clearly teasing him on purpose. He’d already told the asshole to move on, but he was being completely ignored.


      “I said…stop it.”


      Jaeyoung gave Sangwoo’s flank a good chomp instead of responding, pulling a yelp from his lips. That was enough to fan the flames of Sangwoo’s irritation into a raging inferno, and he shot upright on the bed.


      Jaeyoung stared at him, eyes wide with surprise.


      “Take yours off, too,” Sangwoo demanded.


      He didn’t bother waiting for Jaeyoung to move. Reaching out, he yanked the other man’s shirt up and over his head without even bothering to unbutton it.


      Jaeyoung rolled up his shirt and tossed it aside carelessly, revealing his muscular torso. Sangwoo felt his breath quicken and go heavy at the sight. They were staring at each other now, not moving a millimeter, but he was panting as hard as if he’d been running at full speed. Across from him, Jaeyoung’s chest was rising and falling just as rapidly.


      The powerful sexual attraction he felt toward Jaeyoung… Sangwoo couldn’t help but find it strange. Jaeyoung was a man with shoulders even broader than his own. It made him wonder: Had he always been attracted to men? And if so, why hadn’t he ever felt anything like this before? He’d gone to an all-boys middle school and high school and finished his military service, for crying out loud.


      As these questions flashed through Sangwoo’s mind, Jaeyoung suddenly sprang off the bed, strode over to the wall, and switched off the light. When he turned back around, the room had been plunged into darkness, lit only by the faint glow coming in through the window.


      Sangwoo’s throat tightened as a wave of anxiety hit him again. He forced down a dry swallow as Jaeyoung walked back to the bed, scooping up a condom and a packet of lube from the floor along the way. The older man stripped his pants off next, chucking them aside before climbing back onto the bed in nothing but boxer briefs.


      Sangwoo watched, lips parted and blinking slowly. He could barely make out Jaeyoung’s face in the dark as he was pulled into a sweet, gentle kiss. His eyes fluttered shut as an arm wrapped around his torso, and he was pushed back flat on the bed. That was when Jaeyoung’s hand finally landed on his reproductive organ—already prepared for sexual intercourse—and the other man let out a low, mischievous chuckle.


      “What happened here, huh?” Jaeyoung whispered, voice slightly hoarse.


      “The corpus spongiosum—”


      “Never mind. Forget I asked.”


      Jaeyoung yanked down his briefs, the motion hurried—almost desperate. When he ripped open the condom wrapper, Sangwoo looked away. Why should he watch when he knew exactly what would happen next?


      However, he couldn’t help but blurt out, “Did you put it on correctly? Are you sure it’s not inside out?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Did you make sure to pinch the tip to prevent air bubbles?”


      “Would you like to do it for me instead?” Jaeyoung asked as he opened another condom and slid it onto his fingers.


      Sangwoo’s mouth went dry as he watched Jaeyoung squeeze some lube onto it. His legs tensed up involuntarily as he began to gnaw at his lower lip. Jaeyoung didn’t seem to notice—he was too busy stripping Sangwoo naked, pulling off his boxers with one hand as he balanced himself over Sangwoo’s body with the other.


      As for the kiss that followed, he had a feeling it was meant to distract him so he wouldn’t focus on what was about to happen down below—a hypothesis that was soon proven true when a finger slipped inside him while he was lost in Jaeyoung’s lips. Despite his fears, he only felt the intense discomfort of a foreign object pushing inside of him, nothing else.


      Without stopping his exploration of Sangwoo’s mouth with his tongue, Jaeyoung squeezed some more lube onto his finger and began to wriggle it around. Sangwoo took a deep breath at the feeling, then wrapped both his arms around Jaeyoung’s neck.


      He has experience with this, Sangwoo reminded himself. He wouldn’t be trusting Jaeyoung to perform such a dangerous task otherwise.


      “Sangwoo,” Jaeyoung whispered, finger still moving. “Are you going to be this chill when I slide my cock into you, too?”


      At that point, Sangwoo was so stiff with anxiety that he could barely even respond. It took him a long moment to reply: “I’ll let you know when we get there.”


      It was a wholly unproductive exchange, but Sangwoo didn’t have the mental space to dwell on it. The discomfort he was feeling had suddenly grown—Jaeyoung had probably added another finger.


      Slowly, Jaeyoung began to move his fingers in and out. Face twisting, Sangwoo quickly reached down to grip his forearm.


      “Does that hurt?”


      “You…can continue. I’m good at enduring pain.”


      Almost immediately, the feeling of being stretched uncomfortably came once again. Jaeyoung was likely spreading his fingers apart now.


      “This is supposed to reduce pain to help it feel good, you know,” Jaeyoung replied, sounding very composed for someone who had his fingers inside another person’s rectum.


      “Yes, I’m aware that prostate stimulation is supposed to be pleasurable. It’s even utilized in certain urological treatments.”


      For the next long moment, Sangwoo listened to the wet, squelching noises coming from his anus. At some point, Jaeyoung twisted his hand slightly and pressed on something inside him, but besides a strange flash of sensation, the feeling disappeared as quickly as it had come. Still, it was distracting enough that he didn’t notice Jaeyoung removing his fingers and replacing them with something with a round tip until it had already been shifted into position.


      In that moment, all of Sangwoo’s preparation and research proved useless to comfort him. A chill went down his spine, and he frantically tried to push Jaeyoung away, but the older man simply pulled him closer.


      “Give me one moment!” Sangwoo said harshly, stopping Jaeyoung in his tracks. “I need to check the level of dilation.”


      “Seriously…? Did you have to say that right when we’re about to have sex?”


      “The anus is not a flexible organ. It could—”


      “I’ll make sure you don’t get hurt. I promise.”


      There wasn’t a trace of humor on Jaeyoung’s face, letting Sangwoo know that he wasn’t the only one nervous here. Sweat pooled in his palms. Should he push Jaeyoung away and declare he’d changed his mind?


      Just then, something big—much, much bigger than Jaeyoung’s fingers—began to push its way inside of him. Sangwoo stayed silent, but inside, he was screaming in pain. Jaeyoung only advanced slightly before he withdrew his penis with a frown. It was only after slathering on a copious amount of lube that he tried again.


      Sangwoo grit his teeth, determined not to let any more embarrassing noises escape his lips. He knew he was good at enduring pain. The only issue was that he’d never felt this particular kind of pain before.


      Reaching out with one hand, Jaeyoung laced his fingers through Sangwoo’s. Then he gave a few slow, shallow thrusts, his eyes fixated on where their bodies were joined, before bending forward so their torsos were pressed together.


      The fingers of Jaeyoung’s other hand caressed Sangwoo’s ear as he pressed their lips together in a kiss that was much rougher than those they’d shared before. But instead of responding, Sangwoo remained completely frozen, his breath caught in his throat. His heart was pounding, and he couldn’t even think straight. Every ounce of his attention was focused on what was happening down below—Jaeyoung kept pushing deeper and deeper, but there seemed to be no end to his sexual organ.


      Jaeyoung nipped his lower lip. “You’re doing this on purpose, aren’t you?”


      “Doing…what?”


      Jaeyoung’s breathing turned ragged, his words coming out slow and strained as he said, “You’ve…gotta relax… Squeezing too tight…”


      What?


      “Come on, try to…loosen up a bit. Think of something you like. An…an excavator, maybe…”


      “What the hell are you talking about?” Sangwoo snapped, his voice equally as hoarse as Jaeyoung’s. That asshole might still possess the ability to joke around, but he certainly didn’t.


      In that moment, Sangwoo didn’t care that he had consented to what they were doing. He must not have been thinking straight… Yes, that had to be it.


      Jaeyoung glanced up to meet Sangwoo’s eyes. His face was twisted slightly, as if in pain.


      “Why are you…making that face?” Sangwoo asked in disbelief.


      “It really hurts.”


      “Hurts? Who do you think is in more pain here?”


      “Doesn’t change the fact that…it hurts…”


      “Ugh!” Sangwoo grunted, feeling a strange desire to burst out crying. “Hurry up. That way, this can all be over.”


      “Fuck… How am I supposed…to do that? Take a look. It’s not even…a fourth of the way in.”


      Sangwoo shook his head frantically, unable to form the words to respond. Take a look? He had no desire to do anything of the sort. Besides, in theory, wasn’t he—the one being penetrated—supposed to be in the most pain? Why was Jaeyoung struggling so much?


      Something must have gone wrong.


      “Take it out,” Sangwoo ordered, pushing at Jaeyoung’s shoulders. “I don’t feel any pleasure.”


      But Jaeyoung shook his head and wrapped his arms around Sangwoo’s neck to pull them even closer together. “No. Not happening.”


      “Take it out or else!”


      “Okay, okay,” Jaeyoung muttered. “I have a proposal. How about…you recite the digits of pi? I’ll take it out once you get all the way to the hundredth digit.”


      “You think…I won’t be able to do that?” Sangwoo managed to ask. On the contrary, he could do it in his sleep.


      “I don’t. So, prove me wrong.”


      He’s out of his mind, Sangwoo thought, scoffing in disbelief. But Jaeyoung appeared to be dead serious.


      Why he had to recite the digits of pi with another man’s penis up his ass, Sangwoo didn’t know. Unfortunately, he had a feeling doing so was the only way to make Jaeyoung give up.


      “Fine. 3.1415926…”


      By Sangwoo’s estimation, the task would take him less than two minutes. He felt a small flicker of relief—after a hundred and twenty seconds, the suffering would end. Closing his eyes, he continued to recite the numbers.


      “…535897— Nngh!”


      Jaeyoung, who’d thrust forward without warning, stopped in place as soon as Sangwoo’s counting cut off.


      “Hm?” he asked, giving an innocent look as Sangwoo glared. “What’s wrong? Keep going.”


      “932…38… Ah!”


      “Please, continue.”


      “4…6… W-wait, stop…!”


      “What, did you forget, Sangwoo? I thought you said you had a thousand digits memorized.”


      “Actually, I can go up to a thousand and twenty-four digi— Ungh!”


      Despite his best efforts, Sangwoo couldn’t hold back his wails of pain any longer. Every time he let down his guard, Jaeyoung shoved deeper and deeper inside him. The shallow thrusts from before were nothing in comparison.


      Jaeyoung’s penis, much larger than anything that had a right to be inside him, stubbornly continued to enter Sangwoo until their groins pressed flush together. Feeling tears welling up in his eyes, Sangwoo squeezed them shut.


      “It hurts. It hurts!” he whimpered, flailing and hitting Jaeyoung’s shoulders with loose fists.


      But Jaeyoung kept moving his hips. “Shh, it’s okay.”


      “It’s not okay! You have to see if I’m bleeding now!” he snapped impatiently, lacking the courage to check himself.


      Letting out a sigh, Jaeyoung glanced down, shook his head silently, and leaned his forehead against Sangwoo’s neck.


      “I don’t think this is working. Let’s do something else,” Sangwoo insisted.


      Jaeyoung shot him a glare. “Damn it… Give me a moment, will you?”


      Seconds later, Sangwoo felt more lube being squeezed onto his entrance. This was immediately followed by the sensation of Jaeyoung pulling out slightly, then thrusting back in so hard that Sangwoo’s entire body shook.


      Sangwoo clung to Jaeyoung’s shoulders, trying to breathe through the pain. I must have lost my mind to agree to this, he thought. He felt full—unnaturally full, so much so that he felt like something was going to rip or pop. Trying to suppress a groan, he clenched his jaw tight.


      There was a faint rustle as Jaeyoung planted his palms on the mattress and raised his torso into a half plank of sorts. Then, eyes still locked on Sangwoo, he slowly began to move his hips back and forth.


      Judging by the scowl on Jaeyoung’s face and the way he was biting his lip, Sangwoo concluded he wasn’t getting any pleasure from the act either. That was only natural—they were both men, after all.
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      Please, just let it be over soon…


      Hoping Jaeyoung would ejaculate faster if he managed to amplify his arousal, Sangwoo cupped his hands around Jaeyoung’s cheeks and pulled him closer in an act of sheer desperation. As they kissed, Jaeyoung finally stopped moving and leaned heavily against Sangwoo’s chest. Sangwoo could feel him panting, his heart pounding wildly.


      “Why did you…stop moving?” Sangwoo whispered. “Does it hurt too much?”


      Jaeyoung didn’t say a word, staring at him with dazed, unfocused eyes.


      For a moment, Sangwoo forgot how to breathe. The feeling that went through him wasn’t exactly the kind of pleasure he’d been anticipating, but his heart still pounded wildly at the sight of a buck naked Jaeyoung.


      Trying to steady his breathing, Sangwoo reached down until his fingers brushed against Jaeyoung’s thigh. He stroked the sweaty skin for a moment, then drew a straight line all the way up to Jaeyoung’s lower back. As the body atop him shuddered violently, he slid his hand to the back of Jaeyoung’s neck and pulled him down slightly, so his lips were touching Jaeyoung’s ear.


      “I thought you wanted to have sex with me, Jaeyoung,” Sangwoo murmured in a low voice. “So…what are you waiting for?”


      Jaeyoung’s brow furrowed, and his upper body suddenly collapsed on top of Sangwoo’s, becoming entirely dead weight. As Sangwoo blinked in confusion, Jaeyoung scowled slightly and pulled out.


      “Damn it… Where’d you learn to say shit like that?”


      Without waiting for a response, Jaeyoung slipped off his condom, tied it into a knot, and tossed it to the side—it appeared Sangwoo had managed to accomplish his goal.


      But his satisfaction was short-lived. Even after ejaculating, Jaeyoung’s penis was as hard as when they’d first started. Its sheer diameter struck Sangwoo speechless. His mind spun, trying to calculate the exact mechanism behind how it had penetrated him—but then a subtle movement diverted his attention. Jaeyoung was opening up a new condom.


      Quickly, Sangwoo crawled across the bed and grabbed his arm. “Let’s engage in non-penetrative intercourse instead,” he proposed. “We did that last time, remember?”


      “Huh? No way. I’ve barely gotten started.”


      “There’s nothing wrong with having bad technique,” Sangwoo said soothingly. “You just need to stick to doing the things you’re most familiar with, and you’ll improve.”


      “Bad technique?!” Jaeyoung’s voice rose, his face flushing red.


      Sangwoo chose not to answer, and after a moment, Jaeyoung released a small, defeated sigh.


      “That was because you…! You were so tight! And you have no right being so damn hot…”


      “Well, let’s think this through. The tightness of my anus will not change, and neither will my apparent hotness.”


      Scoffing slightly, Jaeyoung locked gazes with Sangwoo, his eyes crinkling as he started to regain his composure. “True,” he admitted, “but I think I can focus on other things now that I’ve cum once.”


      Before Sangwoo could raise his voice in protest, Jaeyoung had already ripped the condom wrapper open, pinched the tip, and rolled it on. He leaned closer until their faces were nearly touching.


      “Give me one more chance,” he whispered. When Sangwoo hesitated, he pressed, “It’ll only take five minutes.”


      Sangwoo knew he had to turn him down, but…seeing the seriousness in Jaeyoung’s face, he couldn’t bring himself to do so.


      “Fine. But I’m not giving you a second longer.”


      Sangwoo flopped back down onto the mattress with a sigh, deciding to indulge Jaeyoung. To be honest, he felt more resigned than anything else—the whole thing had turned out to be a giant mess anyway, and he didn’t expect much to change.


      The sound of lube being squeezed out was followed by Jaeyoung pulling him in closer again. When Jaeyoung finished maneuvering his unresisting body into place, Sangwoo realized he was on all fours. It seemed things were going to be a bit different this time.


      “Jaeyoung…?”


      Feeling a flicker of unease, he glanced back at Jaeyoung, who grabbed Sangwoo’s hips from behind and pushed his penis inside him in a painstakingly slow movement. He grit his teeth, preparing to bear his discomfort once again. But as he began counting down the three hundred seconds he’d promised, he belatedly realized the painful stretch didn’t feel as bad as it had the first time.


      Sangwoo waited for the moment Jaeyoung would push himself fully inside, knowing things were going to get significantly worse from there… But that moment never came. Instead, Jaeyoung pressed his bare chest against Sangwoo’s back and began to move back and forth.


      His movements weren’t as rough and frantic as last time—they were slow and deliberate, almost like he was trying to spell out some kind of hidden message or searching for something along Sangwoo’s inner walls.


      Quickly, Sangwoo envisioned their animal-like mating position and the structure of his internal organs. It wasn’t too difficult to realize what Jaeyoung was trying to achieve.


      By the time he counted down to 224 seconds, Sangwoo’s guard had lowered a great deal. Now more accustomed to Jaeyoung’s repetitive thrusting, he stared down at his hands as they pressed into the sheets, and—


      “A-ah!”


      The sudden moan burst from Sangwoo’s lips as the tip of Jaeyoung’s cock brushed against a particularly sensitive spot inside him. Quickly silencing himself, he went back to reciting numbers backward in his head. Two hundred and twenty… Two hundred and nineteen… Two hundred and eighteen—


      “Nnngh!”


      “How’s the countdown going, Sangwoo?”


      “I-it’s going just fine. I’m at…two hundred and fifteen now… Mnnn…”


      Jaeyoung tightened his arm around Sangwoo’s waist and thrust in harder, having found what he was looking for. As the tip of Jaeyoung’s penis rubbed against the exact same place as before, Sangwoo’s fingers curled involuntarily, crumpling the sheets. It was obvious what Jaeyoung was doing wasn’t coincidental in the slightest.


      “What’s wrong? We’re only halfway through, you know. I didn’t take you for a quitter…”


      Despite the clear provocation, Sangwoo couldn’t even bring himself to respond—whenever he tried to open his mouth, he ended up clenching his teeth instead, scared some kind of strange noise would burst out from his unwilling lips.


      Jaeyoung’s newly sharp, focused thrusts were completely different from the languid exploration earlier. The pleasure mounting inside Sangwoo was unlike anything he’d ever been able to achieve through direct stimulation to his sexual organ—it was deeper, spreading through him like ink through water. He’d never felt anything like it before.


      “Ahhh… N-nngh!”


      With every few thrusts, a strange, foreign feeling rippled through Sangwoo, like a feather tickling at his insides. The cycle repeated without end: the moment of relief as Jaeyoung pulled back, followed by the intense slide of him ramming right back in.


      No matter how hard Sangwoo tried to keep his moans contained, his mouth kept falling open helplessly.


      “W-wait! Hang on— Ah!”


      “What? What’s wrong?”


      “Go s-slower… No, faster…”


      Sangwoo could tell he wasn’t making any sense. He could only squeeze his eyes shut and cling to the last scraps of his control, like a tiny boat being tossed around helplessly in a storm. Yet at the same time, some part of him wanted to let go—to surrender to the off-putting, overwhelming sensations running wild within him. The pull between resistance and surrender left him confused and breathless.


      Leaning his chin against Sangwoo’s shoulder, Jaeyoung pressed their bodies closer together. His hand lingered on Sangwoo’s chest and neck for a moment, then moved up his cheek and into his hair, which he gripped tightly in a fist.


      All of a sudden, Jaeyoung’s thrusts grew faster, deliberately seeking out the spot inside Sangwoo that made his arms quiver like a leaf, and slamming into his target over and over. At first, Sangwoo counted approximately one thrust per second, but they soon quickened even further, gaining such speed that he could no longer keep track.


      “Nngh… Aaah… Hnnngh!”


      Sangwoo focused on keeping himself propped up on his arms, giving up on containing his moans. No matter how hard he tried to keep his lips sealed, gasps and cries kept slipping from him regardless, as wave after wave of pleasure crashed into him and swept him away.


      Are those strange sounds really coming from me? Sangwoo thought distantly. It was hard to believe. He could feel Jaeyoung’s hot, labored breaths against his ear, which made it more intense when Jaeyoung suddenly bit down on his earlobe and fully thrust inside him.


      “A-ah!”


      Sangwoo let out an involuntary shout, a sharp jolt of pleasure shooting through his abdomen as his arms gave out and he collapsed to the bed, unable to support himself any longer. He panted heavily as he slumped against the mattress.


      Almost immediately, Jaeyoung leaned his weight on him. Embracing Sangwoo’s torso with both arms, he whispered in his ear, “What’s wrong? Want me to stop?”


      Slumped over, Sangwoo shook his head desperately. His body felt like it was spiraling out of control, the overwhelming pleasure threatening to send tears spilling from his eyes—but he loathed the thought of stopping now. Gritting his teeth, he shouted in his head, Faster! Harder! More, give me more!


      Unsurprisingly, when Jaeyoung suddenly stilled his thrusting, Sangwoo whipped his head around angrily—he’d gotten used to the repeated movements, to the jolt of pleasure each thrust brought with it. But instead of getting what he wanted, he was forced to endure it as Jaeyoung pulled out completely, then turned Sangwoo over to lay on his back.


      Once he had Sangwoo in the new position, Jaeyoung didn’t waste another second. He leaned in, slung Sangwoo’s legs over his shoulders, spread his cheeks apart, and pushed in again. A groan left his mouth as he captured Sangwoo’s lips with his own.


      Sangwoo gripped Jaeyoung’s arms tightly, eyes squeezed shut as he silently endured the discomfort of his hard length pushing in deep. The roughness of that first hard thrust continued into his next movements, each forward drive becoming harder and faster until lewd squelching noises erupted every time their lower bodies came together.


      Once again, Sangwoo felt repetitive throbs of pleasure echo through him. Staring up at Jaeyoung’s face—expression so intent and serious he almost looked angry—he watched as drops of sweat beaded on the man’s nose before falling down onto his own face and neck.


      “Mnn… Nngh! Fuck, w-wait…!”


      Sangwoo reached up and clung to Jaeyoung’s neck, slamming his mouth shut and desperately trying to ride out the storm. But Jaeyoung refused to let him stay silent, cupping his cheek with one hand and shoving a thumb between Sangwoo’s teeth.


      Without thinking, Sangwoo bit down hard. It was the only way he could cling to a shred of coherence while drowning in the sea of pain and pleasure he was experiencing. Unfamiliar sensations surged through him again and again, making his hips buck uncontrollably. And with every slap of their bodies colliding, his thirst only deepened.


      Pleasure tickled at his insides, swelling unbearably. The sheer impatience and frustration made Sangwoo reach down and stroke himself frantically, hoping he could find some kind of release. He felt so sensitive that even the slightest touch made his body tremble.


      The tiniest bit more, and he could reach a state of bliss… Sangwoo just knew it.


      That was until Jaeyoung snatched his hand away. Stubbornly lacing the fingers of both their hands together, he swiftly pinned Sangwoo to the bed.


      “L-let go of me! Nngh…!”


      He struggled with all his might, but his attempts to escape were easily suppressed by Jaeyoung’s heavy body holding him down. Staring wordlessly into Sangwoo’s eyes, he continued thrusting, seemingly determined to hit the strange, sensitive spot that drove Sangwoo crazy with every relentless slide.


      Every burst of feeling sent white flashing across Sangwoo’s vision. In the throes of his rampaging desire, he found he could no longer even remember why he’d been so determined to suppress his lust.


      Consumed by the single-minded need to find release, Sangwoo twisted and bucked even harder. “Fuck…!” he snarled. “I said, let go!”


      “Now, now,” Jaeyoung panted, his heated breath escaping him in short, ragged huffs. “Watch your mouth… If you…keep cursing…I’m gonna stop.”


      There was nothing Sangwoo could do but move his hips, impatiently impaling himself on Jaeyoung’s rock-hard penis instead of waiting for each thrust. The air filled with a mixture of grunts and groans as well as the sound of their flesh slapping together.


      Sangwoo found himself panting like he’d run a marathon, his lungs expanding painfully. Squeezing Jaeyoung’s hands like they were his lifeline, he bit down on the man’s shoulder.


      “Fucking hell…,” Jaeyoung murmured between moans and ragged breaths. “You’re driving me insane.”


      Hypocrite, Sangwoo thought silently. What happened to no cursing?


      Jaeyoung leaned forward and pressed several kisses to his neck, breath coming in helpless pants. “Sangwoo… How many years…do you get for the crime of…making someone lose their mind?”


      “A-ah… Unngh!”


      “Come on, tell me,” he growled breathlessly, groans slipping through his clenched teeth. “What do they charge you with for doing that shit, huh…?”


      Not waiting for an answer, Jaeyoung released his hold on his wrists at last—and grabbed hold of Sangwoo’s dripping cock without warning. Sangwoo jolted and let out an animalistic cry, unable to even think of restraining himself.


      It was hard to believe that pleasure-filled voice actually belonged to him, let alone that he was feeling so good from being penetrated by another man. But in that moment, none of it mattered to Sangwoo. He simply wanted the feelings surging within him to finally reach a resolution.


      “I—I don’t know what you’re—”


      “I’m saying, it’s absolutely criminal to be as sexy as you’re being,” Jaeyoung whispered, giving him another hard thrust. “I’m going crazy because of you.”


      That was when Sangwoo reached his climax. The pleasure that erupted inside him was beyond description. His eyes squeezed shut as the sweet release he’d been desperately aching for finally washed over him. In the darkness behind his eyelids, sensations exploded and lit his vision up like fireworks in a nighttime sky.


      As Sangwoo lay there, limp and panting, Jaeyoung pulled out. A strange, wet squelch followed the movement, but he was too exhausted to feel embarrassed. All that remained was a deep, aching satisfaction, as if Jaeyoung had filled him to the brim with pleasure and contentment.


      “It’s pretty swollen,” Sangwoo heard Jaeyoung say, but his voice sounded distant, like it was echoing from the end of a long tunnel.


      What…just happened? Gasping for breath, Sangwoo stared at his own fingertips—tingly and slightly wrinkled from sweat—with a look of disbelief.


      A few minutes passed before Sangwoo finally felt coherent enough to glance at the clock—it read 4:58 AM.


      Must be broken, he thought idly to himself as his eyes drifted back to Jaeyoung’s penis. Unlike his own sexual organ, Jaeyoung’s was still hard and erect. A moment passed, and then he registered how dirty he felt. Unfortunately, he was so thoroughly relaxed he couldn’t even lift a finger, let alone make it to the bathroom.


      “Tired, huh? Let’s change the sheets and sleep.”


      Sangwoo blinked lazily. Jaeyoung was in front of him, holding spare sheets Sangwoo himself had left folded into a perfect square.


      Instead of trying to get up, Sangwoo wordlessly spread his arms, prompting Jaeyoung to lean down to him. After reaching up and pulling him in by his neck, Sangwoo let his eyes drift shut.


      “Sangwoo.”


      There was no response.


      “You asleep?”


      It was honestly a miracle that Sangwoo had managed to stay up past one o’clock—his usual bedtime—in the first place. Unsurprisingly, he’d long since slipped into unconsciousness as Jaeyoung exasperatedly muttered to himself.


      “Seriously? You knocked out, you pervert?”
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      It had been a while since Jaeyoung last woke up next to someone, skin-to-skin or otherwise. What made it even more unusual was that the person beside him was not just any man, but Sangwoo Choo, no less.


      Leaning his head against his arm, Jaeyoung peered closely at Sangwoo’s sleeping face. He knew well how sharp and intelligent Sangwoo looked when his eyes were open, and the bold lines of his eyebrows and nose were the same even when he was slumbering. In comparison, the curve of his neck and the paleness of his skin gave him an almost boyish innocence—a duality that Jaeyoung truly appreciated.


      Something must be in the air, Jaeyoung thought. Everything felt so dreamy and romantic—including the sunlight streaming through the windows, dancing on Sangwoo’s dark hair and eyebrows. Caught up in the mood, Jaeyoung wrapped his arms around his bedmate.


      The motion was enough to cause Sangwoo’s eyes to flutter open. For a moment, he blinked sleepily at Jaeyoung, but then comprehension hit. Jolting in surprise, he turned his head sharply in Jaeyoung’s direction, looking almost like he’d seen a ghost.


      Jaeyoung held his gaze, hoping his smile looked as confident as he was picturing in his head. “Did you sleep well?”


      Sangwoo’s eyes went wide, then darted frantically around the room. If Jaeyoung had to guess, he was trying to piece together what had happened the night before.


      Damn, he’s sexy, Jaeyoung thought, watching as Sangwoo brought a hand to his forehead—mostly because the movement exposed a whole swath of his bare skin along the way.


      “I did,” Sangwoo replied after a pause, like his brain needed time to compute Jaeyoung’s words. Then, with a pained groan, he slipped out of bed. There was a noticeable limp in his step.


      Maybe I pushed him too hard.


      Like everything else in Jaeyoung’s life, the previous night hadn’t gone according to plan. He’d had the whole sequence of events mapped out in his head in advance—sip on glasses of wine, indulge in some good old-fashioned flirting, wait for Sangwoo to make the first move, then ease into some steamy foreplay before engaging in the main event. Ideally, he’d wanted Sangwoo to walk away thinking of him as a gentleman with impeccable sexual technique—that climbing into bed with him had been both deeply satisfying and, above all, worth his time.


      However, when he stood waiting ten whole minutes outside Sangwoo’s door, Jaeyoung had found his patience rapidly evaporating. Holding out until the time they agreed on had been a real struggle. His head had filled with lewd thoughts, and his body had reacted accordingly.


      When they’d finally come together, it’d been like fire and ice. Jaeyoung had desperately tried to melt Sangwoo’s cold calm with the heat of his own passion, but things hadn’t exactly gone smoothly—not only had he gotten scolded mid-foreplay, but the moment he’d slipped in, Sangwoo had tried to get him to pull out, claiming it didn’t feel good.


      Even now, Jaeyoung couldn’t quite understand why his composure had gone out the window the moment he pushed inside Sangwoo. The sensation had been so overwhelming that his mind had gone blank—he couldn’t manage a proper rhythm.


      Maybe it was because it had been Sangwoo’s first time using that part of him for sex? Jaeyoung mused. Or maybe it’s…always that tight, so to speak…?


      Whatever the reason, Jaeyoung had to admit he’d gotten a little rough near the end, caught somewhere between arousal and sheer determination.


      Left alone with his thoughts now that Sangwoo had disappeared into the bathroom without a word, Jaeyoung sat up and tucked some pillows behind his back before slumping against them, the memories of the night before continuing to play on repeat. It wasn’t long before he felt himself getting hard under the blanket—though, maybe that was only natural. Unlike animals, who went into heat at regular intervals, he was pretty sure humans were built to be horny twenty-four seven.


      Jaeyoung lay there for a long moment, thoughts spinning, before he finally sprang up, got out of bed, and opened the windows. Over the next few minutes, he pulled his clothes back on, picked up the trash scattered around the room, tossed the crumpled bedsheets into the washer, and quickly vacuumed the floor. By the time he was done, it was almost as if the night before had never happened. He didn’t particularly like cleaning, but he didn’t want Sangwoo to have to be the one to do it.


      Jaeyoung had finished tidying up and was gulping down some cold water when Sangwoo finally emerged from the bathroom. He’d only been in his boxers when he trudged away, but he came out fully dressed with damp hair. He’d clearly taken a shower—and a hell of a long one, too.


      “You rubbed one out in there, didn’t you?” Jaeyoung accused teasingly.


      He didn’t expect Sangwoo’s expression to stiffen at the remark. It almost seemed like…he hit the nail on the head. Deciding not to press him further, Jaeyoung handed Sangwoo a cup of water, which he drank immediately.


      Sangwoo directed a careful, wary gaze at Jaeyoung and asked slowly, “Aren’t you…leaving?”


      “Yeah, I have to get going soon.” A quick glance at the clock revealed it was nearly noon. “Are you going to eat lunch?”


      “I’ll find something.”


      Like what? Jaeyoung thought snarkily. The instant curry in the pantry? Though he was tempted to offer to buy Sangwoo lunch, judging by the look on his face, that wasn’t happening. Sangwoo would probably turn him down with some shit like “I want to be alone right now.”


      Clueless to Jaeyoung’s musings, Sangwoo began to lower himself into a chair—but paused with a frown and folded his leg so his butt only made partial contact with the hard seat.


      “You okay?” Jaeyoung asked.


      Sangwoo gave him a wordless wave in response, silently gesturing for him to leave. It was clear the time had come to make a strategic retreat, but for some reason, Jaeyoung found himself hesitating. He had to do something. Anything.


      “You’re scheduled to work today, right?”


      “Yes. I’ll be fine as long as I rest for a bit before my shift.”


      “Nope, nuh-uh. You’re not going anywhere today. Where’s your phone?”


      When Sangwoo remained silent, his brow furrowing in confusion, Jaeyoung proceeded to glance around the room until he spotted the phone on his desk. Snatching it up, he had Sangwoo unlock it. Afterward, the younger man merely took another sip of water and slumped onto the desk, clearly uninterested in whatever Jaeyoung was up to.


      It was only after Jaeyoung had scrolled through the phone’s contacts, found the internet café owner’s number, and dialed it that he took his eyes off Sangwoo.


      “Hello?” came a voice from the other side of the line. “Sangwoo?”


      “Good afternoon! I’m actually one of Sangwoo’s friends. I was wondering if I could cover for him today? He’s not feeling well.”


      “That’s not good… Is it serious?”


      “Yes. He’s very sick. I’m not sure he’s even able to leave his apartment.”


      “I see. Do you have any experience working at an internet café?”


      “I do.”


      It was a blatant lie—he had only ever worked in restaurants. Still, he knew enough about retail to convince the owner to agree to let him cover for Sangwoo, which had been the goal. He asked Jaeyoung to come in about thirty minutes early, told him to pass along his well-wishes to Sangwoo, then hung up.


      When Jaeyoung lowered the phone from his ear, he found Sangwoo was staring at him.


      “You didn’t have to do that,” he muttered.


      “Don’t worry about it. Try to get some rest.”


      “The job… It requires a lot of cleaning. You need to organize the storage room, cook all the food, take credit card transactions—”


      “I’ll manage.”


      Sangwoo sighed loudly.


      Maybe he’s feeling guilty? Jaeyoung mused. Though I guess it’s equally likely he’s stressed I’ll screw everything up…


      Instead, Sangwoo threw him off guard when he added, “Thank you. I’ll send you today’s portion of my check once I get paid.”


      Jaeyoung blinked in surprise. He hadn’t been expecting such a normal response, though he was cognizant enough to see the opportunity Sangwoo had given him—and was quick to pounce on it.


      “Actually, I’d like you to repay me in a different fashion.”


      “Such as?”


      “I want you to fix my name in your contacts by tomorrow,” Jaeyoung proclaimed, handing Sangwoo’s phone back to him. When he’d been scrolling through the contacts a few minutes ago, he’d come across his own number—still saved under “Freeloader 3.”


      “Okay,” Sangwoo conceded easily.


      “I’m not done yet. You have to include an emoji in the name, too.”


      “A wha—?”


      “And the following words are forbidden: visual, design, department, and Jang.”


      For the longest time, Sangwoo simply stared at him like he was speaking an alien language. Then, emotionless mask returning, he nodded.


      “Done.”


      “All right. Now get some rest.”


      With that and a pat on Sangwoo’s head, Jaeyoung finally left the apartment.


      Honestly, I’m such a nice guy, Jaeyoung told himself as he walked down the stairs of Sangwoo’s apartment building. Sure, the whole gentle, polite, easygoing vibe he put out was an act he’d perfected long ago—deep down, he was a selfish bastard who hated dealing with anything tedious and was far from compassionate—but when he’d seen Sangwoo hunched over in that chair, he felt a genuine pang of pity.


      Hopping in his car, he decided to take a quick detour instead of driving home. First stop was a nearby restaurant with excellent reviews, where he ordered kimchi stew, soft tofu stew, and two servings of rice to go. Next up was the pharmacy, where he picked up ointment suitable for sensitive, swollen skin, and then the grocery store, where he grabbed drinks, eggs, a cushion, and an assortment of snacks, meat, vegetables, and fruit, tossing it all into the cart without even glancing at the prices.


      Now with four giant plastic bags in tow, Jaeyoung turned his focus to his last stop: a nearby bakery. It was only after purchasing a variety of different types of pastries there that he finally headed back to Sangwoo’s apartment.


      It took what felt like ages before Sangwoo finally answered his knock and opened the door. Without waiting for an invitation, Jaeyoung brushed past his uncharacteristically hunched over form and plopped the five bags of his spoils on the floor.


      Placing the kimchi stew on the desk and the soft tofu stew in the fridge, Jaeyoung ordered, “Eat the one I left out for lunch. You can heat up the other one for dinner. There’s also more food if you get hungry.”


      Then, moving quickly and efficiently, he positioned the cushion on the hard chair Sangwoo had been sitting on earlier and filled the fridge with yogurt cups, meat, vegetables, fruit, and two containers of fruit juice he’d bought. The bags of chips, cookies, and bread he left on the floor, but he made sure to scoop up the tube of ointment from the pharmacy and press it into Sangwoo’s hand.


      “For the pain,” he explained.


      Sangwoo’s response was a frown of what seemed to be incomprehension.


      Finally done with his long list of tasks, Jaeyoung walked over to the front door. Before he could get his shoes on properly, he ended up spinning around and marching back. Crossing the room in a few strides, he pulled Sangwoo into a tight embrace.


      Sangwoo stood still, not protesting or pulling away.


      “I had a really good time last night,” Jaeyoung whispered. He was trying his best to act cool, but the memory of Sangwoo had looked as he lost himself in the throes of pleasure played over and over in his head.


      There was a pause, and then Sangwoo responded, “Liar. You didn’t ejaculate.”


      “Hey, I came once.”


      “Was it because of my inexperience?”


      “Not at all.”


      Of course, getting Sangwoo into bed had involved a whole lot of coaxing and reassurance, but by the end, it had felt unreal. It was just a shame they hadn’t managed to cum at the same time.


      “Now, promise you’ll lie down and rest. No practicing, no simulations.”


      “All right.”


      Jaeyoung didn’t stick around for too long after that—he knew he wouldn’t be able to control himself—and Sangwoo didn’t try to keep him there.


      After trudging down the stairs for the second time that day, Jaeyoung found himself greeted by a vibrant blue sky upon exiting the building. Instead of getting in his car right away, he stood next to the bike racks and smoked a cigarette, bathing in the sunlight.


      Mission accomplished, I guess…, he mused, mind flickering back to the desperation and frustration he’d felt the last time he tried to get Sangwoo into bed—and gotten rejected at the last second.


      Ever since then, he’d been pulling out every trick he had in his book, trying his best to win Sangwoo over while forcing himself to not lay a single finger on him. And now, at long last, he’d finally gotten rewarded for his efforts. But the satisfaction was tinged with a strange, nagging unease—and that irritated Jaeyoung more than he cared to admit.


      Maybe it’s because I didn’t cum a second time, like Sangwoo said…?


      With a soft scoff, Jaeyoung stubbed out his half-smoked cigarette on the rim of a garbage can.
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      The following day, Sangwoo walked into the studio like nothing had happened.


      At the very least, Jaeyoung had been hoping he’d be hatless—Sangwoo had left the damn cap he always wore in his car, but of course, he’d come with a spare. It was nearly identical, but more worn around the edges.


      “’Sup?” Yuna said, flashing a quick glance at Jaeyoung even as she greeted Sangwoo.


      “Hello,” Sangwoo replied simply as he took a few long strides over to the desk he’d claimed as his. He dropped his backpack onto an empty chair, then set his laptop on the desk.


      According to his usual routine, his next steps should’ve been turning on his mouse and taking his seat. Instead, he pulled something from his bag and tossed it to Jaeyoung: a white plastic bag with a pharmacy logo. A quick peek inside showed it contained Jaeyoung’s belt, black boxers, and socks, neatly folded and washed.


      Tone completely nonchalant, Sangwoo explained, “You left them at my place. Also, please return my hat. And…” Quickly checking that Yuna was turned away from them, he leaned over, cupping his hand around Jaeyoung’s ear. “I know you stole my boxers. I want them back by tomorrow.”


      “Huh? Oh… R-right…,” Jaeyoung stuttered, feeling as if his mind had gotten scrambled.


      “Lastly, I fulfilled your request.”


      Sangwoo held out his phone, the contacts app open on the screen. A frisson of anticipation went through Jaeyoung at the thought that he’d actually complied. I wonder what he switched it to…, he wondered as he scrolled down.


      A moment later, he found what he was looking for.


      
        Jaeyoung [image: image]

      


      Jaeyoung’s mouth dropped open. Of course, he hadn’t been expecting something like “Darling [image: image]”—he wasn’t delusional—but “Jaeyoung [image: image]” was rather disappointing. Was a nickname or special spelling of his name to much to ask for?


      “Are you satisfied?” Sangwoo asked, snatching his phone back from Jaeyoung and slipping it back into his backpack.


      Jaeyoung glared. “What the hell is that emoji supposed to mean?”


      “Do I really have to explain?”


      “Absolutely.”


      Sangwoo sighed. “It was the emoji that reminded me of you the most. Trust me, I went through the entire catalog.”


      “Seriously? You could’ve picked a star emoji, a fire emoji, even a musical note to show how fun I am! And out of all those options, you went with steam?”


      “Because things always heat up when I’m around you.”


      Once again, Sangwoo had managed to catch him off guard. Jaeyoung’s resolve to pout and whine as much as possible melted away in an instant.


      Sure, “Jaeyoung [image: image]” was pretty far from “Darling [image: image],” but now that Sangwoo had explained his reasoning for choosing the name, Jaeyoung found it was starting to grow on him. In any case, he’d been upgraded from “Freeloader 3,” and it wasn’t something like “Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang,” which made him special.


      Sangwoo studied his expression for a moment, then said, “There’s no need to obsess over a few bytes of data.”


      “Hey, who says I’m obsessing over it?”


      “You’re exactly like my father. You both attach too much meaning to something that amounts to a combination of letters and numbers on a screen.”


      “How would you feel if I still had you saved as ‘Douchebag,’ then?”


      “I wouldn’t care, since that is not an accurate description of my character,” Sangwoo replied flippantly, then held out his hand as if something had just occurred to him. “Actually, let me see what my name is in your contacts.”


      “That’s…confidential.”


      Jaeyoung quickly slipped his phone into his pocket, and fortunately, Sangwoo didn’t try to press the issue—he simply turned back to his laptop and began to look over their schedule, his face as impassive as always. Jaeyoung went ahead and shoved the white plastic bag of clothing into one of his desk drawers.


      “We should finish adding sound effects this week. I found some that seem decent and royalty-free, so please review them and let me know what you think. I’ll email the links to you now.”


      “How’s the audio quality?”


      “Some of them are definitely better than others. We’ll have to look through them.”


      Jaeyoung hummed under his breath. “Royalty-free stuff will probably work for the sound effects, but we might want to commission someone for the intro music and the BGM… I’ll look into that.”


      “All right.”


      The sound of typing and clicking resumed to his right. But Jaeyoung’s hands remained still, frozen in place as they had been since the moment Sangwoo walked in. He kept alternating between glancing at Sangwoo, sipping his coffee, glancing again, checking his phone for no reason, glancing again, and scratching the back of his neck.


      Damn it… How did I ever manage to focus on my work with him sitting right next to me?


      Jaeyoung itched with the need to reach out and do something—to touch Sangwoo, kiss him, maybe even wrap his arms around him from behind. Frankly, he found it absurd to need an excuse for making even the smallest display of affection, especially after they’d already done the deed.


      In his mind, a peck on the lips unlocked handholding. A real kiss unlocked pecks and handholding. And sex? That was supposed to grant partners full access to each other’s bodies. But with Sangwoo, none of those rules seemed to apply. Somehow, Jaeyoung found himself hesitating to even pinch his cheek.


      Well…nothing good has ever come from trying to force things with him.


      At this point, it was more than clear that Sangwoo was the one setting the pace in their relationship. If Jaeyoung was an elevator, Sangwoo was a staircase: Every time Jaeyoung tried to go up a floor, he’d look back and see Sangwoo had only made it up a single step.


      There were exceptions, of course—moments when Sangwoo suddenly caught up and stood on the same landing as him. But that didn’t change the fact that when Sangwoo stalled, Jaeyoung had no other choice but to stop in his tracks and wait. That was just how things were for them.


      “What are you working on?”


      The sound of Sangwoo’s voice snapped Jaeyoung out of his thoughts. He glanced to the side to see that Sangwoo had dragged his chair closer, gaze fixed eagerly on his computer screen. The glow from the monitor cast reflections in his eyes as they narrowed.


      “Seriously, what is that?” Sangwoo demanded, zooming the image out.


      The pink circle that had been filling the entire screen shrank until it was nothing more than a dot at 100 percent scale, revealing a nipple that Jaeyoung had been painstakingly applying shading to.


      For a moment, Sangwoo simply stared at the sprite, dressed in swimming trunks with a floatie around his waist. Finally, he said, “I thought I asked you to work on the graphics for the buttons. Character customization is not our current priority.”


      “Well, I want to work on this first.”


      The two main characters of Veggie Venturer were going to be named “Chuchu” and “Jeje.” Originally, Sangwoo had proposed “Chulsu”—an acceptable, generic masculine name—and “Jaeyoung,” but Jaeyoung had stubbornly pushed for the change until he finally got his way. Chuchu and Jeje would start in default outfits, but the game was designed so that players could purchase premium items to enhance their performance.


      “How far along are you?” Sangwoo asked with a sigh.


      Jaeyoung quickly saved his progress, then proudly showed off his finished work. He’d made Chuchu a slew of outfits—ten in total. Players could dress him up as a rock star, a teacher, a Joseon-era student, a ghost, a thug, a mechanic, a nomad, a barista, a fortune teller, and a martial artist. At the moment, he was working on Chuchu’s beachwear.


      “When did you manage to do all this?” Sangwoo asked in wonder.


      “Look, you can change the hairstyle and eye color, too.”


      “You never mentioned you were going to do that.”


      “Well, I just did.”


      Chuchu’s hair changed with every tap of Jaeyoung’s finger on the keyboard, but he retained the carrot he held in one hand and his sullen expression. From a classic perm, an undercut, a buzz cut with a shaved line, frosted tips, a long ponytail, a crew cut, to Viking-style braids, they were all hairstyles Jaeyoung would love to see on Sangwoo. His personal favorite was the buzz cut with the shaved line—it would look incredible on Sangwoo, especially since he had a nicely shaped head.


      For a long moment, Sangwoo stood with his arms crossed, silently staring at Chuchu, now sporting green eyes and ash-brown hair tied into a ponytail. Finally, he said, “It looks good, but once again, this is not our priority. What about Jeje?”


      “Don’t worry, I did her, too.”


      Jaeyoung swiped through Jeje’s image files with obvious disinterest until he got to the end. Sangwoo narrowed his eyes and tapped the desk with one finger.


      “I need something better than this. It’s obvious you’re discriminating based on gender.”


      “What? The number of designs is the exact same.”


      “Did you really think I wouldn’t notice that you copy-pasted the same design and changed the skirt colors?”


      That…was exactly what Jaeyoung had thought, actually.


      “Regardless, this is unacceptable. I want both Chuchu and Jeje’s clothing designs to be the same level of quality. Before you fix that, though, I want you to do the buttons.”


      “In a second, okay? I was in the middle of doing something.”


      Returning to the image of Chuchu in swim trunks, Jaeyoung zoomed back in on the right side of the character’s chest and began carefully adding more shading. Beside him, Sangwoo muttered something under his breath, sounding confused and vaguely disturbed, but Jaeyoung ignored him in favor of meticulously working to make the nipple look as three-dimensional as possible.


      “You know, you look…”


      “Sexy as hell?”


      “…like a pervert.”


      “You know me. My mind’s always in the gutter.”


      And there it was, the opportunity Jaeyoung had been waiting for: a perfectly natural moment to initiate physical contact. He instantly wrapped his arm around Sangwoo’s waist and gently tried to pull him closer, fingers inching toward Sangwoo’s ass.


      “Can you tell what I’m thinking about? I bet you can…”


      “Stop it. We’re not the only people in here,” Sangwoo whispered, immediately removing Jaeyoung’s hand from his lower back.


      Chuckling under his breath, Jaeyoung leaned forward slightly and tapped a finger on his own lips a couple times, asking for a kiss. But Sangwoo shook his head and backed away.


      “Hey. Get back here before I decide to go on strike.”


      “We’re not doing this in the studio.”


      “I’m going to run off with your hard drive,” Jaeyoung threatened. “I’ll let you have one file back for every kiss you give me.”


      “How are you going to take my hard drive? Judging by the laptop you asked me to fix, you wouldn’t even know what one looked like.”


      “Oh, right, I know absolutely nothing about computers…”


      A wide smile blossomed on Sangwoo’s face as they bantered. Jaeyoung found himself staring—how could he not, when it was such a rare sight? Although he could count on one hand the number of times he’d seen Sangwoo smile, that wasn’t the only reason the expression caught his attention. It was like Sangwoo was practically begging to be messed with.


      Jaeyoung had only planned to tease him a little, but with Sangwoo sitting so close and acting so friendly, he couldn’t help but flirt with him a bit more. He poked Sangwoo in the side with a playful finger and watched as he twisted away, hissing for him to stop.


      Of course, Jaeyoung didn’t listen—and when the poking turned into full-on tickling, Sangwoo burst into breathless laughter, doubling over and shoving at Jaeyoung’s stomach with a sneakered foot. The sight was so adorable Jaeyoung felt momentarily at a loss with himself.


      “Seriously, Jaeyoung…s-stop it! This is too much!”


      I want to eat him up…


      Sangwoo was still laughing, but Jaeyoung was no longer in a teasing mood. In his head, he was ripping off Sangwoo’s clothes and nibbling on his soft skin as he thrust into him roughly. Who said you could smile so prettily, huh? he wanted to growl. Come on, try and laugh now.


      It was like his hands had a will of their own—one reached out and tightly wrapped around Sangwoo’s wrist, while the other gripped his waist, pulling him in closer.


      The moment Sangwoo caught the look on Jaeyoung’s face, his smile slowly faded. If the two of them were in a movie, the rating would’ve just changed from G to R.


      God, if only they weren’t bound by social norms… Jaeyoung would’ve liked nothing better than to pounce on Sangwoo and mess him up right then and there.


      Clang!


      When a neon orange water bottle rolled across the floor and came to a stop against his foot, Jaeyoung was abruptly reminded that they were not, in fact, alone in the studio. He instinctively bent down to pick it up and slowly turned around to find Yuna frozen in place, her shoulders hunched awkwardly.


      Sangwoo promptly slid from his embrace, returning to his desk and staring at his laptop screen as if nothing had happened. The red tips of his ears told another story.


      Jaeyoung gave Yuna a silent wave, gesturing for her to go back to whatever she’d been doing, then turned back to his monitor as well. He found himself feeling a bit cranky over how shocked she’d looked. He’d already given her the gist of things a few days ago when she’d decided to pry, after all.


      An awkward silence settled over the studio, broken only by the steady clicking of their mice and keyboards. That was until Yuna’s strained, flat-toned voice cut through the room.


      “Hey, Jaeyoung Jang. Let’s take a smoke break. Outside. Now.”


      Wordlessly, Jaeyoung got up from his seat, grabbing his pack of cigarettes and lighter along the way. He nodded at the door, waiting for Yuna to step out first, and she trudged past him, dragging her feet.


      Taking advantage of her turned back, Jaeyoung reached out and gently brushed his fingers over the back of Sangwoo’s head with one hand before following.


      The question came as soon as they reached the first floor.


      “Did you sleep with him?”


      Yuna really was the most straightforward, blunt person Jaeyoung knew after Sangwoo. But he didn’t answer right away. Instead, he lit a cigarette and took a long drag.


      “I thought it wasn’t ‘anything serious’,” Yuna snapped. “So why are you leading on some innocent guy, then?”


      “Hey, watch it,” Jaeyoung warned, irritation sparking at her comment. Exhaling a stream of smoke, he looked over at her scowling face.


      Yuna wasn’t the serious type, opting to be chill and laid-back in the majority of situations. However, when it came to relationships, Jaeyoung knew she could be surprisingly old-fashioned. On top of that, when she wasn’t in a relationship, she was usually dealing with the emotional fallout from her last one.


      And right now, she was single.


      “Did he swing that way before you went after him?”


      “Shouldn’t you be asking me that? I mean, whose side are you even on?”


      “I know you’ll come out of this perfectly fine, but he’s not like you,” Yuna shot back, anger creeping into her voice. “And you didn’t bother to plan that far ahead, did you?”


      “What’s it to you?” Jaeyoung snapped, well and truly pissed now. “Why do you care so damn much?”


      There was a long pause as Yuna took a drag from her cigarette. She wasn’t that clueless—she probably knew she was overstepping boundaries by getting involved in Jaeyoung’s love life. In fact, she’d never done anything even remotely like this before in the history of their friendship.


      Finally, she said, “I was a little worried when we talked about this last time, but I figured I’d stay out of it. But now, a few days later, you’ve already slept with him? Seriously, Jaeyoung? What are you doing? Just having some fun before you study abroad? You’re going to ruin that kid.”


      Jaeyoung tossed his half-smoked cigarette to the ground and put it out with his heel. Having some fun…? She thinks I’m going to ruin him? He felt a surge of irritation. It was frankly a medieval idea, being responsible for someone’s well-being simply because you’d slept with them once.


      “Look, I think you’re taking this a little too personally,” Jaeyoung said.


      Over the past six months, Yuna had been trying to move on from the disastrous end of her last relationship, which had imploded after she’d fallen hard for someone who was never serious about her. But that was her problem. It didn’t give her the right to stick her nose in his business.


      “Not everyone’s a red flag—you just have a habit of picking them.”


      Yuna scoffed. “You’re one to talk. What makes you any different from her, huh?”


      “Stay in your damn lane, Yuna. You have no right to interrogate me, and you don’t know anything about my relationship.”


      A gust of wind blew by, scattering Yuna’s bleach-blond hair. Her face twisted, as if she was the one who was being led on.


      “You know why I care so much?” she said. “It’s because you’re putting Sangwoo in the exact same situation I was in. We both know you’re going to leave him behind eventually.”


      This time, Jaeyoung didn’t respond, choosing instead to quietly slip a fresh cigarette between his lips. Yuna had touched on something he’d been trying hard to ignore, and discomfort crept through him like smoke filling a sealed room.


      The truth was, he didn’t like thinking about the future. He preferred to live in the moment and do whatever the hell he wanted—because even the distant future would eventually become the present. Right now, he was obsessed with Sangwoo. Who knew if that would change later? And honestly, who cared if it did as long as they both enjoyed themselves along the way?


      Jaeyoung lit the cigarette and took a long drag. The sharp inhale chased away some of the irritation clouding his mind, until slowly, he exhaled the smoke in a thick plume.


      “That’s also none of your business,” he finally shot back, voice sharp and biting. “And who knows if we’ll even feel the same way about each other by the time I have to leave? I don’t have time to worry about that shit. I’ve got enough on my plate already.”


      What the hell did Yuna expect him to do, exactly? Count down the days until he left the country? Fantasize about his and Sangwoo’s eventual tearful goodbye? Exchange promise rings and swear to never forget him? Ridiculous.


      Not to mention, Sangwoo probably didn’t even think of what they had as a relationship—the only thing he was worried about was relieving his horniness so it wouldn’t affect his grades. The weirdo probably wouldn’t even bat an eye when Jaeyoung left in two months.


      Which meant Jaeyoung was the one stuck dealing with the hard questions.


      “If you want to waste your energy thinking about us, then go ahead. But keep your thoughts to yourself.”


      For a long moment, Yuna said nothing, staring blankly up at the sky as she burned through two cigarettes in a row. Jaeyoung waited quietly, giving her space until she was ready to speak again.


      “Fine…,” she finally muttered. “I guess I got a bit too invested because this whole thing reminded me of the situation with my ex.” She cursed under her breath and added, “My bad. Didn’t mean to be so nosy.”


      It was exactly what Jaeyoung had been waiting to hear. This aspect of Yuna—how she always brushed things off as easily as they came—was something he’d always appreciated about her. It was the reason they’d stayed friends for so long, despite having very different personalities and perspectives.


      “So…have you always been bi?”


      “Dunno. Probably not,” Jaeyoung responded truthfully. It was something he’d never even considered before.


      “Hey, Jae,” Yuna crooned, scowling playfully. She only called him that when she was teasing. “Don’t be too much of a heartbreaker, okay?”


      It was a hilarious thing to say, given how much Sangwoo had made him suffer over the past few weeks. Though she obviously didn’t know anything about that.


      “Poor thing… I bet he’s never even been in a proper relationship before, and now he’s fallen right into your trap…”


      Jaeyoung scoffed in disbelief. Yuna was clearly laboring under a major misconception. If anything, he was the one caught on Sangwoo’s fishing hook, flailing for dear life—while Sangwoo looked the other way, oblivious to the fact that he’d even made a catch.


      But Jaeyoung didn’t bother to explain. Instead, he simply replied, “He’s not that inexperienced, you know. He told me he’s had a girlfriend before.”


      “He was probably lying.”


      “No way. Sangwoo Choo is many things, but a liar isn’t one of them.”


      Yuna tilted her head curiously. “But him? With a girlfriend…? It just sounds so weird…”


      He didn’t bother responding. In the past, he would’ve agreed without hesitation, but things were different now. Sangwoo was like quicksand—rare to stumble across, but impossible to escape once you did. And Jaeyoung wasn’t dumb enough to think he was the only one who’d discovered Sangwoo’s charms.


      “Oh well. I’ll let you two have the studio to yourselves today,” Yuna proclaimed. “Have fun.” With that, she raced down the stairs, turning around to give him a quick wave before disappearing.


      For a moment, Jaeyoung looked up at the sky, hands in his pockets. Then he headed back inside, his strides long and a little hurried.
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      “So pretty,” Jaeyoung muttered to himself, the words slipping out of him before he even realized what he was saying.


      To be fair, it really was beautiful outside. The sky had turned a deep indigo, and the lowering sun sent soft, rippling waves of violet across its surface. The sight stirred up his imagination.


      The evening was cool and dim, perfect for skateboarding…but given he was currently stuck in the studio, laboring away under the watchful eye of a certain merciless supervisor, he almost definitely wasn’t going to get to take advantage of it.


      Jaeyoung had a few minor edits to make—leftovers from the revised flowchart—and he’d eventually have to tackle optimizing the app’s graphics for various devices. That said, he’d gotten most of the creative work out of the way, which meant he finally had some breathing room.


      Sangwoo, on the other hand, was in a full-blown war against bugs. Even Jaeyoung, who knew next to nothing about coding, could tell that a screen filled with red text wasn’t a good sign. He’d tried to ask Sangwoo to explain it to him, but all he’d gotten was some gobbledygook about the resources not being fully loaded, there being some issue with the code that distributed the data, and global variables. He might as well have been speaking in a foreign language.


      Jaeyoung had no intention of subjecting himself to that torture again, so he lingered by the window for a while, staring up at the sky, before making his way back to his desk. Sangwoo promptly paused mid-keystroke and glanced over at him, and—automatically assuming he was about to receive another task—Jaeyoung braced himself.


      “What’s up?”


      “You keep looking out the window.”


      Jaeyoung shrugged. “I like this kind of weather.”


      “You can go and do something fun, if you’d like.”


      That’s unusual, Jaeyoung mused. As far as he could remember, Sangwoo had never once let him rest without a solid, justifiable reason. Maybe he was feeling generous after seeing how hard Jaeyoung had worked the past few days? Or maybe their relationship had come such a long way that Sangwoo was now being more lenient with him…


      Jaeyoung liked the sound of the latter a lot more.


      “I’ll see you tomorrow, then,” Sangwoo said nonchalantly. He closed the conversation off with a simple “Goodbye” before turning back to his screen, upright posture never wavering.


      Sangwoo wasn’t dumb by any stretch of the word, but he was a bit clueless about some things. Apparently, he’d decided that Jaeyoung wanted to go out and “do something fun,” but hadn’t stopped to consider who exactly Jaeyoung wanted to have fun with.


      With one last glance at the sky, Jaeyoung spun his chair around. “Sangwoo.”


      “Yes?”


      “Come play basketball with me.”


      The sound of keys clacking stopped abruptly. About ten seconds passed in complete silence before Sangwoo finally responded.


      “But…I’m busy.”


      The “but” at the beginning made all the difference. Though Sangwoo was usually as impenetrable as a wall, right now Jaeyoung could sense he was as soft and malleable as a marshmallow.


      Smiling, Jaeyoung rose and stretched lazily. He hovered behind Sangwoo for a moment, pretending to peek at his computer screen, before leaning in and planting a quick kiss on his cheek.


      “You can come outside when you’re done. I’ll be waiting.”


      It only took Sangwoo a few minutes to emerge from the studio. Without exchanging a word, the two of them headed downstairs and stepped out into the darkness of late evening.


      To any passersby, Sangwoo and Jaeyoung would’ve looked like they were practically strangers. Sangwoo was being all stiff and awkward, like when they were walking along the path in Jeongryun Park. Meanwhile, butterflies were fluttering in Jaeyoung’s stomach, like he was taking his crush on a date for the very first time.


      When Sangwoo finally spoke, it was to ask a simple question.


      “Are you good at basketball?”


      “I’m okay.”


      It was a serious understatement. Jaeyoung had been obsessed with basketball throughout middle and high school, and even after becoming an adult, he’d continued to play casually with the university’s basketball team. Basically, basketball was the one sport he felt completely confident in.


      “I haven’t played since I graduated high school,” Sangwoo muttered. “I don’t think I’ll win.”


      “It’s not about winning or losing. This is for fun.”


      “Even so, I dislike losing.”


      Jaeyoung had a feeling Sangwoo was probably underestimating himself, just like he always did with his gaming skills. He was fiercely competitive and held himself to a much higher standard than most, though that wasn’t obvious from the outside.


      Discovering hidden little facets like that was part of why Jaeyoung so enjoyed figuring out what made Sangwoo tick—both mentally and physically.


      “Do you have a ball?” Sangwoo asked.


      “I’m going to go grab mine right now.”


      Jaeyoung kept his basketball in the drama club’s room. This would be his second time going there with Sangwoo—the first had been when they were hunting for costumes for their skit.


      As they headed upstairs, Jaeyoung asked, “You remember the last time we were here?”


      “It was on Friday, March 8. I got angry because you took off my hat in the costuming area.”


      On second thought, better not bring that up, Jaeyoung thought with a wince. But then, with some surprise, he realized that two whole months had passed since that day. It was crazy to think that if someone had told him back then that he’d end up in something resembling a relationship with Sangwoo, he would’ve laughed and brushed it off without a second thought.


      Jaeyoung walked up to the door to the drama club’s room, Sangwoo by his side. Despite the late hour, he could hear loud chatter coming from within—maybe they were having a meeting? That would make sense, given they were probably prepping for their shows.


      Jaeyoung knocked twice and pushed the door open. The effect was immediate: The room fell completely silent.


      “Keep doing whatever you were doing,” Jaeyoung said dismissively. “I’m just here to grab something.”


      But the underclassmen quickly swarmed him, reaching out to him like a crowd of adoring fans.


      “It’s Jaeyoung!”


      “Welcome back!”


      “Right this way, Jaeyoung. We always make sure to save you a seat.”


      Only three in the crowd were familiar—the president, vice president, and the treasurer. The other four were total strangers. Dodging their grabbing hands, Jaeyoung quickly rummaged through the box he kept his ball in. As he did, the president crept up behind him like some sort of ghost and began to massage his shoulders.


      “I’m sure work has been tough. Gosh, there are so many knots in your shoulders!”


      “Uh, sure… Wanna let go now?”


      The president’s grip was so firm, Jaeyoung suspected he was trying to destroy his shoulders rather than give him a massage. The vice president, meanwhile, appeared in front of them and shoved a canned beverage in Jaeyoung’s face like some kind of offering.


      “Here, this is for you!”


      It was a black can with a familiar logo: Black Holic. Jaeyoung blinked in surprise and his expression quickly shifted to mild disgust. Apparently, the stuff didn’t even have an expiration date.


      “Thanks, but no thanks. I don’t drink that brand,” Jaeyoung said, trying to turn down the offering as gently as he could.


      He finally found the basketball, but as he turned to leave, his exit plan was foiled—two underclassmen grabbed him by the arms and dragged him to the couch. He could see Sangwoo watching from the doorway with a mocking smile on his face.


      “Come on, guys. This is totally unnecessary,” Jaeyoung said, feigning cluelessness. But he knew exactly what this was about.


      The underclassmen had been hounding him since the beginning of the semester, begging for him to play the main character in the upcoming play and design the poster. They’d given up on the latter, thankfully, but they were so determined for him to play the leading man that he’d been getting nonstop calls and texts. He’d eventually had to resort to blocking every single member of the club’s leadership.


      No matter how much they begged and pleaded, Jaeyoung’s answer had been a firm and resounding no from the very beginning. For one, he was already so buried in things he had to do that he barely had time for work, hobbies, or a social life. For another, he’d already played the lead in Death of a Salesman last year, on top of handling stage direction and poster design.


      Jaeyoung liked to think of himself as confident, maybe even a little shameless, but every time he remembered promoting that play as his “big graduation performance,” he wanted to crawl into a hole. He’d be damned if he ever stepped on the stage again.


      “Please…? Just this once. We even gave you a minor role since you said you were busy!”


      “C’mon, one more play! And why haven’t you been picking up your phone?”


      “Jaeyoung, you can’t let us down. Think of it as a fun little memory before you graduate. You have no idea how many people are dying to see you perform one last time! Want us to start a petition?”


      Jaeyoung hugged his basketball to his chest and cut a path through the underclassmen as they continued to try to stop him.


      “The festival was the last time you got to take advantage of my services,” Jaeyoung announced. “It’s over now! Think of me as graduated!”


      “But you haven’t graduated yet!” one of them cried desperately.


      Right as the president of the club reached the door, Jaeyoung slammed it shut behind him.


      Letting out a huff of relief, Jaeyoung tucked the basketball under his arm and quickly smoothed out the wrinkles in his clothes, feeling like a beachgoer who’d only narrowly escaped a flock of hungry seagulls. When he glanced over to the side, he found Sangwoo covering his mouth with one hand, chuckling silently.


      Is it just me, or is he becoming less robotic than before…?


      Marginally regaining his composure, Sangwoo asked, “What’s wrong with those people?” He sounded genuinely confused.


      “Beats me.”


      They kept walking and soon exited the building where the drama club was housed.


      As they made their way to the basketball court, Jaeyoung pulled a number of moves out of his bag of tricks. He tossed the ball from hand to hand, dribbled it, and even gave it a spin or two on his fingertips. But Sangwoo seemed uniformly unimpressed. He didn’t even bother speaking until a good amount of time had passed.


      “What do they want you to do in the play, exactly?”


      “Make a short cameo in the very beginning. Before you yell at me, I already told them I’m too busy.”


      “Which role would you be playing?”


      “Some pirate guy or something? All I know is he struts around like a big shot, then dies five minutes in.”


      There was another stretch of silence.


      Jaeyoung had come to love listening to Sangwoo’s dry, robotic voice, but he enjoyed the quiet between them just as much. He found himself luxuriating in the moment—maybe in part because the sky was so picturesque.


      Today was one of those days that Jaeyoung just knew would be etched into his memory, even if nothing special happened. And he was going to spend it playing basketball with a guy who was the furthest thing from romantic under a dreamy, otherworldly purple sky.


      What more could he possibly ask for?


      Suddenly, Sangwoo blurted, “It’s a shame.”


      “What is?”


      “That I’ll never get to watch one of your plays…”


      That pause… It was a slight deviation from Sangwoo’s usually impeccable, textbook speaking style. Jaeyoung stared at him, then looked away. He could’ve asked Sangwoo to clarify what he’d meant by that, but he didn’t—or to be more precise, couldn’t. The unease that’d been stirring within his subconscious mind was trying to rear its ugly head. Jaeyoung simply bounced the basketball on the ground instead of acknowledging it.


      Before long, they found themselves standing on the green-painted basketball court. Jaeyoung walked over to the half-court line and looked over at Sangwoo, who was now a good distance away. His skin appeared even paler than usual against the dark aquamarine background.


      “Should we play to ten?” Jaeyoung proposed.


      “Sure.”


      He passed to Sangwoo, who caught the ball with both hands.


      “Give me a moment to warm up,” Sangwoo said.


      After bouncing the ball a few times, he started dribbling across the court. Two steps, bounce, two steps, bounce—until he’d made his way to the free throw line, where he took a two-handed set shot. Everything was steady and by the book, but the ball barely missed the hoop.


      Four more shots followed, two of which went in. Sangwoo’s face remained expressionless as he picked up the ball and dribbled back to center court. He seemed to be finding his rhythm.


      “We can start now.”


      “All right. Show me what you got.”


      Jaeyoung quickly slipped his glasses into his pocket and crouched slightly. Across from him, Sangwoo stood motionless for a long moment with the ball. Then, like a command had been entered into his system, he began dribbling over to where Jaeyoung stood.


      Is he gonna go left or right? Jaeyoung wondered, but both guesses wound up being wrong—Sangwoo approached him head-on. He sent Jaeyoung a glance as if to say “I know you would’ve stopped me either way.”


      Sangwoo’s left arm braced for contact—he was heading right. But even when he moved exactly as Jaeyoung had predicted, Jaeyoung couldn’t bring himself to block him. He could’ve played rough if he wanted—he was bigger than Sangwoo—but he had no desire to do so. Instead, he stood there, putting up a half-assed defense, as Sangwoo slipped right under his arm to score another shot.


      “Jaeyoung, you’re not trying, are you?”


      Thump, thump, thump. Jaeyoung couldn’t tell if that was the sound of his heart pounding or the ball bouncing off the court.


      Sangwoo passed the ball, and Jaeyoung caught it. He’d held a basketball countless times—after all, he was an offensive player who was known for his hustle plays. But at that moment, the rough surface felt like something foreign and alien. His competitive spirit was nowhere to be found.


      Jaeyoung dribbled up the court, each bounce slow and reluctant. But unlike him, Sangwoo was raring to go—he dashed up and blocked Jaeyoung’s path, eyes sharp as he tracked the ball’s movements. His arms hovered in midair, almost like he was asking for a hug.


      Jaeyoung faked a few drives, then threw the ball at the hoop from a distance—a half-court shot that he knew had zero chance of going in. As he expected, the ball bounced off the backboard, and Sangwoo chased after it.


      I’ll end up losing at this rate, Jaeyoung thought with a disbelieving chuckle.


      Sangwoo charged again, then cut left. Jaeyoung stepped in to try and steal the ball, but Sangwoo quickly tucked it close to his body, then drove his back into an unsuspecting Jaeyoung’s chest with surprising force.


      Unlike Jaeyoung, who’d always played as a forward, Sangwoo was born to be a point guard. He clung to the ball with the determination of a dog with a bone. A DPS and a tank. A designer and a developer. They always stood at two polar opposites.


      Sangwoo made it to the free throw line, bent his knees, and took another two-handed shot—completely identical to the one from before. The ball drew a clean arc through the air and swished through the hoop.


      The score was now eight to zero, and Jaeyoung had no one to blame but himself for having his head up in the pretty purple clouds.


      “What does the winner receive?” Sangwoo asked.


      “Uh, didn’t think that far ahead…”


      “I propose that the winner gets a wish, then.”


      “Sure,” Jaeyoung responded easily. Whatever the outcome, he had nothing to lose.


      He tried to think of a wish but quickly gave up. There was no point asking for something small—Sangwoo would probably do it for him even without a bet. But if he asked for something too big, he could end up pushing Sangwoo away.


      The ball flew at Jaeyoung again, and he caught it with both hands. Determined to show off his skills at least once, he dropped into a low stance and began to dribble, switching hands as he went. But Sangwoo didn’t even bat an eye at the flashy moves.


      Sangwoo had a tendency to focus on what was essential and nothing else. Once upon a time, Jaeyoung had thought of him as boring and dull, but now…


      I like the way you can see what really matters.


      Jaeyoung faked a drive to the right but went left instead. Sangwoo fell for it, as he’d planned. Once upon a time, Jaeyoung had thought of him as too predictable and single-minded, but now…


      I like how genuine and honest you are.


      Sangwoo pursued him relentlessly, wrapping an arm around his waist and trying to smack the ball out of his reach. Jaeyoung thwarted him easily, quickly transferring the ball to his other hand behind his back and doing a crossover dribble.


      Sangwoo continued to come after him. Once upon a time, Jaeyoung had thought of him as an idiot who didn’t know when to give up, but now…


      I like the way you always try your best.


      A pleasant breeze ruffled Jaeyoung’s hair as he dribbled up the court. His heartbeat pounded away in his ears like a drum.


      Drawing close to the hoop, Jaeyoung performed a perfect layup shot, then caught the basketball after it swished through the net. He gave the ball a couple of bounces and passed it back to Sangwoo.


      “Eight to two,” Sangwoo announced.


      Nodding, Jaeyoung walked over to the half-court line and patiently waited for Sangwoo to approach. His dribbles were rigid yet efficient—playing by the book, as always—while his lean figure was highlighted by the soaked fabric of his T-shirt sticking to his skin. He looked at Jaeyoung with glowing confidence.


      Everything about him was so damn loveable.


      It was undeniable, maybe even inevitable. He was in love with Sangwoo Choo.


      If someone asked what was so special about him, Jaeyoung probably wouldn’t know what to say. But as he watched Sangwoo dribble toward him, he felt a sense of awe—like he was watching a shooting star blaze across the sky. It was so overwhelming he almost felt afraid.


      When had he fallen so hard for someone who was tactless, clueless, and stubborn to a fault? But there wasn’t much point in asking. It had been a slow, quiet process—like rain soaking into his shirt, one drop at a time.


      And now, he was in too deep to ever get out.


      He’d told himself that sleeping with Sangwoo once would be enough to get rid of the alarming craving he had for him. But it’d had the opposite effect—now he was consumed by a longing he couldn’t extinguish.


      Sangwoo dribbled closer until he was right in front of Jaeyoung, eyes gleaming with fierce competitiveness. Snapping out of his daze, Jaeyoung threw out his arms in a feeble attempt to block him but ended up pulling him into a tight embrace instead.


      There was a brief pause, and then: “That’s a foul.”


      But at that moment, not even Sangwoo’s usual cluelessness could get through to him. This was the guy he’d fallen for—a weirdo who continued to clutch a basketball even while being hugged. It was almost laughable.


      A dull ache throbbed in Jaeyoung’s chest as he silently ran his hand over the back of Sangwoo’s head. Seconds stretched by as Sangwoo gave in to the caress, but he eventually squirmed out of Jaeyoung’s arms.


      “That’ll be a free throw,” he announced.


      Jaeyoung stood there, watching blankly as Sangwoo made the first shot—then the second. His form was identical each time, like someone was copy-pasting the same animation over and over.


      Having finished taking his shots, Sangwoo turned and walked back toward Jaeyoung. He looked proud of himself.


      “That’s ten points.”


      “Good job. What’s your wish?”


      For a long moment, Sangwoo stared hard at the ground, his chest rising and falling in quick, uneven breaths. Jaeyoung started to wonder if he’d even heard him, but then Sangwoo lifted his head and met his gaze, dark eyes burning with a quiet determination.


      “Kiss me.”


      That’s it? Jaeyoung wanted to ask, but the words never escaped his throat. Suddenly, a ravenous thirst overtook him. He crossed the distance between himself and Sangwoo in a few quick steps, took Sangwoo’s face in both hands, and kissed him.


      In the background, Jaeyoung could hear the basketball bouncing away, but he couldn’t care less. It was a beautiful night—perfect for getting lost in a rush of romance and letting the sensation blind you to everything else.
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      “I like their work. It’s pretty solid. Commercial but still high quality, you know?”


      “I’m gonna build up my portfolio through the end of the year and apply for INCO, actually. They’re one of the few top studios that hire a good number of people. If I don’t get in with them…I guess I’ll just go corporate and get me some of that coin.”


      Jaeyoung downed another shot of soju as meaningless chatter continued around the table. It was a Saturday night, and he was sitting at a pub after agreeing to his friend’s request to go out for dinner. Two upperclassmen had come along with them, both older than Jaeyoung and as good as strangers to him. One of them had dipped early when his girlfriend called him, which now left Jaeyoung with his friend and some other guy he couldn’t care less about. Their conversation had primarily centered around job searching, which was only natural, considering they were all design majors and set to graduate at the end of the school year.


      “You think De:ex will only hire one person like last year?” Jaeyoung’s friend asked.


      A heavy sigh accompanied the upperclassman’s reply. “Yeah, or they might not even take anyone at all. You think they’re gonna hire some new grad when they’re turning down experienced designers left and right?”


      “Oh, right… I guess you missed it because you took a gap year. The CEO of De:ex came to our campus last year right before graduation.”


      “Seriously? Soohan Kim himself?”


      “Yeah… Everyone was freaking out like he was some kind of celebrity. He took a look around and found someone whose work he liked. Got his number and everything.”


      “Holy shit! I guess that person is working at De:ex now. Who was the lucky guy?”


      “He’s sitting right here with us.”


      Their eyes snapped to Jaeyoung, who’d been wordlessly downing glasses of soju. The unfamiliar upperclassman frowned in disbelief.


      “What are you still doing here, then?”


      Jaeyoung just smiled in response. After a moment of awkward silence, his friend answered for him.


      “He turned down De:ex’s offer to go study abroad.”


      “Okay, but why didn’t he go?”


      “Haven’t you heard? He didn’t get to graduate because he got caught having someone else answer roll call for him.”


      The two of them snickered gleefully, but Jaeyoung didn’t bother telling them off. They could have their fun at his expense if they wanted—he was used to this sort of thing by now, and he knew they meant no real malice, even if their words carried a hint of jealousy.


      “Hold on. Where have you been all this time if you were only taking one class? Couldn’t be bothered to even shoot me a text, huh?” the upperclassman jabbed.


      “My bad. I’ve been busy,” Jaeyoung said, playing along, but inwardly he scoffed. Why the hell would he text this guy? He didn’t even know his name.


      The flow of the conversation took a sudden shift when his friend smiled slyly and said, “I bet it’s because he got himself a girlfriend.”


      Jaeyoung stared at him in silence.


      Brushing off the stare, his friend continued, “I never see you anywhere on campus, and you’re always ignoring all my calls, but your car’s always in the parking lot. What else could it be?”


      “Ooh, does she go to our school? Who is she? Got any pictures?”


      Gleeful as a pair of children with a new toy, the two of them began to go through a list of the girls Jaeyoung had been close with the past semester.


      “I bet it’s Seorin.”


      “No, no. She’s way too tame for him. My guess is Minjung Jo from the dance department.”


      “Wait, it must be Yuna! You know, the scary one!”


      Jaeyoung’s friend shook his head dramatically. “No way in hell. Trust me, dude, I know him better than that. It’s either Minjung or Soyoon Jung. You know, the violin major.”


      Wrong, wrong, and wrong. To their credit, one of the girls had gotten pretty close to becoming his girlfriend, but none of that mattered now.


      Jaeyoung poured himself another shot, ignoring the wild, pointless guesses. But then a stray comment caused an unexpected flare in his temper.


      “What does your girlfriend think about you going to study abroad, though?”


      He downed the alcohol and slammed the glass on the table. “That’s enough,” he snapped.


      The comment was followed by a sudden, awkward silence. Realizing the other occupants of the table were staring at him nervously, Jaeyoung forced himself to smile.


      “Come on. Let’s talk about something else.”


      “Right. Um… Oh! You’re friends with Yuna, right?” the irritating upperclassman asked, his eyes shining with anticipation and excitement. “You know what her plans are after graduation? Is she single?”


      “I’m not sure,” Jaeyoung responded, praying the guy would get the damn hint and change the subject. But of course, he lucked out once again.


      “She’s been acting a bit weird around me recently. Like, getting annoyed really easily, you know…?”


      “That’s how she is. Never really learned to hide her true feelings about people.”


      “No, no. I don’t think she dislikes me. I think it’s the opposite, actually. You know how some people bully their crush?”


      Jaeyoung couldn’t hold back a scoff this time. “You’re kidding, right? I’m pretty sure she hates guys like you.”


      And that was the truth. Yuna’s type was basically identical to his own—stylish, considerate, and mature. Although, having a type apparently didn’t mean much. After all, the guy currently living rent-free in Jaeyoung’s head was totally different from the people he normally went for. Stylish? Only if you thought an all-black outfit was fashionable. Considerate? Not even close. Mature? About as much as a newborn baby.


      Jaeyoung was living proof that falling in love was completely illogical—because here he was, head over heels for an inconsiderate man-child who couldn’t dress well to save his life.


      The upperclassman shook his head. “Trust me. Girls like her always go for guys like me. Standoffish chicks always get drawn to chill dudes. Yin and yang.”


      Dude, get a hint! How many times do I have to tell you…?


      It wasn’t hard to picture the face Yuna would’ve made if she’d heard what the guy was saying. But Jaeyoung stood up without bothering to respond, craving a good smoke. Not even the soju could distract him from how painfully dull the conversation was at this point. Maybe he was the one who’d changed—he used to be able to sit down at any social gathering and have a good time. But now? Alcohol, food, company… None of it did anything for him.


      Just as Jaeyoung reached the door to the pub, he heard a familiar ringtone—someone was calling him. In that moment, though, he couldn’t be bothered to check his phone. He pushed the door open and left it to ring.


      “Damn… Look at what he saved her as. That’s cringe as hell.”


      “That has to be his girlfriend. Come on, pick up and ask for her name!”


      “Okay, I’m gonna do it.”


      Jaeyoung spun around. His thigh slammed against the edge of a table as he ran, but he didn’t care.


      “Hello? Oh… It’s a guy,” muttered the upperclassman.


      “Ask him the name of the girl who owns the phone, quick!”


      “Would you mind telling me the name of the phone’s own—?”


      Jaeyoung managed to snatch his phone from the upperclassman’s hand right on time. When he put it up to his ear, he heard a calm, familiar voice.


      “Why are you interested in my name?”


      It was like magic, the way his irritation and anger melted away the moment he heard Sangwoo’s voice. For a long time, Jaeyoung stood rooted to the spot, clutching the phone like it was his lifeline.


      “Where’s Jaeyoung? Is he so busy that he can’t come to the phone?”


      “Give me a second,” he muttered.


      Quickly, Jaeyoung grabbed his wallet and other belongings from the table and shoved everything into his pockets. He felt a wave of dizziness as he turned to walk out of the pub—he was definitely tipsy.


      “What the hell? Where are you going?” Jaeyoung heard the upperclassman yell after him.


      He glanced back, distracted. “I’m leaving. Don’t feel like drinking anymore.”


      “But the night’s just getting started!”


      “Then keep your damn hands off my phone next time.”


      “What the… What’d you say to me? Hey!”


      The upperclassman banged on the table like an angry gorilla, knocking the water pitcher over. Jaeyoung couldn’t care less—he headed straight for the door, his strides long and rushed.


      “Let him go. He’s probably wasted.”


      “Shit, man! Dude can’t even take a joke!”


      “Yeah, yeah, I know. That’s how he is. Come on, let’s take a shot.”


      Their voices faded away as Jaeyoung rushed out of the pub. He searched until he located a quiet staircase in a retail building next door, then sat on one of the steps. When he slowly raised the phone back to his ear, he found—to his relief—that Sangwoo hadn’t hung up yet.


      “Sangwoo,” he said, carefully savoring each syllable as if he hadn’t already said the word a hundred times.


      “Are you out drinking?”


      “I was, but not anymore.”


      “Are you drunk?”


      “Only a bit tipsy.”


      “You got into a fight, didn’t you?”


      “Nope.”


      “But I heard someone yelling. I have a feeling you made someone angry with your usual antics.”


      “Not at me, and didn’t happen. Why’d you call?”


      As Jaeyoung waited for Sangwoo’s response, he quickly glanced at his phone. At this time, Sangwoo was probably walking home from work.


      “Well…today is a Saturday.”


      “Right.”


      “And tomorrow is Sunday.”


      “Uh-huh. And then it’ll be Monday.”


      Alcohol had a way of simplifying everything. Jaeyoung sprang to his feet and stepped outside, planting himself by the edge of the busy road.


      “Then it will be Tue— Ugh, that’s not what I’m trying to say…”


      Jaeyoung held up a hand. It didn’t take long until a taxi slowed to a stop in front of him. He opened the door and slid into the passenger seat.


      “Should I not have called?”


      “You can call me whenever you want. People usually call for a reason, though.”


      Jaeyoung cupped a hand over the phone’s speaker, whispered the address to the driver, then brought the phone back to his ear.


      “A reason… Yes, I called you for a reason.”


      “Which is…?”


      “I don’t want to share it with you.”


      “Well, how are you going to get what you want out of this call if you don’t tell me what it is?”


      “That’s… It’s fine. I already got what I wanted.”


      It was incredible how Sangwoo could so effortlessly switch between being naive and unintentionally flirtatious.


      “Can I hang up, then?”


      “Yes.”


      A beat of silence.


      “But…you shouldn’t.”


      “Why not?”


      “I want to stay on the phone with you until I get home.”


      Sangwoo’s words were blunt and toneless, but they pierced through Jaeyoung’s armor like it didn’t even exist. His chest swelled with emotion—something warm and fluffy.


      “Any plans for when you get there?”


      “I’m going to take a shower and try out some new games.”


      Dazzling lights and signs flickered past the window as the taxi sped through the city streets, but Jaeyoung found himself wishing they were going ten times faster. He adjusted his grip on the phone and asked, “Which ones?”


      “LXT and Evil Scrolls. I already installed them. Also, I was watching the preview for an RPG that MICON is launching on the twenty-second. It looked similar to ours, so…”


      Jaeyoung didn’t interrupt once as Sangwoo gave a detailed breakdown of how the RPG resembled and differed from Veggie Venturer. He continued on for over five minutes, but he didn’t feel bored for a second.


      “Gotcha. So it just looks a bit similar, but it’s a totally different game. It’s a good thing the fundamentals don’t overlap.”


      “Well, of course they don’t. You came up with them, after all.”


      “Should I take that as a compliment?”


      “Your thought process could never be replicated by anyone else. It’s too bizarre.”


      “I’m sure there were other, nicer ways to say that, but whatever.”


      A familiar street came into view—one Jaeyoung recognized from the last few times he’d walked Sangwoo home on the weekend. His heart was threatening to burst through his ribcage, but he forced himself to release a long breath and whispered, “And then? What’re you gonna do after that?”


      “Check my inbox and go to bed.”


      “What about your Jaeyoung Jang folder?”


      There was a long silence.


      “Hellooo?”


      At the end of the dimly lit street, Jaeyoung spotted a figure in a black T-shirt and jeans. Even from a distance, he recognized Sangwoo immediately.


      Jaeyoung silently signaled to the driver, and the taxi slowly came to a halt.


      “Stop making fun of me for a compulsion that’s completely involuntary.”


      “Hey, that was a serious question. Who said I was making fun of you?”


      “Why bother asking when you know the answer?”


      Jaeyoung paid his fare and stepped out of the taxi. Sangwoo was about a hundred meters away.


      “What am I, some kind of mind reader? Just because you like looking at pictures of me doesn’t mean you feel the urge every night.”


      “You…!”


      Jaeyoung watched as Sangwoo suddenly stopped and stared down at his phone. He didn’t need to be a mind reader to know Sangwoo was probably glaring at it like he wanted to throw it across the street. Jaeyoung froze in his own tracks, waiting until Sangwoo finally started walking again before trailing after him.


      “Seriously though, what’s gotten into you? You never used to get embarrassed talking about stuff like erections and whatever else…”


      He heard a sigh.


      “I don’t know. I don’t know anything anymore.”


      “So? Are you going to open the folder or not?”


      “I wasn’t planning on it…but now I might have to.”


      “Why? Is the sound of my voice making blood rush to your genitals?”


      As silence stretched between them once again, Sangwoo turned and slipped into an alley. Jaeyoung followed behind, not letting him gain any ground. Up ahead, he could see Sangwoo’s apartment building.


      “Come on, Sangwoo. Answer me.”


      “You’re so irritating.”


      “Really? You think I’m annoying?”


      “Yes. You always get me aroused when you’re not going to…do anything about it.”


      “Oh, don’t worry, I will.”


      “You’re not making any sense. I’m going to hang up now.”


      Sangwoo stopped in front of his apartment building. But despite the threat, he merely stood there with his phone pressed to his ear, only dropping his hand when Jaeyoung himself hung up.


      “Asshole!” Sangwoo shouted, glaring fiercely at the screen.


      Wow, tell me how you really feel, Jaeyoung thought with no small amount of amusement as he quickly crossed the distance between them. He caught up and managed to wrap his arms around Sangwoo from behind right as he was about to walk through the glass doors of his building.


      Immediately, Sangwoo jerked his elbow back in an attempt to shove off his unknown assailant. But he slowly lowered it when Jaeyoung said, “It’s me.”


      He tightened his arms around Sangwoo. His heart was beating like a drum, its repetitive thrumming spreading rapidly through his body. The effect of the hug was immediate—a strange, tingling feeling spread through him.


      Jaeyoung buried his nose in Sangwoo’s nape and inhaled deeply. Maybe it was the alcohol talking, but he felt like he was floating. It took a while for him to become coherent enough to speak.


      “3D is better than 2D, don’t you think?”


      Personally, he thought it was a great joke, but Sangwoo didn’t even smile.


      Jaeyoung slowly nuzzled his nose against the soft skin of Sangwoo’s neck, and it didn’t take long until he began to seek more.


      As he pressed soft kisses over Sangwoo’s skin, Jaeyoung’s head spun like he’d gotten off a rollercoaster ride. How could Sangwoo taste so damn good after sitting in an internet café for hours?


      Maybe I’m drunker than I thought…


      Jaeyoung bit down hard on Sangwoo’s neck, right where his hairline ended, then dragged his tongue up to Sangwoo’s ear in a slow trail. Sangwoo flinched and gave a small shiver, but Jaeyoung wasn’t planning to let him go anytime soon. He slipped Sangwoo’s earlobe between his lips, teasing the curve of his ear with the tip of his tongue.


      “Jaeyoung…”


      Jaeyoung’s hand drifted down Sangwoo’s chest, his burning desire clear. He began to greedily grope the flat expanse of Sangwoo’s torso and the line that led to his waist, but his exploration was brought to a halt when Sangwoo grabbed his hand.


      “I need some time to…prepare.”


      Jaeyoung didn’t answer. Instead, he gently turned Sangwoo around to face him.


      Sangwoo immediately averted his gaze, the streetlamp casting a pattern of light and shadow on his face. Jaeyoung reached out and lifted his chin, eyes fixed on his.


      No. I can’t wait anymore.


      He pressed their lips together. Sangwoo pushed him away.


      “Let’s…calm ourselves a bit.”


      No.


      Silently, Jaeyoung pulled him into another kiss—but this time, he wasn’t met with an immediate refusal. Taking it as a good sign, he gently tugged at Sangwoo’s lower lip while lapping at the inside of the upper one. A little more, and those lips would grant him entry… Or so he thought, but then Sangwoo backed away again.


      “I’ve been at work all day long. I only need an hour to clean myself and—”


      Jaeyoung cut Sangwoo’s words off. No way was he waiting that long. Bringing their lips together again, he ran his hands along the curve of Sangwoo’s neck, pulling his face even closer. A slight tilt of Jaeyoung’s head ensured their lips were sealed tightly. He slipped his tongue into Sangwoo’s mouth, determined to redirect every ounce of his attention to their kiss.


      Sangwoo didn’t bother trying to push him away anymore. Instead, he curled his fingers tighter around Jaeyoung’s shoulders—a win for Jaeyoung’s stubbornness, and a clear loss for Sangwoo’s unyielding sense of logic.


      With a sigh, Sangwoo rose on his tiptoes and pressed his lips to Jaeyoung’s ear. “Fine. You win.”


      The quiet whisper was immediately followed by an aggressive kiss. Forgoing the lips, Sangwoo’s tongue dived straight into his mouth and tangled with Jaeyoung’s own. It was a clumsy, desperate, but above all genuine kiss—just as it had been the first time he pressed his lips against Jaeyoung’s own.


      Silent and intent, Sangwoo ground their bodies together, not wasting a single motion. Another jolt of desire went through Jaeyoung as Sangwoo cupped his cheeks and pulled him in even closer. The gesture was raw, urgent—their lips crashed together, teeth knocking in the rush.


      The kiss went on and on, leaving Jaeyoung breathless. His lips stayed parted, hungry for more, as a thin trail of saliva slipped down his chin. Jaeyoung only realized he’d been backed up into the glass door when his head bumped against it. There was nothing gentle about Sangwoo when he was turned on—he was a firestorm of burning need, desperate to take what he wanted.


      Jaeyoung had no interest in resisting. He pushed the door behind him open with his back and tugged Sangwoo inside as he slipped a hand beneath his shirt and traced the line of his waist. Sangwoo’s skin burned hot under his fingers as they dipped momentarily to the small of his back and then slid up to cup the nape of his neck.


      They broke apart for a moment, and they finally opened their eyes.


      Sangwoo’s gaze swirled with lust and desire, but all he said was, “You taste like soju.” He paused to run his tongue along his lip, then continued, “Alcohol suppresses the central nervous system, which may cause temporary erectile dysfunc—”


      “How about we go upstairs and see if it works or not?”


      There was no telling who moved first as they crashed into another kiss. They stumbled upstairs without pulling apart, the motion-sensor lights flickering on above them.


      “Your place…now,” Jaeyoung growled, but he still paused to push Sangwoo against the wall as they kissed. Disheveled and rough Sangwoo was probably one of the hottest things he’d ever seen. The desire to get him alone and out of public view clashed with the desperate need to take him right then and there.


      Their journey up to the fourth floor was probably the slowest in the history of mankind. Once they finally reached the door to Sangwoo’s apartment, they wasted even more time kissing while trying to get the door unlocked.


      The inside of the apartment was dark, leaving the two of them to fumble their way over to the bed, where Sangwoo pushed Jaeyoung onto the mattress and straddled him. Their chests pressed together as Sangwoo held Jaeyoung’s cheek and kissed him, other hand tugging at his hair.


      The last time they’d been in bed together, everything had been stiff and almost clinical. This time, they were like animals in heat. The soft hairs at the nape of Jaeyoung’s neck stood on end, arousal prickling up his spine.


      As Sangwoo licked along his neck and ear, Jaeyoung let his hands wander lazily over his skin. In the pitch-black room, he mapped out the silhouette of Sangwoo’s body with careful fingertips. He touched everything with a quiet hunger—the smooth skin of Sangwoo’s neck, the muscles in his back, the lean line of his waist. Hands moving lower, he gripped Sangwoo’s ass through the stiff denim of his jeans, then trailed his palms down along his thighs. Finally, without an ounce of hesitation, his fingers slid their way up to his groin.


      “Ah…”


      The low moan slipped from Sangwoo’s lips as he nipped at Jaeyoung’s ear.


      For a moment, Jaeyoung rested his hand over the bulge pressing against Sangwoo’s jeans. The shape was obvious through the thick fabric—proof he wasn’t the only one aching with need. He gave it a slow, teasing squeeze, then caved to the urge to see Sangwoo’s naked form. His fingers made quick work of the button and fly, tugging until the jeans came open.


      As Jaeyoung pulled the jeans down and brushed his fingers over Sangwoo’s cock, now only covered by the thin fabric of his boxers, Sangwoo wrapped his arms around him and buried his face in his neck. Jaeyoung immediately got to work—one hand exploring the small space between the cheeks of Sangwoo’s ass and the other stroking his cock.


      Though Sangwoo stayed silent, he began to squirm and twist. He gave Jaeyoung’s shirt a hard tug, revealing the bare skin of his right shoulder.


      Jaeyoung briefly repositioned himself so that his arms were wrapped around Sangwoo’s torso, then flipped them over so he was straddling him instead. As Sangwoo blinked in surprise, Jaeyoung yanked his pants down until they were around his thighs and stared at his boxers. There was a dark stain on the fabric.


      A silent inner battle ensued, but it was one that was resolved in a heartbeat. Leaning down, Jaeyoung pressed his lips to the bulge under those boxers. Sangwoo’s shock and horror were obvious as he quickly propped himself up on his elbows, but Jaeyoung ignored him as he licked his erection through the fabric.


      “G-give me a moment. I need to take a shower.”


      Sangwoo made a valiant attempt to escape, but Jaeyoung pressed him against the bed and pulled his boxers down completely. Sangwoo’s cock sprang free—clearly too long to fit in Jaeyoung’s mouth.


      Never thought I’d end up giving another guy a blowjob…, he thought with some disbelief, but that didn’t stop him from parting his lips and going down on Sangwoo.


      “Hnngh…!” he heard Sangwoo moan.


      As it turned out, the dick of another man tasted salty and by no means particularly good. Honestly, though, Jaeyoung was so turned on that he didn’t even care. In that moment, Sangwoo’s cock looked as delicious as a popsicle on a hot day to his eyes.


      “Aah… Mnn…”


      Using one hand to cup Sangwoo’s balls, Jaeyoung licked a long trail up the shaft. When he nibbled at the tip slightly, Sangwoo’s fingers dug into the hair at the back of his head.


      Fortunately, Jaeyoung also had the same equipment, which meant he knew exactly what felt good. He was determined to show Sangwoo that he wasn’t the only one who could do his research—Jaeyoung had both real-life experience and theory under his belt.


      He first licked the underside of the shaft with the very end of his tongue. Then, he applied pressure to the tip with his lips and gently teased it with his tongue. Finally, he sucked hard, all the while making good eye contact.


      The effect was instant. Sangwoo’s face went tight with pleasure, his eyes unfocused.


      Jaeyoung, knowing exactly what he looked like, put on a grand show of sucking in Sangwoo’s cock. He gave a few slow blinks of his eyes, flicking his tongue out teasingly to maximize the effect.


      Sangwoo’s fingers tightened in his hair, his free hand dragging roughly along Jaeyoung’s cheek. The only thing Jaeyoung didn’t allow was for that same hand to cover his eyes.


      Soon, Jaeyoung picked up the pace, stroking Sangwoo’s cock faster while their eyes remained locked. He tightened his lips around the shaft, taking in as much as he could. A firmer grip, just enough pressure… And there they were: the heated moans he’d been waiting for.


      “Unngh… Damn it…”


      It was strange—he was the one who was blowing Sangwoo, but Jaeyoung’s own cock had swelled and was throbbing painfully in his boxers. He reached up, lacing one hand through Sangwoo’s, while the other gripped Sangwoo’s thigh tight. A few more strokes and Sangwoo’s knees bent, his hips bucking involuntarily.


      “Have you…been taking…lessons?”


      There he goes again with more of his nonsense… How romantic of him.


      Sangwoo’s hands grew more and more desperate. He tugged so hard at Jaeyoung’s hair that he likely pulled a number of strands straight out.


      Arousal had taken over Sangwoo to the point that it seemed to have drowned out every last trace of his shame—he bucked and thrust roughly, the tip of his dripping cock pressing against the roof of Jaeyoung’s mouth with every movement.


      Even when Sangwoo’s pelvis slammed hard into his jaw, Jaeyoung held his ground, keeping a firm grip on Sangwoo’s hand. The truth was, Sangwoo wasn’t the only one being engulfed by the heat of arousal. Jaeyoung was holding on by a thread, barely suppressing his desire to pull down his boxers and fuck Sangwoo senseless. His own hips began to buck, blood racing through his veins as his grip on Sangwoo’s thigh tightened even more.


      Suddenly, with a loud moan, Sangwoo’s thrusting stopped, and a salty taste spread through Jaeyoung’s mouth. He swallowed the cum along with his saliva and sat up on the bed.


      Sangwoo was sprawled limply across the mattress, one arm draped over his eyes. That arm was promptly pushed away by Jaeyoung, who leaned over him and planted a brief kiss on his lips. When they separated, Sangwoo looked at him with a troubled frown.


      “I… I don’t understand. How are you so…good at this?”


      “Who knows? That was my first time.”


      “Liar.”


      “You’re not the only one who can do research, you know.”


      At this, Sangwoo fell silent, his face a mixture of shame and mild exhaustion.


      Jaeyoung got to work, pulling off both of their shoes and tossing them aside. It was only after he’d tugged his pants down and pressed his dick to Sangwoo’s groin that he realized there was a slight problem.


      “Shit!”


      Jaeyoung swept a hand down his face, eyes squeezed shut in disbelief. The whole process of rushing over to Sangwoo’s apartment had been so impulsive that he’d completely forgotten to grab a condom. It would take at least fifteen minutes to go to the convenience store—more than enough time for Sangwoo to take a shower and cool off, both literally and figuratively.


      I could ask to do it raw… But no, he would never agree to that.


      He felt a surge of frustration, but it seemed he had no other choice but to leave.


      When Jaeyoung opened his eyes again, he was slightly puzzled to see Sangwoo on his feet. As he watched, Sangwoo grabbed something from his desk drawer and tossed it on the bed. On closer examination, it was actually two items: a small box of condoms labelled “extra-large” and a tube of lube covered in little hearts.


      Jaeyoung couldn’t help but let out a chuckle as he stared at the condoms. They weren’t exactly his go-to brand, but he had a feeling they might become his favorite.


      He tore open a condom wrapper and glanced at Sangwoo. “Come here.”


      Sangwoo obediently walked over and sat beside him on the mattress. In the meantime, Jaeyoung rolled the condom over his cock—already slick with precum—then tore open another and slid it over his fingers.


      Once the latex was coated with a generous amount of lube, he then turned to Sangwoo. Keeping steady eye contact, he gently guided him down onto the bed and reached for his ass.


      Unlike the first time they’d slept together, there was no fear or anxiety on Sangwoo’s face. In fact, the faint light streaming in through the window revealed an expression filled with something that could almost be read as anticipation.


      Jaeyoung pressed their bodies close together and spread Sangwoo’s cheeks apart, making him curse under his breath and turn his head to the side. At the same time, a surge of blood traveled to Jaeyoung’s cock as he watched Sangwoo’s hole swallow his finger.


      Get a grip… You have to take it slow, or you might hurt him.


      Forcing himself to be patient, Jaeyoung grabbed one of Sangwoo’s knees with one hand and slowly began to move his fingers.


      Sangwoo was as tight and dry as he’d been last time. Jaeyoung made sure to apply more lube as needed, pressing his fingers against Sangwoo’s inner walls and stretching him out.


      After a few moments of this, Jaeyoung attempted to hit the spot he knew Sangwoo liked. Almost immediately, Sangwoo’s hips bucked, his toes curling.


      Jaeyoung pressed their chests together and added another finger, his eyes locked on Sangwoo’s. As his movements grew deeper, more deliberate, Sangwoo squeezed his eyes shut. Below, Sangwoo’s cock slowly stirred back to life, hardening again under the influence of the steady rhythm of thrusting fingers.


      “Jaeyoung,” Sangwoo whispered.


      The older man didn’t answer, mouth dry in anticipation. He’d been fighting to keep the fire in his chest under control since the moment he’d walked into Sangwoo’s apartment—and he knew he couldn’t let it loose. Not yet.


      “Jaeyoung, please…”


      It looked like his efforts were paying off—Sangwoo’s cock was now fully erect again, dripping with precum. His fingers fumbled against Jaeyoung’s chest, tugging at his T-shirt.


      “Enough of that. I want something…something else…”


      “You’re going to have to spell it out for me.”


      Jaeyoung’s voice came out low and raspy—a clear sign his self-control was wearing thin.


      Sangwoo shot him a glare, eyes flashing with irritation. He tightened his grip on Jaeyoung’s shirt and yanked him closer. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not in a joking mood.”


      There was a brief pause as Jaeyoung waited.


      “Oh, for fuck’s sake… Put it in already!”


      He hadn’t exactly been expecting something like “Please fill my hole with your enormous cock!” but getting snapped at like he was some annoying pest was a bit much. Part of Jaeyoung wanted to tease Sangwoo a little longer in revenge…but his dick had other plans.


      I think I’ve been patient enough.


      His breaths coming in ragged huffs, Jaeyoung pulled his fingers out and used both hands to spread Sangwoo’s cheeks apart. His hole was gaping slightly, and without a moment’s hesitation, Jaeyoung pushed his cock inside.


      “Nngh…”


      Sangwoo’s brow furrowed, his shoulders trembling slightly. Jaeyoung was only halfway in, but he was already starting to feel a dangerous rush of euphoria. He forced the feeling down and leaned over Sangwoo, pulling him into a tight embrace. If he didn’t pause now, he’d finish way too soon—and there was no way he was letting that happen. Sangwoo wouldn’t buy the excuses this time, no matter how much he insisted he wasn’t some two-pump chump—or that the real problem was Sangwoo being too damn sexy.


      Determined not to end up on the receiving end of that pitying little nod again, Jaeyoung pushed in slowly. “What were you…saying about erectile dysfunction? Huh?”


      “Shut…up,” came Sangwoo’s strained response.


      The sight of his face—caught between pain and pleasure—and the sensations gripping Jaeyoung’s cock nearly pushed him over the edge. Every blink, every twitch of Sangwoo’s lips, every time his fingers brushed weakly against Jaeyoung’s face… It had to be intentional. He had to be doing it on purpose.


      Like a man possessed, Jaeyoung peeled off Sangwoo’s sweat-drenched shirt, thwarting the fabric’s attempts to cling to his pale, flushed skin. Confronted with a naked Sangwoo, arousal hit Jaeyoung like a blow to the head. He pulled Sangwoo into another embrace, soaking up the heat from his body as he thrust into him hard. He didn’t stop until he was fully inside.


      Sangwoo’s breath caught in his throat, and he clapped one hand over his lips, which Jaeyoung swiftly removed. Gripping Sangwoo’s wrist with one hand, Jaeyoung pushed the fingers of his other hand between Sangwoo’s teeth, forcing his mouth open so he wouldn’t bite his lip.


      Once he was situated, Jaeyoung began to move, thrusting in and out slowly at first. Then, with a sudden snap of his hips, he drove in hard, aiming straight for Sangwoo’s sweet spot.


      “Aah!”


      Squeezing his eyes shut, Sangwoo turned his head to the side again.


      “Sangwoo.”


      No response.


      “Sangwoo Choo, look at me.”


      Still nothing.


      “If you don’t…I’m leaving.”


      That seemed to do the trick. Sangwoo cracked his eyes open to make eye contact, and Jaeyoung rewarded him by releasing his wrist and sweeping his sweaty hair back from his forehead.


      It was a good thing he was the only one who’d ever seen Sangwoo like this—with his hair pushed back, Sangwoo looked more adorable than he usually did, if that was possible.


      “Sangwoo,” Jaeyoung whispered, his voice hoarse. “Hug me.”


      For a moment, Sangwoo stared at him wide-eyed, as if Jaeyoung had said something completely out of left field. Then he hesitantly acquiesced, wrapping his arms around Jaeyoung’s neck.


      With their chests pressed together, Jaeyoung whispered yet another order into Sangwoo’s ear. “Now, kiss me.”


      Sangwoo immediately obeyed. As their lips met, Jaeyoung began to thrust again, his cock throbbing painfully. There was no holding back now—he was like a runaway train racing down the track, unable to slow down. He’d forced himself to be patient for too long.


      With every thrust, a strained huff slipped through Jaeyoung’s clenched teeth. His balls slapped against Sangwoo’s ass, filling the room with obscene sounds. Under him, Sangwoo’s body jolted with each movement, rocking back and forth as Jaeyoung picked up the pace.


      Like always, Sangwoo’s body was as honest as his personality—every input immediately produced an output. Jaeyoung’s thrusts were answered by Sangwoo’s fingers digging into his back, his arms tightening around his neck, ragged breaths, and his inner walls squeezing tight around Jaeyoung’s cock.


      The tremors that ran through Sangwoo’s body seemed to mirror the pleasure he was feeling. He broke the kiss to bite down on Jaeyoung’s fingers, muffled moans escaping his lips.


      “A-ah… Hnngh!”


      “Sangwoo…”


      “Unngh, I—I…”


      “Does it hurt? No, right?”


      Without waiting for a reply, Jaeyoung swung Sangwoo’s legs over his shoulders and grabbed his hips, lifting his lower body into the air. The thrusts that followed were wild and desperate.


      Moans ripped from Jaeyoung’s throat. In that moment, all he knew was raw desire.


      Leaning down, Jaeyoung buried his face in Sangwoo’s neck, biting and licking at the skin there. Sangwoo clung to him like a lifeline, arms wrapped tight around his neck.


      Soon, Sangwoo’s hips began moving in sync with Jaeyoung’s own until something that had started as one-sided now becoming a rhythm they shared. Every time Jaeyoung pushed in, Sangwoo was already there, waiting for him. And when he pulled back, Sangwoo’s walls clenched tight, as if trying to pull him back in.


      It was like Sangwoo’s body was pleading for him to go deeper, faster. Any attempt to hold back was rendered useless. And so Jaeyoung gave in, his mind going blank as he let lust take over.


      “Ah… Nnngh! J-Jae…!”


      Pleasure built until it turned the world white-hot and blinding. The two of them moved as one, Sangwoo meeting Jaeyoung thrust for thrust no matter how fast he went. Wet, slick sounds filled the room as their bodies collided over and over.


      Every time he slammed into Sangwoo, Jaeyoung felt like he could feel something spark inside him. His vision blurred at the edges, fading into light, and a guttural moan tore from his throat—raw and impossible to fake.


      Fuck…this feels incredible.


      As Sangwoo’s teeth dug into his fingers, Jaeyoung gripped his face with his other hand and forced him to match his gaze. With his chest set aglimmer in the moonlight by a fine layer of sweat and his narrowed eyes brimming with tears under a furrowed brow, Sangwoo truly was a sight to see. A constellation of bite marks lined his neck.


      “You okay?” Jaeyoung whispered. The gentle, caring tone was a stark contrast to how mercilessly he was shoving his cock into Sangwoo’s tight little hole.


      Sangwoo shook his head frantically.


      “You don’t like it? Wanna stop?”


      Another shake of the head.


      Now feeling determined, Jaeyoung angled his hips slightly and relentlessly pounded the spot he knew would make Sangwoo talk.


      Finally, Sangwoo gasped, “Jae… Nngh, Jae…young!”


      His strained, tearful voice sent a powerful jolt of arousal through Jaeyoung. He couldn’t get over how perfect Sangwoo’s body was. Sangwoo’s inner walls gripped his cock perfectly every time he plunged in and out, as if someone had designed his ass for Jaeyoung. Even the way they moved against each other was overwhelmingly perfect.


      This chemistry… It’s insane.


      Each thrust brought him closer to his climax. He was drunk—on pleasure, on desire, on Sangwoo. He hugged him tightly, showering his cheeks with kisses in an unrestrained display of affection. No matter what Sangwoo did, Jaeyoung would probably still think he was absolutely adorable.


      You’re so cute, I don’t know what to do with myself.


      “Sangwoo… Sangwoo.”


      Those two syllables consumed every other thought in Jaeyoung’s mind. The way Sangwoo’s usually impeccable composure had crumbled, leaving him a panting, tearful mess… How he kept calling his name in that sexy voice… He couldn’t get enough of any of it. A part of him was desperate to reach the blinding climax he could feel growing along with Sangwoo, but at the same time, he wished the moment would last forever.


      “How are…you feeling?” he managed to ask.


      “Too… Too much…”


      Sangwoo’s face twisted in what resembled pain as he tugged at Jaeyoung’s hair. Then he nuzzled his nose into the nape of Jaeyoung’s neck and whispered tearfully, “J-Jae… Jaeyoung…!”


      “What? What…is it?”


      “Nngh… Are you close? I—I don’t think… I’m about to…”


      That voice… It wasn’t even fair.


      The pleasure that had been steadily building inside him finally reached its peak, and Jaeyoung thrust hard, impaling Sangwoo on his cock. Sangwoo bit down on Jaeyoung’s ear, a loud moan ripping free from his throat. As his inner walls clenched around Jaeyoung, he also came hard.


      It was a blinding, explosive climax. In that moment, Jaeyoung wasn’t in his body anymore—he was floating in empty space, all his senses drifting away from him weightlessly. The only thing he knew was the heat spreading through his body, sweeping over him from head to toe before fading away.


      Slowly, little by little, he felt a tingling sensation in his hands and feet. He was coming back down to earth.


      “Ah… Haaah…”


      Cum had splattered across the front of Jaeyoung’s shirt, reminding him that he’d forgotten to take it off. Under him, Sangwoo lay boneless across the bed, his chest rising and falling rapidly. A single teardrop traced its way down his cheek as he squeezed his eyes shut.


      Jaeyoung fell onto him as if magnetized, once again smothering him with kisses.
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      “That’s enough,” Sangwoo announced as he dried his damp hair with a towel. “Any more, and I’ll lose the last shred of dignity I have left.”


      Maybe he had a point. Even after going two rounds on the bed, Jaeyoung had taken Sangwoo a third time against the wall while they were supposed to be taking a shower. Honestly, even if Sangwoo wanted to go another round, Jaeyoung didn’t think he could do it. He was totally drained.


      “Well, maybe if you stopped leaping onto my dick…”


      “You can’t be serious. You were also an enthusiastic participant, if I recall correctly,” Sangwoo grumbled as he opened his drawer, quickly pulling on a set of striped pajamas over his boxers.


      Jaeyoung paused for a moment to stare at him, then impulsively walked over and brushed his thumb over one of the hickeys he’d left on Sangwoo’s neck. Immediately, Sangwoo blanched and tossed his towel at Jaeyoung’s face.


      “Get away from me.”


      “Hey, I’m only looking.”


      “I don’t trust you. Back in the shower, you said you were going to help me wash my back.”


      “Yeah, yeah. So I’m the horndog, huh? If I recall correctly, you kept saying something like… ‘Jaeyoung, faster! Aah, harder!’”


      “Get out of my apartment.”


      As Jaeyoung snickered, Sangwoo marched over to the bathroom and began to brush his teeth.


      “You got an extra toothbrush?”


      “Feel free to wash up in your own home.”


      Jaeyoung pouted. “But I really need to brush now. My mouth feels gross.”


      The only response he got was an irritated glare.


      Jaeyoung shrugged and stretched languidly. “Fine, then. I’ll use yours when you’re done. We’ve already swapped various bodily fluids anyway.”


      Sangwoo sent him another irritated—but thoughtful this time—glare. Then, grabbing an unopened toothbrush from the cabinet, he tossed it at Jaeyoung.


      “Thanks.”


      Jaeyoung ripped open the packaging, put some toothpaste on the new toothbrush, and began to brush his teeth right next to Sangwoo, which made for an interesting comparison. While he stood crookedly with one hand on the sink, Sangwoo’s posture was ramrod straight, like he was a private who’d been assigned to his first unit.


      Jaeyoung winked at Sangwoo when their eyes met in the mirror. Sangwoo ignored him.


      Apparently, he’d returned to being a normal member of society.


      Sangwoo finished brushing and left the bathroom without another word, leaving Jaeyoung by himself. In the silence, he took a moment to examine his surroundings. Toothbrush, toothpaste, toilet paper, soap, shampoo… It had to be the saddest, most minimalist bathroom he’d ever seen.


      When he thought about it, though, that description applied to Sangwoo’s entire apartment. There was only one of everything—one chair, one rice bowl, one cup, one set of silverware—a reflection of its inhabitant’s solitary nature.


      Jaeyoung spat out the toothpaste, rinsed, and put his toothbrush in the same cup that contained Sangwoo’s. It made the apartment feel a little less lonely, in his opinion. Stepping outside the bathroom, Jaeyoung found Sangwoo hard at work tidying up the apartment. The used condoms and discarded wrappers scattered across the floor were the first to go. He held up Jaeyoung’s T-shirt to inspect it next—the red geometric-printed garment was admittedly disgusting, soaked with sweat and semen, but more importantly, its neckline had been stretched out to the point of no return.


      “That’ll have to go,” Jaeyoung commented.


      “I’ll purchase a new one for you. I’m partially responsible for ruining it.”


      “Don’t worry about it.”


      “No, I can pay you back for the damages. It was about thirty thousand won, correct?”


      Actually, the T-shirt—one of Jaeyoung’s favorites—was worth about ten times more than that, and it was a limited edition to boot. But that didn’t really matter to him in the grand scheme of things.


      Sangwoo finally finished cleaning up, then grabbed a cup of water and met Jaeyoung’s gaze. “Do you need to borrow some of my clothes?”


      Jaeyoung, who was currently standing in front of the bathroom door with only a towel wrapped around his waist, wordlessly walked over to Sangwoo’s dresser and started rummaging through it. He was soon rewarded with a fresh pair of boxers, which prompted Sangwoo to immediately start nagging at him to return the ones he’d taken last time. He shrugged it off.


      “You can’t go home looking like that,” Sangwoo said.


      “Who says I am? I’m spending the night here.”


      “And who said you could do that?” Sangwoo muttered and sat down on the bed.


      His exhaustion was clear, but that was only natural, given it was almost three in the morning. Jaeyoung was only accustomed to being awake around this time because he was a perpetual night owl.


      After turning off the lights, Jaeyoung joined Sangwoo under the sheets.


      “Are you actually going to sleep here?”


      “Yup.”


      “This bed is designed for only one individual to sleep on. The maximum weight—”


      “We were practically doing gymnastics on the thing. If it didn’t break then, I don’t think it’s going to break now. Now be quiet and lie down.”


      Jaeyoung pulled Sangwoo onto the mattress by his neck and forced him to rest his head on his arm.


      Time stretched as Sangwoo blinked a few times, silent, unreadable thoughts flickering through his eyes. Then he gave in and rolled to face Jaeyoung. But instead of going to sleep, Sangwoo proceeded to stare at him with eyes that were far too awake.


      As always, Sangwoo’s gaze was unfiltered and honest. Jaeyoung’s heart began to race again. There had to be something on his mind—otherwise, Sangwoo wouldn’t have chosen to stay awake staring at him this far past his bedtime.


      Jaeyoung reached up and ruffled Sangwoo’s hair—still slightly damp from the shower—and dispelled the quiet in the room with a single whispered word.


      “Sangwoo.”


      “Yes?”


      “What’s on your mind?”


      The question was met only with silence.


      “Come on, tell me. At this point, what could possibly be so embarrassing that you can’t share it with me?”


      Sangwoo didn’t immediately respond, looking hesitant. Jaeyoung chose to wait—and was rewarded when, after a while, Sangwoo silently wrapped his arms around his waist and scooched in closer. Feeling his heart skip a beat, Jaeyoung carefully cradled Sangwoo’s head with one hand.


      Sangwoo shifted even deeper into his embrace as he muttered, “I never realized I was interested in stuff like that.”


      “Like what?”


      “That kind of pleasure… I’ve never felt anything like it before. It scares me. It makes me wonder if I should’ve never slept with a man in the first place.”


      Jaeyoung’s lips twisted into a cold smile. Of course. In Sangwoo’s mind, he had slept with a man, not Jaeyoung Jang specifically. He was an expert at ruining the mood. But the slight hurt and resentment didn’t last long. Sangwoo probably had no idea he’d even done anything wrong.


      He was definitely tempted to explain in detail, right here and now, how irritating he found it when Sangwoo started acting this way and spouting off those sorts of comments. But just as quickly as the urge came, it left. There was no way that would end up being productive.


      If he began to demand more from Sangwoo, that necessitated being in a full-blown romantic relationship—with the rules and stipulations that came with it. Not to mention that the mere thought of trying to convince Sangwoo to be in a relationship with another man gave Jaeyoung a headache. After all, Sangwoo firmly believed dating was only a stepping stone to marriage. And beyond that…


      “We both know you’re going to leave him behind eventually.”


      Yuna’s comment lingered in his thoughts like a foul odor. Instinctively, he found himself shying away from acknowledging that this arrangement with Sangwoo had an expiration date. If they somehow ended up in an “official relationship,” things would only get more complicated, not less.


      Distracted by these thoughts, Jaeyoung completely lost track of time. But then Sangwoo suddenly broke the silence that had fallen between them.


      “What’s on your mind?”


      It was the first time Sangwoo had ever displayed any kind of interest in what he was thinking, but Jaeyoung was feeling a little too cynical to be touched by the question.


      “I was wondering when your birthday was,” he smoothly lied.


      “October.”


      “What day?”


      “The first.”


      Despite himself, a quiet chuckle slipped from Jaeyoung’s lips. 1001… I’ll never forget that one.


      “That’s funny. It’s like it was meant to be.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “The number. It’s symmetrical and binary.”


      He was immediately rewarded with a short laugh, which was a lot more than Sangwoo usually gave him in response to his jokes.


      “Your mind works in very strange ways.”


      That was kind of an offensive thing to hear from Sangwoo, of all people, but Jaeyoung simply tightened his arms around him. “Do you want anything for your birthday?” he asked.


      “No.”


      Somehow, he’d known Sangwoo would give that exact dry one-word response. But the next sequence of words out of his mouth, nonchalant as anything, left Jaeyoung speechless.


      “What’s the point? You’ll be gone by then anyway.”


      There it was: the elephant in the room. Jaeyoung’s brow furrowed as an awkward silence settled over them—it would’ve been nice to enjoy the lingering euphoria he’d been feeling for a bit longer. But as usual, Sangwoo probably wasn’t perceiving the current atmosphere as awkward at all.


      In a split-second decision, Jaeyoung decided to acknowledge said elephant for the first time.


      “Does it bother you that I’m leaving?”


      “Why would it? My sexual desire will have faded by then.”


      That response didn’t exactly make him feel better. Jaeyoung couldn’t stop himself from responding sharply. “You sound pretty sure about that.”


      “Well, yes. That’s the only reason we entered this arrangement in the first place. Don’t you remember that stuff you said about being a Qing dynasty general?”


      Apparently, that was a rhetorical question, since Sangwoo didn’t wait for Jaeyoung to respond before continuing.


      “My only concern is that I haven’t noticed my sexual desire diminishing yet. That increases the likelihood of the plan not being successful.”


      Until that point, Jaeyoung had done a decent job at countering whatever robotic bullshit Sangwoo managed to come up with, but this time…it was different. He found himself rendered speechless.


      “I’m hopeful this won’t be the case, but if the anomaly persists even after you’re gone… I’ll have to look for someone else to help mitigate its effects,” Sangwoo added.


      He has to be shitting me.


      Jaeyoung jerked into a sitting position and glowered at Sangwoo. Sure, he knew that the weirdo was nowhere near where he was mentally with their relationship—that they differed significantly both in terms of romantic feelings and how they understood their connection in general—but actually hearing Sangwoo voice it out loud made his blood run cold.


      “So we’d be…friends with benefits?”


      “Correct.”


      “Looking forward to it, I guess…?”


      Back when he’d initially agreed to this arrangement, Jaeyoung had thought it’d end up being a lot less complicated than trying for an actual relationship—and that had been the case, at least in the beginning. But now, even the thought of Sangwoo hooking up with someone else in the future made him feel unbelievably pissed off.


      Maybe… Maybe I’m a hypocrite.


      Jaeyoung’s head began to throb. If, like Sangwoo had said, the two of them were only friends with benefits, then his feelings were no more than a glitch in Sangwoo’s program.


      “Are you going back home?” Sangwoo asked, looking up at him with guileless eyes. It was crystal clear that, if Jaeyoung announced he was leaving, the most he would get was a wave goodbye before Sangwoo went straight to bed.


      Jaeyoung couldn’t help but heave a sigh. What else could he expect from Sangwoo, really? The guy was basically an overgrown infant—he didn’t know anything about the complex exchange of emotions that usually occurred between human beings. Even if Jaeyoung tried to explain how he was feeling to him, Sangwoo wouldn’t understand a single thing.


      “Is something the matter?”


      It was, but weirdly enough, Jaeyoung felt his anger melt away as he met Sangwoo’s intent gaze. No matter how much of an asshole Sangwoo was being, hounding him would get Jaeyoung nowhere as long as Sangwoo remained completely oblivious to the consequences of his words. Moreover, Sangwoo was only being his completely logical and reasonable self, as always.


      Feelings come and go. I know that much.


      Scientifically speaking, he’d heard the emotion people called love usually only lasted for about six months. And that length of time was probably considerably shorter for him, given some of his relationships had only lasted a month. Sure, he’d never been nearly as into anyone as he currently was into Sangwoo, but even that would surely fade away soon.


      And in the end, wouldn’t things play out better for Sangwoo, too, if he kept his current mindset? He wouldn’t ever have to suffer under the misapprehension that their arrangement was something special or that they were somehow meant to be.


      He needed to draw a line and stay behind it. That way, it’d be smooth sailing when everything ended.


      Honestly, though, maybe he was the one suffering under the misapprehension that their arrangement was something special or that they were somehow meant to be.


      The thought lent a bitter taste to the space behind his freshly brushed teeth.


      The two of them were hovering somewhere between stop and go, red and green, feet lingering between the gas and brake pedal as they sat under a yellow light. Jaeyoung had always harbored a dislike for relationships like this—so uncertain and hard to define.


      Whatever. I’ll live in the moment, he decided.


      Slowly, Jaeyoung lay back down on the mattress and brushed Sangwoo’s hair back from his forehead with one hand. When he pressed a gentle kiss to the exposed skin, Sangwoo blinked at him curiously.


      “Don’t worry about the future,” Jaeyoung whispered. “What matters is that right here, right now, we’re together.”


      “Unlike someone, I actually like to think ahead.”


      “Oh yeah? Then why did you decide to sleep with me?”


      “Well, that’s because…you persuaded me.”


      “Sounds like you might be starting to have some regrets.”


      For a beat or two, Sangwoo simply looked into Jaeyoung’s eyes, almost like he was searching for something inside them. But then he slowly shook his head and burrowed into Jaeyoung’s chest.


      Releasing a quiet sigh, Jaeyoung ran a hand over Sangwoo’s back and shoulders. As he’d told Sangwoo before, he truly did prefer living in the moment—what was the point in worrying over an uncertain future? He’d rather spend his time immersing himself in the here and now.


      And here and now, he wanted to give Sangwoo whatever he desired.


      “Sangwoo.”


      “Yes?”


      “You sure you don’t want anything for your birthday? It can be literally anything. Sneakers, a watch, maybe a nice hat…”


      “I don’t want anything. I’d rather you give me the hat that I left in your car last Friday.”


      Jaeyoung ignored this comment. “Hmm… What about a new graphics card? A monitor? An external hard drive?”


      “You have no idea how expensive those parts are, do you? Really, it’s fine.”


      That was the end—Sangwoo didn’t say another word. Figuring he’d finally gone to sleep, Jaeyoung closed his eyes. His limbs felt heavy after the vigorous exercise they’d had.


      Out of nowhere, Sangwoo spoke.


      “I want Veggie Venturer to be successful.”


      It took a moment for it to click in Jaeyoung’s mind what he was talking about—it had to be an answer to the birthday present question. Absently brushing his fingers up and down over Sangwoo’s nape, Jaeyoung responded, “I think our finished product will do pretty decent, based on what we have so far.”


      “No, decent is not enough. It has to become a huge hit. I want everyone to know how good it is.”


      That’s…an interesting wish.


      Most indie games without much promotional reach didn’t sell in large numbers. Beyond that, Sangwoo was anything but materialistic. It seemed odd for him to be more obsessed with making the game a huge hit instead of making it a solid addition to his dev portfolio.


      Jaeyoung couldn’t suppress his curiosity. “Why?”


      Sangwoo hesitated for a moment. Jaeyoung knew exactly what would happen next—he’d refuse to answer, but if Jaeyoung kept pressing, he’d eventually respond. Right as Jaeyoung opened his mouth, Sangwoo upset their dynamic by giving an actual answer.


      “Because it’s a project I worked on with you. I want us to look back on it and relish its success as a reward for our hard work.”


      “What kind of sentimental idiot do you think I am?” Jaeyoung muttered. But judging by the throbbing in his chest, the comment affected him more than he wanted to admit.


      Sangwoo might not understand the concept of romantic relationships, but it was clear he liked Jaeyoung in his own special way—he wouldn’t have secretly put together a folder full of photos of him, memorized his playlist, or remembered his glasses’ prescription and shoe size if he hadn’t. Part of his dedication to the game’s development obviously came from his perfectionist nature, but Jaeyoung could tell there was something more to it—maybe something to do with him.


      Gently cupping Sangwoo’s chin, Jaeyoung leaned in and kissed him. Sangwoo’s lips were still soft and moist from being nibbled on all night long, but Jaeyoung felt them curl up into a smile as he pressed their mouths together again and again. Following that silent curve, Jaeyoung tilted his head and deepened the kiss.


      Sangwoo’s eyes drifted shut, and his hand slid up to cradle Jaeyoung’s cheek as their embrace grew more and more sensual. A fire was spreading within Jaeyoung, but he couldn’t tell whether it had been sparked by desire or something…softer. Everything about Sangwoo was confusing. And once again, Jaeyoung found his mind utterly consumed by thoughts of him. Heat began to surge through his lower abdomen—he clearly wasn’t too spent, even after going several rounds.


      As for Sangwoo, he’d apparently forgotten his earlier protests about maintaining his dignity. Their tongues tangled, and Jaeyoung lost all sense of time as their bodies moved as one. It was only when he’d nearly reached the point of no return that he hurriedly pushed Sangwoo away.


      Sangwoo ran his tongue over his wet lower lip, looking visibly disappointed. Jaeyoung reached out a hand himself to help wipe up the glistening liquid, but then the mouth under his fingers began to move.


      Completely serious, Sangwoo pronounced, “I have officially lost my dignity as a human being.”


      Smiling, Jaeyoung reached up to ruffle Sangwoo’s hair, then brushed his finger over the tip of Sangwoo’s nose. “It’s a shame we used up the condoms.”


      “I can go and buy some more, if you want.”


      “If you’re prepared to limp around the whole day tomorrow, go for it.”


      “You can fill in for me at work again. I’ll pay you the same hourly rate.”


      A brief struggle ensued as Sangwoo tried to get out of bed and Jaeyoung clung to him desperately. He’d committed a cardinal sin: He’d forgotten that Sangwoo didn’t know how to take a joke. It wasn’t that he had any more dignity than Sangwoo did, but he was truly exhausted and ready to pass out.


      “Good night,” Sangwoo finally said, giving in. When he brushed Jaeyoung’s hair aside and kissed his forehead, Jaeyoung couldn’t help but grin like an idiot—Sangwoo learned fast, and he loved to try things out himself.


      “Sangwoo.”


      “Yes…?” he responded sleepily.


      But this time, Jaeyoung chose caution. He tucked away all the words in his head, knowing that if he voiced them, Sangwoo would probably bolt out of there without looking back like he was some kind of serial killer.


      Sangwoo was lying flat on his back, straight as a board, but Jaeyoung silently reached out and wrapped him tightly in his arms anyway. Only then did he close his eyes.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      Jaeyoung woke up with a nasty headache.


      He blinked slowly, staring up at the shadowed ceiling, then turned to the side—where his eyes met Sangwoo’s. The weirdo was lying there, chin resting on his arms, quietly watching him.


      Oh… I forgot I crashed at his place.


      The clock on the wall showed it was a little past eleven. He turned back to Sangwoo.


      “How’d you sleep?”


      “Well enough that I didn’t even notice how cramped together we were. I must have been very tired.”


      “Feeling sore again?”


      “Some mild discomfort, but I’ll walk around just fine.”


      That was good news since Jaeyoung was feeling pretty shitty himself. His stomach and head were killing him. If he had to guess, it was because of the several different types of alcohol he’d sampled at the bar combined with their late-night activities.


      Sangwoo studied his face carefully, then asked, “What’s the matter?”


      Belatedly realizing that he’d been frowning, Jaeyoung mumbled, “Head hurts.”


      “Then go home and rest.”


      As always, Sangwoo was quick to kick him out of his private space. The issue was that Jaeyoung himself didn’t want to say goodbye just yet.


      It took a moment of contemplation, but Jaeyoung managed to come up with an excuse.


      “Buy me lunch.”


      “Why should I?”


      “’Cause I showed you a good time yesterday, obviously. It’s only fair. Don’t you remember what you said to me? ‘Jaeyoung, you’re filling me up so—’”


      Sangwoo scrambled across the bed and clapped a hand right over Jaeyoung’s mouth—the exact reaction he had been aiming for. Taking advantage of the opening, he promptly wrapped Sangwoo in a tight embrace.


      “Geez, could you take the time to feed me before trying to get in my pants? Please milord, spare some grains of rice at least for your humble servant.”


      “I never tried to do anything, let alone…!” Scowling, Sangwoo wriggled out of Jaeyoung’s arms and took a few steps away from the bed. “Fine,” he grumbled, staring at the wall. “I’ll buy you lunch. It is true that last night was…nice.”


      Jaeyoung chuckled under his breath and walked over to the bathroom to take a quick shower. But when he glanced around the apartment, he realized he had nothing to wear—his T-shirt had been tossed the previous night, and his pants were nowhere to be seen.


      “Hey, where’d you put my pants?”


      “I was going to wash them and give them back,” came Sangwoo’s response.


      “Trying to keep me here against my will, huh?”


      “I was trying to be considerate,” Sangwoo retorted immediately. “But here you are, pinning false charges on me.”


      Shaking his head with a smile, Jaeyoung walked over to the clothing rack to rummage through its meager contents for something to wear. He was so used to seeing every piece of Sangwoo’s clothing now that they felt as familiar as his own.


      Staring at the sea of monochrome fabric, Jaeyoung realized there was a serious problem with Sangwoo’s wardrobe. The shirts were all large, and Sangwoo was definitely a medium.


      “Promise me that you’ll bring back whatever you borrow from me this time,” Sangwoo said with a hint of desperation as he got closer.


      “Sure,” Jaeyoung replied carelessly, grabbing a navy plaid shirt and a pair of black cotton pants. “Got any white T-shirts?”


      “I don’t purchase white garments. They’re too susceptible to dirt.”


      That’s a damn shame. He’d look gorgeous in white, Jaeyoung thought as he slipped on the straight-leg pants, which made him feel nerdy as hell. The plaid shirt, while loose on Sangwoo, fit snugly across his own shoulders. He unbuttoned the cuffs and rolled up the sleeves, then tucked the hem into his pants. One glance down told him…he didn’t look half bad.


      As for Sangwoo, he was staring at Jaeyoung, his mouth slightly agape. It was a familiar expression—the same one he always wore whenever Jaeyoung put on a neat, professional outfit and skipped his glasses. It was appallingly obvious what his type was.


      “Is there something on my face?” Jaeyoung asked jokingly.


      “The clothes…look a bit different on you. That’s it.”


      “Sounds like you’re trying to tell me I look sexy,” Jaeyoung crooned slyly, snaking a hand around Sangwoo’s waist. “Wanna cram in a quickie before we go?”


      A blush immediately overtook Sangwoo’s face. “We don’t have the time for that!” he snapped. “After I eat, I need to go straight to work.”


      “Don’t worry. I only need three seconds, promise,” Jaeyoung whispered, stepping closer until their shoulders were pressed together.


      “What’s the point of putting it in, then?” With a shove, Sangwoo escaped and promptly scurried toward the front door and the possible refuge beyond.


      When they finally left the apartment, the sun was high in the clear sky. It was so hot outside that Jaeyoung could almost have been fooled into thinking it was summer.


      The two of them stepped onto the main road and hailed a taxi. Jaeyoung subtly nudged Sangwoo toward the back seat, then slid in beside him, scooching over until they were sitting close together. As the car started moving, he slumped back into his seat and began playing with Sangwoo’s fingers. Sangwoo stared straight ahead, making no move to brush him off.


      Jaeyoung directed the driver to one of his favorite Vietnamese restaurants, where he got a steaming bowl of beef pho and Sangwoo ordered fried rice. The hot soup had definitely been the right move for his queasy stomach.


      “Whew… I feel so much better now,” Jaeyoung muttered, leaning back in his chair and staring blankly at the yellow ceiling. After a moment, he turned his head to study Sangwoo—the familiar baseball cap, the plaid shirt every Comp Sci major seemed to wear, the pair of dark jeans that looked like they’d been around for fifty years… But he looked past the awful outfit and saw the person beneath.


      Sangwoo’s eyes were fixed on his plate as he chewed with quiet determination, shifting his food from one side of his mouth to the other like he was intent on grinding it to dust. There was nothing remarkable about the sight—he was simply another person eating—but Jaeyoung found himself strangely captivated. Part of him hoped Sangwoo would be clumsy enough to let a grain of rice fall from his lips and stick to his face, giving him an excuse to reach out and touch him. But knowing how careful Sangwoo was, the prospect seemed highly unlikely.


      Sangwoo glanced up at him. “What?”


      Without responding, Jaeyoung stole a spoonful of fried rice. Sangwoo had been chewing so expressionlessly that he’d wondered if the food sucked, but it was actually delicious—the rice was perfectly seasoned and a little spicy, and the chunks of chicken were a nice touch.


      “What do you think?” Jaeyoung asked anyway.


      “I’m not sure. The spices are very strong.”


      “Is it something you’d be open to trying again?”


      After a moment, Sangwoo nodded. “Yes.”


      “That means you like it, then.”


      “I wouldn’t say that…”


      Sangwoo trailed off and eventually went back to eating while Jaeyoung slurped down his pho as quickly as he could. He had the perfect plan in mind, but he needed to hurry if he was going to put it into action before Sangwoo left for work.


      Once Sangwoo finished, they rose from the table without a word. Jaeyoung watched as Sangwoo paid with his phone, but he was much more interested in what he was wearing. Sangwoo’s clothes, hat, watch, and sneakers were all clean but clearly worn. It wasn’t that Sangwoo was struggling for money. Frugal would be a better descriptor—especially considering how high-end Sangwoo’s computer and its parts were.


      Outside, Jaeyoung caught Sangwoo by his arm before he could leave. “Walk with me. There’s somewhere I want to take you.”


      Sangwoo spun around and met his eyes straight on, pausing as if to give him a chance to finish his sales pitch before he went ahead and shot him down anyway. But Jaeyoung had developed thick skin after hanging around him for the past few months.


      “You threw away my shirt yesterday.”


      “Yes, and?”


      “That means I need some new clothes, right?”


      “Yes, eventually.”


      “Nuh-uh, I’m not interested in waiting. I wanna buy some now, and I need you to come with me and see if they look good.”


      Sangwoo’s expressionless mask gave way to a scowl as expected.


      Jaeyoung smirked. “Think about it. If I waste my money on something ugly, it’ll be your fault.”


      “That doesn’t make any sense,” Sangwoo grumbled, glaring at him. But then his eyes suddenly widened, as if some sort of realization had hit him. After a moment, he added begrudgingly, “Fine. Let’s make this quick.”


      With that, the first portion of Jaeyoung’s plan was complete—the task had been much easier than he’d expected. Deciding not to question his good luck, he immediately started leading Sangwoo over to a nearby mall. But he found himself puzzled when he noticed a triumphant look on Sangwoo’s face. That’s a first, he thought with some interest.


      “I wasn’t expecting you to be so sly,” Sangwoo commented as they crossed the road.


      “What’s that supposed to mean?”


      “You could’ve just asked me to buy you new clothes.”


      Jaeyoung blinked at him, dumbfounded.


      “Were you worried I’d go back on my word? Don’t worry. I never forget my promises.”


      Unable to maintain his composure, Jaeyoung covered his mouth with a fist and chuckled quietly.


      “Come on,” Sangwoo said, his lengthy strides allowing him to outpace Jaeyoung and carrying him farther ahead. “I’ll make sure to buy you something nice.”


      Jaeyoung jogged after him to keep up.


      It was the weekend, which meant the mall was bustling. Sangwoo’s outfit, which practically screamed “college student,” made him look strikingly out of place as he walked past shops filled with fancy perfume and makeup displays.


      They took the escalator up to the third floor, where the sports and casual clothing sections were located. Jaeyoung drifted in and out of a few stores, then dragged Sangwoo into a jeans shop.


      Jaeyoung knew the exact words Sangwoo was about to say before he even opened his mouth: something along the lines of “Why are we looking at jeans when you need a shirt?” So before he could start nagging, Jaeyoung quickly scanned the store and headed straight for the lighter denims. As soon as he grabbed a pair of gray—almost white—jeans, Sangwoo frowned in disapproval.


      “How about these?” Jaeyoung asked brightly, ignoring Sangwoo’s glower.


      “The knees are ripped.”


      “So they are…”


      Jaeyoung soon discovered Sangwoo had a way of spotting small, barely noticeable holes like he had a damn radar for them. He kept searching, but no matter what he found, Sangwoo managed to find something he didn’t like. One pair had pockets with a weird shape, another had a double-button fly that looked uncomfortable, yet another had a zipper that was too stiff, and so on.


      “Hey, what about these?”


      “Those are acceptable.”


      Jaeyoung hung the simple pair of ankle-length beige jeans over his arm beside a pair of black ones, then turned to go up to the counter—but then something else caught his eye. A pair of pale blue slim-fit jeans.


      After quickly glancing at the size, Jaeyoung inspected every single thread of the fabric. No rips, plain pockets, sturdy stitching…and only a single button fly. If Sangwoo rolled the cuffs enough to show a bit of ankle… Just thinking about it made his blood rush somewhere very inappropriate.


      Nearly vibrating with excitement, Jaeyoung dashed into the fitting room and came out wearing the jeans.


      “Sangwoo, Sangwoo! Look! What do you think?”


      Sangwoo, who’d been staring off into the distance with his arms crossed, walked over. His eyes carefully examined the jeans.


      “The color is too bright…but it looks fine on you. You should get one size up, though.”


      Coming from Sangwoo, that was basically an enthusiastic yes. Jaeyoung grinned, changed back, picked up the three pairs of jeans, and headed straight for the register. When Sangwoo tried to step up to pay, Jaeyoung shoved him aside and paid himself.


      “I was going to pay for them,” Sangwoo said with a frown.


      “Nah, I’m not letting you off that easy. You can pay for something more expensive.”


      Sangwoo’s frown deepened, this time with confusion, but there was no time to explain. Jaeyoung grabbed Sangwoo again and dragged him to another store.


      They wandered around a few more shops with no luck until they finally ended up in one that sold decent T-shirts. There were a wide variety of tops displayed all over the store: on hangers, on mannequins, even on the walls. Sangwoo looked completely disinterested, but Jaeyoung forced him to look at the shirts on the hangers.


      “See if you like anything.”


      “I’m sure any of these would look acceptable on you.”


      Not exactly what I was asking…but thanks anyway.


      Jaeyoung patted Sangwoo’s behatted head and started flipping through the hangers. A bright red T-shirt. A cute top with a chest pocket. A simple polo with buttons. A V-neck dyed the color of a baby chick. Jaeyoung wanted to see every single one of them on Sangwoo, but he was not an easy customer to please.


      “That pattern is distracting.”


      “Those sleeves look strange.”


      “It’s too short.”


      “The fabric’s too thick.”


      “The fabric’s too thin.”


      Honestly, Jaeyoung hadn’t expected him to be so fussy. Finally giving up, he pulled out a few plain white T-shirts, then started discarding any that didn’t meet Sangwoo’s criteria. None with fabric that was too thin or too thick, none with loud prints, none with holes…


      Eventually, he ended up with a single V-neck. Jaeyoung examined it with narrowed eyes.


      The fabric had a nice density to it, while the shirt itself sported a black-trimmed neckline open just enough to show off the wearer’s collarbones. Victory bells rang in Jaeyoung’s head. It might as well have been made for Sangwoo.


      He held the shirt up against Sangwoo’s torso, then grabbed the same shirt in green and burgundy and went straight for the register.


      Sangwoo, who’d missed his chance to pay yet again, grumbled as they left the shop. “What was the point of dragging me along?”


      “To be my bag boy, obviously,” Jaeyoung answered flippantly, shoving the shopping bags into his arms.


      Sangwoo looked annoyed but followed him silently. As they walked, Jaeyoung quickly checked the time on his phone.


      Shit!


      He pulled Sangwoo into a big casualwear store and headed straight for the men’s underwear section. They were immediately greeted by a cheerful male employee. “Welcome! Are you two shopping for yourselves or someone else?”


      Sangwoo silently pointed at Jaeyoung, and the employee quickly pulled out a variety of options.


      “What kind of style are you looking for?”


      “Doesn’t really matter, as long as it’s easy on the eyes,” Jaeyoung said in a hurry.


      “How about these, then?” the employee asked, holding up a pair. “These boxer briefs are very popular with younger customers. The microfiber gives them a nice, tight fit around your hips, and the waistband’s secure but comfortable. Gives them a decent amount of sex appeal. And feel how smooth the fabric is! I think they’d look great on you.”


      Jaeyoung checked to make sure Sangwoo wasn’t trying to slip away, then carefully examined the boxer briefs. They looked pretty well-made and had a simple design, unadorned aside from the brand name on the band. The fabric was smooth and flexible.


      There was only one problem…


      “I’m a bit worried they might be too tight,” Jaeyoung muttered, poking at the pouch in the front. “The package they’ve gotta contain is a bit on the larger side, if you know what I mean…”


      The sales guy stared at him like he was some sort of nutcase but recommended buying a large. Jaeyoung took his advice and bought a five-pack in assorted colors before tossing the box at Sangwoo, who stuffed it into one of the shopping bags.


      “Why did you buy boxer briefs?” Sangwoo grouched. “You already took two of mine. You should have plenty.”


      “I felt like it.”


      Ugh, I wish we had more time…, Jaeyoung groaned internally as their feet turned in the direction of the mall’s exit. But before they made it outside, a baseball apparel shop caught his eye.


      He froze. The walls were completely covered in shelves displaying baseball caps. How was he supposed to resist?


      Grabbing Sangwoo, who was checking his watch, Jaeyoung promptly dragged him over to hat heaven.


      “Come on, pick one.”


      “You have more than enough hats.”


      Should’ve known he’d be a spoilsport, Jaeyoung thought as he proceeded to examine the shelves himself. Caps with big team logos? Out. Unique shapes? Out. Bright colors? Out. One dyed all black? That was the same as what Sangwoo always wore. Out, out, out.


      In the end, there weren’t many options left.


      It’ll have to be this one, then.


      Jaeyoung reached up and grabbed a white cap from the top shelf. It had a baseball team’s initials embroidered on it, but since the thread was also white he had to squint to see it. The brim also didn’t feel too thin or too thick under his fingers, and the shape was nicely balanced. Check, check, check.


      “Thoughts on this one?”


      “It’s acceptable.”


      “Yeah?”


      It hadn’t been too hard picking out the right size clothes for Sangwoo—Jaeyoung knew his measurements pretty well by now—but it was a lot more difficult to judge the fit of a hat without the potential owner trying it on. So before Sangwoo could protest, Jaeyoung snatched his black hat right off and plopped the white one onto his head.


      “What exactly do you think you’re doing?” Sangwoo demanded.


      Ignoring the question, Jaeyoung stared for a moment. It was simply a new hat, nothing more or less, but it somehow brightened Sangwoo’s whole face. The only defect was that it seemed a little loose, but that’d be a simple fix with a strap adjustment.


      He’s so fricking cute…


      Jaeyoung had to stop himself from wrapping Sangwoo in a tight hug. Instead of giving in to his urges, he took the hat back, rushed to pay, then came back and shoved it into one of the shopping bags. The whole time, Sangwoo kept glancing at his watch anxiously.


      “All done,” Jaeyoung announced. “Let’s get out of here.”


      “What an interesting display of wealth, buying so many things you don’t even need…”


      “Who says I don’t need them?”


      Sangwoo scoffed loudly. It made sense he thought Jaeyoung was full of shit—after all, the younger man’s entire wardrobe consisted of seven shirts and three pairs of pants.


      With only about thirty minutes left before Sangwoo’s shift, they hurried down to the first floor. Jaeyoung half expected Sangwoo to yell at him for making him late, but he didn’t say much. He seemed more focused on checking the bus schedule on his phone.


      “My legs are killing me,” Jaeyoung declared. “Get me a cab.”


      “They are? Why did you shop for an hour and a half, then?”


      Jaeyoung pouted and started coughing, even doubling over theatrically. When he stood up straight again, he found Sangwoo squinting at him.


      “Why are you coughing when your legs hurt?”


      Jaeyoung’s response was another dramatic coughing fit.


      “Do you actually feel ill?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Fine, then.”


      Sangwoo flagged down a taxi and jerked his chin toward it, silently telling Jaeyoung to get in. But when he tried to escape, Jaeyoung grabbed his arm and pulled him inside, too. Then he slammed the door shut and told the driver the name of the subway station near Sangwoo’s part-time job.


      As the taxi started moving, Jaeyoung pulled Sangwoo upright in his seat.


      Huffing angrily, Sangwoo snapped, “What is the matter with you? You’ve been dragging me around all day without a word of explanation.”


      “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.”


      “I know this is your default setting, but it’s still a bit much.”


      Jaeyoung leaned back into the seat and stared at the shopping bags, feeling a strange ache in his chest. Can you blame me for feeling rushed when I know I’m running out of time? he demanded silently. And today hadn’t been enough. He had to give Sangwoo more—so much more.


      “Sangwoo.”


      “What?”


      “Nothing.”


      Jaeyoung turned his face away from Sangwoo, who was now nonchalantly fiddling with his wrist. Come fall, he wanted to put Sangwoo in a trench coat. In winter, a hiking jacket. In spring, a cardigan. He wanted to buy him sneakers in every brand, color, and style and see them on those pretty feet of his. He wanted to take him to the salon and have him try out all kinds of haircuts.


      Since they’d had Vietnamese food earlier that day, he wanted them to go for spicy seafood stew next time. Then a full spread of traditional Korean cuisine after that, then burritos and enchiladas, then Peking duck, curry, army stew, steamed monkfish…


      His chest tightened painfully.


      “Well, today was eye-opening for me at the very least,” Sangwoo said abruptly.


      “How so?”


      “I didn’t expect so many people to be that into shopping for clothes, especially on the weekend.”


      Jaeyoung chuckled and patted Sangwoo’s head. He sat still for a moment, then reached up to grab and bring down Jaeyoung’s hand. Their fingers laced together.


      It was strange how that was all it took to make the bitterness Jaeyoung had been feeling since the night before melt away like it had never existed. He turned to stare out the window, trying to feign nonchalance, but his heart was pounding so hard in his chest it was making him feel sick.


      If they hadn’t been in a taxi, he’d have pushed Sangwoo down and kissed him.


      “I feel like I’m always doing something new with you,” Sangwoo commented. “When I went to purchase clothes with my mother, it never took this long.”


      “Does that mean I’m the inferior shopping buddy?”


      “There are pros and cons to both of you, I suppose. But I guess— Oh, you can drop me off here.”


      Just like that, the taxi pulled up right next to the internet café. Sangwoo’s answer to Jaeyoung’s question, which Jaeyoung had been waiting for with bated breath, ultimately went unsaid.


      Sangwoo paid the fare and turned to look at him. “I transferred you the money for the shirts. Feel free to confirm it later. Goodbye.”


      I can’t get anything by him, huh…? Jaeyoung thought wryly before shoving the shopping bags into Sangwoo’s arms.


      “They’re yours. Take it.”


      “What?”


      “I bought them for you, silly.”


      Sangwoo paused for a moment, scowling, with one leg awkwardly out the taxi door. He stared at the bags, then fixed Jaeyoung with a serious look.


      “No. I can’t accept this. Return everything.”


      “Oh, don’t be so dramatic.” Before Sangwoo could respond, Jaeyoung pushed him out of the car with the bags in tow. “It’s for letting me crash at your place. Now go have a good day at work.”


      With that, Jaeyoung slammed the door shut in Sangwoo’s baffled face. He quickly gave the driver his home address, and the cab pulled away.


      Peering through the window, Jaeyoung watched as Sangwoo grew smaller and smaller, standing motionless on the curb like a short-circuited robot the entire time. Only when Sangwoo was barely visible did he finally look away and collapse back in his seat.


      The anxiety and unease he’d felt the night before was already fading.


      
        
          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      


      
        
          [image: image]
        

      


      Jaeyoung scowled at the texts. Apparently, the family reunion held every October had been moved up.


      His uncle had been a pain in the ass while he was alive, and that hadn’t changed because he’d croaked. Beyond that, the thought of seeing any of his relatives made Jaeyoung’s skin crawl—but he texted back that he’d be there.


      After eating a quick meal and taking a shower, Jaeyoung took out his piercings and changed into simple, presentable clothes. He then packed two black suits, enough other clothes to keep him covered for three days, his contact lenses, and a few necessities. By the time he left the house, it was already two o’clock.


      He tried calling Sangwoo, but as usual, it went to voicemail. Sangwoo had a habit of keeping his phone on silent and almost never picked up right away.
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      With the message sent, he started the car.


      The subsequent drive took Jaeyoung three and a half hours—which meant when he finally arrived at his destination, it wasn’t dinnertime yet.


      The moment he cracked open the car window, a salty sea breeze drifted in. But somehow, not even the city’s proximity to the ocean managed to brighten up the place. Maybe it was due to the depressing factory smokestacks along the coastline. Regardless, coming here never failed to conjure a sense of dread and anxiety.


      Once he’d checked into the hotel his mother had booked for him, Jaeyoung headed straight to her room. It’d been seven months since he’d seen her—in fact, it’d been at the previous family gathering.


      Not long after he knocked on the hotel room door, Jaeyoung heard the soft sound of footsteps. Then the handle turned, and it cracked open.


      A kid wearing neat, formal clothing peeked outside, looking tense, then opened the door wider at the sight of Jaeyoung. “Hello!”


      “Hey.”


      Jaeyoung brushed past the boy, not even waiting for the kid to bow. He was a Jang. His mother was a Shin. The kid was a Baek. They were as much family as their last names were the same.


      His mom was sitting at the vanity, wearing a black mermaid dress with sheer fabric covering her shoulders. To Jaeyoung, she looked less like she was mourning and more like she was ready to walk down a runway. Sure, the dress was the right color, but the design was nothing short of extravagant, and she’d gone no-holds-barred with the makeup. He scoffed silently.


      “Hi, sweetie!”


      His mother checked herself in the mirror one last time, then finally turned toward him and approached. She’d be fifty next year but looked so youthful that no one would believe it.


      Pulling him in closer, Jaeyoung’s mother studied his face and clothes like she was inspecting merchandise, then patted his back lovingly.


      “You keep getting more and more handsome.”


      “What happened to Uncle?”


      “A stroke and a heart attack. I knew he’d go like that someday, with the way he was so…temperamental.”


      Jaeyoung nodded and shifted away, putting some distance between them. The kid—his younger brother from a different father—came running up and latched on to her. She wrapped an arm around him while examining herself in the mirror.


      “Any news on your graduation?” she asked absently.


      “No, nothing new.”


      “So it’s actually happening this time?”


      “Yeah.”


      “You really need to step it up. Juhyeok’s already training to be a prosecutor. His mom’s going to be bragging nonstop. You’re going to study abroad at the school you got accepted to last time, correct?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Well, I don’t want to hear about it during dinner. Understand?”


      In other words, he was being ordered not to give their relatives anything to gossip about.


      His mother finished touching up her hair—not that there had been much to fix in the first place—then turned to wipe something off the kid’s mouth. Finally, she looked back at Jaeyoung.


      “Sweetie, you know there’s going to be a bloodbath now that your uncle’s gone. You’d better cozy up to your grandfather and earn some points. You never know how things might end up.”


      Jaeyoung gave her a bitter smile.


      His eldest uncle had been the designated heir for his grandfather’s company and the one slated to get the biggest chunk of the inheritance. Now that he was dead, the rabid dogs would start fighting over the money.


      Another round of questions followed.


      “Are you running low on your finances?”


      “No.”


      “Have you heard anything from your brother? Is he even in the country?”


      “No clue.”


      Jaeyoung checked his messages, but there was nothing from Jaehong. He did see Sangwoo’s reply, which was a simple “Okay.” He slipped his phone back into his pocket.


      “That’s all, right? If so, I think I’m gonna head out.”


      “Make sure to go pay your respects at the hospital. Oh! Dinner’s at seven. Don’t be late.”


      Jaeyoung quietly left the fancy hotel room. “Bye, Jaeyoung!” the kid called after him, but he didn’t respond.


      Jaeyoung was typically late to everything, but he made it to the family dinner on time. He always did. This time the venue was a grand hall illuminated by crystal chandeliers hanging from a lofty white ceiling. Classical music played softly in the background. It was the sort of glamorous environment that blinded people to things—like the fact that the group of individuals gathered around the table were the filthiest, scummiest shitbags in the world.


      None of them exchanged a single word until an old man walked in—then everybody jumped to their feet and rushed over. A stream of compliments followed.


      “Father, you look so healthy! How do you do it?”


      “I missed you so much, Grandfather.”


      “You look younger every time I see you!”


      Jaeyoung was the only one who remained in his seat. He silently watched as his mother’s other son threw himself into the old man’s arms.


      If someone asked Jaeyoung to describe his grandfather in a few words, he’d say “a classy gentleman.” Even in his seventies, he cut a striking figure in a tailored charcoal-gray suit and shining black leather shoes. His graying hair was slicked back without a strand out of place, and an absurdly expensive watch peeked out from under one cuff, matching his cufflinks. On his left ring finger, a wedding band gleamed—he still wore it, though his wife had passed away five years ago.


      Really, he was the perfect example of what people meant when they talked about aging like “fine wine.”


      His grandfather took his seat and swept his gaze over the long dining table. The old man loved to gather his large family, though they were all only flimsily connected by blood. Everyone was present aside from Jaehong and those who had justifiable absences, namely the deceased uncle’s wife and son who were receiving guests at the funeral hall, Jaeyoung’s stepfather who was away on business, and two of Jaeyoung’s cousins.


      His grandfather’s sharp eyes softened into playful curves when they landed on Jaeyoung. “There’s my darling boy!”


      Jaeyoung smiled back and walked over to take his outstretched hand. As he got closer, he was engulfed by the familiar scent of heavy cologne and cigarette smoke—it was a nostalgic smell from his childhood, one he recognized fondly.


      Unlike his mother’s cold embrace, his grandfather’s hug was warm and firm. For a moment, Jaeyoung felt like a kid again.


      “How have you been, Grandpa?”


      “I missed you,” his grandfather whispered, having no shame in showing raw emotion.


      “I missed you, too,” Jaeyoung replied honestly.


      His grandfather was the only person in the room he genuinely liked. If not for him, Jaeyoung wouldn’t have set foot in this godforsaken jungle.


      On his way back to his seat, jealous stares pelted his back like darts.


      Appetizers were served, and the usual small talk followed. “It’s a shame he passed away at such a young age… The company lost a great asset.” It was all bullshit. But by the time the main course arrived, no one was talking about his uncle anymore. The man had always been greedy and hot-tempered, which meant he was universally disliked. Even his own father hadn’t been fond of him.


      It was then time for his grandfather’s three children to dangle their own kids under his nose like fancy bags in a luxury store, hoping they could gain the old man’s favor somehow. Jaeyoung’s mom was the most desperate of them.


      “You wouldn’t believe how smart he is. He must’ve taken after his grandfather! He made it into the gifted division this year, and he’s at the top of his class!”


      “Hmm, is that so? What was his name again?”


      “It’s Seungmin. Gosh, Father! You’ve met him so many times already.”


      Jaeyoung’s grandfather was a traditional, conservative man who held family and loyalty to be important above all else. He’d essentially forgotten about his daughters once they’d married and didn’t care much for anyone without the Shin family name.


      The only exception to that rule was Jaeyoung, who his mother had taken custody of after the divorce. His grandfather had cherished him from the beginning, saying that Jaeyoung really took after him. When his mother had remarried, leaving Jaeyoung without a place to go, his grandfather had been the one who’d taken him in and raised him himself.


      “When are you going abroad, my dear boy?” The question came directly from his grandfather.


      “In July.”


      “That’s not far off. Goodness, I’ll be so lonely when you go to America…”


      His grandfather’s open display of affection drew a chorus of uncomfortable coughs. Then the family followed up with a string of their own half-hearted compliments: “I’ll miss you so much, Jaeyoung!” “I can’t wait until you finish the grad program.” “I’m sure you’ll do great…” There wasn’t a shred of sincerity to be found in any of their words.


      The air immediately shifted when his grandfather stepped out for a moment.


      “So, what are you doing these days?” Jaeyoung’s older aunt asked, crossing her legs. Her side of the family was the very definition of shallow, arrogant, and obsessed with appearances—her husband, daughter, and son-in-law were doctors, and her son was about to become a prosecutor.


      His doctor cousin, decked out in designer brands, chimed in. “I thought you were supposed to graduate last year, Jaeyoung.”


      “I’m staying one more semester to finish something up.”


      His mom’s face twisted. Oops, I guess that was supposed to be our dirty little secret. Jaeyoung could be a fantastic liar, but he really couldn’t be bothered at the moment.


      “So you’re still a student? Juhyeok already started training at the judicial institute, you know…,” his aunt’s husband said, clicking his tongue.


      Yeah, nice try. Jaeyoung had developed a thick skin a long time ago, thanks to his amazing family. Their shenanigans didn’t faze him anymore. He shrugged nonchalantly.


      “Eh… If Juhyeok had done his military service, he’d still be in school, too.”


      “Oh, come now, dear. How many young men actually serve in the military nowadays?” Jaeyoung’s younger aunt jumped in, which made sense—her own son had also managed to weasel out of his military service.


      “Well, I think there are statistically more of them than the number of guys who randomly get tuberculosis in their twenties,” Jaeyoung responded, scoffing. “You know, Grandpa was very worried about whether Eunsung was gonna be able to work, now that his lung is damaged.”


      Silence. Neither his aunt nor his uncle’s wife had anything to say. His grandfather, a traditionalist to the core, hated it when his grandsons dodged military duty.


      “Are you still going around drawing cartoons on walls, or whatever it is that you do?” Jaeyoung’s youngest uncle piped up. Hot-tempered, stupid, and an alcoholic—this man was the whole package. He’d ruined every business he touched and was currently running a phone retail shop Jaeyoung’s grandfather had set up for him.


      “You mean graffiti? Yeah, sometimes. It’s my hobby.”


      “You’ll get paid to draw once you graduate, right? How about doing my portrait, then? Bet you could use the cash.”


      He tossed a pen onto the table. Jaeyoung didn’t even flinch.


      “You know, Uncle, I’ve been thinking about getting a new phone. Can you put together a nice sales pitch for me?”


      “You disrespectful little shit!” his uncle roared. He surged forward in his seat, and his kids had to physically hold him back.


      Jaeyoung’s aunt muttered something about Jaeyoung being ruined by his Jang blood, which turned his mother pale with anger. But she kept her mouth shut, knowing the other occupants of the room had her beat in every single area: age, money, and even power.


      When his grandfather returned, Jaeyoung’s uncle immediately went back to grinning like nothing had happened, flashing his gold tooth. It was pathetic, really. Jaeyoung put down his spoon and scoffed quietly. Back when he was younger, he would’ve been nearly boiling over with rage. He still found them infuriating, of course…but he was better at tolerating them.


      “Father, how would you feel about a trip? I found a great golf course in Australia last month,” said Jaeyoung’s uncle.


      His grandfather laughed heartily. “Australia’s always nice.”


      The only reason Jaeyoung ever bothered showing up to these family gatherings was his proud, self-made businessman and born leader of a grandfather. The old man lived and died for appearances, wearing a suit even for the simplest errands. And though he was a sworn bachelor again now that he’d lost his wife, that had done nothing to alter his fixation on bloodlines. He was forever preaching about “knowing one’s place.”


      No matter what Jaeyoung had done when he was younger—for example, getting suspended in middle school for beating up an upperclassman or getting caught red-handed sneaking his girlfriend into the house—his grandfather had laughed it away and said something along the lines of “Boys will be boys.”


      When he’d run away from home for over a month during his “I hate you, Grandpa!” period, when he’d sneaked liquor from the study, when he’d started smoking… His grandfather had brushed it off as just a phase. Even when Jaeyoung had ultimately chosen to go into visual design over business as his grandfather had hoped, he’d received nothing but support from the old man.


      The exception was when he’d declared he wanted nothing to do with his messed-up family anymore. That same day, he’d gotten slapped across the face for the very first time. The time he’d decided to skip out on a family event for no reason? He’d been kicked out of the house. And when he’d called his uncle an asshole to his face? He’d gotten his ass beaten with a golf club.


      Jaeyoung’s grandfather was both the kindest and the most intimidating man he knew. From him, he’d learned both freedom and obedience. And because there was no way he could cut the old man off completely or change who he was, since turning twenty, Jaeyoung had simply chosen not to step out of the bounds that’d been defined for him.


      Once the family dinner finally ended, Jaeyoung dragged his exhausted body back to his room and collapsed on the bed in a boneless heap. These events were always draining, but today had been worse than usual.


      And he knew exactly why.


      Jaeyoung barely managed to take out his contact lenses before plopping back onto the mattress with his face in the bedding. Still fully clothed, he reached into his pocket and checked his phone. A flood of useless notifications had come in while the device was on silent—but nothing from the only person who mattered.


      Shit… I miss him so much.


      It had only been one day since he’d seen Sangwoo, but he was starting to suffer from withdrawals already. Although, that made sense since he and Sangwoo had essentially been joined at the hip lately. Not knowing how he’d spent the day, what he’d eaten, how his classes had gone… Jaeyoung couldn’t stand it.


      He stared at Sangwoo’s last message—only four letters in total—and hit the call button without thinking.


      Riiing…


      “Pick up, pick up…”


      The stupid phone refused to give him what he wanted. He called again.


      Riiing…


      “C’mon, you can’t be so busy that you can’t answer the damn phone…”


      Was it irritation he felt? No… It had to be desperation. He needed to hear Sangwoo’s robotic voice. He hung up just before he got connected to voicemail and dialed again.


      “H-hello…?”


      Sangwoo’s voice came through on what must have been the seventh or eighth try. Jaeyoung let out a long sigh, closing his eyes in relief.


      “What is it? Why are you calling me?”


      This is better than anything in the world, Jaeyoung thought. Simply hearing Sangwoo’s voice had flushed away his irritation and exhaustion.


      “Aren’t you at the funeral home?”


      “No.”


      “But you said you were going to a funeral.”


      Sangwoo was right, of course, but he’d already paid his respects. And though he’d been scheduled to help out for a bit, that was only for tomorrow and the day after.


      Jaeyoung forced himself to speak, knowing Sangwoo would hang up without another word if he didn’t. “Where are you?”


      “Home.”


      “What were you doing?”


      “Playing a game. Oh, and I brushed my teeth…”


      “Before that?”


      “I was coding in the studio.”


      “Alone?”


      “Yes.”


      Why did Sangwoo always have to be so curt with his answers? If only he’d talk for just a little longer…


      “Why’d you go to the studio when I’m not even there?”


      “I’ve grown accustomed to working in that location.”


      Silence. For some reason, Jaeyoung found himself anxious to chase it away.


      “Sangwoo.”


      “Yes?”


      “…Sangwoo.”


      “What?”


      “Sangwoo…”


      “I see. You must be suffering from some kind of temporary illness.”


      Jaeyoung chuckled quietly. It was obvious that, even after hearing the clear exhaustion in his voice, Sangwoo hadn’t sensed anything off—he’d simply concluded that Jaeyoung had officially lost it. But despite Sangwoo’s denseness, Jaeyoung found he couldn’t be mad at him. These days, it was hard for him to get annoyed at Sangwoo, no matter what he did.


      Smiling to himself, Jaeyoung decided to tease him like usual.


      “What are you wearing?”


      “Pajamas.”


      “You know… picturing you gaming in your pajamas is kinda turning me on.”


      “Then go take care of it.”


      “Why don’t you talk dirty to me instead? I think your voice will really do it for me.”


      “I wouldn’t know where to start with that.”


      “Why don’t you let me listen while you touch yourself? Then I could probably come right here, right now.”


      Sangwoo went quiet for a moment. Jaeyoung could practically see the deadpan expression on his face.


      “Long story short, no.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because…I already did so a moment ago, and I haven’t recovered yet.”


      That one caught Jaeyoung off guard. He couldn’t help but burst out laughing, his tiredness evaporating in an instant. When he finally calmed down, Sangwoo complained that making fun of a natural bodily function was completely immature.


      “Were you looking at one of my pictures when you did it?”


      “Why would you ask that?”


      “Damn, now I’m jealous. Which picture was it?”


      “Stop making fun of me.”


      “I’m being serious. Which one did you jerk off to?”


      Silence.


      “Just tell me.”


      “I…scrolled through a few, so…I don’t remem— Frankly, this is mortifying. Can I hang up now?”


      “Nope.”


      Jaeyoung proceeded to make him go over exactly what he’d worked on that day, closing his eyes and simply listening to Sangwoo’s flat, monotone words. At this rate, he’d need to invent some kind of audiobook app that only used Sangwoo’s voice. Then he could fall asleep to audiobooks every single night. It would probably make him smarter, too… However, considering how little information he was actually absorbing right now, maybe not.


      Jaeyoung burrowed into his sheets, not caring that he was in his outside clothes.


      “Are you actually listening to me?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Did you know we’ve been on the phone for over fifty minutes now?”


      “That’s wild.”


      “Our calls are getting longer and longer. If we continue to follow this pattern, in five more calls, we’ll likely hit three hours.”


      “That’s…fine with me.”


      “Wouldn’t it be better to just see each other in person?”


      “Yeah, you’ve got a point.”


      “Are you falling asleep?”


      “No… ’Course not.”


      “You sound sleepy. You should end the call and go to bed.”


      “Don’t hang up. Keep talking. I wanna hear your voice…”


      “Why?”


      “Just…keep going.”


      “I’m hanging up.”


      So Sangwoo said, but he never did. Even as Jaeyoung mumbled nonsense and whined like a kid, he stayed on the line, grumbling every so often but not ending the call.


      Jaeyoung didn’t remember the end of their conversation—he slipped into sleep without turning off the lights.
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      The next day, Jaeyoung was swamped from morning to evening, keeping track of the condolence money. Even though the funeral hall was way out in the countryside, hours away from Seoul by car, the stream of visitors was practically never-ending. Despite being stuck near the memorial room, fulfilling his duty as a nephew, he had no complaints—after the funeral, he’d never have to see his asshole of an uncle again.


      Dinner was with family, which meant it was an absolute nightmare from beginning to end. Afterward, his grandfather called him aside to talk for about thirty minutes, and by the time he stepped out of the restaurant, it was already dark.


      His phone vibrated. Looking down, he saw it was a call from Jaehong.


      “Where are you?” his brother demanded. “I’m almost at the hotel.”


      “Wait, you’re coming?”


      “Got nothing better to do.”


      “You should at least go pay your respects at the funeral hall first, though.”


      “I’ll get an earful if I go now. I’ll talk to Grandfather tomorrow, then head over with you and Mother.”


      Jaeyoung didn’t think that would do much. Sure, his relatives disliked him and were always trying to push him down to his appropriate “level,” but at least they were subtle about it. With Jaehong, it was another story. They openly looked down on him, refusing to accept him as family simply because he’d been raised by his father, a non-Shin.


      “You’re in front of the hotel, right? I see you.”


      Jaehong ended the call, and not long after, a taxi rolled up in front of Jaeyoung. Out stepped his twin brother.


      Annoying as always, Jaeyoung thought, exhaling smoke.


      They had the same face, the same voice, and were the same height. When they were younger, Jaeyoung had found the idea of having someone who was essentially his clone unbearable, and they’d constantly been at each other’s throats. But they were only identical on the surface. In personality, hobbies, fashion, speech, facial expressions—in everything—they were complete opposites.


      “Long time no see, Jaeyoung,” Jaehong said as he walked up, tone notably stiff.


      His basic black suit fit perfectly, complemented with a tie—he was the perfect picture of serious and stern. His meticulously styled hair, parted neatly and combed over, felt too cheesy for Jaeyoung’s tastes, and his so-called “classic” accessories and shoes made him look like a middle-aged man. No one would look at this guy and guess he was in his twenties.


      “So, what’s up?” Jaehong asked, stepping onto the curb to stand beside him.


      Jaeyoung exhaled smoke away from his brother. “It’s the same old shitshow.”


      “What about the executive position? Who’s getting it?”


      “Don’t know, don’t care.”


      After finishing his studies in Europe, Jaehong had started working in finance. He was ambitious, always chasing success. That was probably why, even though he was loathed for being a Jang, he shamelessly showed up to family gatherings.


      Jaeyoung scowled slightly and said, “What are you even doing here? I mean…seriously?”


      “Vacation. Figured I should keep tabs on what was going on,” Jaehong said nonchalantly.


      They really were different, down to the core. A long silence settled between them.


      Eventually Jaehong broke it. “How are things, anyway? You must have graduated by now.”


      “Things…could be better. Haven’t graduated yet, but it’s none of your business,” Jaeyoung responded grumpily.


      The two of them had never been very close. They’d lived under the same roof until they were twelve but had hardly even played together. While Jaeyoung had been busy doodling on walls, Jaehong had been reading books. When learning the same second language, Jaeyoung had turned out to be good at speaking, while Jaehong had excelled at reading. And while Jaeyoung had spent his time stirring up trouble in the streets in elementary school, leading a gang of little kids, Jaehong had been a straitlaced model student. Though…Jaeyoung knew even Jaehong had his secrets.


      “Where are you staying? If you have a nice room, I’d prefer to crash with you.”


      “No way in hell. Get your own.”


      “Come on, wouldn’t it be nice to share a bed after so long?”


      The comment wasn’t even worth a scathing insult in return. Jaeyoung tossed his spent cigarette to the ground and crushed it under his dress shoe.


      Seeing his expression, Jaehong quickly added, “I’m messing with you. Relax.”


      Right then, Jaeyoung’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out with an annoyed grunt. Who the hell needs me now? But when he saw the caller ID, he could only stare blankly.


      The screen read “Baby.”


      Practically on instinct, his thumb tapped the answer button, and he pressed the phone to his ear. Jaeyoung almost said the caller’s name out loud but stopped himself in time—Jaehong was watching him closely.


      “Jaeyoung.”


      It felt like Sangwoo’s voice was magnified enough for the entire world to hear. Jaeyoung hurried to turn the volume down.


      When he glanced up, his eyes met Jaehong’s. Without pause, Jaeyoung briskly walked past him and headed toward the back of the building. He checked to make sure no one else was around before lifting the phone to his ear again.


      “Hey. What’s up?”


      It was only a phone call, but here he was, feeling like a schoolboy with a giant crush, his heart threatening to burst from his chest.


      “I ran a quick test on the game today and caught an important bug,” Sangwoo announced, his voice getting slightly more animated as he rambled on about his progress.


      Jaeyoung barely understood any of it, but he didn’t interrupt.


      “The performance has been significantly improved. When you’re back the day after tomorrow, I’ll install it on your phone and show you how much better it runs.”


      “That’s nice. Great work.”


      “Thank you. The only thing is, I don’t think I’ll have time to finish the infinite mode and a few other features, which is worrying me.”


      “That’s okay. Just leave them out of the initial release.”


      “But I want to include everything.”


      “We’ll figure it out together when I get back.”


      Jaeyoung leaned against the closest wall and shut his eyes. If he was being honest, he couldn’t care less about the game right now. The only thing that interested him in his current tired and cynical state was Sangwoo’s voice.


      A long bubble of silence stretched on, but then Sangwoo burst it with a sudden rush of words.


      “Actually, that was an excuse to talk to you.”


      “Yeah?”


      “I could’ve tested it out myself and told you later. So…that’s not actually why I called you.”


      Jaeyoung had encased himself in layers and layers of ice to protect himself that morning, knowing he’d be surrounded by people he couldn’t stand. But now, he felt every single one melt away. Sangwoo had a way of doing stuff like that without even trying. Maybe that was what had pulled Jaeyoung in so deep.


      “You’re listening, right?”


      “Of course.”


      What would his grandfather say if he knew he was seeing a guy? Maybe he’d toss an ashtray at him or try to lock him in a psych ward. Perhaps he’d laugh it off and tell him to cut it out after he’d had his fun—that it was fine as long as he knew his place.


      Know my place, my ass…


      “I apologize for calling when you’re busy.”


      It was like the version of Sangwoo who’d stubbornly faced him in the internet café, refusing to give any ground simply because he didn’t want to say sorry, had ceased to exist. It was hard to even remember him.


      “It’s fine. You’re not interrupting anything.”


      For a long moment, neither of them spoke.


      “After our call yesterday, I was thinking…” Sangwoo hesitated for a beat, then continued. “Your voice sounded…sad, so I wanted to tell you not to be too blue. That’s all.”


      Apparently, Sangwoo’s supercomputer of a brain had reached the conclusion that Jaeyoung was feeling down about the funeral. He was way off, of course, but even so, Jaeyoung was honored to be on the receiving end of his concern.


      A smile crept across Jaeyoung’s face as he answered, “I’m just stressed. Nothing new.”


      “Is someone bothering you?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Who?”


      Jaeyoung’s smile deepened. It had only been two days since he left Seoul, but he was already aching for Sangwoo.


      “Does it matter? Not like you could do anything about it.”


      “True. I suppose I overstepped. I’ll hang up now.”


      “Wait!” Jaeyoung clung to the phone with both hands and pressed it firmly to his ear. “Let me hear your voice for a bit longer, okay?”


      He needed something to keep him going—something to get through one more day without Sangwoo. He cranked the call volume to max, not wanting to miss a single sound. Once he did, he could hear the soft sound of Sangwoo breathing.


      “Why so quiet? Come on, let me hear you.”


      “I have nothing left to speak about.”


      “You can say whatever you want. I don’t care.”


      Sangwoo was quiet for a long moment. But when he finally spoke, all the breath left Jaeyoung’s lungs in a rush.


      “Jaeyoung Jang.”


      He could listen to that sound—Sangwoo carefully pronouncing his name—forever.


      “You know, the studio’s too quiet without you. It’s boring.”


      Jaeyoung couldn’t say a word.


      “I miss you.”


      It was barely a whisper—so faint it almost slipped past his ears. Did I imagine that, or…?


      Before he could ask him to repeat his words, Sangwoo rushed to speak.


      “I misspoke. I’m going to hang up now.”


      The call ended abruptly.


      Jaeyoung stood there, staring at the dark screen. He was left breathless, like he’d run a long distance. His chest tightened with an unfamiliar, intense ache—something terrifying and glorious. He leaned back against the wall, gripping his phone tightly.


      Sangwoo had inched the tiniest bit closer to admitting he had feelings for him.


      Stop when I’ve had my fun…? Like hell I could.


      How was he supposed to stop treading water when he was already drowning? That line he wasn’t supposed to cross—where the hell even was it? Maybe he’d already jumped across it without realizing.


      Jaeyoung clenched his fist. Sangwoo’s words had effortlessly blown apart his shield of numbness and cynicism. Funnily enough, he found that his mind was much clearer. Or maybe it made sense—Jaeyoung had never been the type to overthink and calculate his every move, after all.


      He started walking down the alley with lengthy strides. Rounding the corner, he nearly ran into Jaehong but brushed past him, heading straight for the hotel entrance.


      “What’s gotten into you?”


      Jaehong sounded amused. Jaeyoung shot him a sharp look, only to see an irritating smirk on his brother’s face.


      “That ‘Baby’ of yours had a pretty deep voice. She sounded very masculine. Or…maybe that’s because you were talking with a man?”


      “None of your business.”


      “Are you seeing a guy?”


      Jaeyoung ignored the question. Jaehong trailed him, grinning stupidly wide, asking how long it had been, how old the guy was, what he looked like. Jaeyoung didn’t answer him.


      “Never thought I’d have something in common with you. But there’s no way even you, Grandfather’s precious darling boy, got his blessing for this little fling of yours…”


      “What’s your point?”


      “I’m just saying, I could go and spill your secrets.”


      “Go ahead, then.”


      At the moment, he didn’t have the time or patience to lie or come up with excuses. Standing by the elevator, he jabbed the button with growing impatience, silently urging it to do its damn job.


      “Wait…are you going somewhere?”


      “Seoul,” Jaeyoung answered curtly, stepping into the elevator and pressing the button for his floor.


      Jaehong quickly stepped inside before the doors closed, his expression stern. “Are you serious about this?”


      “Uh-huh.”


      “No, I mean…about that guy.”


      Serious? Even after the many relationships he’d been through, Jaeyoung found he couldn’t even define the word. His brain was working with a single input and output stream.


      There was only one reason he was going to pack his bags.


      Sangwoo Choo had said he missed him. He hadn’t said he was horny, hadn’t said he needed a man to warm his bed, but that he missed Jaeyoung Jang.


      And that was enough.


      “But tomorrow is the main service.”


      Jaeyoung knew exactly what kind of shitshow would go down if he disappeared without a word. He’d lived his whole life without stepping too far out of line simply to avoid the hassle—but in this moment, he couldn’t give less of a damn.


      As he strode out of the elevator onto the eighth floor, he said to Jaehong, “Do me a favor.”


      “What?”


      “I’ve kept your secret this whole time.”


      “And?”


      “Help me out this once. Cover for me. Say I had an emergency and had to leave.”


      “You seriously think that’ll work? It’s only one more day.”


      “I can’t.”


      Sangwoo had said he missed him. He hadn’t nagged him to work, hadn’t said he wanted to sleep with him—Sangwoo missed him.


      Jaehong scowled. “You know I’m a terrible liar, and it’s not like Grandfather will even listen to me.”


      “Whatever. It’s fine.”


      Jaeyoung tapped the room key on the scanner and stepped inside. Immediately, he kicked his suitcase open and started sweeping up the clothes scattered around the place.


      Jaehong folded his arms and clicked his tongue. “All right, I’ll do it. Calm down.”


      Jaeyoung ignored him and kept packing.


      After a moment, Jaehong crouched down in front of the suitcase. He dug through the pile of clothes, pulled out a spare suit and shirt Jaeyoung had brought, and gave them a once-over.


      Jaeyoung paused. Without a word he knew exactly what Jaehong was up to. Back when they were both kids and Jaehong had been too sick for school, Jaeyoung had once pretended to be his brother to mess with his teacher.


      Jaehong gave the suit a few shakes and held it up.


      “Not really my style…but it’ll do.”


      “You think you can pull it off?”


      “Well, it’s not like they’ll be suspecting it.”


      He didn’t think Jaehong was much of an actor, but nobody else knew he’d arrived for the funeral. As long as their grandfather bought it, no one would notice the switch.


      “Hey, Jaehong.”


      Jaehong clicked his tongue and looked away. “No need to thank me. You owe me now, and I’m fully planning on collecting.”


      “Sure, put it on my tab.”


      “And give me your shoes and cologne. Grandfather has a knack for noticing those things.”


      Jaeyoung swapped shoes with him, tossed over the cologne, and zipped up the suitcase. Then, without looking back, he walked out of the hotel.


      He floored the gas pedal, growing increasingly impatient. He’d probably racked up a few speeding tickets by now, but he didn’t care. He didn’t bother to stop at a rest area and drove nonstop. In the end, he reached Seoul in less than three hours.


      By the time he parked in front of Sangwoo’s building and stepped out of the car, Jaeyoung’s whole body ached. He paused to quickly check his reflection in the glass door—he was wearing a black suit and Jaehong’s Oxford brogues. Sangwoo would probably like the look, but after sweating all day, Jaeyoung couldn’t help but worry he might smell.


      He hovered in front of the building door for a moment, feeling a sudden, creeping anxiety. In the past, he’d shamelessly flirted with Sangwoo, not caring what he might think. But tonight…


      Tonight was different.


      Sure, he thought Sangwoo had said he missed him, but what if he’d misheard? What if Sangwoo was over it? What if he was feeling too tired for company and told him to leave?


      A kind of fear Jaeyoung had never felt before sat heavy in his chest. His confidence had vanished; it was nowhere to be found.


      Should I go back?


      The intense craving for a cigarette hit him, but then Jaeyoung thought of Sangwoo—a nonsmoker who had probably showered by now—sitting in his clean pajamas. He wouldn’t like the smell.


      Jaeyoung stared up at the closed curtains in Sangwoo’s window. I wonder what he’s doing. He was probably relaxing in his room without a worry in the world, thinking about their game.


      Jaeyoung unlocked his phone and checked the texts he’d missed while driving. Junk, junk, junk…


      Then a new one came in.
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      The messages were businesslike and impersonal, but Jaeyoung read them over and over—until one more arrived.
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      “Shit… How does he always do this to me?”


      His eyes stung unexpectedly. Slipping his phone into his pocket, Jaeyoung entered through the glass door without further hesitation. He took the stairs two at a time until he reached the fourth floor, then stopped in front of Sangwoo’s apartment to catch his breath.


      Every other time he’d stood in front of this door, he’d pounded on it like a loan shark intent on collecting payment. But this time, he raised his fist and gently rapped his knuckles on it thrice. He waited, tense, for what felt like forever. Then the door opened, and light spilled out into the dark stairwell.


      He squinted and blinked—and there Sangwoo stood. Wearing a pajama set, eyes wide, mouth slightly agape, looking completely stunned.


      “What…are you…?”


      Jaeyoung slowly stepped inside the apartment and shut the door. Sangwoo stood frozen a few steps away. For a long moment, they simply stared at each other.


      You have the biggest crush on me, don’t you?


      In that moment, Jaeyoung could read Sangwoo like an open book. Suddenly, he understood why he’d been so concerned over his increasing sexual appetite. If Sangwoo’s lust was drawn on a graph, it would be an exponential equation: only growing, never falling. They’d already gone all the way—kissed, hugged, fucked—but the need wasn’t fading in the least. It was a mystery, really.


      Jaeyoung slipped off his—well, Jaehong’s—expensive dress shoes, tossed them aside carelessly, and approached one step at a time. Sangwoo’s face was flushed, his unblinking eyes fixed on Jaeyoung.


      “I didn’t think you’d actually come.”


      “But…did you want me to?”


      Those dark eyes screamed yes.


      Jaeyoung wrapped his arms around Sangwoo and pulled him close, then propped his chin on Sangwoo’s shoulder and let him take his weight. The tangled, dark emotions swirling in his chest seemed to drain out through his fingertips. His eyes slipped shut, and a long breath escaped his lips.


      He didn’t like feeling anxious—he had better things to be doing with his time. But the more he got to know Sangwoo, the more intense his feelings became, and the more the anxiety grew. It was unsettling…terrifying.


      “This is nice,” Jaeyoung muttered.


      Sangwoo never failed to put him in a good mood. It had always been that way, even before he’d fallen head over heels for the weirdo.


      Jaeyoung rubbed his face against Sangwoo’s neck, then felt lean, strong arms wrap firmly around his back. He’d always treated Sangwoo like he was a kid, but he’d never realized just how safe his embrace could make him feel.


      “You’re acting abnormal today.”


      “How so?”


      “You smell different. And you’re wearing clothes I’ve never seen.”


      “So? Is that a bad thing?”


      “No.”


      “Then that’s all that matters.”


      “Something happened at the funeral…right?”


      His programming must’ve gotten an update, Jaeyoung thought, hugging him tighter. Sangwoo awkwardly patted his shoulder.


      “Who was bothering you?”


      “My aunts, uncles, and cousins. Go yell at them for me.”


      “Really? You’re upset because some relatives picked on you?”


      “Hey, you’re supposed to comfort me. That isn’t comforting.”


      “So, you want purely physical comfort?”


      “Get your mind out of the gutter. You can…tell me something nice. Use your words.”


      Jaeyoung knew Sangwoo didn’t have a “keep warm” or “comfort” function, but it was worth a try. Honestly, even if he failed utterly, it didn’t matter. Resting against Sangwoo, drinking in his scent, was enough.


      Sangwoo stayed quiet for a while. Jaeyoung sank further into his embrace, enjoying the silence. He felt so relaxed he could’ve fallen asleep standing up. His whole body felt like it was melting.


      “In nature, strong creatures tend to live alone,” Sangwoo said suddenly. “Take black mambas, for instance. They’re venomous the moment they hatch, so they don’t need any companions.”


      Jaeyoung blinked.


      “Of course, this doesn’t apply to all organisms. Herbivores tend to stay in herds for protection. Carnivores hunt in packs.”


      A zoology lecture…? What the hell? Jaeyoung continued to listen, slightly dumbfounded.


      Sangwoo gave a few more examples—gazelles, monkeys, hyenas—before finally asking, “Which one are you?”


      “Uh…”


      How was he supposed to respond to that? He was a human being, not an animal. There was no accurate comparison. And there was no way someone like Sangwoo, who’d probably grown up in a perfectly normal household, could ever understand a sick, messed-up family like his.


      “Perhaps this doesn’t apply to joeys, but most young animals have to get by on their own as they mature. One way to survive if you are weak is by leaning on others. But if the group does more harm than good…,” Sangwoo trailed off. “Then you can simply leave. Can you survive without your family?”


      The conclusion was ice-cold, trademark Sangwoo logic: If there was a problem, the source needed to be removed. Technically, he wasn’t wrong, but most people would condemn that way of thinking as heartless.


      “Do your parents know you’re like this?”


      “Of course. I’ve already been living away from home for five years.”


      “Does it not…upset them?”


      “We maintain our familial bond with monthly calls and biannual visits. I’ll also start repaying the cost of my upbringing in nine years.”


      “Damn… You’re a good son.”


      Despite the apathetic way Sangwoo spoke of his family, there was no doubt in Jaeyoung’s mind that he had grown up in a loving household. A father who begged for a heart emoji to be added to his name in his son’s contacts, a mom who taught her son proper drinking etiquette so he wouldn’t find himself in difficult situations, a sister who bickered with him like any normal sibling…


      That explained why he was so emotionally stable. Why he didn’t care what others thought. Why he had an iron-forged sense of self-respect.


      Jaeyoung felt a strange mix of jealousy and affection toward the man in his arms.


      “You’re so silly, Jaeyoung. You skip important lectures, but you can’t skip a stressful funeral?”


      “They would’ve flipped out if I hadn’t gone.”


      “Then let them. Relatives are merely strangers with shared DNA. No one has the right to control your life.”


      “Yeah… You’re right.”


      Jaeyoung found himself smiling like an idiot. Sangwoo’s solutions were mechanical and a bit extreme, to say the least, but they were weirdly comforting. That blunt clarity cut through his stress and anxiety like a cold soda on a hot day.


      “Personally, I think you’re being dramatic,” Sangwoo mumbled. “Until you’ve suffered harassment from a man in a red puffer jacket, I don’t think you have room to talk.”


      Jaeyoung pulled him into an even tighter hug. “You think I’m being dumb?”


      “A little. But everyone has a weakness. Even Supreman is vulnerable to cryptonite.”


      “Yeah, that’s true. Guess I can’t be perfect in every way.”


      It was a good metaphor. Jaeyoung had always been a free spirit, doing whatever the hell he wanted whenever the hell he wanted, but the line his grandfather had drawn in the name of family had always stopped him in his tracks. It was possible he wasn’t any different from Supreman, who crumbled when he was faced with a tiny piece of cryptonite. And then he found himself pondering something he’d never really considered before.


      “What’s your cryptonite, then?”


      “I don’t have one,” Sangwoo responded immediately.


      “Must be nice,” Jaeyoung commented, choosing not to question it. “Being Supreman without any weaknesses…”


      No social skills, no tact, no empathy… But maybe those weren’t flaws—not if you were a predator like a black mamba. Hell, who even needed a pack or herd when you could just go it alone?


      I guess that’s how he’s always done things.


      Sangwoo gave Jaeyoung two brief pats on the back and said, “All right. Your comfort session is over.”


      Coming from him, it was basically a passionate embrace.


      “Would you like me to kiss you now?”


      “Yeah.”


      Sangwoo lifted both hands and cupped Jaeyoung’s cheeks. Expecting his promised kiss, Jaeyoung tilted his chin down and closed his eyes…but for a long moment, Sangwoo didn’t move a centimeter. Is he…staring at me…? Jaeyoung wondered.


      But then he felt Sangwoo’s hands shift. Careful fingers brushed over Jaeyoung’s forehead, then glided down to his eyebrows, nose, and back to his cheeks before finally stopping at his lips.


      “Your relatives are very strange individuals. Who would harass someone as handsome as you?”


      As Jaeyoung chuckled, something brushed against his lips—something soft. Before he knew it, Sangwoo was gently sucking on his lower lip, flicking over it with his tongue. He nibbled at his top lip next, then alternated back to the lower. And then, at last, he stubbornly forced his way inside Jaeyoung’s mouth.


      Damn…when did he get so good at this? Jaeyoung wondered. Though I guess I did give him a lot of practice…


      Whatever exhaustion Jaeyoung had felt was melting away in the face of Sangwoo’s kiss. As he lost himself in the sensations, letting Sangwoo tug at his tongue without resistance, his mood soared so high he might as well have been floating on a cloud. Jaeyoung’s mind turned to mush as he deepened the kiss. His entire world narrowed down to the places where Sangwoo’s lips touched his skin.


      When they finally parted, Jaeyoung pulled Sangwoo back into a hug and whispered in his ear, “Can I sleep over?”


      “Yes.”


      Huh… That was fast.


      “Can I borrow some clothes to sleep in? I promise I’ll shower.”


      “No. You can’t change out of those clothes,” Sangwoo answered immediately, grabbing Jaeyoung by the arm and dragging him toward the bed. His face was flushed with anticipation, his eyes burning with a strange intensity.


      Even as he followed Sangwoo down onto the mattress, Jaeyoung found that—bizarre as it was—he wasn’t in the mood right now. He gently pushed Sangwoo off his lap, turned onto his side, then pulled Sangwoo into an embrace.


      “Sangwoo.”


      “Yes?”


      “Tonight, let’s cuddle like a married couple would.”


      The moment the words left Jaeyoung’s mouth, he regretted them.


      “I mean…we’re both guys, obviously, so marriage is out of the question. Sorry if that sounded weird. I meant, uh…I can be the wife? You can be the husband.”


      Sangwoo didn’t answer, choosing to stare at him in silence instead.


      Releasing a long breath, Jaeyoung scooted closer until their chests pressed together, then slipped his leg between Sangwoo’s thighs. Almost immediately, he felt enveloped in a pleasant warmth. It was like magic—in its wake, the violent storm of emotions that’d filled his heart quickly faded away, replaced by a fluffy, fluttering feeling. The quiet tide washed away his resentment and anxiety, leaving only a smooth, peaceful shore behind.


      I’m so glad I came here.


      For a while, Sangwoo remained silent. Then he blurted, “We’re really not doing anything?”


      When Jaeyoung didn’t answer, Sangwoo wiggled his way up into his field of vision and looked into his eyes.


      “If we’re acting like a married couple, shouldn’t we try to reproduce?”


      Jaeyoung gently pushed his head back down and wrapped him in an even tighter hug. “Hmm… Not sure. I’m pretty happy where I am.”


      I didn’t come here to sleep with you, Sangwoo. I simply want you.


      Unfortunately, Sangwoo lacked the ability to perceive or analyze social cues. He pushed Jaeyoung away slightly and glanced down, eyeing the obvious bulge in his pants.


      With a silent but colorful curse, Jaeyoung hurriedly turned away and covered his eyes with one hand in embarrassment. But it was too late.


      “Your sex drive has clearly overridden your better judgment,” Sangwoo noted helpfully. “Trust me, I know the feeling.”


      “Damn it…”


      Why did I have to be born with a dick? Jaeyoung lamented. He really, honestly, genuinely didn’t want to have sex—not tonight—but Jaeyoung Jr. had gained a mind of its own as soon as it saw Sangwoo.


      Sangwoo inched closer and wrapped an arm around his waist, then whispered in his ear, “Ever since I first saw you in a suit, I’ve wanted to have sex with you while you were wearing one. But I respect that you wish to retain your dignity.”


      Ironically, his tone, so understanding and polite, was what finally sent Jaeyoung over the edge. He felt his blood rush down south with a renewed vigor.


      “Sangwoo.”


      “Yes?”


      “Where are the condoms?”


      “I thought you didn’t want to tonight.”


      “Yeah, that was the plan, but you changed my mind.”


      “I don’t have any desire to force you to fornicate with me—”


      “Be a good boy and go get the condom before I stick it in raw.”


      The bed creaked as Sangwoo climbed off. With a click, the lights turned off.


      A moment later, Sangwoo returned with the same brand of condoms as last time. Jaeyoung reached for him, intending to pull him close, but Sangwoo pushed him down by the chest instead.


      “Let me. You look tired.”


      “Huh…?”


      “Stay still.”


      Sangwoo perched on the edge of the bed, quickly undoing the buttons of his pajama top. Not fully lying down, Jaeyoung stared at him, somewhere between dazed and turned on.


      Slowly letting himself sink fully into the mattress, Jaeyoung swallowed hard as he watched Sangwoo’s pale skin come in and out of view under the curtain of fluttering fabric. A part of him wanted to tear the damn shirt off Sangwoo and jump him, but he forced himself to lie there, as requested.


      What seemed like years later, Sangwoo folded his pajamas into a neat square, placed them on the floor, and met Jaeyoung’s gaze. Then…


      Then he pulled his own pants down slightly and rolled a condom onto his hard cock.


      “Sangwoo…?”


      Is this why he wanted me to stay still?


      Jaeyoung froze. He’d suspected this day might come, but he hadn’t expected it so soon. It wasn’t like he was completely opposed to the idea. He would’ve been ready—physically and emotionally—if they’d talked it through. But right now, he wasn’t.


      Shit… I shouldn’t have said that shit about acting like a married couple.


      Sangwoo crept closer, reaching for Jaeyoung’s belt. But Jaeyoung caught his hand and stared into his eyes.


      “G-give me a second to get ready…”


      “You’re acting very strange tonight,” Sangwoo said with a chuckle.


      Jaeyoung blinked at him in confusion, his grip going slack, which Sangwoo immediately took advantage of by quickly yanking down both his pants and boxers. Jaeyoung, torn between protesting and seeing what Sangwoo had planned, tensed up but didn’t try to stop him.


      “Were you really planning on going to bed with that erection?” Sangwoo whispered.


      “Uh… I was going to wait for it to go away.”


      “Your penis doesn’t seem to have gotten the memo.”


      Sangwoo clicked his tongue, muttering something about “too slippery,” then grabbed some tissues and wiped Jaeyoung’s shaft down. He only dabbed it a few times, but it almost felt like he was licking it.


      Jaeyoung shuddered, pre-cum leaking from the head of his cock, which Sangwoo patiently continued to clean. And then, after what felt like ages, he rolled a condom onto him as well.


      “For both of us…?”


      “I don’t want you to ruin your clothes again,” Sangwoo replied nonchalantly as he started peeling off Jaeyoung’s jacket. “I’m sure a dress shirt like that is more expensive than the T-shirt you were wearing last time.”


      It didn’t take long for Jaeyoung’s confusion and uncertainty to shift into arousal, but he didn’t let himself act on it. If he held out a little longer, he’d get something worth the wait. He was sure of it.


      Sangwoo squeezed a generous amount of lube onto his palm and spread it over Jaeyoung’s dick, then took a deep breath and lifted his hips. Then, bracing himself with a hand on either side of Jaeyoung’s shoulders, he carefully angled his body and positioned himself over the head of his cock.


      Already, Jaeyoung could feel himself nearly vibrating with anticipation. He ran his hands along Sangwoo’s arms and shoulders, gripping and releasing those flushed, pale limbs over and over, desperate for more—but he didn’t get his wish.


      “This…is not working.”


      Sangwoo frowned, tried a few more times, and finally gave up, settling back on Jaeyoung’s thigh with a sigh. Then, after a moment, he took a deep breath and turned slightly to the side.


      Even bathed in shadows, the lines of Sangwoo’s body were clear and strikingly beautiful. Not bulky, but still masculine—slender, efficient, and lean in all the right places.


      His body, much like his mind, didn’t waste energy on anything unnecessary.


      Sangwoo tore open a new condom, slipped it over his fingers, and added lube. Then he brought his hand between his own legs.


      Jaeyoung, mouth half-open, watched as Sangwoo’s fingers slowly disappeared inside his hole, and his breath caught in his throat. The angle of Sangwoo’s neck brought his bones into stark relief, and the curve of his spine was…something else. Jaeyoung’s eyes followed Sangwoo’s sweat-damp hair down his furrowed brow, his eyes squeezed shut, his nose, his lips…


      The slick, squelching sounds of Sangwoo’s fingers sliding in and out of himself echoed through the quiet room, filling the space between them. They weren’t touching, and yet heated pants slipped from both of their lips.


      “Mmm…”


      Sangwoo let out a low, shuddering moan. His fingers moved faster, the noises wet and obscene, and Jaeyoung felt his face flush instinctively. As he watched, Sangwoo trembled, and his head fell back, face crumpling slightly in what could be either pleasure or pain.


      “Unnngh…!”


      Sangwoo was fingering himself open, preparing to take Jaeyoung’s cock. The sight was hotter than any porn Jaeyoung had ever watched.


      “Why are you…staring at me? Pervert…,” Sangwoo muttered, eyes fluttering open slightly. Even as he spoke, he never released his lower lip from the grip of his own teeth.
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      Sangwoo Choo was a creature who was completely honest about what he wanted, both in public and private. Though technically his current behavior was perfectly in line with his previous actions, Jaeyoung found himself slightly shocked at the dichotomy of it all. Why the hell had he saved Sangwoo in his phone as “Baby”?


      What kind of baby would act like this…?


      Jaeyoung couldn’t take it anymore. He sat up, ready to throw himself at Sangwoo—but was instantly foiled when the man himself shoved him back to the mattress with one foot.


      “I said, stay still,” Sangwoo grumbled.


      Jaeyoung, stunned, slowly relaxed into the bed once again. The shock of what had just happened was nearly enough to make him forget about his burning arousal.


      “This time, I’m going to take the lead.”


      Their eyes locked as Sangwoo rose to his knees. His body, slick with sweat, looked out of this world—his chest, his pink nipples, his firm abs, his neck, his arms, his legs… Jaeyoung thought he could cum from the sight alone.


      Sangwoo took a deep breath, reached behind himself, and guided Jaeyoung’s cock to his entrance.


      Jaeyoung’s eyes squeezed shut. “Ah… Hnnngh…” He heard himself moan, but really, he was somewhere else. The only thing he could feel was the sensation of Sangwoo clenching around his cock. The weight of Sangwoo over him, the feel of his hands, the warmth of his skin—they hit Jaeyoung at once like a hurricane.


      Sangwoo started to move, slow and steady, and sank down slightly. The way he tightened around him made him gasp with pleasure.


      “Sangwoo, wait… I-I’m gonna—”


      Ignoring him, Sangwoo sank even deeper, hole squeezing his cock tight. Jaeyoung clenched his jaw, doing everything he could to keep himself from cumming—but then Sangwoo dropped his hips all the way down, taking his shaft to the hilt.


      The sheets wrinkled in Jaeyoung’s fists. When he opened his eyes, Sangwoo’s face, scrunched and rigid with discomfort, filled his vision. He was panting, hands pressed desperately against Jaeyoung’s chest.


      “Wh-what’s wrong? You okay?”


      “I’m fine. It’s…a little too deep. And…,” Sangwoo trailed off, biting his lip.


      It wasn’t like this was their first time, but to be fair, Sangwoo had never been on top like this before. Jaeyoung beckoned him closer, and he leaned forward obediently.


      From up close, Sangwoo’s face was the perfect picture of desire—there wasn’t a single baby-like quality about him.


      Jaeyoung looped his arms around his neck, closed his eyes, and tried to steady his breathing. Until Sangwoo took him off guard and whispered in his ear, at least.


      “Jaeyoung… Are you getting more turned on? Your penis is much harder than before.”


      Jaeyoung’s body reacted before he could even process what was happening. The toe-curling climax rippled through him without mercy, leaving him breathless.


      “Damn…”


      “What’s wrong?”


      Jaeyoung had proven that he was a quick shot, but it seemed Sangwoo hadn’t caught on yet, likely because Jaeyoung’s cock was still rock-hard. But a moment later, a trail of cum slipped past the edge of the condom and soaked into the hair below.


      Jaeyoung muttered, a little sheepishly, “Sorry, I couldn’t stop myself. Might need a new one…”


      “I’m too far gone to take your penis out now,” Sangwoo replied. “Can I keep going?”


      As soon as Jaeyoung nodded, Sangwoo pressed his palms to his chest and lifted his torso. His hips moved up, down, then found a steady rhythm.


      The high from Jaeyoung’s first climax hadn’t faded when another wave of pleasure came crashing in. Above him, Sangwoo’s eyes were half-lidded and dazed as he rode Jaeyoung’s cock, his own dick swaying slightly each time his hips moved up and down, back and forth. The tight pressure, the slick friction—it was unbearable, unbelievable, perfect.


      Jaeyoung was barely doing anything, and yet his breath was already growing ragged. Every time Sangwoo sank down completely, his nerves sparked with pleasure like fireworks.


      Reaching up to grip Sangwoo’s waist, Jaeyoung relished the feeling of his heated, sweat-slick skin as he traced the movements of the muscles in Sangwoo’s ass. He brushed his fingers along those pale thighs, so shamelessly spread, before gripping the swollen cock between them.


      Their gazes locked, Sangwoo’s dark pupils glinting through subtly narrowed slits in the dim room. Is he in pain? Jaeyoung wondered, watching as a bead of sweat rolled down his temple and clung to his chin—until he dropped his hips again, and the droplet fell onto Jaeyoung’s shirt. More followed every time Sangwoo bounced.


      Jaeyoung’s lips parted, and he let out a shaky breath. Sangwoo bit down on his lower lip.


      “Jaeyoung…”


      “Yeah…?”


      “Don’t…look at me like that.”


      One of Sangwoo’s hands moved to cover Jaeyoung’s eyes, but he grabbed his wrist and tugged him closer, yanking him down so their chests were pressed together. Jaeyoung pulled his neck in even closer and kissed him hard.


      “Nnngh…!”


      Sangwoo froze, trembling. Wrapped together as tightly as they were, Jaeyoung could almost believe they’d been like this since the beginning of time.


      Sangwoo’s hot breath puffed against Jaeyoung’s neck as Jaeyoung wrapped his arms around him. “Want some help?” Jaeyoung murmured.


      Sangwoo could only blink at him, tears gathering in the corners of his eyes. Though he was always so composed, he melted like sugar when it came to pleasure—and Jaeyoung found that contrast unbearably attractive.


      Shifting slightly and bending his knees, Jaeyoung gripped Sangwoo’s ass with both hands. It was only a small change in position, but Sangwoo shuddered violently, his forehead dropping to Jaeyoung’s neck. Honestly, it was almost unfair, the way Sangwoo managed to turn him on with every little thing he did.


      If I’d known this was the reward I was going to get for coming all that way to see him, I would’ve gladly spent a hundred more hours in that car, Jaeyoung thought as he hooked one arm around Sangwoo’s back. He thrust his hips upward sharply.


      “Ungh…! W-wait!”


      “Does it hurt?”


      Sangwoo shook his head desperately, arms circling Jaeyoung’s neck.


      “Then shush.”


      Something dark and violent inside Jaeyoung reared its head as he watched the man above him gasp for breath. Maybe Sangwoo had been onto something when he’d called him a sadist. Every little flinch, every husky moan—it made him want to drive Sangwoo to the edge, mark him as his and his alone.


      Jaeyoung pressed in even deeper, finding Sangwoo’s most sensitive spot and working himself over it again and again. The effect was immediate: Sangwoo went completely limp, slumping against his chest. The scent of sweat and skin hit Jaeyoung like a wave, reminding him of a basketball court on a hot summer day—he’d never expected to find the smell of a man’s sweat sexy, but here he was, being intoxicated.


      His head spun. He wanted to claim Sangwoo, soak him in his scent, dye his skin in marks of his own color.


      Grabbing Sangwoo’s hips with both hands, Jaeyoung started moving in and out of him with sharp intent. In that moment, all he wanted was to fuck Sangwoo as hard as he could while his arms clung desperately around his neck. And so he did, thrusting into Sangwoo’s hole with such force he sent his whole body airborne for a moment.


      “Ah! Jaeyoung…”


      But Jaeyoung didn’t answer Sangwoo’s call. Instead, he reached for the back of his head, fingers tangling in his sweat-drenched hair as he moved. As his pace quickened, Sangwoo’s body began to jerk upward with each skin-slapping thrust.


      “U-unnngh! Please… A b-bit slower…”


      Sangwoo’s words, dripping with both pain and pleasure, spurred on Jaeyoung’s animalistic lust further. He began to snap his hips even faster, not giving Sangwoo a moment’s rest.


      Helpless as his body was impaled on Jaeyoung’s cock over and over, tears trickled from Sangwoo’s eyes and droplets of saliva flew out of his mouth.


      “Oh… Hnngh…! Ah!”


      Under any other circumstance, Sangwoo’s default setting made him resemble a robot more than anything else, but there was no hiding his humanity when he was aroused. The vicious cycle of their pleasure dragged him along in its wake, their lust feeding into each other.


      Where the hell have you been my whole life?


      Blood pumped red-hot through Jaeyoung’s veins, but something else burned there as well—something as blistering and incandescent as a supernova. It blinded him, whiting out every bit of rationality. While he was in its throes, there was no room for uncertainty or anxiety.


      Jaeyoung surrendered fully to the sea of sensations, drinking in the strange emotion that was surging within him.


      Sangwoo, meanwhile, was quivering above him, so much more sensitive than usual that even the minutest brush of Jaeyoung’s fingers was enough to set him off. He sank his teeth into Jaeyoung’s shoulder, moaning as his fingernails raked over Jaeyoung’s skin.


      It was obvious he was enjoying himself, so much so that Jaeyoung didn’t even feel the need to ask and make sure. Sangwoo had always been terrible at faking anything—which meant that every pleasured gasp and groan that left his lips was genuine. And Jaeyoung eagerly welcomed every sound Sangwoo made into his ears.


      Hugging Sangwoo tightly to his chest, Jaeyoung pressed kisses over his hair and forehead. As he did, he kept thrusting his cock against that little sweet spot inside Sangwoo he’d discovered the last time they’d tangled under the sheets.


      Jaeyoung was a fast learner, and he now knew exactly where to hit to make Sangwoo crumble.


      “Shit… Sangwoo…”


      “Aaah… Nnngh!”


      Jaeyoung had only seen Sangwoo cry once before, and he’d promptly decided that he never wanted to see it again. But these tears, shed in ecstasy—these, he liked. So he clutched Sangwoo to him in a gentle hold and kept thrusting, refusing to let up.


      Chasing Sangwoo’s climax together like this filled Jaeyoung with a surreal rush of emotions. His feelings tangled together into an utter mess, his relief at being able to satisfy Sangwoo twining with a greedy desire to show him a kind of pleasure he’d never felt before—a kind he’d never forget.


      Still, Jaeyoung held them inside, not saying a single word aloud. Silently, he decided he’d rather show Sangwoo how he felt since the night was far from over.


      And then he felt it—Sangwoo tightening around him, trembling violently.


      “Hngh… Jae… J-Jaeyoung…”


      Jaeyoung stopped moving, catching Sangwoo’s full weight as he went limp. Sangwoo clung to him, eyes shut, Jaeyoung’s shirt rumpling under his fingers—not that Jaeyoung gave a damn. He smoothed a hand over the back of Sangwoo’s head, then carefully brushed his tears away. His fingers—damp with sweat, tears, and probably cum—were trembling.


      “Sangwoo…”


      There was no response—only heavy, ragged breaths.


      “Look at me.”


      Slowly, Sangwoo blinked, revealing hazy, dark eyes.


      The moment their gazes met, the two of them surged forward simultaneously, mouths colliding in a passionate kiss. It was a long, slow, messy embrace, full of tongue and parted lips.


      When they finally separated, Sangwoo collapsed beside Jaeyoung, letting his eyes drift shut once again. “I thought…I might actually die,” he muttered. His eyelids fluttered, still heavy with pleasure.


      Jaeyoung pressed a gentle kiss to his forehead and wiped away the sweat from Sangwoo’s face.


      Oh, Sangwoo… If only you knew.


      “Hey, you can’t die on me. I’m not done with you yet.”


      “No… I’m finished for today. I can’t even move.”


      “No way. We’re just getting started.”


      Jaeyoung tossed the used condom aside and rolled a new one on. His pants were tangled around his ankles, damp and creased. He carelessly pulled them off along with his socks and quickly took off his shirt, now drenched with sweat—a task that would’ve been much harder if Sangwoo hadn’t already “undone” all the buttons on the bottom half.


      Pulling Sangwoo’s limp body back against his chest, Jaeyoung wrapped his arms around his waist.


      “You’re the one who turned me on, remember?”


      A beat of silence. “Fine. You can put it in.”


      Unfortunately for Sangwoo, the previous climax had robbed Jaeyoung of his ability to be gentle. He spread Sangwoo’s cheeks and pushed inside in one hard stroke, making Sangwoo jerk and release a loud moan.


      This time, Jaeyoung took him from behind. He tangled his fingers in Sangwoo’s hair and tugged at it as he fucked him, bringing their faces close together.


      “Sangwoo,” he whispered.


      “Wh-what?”


      “What are you…thinking about?”


      “Hngh… Pleasure, orgasms… Unngh! Jaeyoung…Jang… Losing my dignity…”


      “Hmm… Sounds like you can still think straight. That won’t do.”


      It’d clearly be a long time before either of them went to sleep.
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        9. You feel a desire to have sex with people who have a partner.

      


      No…it’s not that serious. Besides, that’s just wrong.


      
        10. You can’t go a single day without sex.

      


      I can go one day…but probably not two.


      
        11. You frequent red-light districts because you cannot control your sexual desires.

      


      No, and that’s illegal.


      
        12. You feel a strong impulse toward unusual sexual practices.

      


      Sangwoo contemplated that one for a long moment. What did “unusual sexual practices” even mean? The question was too vague for him to feel comfortable choosing an answer. He had no choice but to skip it and read on.


      According to the test, if he responded “yes” to ten or more of the twenty questions, he was addicted to sex. But the only one Sangwoo could say definitely applied to him was number five: You think about sex so often that it interferes with your daily life.


      So…I’m not suffering from an addiction?


      Lately, he’d been thinking about sex so often that he’d started suspecting he was mentally ill. But though this test was very rudimentary, the results clearly indicated he, at the very least, wasn’t an addict.


      Sangwoo breathed a sigh of relief and slipped his phone back into his bag. Left with nothing to do but wait, he began ruminating on the events of the previous day.


      It had started in the studio. He and Jaeyoung had been working on Veggie Venturer when they’d reached a sudden, mutual decision to rush back home—mainly the result of them being desperately horny.


      They’d ground against each other in the car, but it hadn’t been enough. Instead of parting ways, they’d started fooling around in front of Sangwoo’s apartment. That had turned into a scuffle, then a kiss. Ultimately, they’d stumbled upstairs and stayed up until dawn, going at it in one position after another without bothering to shower first. He’d almost been late to Embedded Systems because of it.


      “What do you want, Sangwoo? Come on, spell it out for me.”


      As it turned out, Jaeyoung was as unpredictable as a wild mustang: sometimes quiet, sometimes gentle, sometimes rough. It was hard to say which was best. All he knew was that he didn’t appreciate Jaeyoung keeping him on the edge.


      Last night, Jaeyoung had teased Sangwoo to the point that something within him had snapped, and Sangwoo had lunged at him—only to realize later that he’d crushed Jaeyoung’s glasses in the process. When he’d found them broken next to the bed right before they’d gone to sleep, Jaeyoung had refused to even tell him how much they’d cost.


      Sangwoo rested his chin on his palm, thinking with a quiet intensity. A part of him wanted to kiss Jaeyoung’s smug, handsome face—another part of him wanted to punch it.


      The door swung open without warning, cutting off his train of thought.


      “I-I’m so sorry, Sangwoo!”


      The underclassman who’d burst into the room doubled over, panting with exertion. The sight of him wrenched Sangwoo back to reality—this whole time, he’d been sitting in the conference room, waiting for this very individual to show up for their group project meeting.


      Sangwoo checked the time—his partner was seven minutes late. He’d been so lost in thought that he hadn’t even noticed.


      “I’m really sorry! I fell off my bike on the way here. I swear I’m not making it up… Ugh, I really should’ve left earlier.”


      At a quick glance, Sangwoo determined it was unlikely that the student’s story was a lie. The bloodied elbow clearly visible below the sleeve of his T-shirt was a dead giveaway.


      “If your elbow is hurting you too much, you should visit the nurse’s office before we begin.”


      “Huh…? Oh, I should be fine. Thank you, though.”


      The student plopped himself down in the chair across from Sangwoo, then wiped the sweat from his brow. Sangwoo, meanwhile, turned his gaze to the open notebook in front of him and picked up his pencil.


      “Let’s get started, then. I picked the five-in-a-row game using go pieces for us to code an algorithm for. If you don’t like this choice, please suggest an alternative.”


      “O-one sec.”


      The student fumbled with his bag and pulled out a tablet. He opened his notes app and started typing.


      “Don’t you think that’s a little complicated, considering we don’t have much time left?” he asked anxiously. “I was thinking of coding for something simpler, like an ATM…”


      “No, that’s too elementary. It won’t be enough to get us a good grade. We’re going with five-in-a-row.”


      “Well… Okay, sure.”


      For their Algorithms class, students had to pair up, create an algorithm as a team, and put together a quick presentation on it together. Sangwoo didn’t have big expectations of his partner—however, he fully planned to carry the entire project.


      “Are you aware we can receive extra credit if we implement our code?”


      “Wait, you’re not actually suggesting—”


      “I am.”


      “That sounds like it’d be really hard…” The student sighed in resignation. “Well, I guess we’ll have to start with the game board. Do you have some kind of…plan?”


      “We’ll divide the board into a certain number of cells based on its size and then use an array to initialize their values. Then we’ll run checks diagonally, horizontally, and vertically after every turn. Three-by-three logic is a bit trickier…” Belatedly, Sangwoo realized the student was staring at him, looking totally lost. “I’ll take care of it.”


      “Uh… What do you need me to do, then?”


      “Once I send you the program, I’d like you to organize the process with a focus on dynamic programming. Try to work in some memorization and recursion. Don’t forget the charts. I’ll send you the code by midnight on Sunday, so give me your email.”


      The student quickly jotted down some notes, then wrote his email in Sangwoo’s notebook and politely passed it back with both hands.


      “I may not be a coding genius like you, but you can trust me with doing the summary and giving the presentation.”


      Sangwoo gave him a skeptical look but let it go. If it didn’t work out, he’d simply do it alone. Now that they’d decided on their respective roles, only one task was left: creating the presentation slides.


      “I can handle it,” Sangwoo said confidently. He wasn’t particularly artistic, but he knew how to make a solid slideshow.


      And with that, the meeting was finally over. Sangwoo retracted his pencil lead, put the writing utensil in its case, and packed up his notebook. Just as he was about to leave, the student spoke up again.


      “Um… Sangwoo.”


      “What?”


      The boy gave him a hesitant smile. “Thank you for giving me a second chance.”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


      “We were in the same group back in Data Structures, remember? I was three minutes late that time, so you left and did the entire project by yourself. I ended up retaking the class because I got a D… Oh, not that I’m blaming you, of course!”


      So, this isn’t your first offense. Sangwoo frowned. It was truly regrettable that there were so many people with Jaeyoung’s timekeeping skills.


      “I thought you’d be gone by the time I got here…but you weren’t. That was a pleasant surprise. You actually seem a bit different now. I mean, it makes sense that you’ve changed over the past few years, but…”


      As Sangwoo tried to process this, the guy bowed politely.


      “Anyway, I’m looking forward to learning from you.”


      “Right.” Sangwoo gave a vague response and left the room.


      Once Sangwoo exited the library building, he was immediately greeted by the late May sun beating down on his black hat. He mulled over what the student had said as he headed toward the studio. He’d taken Data Structures three years ago. Back then, he’d been such a stickler for rules it wouldn’t have been out of the ordinary for him to refuse to associate with someone who’d showed up late.


      “You seem a bit different now.”


      Was that just a nice way of saying he’d mellowed out? If so, the student wasn’t completely incorrect. These days, he no longer automatically ghosted people for being late—if he did, he’d never get to see Jaeyoung again.


      Sangwoo’s feet automatically carried him to the arts building. He climbed the familiar three flights of stairs and opened the fourth door.


      “Hey there, boss,” Jaeyoung said without even looking up.


      Jaeyoung was sprawled lazily in a chair, feet propped on his desk, eyes fixed on the phone in his hand—completely engrossed in a mobile game. His blue shirt and black slacks weren’t exactly what Sangwoo would call formal wear, but Sangwoo still got the feeling the outfit was something Jaeyoung would only wear to go to an event of some level of importance.


      As Sangwoo approached, Jaeyoung reached out and pulled him in by the waist. The sound effects from his phone played on.


      “What do you think?” Sangwoo asked.


      “Way more entertaining than I expected. I can’t believe we came up with something like this.”


      Jaeyoung was testing the Veggie Venturer demo with Chuchu, complete with the braided hairstyle and an outfit made of fur. On the small screen, the character tossed grenades at mobs and picked off enemies with a rifle, advancing smoothly.


      Sangwoo quietly observed for a moment, then commented, “We’ll need to adjust grenade damage.”


      “Yeah… It kinda breaks the game, not gonna lie.”


      “The sound effects turned out great, though.”


      “Yeah. Nice work. By the way, I found two bugs. If you switch weapons without moving after setting a booby trap, the game crashes. Also, the status effect window for Jeje doesn’t scroll sideways.”


      “I already knew about the first one. I’ll check the second.”


      Sangwoo turned to go to his desk, but Jaeyoung’s hand, which had been lazily groping his ass, pulled him back in.


      Sangwoo leaned forward and steadied himself with a hand on Jaeyoung’s shoulder, then suddenly found their faces mere centimeters apart. Jaeyoung’s eyes, quiet and intent, flickered down and over Sangwoo’s lips before slowly traveling back up.


      “Hey,” Jaeyoung said.


      “Yes?”


      “Didn’t you miss me?”


      “We were together until this morning.”


      “So?”


      There is something seriously wrong with you if you can’t control your lust a mere twenty-four hours after your last ejaculation, Sangwoo thought at Jaeyoung. He would have said the words aloud, too, but they got stuck in his throat for some reason.


      Just like that, they were kissing again.


      As of late, the sweet act happened several times a day, as if they couldn’t bear to stay apart.


      Jaeyoung slipped a hand under his shirt, tugging at the waistband of Sangwoo’s boxers before letting it go with a snap. He pulled back enough to look down.


      “You’re wearing the new boxers. Nice. Can I see?”


      “Boxers are not meant to be seen in public.”


      “Sure, but they’re meant to be seen by me…”


      Sangwoo ignored Jaeyoung’s nonsense and returned to his seat. “I had no choice but to wear these since you’ve stolen my four other pairs. I’d appreciate it if you brought them back.”


      “Why don’t you wear the other stuff I got for you?”


      “I already have enough clothes. I don’t feel the need to make use of new things.”


      “Next time I visit your place, I’m tossing your old ones.”


      The nonsense continues, Sangwoo thought with an inward sigh.


      Jaeyoung got his computer started, then spoke again while it booted up.


      “You’re done with your part-time job now, right? How about a little trip this weekend? Friday through Sunday.”


      Sangwoo scoffed. Jaeyoung was acting mighty nonchalant, given he had work to do for the game, too. You’d think Sangwoo was the only one who had things left to get done.


      “You’re exceptionally talented at shirking your responsibilities, you know. Look how behind we are because you keep missing your deadlines.”


      Sangwoo shifted his chair forward and pointed to the timeline pinned to the wall. The deadline they’d agreed on was only two months away. The final month had already been set aside for testing and the app store’s review, so really, they only had a month left to implement all the features and fix bugs. Factor in QA and beta testing, and they had about a week to wrap everything up. Even Sangwoo quitting his job and working during his designated sleeping and studying hours wouldn’t be enough to make up for their lost time.


      “On top of that, I have classes. Exams are in three weeks, and I have a whole separate set of algorithms to put together this weekend for a presentation.”


      “Okay, okay. We can push the trip back, but you’re still coming with me today.”


      “If you don’t recall, I said I don’t have any free time.”


      “Exactly my point.”


      Jaeyoung had a highly irritating habit of not taking him seriously. But though Sangwoo was definitely, absolutely, 100 percent going to turn him down, a part of him still wanted to know where this mysterious place was.


      “Where do you want to take me?” he asked without much enthusiasm.


      “That studio I mentioned. A few sound samples came in, and they’re not bad. Wanna hear?”


      “I already put you in charge of the sound.”


      Sangwoo had to admit it: Jaeyoung had done some impressive legwork building a good soundtrack for their game by browsing the web for samples and asking around offline. The studio he’d mentioned, as far as Sangwoo was aware, had been introduced to him by a friend who played in a band. It had only been established a year ago, which had led him to doubt their quality somewhat, but as it turned out, the people running it were fairly talented.


      “Hello, sir. Yes, that’s right. I really liked the samples you sent over yesterday, so I thought we could meet in person to talk in more detail… Oh, anytime today? Then we’ll head over now. Yup. My business partner’s coming with me, if that’s okay… I’ll be there in about thirty minutes. Thank you.”


      He hadn’t even bothered to ask if Sangwoo wanted to tag along. Although he’d already had his day planned out, Sangwoo didn’t protest, shutting his laptop and starting to wrap up the cords. He was only giving Jaeyoung leeway for one reason—because he liked the way he’d referred to him as his business partner.


      Once Sangwoo had gotten everything packed and slung his bag over his shoulder, Jaeyoung put an arm around him and pulled him closer.


      “Ready?”


      “Can you…say that again?”


      “Huh? Say what again?”


      “When you were on the phone with the studio people…you called me something.”


      “Hmm… Nothing comes to mind, honestly.”


      Sangwoo sighed. “It’s fine. I didn’t expect you to remember.”


      “Aww, are you asking for a pet name? Maybe something like ‘babe’? ‘Honey’?”


      There’s something seriously wrong with him.


      Jaeyoung had to have caught the stony expression on his face—he quickly added that it’d been a joke.


      Joke or not, how can he say something like that so casually? Sangwoo thought with a shiver. The mere thought was enough to make him cringe. He raced down the stairs, hoping to leave the embarrassment behind.


      The studio turned out to be located in Yeonseok-dong, an area known for its wide array of nightclubs and motels. The building it was housed in was tucked into a particularly narrow, sketchy alleyway. Jaeyoung made a face as they walked up to it.


      “My only complaint about this neighborhood is that it’s too damn hard to find a parking spot,” he grumbled.


      “Why did you bring your car, then? Especially with your vision impairment…”


      “Hey, I’ve got my contacts in. Besides, I need the car for our dinner date and a little drive afterward.”


      “I see. Thank you for informing me of your plans to continue slacking off.”


      “You didn’t want to take a trip, so it’s the least you can do,” Jaeyoung said, then added under his breath, “Geez, you’re really hurting my feelings here…”


      When he was done whining, Jaeyoung pulled out his phone and called the studio owner. They exchanged a few words for before he parked on the side of the road—the owner had probably told him to leave his car somewhere nearby.


      Before stepping onto the curb, Jaeyoung proceeded to place a piece of paper on the dashboard with his number written on it, in case he needed to move it. Sangwoo followed him up a metal staircase and through the door of the studio.


      “Hi there! You must be Jaeyoung.”


      “Hello. It’s great to meet you.”


      “I see why Seungyong was raving about your looks! Hope it wasn’t too much trouble finding this place.”


      The man who’d welcomed them had a thick beard and a heavyset build, but it was his bald head and gold necklace that stood out to Sangwoo. He watched as the man shook Jaeyoung’s hand, then turned in his direction.


      Jaeyoung gestured at him. “This is our developer.”


      “Ah, I see. Your work is very impressive for your age. Please, come on in!”


      Sangwoo shook the man’s hand firmly and said, “My age is irrelevant. I’m his business partner.”


      It wasn’t meant to be a joke, but Jaeyoung burst out laughing, and the bearded man smiled slightly as well.


      Jaeyoung had explained to him earlier that this wasn’t a studio specializing in game music, which the decor made even clearer—hip-hop artist posters and artsy prints that resembled postcards lined the walls. Still, to Sangwoo’s relief, the place was clean and modern.


      They began their meeting in a room outfitted with three monitors and two synthesizers. The owner of the studio kicked things off by showing them some of their previous game work and playing a few looping background music samples.


      “Nowadays, people like to add in some variation, so the repeating motif isn’t too obvious. I pulled these ones since they might fit a game in the action genre, like yours. What do you think?”


      Jaeyoung glanced at Sangwoo—he clearly wanted him to give his input first.


      “I like the second one. The short, repeating loop doesn’t exactly follow the trend you mentioned, but many retro games use that pattern. However, I would like the tempo bumped up by thirty percent.”


      “Whatever my business partner wants,” Jaeyoung said with a nod. “Also, I’d like the tone kept subdued if possible. Like we outlined in the concept doc, it’s supposed to be a little eerie.”


      Before Jaeyoung even finished his sentence, the owner restarted the track and began fiddling with the sound settings. The tempo of the track audibly sped up, and the key shifted down. By the time the owner was done with it, it sounded like an entirely different piece. Strange and haunting, but definitely catchy.


      Jaeyoung crossed his arms and grinned. “That’s what I’m talking about.”


      The studio owner smiled back at him. “I’m glad we’re on the same page. I’ll aim for something like this, with eight- or sixteen-bar loops.”


      Just then, the door swung open, and a tall, lean woman walked in carrying a tray with three steaming cups of coffee. As she set one down in front of each of them, the owner leaned back in his chair, looking slightly baffled.


      “What in the world…? Uh, to be clear, I never make my employees do this.”


      “Hey, I’m simply being polite to our guests,” the woman said with a glare, then smiled at Sangwoo and Jaeyoung. “Hi there! Are you the vocalists from the Leaf Project?”


      Sangwoo shook his head slightly while Jaeyoung replied with a cheerful hello.


      The owner shook his head. “No, they’re working on the action game I mentioned yesterday. Seungyong’s friends. This is Yoonhee, our composer.”


      “Oh, I remember! The mobile game!”


      An awkward silence settled over them as Yoonhee stood there for a long, long moment, holding the tray. Finally, the studio owner gave up and told her she might as well sit down already. Before they could properly get going again, Jaeyoung’s phone rang.


      “Sorry, give me a sec.”


      He picked up, exchanged a few brief words, and then hung up with an irritated sigh.


      “Some old guy’s yelling at me to move my car.”


      “Oh, not him again. He usually lets it slide, so I guess he’s in a bad mood today. Head to the intersection and turn right. There’s a public lot right around the corner. It’s a bit far, but that’s probably your best bet.”


      “That’s fine. Please feel free to chat while I’m gone.”


      Jaeyoung stood with a grunt, patted Sangwoo’s shoulder, and left. That was all the warning Sangwoo got before he found himself alone with the studio owner and the composer.


      Yoonhee slid into Jaeyoung’s empty seat and asked the owner, “Who was that?”


      “Told you, Seungyong’s friend.”


      “Yeah, but what does he do? Is he some kind of model?”


      “Pretty sure he’s a student studying visual design.”


      “He’s a college student? No way!”


      The studio owner rolled his chair over to the computer and pulled up the Veggie Venturer concept document.


      “Doesn’t look like a student project, huh?”


      “He made this himself?”


      “Yeah. It’s a low-budget indie game.”


      “Dang… He’s basically a pro.”


      Sangwoo pretended like he wasn’t paying them much attention, but he was carefully analyzing every word. He felt a flare of pride as the two praised Jaeyoung. After all, the one who had chosen that designer and was bringing said designer’s vision to life was none other than Sangwoo—Jaeyoung’s very own business partner.


      The studio owner sipped his coffee and asked, “Sangwoo, how many people are working on the project?”


      “It’s only the two of us.”


      The owner and composer exchanged surprised looks. Sangwoo felt a sudden urge to brag—after all, he was both the creator and developer of Veggie Venturer, working alongside the talented designer Jaeyoung Jang.


      “Dang, kids these days sure are impressive. When I was in college, I spent my time getting wasted,” the owner commented, chuckling as he returned to the table.


      Yoonhee, who had been blankly staring at the monitor, suddenly whipped her head around to face Sangwoo.


      “Excuse me. Does he have a girlfriend?”


      “Oh, so that’s why you emerged from your cave,” the owner muttered with a laugh.


      Ignoring him, she stared intently at Sangwoo.


      Strangely enough, the pride and joy Sangwoo had felt a moment ago evaporated in a wave of irritation. The last thing he wanted to do was answer, but Yoonhee was impatiently waiting.


      “No,” he said curtly.


      “Seriously? I figured he’d definitely be taken!” she exclaimed in surprise. “Darn it, why do I always look like a mess when I meet a hottie?”


      “Oh, you look fine. Ask him to dinner or something,” the owner said dismissively.


      “It’s not that simple! If he’s Seungyong’s age, that makes him…what, twenty-six? Twenty-seven? He’s way too young. Do you think I’ll look like an old, washed-up auntie next to him?”


      “Don’t be ridiculous.”


      The studio owner clearly thought this situation was hilarious, and Yoonhee’s cheeks were flushed bright red. Sangwoo found them both unbearably annoying, which was illogical since they hadn’t actually done anything wrong. I don’t want to hear this.


      “Wait until the meeting’s over, and then you can go say hi or something. I’m sure he’d be flattered to hear you’re attracted to him.”


      “I don’t want to make him uncomfortable!”


      “What’s gotten into you today?” the owner asked incredulously, then turned to Sangwoo with a smile. “She’s usually a lot more confident.”


      So what? Sangwoo opened his mouth to spit in response, but the sound of the doorbell cut him off.


      Yoonhee jumped to her feet and muttered, “Sorry, I’m psyching myself out. I’ll be back.”


      Moments after she fled the room, Jaeyoung returned and plopped himself down in the chair beside Sangwoo.


      “What’d you guys talk about?”


      “Oh, I had some game-related questions for him,” the owner said.


      “Did you explain everything to him, Sangwoo?”


      The owner cut in again. “Yes, definitely! He told me everything I needed to know.”


      Sangwoo narrowed his eyes at the owner. Liar.


      The meeting soon resumed. For another fifteen minutes, they discussed the music, then they went over the deadlines, fees, and licensing. But at that point, Sangwoo couldn’t care less about any of it.


      It was like a gloomy raincloud was following him around, showering him with droplets of pure moodiness. He couldn’t concentrate at all. He tried to recall the composer’s face, but it was like the image had been scrubbed from his mind. Had she been attractive? If she asked Jaeyoung to dinner, what would he say? It was true Jaeyoung didn’t have a girlfriend—what if she could fill in that spot for him?


      I don’t like this…


      Sangwoo could feel his heart pounding in his chest. A strange surge of irritation swept over him. Jaeyoung nudged him with an elbow and asked for his opinion on something, but he had nothing to say. It wasn’t like he’d been listening.


      “Huh…? Why so quiet all of a sudden?” Jaeyoung asked, sounding confused.


      “Is he usually more talkative?” asked the owner.


      “Oh yeah. He’s normally super picky. I guess he’s really satisfied with your offer.”


      Jaeyoung slung an arm around Sangwoo’s shoulders and tapped a hand on his head. Feeling strangely annoyed, Sangwoo brushed his arm off.


      The owner and Jaeyoung quickly finalized the quote, signed the contract, and exchanged papers. Jaeyoung scribbled his signature on the line and handed the pen to Sangwoo, who wrote his name neatly without reading a word of the terms and conditions.


      “You signed it, okay? Don’t get mad at me later,” Jaeyoung said, giving him a sideways glance.


      Sangwoo couldn’t care less about the contract. The meeting was finally over, and that was all that mattered.


      The studio owner slipped a copy of the contract into an envelope and handed it to Jaeyoung. “I think this’ll be a fun project,” he commented.


      “I’m sure the final product will be exactly what we need. I mean, I’m already really happy with the sample.”


      “I can assure you that you won’t be disappointed. You’re still in the process of developing the game, correct?”


      “Yes. Most of it is done, but there are a few issues left to hammer out on that side of things. Anyway…thank you in advance.”


      “Of course. Let me know if anything changes. Take care.”


      Jaeyoung rose to his feet. Sangwoo glanced at the frosted glass on the door, feeling inexplicably anxious, but it was too opaque to see outside.


      “Come on, Sangwoo. Let’s go.”


      Sangwoo got up stiffly and followed Jaeyoung out the door. The composer was nowhere to be seen in the lounge area. He had to get them out of the studio before she reappeared. He quickened his pace.


      “Not that way.”


      Jaeyoung grabbed his shoulders and steered him in the opposite direction. Sangwoo hadn’t even realized he was reaching for the wrong doorknob.


      They were nearly out the door when the studio owner called out after them.


      “Hey, Jaeyoung! Hold on a second!”


      “What’s up…?”


      “Well, this isn’t exactly business-related, but…” The studio owner scratched the back of his head with a sheepish chuckle, then pointed a finger in the direction of where the composer had exited. “One of our employees is very, uh, smitten with you. If you don’t have a girlfriend, how would you feel about grabbing dinner with us? She’s a great person! I can vouch for that.”


      Why is he getting involved in something that doesn’t concern him? Sangwoo thought, fist clenching as he glowered at the owner.


      It wasn’t like the man had said anything completely outrageous, but irritation still flared in his chest. Jaeyoung had said he’d have dinner with him, but it had also been more of a passing comment than an actual commitment. He could easily change his mind in an instant.


      “I’m sorry, but I’m seeing someone,” Jaeyoung said nonchalantly.


      Sangwoo blinked in surprise as Jaeyoung glanced at him with a raised eyebrow.


      “Come on, let’s go.” Jaeyoung opened the door and gave him a firm push on the back.


      Sangwoo’s heart kept threatening to pound right through his ribcage as they walked down the stairs. It was an unpleasant sensation. He stepped onto the sidewalk outside with an agitated stomp.


      “What, you didn’t like the studio?”


      “It was fine.”


      “What’s the matter, then? I noticed you spacing out at the end of the meeting, you know.”


      “I’m not sure,” Sangwoo responded honestly.


      He didn’t know exactly what had rubbed him the wrong way or what had suddenly made him so anxious. And yet, a voice was whispering deep in his subconscious—whispering that maybe he did know. Out of everything, that was the thing that bothered him more than anything else.


      “This person you’re ‘seeing,’” Sangwoo said slowly, irritation dripping from his words. “Is it me?”


      Jaeyoung scoffed. “Seriously, you dummy?”


      “Is it?”


      “What’re you, an idiot? Do you really think I have the time to be dating someone else when you’re trying to work me to death? Anyway, let’s get food. I’m freaking starving.”


      “I already ate.”


      “Too bad. This can be your second dinner.”


      Jaeyoung steered him toward the crosswalk before he could speed away, and Sangwoo followed obediently—but not without some huffs and grumbles.


      Now that the sun had gone down, the street was absolutely crowded with people. Music blared from every store, bar, and restaurant, and neon signs glowed in every direction. It all felt like a coordinated assault on Sangwoo’s senses.


      “How do you feel about Mexican food?”


      “I told you, I already ate.”


      Apparently, in Jaeyoung’s dictionary, no meant yes. The next thing Sangwoo knew, they were seated in a cramped taco joint on the second floor of a random building. The tiny restaurant, staffed by several foreign-looking employees, was completely packed. It took over ten minutes to order two dishes with names Sangwoo had never even heard before.


      Sangwoo tried to channel some semblance of peace and quietude within himself as they sat at the table, but the chaotic, busy restaurant atmosphere was distinctly unhelpful. For one, the dining room was so loud that he’d have to shout to make himself heard, and servers kept bumping his chair as they passed. The water was lukewarm, the tabletop was sticky, there was an odd number of chopsticks in the utensil holder, the napkins weren’t folded neatly, the painting on the wall was crooked…


      Sangwoo knew he was searching for something to be annoyed with. But truly, from the bottom of his heart, he hated the way people were staring.


      The tables were packed so tightly that he could see exactly what the other patrons were doing, and for some reason, it felt like everyone was looking at Jaeyoung—the woman at the next table, the servers, even the man standing at the register. He wanted to snap at them “What do you think this is, a zoo?”


      As for Jaeyoung, he’d only ever stared at Sangwoo’s face since they’d sat down, chin resting on one hand. Either he had no idea that people were looking at him, or he was feigning ignorance.


      When their eyes met, he mouthed the words, What’s got you so worked up?


      “Nothing,” Sangwoo blurted, quickly averting his gaze.


      Something was wrong. Very wrong.


      Where had this sudden urge to flip the table, straddle Jaeyoung’s lap, and kiss the life out of him come from? If he could’ve, he would’ve drawn a curtain around their table so the only one who could see Jaeyoung was him. It was a raw, irrational feeling he couldn’t quite explain.


      Sangwoo chugged the rest of his water, battling a mixture of thirst and frustration.


      “Here are your carne asada tacos and enchiladas!”


      The server placed their food down on the tiny table. Sangwoo had eaten only a short while ago, but he picked up his fork and started shoveling food into his mouth without registering what he was consuming. Pale tortillas, colorful vegetables, and seasoned meat… The intense flavor reminded him of Jaeyoung.


      Jaeyoung glanced over as Sangwoo was mid-bite. “Geez, looks like someone was starving,” he commented.


      The look on his face was inexplicably irritating. Sangwoo stabbed his fork into an enchilada, cut off a big piece, and shoved it toward Jaeyoung’s mouth.


      “What the…?”


      Jaeyoung eyed the food warily but slowly parted his lips and accepted the fork. Sangwoo waited until he swallowed, then forced him to eat another bite, then another, then another…


      It only took thirteen minutes for them to empty both their plates.


      “Let’s go.”


      By the time they were done, Sangwoo was slightly out of breath. He wiped his mouth with a napkin, which came away stained red from the sauce.


      “Sure…?”


      While Jaeyoung paid the bill, Sangwoo slipped out of the dining room into a narrow, dim hallway. When Jaeyoung stepped out to join him, he snapped, grabbing Jaeyoung by the collar and crashing their mouths together, his hat falling off unceremoniously.


      Sangwoo bit and sucked at Jaeyoung’s lips, his tongue delving between them greedily. Spice and red heat filled his mouth, and it felt completely natural that Jaeyoung would taste that way. He kissed him like he wanted to devour him whole, but no matter how roughly they kissed, the burning thirst within him only grew stronger. It wasn’t working—nothing was working.


      After a moment, he tried to pull back—but Jaeyoung refused to let him go. Instead, he cupped the back of his neck, tilted his head, and turned the kiss soft and slow. Sangwoo’s back hit the cold wall, his skull thudding against plaster. His heart was chugging like an engine about to explode, but he couldn’t tell why; the line between agony and desire was starting to blur. In fact, everything was blurring together: salty flavors melded with sweet, anger tangled with arousal…


      Simply put, Sangwoo’s head was a mess. It was like every rule he’d ever followed had been overwritten. He couldn’t even remember how to breathe. In the end, he could only cling to Jaeyoung’s neck and surrender to the kiss.


      “I knew you were unhappy about something,” Jaeyoung murmured when they finally broke apart. His cheeks were flushed, his breathing ragged.


      Sangwoo found he didn’t have a single comeback. After a long moment, he simply replied, “You infected me with your…anger management issues.”


      “That honestly might be the least logical thing I’ve ever heard you say.”


      Jaeyoung waited at the door as Sangwoo grabbed his hat from the ground and placed it firmly back on his head. When they stepped outside, it was to find that night had fully settled in. A half-moon hung overhead, scattering a dim light over the dark streets and buildings.


      Jaeyoung led them through the maze of alleys as if he knew them like the back of his hand. People were staggering around—drunk, loud. Some had their shirts off. Some faces were painted with various designs. After bumping into several of them, Jaeyoung slung an arm around Sangwoo’s shoulders and drew him close—way too close for “just friends”—before steering them through the crowd.


      Eventually, they made it to the parking lot. Jaeyoung let Sangwoo get in the car first, then paid the meter and got behind the wheel.


      “How much do I owe you for the food, parking, and studio deposit? I can send you half.”


      “Later.”


      “Tell me now.”


      Jaeyoung ignored him and pulled out of the lot.


      With a sigh, Sangwoo turned to the window, a strange weight sitting in his chest. It helped being in a quiet car, at least. The bustling atmosphere of the restaurant had been overstimulating.


      The roads were mostly empty, and Jaeyoung’s car cut through the city with ease, the same way Sangwoo wished he could distance himself from his problems. Jaeyoung stayed silent for the majority of the drive, only adjusting the volume here and there.


      “Psychedel. Second album. Track seven, ‘Down Tempo,’” Sangwoo said as soon as he heard the song.


      “Bingo.”


      The first song was slow in comparison to the rest of Jaeyoung’s playlist. A low, pulsing beat—one from an instrument Sangwoo couldn’t quite put his finger on—thumped in the background like the steady pounding of a massive heart. The mellow electronic rhythm quickly drained the tension from his limbs, and he sank beneath the waves of the heavy bass sounds. He leaned back in his seat, and Jaeyoung nudged the volume up a notch.


      At this point, they were driving along the Han River. Sangwoo silently watched the flow of the water, imagining the seconds and minutes drifting away as the car zoomed along.


      By the time they hit the fifth track, Jaeyoung was gliding his vehicle up onto a bridge. Sangwoo rolled down the window and let the soft breeze rush over his face.


      “Siyeol Yoon. First album. Track one, ‘Temperature Gap.’”


      Jaeyoung didn’t respond, but Sangwoo knew he’d gotten it right.


      They slowly pulled into a riverside park. Jaeyoung killed the engine, and the music stopped. Sangwoo belatedly realized he had almost…enjoyed the soundtrack.


      From the parking lot, they had a full view of the river. A white arched bridge stretched across the river like a belt, its base extending into the water. Dazzling particles of light danced on the channel’s surface, rippling with every tiny wave. Hills in the distance, dotted with apartments and houses, burned orange like they were trying to fight off the night.


      Sangwoo had lived in Seoul for three years now, but he’d never taken the time to look at the river so closely.


      “Gorgeous,” Jaeyoung murmured, his voice breaking the silence.


      He was right. There wasn’t a single star in the night sky, just some blinking satellites, but everything still sparkled beneath.


      “Agreed. Although technically, our pupils are simply dilating in the light, creating a sparkling effect…”


      “I was talking about you.”


      Jaeyoung’s unreadable mask broke into a faint smile, and Sangwoo quickly glanced away. His cheeks were hot. Many relatives had called him handsome before, but no one had ever called him gorgeous.


      Ridiculous. Doesn’t he realize that he’s the gorgeous one?


      It was no wonder various strangers stared or stopped to talk to Jaeyoung.


      Sangwoo’s interactions with Jaeyoung usually only took place in the studio, which meant he had no idea what Jaeyoung did outside that small room. He’d never had to think about it, and he’d never cared.


      This is…incredibly irritating.


      It felt like he’d opened Pandora’s box, like something had crawled into his brain like a parasite and wouldn’t leave. It seemed increasingly likely that there would be no going back to how things had been before for him. Sangwoo’s mind began to race. How many people had crushed on Jaeyoung? How many had he dated? How many had he brought to this riverside park to look at the sparkling lights? The questions were entirely pointless and unproductive, but Sangwoo couldn’t get them out of his head.


      Jaeyoung’s voice cut through the silence. “So…are you going to tell me why you were pouting back there?”


      “I was not pouting.”


      “Yes, you were.”


      “No, I wasn’t.”


      “You totally were.”


      Sangwoo frowned slightly. His system seemed to be malfunctioning. Normally, seeing Jaeyoung led to a noticeable improvement in his mood, but today, his presence was having the opposite effect. He straightened up and looked over at the man next to him again.


      The teasing glint in Jaeyoung’s eyes—one Sangwoo was deeply accustomed to now—was nowhere to be seen. Instead, his lips were pressed in a straight line, his face an emotionless mask. It was an expression Sangwoo hadn’t seen for a very long time. At that moment, Jaeyoung was an enigma to him.


      Suddenly, Jaeyoung reached out and turned Sangwoo’s hat sideways, pressing it firmly down on his head.


      “Sangwoo.”


      He didn’t answer. He simply met Jaeyoung’s gaze, his own filled with a burning intensity.


      A sigh escaped Jaeyoung’s well-sculpted lips.


      “Is this about me distracting you from your work?”


      “No.”


      “If you’ve got a problem with me, spit it out. I can’t read your mind, you know.”


      “I don’t have a problem.”


      He was being honest, but Jaeyoung’s brow furrowed slightly. His eyes scanned Sangwoo’s face as if he’d become a human lie detector. His regard had a weight to it but still felt somehow gentle, like careful fingertips brushing over Sangwoo’s skin.


      Sangwoo’s chest tightened. “Are you going back to that studio?” he blurted.


      “Nah. They’re going to email me the files.”


      A beat of silence. “People were staring at you in the restaurant.”


      “So what? That’s not exactly illegal.”


      “You must be a womanizer.”


      “Nope.”


      “How many people have you dated?”


      “Five thousand.”


      Damn it…


      Jaeyoung’s cheeky grin made Sangwoo scowl in irritation. This was one of Jaeyoung’s tricks, one he’d become familiar with over the past three months: deflecting, joking, and brushing things off with an infuriating ease.


      Jaeyoung laughed silently and pulled him into a hug. Sangwoo, meanwhile, froze, blinking in confusion.


      Resting his chin on Sangwoo’s forehead, Jaeyoung murmured, “I had no idea robots had gotten so advanced. I mean…jealousy? That must take a while to program, huh?”


      “Jealousy”?


      Sangwoo fidgeted uncomfortably. He considered himself a rational individual, which meant jealousy was a completely foreign emotion to him. Furthermore, this was barely the kind of situation in which jealousy would be appropriate.


      “I am not jealous.”


      “Mm-hmm, sure.”


      “I said, I’m not.”


      “Yeah, yeah. I know,” Jaeyoung muttered, squeezing Sangwoo tighter.


      Silently, Sangwoo wondered if Jaeyoung’s body temperature was really only 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit, because the heat radiating from him was overwhelming, like he’d returned from venturing a little too close to the sun. Then he found himself occupied with another sudden question: What did Jaeyoung get out of seeing him instead of women his age?


      After some thought, the only answer Sangwoo could think of was the obvious one—the one he could relate to as well. Jaeyoung had an uncanny ability to both stir up his arousal and easily satisfy it. Perhaps Sangwoo had a similar effect on him…?


      “Jaeyoung.”


      “Yeah?”


      “Why are you seeing me?”


      “Hmm… You sure you really want me to explain that? It’s gonna take a hell of a long time.”


      “Yes.”


      “Well…first of all, you’ve got a pretty neck.”


      Soft and slow, Jaeyoung’s fingers trailed across Sangwoo’s collarbone and up toward his jaw.


      “Your face is cute, too. Especially when you smile.”


      He gently cupped Sangwoo’s cheek.


      “Your skin is nice. Your body’s totally my type—”


      “You experience physical attraction when you’re around me. Understood.”


      “Hey, I was just getting started. I could go on and on…”


      Jaeyoung released him with a sigh, and then then Sangwoo found himself being gently nudged back. A part of him wanted to stay there, leaning on Jaeyoung’s shoulder. His eyes shined like stars in the dark, almost blending in with the dazzling lights behind him. He stared at Sangwoo like there was something burning in his throat, begging to be let out. Cupping the back of Sangwoo’s neck with a firm hand, he leaned in close and spoke, voice low against his ear.


      “There’s another reason… It’s the only one that really matters. But I know you’ll run if I tell you.”


      Sangwoo found himself feeling inexplicably nervous. His palms were damp with sweat, which was strange, considering they were having a simple, normal conversation. It was a massive effort to part his lips enough to reply.


      “I want to know.”


      With no trace of laughter on his face, Jaeyoung didn’t answer and observed Sangwoo for a long moment.


      Then he leaned in and pressed a gentle kiss to Sangwoo’s forehead, then a kiss to each eyelid. The tip of his nose. Both cheeks. And—finally—his lips.


      Sangwoo had been prepared for Jaeyoung’s hands to slip under his shirt and tug it off. But Jaeyoung only lingered for a moment before pulling back. Sangwoo opened his eyes and met a look he couldn’t quite read.


      “Why are you refusing to share your answer with me?”


      “I already gave it to you.”


      “You didn’t say anything.”


      “Dummy.”


      That was strange. People usually never called him words like dummy, stupid, or idiot, but Jaeyoung had called him one of those words twice in the past twenty-four hours.


      Jaeyoung’s gaze—his pupils black holes in the darkness—carefully studied Sangwoo’s face.


      “Sangwoo.”


      “Yes?”


      “Since when do you care? Besides…you know I’ve only got eyes for you. If you so much as sit next to me, my dick will get hard.”


      In Sangwoo’s current state, Jaeyoung’s vulgar words were like pouring oil on fire. But even as he reeled from a wave of arousal, Sangwoo struggled to piece together an answer to Jaeyoung’s question—this wasn’t something he could let slide.


      To his relief, his sense of logic managed to take the driver’s seat.


      Why had he gotten so upset at the studio? Why had he gotten so irritated at the restaurant? He quickly reviewed his behavior—quite illogical, in hindsight—and managed to identify the root cause.


      “People get insurance because they might get sick in the future,” he began while staring at the window, eyes slightly narrowed. “It is possible that you might meet someone you like better than me. Then you’d stop spending your time with me.”


      As the words left his mouth, the source of his discomfort finally clicked. The anger he’d felt at the studio and during dinner swiftly resurfaced, and his arousal slowly receded.


      “Since I don’t have a contingency plan, it makes sense that I’m feeling flustered.”


      Jaeyoung simply stared at him for a moment, his gaze unreadable. A long moment passed before he finally spoke again, his voice flat.


      “Good point.”


      He moved closer, resting one elbow on the front of Sangwoo’s headrest as he locked eyes with him. Up close, his expression was hard to read. He looked almost aroused—but also a little angry.


      “So, tell me, Sangwoo…how can I make you feel better?” Jaeyoung asked, his voice slightly hoarse.


      What a strange question.


      Sangwoo peered into Jaeyoung’s eyes, emotions swirling inside him. He had to hold himself back from impulsively blurting: “Wear a mask when we’re together.” Fortunately, his self-restraint kicked in just in time.


      He took a moment to analyze the situation. What could Jaeyoung reasonably do to help him right now? There wasn’t much, especially considering he’d be leaving in just two months.


      “I suppose…focus on your work. I’ll make the arrangements myself.”


      His voice was steady again, confident. He’d thought sleeping with Jaeyoung one or two times would be enough to satisfy his desires. Even if the situation was getting more out of hand than he’d expected, Sangwoo was sure a solution existed. And if it turned out he couldn’t manage things on his own, he’d have to consider therapy or addiction counseling—maybe even a monastery retreat over summer break, to practice abstinence.


      It had already been forty-two days since he’d kissed Jaeyoung Jang in that pub and tumbled into their current incredibly inappropriate arrangement. Jaeyoung had made a valiant effort to keep him on his toes since then, but in the grand scheme of things, this was only a brief episode in the history of Sangwoo’s life. A small glitch, easily patched. Debugging was his specialty, after all.


      “What do you mean by you’ll ‘make the arrangements’?”


      Jaeyoung’s cold voice cut through Sangwoo’s thoughts like a blade. Blinking, he looked up, only to be faced with Jaeyoung’s glare.


      “If you’re out of milk, you either drink something else or go buy more,” Sangwoo explained nonchalantly. “Whichever route I choose, I should have no problem handling it on my own.”


      “Ha…!” Jaeyoung glared up at the roof of the car in what seemed to be disbelief, then looked back down at Sangwoo. “Damn it… That absolutely idiotic way your mind works sometimes…”


      “Excuse me?”


      Sangwoo frowned, caught off guard by the sudden insult, and sat up slightly. Jaeyoung didn’t answer, silently leaning back in his seat and scowling out the window.


      Jaeyoung’s reflection gave the distinct impression he wanted to punch someone. It’d been a while since Sangwoo had seen him act like a thug, and he watched in slight disbelief and confusion as Jaeyoung pulled out a cigarette and lit it. It was clear he was aggravated, but Sangwoo had no idea what he’d done wrong.


      “Are you…angry?”


      Once again, Jaeyoung didn’t respond. His only reaction was to roll down the window and blow his smoke outside.


      Staring at Jaeyoung’s face—icy and definitely angry—Sangwoo muttered, “I don’t understand why you are angry at me.”


      A beat of silence. “What am I to you anyway?”


      “I’m not sure I understand the question.”


      “Why are you even here? Why are you doing all this shit with me, almost like you…?” Jaeyoung sighed, trailing off. “Actually, never mind. I’m pretty sure I already know the answer.”


      “If I said something wrong, tell me. This reaction is completely unnecessary.”


      “No, you didn’t say anything wrong. You never do.”


      “Then why are you angry?”


      No response came. Jaeyoung swung the door open and stepped outside. He leaned on the railing with his cigarette for a few minutes before finally returning, but when he did, his eyes were still cold. He got in the car, started the engine, and didn’t say a word the entire rest of the drive to Sangwoo’s place—not even when Sangwoo grabbed his backpack and got out.


      
        return 0;

      


      Saturday, May 25:


      Sangwoo knew Jaeyoung was truly, thoroughly angry—mainly because he’d disappeared without a trace. Sangwoo turned on his phone’s ringer to make sure he didn’t miss a call, which was something he’d never done before. He went as far as leaving the window wide open in case Jaeyoung showed up unannounced. But nothing.


      He tried to tell himself it was for the best, that he could finally focus on school and work. But that didn’t go well, either. His eyes kept drifting to the window, his thoughts circling back to that cold, expressionless face.


      I don’t understand. What did I do wrong?


      Before bed, he mapped out the previous day’s events into a flowchart. Despite his efforts, he couldn’t figure out what had upset Jaeyoung so much that he’d decided to exit his life. If he were to guess, something in the course of their conversation had triggered Jaeyoung’s reaction, but it wasn’t like he had said anything overly aggressive or mean. He hadn’t provided any false information, either.


      Lately, he’d been trying to be more lenient with Jaeyoung, letting things slide that normally would’ve bothered him. Gone were the days where he’d snapped at Jaeyoung or shoved him away. And Sangwoo had been acting quite pleasant toward him—kind, even…


      Where had it gone wrong…? Sangwoo wondered as he drifted to sleep.


      
        return 0;

      


      Sunday, May 26:


      Just like the day before, Sangwoo’s productivity was at an all-time low.


      It wasn’t difficult to identify the issue. Jaeyoung, who used to joke and tease and hover over him and distract him without fail, had vanished. The absence was jarring.


      Sangwoo felt like a lab rat forced into an experiment—one designed to see how a subject reacted when their usual stimulus was abruptly removed. Would they maintain the same behavior? Would they experience withdrawal? Would they relapse into past habits?


      I miss him.


      Jaeyoung Jang had infiltrated his daily routine thoroughly and completely. That was the only reasonable explanation for what he was currently experiencing.


      Sangwoo opened his “Jaeyoung Jang” folder and proceeded to view every single file from start to finish, but it ended up being a waste of time.


      Whenever Sangwoo’s mind strayed from brooding over Jaeyoung, he immediately poured himself into work. Admittedly, his focus didn’t improve much, but with so much free time on his hands—9 AM to midnight, minus three hours for meals and breaks—his output was decent.


      He finished his assignment in the morning and sent it off to his groupmate, then spent the afternoon successfully fixing a major bug. That, at least, was a minor victory.


      
        return 0;

      


      Monday, May 27:


      The next day, Sangwoo studied for two hours at the library, then showed up at the studio three hours and forty-six minutes earlier than usual—only to find it empty.


      He waited for another few hours, forcing himself to work on some code for the game. Then he finally caved and phoned Jaeyoung, but the call went unanswered.


      He stayed until his usual time, 10 PM, but got almost nothing done. It was a disaster.
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      That night, Sangwoo tossed and turned for hours. He wasn’t accustomed to his thoughts and feelings tangling together so much he couldn’t even determine where one began and the other ended. Normally, he didn’t dwell on things he couldn’t control, like the past or things that he’d never be able to achieve. His mind always leaned toward the future.


      I’m an idiot.


      He’d lost himself. He’d gotten so wrapped up in Jaeyoung that he’d stopped thinking ahead. And before he could even begin to put himself back together, Sangwoo was crushed by a sudden realization: He’d never taken the time to imagine a future where no one was around to satisfy his urges. A future where Jaeyoung wasn’t readily available the way he was now. A future where Jaeyoung was gone.


      It was almost funny, how everything had fallen apart in the span of three days. How had he been so neglectful and overlooked preparing for the future, even while he’d continued to replenish his daily necessities without fail?


      I’m a complete idiot.


      Belatedly, Sangwoo tried calculating how much of Jaeyoung Jang he actually needed. How often did they have to meet? How many times a week did he need to kiss him? How much sexual intercourse would it take to keep his libido in check?


      As he lay there, unable to sleep, one realization led to another:


      
        i) He was seeing Jaeyoung too often.


        ii) They’d kissed over a hundred times.


        iii) They’d spent the night together at Sangwoo’s place four times in the last nineteen days.


        iv) The interval at which he could stand to be apart from Jaeyoung kept shrinking.

      


      And the limiting factor:


      
        v) Jaeyoung was moving to a different country in July.

      


      What Sangwoo had thought would be a quick side quest to satisfy his arousal now had a looming time limit.


      He’d been so preoccupied with finishing Veggie Venturer on time that he hadn’t realized how little time he had left with Jaeyoung. He’d foolishly assumed that his urges would recede on their own. There was no logic to it. No strategy. It’d been a blind hope, so implausible it bordered on inconceivable.


      Alone in the dark, Sangwoo was suddenly overcome with a suffocating terror. He needed a solution, and he needed it now. But his head was a swirling mess of thoughts and feelings. It felt like someone had a tight fist clenched around his heart.


      In the end, the only thing he could do was bury himself deeper under the blankets.


      He needed Jaeyoung.


      But Jaeyoung wasn’t with him. And soon, he’d be gone for good.


      Even if he found a way to mend their relationship…come July, there would be no supply to meet his demand. No matter how much Sangwoo scoured his mind for a solution, the problem remained unresolved. Eventually, he shut his eyes and forced himself to sleep.


      
        return 0;

      


      Tuesday, May 28:


      Five hours of sleep wasn’t enough for most adult humans, but it was enough to clear Sangwoo’s head a little. He woke up feeling slightly more composed, finally able to distinguish between what was urgent and what could wait.


      First, he had to tackle the most important issues at hand.


      He was going to drag Jaeyoung out of his cave today—no matter what—and find out the source of his anger.
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      Unfortunately, Sangwoo’s first attempt had been a bust.


      He decided his next move would be to wait in the studio until their usual meeting time: 6:30 PM. If Jaeyoung still didn’t show, he’d head to the office of the visual design department and ask for his address. If they refused to share it, he’d have to go door-to-door in the arts building and visit the drama club, interrogating every person he saw.


      Practically burning with determination, like a general ready to go to war, Sangwoo picked an outfit out of the clothes Jaeyoung had bought him without his consent, including the white baseball cap.


      He took a moment to examine himself in the bathroom mirror. He looked so different he almost didn’t recognize himself, but that was a necessary part of his plan. Until he had alternative measures in place, he had to keep Jaeyoung close—and wearing clothes the man liked increased his chances.


      The light-wash jeans fit surprisingly well for something he hadn’t even tried on before, though they hugged his legs more than he was used to and made biking uncomfortable. As for the white T-shirt, it had a deep neckline that left him feeling oddly exposed. Thankfully, Sangwoo got used to the new clothes fairly quickly. By the time he’d gone to two classes, eaten, studied at the library for precisely two hours, and headed to the studio, the fit and texture of his new wardrobe items had shifted to the very back of his mind.


      To his disappointment, Jaeyoung wasn’t there. Instead, a stranger in a navy pantsuit and dark hair tied back in a ponytail was rummaging through Yuna’s drawer. She didn’t look like a thief—she hadn’t flinched when the door opened—so he let her be.


      When the woman realized she wasn’t alone, she spun around and blinked in surprise.


      “Whoa… You look nice today. That’s weird.”


      “Who are you?”


      She frowned in disapproval. “Seriously, Sangchoo Choo?”


      The voice, the tone—it was familiar. But her appearance didn’t match the person Sangwoo was thinking of.


      “It’s for a job interview. Do I look good?”


      The pieces began to click in Sangwoo’s head. Her hair, clothes, and makeup—more precisely, the lack of dark lines around her eyes—were completely different, which was what had initially thrown him off. But now that he was looking more closely…


      “Yuchoi…Choi?”


      “You’re still calling me that nickname, huh?”


      The woman snickered and swaggered over like a thug, reaching out to pat Sangwoo’s arm.


      That sealed it. No one but Yuna Choi would do something so rude. Sangwoo drew his arm back sharply and said, “Please don’t touch me. And isn’t that your name?”


      “No, but it’s fine. Nicknames can be used among friends, too. Y’know, as a sign of affection or something.”


      “I’d rather not show such affection to anybody outside my family.”


      Yuna grinned mischievously. “Oh really? You seem to have no problem showing affection to Jaeyoung, though.”


      Sangwoo grit his teeth, scrambling for a comeback, but ultimately came up empty. He hated to admit it, but the truth was he really was a huge hypocrite. The loss was made even more humiliating by the fact that Yuna was his opponent.


      He decided to change the topic. “Do you happen to know where the person who usually sits here went?”


      “How the hell would I know where your precious Jaeyoung ran off to?”


      Why did I even ask?


      Scowling in irritation, Sangwoo booted up his computer. Yuna’s smirk made it obvious that she knew about the inappropriate arrangement between him and Jaeyoung. Thankfully, she wasn’t making fun of him outright, at the very least.


      He’d launched his coding software when Yuna spoke up again.


      “Did you go shopping or something?”


      She made some other comment on how she liked his new T-shirt, then reached behind his neck to check the tag. It was clear evidence that dressing presentably didn’t actually change anything about a person.


      “Damn, that’s not cheap… Why the new wardrobe?”


      “It’s a strategic move to help tackle a problematic situation.”


      “What the hell does that even mean?”


      He ignored her. “Do you believe I look better in this outfit?”


      “Yeah. Way better. Like, way, way, waaay better.”


      “Then my plan is working.”


      Yuna crossed her arms and grinned. That smile of hers hadn’t changed, even if everything else about her appearance had.


      “Hmm… Who are you trying to impress?”


      “Don’t ask useless questions. You already know the answer.”


      Yuna fell silent and plopped herself down at Jaeyoung’s desk.


      Sangwoo checked his phone again—still nothing from Jaeyoung. Just a message from his older sister, asking for help finding a laptop that was light, cheap, and high-performance. He ignored it and went to his inbox. No new emails from his designer, either.


      Between looking at his phone, Sangwoo glanced repeatedly at the door, as if staring at it might summon Jaeyoung.


      “You two doing okay these days?” Yuna asked, her question breaking his focus.


      Sangwoo looked away from the door and stared at his empty inbox. “No.”


      “Oh… Really? I thought things were going well…”


      “They’re not. It’s a mess.”


      It was strange how much saying those words out loud helped to define the source of the anger and stress that had been tormenting Sangwoo for days. His face twisted, and he covered it with his palm.


      “I knew he’d screw you over. I can give him hell if you want. Just say the word.”


      You don’t even know where he lives, Sangwoo scoffed to himself.


      “Seriously, though… I’m here if you ever want to go out for dinner or something.”


      “I don’t require material assistance.”


      “Okay, obviously, it’s not actually about the food. I’m saying we can talk over dinner if you want. You can lean on me and all that good stuff.”


      “And I’m saying that I don’t require your support.”


      Sangwoo glanced over, only to find Yuna watching him with something that resembled pity.


      The gears in his head began to turn. Even if she didn’t know Jaeyoung’s address, she was still close to him. She might not be completely useless after all, he realized suddenly.


      “Tell me everything you know about his past relationships. Names, timelines, everything.”


      In the past, he would’ve considered his actions to fall under the umbrella of a number of different inappropriate behaviors: invasion of privacy, stalking, nonconsensual collection of personal information… But he didn’t care anymore. So what if his behavior wasn’t ethical? He’d already crossed a line when he kissed Jaeyoung while he was—or at least seemed to be—asleep.


      “So you’re the obsessive type, huh?” Yuna said slowly, looking slightly baffled. “Knowing that stuff won’t do you any good, though.”


      “To predict the future, you must collect past data. His dating history is essential information.”


      “Hmm…”


      Yuna hesitated for a long time before finally speaking. Sangwoo half listened as she explained that it had taken her three tries to get into university, so she had no idea what Jaeyoung had been like in his first and second year.


      “It’s fine if your records are incomplete. Tell me what you know.”


      “Fine, fine.”


      With a troubled look, Yuna raised one finger.


      “Well…when I started school, he was dating someone in our department who was two years older. They lasted about three months.”


      She raised a second finger.


      “Then around summer, he said he had a blind date… Ended up with a girlfriend from Myeongseong Women’s University, in the dance department. Lasted about a month or two, I think? She was older, too, and I remember they fought constantly. She slapped him and dumped him right in the middle of the quad. That was hilarious… Then, right before winter that same year, he had another girlfriend, a flight attendant. I saw her on campus once. She was really pretty. Like…stunning.”


      Yuna raised another finger, sighing like a schoolgirl with a crush.


      “I think they broke up when he enlisted. So that was another, what, three-month thing? I’m not sure. I didn’t really talk with him much while he was in the military.”


      “Keep going.”


      “I took a long leave of absence, and when I came back, Jaeyoung was back from his service. That was last year… He was dating a copywriter at that point. I think she was…thirty? She didn’t last long, either. Then there was someone from the law department, same age as him… About four months? She was super pretty, too. She’s graduated now, though… As far as I know, that was the last one.”


      The dataset had some holes, but it was still worth analyzing.


      Jaeyoung’s past partners had all been older than him or around the same age and had worked in artistic, service, or humanities-related fields. The average lengths of his relationships seemed to be under three months. It was a fairly consistent pattern.


      But Sangwoo—male, younger, in STEM, and only an outlet for sexual arousal—was an outlier.


      In the end, it didn’t tell him much.


      After a moment, he asked, “Why did he break up with them?”


      “If you ask me, I think he gets bored pretty fast. And honestly, I don’t think he’s ever taken dating that seriously. He’s not the affectionate type, kind of aloof. Definitely the kind of guy who leaves his partners feeling unappreciated.”


      Finally, something useful.


      Jaeyoung had gotten bored of him. That would explain the radio silence.


      Yuna glanced at Sangwoo and continued, “Don’t be discouraged, though. I think you’ve got a shot.”


      “What do you mean?”


      “His exes were super mature, sexy women. But you’re… How do I put this…? Kind of naive? Like, you’re younger and a guy. When someone does something totally out of character like that, doesn’t that mean something special drove them to it?”


      Yes, but he’s not dating me, Sangwoo silently replied. The same criteria don’t apply.


      And yet, he couldn’t deny that that was exactly why he believed he could still turn things around. He and Jaeyoung had a strong physical, sexual connection. Jaeyoung had said he got aroused just from being around him. And Sangwoo still had a few techniques up his sleeve he hadn’t yet tried—things he had learned from online reference materials but had never had a chance to use. The problem was, even if he pulled out every trick he knew and managed to win Jaeyoung back…


      “In the end, it’ll be meaningless. We’re going to part ways regardless,” Sangwoo muttered.


      Their arrangement had come with an expiration date from the very beginning. He’d just been too drunk on lust to prepare for it.


      Yuna’s face dropped. Her expression reminded him of a kicked dog as she said softly, “Yeah… I know that feeling. But you have some time left, right? Make the most of it. That way, you won’t have any regrets when it’s over. Personally, I ended things really badly. Got super clingy, had a ton of arguments… It was pretty ugly.”


      She sighed, looking genuinely upset. Sangwoo, meanwhile, found himself perplexed that she seemed so affected by something that didn’t concern her in the slightest.


      “How’s Jaeyoung treating you these days? Any better?”


      “I told you, it’s a mess.”


      “Let me guess. He leaves you on read, ignores your calls because he’s out drinking, flakes on plans, says he’s too tired to hang out on weekends, sends one-word replies, only shows up when he needs something… Am I right?”


      Not really. But Jaeyoung was currently ghosting him, which was arguably worse.


      Yuna studied his face, frowned, and crossed her arms. “I can’t believe he’s doing this to you. It’s like he doesn’t care anymore because he’s got you on the hook… He’s totally taking you for granted. Oh! Hold on. I’ve got an idea…”


      She marched over and snatched Sangwoo’s hat off his head, tossing it onto the desk.


      “What are you doing?”


      “Stay still. I’ve got you.”


      Yuna rummaged through Jaeyoung’s drawer like a woman on a mission and pulled out a small, round container of what looked like a hair product. After sniffing it, she marched back over.


      “I hope you’re not about to put that in my hair.”


      “I am.”


      “I do not consent to this. Go away.”


      “Don’t move! You said you wanted to look good, right?”


      “Just…w-wait a second…”


      Sangwoo tried to squirm away, but Yuna refused to let him go. She lunged forward and started working the wax into his hair. At that point, he gave in and sat there, resigned, while she gently styled his fringe. She seemed to be enjoying herself, at least—she was cheerfully humming under her breath.


      “You know, your eyebrows are actually kinda attractive.”


      “They’re just hair. They can’t be attractive.”


      “Not that it matters, though. You cover them up with that baseball cap of yours…”


      Still muttering under her breath, Yuna rushed over to her desk to fetch a square container, within which something rattled around inside. Then she pulled out something that looked like a mini toothbrush and aimed it straight at his eyes.


      What in the world? Sangwoo reflexively jerked away, but she cupped the back of his head and tugged him back into place.


      “Come on, give me one minute. Have some patience.”


      “Is that…a knife?”


      “Shush.”


      Metal touched the edge of his brow. There was a faint rasping sound as Yuna used it to trim one eyebrow, then moved to the other side. She was squinting slightly now, lips pursed, as if she were performing brain surgery. Sangwoo held his breath, terrified her hand might slip.


      “Damn, maybe I picked the wrong major…”


      Yuna grabbed a small mirror from her pouch and placed it in his hand, then turned around and began digging through a box in the corner of the studio. Sangwoo stared after her blankly, then looked at himself in the mirror.


      I can’t tell what’s changed.


      Aside from a sliver more of skin showing, he didn’t notice much of a difference. But before he could examine himself further, Yuna tossed a pair of shoes at him—brown slip-ons.


      “See if those fit.”


      “They’re not mine.”


      “Just put them on.”


      Sangwoo reluctantly took off his black sneakers, lined them up neatly under the desk, and stepped into the slip-ons. They were a bit loose but fit well enough. Yuna then proceeded to pull out some lip balm from Jaeyoung’s drawer and dab it onto his mouth, scolding him for having chapped lips in summer—as if that was somehow his fault. Then she ordered him to stand.


      He stood there, feeling like a statue on display in a museum, while she looked him up and down with arms crossed. Then she crouched and rolled up the hems of his pants to expose his ankles.


      “Nice. Now, a little something something to complete the look…”


      Yuna darted back to her seat, rummaged through a drawer, and returned with a handful of necklaces and rings.


      “I refuse to wear something like that.”


      “Aw, come on. Don’t they look cool?”


      Sangwoo scowled in disgust when he saw a skull necklace in her hands. With a shrug, Yuna threw the rest on the desk, keeping only a plain silver bracelet. She yanked off his digital watch, tossed it in his bag, and slipped the bracelet onto his wrist instead.


      She nodded in satisfaction. “I bet Jaeyoung’s gonna have a stroke when he sees this.”


      Yuna pulled out her battered phone—cracked screen and all—and snapped a few photos. Sangwoo crossed his arms and stared at her petulantly.


      “I did everything you asked. Now explain what this is all about.”


      “You called it a strategic…thing? Whatever, it doesn’t matter. This is a good strategy. Trust me.”


      “I’m not sure I understand.”


      “We gotta show them we can fight back. We’re not doormats!” Yuna proclaimed, practically blazing with energy. “Now, here’s what you’re gonna do. Go kill time somewhere, have dinner, then around eight, head to Yeonseok-dong. Pick any bar, have a drink, and leave the rest to me.”


      “Why do I need to drink in Yeonseok-dong?”


      “Because that neighborhood has the best bars. Do as I say, okay? Jaeyoung’s gonna call. Ignore the first two calls, then pick up the third. Tell him, ‘You wouldn’t give me commitment, so I figured I’d explore other options.’ Then he’ll rush over right away. This strategy has a ninety-nine percent success rate.”


      “What’s the margin of error?”


      “Don’t ask stupid questions.”


      Sangwoo blinked slowly, slightly incredulous. She was telling him that if he drank in a specific neighborhood, Jaeyoung would magically appear…but she hadn’t explained how it worked, only the steps and the outcome.


      “So…he’ll come if I follow these steps exactly?”


      “Ninety-five percent guaranteed.”


      “You said ninety-nine percent earlier. Why did the success rate go down?”


      Yuna made a face. But for Sangwoo, this was a serious issue.


      “What if…? What if he falls into that one-to-five percent range and doesn’t come because he’s gotten sick and tired of me?”


      Yuna’s face was so expressive, it was like watching a character in a movie. She looked devastated one second, then gave him a bright smile.


      “Then find a pretty girl or handsome guy and ask them to buy you a drink. Ditch Jaeyoung!”


      Sangwoo nodded quietly and sat back down. His reflection was staring back at him from the dark monitor—slightly awkward and wearing a V-neck shirt.


      Yuna started bustling about, saying she had to get going. She gave him a solid pat on the back.


      “Hang in there, Sangchoo Choo. Love is a battlefield.”


      “It’s not love.”


      “And don’t forget, only ignore the first two calls. He can be scary when he’s pissed… Anyway, I’m off.”


      “Thank you for your assistance. Good luck with your interview.”


      Yuna gave him a smile and walked out, her arms full of random belongings. After the door closed, Sangwoo took a deep breath and opened the bus app.


      “A ninety-five percent success rate…,” he muttered to himself.


      He mapped out the route and reviewed his checklist. He’d work until 6:00 PM, eat dinner, and stop by his house to drop off his backpack and brush his teeth before catching the 7:20 PM bus to Yeonseok-dong. He’d arrive at 7:56 PM and find a bar to have a drink. Once Jaeyoung called, he’d ignore the first two calls, answer the third, and tell him, “You wouldn’t give me commitment, so I figured I’d explore other options.” Then he’d wait.


      It wasn’t the most reliable strategy, but he didn’t have many options left. He was willing to try anything if it’d help him get Jaeyoung back.


      
        return 0;

      


      According to Sangwoo’s navigation app, the trip to Yeonseok-dong should have taken thirty-six minutes, but he ended up delayed by several more due to an accident. Worse, he’d checked his phone so often during the trip—on top of having his GPS and map app running constantly—that his battery had drained twice as fast as usual.


      His heart began to pound anxiously. As Sangwoo began to bounce his leg up and down, his phone rang. It was a call from Yuna.


      He answered right away.


      “Hello?”


      “Where are you? Ready for our master plan?”


      “I’m still on the bus. I don’t think I can get there by eight. What should I do?”


      “Stick with the original plan. I haven’t texted him yet, so it’ll be fine. Should I wait until nine?”


      “Yes. I’ll definitely be there by then.”


      “Roger. Good luck!”


      He hesitated. “Wait a moment.”


      “What?”


      “What are my odds of success right now?”


      “One hundred percent as long as you make sure you remember exactly what I told you.”


      “Understood. I’m hanging up now.”


      Sangwoo ended the call and drew a sharp breath, trying to calm himself. The bus was packed, the air thick and stifling. He was clinging to the handrail, eyes fixed on the red dot crawling across his map app, when another call came in—from Jaeyoung.


      For a moment, he simply stared at the screen.


      The operation hadn’t even started yet. Had Yuna betrayed him? Mind racing, he clutched his phone.


      The ringtone kept going and going until the call finally disconnected…only to come through again immediately after. Sangwoo didn’t move a muscle, afraid he might answer it by accident.


      After two missed call alerts appeared on the screen, a text arrived.
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      Sangwoo frowned at his phone. What school had rendered Jaeyoung’s grammar and spelling so atrocious? His texts were almost as illegible as his handwriting. After briefly trying to figure out what “w/” was supposed to mean, Sangwoo gave up on making sense of them entirely.
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      That one, at least, was semi-comprehensible. But…there would be no one at his place when Jaeyoung arrived. Sangwoo was currently on a bus heading to Yeonseok-dong, and he had a plan fully laid out in front of him.


      Sangwoo bit his lip, feeling his heart start to race. After a moment of deliberation, he called Yuna again.


      When in doubt, it was best to consult an expert.


      “What now?”


      “Jaeyoung texted me. He says he’s going to my place. Should I put the operation on hold and go home?”


      “No! Absolutely not. This is, like, the move they make. He’s giving you little breadcrumbs to keep you on the hook. If you give in now, he’ll walk all over you forever.”


      “Are you sure?”


      “Unless you want to be his doormat, this is your chance to take control. Ignore his calls and do exactly what I told you.”


      “You said to ignore him twice. I’ve already ignored him twice.”


      “Okay, fine. Change of plans. Ignore him until nine. Got it?”


      “Got it,” Sangwoo muttered. His chest felt tight. “Can’t I go home?”


      “No!”


      Yuna hung up.


      Her tone had left no room for protest. And she was the architect of the plan, after all…


      The map reappeared on Sangwoo’s phone screen. The red dot was now far from his apartment.


      He’d passed the point of no return.


      When the bus finally arrived at Yeonseok Station, it was nine whole minutes past its scheduled time. Sangwoo headed straight for the bar he’d looked up earlier, the one that was supposed to have the best service and atmosphere in the area.


      Navigating the streets of Yeonseok-dong to his destination ended up being remarkably unpleasant. The area was full of people stumbling around, intoxicated, even on a weekday evening. Drunks bumped into him without so much as an apology and spat on the ground indiscriminately. Sangwoo chose to ignore them. He had bigger fish to fry.


      The bar turned out to be in a basement. Its trademark sign, the stairwell down to the entrance, and even the ceiling inside were all painted black. The only hints of color were the lightbulbs used to decorate the sign.


      Sangwoo stepped through a dark passage and into a dim, spacious room. A few customers were dancing on one side, and on the other, narrow tables had been neatly arranged to form a sitting area. EDM blared from the speakers. It was Jaeyoung’s favorite genre, though Sangwoo didn’t recognize this particular track.


      He walked up to the bar, lined with a variety of liquor bottles and beer taps. Placing his phone on the long counter, he climbed into a chair that was so high his feet dangled off the ground.


      “Menu, please.”


      A bartender with dreadlocks handed him a two-page menu. Sangwoo didn’t particularly care what he got to drink, but the drink list was massive and full of cryptic names, making it hard to choose. He looked up each cocktail online, one by one, to check the ingredients. Nothing too sugary, nothing with fruit juice, nothing with soda… After he ruled out the drinks that fell outside of his criteria, only a few options remained.


      “I’ll have a martini.”


      By the time Sangwoo finished his search, his phone battery was down to 6 percent. Anxious, he turned it off, deciding to turn it back on forty-three minutes later, at 9:00 PM.


      Without his device, Sangwoo’s only other way to entertain himself was to watch the bartender make his drink. He already knew that martinis were a five-to-one mix of gin and vermouth and stirred in a mixing glass with some ice. The bartender did just that, then poured the liquid through a strainer and into a clear, conical glass. With a flourish, she rubbed a lemon peel along the rim and dropped in a single green olive before sliding the drink toward him.


      Sangwoo took the glass and drained it in one go, causing the bartender to blink at him in surprise. The bitter alcohol burned going down, so sharp it pricked his throat. That was likely because the cocktail was nearly twice as strong as a shot of soju, if his calculations were correct…


      His heart began to race again, and he found himself wanting another round. Otherwise, his nerves would get the better of him before it turned nine.


      “One more, please.”


      “Sure,” she replied and got to work.


      “What time is it now?”


      “Just a second… It’s 8:23.”


      “Thank you.”


      Sangwoo rested his chin on his hand and waited as the bartender, moving with practiced ease, whipped up another drink. Not wanting to get drunk too fast, he restrained himself and sipped on the second glass. As he did, he asked the time twice more, but the minutes were inching by.


      He still had over thirty minutes to kill.


      What am I doing here? Sangwoo thought, a sudden wave of shame and self-loathing hitting him. He was a college student. Studying was supposed to be his full-time job, his top priority. And yet here he was, sitting in a bar, drinking overpriced cocktails that looked like they were barely over one hundred milliliters.


      Everything felt foreign and strange. His clothes, the bar, and even his own behavior. He had to be addicted to sex. That was the only possible explanation for why he was acting so bizarrely.


      Despite his resolution to drink slowly, Sangwoo emptied his glass in one gulp once again. This time, he could feel the heat of the alcohol rising up his throat. But at the same time, his anger and anxiety began to fade.


      Right, alcohol is a depressant… It makes sense that it has a soothing effect.


      Feeling slightly more relaxed, Sangwoo swiveled in his chair to observe the room. The bar was filled with a variety of customers. Big, skinny, flashy, plain, older, younger… However, his gaze lingered on the men who looked like they were around his age.


      He stared rather blatantly, inspecting each one with care, but Sangwoo didn’t find any of them appealing. If they weren’t overly bulky to his eyes, they were too skinny. Some looked sleazy, others had ugly hands, grating voices, strange gaits, irritating smiles, or stiff expressions. Others looked strangely calculating or just plain stupid. Every single one had an irredeemable flaw.


      To be fair, Jaeyoung Jang didn’t leave the best first impression on me, either…


      After that time Jaeyoung had been forty minutes late to their meeting and hadn’t even bothered to apologize, Sangwoo had assumed he was an inconsiderate thug. If he’d made any other judgements about his appearance, he couldn’t remember them because…to be honest, he hadn’t exactly been paying close attention to Jaeyoung at the time.


      This thought made his chest throb painfully, and tears welled up in his eyes. Whether it was the alcohol or something else, he couldn’t tell. Since meeting Jaeyoung, he’d developed various strange symptoms, such as anger issues, constant mood swings, and even psychological instability.


      As Sangwoo ordered another drink, he heard a voice speak from his left.


      “I’ll have the same as him.”


      He turned his head and made eye contact with a man sitting two seats away. What, he can’t think for himself? Sangwoo sneered, giving the stranger a quick assessment.


      As soon as the bartender placed his next drink in front of him, Sangwoo swiveled back around and downed the bitter liquor in a few gulps. He felt a pleasant buzz surge through him, and his eyes fluttered shut.


      Slumping over the bar, Sangwoo discovered he felt oddly content. He swung his legs lazily—but then heard someone set down a glass beside him. An idle glance revealed it was another clear drink with an olive.


      “Didn’t expect to meet someone who shared my tastes,” came a voice. It was the man from earlier. He’d moved to the seat next to him.


      Sangwoo replied without lifting his head. “It’s not that our tastes match. It was simply that nothing else sounded appealing to me.”


      “I wasn’t talking about the drink.”


      “Then I don’t know what you are talking about.”


      “You’re here looking for a guy, aren’t you?” the man whispered in his ear, leaning closer.


      Sangwoo frowned. “How did you know?”


      “You only seemed interested in the men.”


      “So? That’s none of your concern.”


      “Actually, I think it is…since I’m also a man.”


      That is…a fair assessment, Sangwoo concluded. Slightly caught off guard by the man’s logical response, he took a moment to look him over properly. He had brightly dyed short hair and was wearing a casual outfit. His large, sharp-edged eyes gave off the impression he’d have bad temperament. He got some bonus points for being tall, having a round earring dangling from one earlobe, and a tattoo on his neck—but even so, he didn’t remind Sangwoo of Jaeyoung.


      “Not interested.” Shaking his head, Sangwoo flopped back down. “Don’t talk to me again.”


      The man scoffed but didn’t leave. Instead, after waiting a moment for the bartender to walk away, he dragged his chair closer.


      “You’re kinda cute.”


      “I said, don’t talk to me.”


      “How old are you? Twenty-three? Twenty-four?”


      Apparently, the man didn’t know how to take a hint. Sangwoo tried to ignore him but then caught a flicker of movement in the corner of his eye. The man was reaching toward his face.


      “Don’t touch me. I’m giving you fair warning.”


      The irritating man seemed entirely uninterested in listening. He didn’t flinch or hesitate before drawing even closer.


      Unfortunately for him, Sangwoo wasn’t in the mood to tolerate disrespect. He waited until the guy’s fingers were about to graze his cheek, then grabbed his wrist, twisted it, and bent it behind his back. The man tried to push him away, but Sangwoo twisted his wrist harder until his opponent curled up in pain.


      “I said, don’t touch me.”


      “Argh! Let go!”


      “Continue, and I’ll report you for sexual harassment.”


      “Okay, okay! I’m sorry!”


      When Sangwoo finally released him, the man staggered back, swearing under his breath. Sangwoo let him go, turning his phone back on just in case he had to call the police.


      The screen lit up with the time: 09:41 PM.


      His eyes widened. Somewhere between drinks, he’d completely missed the deadline.


      When he unlocked the screen, the notifications came flooding in. Thirty-six missed calls and six new messages. Panicking, Sangwoo read them quickly.

    
  


  
    
      
        [image: image]
      

    
  


  
    
      Sangwoo hadn’t meant to make him worry. However, the alcohol had loosened him up. There wasn’t a single clock in the bar, and he had only just turned his phone back on because of the low battery.


      There were so many convenient excuses. But the truth was, Sangwoo hadn’t wanted to think about Jaeyoung. He had been trying his best to ignore him, like a pebble stuck in his shoe that he couldn’t get out.


      He was staring blankly at the screen when another call came in. Sangwoo’s heart sank, and his breath grew shallow. As soon as he touched the answer button and raised the phone to his ear, a heavy sigh came through, followed by the sound of ragged breathing.


      “What’re you trying to do right now? Huh?”


      Jaeyoung’s words were so cold and sharp, Sangwoo found himself speechless.


      “Seriously, what the hell?!”


      Sangwoo felt utterly, completely lost. Finally, he was listening to the voice he’d been longing to hear, but instead of sweet words, he was being showered with accusations.


      In an instant, Sangwoo’s wistful desire turned to resentment. His eyes narrowed.


      “You have no right to be angry at me.”


      “What are you doing out in Yeonseok-dong?”


      “You ghosted me. I tried calling, and you never picked up.”


      “So you wore the clothes I bought you and went to find someone new?!”


      Each word landed like a blow, thick with anger. Sangwoo stayed silent. If he said no, he’d be lying. Had the irritating man who’d spoken to him earlier been his type, he might’ve asked for his number.


      “What, cat got your tongue?”


      “You wouldn’t give me commitment, so I figured I’d explore other options,” Sangwoo replied. It was the sentence Yuna had told him to say, word for word.


      He heard Jaeyoung scoff. The silence that followed weighed down on him like a block of ice on his chest.


      “Shit… Maybe I’ve been way too good to you. What, you think I’m some kind of damn idiot? Well? Do you?!”


      “Stop swearing at me. It’s…it’s vulgar.”


      “Tell me where you are. We need to talk.”


      Being deprived of Jaeyoung’s voice during the past few days had been agonizing, but the longer the call went on, the more trapped Sangwoo felt. For the very first time, he felt torn between wanting to see Jaeyoung and wanting to run in the opposite direction. He’d allowed Jaeyoung to become a part of his life for the sake of pleasure—not sadness, not heartache.


      “Why didn’t you pick up?” Sangwoo asked. “Are you sick of me already?”


      “Tell me where you are.”


      “No. You answer first.”


      “You’re really testing me.”


      Jaeyoung paused, then spat out his next words venomously.


      “Look, I’m about to lose my damn mind. Just tell me where you are.”


      Yuna had said Jaeyoung would come find him. She’d failed to mention that he’d show up furious. Sangwoo felt a surge of resentment. How dare Jaeyoung get mad at him when he was the one who’d disappeared first? The one who’d never explained anything? The one who’d never taken any responsibility?


      “You’re the one testing me. You always make things so confusing. You have no idea how hard this is for me…”


      The bitter words slipped out through Sangwoo’s clenched teeth. Jaeyoung Jang. Veggie Venturer. Friends with benefits. Studying abroad… Waves of stress kept crashing over his head. It was too much, so much more than he could tolerate. He was struggling to breathe, but water kept rushing into his lungs.


      It wasn’t fair. He hadn’t done anything wrong.


      “You ghost me, you yell, you swear… You’re a total jerk.”


      “Sangwoo Choo…You…”


      “That’s a lot of talk coming from a guy who’s going to fucking leave anyway…”


      “How many times do I have to ask you?! Where are you?!”


      “Don’t yell at me!”


      Anger surged through him, so powerful he saw red. Right when he contemplated hanging up on Jaeyoung, Sangwoo’s screen went black. His phone had died.


      How convenient… Sangwoo slammed the useless device down on the bar top. Everything was a mess.


      The bartender caught his eye from across the bar and walked over. Sangwoo ordered another drink.


      How many had it been now? He couldn’t remember. He never failed at math, but tonight, his mind was fuzzy. His stomach was churning, his head spinning. The bartender’s shape blurred as she mixed his drink.


      A cocktail glass came into view and, without thinking, Sangwoo picked it up and took a swig. He only realized something was off when he was halfway through the drink.


      “Damn it…”


      He slammed the glass back down. It wasn’t what he’d ordered; the man sitting next to him had pushed it over. When Sangwoo glared at him, the man raised an eyebrow in disbelief.


      “Hey, I was only buying you a drink. Relax.”


      Sangwoo waited for the drink he’d actually ordered, then slid the man’s empty glass back across the bar.


      “I don’t need handouts from other people.”


      “Damn… That’s cold.”


      Ignoring him, Sangwoo stared at his half-empty drink. The thought of finishing it made him feel sick to the stomach. He slumped boneless against the bar top, but his suffering grew worse when Jaeyoung’s voice started echoing in his mind.


      That asshole…


      Gritting his teeth, Sangwoo drained the rest of his glass in one go and ordered another. The man sitting next to him was either completely clueless or determined to make his life miserable. He began to run his mouth again.


      “How old are you?”


      “None of your business.”


      “You a student?”


      “None of your business.”


      “So why are you looking for a guy? Your hole feeling too empty, or what?”


      With a weary sigh, Sangwoo turned to the man. A month ago, if someone had told him that he’d end up being harassed by some scumbag in a bar, he’d have laughed in their face. Look at me now, Sangwoo thought wryly, feeling oddly amused.


      “You’ve got a cute smile. You should show it off some more.”


      Sangwoo’s mood turned sour again. The four horsemen of his personal apocalypse—disgust, sadness, anger, and irritation—began to howl and beat at his chest as Jaeyoung’s voice played in his head again like a broken record: “Your face is cute, too. Especially when you smile.”


      Sangwoo dragged a hand down his face, startled by the heat radiating from his cheeks.


      “Is your boyfriend leaving or something? Enlisting, maybe?”


      Shut up already.


      The horsemen turned in unison toward the man and bared their teeth angrily. It was honestly impressive, the way the guy managed to piss Sangwoo off more with every single word that came out of his mouth, despite being completely ignorant of the situation.


      Not that Sangwoo had any plans to enlighten him. He didn’t want to explain that he wasn’t Jaeyoung’s boyfriend or admit that Jaeyoung would be leaving him soon. So he tried to change the subject instead.


      “Why are you being so damn nosy?” he snapped.


      “My bad.”


      Surprisingly, the man backed off right away. But when Sangwoo moved to the end of the bar with his drink and bag, the guy still followed and sat a few chairs away.


      “Hey,” the man murmured.


      Sangwoo ignored him.


      “I think I came on too strong because I liked your vibe. Sorry if I upset you.”


      Sangwoo gave him a wary look. The man held out a hand, but he didn’t take it.


      “You’re a student, right? I’m thirty-four. Run my own business, make decent money. I could treat you right. Want to give it a shot? Unlike someone, I don’t have a habit of ghosting people.”


      Sangwoo didn’t know or care why the man sounded so polite all of a sudden. He wasn’t planning on entertaining the stranger.


      “No.”


      “How come?”


      “Your face and voice are unsatisfactory. Also, you have to be good at drawing, at skateboarding, at basketball…and you have to be twenty-seven.”


      Sangwoo once again drained his cocktail in a single gulp as the man scoffed in disbelief.


      “What in the hell…?”


      He was drunk. Seriously drunk. Sangwoo could feel it in his gut…literally. By the time Sangwoo finished his next drink, the annoying guy from earlier had vanished.


      His plan had failed miserably. It was time to go home.


      Sangwoo headed to the bathroom before walking back to the bar to pay his tab—but was held up when two women followed him and struck up a conversation in English. Sangwoo had always been confident in his reading and grammar, but spoken English? No matter how hard he’d tried, it’d remained elusive. To make things worse, the music was deafening, making it nearly impossible to hear what they were saying.


      The women kept holding out their phones, asking him for something he couldn’t understand.


      “Sorry,” he mumbled, then pulled out his card and handed it to the bartender to pay his tab.


      “That’s your I.D.,” she said.


      “Oh… I apologize.”


      Once he’d corrected his mistake, the bartender smiled and processed the payment. The amount on the receipt was something totally absurd, but Sangwoo was too far gone to care. What did make him pause, though, was the phone number and smiley face scribbled on the back. Strange… But his head throbbed, and he gave up on pursuing that line of thought.


      When he stood up from the bar again, Sangwoo nearly toppled over. Clutching the wall for support, he managed to shuffle to a corner before his legs gave out. He slid to the floor and leaned back against the wall, eyes closed.


      When Sangwoo opened his eyes next, the music had changed, and the bar was noticeably more crowded. Had he nodded off?


      X-Floyd… Is this their third album, Silence? Can’t remember the song title. Can’t remember the track number.


      Sangwoo let the pounding bass roll through him from where he sat slumped on the floor. Jaeyoung had played this exact song once when he’d been trying to buy himself more rest time in the studio. It had also played in the car as they drove along the Han River four days ago.


      Sangwoo, Jaeyoung’s voice rang out in his mind.


      His face twisted. He felt like he was about to cry.


      Sangwoo.


      He couldn’t even remember why they’d fought in the first place.


      Sangwoo.


      He just…missed Jaeyoung. That was all.


      Sangwoo sprang to his feet, grabbed the nearest employee, and asked to borrow their phone. Funny how alcohol had rendered most of his brain useless, but he could still recall Jaeyoung’s phone number with perfect clarity. But the call didn’t go through. Jaeyoung was on the line with someone else.


      When Sangwoo left the bar, he climbed up the stairs on all fours. There was no real explanation for it. It…felt easier that way.


      Once he reached the street, he switched back to walking upright. He had to catch a bus from the opposite side of the subway station, but he couldn’t remember where the subway even was, so he kept walking wherever his feet took him.


      This is so irritating… Maybe I should call a taxi…?


      He’d already blown five days’ worth of meals on alcohol, and now he was considering a taxi? The day had been wasteful from beginning to end—and he hadn’t even gotten any real results.


      Sangwoo kept walking. Or that was what he remembered doing, at least. But at some point, he found himself sitting on a bench.


      And when he came to, there was someone sitting beside him. “What are the odds?” the strange man commented.


      The guy was acting like they’d met at some point, but Sangwoo couldn’t recall ever seeing his face before. Feeling too drained to even ask who he was, he just chose to ignore the comment entirely.


      “Didn’t expect to run into you again, bratty college kid.”


      That jogged Sangwoo’s memory. He turned to look at the man and met his eyes, shadowed with dyed hair.


      “You’re looking for someone to sleep with, aren’t you?” the man asked gently, as if he fully understood Sangwoo’s situation.


      Sangwoo couldn’t bring himself to say no, so he settled on the first response he could come up with. “I’m not addicted to sex. I did a self-assessment.”


      “Aw, why do you look so lonely, then?”


      “What do you want?”


      “Let’s go to my place. My car’s over there.”


      “That’d be drunk driving.”


      “I’ll call a driver.”


      Sangwoo fell silent. He was under so much stress that he found himself craving the kind of release Jaeyoung had once given him. But the prospect of going home with a complete stranger to satisfy his lust was… Have I really fallen so low?


      Well, my whole life is already a giant mess anyway…


      In hindsight, things had started falling apart the moment he’d first slept with Jaeyoung. It was Jaeyoung who’d convinced him it would help him get his urges under control, but the act had proven to have the exact opposite effect. The nights they’d spent together hadn’t quelled Sangwoo’s lust—they’d intensified it. The pleasure had become such an integral part of his life that he couldn’t imagine going back to the way things were before.


      He’d already done it with one man. What difference did a second make? And with Jaeyoung likely to disappear soon, he’d probably have to find someone new eventually. What was the harm in rushing that a bit?


      “You any good?” Sangwoo asked. The question had slipped out of him without his permission. He could hardly believe he’d even said the words out loud. But did it really even matter? In Jaeyoung’s words, things had already gone to hell.


      The man chuckled and leaned in close. The smell of alcohol, cigarettes, and cologne assaulted Sangwoo’s nose at the same time. He had grown slightly fond of those smells as of late, but tonight they made him recoil.


      “There’s a truckload of guys who became totally obsessed after a single night with me. As long as you don’t get clingy, okay? Can’t put up with that shit.”


      “And if I try you out and you prove unsatisfactory? How will you compensate me for wasting my time?”


      “Let me take you for a spin. You got me like this”—the man gestured toward his jeans, where a bulge could be seen—“so the least you can do is take care of it.”


      A moment later, his hand reached toward Sangwoo’s face, fingers trembling. Sangwoo glared at the outstretched limb, and when it touched his neck, he was so repulsed he nearly resorted to physical violence. The man shifted closer, getting into position like he was about to kiss him. Sangwoo considered bolting, then thought he might as well give the guy a chance. Who knew? Maybe it wouldn’t be terrible.


      He squeezed his eyes shut, only to hear a mocking snicker.


      “So innocent.”


      Sangwoo had expected a gentle touch to his cheek. Instead, the man’s hand clamped around his neck like a vice.


      The moment their lips touched, a wave of disgust hit Sangwoo. I don’t like this…at all.


      Obscene noises escaped the man’s mouth, his fingers brushing against Sangwoo’s flaccid cock like he expected some kind of response.


      This is awful.


      Sangwoo tried to dodge the man’s tongue, but he was annoyingly persistent. He slobbered over Sangwoo, moaning as he shoved his tongue down Sangwoo’s throat to the point he gagged.


      Sangwoo shoved him away, overcome with a new wave of sadness. Where the hell was he supposed to find another partner like Jaeyoung Jang?


      “Damn, you’re turning me on. Mind if I get a taste right here?”


      “What a strange thing to say… I’m not food.”


      The man pressed in again, licking Sangwoo’s neck and sucking at his skin. The action itself reminded Sangwoo of someone else, but the difference in the way it felt was staggering.


      Lost in his own despair, Sangwoo didn’t snap out of it until the man bit down hard on his neck. He batted away the hand reaching for his zipper and shoved the man off him.


      “That hurts! Stop it.”


      “What, you have trouble getting it up or something?”


      “I wish I did.”


      Sangwoo stood up from the bench, wiping the man’s spit off his jaw with the back of his hand. He had gone through with the test, and the results had come back negative.


      “You’re not my type. I’m leaving. And this time, don’t follow me.”


      “Gonna be a tease now, are you?”


      Sangwoo walked away with lengthy strides, but the man followed with an annoyed look on his face. Clearly, he had nothing better to do.


      “Seriously? After everything we did?”


      “It’s not my fault that you’re mediocre.”


      “You hung up on your ex or something? Didn’t you say he’s leaving? Time to move on, don’t you think?”


      Sangwoo’s chest throbbed painfully once again. Growing more exhausted by the second, he pointed a finger at the man. “I’m warning you, back off.”


      “What, you think you can take me?”


      “I’ve got a fourth degree black belt in tae kwon do.”


      Silently, Sangwoo thanked his mother for insisting he go through eight whole years of martial arts training. It had been incredibly handy on occasion. He didn’t like using violence, but that didn’t mean he was weak by any means. If it weren’t for the law, Sangwoo would’ve already knocked the guy unconscious.


      “You little shit. You think you can run your mouth because I called you cute?”


      I’m running my mouth? Sangwoo thought wryly. You’re the one who’s all talk and can’t kiss properly. Frankly, he’d be willing to shell out another martini’s worth of money if it meant getting the guy to shut the hell up.


      “If you want a criminal record, go ahead and throw the first punch,” Sangwoo said flatly, walking even faster. “I don’t settle things outside of the judiciary system. Never have.”


      The man grabbed his wrist from behind and yanked hard, spinning him around. Sangwoo scowled at him seconds before he realized a fist was flying right at his face. He ducked in time, and the guy stumbled, arms flailing.


      I didn’t think he’d be dumb enough to actually do it…


      Sangwoo quickly scanned his surroundings, but there wasn’t a single witness in sight. His phone was dead, so calling the police was out. That left him with only two options: take his opponent down or run.


      “All right, you crazy bastard, you’ve really done it now. If you don’t wanna fuck, we can settle it with our fists.”


      If I hit him, we’ll both end up getting charged with assault, Sangwoo mused. He decided on the safer route, which was making a run for it.


      When he took off, the man cursed and chased after him like a raging bull. Both of them were drunk and unsteady on their feet, but they still ran with everything they had. After a long, near-comical chase, they reached a main road where a few people were milling about.


      Witnesses. Good.


      Across the street, Sangwoo saw the familiar blue of a police station sign. A wave of relief hit him—one strong enough to trick him into letting his guard down.


      “Get back here, you asshole!”


      As the insult reached his ears, Sangwoo tripped over his own feet, slamming knee- and jaw-first into the pavement.


      His head spun. He lay there, groaning in pain, until the man grabbed his shirt from behind and yanked him backward.


      The man flipped him over and straddled Sangwoo’s thighs, yanking him up by the collar. His face was twisted in anger as he gave Sangwoo’s cheek a condescending slap with one hand.


      “You should’ve come with me when I was still playing nice.”


      “There’s a police station right there!”


      “Great. I’ll kill you and turn myself in, you fucker.”


      Sangwoo hadn’t expected the man to get so riled up—certainly not to the point that he’d throw a hard punch at his face without hesitation. Sangwoo brought his palms together to block the blow, then quickly wrapped his arms around the man’s neck and squeezed. Screaming, the man drove his knee into Sangwoo’s thigh and yanked his hair so hard it felt like he might tear a handful of it free.


      Soon enough, the fight turned wild and chaotic. A crowd began to gather, some people filming with their phones. Sangwoo hadn’t even landed a punch yet, but at this rate, it’d still count as mutual assault. He tried crawling toward the police station, but the man grabbed his waist and pulled him back. Helpless, he was left with nothing else to do but kick at the air.


      Maybe I should just take a punch and be done with it…


      “You fucking bastard!”


      The man’s shouting sounded fuzzy to Sangwoo’s ears, fatigue dulling his senses.


      I’m too tired for this. Fine, hit me. I don’t care.


      Shoulders slumping, Sangwoo let himself get dragged along the ground. The situation had already spiraled out of control. One more punch wouldn’t make a difference. Honestly, if the asshole was fined for it, it would probably make him feel better.


      Yuchoi Choi… I’ll get you back for this.


      As Sangwoo grit his teeth in anger, he felt his body get flipped over again. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d suffered so much harassment and injustice. If he could’ve scrubbed this day off his calendar entirely, he would have.


      Jaeyoung Jang, you bastard…


      The rage that burned in Sangwoo’s chest wasn’t about today alone. Jaeyoung, that inescapable bug in his fucking code, had wrecked his entire life—his entire carefully laid-out program.


      When he saw the man’s fist rise again, Sangwoo shut his eyes tight.


      The sound of flesh colliding with flesh reached his ears, but no pain followed.


      Sangwoo carefully opened his eyes. Someone had blocked the man’s punch with one hand.


      Before he could even register what was happening, a powerful kick sent the man flying. Sangwoo tumbled backward from the shock, hitting the ground hard.


      Coughing, he pushed himself up on one arm. A pair of clean shoes came into view.


      Something about the way those feet hit the ground was achingly familiar. Heart pounding, he lifted his gaze, fear and hope twisting inside him.


      And there he was. Jaeyoung stood above him, panting, with a look in his eyes Sangwoo had never seen before. It was cold and fearsome.


      And he was staring straight at Sangwoo.
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      It was hard to explain, but Jaeyoung was convinced that lately, Sangwoo Choo had been feeling some level of affection toward him. There was something in his facial expressions, his little gestures, his voice—even the way he talked.


      These days, Sangwoo didn’t even need to say a word to seduce Jaeyoung. His presence alone was enough.


      They had started out as enemies, then coworkers of a sort, then friends with benefits, and now…something more. Jaeyoung had thought they were finally on the same page. In fact, when Sangwoo had shown a hint of jealousy, Jaeyoung had been so moved he could’ve scooped him up right then and there, proud as a parent whose child had taken his first steps. He’d allowed himself to believe they were something resembling lovers…like a fricking idiot!


      “If you’re out of milk, you either drink something else or go buy more.”


      Obviously, Sangwoo was fully prepared to replace him. He’d probably move on to another guy with the same ease it took him to swap out a nonfunctioning computer part. He hadn’t changed a bit since the day he’d proposed they become sex partners.


      What was it that Yuna had said? Something about how he shouldn’t play with an innocent kid’s feelings? Little did she know, Jaeyoung was the one who’d been naive enough to fool himself into thinking he was in a relationship.


      Damn it… I was an idiot for thinking he could actually feel human emotions.


      He was starting to get sick and tired of Sangwoo’s cold, robotic way of thinking—how he treated people like objects, taking only what he needed and tossing the rest. But another part of Jaeyoung recalled some of things his ex-girlfriends had said to him during particularly messy breakups.


      “You only dated me for sex.”


      “You’re a total piece of garbage that can’t even be recycled!”


      “Did you love me at all?”


      He could remember his responses, too:


      “What’s wrong with sex? I think it’s great.”


      “I thought you liked how chill I was.”


      “What, you think you’re in a fairy tale now? Are you expecting true love’s kiss or something?”


      Oh, the irony, to be on the receiving end of those words now…


      To be fair, you did give him mixed signals, his conscience pointed out. And it was true. Jaeyoung had tiptoed around things—too afraid of Sangwoo’s inevitable rejection and their rapidly dwindling time together to work up the courage to make things more serious.


      And now he was paying for it.


      I need to get a grip. I can’t let myself be dragged around by Sangwoo Choo anymore.


      At this rate, Jaeyoung had a feeling he’d end up groveling at the airport until Sangwoo got fed up and flicked him away like a bug. So he’d take a page out of Sangwoo’s book: He’d make some preparations.


      Some distance was what he needed. Yes, distance. He needed to take a step back and examine their relationship in a more objective light.


      Plus, it pissed him off that Sangwoo was so confident that he’d be perfectly fine without him. He could try it out early, then.


      The first day passed smoothly. The second, Jaeyoung endured. But the third day became a real struggle when he received a text.


      
        
          [image: image]
        

      


      Despite knowing full well that Sangwoo thought of him as a portable dildo, ready to be summoned with the press of a button, Jaeyoung had to fight the violent urge to run straight to him. Instead, he locked himself in his apartment and distracted himself with movies, got wasted in places Sangwoo would never go, and rode his skateboard for hours along the paths of a riverside park.


      None of it worked. Everything was boring and dull. Without Sangwoo, he didn’t find anything interesting.


      His archnemesis had detonated a nuclear bomb, and Jaeyoung was trying and failing to catch his breath in the cloud of smoke and dust it’d left behind. It had only been four days since he’d cut Sangwoo off, but he already wanted to raise the white flag. He couldn’t stand living in such a monochrome world anymore.


      The day it all went down was a rollercoaster from beginning to end. There’d been no plan—there never was with Jaeyoung. He’d been overwhelmed with longing. He’d washed up, picked out an outfit Sangwoo might like, and gotten in his car. Honestly, he’d felt like buying a bouquet and wearing a bowtie, but he’d suppressed the urge. Instead, on the way to the studio, he’d mentally rehearsed what he wanted to say: I have feelings for you. Real feelings. It’s not only about sex for me anymore.


      He hadn’t planned beyond that. He’d known Sangwoo wouldn’t understand—that he’d probably unleash a bundle of hurtful words and try to run away. It was very possible Jaeyoung would end up wishing he’d never even tried to express his feelings…but he’d been determined to shove his words into Sangwoo’s ears if he had to. Anything to make sure he knew they weren’t merely friends with benefits anymore.


      However, when Jaeyoung had arrived at the studio, he had found it empty. His anticipation had turned to disappointment.


      That being said, there was still Sangwoo’s apartment left to try, so he’d given him a call to see if he could drop by. But as usual, Sangwoo hadn’t answered his phone.


      Jaeyoung had gone anyway. After hovering briefly outside, staring up at Sangwoo’s dark window, he’d gone to unit 402 and pressed his ear to the door.


      Worry had grown within him with each passing minute. That was when the short text message had come from Yuna, along with a damn attachment. They’d hit him like a slap. It was almost like the climax of a high-school teen movie—the nerdy boy preparing to go out and get wasted in the clothes Jaeyoung had bought him. So obviously staged. So clearly bait. And in that cliché, it was clear Jaeyoung’s designated role was to be the lovestruck fool, drowning in jealousy and anxiety.


      At first, he’d scoffed. There’s no way he’s actually going out, he’d thought. I bet he’s going to head to a restaurant and get dinner.


      But that had been more wishful thinking than anything. In the end, he’d had no choice but to fall into the role Yuna had assigned to him—there was no way Sangwoo had come up with the scheme on his own—and boil over with worry and rage.


      Jaeyoung had torn through the streets of Yeonseok-dong like some kind of loan shark hell-bent on collecting his due. Eventually, he’d resorted to calling Yuna and ripping into her, demanding to know what she’d do if something happened to Sangwoo because she’d decided to stick her nose into their business.


      By the time he’d finally gotten a lead on Sangwoo’s whereabouts, it’d been two o’clock in the morning. Apparently, he was at a bar Jaeyoung had been to a few times prior… But when Jaeyoung got there and searched the place top to bottom, including the bathrooms, Sangwoo had been nowhere to be found. When he’d shown her a photo, the bartender had confirmed that Sangwoo had sat at the bar, gotten completely wasted, and staggered out.


      Jaeyoung had done the only thing he could: scour the streets at the crack of dawn. He’d checked subway stations, bus stops, main roads, and alleys… Anywhere Sangwoo might have collapsed while completely wasted.


      Eventually, he’d noticed a crowd gathering, and who had been smack-dab in the middle of it? Sangwoo—locked in a wrestling match with some thug. The second he saw the younger man, Jaeyoung’s body moved on its own. He dove into the fight without a moment’s hesitation.


      When Jaeyoung finally came back to himself, Sangwoo was sprawled on the ground, and the asshole who’d been trying to beat him up was already making a run for it. If he’d been a few minutes later, Sangwoo might’ve gotten hurt. Jaeyoung’s hands trembled at the thought.


      “You… Why? Why…?”


      He was so upset that he couldn’t even talk properly. He couldn’t decide—should he hug Sangwoo and tell him he’d missed him or yell at him for making him worry? Should he demand Sangwoo tell him why the hell his phone was off and where he’d been or calmly ask why he’d been fighting on the street?


      Jaeyoung’s emotions blurred together into a florid mess. He could only stand there, chest heaving, while Sangwoo pushed himself up from the pavement, disheveled but apparently uninjured. He was too drunk to stand properly, and he looked scared. Jaeyoung could smell the sharp scent of alcohol radiating off him even from where he was standing.


      Jaeyoung forced himself to suppress a violent surge of emotions—he had to get Sangwoo home first. He slipped his arm under Sangwoo’s to help him up…and that was when he saw it. A hickey. Right on his favorite spot. It was like a switch had flipped. Concern turned to rage. Gentle support became brute force.


      The longing Jaeyoung had bottled up, he words he’d wanted to say—Jaeyoung left them all behind as he shoved Sangwoo into his car. The compliment he’d been about to give Sangwoo on his outfit remained unsaid.


      He had fully stepped onto the stage Yuna had set for him, dressed in a raiment of jealousy and dread. His head spun with fury. He couldn’t say a word—he gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles turning pale. He had no idea what he was doing, where he was headed, how he was supposed to talk to Sangwoo. He just kept driving.


      “This isn’t the correct route,” Sangwoo mumbled out of nowhere, his voice small, eyes flicking sideways with fear.


      Jaeyoung hadn’t been paying attention to where he was going. In fact, they’d already passed the city tollgate.


      “This isn’t the way to my place.”


      Sangwoo’s words were a little firmer now. Jaeyoung ignored him again.


      “Where are we going? Why do you look so angry? Are we…? Are we fighting?”


      With every question, Sangwoo’s voice grew louder. He crossed his arms, glaring at Jaeyoung from the passenger seat. Whatever fear he’d been feeling had vanished. Unfortunately, that defiant attitude was the last straw for Jaeyoung. If he was a grenade, that was what pulled his pin.


      “Hey.”


      “What?”


      “Do me a favor and don’t talk to me right now,” Jaeyoung growled in a low voice. He was dangerously close to exploding. He was this close to ripping Sangwoo’s clothes off to check if there were hickeys anywhere else.


      After a long silence, Sangwoo suddenly spoke again. “I want to get out.”


      “Don’t care. Shut up like I told you.”


      “I want. To get. Out.”


      Sangwoo unlocked the door despite the fact that the car was speeding down the highway. Startled, Jaeyoung locked it again, but Sangwoo stubbornly kept unlocking it.


      The fifth time, Jaeyoung snapped.


      “Oh, for— Stop!” His roar was so loud it echoed inside the car.


      Sangwoo finally pulled his hand away from the door. His left hand, resting on his knee, trembled slightly. He turned his head to the window and asked quietly, “Why…are you yelling and cursing at me…?”


      He couldn’t be serious. Is this what I get for trying to be a decent guy? Jaeyoung silently lamented. For so many years, he’d forced himself into the shallow mold of what others perceived to be a “good person,” but he didn’t give a shit about conforming to that anymore.


      Feelings, huh? Real feelings? Thank God I didn’t get the chance to say that shit out loud.


      “You…,” Jaeyoung ground out between clenched teeth. “What the hell am I to you?”


      Sangwoo remained completely silent.


      “Come on, say something. That’s what you’re good at, right? Saying shit?”


      Jaeyoung’s jaw ached with tension. He already knew Sangwoo would probably never understand what it had been like for him to frantically search the city for him, vibrating with worry, terrified he’d gotten hurt or worse. The asshole probably didn’t even care enough to try and comprehend why he was this pissed off in the first place.


      His vision red with rage, Jaeyoung spat out, “So I’m just a way to relieve your sex drive, huh?”


      Instead of reeling off some of his usual nonsense with a straight face, Sangwoo chose to stay silent once again. If someone had asked him, Jaeyoung honestly wouldn’t have been able to tell them which of the two reactions was worse.


      “As I understood it, the two of us will give each other the privilege to perform actions that are typically only acceptable to those within the bounds of a relationship.”


      “I never realized I was interested in stuff like that.”


      “I’m hopeful this won’t be the case, but if the anomaly persists even after you’re gone…I’ll just have to look for someone else to help mitigate its effects.”


      Thinking back, Sangwoo had always been consistently shitty. Jaeyoung had simply refused to see it. But if that was really how Sangwoo felt, then their relationship really was black-and-white.


      Jaeyoung gripped the steering wheel and said very slowly, “If you don’t feel like talking, we can do something physical instead.”


      “I’m not sure what you’re implying.”


      “Let’s have sex. What else is there for us to do?”


      “No.”


      The answer came fast.


      At this point, Jaeyoung was gripping the wheel so hard his knuckles had gone completely white. “Why? Not interested in me anymore?”


      “I don’t need someone like you.”


      Each word hit Jaeyoung like a blow to the gut. After all that time and effort, this was what he got? Utter humiliation and misery? He’d been a complete fool for convincing himself that he could make their relationship work. A strange ringing started up in Jaeyoung’s ears. “Watch your mouth,” he growled. “I’m this close to completely losing it.”


      “You have no right to dictate what I say.”


      Sangwoo tried to unlock the door again, despite Jaeyoung yelling at him to stop. They were doing over one hundred kilometers per hour! What the hell did he think was going to happen?!


      Jaeyoung almost lost himself to his anger, but he forced himself to look around the area they’d ended up in instead. Only factories and apartment buildings appeared along the dark streets as they rushed by—none of them places suitable for talking things through.


      Before Sangwoo could actually fling himself onto the highway like a moron, Jaeyoung pulled his car over. “Are you crazy? Do you have a death wish?” he screamed at the top of his lungs. His fists shook helplessly on his knees.


      Sangwoo glared out the window, breathing hard. Jaeyoung might as well have been talking to a wall.


      “I asked where we were going, but you wouldn’t tell me,” Sangwoo said finally. “All you’ve done is insult me, mock me, get angry, and threaten me…” His face twisted painfully, and he ran a palm down his face. His shoulders were shaking.


      Jaeyoung felt a rush of emotions. He wanted to pull Sangwoo into a hug, but he also wanted to lash out and hurt him—a strange mixture he couldn’t define.


      “I’m very drunk, so I’m leaving.”


      Sangwoo reached for the door again, but Jaeyoung grabbed his shoulder and forcibly turned him around until they were face-to-face. His hand slid up to Sangwoo’s jaw. The red hickey on his neck was clearly visible.


      Jaeyoung’s grip tightened. “Who did this?”


      He pressed his thumb into Sangwoo’s skin where he could see the hickey. Then he turned his jaw left and right, searching for more. Sangwoo glared at him the whole time, lips pressed into a hard line.


      “Was it that guy from before?”


      The second Jaeyoung had seen the dickhead, he’d known something had happened between him and Sangwoo—something sexual. Sangwoo wouldn’t have gotten into a fight with a random stranger otherwise.


      Sangwoo gave a small nod.


      “What did you do with him?” Jaeyoung asked. His voice was so sharp he barely recognized it as his own. “Answer me.”


      “We kissed.”


      Something dark but bright blazed before Jaeyoung’s eyes, and he slammed their mouths together. Sangwoo’s lips parted with a moan when Jaeyoung grabbed him by the neck. The inside of his mouth tasted like cigarettes—but not the kind Jaeyoung smoked. His grip on Sangwoo’s throat tightening, he plunged into their kiss without any consideration for his comfort.


      Sangwoo moaned and tried to push him away, but Jaeyoung had no intention of backing off. He grabbed Sangwoo’s arms, pinning them down so he couldn’t resist, and continued with the rough, merciless kiss. But the longer their embrace continued, the worse he felt.


      “I hate you,” Sangwoo spat the instant their lips parted.


      Jaeyoung ignored him. His gaze dropped from Sangwoo’s mouth to his jaw, to the hickey blooming on his neck, to the V-neck shirt that exposed his collarbone and the small mole resting at the base of his throat.


      Buying him the damn shirt had been a mistake. The mere thought that someone else might have seen Sangwoo like this, that someone might’ve touched him, kissed him, maybe even slept with him… Jaeyoung’s stomach turned. Unconsciously, he started scanning Sangwoo’s body for some kind of sign that he’d been touched—and then his eyes caught on the unfastened buckle of his jeans.


      “You…”


      Jaeyoung opened his mouth, but no words came out. He wanted to demand “How could you do this to me? How could you hurt me like this?” but they weren’t anything. Not officially. And now, the delicate thread that had always connected him to Sangwoo was fraying, unraveling under the weight of everything they’d left unsaid.


      What am I supposed to do to keep from losing you?


      Jaeyoung’s usual confidence and quick wit abandoned him entirely. In that moment, he was merely a pathetic loser, freaking out over a hickey some stranger had left on his friend with benefits. He inexplicably felt like crying.


      Right then, Sangwoo shoved him away, hard. As Jaeyoung blinked in surprise, Sangwoo took advantage of the opening to leap out of the car and stagger toward the road, waving at a passing car.


      Fury surged through Jaeyoung once again. He stepped out of the vehicle after Sangwoo and approached him with long, steady strides. He didn’t need to run—Sangwoo was so drunk he could barely walk. Sangwoo tripped as he tried to back away, but Jaeyoung caught him by the waist before he could fall. He held him tightly so he couldn’t break free, then glared down at him. Sangwoo’s face was pale with loathing.


      “What did you do with that asshole?”


      Jaeyoung’s voice cracked, splintering with tremors he couldn’t contain. A part of him didn’t even want to hear the answer to his question. What if Sangwoo had finally found someone to replace him? What would that mean for them, for everything they’d shared, for the feelings Jaeyoung had finally come to accept as love?


      “Let go of me!”


      Sangwoo struggled, but he was drunk and weaker than usual, and his entire body was trembling. And yet Jaeyoung realized he was the more terrified one. So what if he’d managed to overpower Sangwoo for the moment? Come morning, the tables would turn. He had nothing on Sangwoo, while Sangwoo had a hold on every part of him—his heart, his feelings, his hopes. Facing that desperate imbalance took every ounce of strength Jaeyoung had, so he hid his vulnerability with anger.


      “Answer me!”


      His breathing was ragged as he stared into Sangwoo’s narrowed eyes. What the hell was going on in his head? There was a time when Jaeyoung had thought Sangwoo’s mind was mechanical and simple. But now, Sangwoo Choo had become the most incomprehensible, terrifying person in the world.


      Just when Jaeyoung thought Sangwoo had finally calmed down, the younger man scoffed. “What, you think I slept with him?”


      Jaeyoung’s breath caught in his throat. He desperately searched Sangwoo’s dark eyes, but they didn’t offer him the slightest clue as to what he was thinking. His drunken glaze had cleared, replaced with a sharp, venomous gleam.


      “What are you going to do about it? Force yourself on me?”


      An eye for an eye, a kiss for a kiss, a fuck for a fuck… Sangwoo’s logic was infuriatingly simple. But Jaeyoung couldn’t be satisfied in such a straightforward way. His passionate expressions only Jaeyoung had seen, his intimate gestures only Jaeyoung had been allowed to witness, his cries and moans of pleasure that had been reserved for Jaeyoung and Jaeyoung alone—if someone else had trespassed on those things, resolving this mess would be anything but easy.


      “Answer me! What, do I have to beat it out of you?!” Jaeyoung roared, unable to hold himself back.


      When was the last time he’d raised his voice and totally lost control? The line he’d been forced to stay behind his entire life seemed to have disappeared entirely. He couldn’t even tell whether or not he’d crossed it.


      “Is that the best threat you’ve got?” Sangwoo laughed bitterly, eyes flashing. “If you hit me, I’ll call the police. You don’t scare me.”


      Jaeyoung went to reply, but Sangwoo cut him off.


      “Why are you acting like I’m the one in the wrong?” he spat, staring straight into Jaeyoung’s eyes. “Like I’ve disappointed you somehow? I haven’t done anything to deserve your anger.”


      There it was again. The implication that he hadn’t done anything wrong. But Jaeyoung was sick and tired of Sangwoo trying to logic his way out of everything.


      “Because you hurt me and pissed me off. Because you’re trying to leave me!”


      “Look who’s talking, asshole!” Sangwoo shouted back, eyes blazing with fury.


      I’ve never seen him make that face before.


      “What the hell does that even mean? You’re the one who was with some other guy—”


      “You have no idea what you’re talking about! Nothing happened. Nothing, you asshole!”


      Jaeyoung opened his mouth, unsure what to say, but Sangwoo shoved his shoulder hard. This time, Jaeyoung didn’t resist, letting the force of Sangwoo’s blow carry him back a few stumbling steps before he looked up again. Sangwoo had already shifted back himself, and he stood with his fists clenched, glaring in Jaeyoung’s direction.


      “I tried. But it didn’t work,” Sangwoo growled.


      “Huh?”


      “You bastard… You’re a piece of shit with anger issues!” Sangwoo shouted, eyes wide and angry.


      Jaeyoung—though still burning with unresolved fury—found his fire wavering in the face of disbelief and shock. Well, that’s new…, he thought. It seemed he’d driven Sangwoo to pull out every single cuss word in his pitifully limited dictionary of curses.


      Cars were zooming past them on the highway. Jaeyoung instinctively reached out, afraid Sangwoo might run into the road, but he dodged the hand and kept backing away.


      “You damn playboy…”


      “What…?”


      “You’re going abroad to fuck whoever you want, and yet here you are, throwing a tantrum because I kissed someone once.”


      “That’s bullshit and you know it.”


      “Not to me. I’m only trying to figure out my own path forward.”


      Oh, the irony—Sangwoo was the one who’d fucked around with someone else, and yet he was the one yelling at Jaeyoung. His eyes were full of burning resentment, something he’d never openly displayed before.


      “What the hell am I supposed to do once you leave, Jaeyoung? My life is a complete mess because of you. How are you planning on making that right, asshole?!”


      “Shut it. I’m not in the mood for this shit,” Jaeyoung snapped, but his energy was quickly draining. His hands uncurled and fell limply at his sides. He knew Sangwoo was throwing a tantrum, like a kid who was upset about his favorite snack being out of stock, but he couldn’t bring himself to be annoyed.


      “I’m tired of this. I don’t want to do this anymore,” Sangwoo muttered as he clutched at his hair. His eyes, once again hazy from the alcohol, were full of pain and weariness. “It’s a complete mess.”


      For a long moment, only the sound of Sangwoo’s ragged breathing filled the space between them. Then, with a heavy thud, he sank to the ground. Leaning back against the guardrail, he stared up at the black sky, then hung his head.


      “How am I supposed to find someone else like you? Is it possible?” he muttered. “And even if I did…he would probably already have a girlfriend.”


      A sigh escaped Jaeyoung’s lips. All of a sudden, the fury and aggression that had been burning inside him were left directionless and lost. Sure, he still felt bitter and resentful, but those feelings were a thin veil concealing how much he really cared about Sangwoo. As the curtain fell and his raw emotions floated back to the surface, Jaeyoung found himself breathless. He hadn’t had a drop to drink, but he felt absolutely wasted. Dazed, he walked over and crouched in front of Sangwoo.


      When he tried to put his arms around him, Sangwoo lashed out with a rough kick to his stomach, snapping, “I hate you.”


      Jaeyoung grabbed his ankle to calm him, but Sangwoo only struggled harder, wrenching himself free.


      “I said, I hate you.”


      Jaeyoung sighed and sat on the ground a few steps away. His head was throbbing. He ran a hand down his face.


      Since when was love so damn hard?


      After some time had passed, Jaeyoung finally climbed back to his feet and trudged back to the car. He slid into the driver’s seat, eyes never leaving Sangwoo. Letting himself sink into the leather, he lit a cigarette—then another, and another.


      In hindsight, Sangwoo had always given him just enough space to dream, enough to keep him on the hook. Every time Jaeyoung had been about to give up, Sangwoo would feed him the tiniest drop of happiness, of anticipation, and he’d keep clinging on, feeding their vicious cycle. That was the only reason Jaeyoung had lasted so long.


      It was almost funny, how Sangwoo had strung him along so effectively when he hadn’t even meant to. And now he’d unknowingly fed Jaeyoung yet another drop, staving off his raging thirst.


      Jaeyoung liked being in control when it came to his relationships. A part of him didn’t enjoy the fact that Sangwoo made him so unbalanced, so irrational. Looking back and realizing he’d been so thoroughly overcome with jealousy and anxiety was unpleasant to say the least, but it was also a sign that there was something here… Something real.


      Jaeyoung started the engine and drove forward very slowly until Sangwoo’s curled-up figure came into the view of his headlights.


      He lowered the passenger’s side window. “Hey.”


      Sangwoo didn’t respond. He stayed hunched over, forehead resting on his knees.


      “I’ll take you home. Get in.”


      Silence.


      “Are you going to sit there all day? You’ve got class tomorrow.”


      Even that didn’t draw a reaction. That probably meant Sangwoo was unspeakably upset.


      “Sangwoo Choo.”


      Jaeyoung’s voice became softer, gentler.


      “Sangwoo.”


      How else was he supposed to say that name now? Months ago, the syllables had always been accompanied by irritation, but that felt like a distant memory.


      The silence continued.


      Jaeyoung sighed and got out of the car. “No way you’re actually asleep, right?”


      But as it turned out, he was. Even when Jaeyoung shook his shoulder a few times, Sangwoo didn’t budge. He’d already been pretty wasted when Jaeyoung found him, and it was past 4:30 AM now. After all that chaos, it honestly made sense he’d passed out.


      “Can’t believe you’re asleep after the shit you put me through…,” Jaeyoung muttered under his breath and dropped down on the ground beside him.


      For what felt like forever, he sat there, staring at Sangwoo. Suddenly, he could put a name to what he felt: powerlessness.


      Sangwoo’s sleeping face brought forth a surge of resentment alongside an even stronger wave of affection. Sangwoo had stolen his heart so long ago, he couldn’t even get mad at the guy anymore.


      Jaeyoung reached toward Sangwoo’s face and gently stroked his cheek with the back of his hand, reminded of the first time he’d been to his place—when he’d lost his temper and yelled at a similarly drunk Sangwoo. In the end, like now, Sangwoo had passed out before they could resolve anything.


      Jaeyoung knew he’d screwed up. He’d known it before he even started yelling at him. But he’d been too short on patience, too afraid. Jealousy had gotten the better of him. He wasn’t used to being the person who was more desperate. He was usually on the other side of it.


      He stared at Sangwoo for another long moment, then gently pulled him closer. Sangwoo’s body tipped toward him like he was a rag doll, and Jaeyoung clutched him tightly to his chest as though nothing had happened between them.


      Burying his nose in the smooth curve of Sangwoo’s neck, Jaeyoung patted him on the back with an affection that couldn’t be contained. Slowly, his mood began to lift.


      “Look. This is the sort of shit that goes down in a relationship,” Jaeyoung whispered, the words feeling fragile in his mouth. “We’re dating.”


      It was something he wouldn’t dare to say if Sangwoo were awake—a declaration that would probably lead to another yelling match.


      “You need me too, dumbass.”


      No reply came, but Jaeyoung felt satisfied. His fear and fury had drifted far out of reach. His mind, once cluttered and frenzied, was now calm and clear.


      A few hours ago, he’d thought their relationship was too tangled to unravel. That they’d had too many problems—too many for him to deal with in the time they had left together. But now he was starting to understand that those things were only background noise when there was something he wanted above everything else.


      It was simple, really. If you desired something, you went after it. If you didn’t, you moved on. That was the way Jaeyoung had lived his entire life.


      There had only been one true obstacle in his and Sangwoo’s relationship from the very beginning. And after all his hesitating, his doubting, his stalling, Jaeyoung finally felt ready to clear it. Not recklessly, but calmly, at his own pace.


      “Would you rather date me or die?”


      The famous line from a melodrama popped into his head. An irrational part of him wanted to wake Sangwoo and ask the same question, but he decided to wait. Having a little more patience wouldn’t kill him. Besides, he knew things would backfire spectacularly if he tried to do anything by force with Sangwoo Choo.


      “You can lead a horse to water, but you can’t make it drink.” That saying might as well have been written for Sangwoo. And through knowing him, Jaeyoung had been forced to learn both how to wait until another person was ready and how to give up when he couldn’t get what he wanted.


      Maybe he hadn’t felt so at the time, but now he knew: They had been lessons worth learning.


      “Sangwoo, let’s go home.”


      Jaeyoung stood, cradling Sangwoo in his arms.
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      Sangwoo opened his eyes, only to find himself in a place he was entirely unfamiliar with.


      There was a square metal clock on the wall ticking steadily, its second hand jumping forward at a steady rhythm. There was also a window obscured by blinds—completely different from the curtains hanging in his own room. A concert poster of some rock band was tacked to the wall.


      On the desk, he saw two laptops. One of them he had personally formatted, but the other one was unfamiliar. Beside them lay a set of car keys, a bottle of lotion, a few music albums, and a lighter. In one corner of the room, clothes were piled haphazardly, and a skateboard leaned at an angle against the wall.


      It didn’t take long for Sangwoo to realize where he was. His head throbbed, flashes of the events of the night before coming to him in reverse order. The fragmented memories were so tangled together he couldn’t distinguish between what had happened and what hadn’t.


      The moment he finally realized it was Wednesday, he shot up in bed.


      The clock read 11:23 AM. If it wasn’t wrong, the second block of his class should have already started.


      No!


      It would take three minutes, minimum, to brush his teeth and change. The time to travel to campus? Unknown. And then it’d be at least five minutes to get from the front gate to the humanities building…


      Despite the terrible hangover he was suffering from, Sangwoo scrambled to his feet and rushed out of the room—but thanks to the blinds covering the windows, the brightness of the rest of the apartment took him off guard. He froze and squinted instinctively.


      For someone who was living alone, Jaeyoung’s place turned out to be pretty sizable. It looked like there were two bedrooms, plus a square-shaped living room with a wall-mounted TV. As for Jaeyoung himself, he was standing in the middle of the long galley kitchen, ladle in hand, wearing gray sweatpants and a blue T-shirt with a giant number printed on the back. The apartment smelled of simmering vegetables.


      Perhaps sensing Sangwoo’s eyes on him, Jaeyoung turned slowly.


      Sangwoo didn’t know what to say, what expression to school his face into, or what to do. Yesterday had been a complete, utter disaster, and his head hurt so much he couldn’t analyze the situation like he usually would.


      Jaeyoung quietly tasted the broth he was cooking on the stove, turned off the burner, set down the ladle, and walked toward him. His face was completely unreadable, but when Sangwoo flinched and stepped back, he stopped in his tracks instead of fully closing the distance between them.


      Sangwoo clenched his fists. Jaeyoung didn’t look as angry as he had the night before, but his presence alone was enough to make Sangwoo bristle.


      There had always been people who tried to intimidate him. In middle school, high school, college—even the army. Thankfully, physical threats had never worked on him. He was proud of his ability to stay calm in the face of shouting, cursing, and various attempts at violence.


      Yesterday was the first time he’d ever actually felt fear.


      It wasn’t only that Jaeyoung had gotten rough with him. He could take a few punches and tolerate some kicks and scratches. What had actually terrified him was the way Jaeyoung had come at him: gaze cold, lips pressed tight, voice low and steady. It wasn’t like Jaeyoung’s stare had literally cut into his skin. Neither had his words pierced Sangwoo’s flesh. But still, he’d been afraid.


      Because he’d never seen Jaeyoung that angry before.


      Because he’d been afraid Jaeyoung would be disappointed in him.


      Because he’d been afraid Jaeyoung might decide never to see him again.


      Sangwoo’s head pounded even harder as his thoughts began to spiral. He pressed a metaphorical thumb hard into his mind’s power switch, forcing it to shut down so he could focus entirely on solving the most urgent problem at hand: getting himself together so he could make it to class sooner rather than later.


      His eyes darted around, searching for the front door. Where were his clothes? Was there a toothbrush he could use? As he fumbled, words tumbled out of his mouth.


      “I have to get to school.”


      “You’re already late,” Jaeyoung said nonchalantly after glancing at the wall. Then he muttered something about how it took at least twenty minutes to get to campus. Unfortunately, it seemed like he was probably correct in his assessment.


      “This class counts for two blocks. I’m going to be marked for two absences.”


      “That sucks. But even if you left now, the second one would be over before you got there.”


      “You should have woken me up.”


      “You were out cold. No way I was gonna do that.”


      The exchange only exacerbated Sangwoo’s exhaustion and stress, and he slumped heavily against the wall. Missing class was already bad enough, but given what had happened between him and Jaeyoung, this wasn’t exactly the time for them to stand around chatting about nothing.


      He kept his eyes closed as he spoke, mainly because he couldn’t find the courage to look Jaeyoung in the eyes. “Is there anything you want to say to me?”


      “Oh, is this where I’m supposed to apologize?”


      Sangwoo opened his eyes with an astonished blink at the shameless remark, ready to snap back, only to find that Jaeyoung was looking at him with a startlingly earnest gaze.


      “I’m sorry I got angry,” Jaeyoung said, his voice stripped of any trace of humor. “I’m sorry for getting so violent. And for ghosting you before that.”


      Sangwoo had expected him to brush everything off with a stupid joke, not to actually apologize. Still, memories flashed through his mind—Jaeyoung’s terrifying face, his icy tone, his complete disinterest in heeding any of Sangwoo’s attempts to resist.


      That was enough to make Sangwoo’s breath come short.


      “I thought you had become…kind,” he muttered. “But I was wrong.”


      Jaeyoung stared at him for a long moment, then turned away. “I’ve always been an asshole. I just tried to be a decent person to you.”


      “Why?”


      “Because you wouldn’t have stuck around otherwise.”


      Sangwoo swallowed, or at least tried to. His mouth was as dry as sandpaper.


      After a beat, Jaeyoung met his eyes again. “Are you going to accept my apology?”


      “Do I have to?”


      “I won’t force you. But…if you do, I promise I’ll never treat you like that again.”


      Strangely enough, the moment Jaeyoung said those words, the reluctance in Sangwoo’s heart seemed to fall away. He forced himself to weigh the situation carefully.


      “I’ll do my best to help you reach your goal.”


      “I’m saying we can take it slow. I won’t pressure you into anything.”


      “I promise I’ll never treat you like that again.”


      Never… How long do we have until that’s rendered moot? Sangwoo wondered. But he deliberately shut down that line of thought—what was more important was evaluating Jaeyoung’s promises. Other than anything regarding punctuality, Sangwoo found them more or less believable.


      “All right. I forgive you.”


      Jaeyoung nodded in satisfaction and crossed his arms. “Great. Your turn now.”


      Sangwoo stared at him.


      “What, nothing you wanna apologize for?”


      Frowning, Sangwoo carefully replayed the conversations they’d had the day before in his head. He had a vague idea why Jaeyoung had gotten angry, but found the justification for it completely illogical and unreasonable. He certainly didn’t think what had happened was something he needed to apologize for.


      “No.”


      Jaeyoung didn’t react beyond a long, slow blink. Then, holding Sangwoo’s gaze, he finally said, “I…I don’t want you to hold hands with anyone else or kiss anyone else or have sex with anyone else. I only want you to do those things with me.”


      It was, in all honesty, an entirely out-of-pocket demand for the kind of relationship they shared, in Sangwoo’s opinion. Not to mention that, at this point, agreeing would be as good as meaningless.


      Seeing Sangwoo’s expression, Jaeyoung added, “Try putting yourself in my shoes, Sangwoo. Remember how pissed you were back at the studio when you heard that composer had a crush on me?”


      “You don’t belong to me. She wasn’t committing a crime.”


      “Focus on how you felt. And then imagine I went out and kissed another guy instead of you.”


      As Sangwoo’s brow furrowed, Jaeyoung stepped forward in one swift stride, caught his hand, and pulled it up to press against the side of his own neck.


      “Now imagine there’s a mark here, left by that asshole’s mouth. My belt’s undone. There’s some kind of tension in the air…something sexual.”


      Sangwoo felt a sudden spark of irritation. His fingers curled tightly around Jaeyoung’s.


      “Now do you understand why I was so angry?”


      Jaeyoung waited a beat, but Sangwoo couldn’t bring himself to respond.


      Unbothered, he went on, “Yesterday, when I realized you’d kissed someone else…I felt disappointed, angry, and hurt.”


      Staring solemnly into his eyes, Jaeyoung guided their hands down his neck and pressed them to his chest. Sangwoo could feel the beat of Jaeyoung’s heart underneath his fingertips, slightly fast but strong.


      “Personally, I never want to feel that shitty again.”


      “So you’re demanding me to comply with your request, is that it?”


      “Demanding, pleading, ordering, threatening… Call it whatever you want,” Jaeyoung replied softly.


      The words certainly didn’t sound like a plea to Sangwoo…but neither did they sound like an order. And so, ever so slowly, he leaned in and wrapped his arms around Jaeyoung’s waist. At the same time, two warm arms wrapped around his shoulders, then a palm cupped the back of his head.


      “All right,” Sangwoo conceded. “Considering everything you’ve done for me, I’ll refrain from forming any other improper relationships until you leave.”


      “That’s what I like to hear,” Jaeyoung murmured. He brushed his lips over the hair covering Sangwoo’s forehead, then the skin underneath.


      Sangwoo’s heart began pounding as his mind started to race. Why had he made such a pointless promise? How had they been so foolish that they’d yelled at each other in public over nothing important? How much time had they wasted of the already dwindling amount left until Jaeyoung left?


      A strange heat weighed down Sangwoo’s eyelids, forcing them shut. For no reason he could name, he felt like crying. It was like he was fracturing apart, dissolving into nothing as his world fell to pieces. His moods had been swinging so hard lately he was irritating himself.


      “Sangwoo.”


      Jaeyoung’s voice was gentle, but Sangwoo didn’t answer. Instead, he burrowed deeper into his arms.


      “Do you want to keep seeing me?”


      Sangwoo lifted his head and met a gaze so solemn it froze him in place. Sunlight reflected off of Jaeyoung’s brown eyes, turning them warm and bright.


      Only one answer came to mind: an impossible wish that couldn’t last.


      It took a long moment before Sangwoo could finally say, “Yes.”


      Jaeyoung leaned close, his breath puffing against Sangwoo’s ear. “Then I’ll give you another chance to answer. How can I make you feel better, Sangwoo?”


      It was the same question he’d asked in the car last Friday night as they’d stared at the sparkling arch of the bridge over the river. Sangwoo still didn’t know the right answer. So, like a parrot, he repeated himself.


      “I don’t know.”


      This time, the situation was arguably worse. That night, his answer had come from logic and reason. Now he was a mess, barely aware of the words leaving his mouth.


      “Think about it and get back to me. Consider it an assignment.”


      “Can’t you at least make it multiple choice?”


      “Nope.”


      Jaeyoung released him, patting a palm lightly on the top of his head before telling him to sit at the dining table. He then brought over white rice, bean sprout soup, and a variety of side dishes, setting them on the black glass tabletop before taking the seat across from the one Sangwoo had chosen.


      He stared at the tidy arrangement for a beat. “Are you a good cook?” he finally asked.


      “Oh… No. I made the soup and bought the sides.”


      The soup was hot, filled with bean sprouts, tofu, scallions, egg, and dumplings. Sangwoo stirred it around with his spoon.


      “What exactly is this meant to be? Bean sprout soup or dumpling soup?”


      “Hmm… Bean sprout dumpling soup?”


      Sangwoo chuckled and tasted the broth as Jaeyoung rested his chin in one hand, watching him.


      Feeling as if Jaeyoung deserved some feedback, Sangwoo commented, “It tastes like you used a considerable amount of salt.”


      “Add some water.”


      “You didn’t follow a recipe, did you?”


      “Nope.”


      “Well…thank you for the meal anyway.”


      Sangwoo scooped up a spoonful and shoved it into his mouth. The soup was so hot it burned the roof of his mouth, and he wasn’t particularly hungry, but he dug in like someone who hadn’t eaten in days.


      Jaeyoung poured him a glass of water. “You’ll give yourself indigestion. Slow down.”


      Sangwoo kept eating without saying a word. He focused on getting every dumpling and vegetable he could find in the soup, ignoring most of the rice and the side dishes. When only broth was left, he lifted the bowl and chugged it down.


      The empty bowl landed on the table with a soft clink. Across from him, Jaeyoung was still watching intently.


      “One more bowl, please.”


      “You’ve sure got an appetite today. Does it taste good?”


      “Yes?”


      Truthfully, Sangwoo wasn’t sure what people meant when they said food was “good.” Still, he knew he wanted to keep eating the dish Jaeyoung had prepared, to preserve the strange taste so he could relive it in the future.


      Jaeyoung ladled more soup into Sangwoo’s bowl before picking up his own spoon.


      “My class should be over by now,” Sangwoo said between bites.


      “Most likely.”


      “In my whole life, I’ve only skipped class without permission one other time…and both instances were because of the exact same person.”


      Jaeyoung smiled. The small, easy curve of his lips effortlessly caught Sangwoo’s attention—as it always seemed to. He watched as Jaeyoung picked idly through the side dishes.


      “Come to think of it, you have class today, too,” Sangwoo commented. “Ethics.”


      “If I get an F again, that’s on you.”


      “You’re actually planning on skipping? No. Go talk to the professor. It’s not too late.”


      “You can have up to four absences with no penalty.”


      “And how many times does this make?”


      “Today…makes four.”


      Sangwoo couldn’t help but scoff quietly. “Seriously?”


      It was almost comical how much everything had changed since they’d met in that class way back when. The idea of Jaeyoung not graduating again was ridiculous. And Sangwoo knew in his heart that outcome would never come to pass. This semester, Jaeyoung Jang would graduate and leave Seoul.


      The thought made his appetite evaporate, and he quietly set his spoon and chopsticks down. Jaeyoung ate a bit more before clearing the table, the clattering of the dishes disrupting the otherwise quiet room.


      When he returned from the sink, he said, “You can go back to bed, Sangwoo. Rest a bit.”


      “All right. But I’d like to wash up first.”


      Jaeyoung obediently handed him fresh pajamas, a toothbrush, and a pair of Sangwoo’s own underwear he’d apparently stolen some time ago. Sangwoo promptly carried everything to the bathroom, where he locked the door and stripped completely.


      His body ached, and even without his clothes, he could still smell the scent of alcohol clinging to him. A bandage covered the spot on his neck where the man had left a hickey last night.


      He stepped into the shower, and when Sangwoo came out of the bathroom a short while later, Jaeyoung had moved to the living room couch with his phone pressed to his ear. The conversation sounded serious, so Sangwoo slipped into the bedroom without a word.


      He stopped at the desk. The bookshelf beside it was packed with design books, magazines, novels, DVDs, and sketchbooks. He spotted a few photographs tucked away behind a holder full of pens and colored pencils. He pulled them out for examination.


      The first showed Jaeyoung in a black bandit’s robe. His hair was a mess, and a sword dangled at his waist as he stood with one hand on his hip, grinning while someone did his makeup. It had to be from a rehearsal of the drama club’s rendition of Rashomon they had performed last summer. Sangwoo hadn’t gone, but he’d seen clips online and knew exactly which role Jaeyoung had played.


      The second photo was of a middle-aged man with gray-streaked hair holding a boy upside down. The man’s smile was mischievous, and the boy’s grin was wide enough to show his molars. Jaeyoung’s grandfather—that was who the man had to be—was handsome and broad-shouldered. Sangwoo could picture Jaeyoung looking exactly like him decades from now.


      The last photo showed a blond girl and two dark-haired boys playing a board game. The boys had to be twins—they were almost completely identical. But even so, Sangwoo knew which one was Jaeyoung instantly. He was pointing at something out of frame, wearing an expression Sangwoo had also seen on Jaeyoung’s face from time to time.


      Glasses or not, in any clothes, at any age—Sangwoo knew he’d be able to effortlessly pick Jaeyoung out in a crowd.


      If only I could keep these…, Sangwoo thought with quiet yearning. But before he was tempted into adding theft to his criminal record, he put the pictures back.


      On the right side of the desk sat a printer. A sheet of paper was still in the tray, Jaeyoung’s name in English at the top. Curious, Sangwoo grabbed it and took a quick glance.


      It was an official graduate school acceptance letter. It listed the semester start date and tuition payment deadline. The rest was filler, but Sangwoo read every line before sliding it back.


      Truthfully, he’d already known when the semester started. He’d looked it up while arranging their schedules for Veggie Venturer. Nothing had changed. He’d only gotten confirmation of a departure he’d already known was scheduled. But that certainty carried a quiet, heavy weight.


      Jaeyoung nudged the door open with his shoulder. “What are you doing, standing there?” he interrogated. “You should lie down.”


      Sangwoo glanced at him, making an effort to keep his voice light. “I was looking at your pictures. Do you have more?”


      Jaeyoung looked over the three photos, then pointed to the childhood one. “Guess which kid’s me.”


      “You’re on the left,” Sangwoo responded without hesitation.


      As a reward, Jaeyoung ruffled his hair, then reached over to the shelf and pulled out two more pictures.


      “Ugh, I look weird in these…”


      “Show me.”


      Jaeyoung handed them over silently. Both were of him in a school uniform—he was on a skateboard in the first and eating ice cream in the second.


      “You look like a delinquent,” Sangwoo commented.


      The boy in the photos had close-cropped hair and sharp, rebellious eyes. The shirt of his uniform—the top three buttons undone—hung loose over his frame, which was much leaner than it was at present.


      In the photo with the ice cream, Jaeyoung had his gray blazer tucked under one arm, his face blank. Every part of him screamed troublemaker.


      “I bet you always skipped classes. You probably assaulted a teacher and got suspended at some point, too.”


      “Hey, I wasn’t that bad.”


      “I…actually believe you. You wouldn’t have been able to get into college otherwise.”


      “You might be surprised to know that I’ve always tried to be a decent human being. My family’s got a full-on obsession with not stepping out of line.”


      There was a long pause, and then Jaeyoung asked if Sangwoo wanted to watch a movie in the living room instead of going to bed. Sangwoo saw no reason to refuse. He had naturally expected that they’d head to the couch, but Jaeyoung surprised him by spreading a blanket on the floor and tossing a pillow onto it instead.


      “We’re lying down to watch?”


      “Yeah.”


      “Can’t we sit on the couch?”


      “Do whatever you want. But I’m lying down.”


      Jaeyoung plopped down on his side, snuggled his head into the pillow, and tugged at Sangwoo’s ankle until he gave in and settled down in front of him. Satisfied, he then turned his attention to switching on the TV and scrolling lazily through potential movies. None of the titles rang a bell for Sangwoo…


      But then he suddenly saw one he knew: Supreman 6. He let out a little sound of recognition.


      “You wanna watch that one?”


      “Sure.”


      In all honesty, Sangwoo didn’t care. He’d simply picked the only movie that was familiar to him—and as an added bonus, it reminded him of that day when they’d sat together in the dark theater.


      The title screen came up, and the beginning of the movie began to play. It opened exactly the same as the one he’d watched before with Jaeyoung: with someone in danger calling out to Supreman for help.


      Sangwoo had gotten halfway through a mental analysis of how the scenes differed and were similar to one another when Jaeyoung’s hand brushed against his waist. Slowly, it continued to explore, slipping under his T-shirt and lingering near his navel, before shifting back to move up the line of his spine.


      Sangwoo was sitting cross-legged, but his posture gradually collapsed under the influence of Jaeyoung’s touch. Eventually, he whipped around to catch Jaeyoung in the act, but the older man kept his eyes on the screen, looking completely innocent.


      By the time Supreman stopped a runaway train with his bare hands, Sangwoo had given up and lain down on his side, too. Jaeyoung had refused to relinquish the only pillow, but he’d allowed Sangwoo to rest his head on his arm in consolation.


      Warm breaths puffed against the back of Sangwoo’s neck at steady intervals as Jaeyoung wrapped an arm around his waist and pulled him close. He could feel Jaeyoung’s firm penis pressing against his buttocks, but Jaeyoung never moved to act on his obvious arousal, choosing instead to play with Sangwoo’s hair or stroke his fingers up and down his arm.


      Even so, Sangwoo couldn’t focus. If the plot of the movie had been the least bit complicated, he’d have been completely lost. Eventually, it hit the halfway mark. Supreman was in peril, weakened by cryptonite, but Sangwoo already knew he’d overcome the obstacles in his way by the end. So instead of watching him suffer, he rolled over and rested his eyes on Jaeyoung’s slumbering face.


      The sight was infinitely more riveting than the movie.


      Leaning in until their noses nearly touched, Sangwoo studied every little detail of Jaeyoung’s features. Looking back at the screen didn’t even cross his mind.


      Eventually, he tucked himself tight into Jaeyoung’s chest, tightened his arms around his waist, and drifted off to sleep himself.


      When Sangwoo woke, it was 3:00 PM. The movie was long over, and some random TV show was playing on the screen.


      His movement made Jaeyoung stir. His warm brown eyes blinked open, and a lazy smile formed on his lips before he let his lids fall shut again and pulled Sangwoo close.


      Sangwoo’s heart pounded. What was it about this particular man that he found so special?


      As their lips touched, a strange feeling swelled in his chest—something akin to nausea. It was strange, experiencing desire amid a sea of sadness. And not a cold, dark sea either, but one that burned, singeing through his veins with every beat of his heart. The fiery, nerve-racking longing made Sangwoo cling onto Jaeyoung even tighter. Alarm bells rang in his head. Somewhere inside him, a wall collapsed into rubble.


      In its wake, fear crept in, formless. His mind went blank—all he knew was terror. Recoiling abruptly, he brought their kiss to a sudden end.


      Jaeyoung’s eyes fluttered open, the heat swirling inside them evident. What was it about that gaze that inspired such ravenous need and soul-deep dread in Sangwoo’s heart? He knew there had to be something, but putting a finger on it seemed out of his reach.


      For a long time, they stayed silent, lungs expanding together.


      “Is there something you want to say to me?” The words took effort to get out. But even as Sangwoo asked the question, he wasn’t sure if he wanted an answer.


      “Yes…,” Jaeyoung said slowly before shaking his head. “But I have to wait until you catch up.”


      “I don’t understand.”


      Jaeyoung gave him a faint smile in reply.


      Sangwoo remembered him saying something similar that night in the riverside parking lot—about how there was something he wanted to say, but if he said it, Sangwoo would run. No matter how many times Sangwoo turned things over in his head, he couldn’t imagine what words would be so terrible that they’d make him flee.


      Jaeyoung’s lips found his again. One moment he was lying by Sangwoo’s side, and the next he was straddling his waist, his hands moving with a learned familiarity. It had already been six days since they’d last engaged in sexual activity, and Sangwoo felt arousal flare in him sharp and sudden, like a match catching fire.


      “Sangwoo…”


      Jaeyoung’s voice was strangely gentle as he slid a hand down Sangwoo’s arm, then traced his tongue along the line of Sangwoo’s neck. It tickled enough for him to feel tempted to push him away, but in the end, his arms stayed locked around Jaeyoung’s back.


      Jaeyoung’s broad palm roamed over Sangwoo’s stomach, made its way to his chest, and teased his hardened nipples. His touch was softer than usual but more desperate. In the middle of the rising pleasure, something heavy compressed Sangwoo’s lungs. It was a wave of grief that had no place amid their sexual intimacy.


      “Sangwoo…”


      The sound of his name alone made him ache, despite not having any clue of the words that were sure to come after. Reaching up to where Jaeyoung’s face rested against his collarbone, Sangwoo cupped his cheek and shifted him back until he could search his eyes.


      For a moment, Jaeyoung looked caught off guard. “Do you…not want to?”


      “I don’t know… I feel strange.”


      It wasn’t that he didn’t want Jaeyoung. Of course he did. One look at his erect penis made that clear. If they kept going, release was inevitable. But for some reason Sangwoo couldn’t name, he didn’t want to get there.


      Drawing Jaeyoung’s face closer, Sangwoo studied the strands of his dark brown hair and the lines of his straight nose, thick brows, and wide eyes. Then, letting his own lids fall shut, he leaned forward and brushed their lips together.


      Jaeyoung’s breath came rough through his nose, but he stayed still.


      I’m so confused.


      Somewhere, somehow, something had changed. Their relationship wasn’t one of innocent, chaste kisses. Sangwoo kept their lips pressed together, unmoving, for a long moment before pulling back. “Let’s stop for today.”


      Jaeyoung’s eyes opened slowly. After a few blinks, a faint smirk formed on his face. “How cruel of you.”


      “I apologize. If it makes you feel better, I’m also suffering.”


      “Can I at least know why?”


      “I’m just…not in the mood.”


      Jaeyoung’s puzzled look evaporated as he burst out laughing. It was obvious Sangwoo had picked up that line from who knows where because it sounded nothing like him.


      “Okay, okay. I get it,” he said, moving aside without protest.


      Even after Jaeyoung silently left the room, Sangwoo didn’t immediately push himself up off the floor. The events of moments ago spun around in his head over and over, but no answers came to him as to why he’d felt the need to stop. It had been a purely emotional decision, entirely without calculation—not like him at all.


      It was only when he felt the sadness beginning to seep back in that Sangwoo finally got to his feet. Jaeyoung was in the kitchen close by, drinking water.


      “I’m going to head home,” Sangwoo said.


      “Stay one more night.”


      “No. I’d like to leave.”


      With that, Sangwoo went to Jaeyoung’s room, stripped, folded up the clothes he’d borrowed, and pulled his own back on. Jaeyoung leaned on the doorway the entire time.


      “I’ll take you home,” he offered.


      “No need. I’ll call a taxi.”


      “Nope. That doesn’t work for me.”


      “Why not?”


      “Because I want to be with you for as long as I can.”


      There was no pouting to make Sangwoo stay longer, no pushing for sex. Only Jaeyoung with an unreadable look on his face, standing there with car keys in hand. Sangwoo wordlessly rummaged through Jaeyoung’s drawers until he’d collected the clothes that had been stolen from him, then joined him at the door.


      The drive that followed, which ended up being fairly long, was silent. Every time Sangwoo’s eyes met Jaeyoung’s, he got a small smile, but that was about it. Honestly, though, Sangwoo was grateful for the quiet.


      When they eventually pulled up to his apartment building, he found himself half expecting Jaeyoung to follow him inside and up the stairs. But in the end, he didn’t even turn the engine off.


      Sangwoo stepped out, holding a shopping bag full of his clothes, then turned to close the door. Before he managed to do so, however, Jaeyoung called his name, making him pause.


      Will I ever get tired of hearing that voice…?


      “Yes?”


      “That outfit really suits you.”


      Sangwoo remained silent, unsure of what to say to that.


      “Bye. Don’t forget to do your assignment.”


      “I won’t.”


      Sangwoo walked into the lobby of his building without looking back. But instead of entering the stairwell, he lingered there until Jaeyoung’s car disappeared.
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      Despite Sangwoo’s misery, time showed no sign of slowing. The present shoved him forward mercilessly into the future, whether he was ready or not.


      Never before had the prospect of what was to come struck fear into Sangwoo’s heart, but now, he was filled with dread. Every day he spent with Jaeyoung was one day closer to the last, and there was no stopping the countdown.


      The calendar flipped to June. Dragonflies began to hover in the sky, but Sangwoo barely noticed them. He hadn’t had a habit of aimlessly staring at the world above him in the first place, and now, he simply didn’t have the time to gain one.


      Beta and functionality testing would start the coming Monday. That meant the test file for Veggie Venturer had to be ready by the weekend. He’d already gotten rid of all the major bugs, but there were still some unfinished features and other minor issues lingering unresolved.


      That day, Sangwoo skipped going to the studio and opted to stay home, coding without pause. He wasn’t accustomed to rushing to meet a deadline, as he usually managed his time better, but he knew he only had himself to blame for it.


      Thursday through Saturday continued much the same—Sangwoo only left his apartment to attend classes.


      During this time, Jaeyoung took it upon himself to keep him well-fed. Food was delivered to him for every breakfast, lunch, and dinner, and the menu changed every time. Between plates of kimchi fried rice, sushi, curry, bulgogi, and gyudon, the only thing that remained consistent was Jaeyoung’s pattern of behavior. Drop off the food, spend a few minutes with Sangwoo, then leave. Sangwoo would never admit it, but it wasn’t the food he waited for. Spending three minutes in Jaeyoung’s arms made the exhaustion feel bearable, like his embrace was a sip of water in the scorching desert of his never-ending work.


      Sunday night, at 4:33 PM, Sangwoo finally uploaded the build of the game that was going to be used for beta testing. He’d had to cut infinite mode, the ladder ranking system, and oracle quests, but everything else looked golden.
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      Server integration, the set-up for in-app purchases, and optimization still had to be done, but this was the closest they’d ever been to a final product. Their project was almost ready to be released on the market.


      It was only after Sangwoo had taken a quick shower and dried off that he noticed something strange. No matter how many times he examined his non-smiling self in the bathroom mirror, he couldn’t help but feel like the man reflected there was beaming like someone who’d won a million dollars.


      Deciding to let it go, he stepped into his bedroom and carefully picked out an outfit: beige pants, a green T-shirt, and a white cap. He slipped the wine Jaeyoung had brought over a whole twenty-four days ago into his backpack.


      Minutes later, Sangwoo’s bike glided over gray pavement under a setting sun.


      He’d accomplished something worth being proud of, and now, he was going to see the person he wanted to be with the most. The launch meant Jaeyoung’s departure was closer, but even that thought couldn’t dim the dazzling light of the moment.


      When he walked up to the steps of the art building, where he was supposed to meet Jaeyoung, an arm hooked around his neck from behind. Immediately, Sangwoo braced for a fight, but when he turned, he couldn’t help himself—his face split into a wide grin.


      “Well, someone looks happy.”


      Jaeyoung’s words only made his smile grow.


      “Careful, don’t tempt me too much in public.”


      Jaeyoung was usually careful to avoid public displays of affection, but in that moment, Sangwoo couldn’t bring himself to care. Besides, the campus was fairly empty on Sunday afternoons. He grabbed Jaeyoung’s hand and pulled him up the stairs.


      Once they were inside the studio, Sangwoo flipped on the lights.


      “Did you check it out yet?”


      “Nope. Ran straight over here. I do have it downloaded on my phone, though.”


      “Then try it out now.”


      Jaeyoung sat down and pulled out his phone. He’d only tested small fragments of the game, which meant this was going to be his first time experiencing the complete opening sequence with sound.


      Sangwoo perched on the armrest, eyes on the start screen.


      There was a low drumbeat. The distant cawing of a crow. And then, as an eerie series of notes was tapped out on a xylophone, the title appeared, accompanied by a man and woman standing back-to-back. Chuchu twirled a carrot-knife, eyes narrowing, while Jeje—pumpkin bomb in hand—blew a bubblegum bubble that popped every six seconds. Behind them, neon-green sludge glowed on the dark farm, snarling monsters popping in and out of the light.


      “Decent, right?”


      “Wow… That track was totally worth the money.”


      Jaeyoung tapped START and entered the farm. Fast-paced medieval organ music surged as Chuchu raced forward with his carrot knife and sliced a rat in half. The cheery animations and sound effects stood out in stark contradiction to the otherwise moody graphics.


      After playing a few more levels, Jaeyoung paused the game and raised a hand for a high-five. Sangwoo met it without hesitation. Whatever module of his brain controlled his facial expressions, it was malfunctioning. Sangwoo couldn’t keep his lips from curling, no matter how hard he tried to keep his excitement contained. In the end, he gave up and pulled Jaeyoung into a hug, hoping the angle would conceal his overflowing joy.


      Jaeyoung kissed his neck and rubbed the back of his head. “Good work, Sangwoo Choo.”


      “I told you I would bring your designs to life.”


      “You know…you might as well be a freaking superhero.”


      “That’s quite a change from calling me a robot.”


      “Yeah, I’m saying you’re awesome.”


      Reaping the rewards of his hard work was nothing new to Sangwoo, but he’d never shared that experience with someone else before. And the fact it was Jaeyoung who he was sharing it with made something surge in his chest, something warm and dazzling.


      Jaeyoung released Sangwoo from his embrace and gripped his shoulders, a wide smile on his face. “All right. Starting tomorrow, you’re focusing on exams and I’m doing QA, right?”


      “Yes. I wrote up a checklist, some guidelines, and the detailed scope of what we’re covering in an email and sent it to you earlier. We’ll also be doing beta testing at the same time. You just have to send the files to the testers, collect their feedback, and then forward it to me.”


      “Roger that.”


      “Have you finalized the tester list?”


      Jaeyoung handed over his phone. Out of fifty names, Sangwoo only recognized Yuna’s.


      “Have you assessed their skill level?”


      “They’re mostly casual players. A few hardcore.”


      “Then I will add two professional-level gamers I know.”


      “Sure. Send them the files. Make sure to give them my email.”


      With that, their work talk was over. For the next two weeks, Jaeyoung would be taking the lead on their project.


      Sangwoo slid his laptop out of his backpack, and Jaeyoung raised a brow, mild surprise flickering across his face before he rolled his chair closer. When the slides for Sangwoo’s Algorithms presentation popped up on the screen a few seconds later, he let out a low whistle.


      “Damn. Thirty-eight slides? If looking over this for you is that favor you mentioned, I’m definitely being taken advantage of.”


      “I am not asking you to do it for free. I told you, I’m buying dinner.”


      “Dinner, plus one kiss per slide.”


      “Fine.”


      Jaeyoung smirked, already scrolling. “After this, let’s grab some beef and grill it at my place.”


      “All right. I brought wine as well.”


      “Nice… Anything else you’re craving?”


      Sangwoo hesitated, tugged lightly at Jaeyoung’s shirt, and leaned in to murmur into his ear. “There is…something. But it’s not food.”


      Jaeyoung froze, his ears going red instantly. Then he turned to meet Sangwoo’s gaze, a strange light sparking in his eyes.


      “You could have that something right now, you know.”


      “I don’t want it here. This location is unsanitary.”


      Jaeyoung tried to steal a kiss anyway, but Sangwoo pressed a palm to his forehead and pushed him back.


      “Please confirm if the terms are acceptable. I need a good grade on this project.”


      “Yeah, they work for me. This’ll take me a couple minutes tops.”


      Cracking his knuckles, Jaeyoung leaned forward and dragged the laptop toward him, full of confidence. That was, until he made the slides full-screen. By the time he’d clicked midway through, his face had soured. And after he’d zoomed through the other half, he looked like someone who met a particularly bad enemy boss.


      He slouched moodily back against his chair. “Okay. This is not getting done in ten minutes.” Muttering a curse, he opened a browser and downloaded two free fonts.


      “Hey, Sangwoo Choo.”


      “Yes?”


      “Pinky promise me you’ll never use this font again.”


      Apparently, Jaeyoung had a personal vendetta against the most common typeface on the internet. Sangwoo hooked his finger around Jaeyoung’s without hesitation.


      Jaeyoung standardized all the titles and body text into just two fonts, then circled back to the cover slide, grimacing like he was in physical pain.


      “The background’s eating your text alive.”


      “You can still read it if you look closely.”


      “Sure… We’re entitled to our own opinions, I guess.”


      Deleting the blurry screenshot of a five-in-a-row match Sangwoo had set as the background, Jaeyoung left the majority of the screen white and pasted a crisp, close-up image of a few black-and-white stones in the bottom-right corner of the slide. The title, previously colorful and sporting a variety of font sizes, became solid black and uniform. Sangwoo’s name and the student’s who he’d been partnered with were divested of their stylization—they’d previously been underlined, italicized, bolded, and aligned to the left.


      Sangwoo had added the extra decoration to fill the empty space. Yet, somehow, even stripped bare, the slide no longer felt empty. It was like magic.


      “Your partner for the project, Jintae… He’s two years below you, right? Is he good-looking?”


      “That’s not something I cared to notice.”


      “Good. That’s what I like to hear. Don’t tell him anything personal, don’t make eye contact, and don’t start any fights. Got it?”


      “I wouldn’t be interested in doing any of those things anyway.”


      Jaeyoung smirked.


      Concluding that the new design of the first slide looked far better to his eye than his own creation, Sangwoo leaned forward and pressed a quick kiss to Jaeyoung’s cheek. He’d not forgotten his promise. The smile on Jaeyoung’s face deepened as he moved to the next slide.


      “Ever think you might’ve gone too big with the font size?”


      “If the letters weren’t large, they wouldn’t be legible.”


      “Sure, but if everything’s big, nothing stands out. Plus, it gives people a headache.”


      “Understood.”


      Jaeyoung proceeded to adjust the font size for the title and body text on the slide. Sangwoo shifted closer to watch, curious to see exactly how much he would reduce them. But Jaeyoung only made a few quick adjustments, almost like he was going by muscle memory, before he stopped and turned his focus to the decorative elements Sangwoo had added. Without hesitation, he deleted every last one and framed the title with plain lines and triangles instead.


      “C’mon, give me that kiss.”


      Jaeyoung’s hands moved faster after he received the second installment of his payment. To Sangwoo, staring at the process over his shoulder, he seemed omnipotent when it came to design. With a few clicks and some keyboard shortcuts, whatever slide he was working on was totally transformed. It looked like he was making changes at random, yet the layouts always came out perfectly balanced.


      It’s like he’s tapping into something I can’t comprehend.


      The thought lingered in Sangwoo’s mind as he looked on, amazed. He’d seen Jaeyoung work before, but watching him casually fix a project he’d labored over for hours, somehow making everything clean and perfect, was impressive. In a way, it was even more amazing than creating something from nothing.


      “Damn… I’ve never seen a five-line title before.”


      Jaeyoung separated what mattered from what didn’t with practiced ease. It reminded Sangwoo of something a teacher had once told him: “No matter how strong the content, a poor presentation reduces its value.” He’d understood the principle in theory, but what was happening in front of him made it truly feel real.


      Sangwoo was still watching, stunned, when Jaeyoung spoke again.


      “You’re skimping on my design fee. Or you going to pay it to me late?”


      “I can transfer it now.”


      “You’re already three installments behind.”


      Sangwoo knew he had no talent for appearances, whether it was dressing well, designing a slide, or phrasing words neatly. But Jaeyoung seemed to excel at all of it. Maybe that was where the glow about him came from. He was like a rare collector’s item.


      “Why’d you even include this cartoon character?”


      “It’s popular. I figured it would have a crowd-pleasing effect.”


      “Yeah…we’re deleting it.”


      Even though Sangwoo’s presentation wasn’t for anything more serious than an A in his Algorithms class, he could tell Jaeyoung was approaching every slide with an expert touch, professional and detailed. Sure, he might be throwing out some jokes along the way, but if you looked at his actual work, it was clear his precision never wavered. He had such a knack for simplifying elements without making each slide seem bare that he made it look easy. This all made him appear irresistibly attractive in Sangwoo’s eyes.


      Sangwoo’s gaze drifted from Jaeyoung’s fingers on the keyboard to his admittedly handsome face. The red T-shirt, the slouch, the glint of the metal piercings in his ears, the tattoo on his arm, the restless bounce of his knee—they were facets of Jaeyoung that he’d disliked before, but he found they no longer bothered him. As long as they were part of what made Jaeyoung who he was, he could give them a pass.


      From somewhere deep within Sangwoo, a sudden surge of emotion rushed forth like a tidal wave.


      He’s special…like no one I’ve seen before.


      Thug, delinquent, deadbeat, sadist piece of trash, asshole, ticking time bomb—Sangwoo mentally recited every label he’d given Jaeyoung. They still applied, of course. The fact remained that Jaeyoung wasn’t the kind of person he typically liked to associate with, and he was far from perfect.


      But that no longer mattered. The flaming tsunami of emotion in Sangwoo’s chest swept away all those faults, carrying his heart along with it. Joy overwhelmed him, though sorrow was a slow-moving tide beneath it.


      “Dang…gradients, borders, even shadows. You seriously put in some work.”


      “Jaeyoung… I like you.”


      The simmering words burst out before Sangwoo could stop them.


      The mouse stopped clicking abruptly. Jaeyoung’s hands had frozen.


      Sangwoo realized, with an immediate, shocking clarity, that he had slipped up.


      Did I actually say that?


      His mind went blank. The joy of finishing the beta build of Veggie Venturer must have short-circuited his brain. How else would his thoughts have managed to scatter so thoroughly that that sentence could slip right past his filters?


      I…like someone? Like, like-like someone? And it’s Jaeyoung Jang? A man…?


      It was impossible. The premise itself was flawed. Two men couldn’t become lovers.


      Sangwoo lifted his head. Jaeyoung was turned fully toward him, completely stunned.


      “I didn’t quite catch that. Come again?”


      “I’ve been silent this whole time.”


      “Nuh-uh, you totally said something. ‘I like you.’”


      “I thought you didn’t hear me.”


      Jaeyoung’s gaping mouth slowly clacked shut, then pulled into a wide grin.


      “Come on. Say it again.”


      Sangwoo narrowed his eyes. He was being totally serious, but Jaeyoung looked as though he’d stumbled straight into the best comedy skit he’d ever seen. It was too much. Sangwoo shot to his feet and bolted through the studio door, leaving his belongings behind.


      “Hey!” Jaeyoung roared, immediately tearing after him. “Get back here!”


      Sangwoo surged into a full-on sprint. His lungs strained for air even as his feet pounded into the ground with desperation of a man being chased by a serial killer. But despite his racing descent of the stairs, Jaeyoung kept close behind him.


      I can’t let him catch me. If he grabs hold of me, he’ll… He’ll make fun of me, or something even worse…


      By the time Sangwoo reached the engineering building, his legs were on fire, but he pushed himself to keep going. Ducking under low branches, cutting between statues, and stumbling across uneven stone pavers, he eventually managed to dart past the humanities building and science building in turn.


      For a moment, he thought he’d gained some ground on Jaeyoung. But then a loud voice erupted from over his shoulder.


      “Shit! You’ve gotta be kidding me!”


      Sangwoo forced himself back to full speed, while behind him, Jaeyoung’s shouting continued. Sangwoo only caught bits and pieces, but the gist was “I’m warning you! I can’t believe you make me curse at you! I swore to myself I wasn’t going to talk to you like this, but you broke me in a week!”


      Sangwoo slipped behind the futsal court, trying to put a barrier between them.


      “Seriously? You’re hiding from me now? Come on, let’s talk!”


      Sangwoo kept jogging, not saying a word.


      “Why are you always running from me? I swear, I’ve run halfway around the world chasing after you!”


      “I’ve got nothing to say. Go away!”


      The moment Sangwoo replied, Jaeyoung charged. But instead of tearing off again, Sangwoo circled the futsal court, forcing Jaeyoung to follow along on the opposite side of the green-netted, chain-link fence. He clenched his fists at his sides in frustration.


      “Leave,” Sangwoo ordered flatly. “You’ll never catch me.”


      The boundary of the court between them proved impassable, but Jaeyoung showed absolutely no sign of giving up. He forced Sangwoo to keep pace with him for three full laps, which Sangwoo personally thought was a waste of energy for both of them.


      “This is ridiculous,” Jaeyoung muttered at last, collapsing breathlessly against the fence.


      Sangwoo remained on his feet, chest heaving, unwilling to lower his guard. Silence stretched between them, broken only by harsh, uneven breaths.


      Then Jaeyoung said, “You really are the weirdest person I’ve ever met.”


      Sangwoo stayed frozen, gaze fixed on Jaeyoung, half expecting him to rush toward his direction without warning. But Jaeyoung sank to a seat, calm as ever, and stared at him through the fence of the futsal court.


      “Come here,” Jaeyoung said again. “There’s something I want to say, but I don’t want do it like this. I planned it all out in my head…but I guess I’ve got no choice but to spit it out now.”


      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, and I don’t care,” Sangwoo said sharply over Jaeyoung’s muttering, then took a slow breath. When he spoke again, the words came out firm, deliberate. “What I said back in the studio was a slip of the tongue.”


      “Yeah, sure.”


      Jaeyoung’s tone was light, almost bored, which only made Sangwoo even more frustrated.


      “I’m telling you, it was a mistake.”


      “Oh, so you were saving it for another day, huh?”


      “No, that’s not what I meant. I’m trying to say that I should have never said it in the first place!”


      “If you need time to work up to it, then tell me how long. I’ve waited ages at this point, so I can hold on for a bit more.”


      Sangwoo’s brows drew together. Jaeyoung was making even less sense than usual. Instead of trying to figure him out, Sangwoo pressed a hand to his chest and tried to slow his breathing. Unfortunately, his heart’s rapid pounding wasn’t purely from physical exertion—that much he could tell. A short while passed in silence. Eventually, he finally got to a place where he felt he could run again.


      “I’m leaving,” he pronounced. “Do not follow me. If you do, I’ll never talk to you again.”


      He turned on his heel and raced toward the library. No footsteps followed.


      The rest of Sangwoo’s journey home was a blur. It was only after he’d ridden his bike home on autopilot, stormed up the stairs, and gulped down a lake’s worth of cold water trying to douse the heat burning in his chest that he came back to himself.


      Sangwoo promptly stripped off his damp clothes and shoved them into his laundry hamper, then took a frigid shower. But even afterward, clean and in fresh garments, his heart refused to stop racing.


      The clock read 07:12 PM. Dinner hadn’t even crossed his mind, but he found he wasn’t feeling particularly hungry. Brimming with anxiety, Sangwoo anxiously scanned his room as if some answer might appear before his desperate eyes, then slowly sank into a chair. He cradled his forehead in his trembling hands.


      “Jaeyoung… I like you.”


      If he’d said something like “I want you,” that would’ve made so much more sense. But “I like you”? It wasn’t a request, nor any sort of evaluation… It served no purpose. It made him angry. Baffled. But most of all, he found the words hurt.


      Me, liking someone?


      Like. Affection. Love. All words to describe a phenomenon where an individual became so special to someone that they felt they were irreplaceable. It was the kind of irrational state that could lead to the toppling of nations or the turning of a genius mind into the equivalent of a box of straws.


      Sangwoo knew all too well that what he was feeling was nothing but a dangerous delusion. And while sex addiction could be treated by a doctor, lovesickness was not even recognized as an illness.


      Had the words been a slip of the tongue? Sangwoo rarely lied, but lately, his thoughts had been unstable and whole sentences had been dodging around the extensive filtering system in his head.


      He pressed his palms to his throbbing temples and retraced his actions over the past few weeks.


      May 29 – Jaeyoung’s place


      May 28 – Yeonseok-dong bar


      May 24 – Han river, Jaeyoung’s car


      May 23 – Sangwoo’s apartment


      May 22 – Sangwoo’s apartment


      May 19 – The department store


      ……


      From an outsider’s perspective, the frequency of their meetups could have been explained away as both of them having high sex drives. But Sangwoo knew deep down that excuse didn’t cover all of his actions. Particularly not May 29, when he’d stayed the night at Jaeyoung’s place and chosen to forego a perfectly good chance to engage in sexual intercourse.


      Instead, they had spent the day enjoying each other’s company. They’d eaten Jaeyoung’s cooking, laughed over meaningless photos, watched a movie, and napped side by side. Nothing more.


      Sangwoo remembered vividly the warmth of that bean sprout soup. The urge to take a photo of Jaeyoung without him knowing. How his pulse had spiked seeing Jaeyoung asleep beside him.


      The gentleness and tranquility of that final memory were the worst betrayal.


      “Damn it!”


      Sangwoo slammed his fist on his desk in frustration. The more he replayed their time together, the less confident he became in his understanding of their relationship. “Friends with benefits” didn’t sound like an adequate descriptor anymore. Too many little things about Jaeyoung had left a mark on his mind, things that had nothing to do with his reproductive organs. The crease in Jaeyoung’s nose when he sneezed, the way he cradled his computer mouse so delicately in his hand, the rippling muscles along his bare back when he stretched, the curve of his smile, how straight his teeth were, the way his hair caught the sunlight…


      He thought about how pleasant his name sounded when it came from Jaeyoung’s lips. How Jaeyoung’s little jokes made it so easy to laugh around him. How Jaeyoung’s sudden switches to acting solemn and serious made his heart skip a beat. How good it felt when Jaeyoung’s strong arms wrapped around his shoulders or his lips brushed his forehead…


      There was no denying it anymore: He’d hit “game over” long ago. The credits were already rolling.


      A memory from middle school drifted to the surface of Sangwoo’s mind. His sister had been crushing hard on a boy back then, gossiping about him day and night. She’d folded five hundred ugly paper cranes so that her wish would come true, begged their mother for new clothes, stayed out late after school, and gone out every weekend to see her crush.


      Sangwoo had mocked her for it, calling her stupid and irrational, which had earned him quite a few smacks on the back. But now, here he was, outdoing his sister in every single regard. He had carefully picked out clothes Jaeyoung liked and wasted his money at an overpriced bar in order to get his attention. Dug into his past like a stalker. Kissed him in his sleep without permission. Cast aside his meticulously kept schedule. Lost his ability to focus on anything but him.


      If he’d merely been drawn to tall, brown-eyed, handsome men, things would have been easier. But the strange man he’d met in Yeonseok-dong hadn’t been a bust solely due to his lacking looks. When he stripped away the noise in his head, the answer was simple.


      For him, it had to be Jaeyoung—no one else. Jaeyoung was the only one he wanted.


      Leaning forward, Sangwoo rested his head on his desk. His heart was heavy with dismay.


      This chaotic and wicked man named Jaeyoung had upended his perfectly organized life and awoken a sexual craving within him that couldn’t be satisfied in his absence. He’d even stolen Sangwoo’s heart and made it his. But worst of all, he wasn’t someone Sangwoo could even hope to date—Jaeyoung might be in the appropriate age range, but he was in no way a woman.


      “I’m done for.”


      Everything Sangwoo had ever wanted in the past had been easily acquired with enough funds. But in this situation, no matter how much money he amassed, it would solve nothing. Jaeyoung was an untamable, unpredictable creature, always slipping through his grasp.


      He was the semantic error that had taken over Sangwoo’s world.
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      The earth kept turning for Sangwoo as it always did, trading night for day in a steady rhythm. But his world stayed fractured, caught in what felt like an unending midnight.


      Though the storm had passed, it had destroyed something fundamental inside him and torn it away. And now only wreckage was left in its wake.


      Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday—he moved through them like a lifeless robot that only knew how to follow its preprogrammed instructions. His body took him to campus at the usual times and sat him in his favored seats to listen to his typical lectures, but his mind registered nothing.


      He was suffering from an illness that wasn’t listed in any medical text, a condition where a singular person lodged themselves so deep into a sufferer’s mind that it disrupted their ability to live their life. It had taken root inside him in silence, then quickly bloomed into an emotion so gut-wrenching it was impossible to ignore. Now he was being consumed by sadness, helpless against the weight of it.


      Sangwoo blinked in surprise when someone bumped into his desk, breaking him out of his stupor. Class was over, but he hadn’t even noticed. Silently, he slid his pencil into its case and closed his book. He hadn’t truly registered a thing the professor had said, meaning he’d missed his last chance to review the course’s contents before the final exam. That was bad enough, but this was also a class in one of his weakest subjects. Not to mention, he’d had to skip the previous lecture.


      At this point, failure is inevitable.


      As Sangwoo slowly packed his bag, he noticed a familiar figure by the door. The sight of her, crouching and tying her shoelaces, reminded him of a responsibility he had nearly forgotten.


      Absently glancing up from her footwear, Jihye’s eyes met his. “Um…n-nice to see you,” she yelped, eyes widening as she stumbled over her words. She bowed quickly and turned to leave. “Bye!”


      “Jihye, wait,” he called out before she could run away. “I need your help.”


      She jerked to a stop, fidgeting nervously.


      “Let me buy you dinner as compensation. That’s what you like, correct? Food?”


      Jihye peeked out into the hallway nervously, then glanced back at him. Lowering her voice, she asked, “What do you need help with?”


      “How about we sit down first?”


      Sangwoo headed to an empty seat. After a pause, Jihye followed, eventually settling one chair away.


      Sangwoo opened the beta build of Veggie Venturer on his phone and slid it across the desk. “This is a game I am developing.”


      “Sangch— I mean, Sangwoo, you actually made this?”


      “Yes. It is in the testing phase, and I require a gamer with actual experience.”


      Jihye smiled awkwardly and shook her head. “I’m not much of a gamer,” she said, setting the phone back on the desk. “I won’t be much help.”


      Really? Didn’t she say she used to be a Tetrus legend at her elementary school?


      Sangwoo took five meal tickets from his wallet and placed them neatly in front of her.


      “Here. And I’ll buy you dinner on top of these. I understand you’re busy with exams, but if you could test it for thirty minutes and write a short review, that would be very helpful. Considering the current minimum wage, this is a generous offer.”


      “No, no. Absolutely not. You think I have a death wish?”


      It sounded like Jihye was desperate to avoid testing the game for some reason. A faint disappointment tugged at Sangwoo’s heart, but he simply slipped the meal tickets back into his wallet. He could give her some grace.


      Jihye, who had been watching him quietly, suddenly said, “You seem a bit different today.”


      It was the second time he’d heard something of the sort. The first time, Sangwoo had dismissed it without much thought. But this time, it almost sounded like an insult.


      He gave her a bitter smile. “How so?”


      “Hmm… Maybe you’re a bit…softer? You used to act more standoffish…almost mechanical… Actually, pretend I never said that. I’m rambling.”


      “Softer”…? Is that why my emotions have become so overpowering? Because I’ve gotten weaker somehow?


      Sangwoo let out a long sigh, and Jihye glanced at him nervously.


      “Anyway…have you been doing okay?” she asked.


      “No.”


      “Oh… Sorry I asked.”


      He glanced at his watch. It was past lunchtime, but that didn’t matter much to him anymore. His schedule had already collapsed beyond repair. Being a few minutes off schedule didn’t even count as anomalies anymore.


      “How are your studies?” he asked Jihye, attempting to change the subject.


      “Eh, the same as always.”


      “That’s good. I wish I could say the same.”


      If only he could return to his steady, predictable routine… A life without sorrow, without pain.


      “See? That’s what I’m talking about!” Jihye said, breaking him out of his thoughts. “Before, you would’ve stood up and left the moment I said I didn’t want to test the game.”


      She wasn’t wrong. Sangwoo tilted his head slightly. Why was he engaging in idle chatter with Jihye when his business with her was done?


      He was just about to push to his feet when a conversation from a long time ago came to mind.


      “He purchased every single one of the canned coffees that I always drink.”


      “Just order a box online, then! You can even express ship it!”


      Thirteen weeks ago, during the first week of the semester, he had confided some of his struggles to Jihye, and she had offered a shockingly flexible, innovative solution. Useless in the end, but refreshing, nonetheless.


      Jihye chuckled awkwardly. “Um… I gotta get going now. Sorry I couldn’t help out.”


      “Wait.”


      She sat back down and smiled nervously. “Yes…?”


      “I have a quiz for you. Answer correctly and you will receive rewards.”


      He produced his meal tickets again, placing them neatly on the desk. Jihye’s face twisted, and she scratched her forehead.


      “A quiz?”


      “Yes. Will you participate?”


      “What in the world…? I mean, sure. Fine. But to be clear, I’m not agreeing because of the tickets. I’m not as food motivated as you seem to think, okay?”


      Sangwoo tossed the tickets onto her desk, ignoring her protests, and she pocketed them reluctantly.


      “For the sake of privacy, I will not reveal real names,” he began. “Let’s call the people in question X and Y.”


      “Okay…?”


      “X…has feelings for Y.”


      Jihye’s lips stretched into a tight, uncomfortable smile. It made sense she was irritated—he was bothering her with nonsense during exam season. Sangwoo took a deep breath.


      “Uh…so X has feelings for Y…”


      He trailed off, pursing his lips in frustration. He’d figured using letters instead of names would allow him to keep important details private and help him remain more detached. But while the first objective had been achieved as intended, the second was a complete failure.


      Sangwoo sipped some water from his water bottle and tried again.


      “X has feelings for Y,” he repeated.


      Again, no progress. He remained stuck on that simple statement.


      Jihye sighed, clearly growing impatient and wanting to be done with the conversation. “Yup, I got that part. What’s your point?”


      Her reaction was more than reasonable. She probably wanted to finish the quiz and get to lunch. Sangwoo gave her a short nod.


      “But Y is leaving for somewhere far away.”


      Jihye blinked. “Whoa…”


      “X wants to stay with Y, but now that won’t be possible. How should X handle this? Think from the perspective of X and come up with a solution.”


      Jihye groaned like she was the one in agony. She met Sangwoo’s eyes square on before dryly asking, “Sangwoo, no offense, but…are you stupid?”


      “My IQ is fairly high.”


      “Yeah, yeah, I know. I’m just a little exasperated.”


      Before he could respond, she held up two fingers.


      “There’s only two options, right? First, X can ask Y to stay.”


      He had expected more creativity. Still, he answered patiently.


      “That is not possible. Y has been planning to leave for a while now. It is important for their career.”


      “That’s not my problem. Second, X can go with Y.”


      Sangwoo mused over that in silence for a moment. Him, follow Jaeyoung to America? It was true that would mean they wouldn’t have to part ways, but the mere thought triggered a rush of questions. Not to mention the potential issues he’d have to overcome to achieve that goal.


      “It’s not as simple as you make it sound. What about X’s school? Or their housing, visa, and living expenses? What about the language barrier? Besides, X has their own life plans. They can’t decide to run off on a whim.”


      “Then X doesn’t like Y as much as they think they do. If they were truly head over heels, they’d go to the ends of the Earth to be with Y.”


      Apparently, emotions could bulldoze over rational thought in Jihye’s world. Sangwoo slung his backpack over one shoulder, shaking his head.


      “Both those solutions are ridiculous and impractical. You can keep the tickets. Goodbye.”


      “What? Wait… Why are you even asking me this anyway? Shouldn’t X talk this out with their lover?”


      He paused.


      “They’re not dating.”


      “What?” Jihye’s eyes widened, silently demanding an explanation.


      Sangwoo relaxed back into his seat. The window for him to depart had now thoroughly closed, but perhaps he only had himself to blame for omitting such an important piece of information.


      Avoiding her gaze, he added quickly, “This may sound incredibly unethical, but X and Y only have a physical relationship.”


      “Hold on, what…?” Jihye muttered, looking at Sangwoo with a mixture of disbelief and concern. “Why the heck wouldn’t they just date at this point? Like, why?”


      “That’s not possible.”


      “Why not?”


      “It’s personal. I can’t say.”


      “At least try to explain. I mean, it’s not like this situation involves you, right? This is about X and Y.”


      She had a point. Sangwoo drew in a deep breath, then continued as nonchalantly as possible.


      “X and Y are of the same gender.”


      “So what? Are you kidding me?”


      “Why do you sound so angry all of a sudden?”


      Jihye ignored him. “So, when X and Y hang out…they just sleep together?”


      “They do other things as well. Usually work of some sort.”


      “What else?”


      “They eat together. They have also watched two movies, played basketball, spent a lazy day in Y’s apartment, gone on aimless walks, driven around town, and shopped for clothes together at a department store.”


      “Okay, if that’s not dating, then what is?”


      “What a stupid question. Men can’t date.”


      “Oh my God. What is this, the nineteenth century?”


      Jihye pulled out her phone, quickly typed something, and shoved it at him. Sangwoo snatched it from her hand, irritated. There was a dictionary entry displayed on the screen.


      
        Date [noun]


        a) a social engagement between two persons that often has a romantic nature


        b) a person with whom one has a usually romantic date

      


      Heat rose up Sangwoo’s neck, coloring his face red.


      “So, by this definition, X and Y are dating, right…?”


      The question unexpectedly stirred up a familiar irritation in Sangwoo’s heart. This conversation with Jihye reminded him of the arguments he’d get into with his sister. She also had a habit of waving away his logical, carefully constructed theses like they were dust on the wind.


      Must be a liberal arts thing.


      “It appears you are not educated on this topic, so let me enlighten you,” Sangwoo snapped.


      For the next few minutes, he proceeded to explain how social systems for human prosperity and survival had developed through years of evolution. Dating and marriage, he posited, were meant to support stable reproduction, which was biologically impossible between two men. Therefore, a relationship between two men could not possibly work.


      “That is why only heterosexual marriage and dating are legalized and institutionalized,” he concluded.


      Releasing a heated breath, Sangwoo picked up his water bottle and chugged some more water. Next to him, Jihye—who had been listening to his rant with her arms crossed—quickly searched up something on her phone.


      “Counterpoint—same-sex marriage has become legal in more than thirty countries and states around the world. Mostly in North America and Europe.”


      Sangwoo listened in silence as Jihye went on to do her best to poke holes in his arguments. She cited child-free couples and men who chose to get early vasectomies as examples of how marriage wasn’t always about children and proceeded to assert that dating wasn’t a practice meant purely to determine marriageable partners. Humans may have been driven by their primal instincts in the past, she argued, but civilization had moved beyond that as it became more developed, and free will and individuality had become deeply valued.


      Interestingly, Sangwoo found Jihye was a tougher opponent to combat than his sister. Where she usually pushed her opinions forward with sheer stubbornness, Jihye instead chose to take refuge in data. Though Sangwoo excelled in common sense and science, contemporary social issues were another matter. His lack of knowledge about child-free and same-sex couples, for example, made it harder to retaliate.


      “Love is a beautiful emotion that’s unique to humanity. Trying to degrade it makes you no better than a barbarian!”


      “Calm down. You’re getting too aggravated.”


      Jihye finally stopped speaking, but he could tell she was still seething. Her rant—which had lasted eight whole minutes—had made her points more than clear, but Sangwoo still wasn’t feeling entirely convinced.


      So what if humanity had become more civilized? Every action had to serve a purpose. People ate for energy. Slept for rest. Engaged in sexual intercourse for reproduction. Dating and marriage were tools for childbirth and child-rearing. Jihye had brought up some valid exceptions, but that didn’t make the actions of the minority logical or rational.


      “If you do not intend to have children or marry, what is the point of dating? It’s a waste of time.”


      Jihye fell silent for a while, looking conflicted. Then she asked, “Why do you eat?”


      “To fuel my body.”


      “Right. Then…why study?”


      “To increase my odds of survival by specializing in a certain field and successfully integrating myself into society.”


      “Yeah, makes sense. Then…why play games?”


      A faint chill ran down Sangwoo’s spine. She’d caught him in some sort of trap—he could sense it.


      Jihye gave him a sly smile. He tried to look nonchalant, but he could feel cold sweat beading on his back.


      “Well…games stimulate competitiveness, which is correlated with increased energy for daily activities, studying, and—”


      “Those are effects of playing games. I asked you why you do it.”


      Jihye had him cornered.


      Sangwoo ran through possible responses but found there was no loophole this time. Gaming was the only deviation in his otherwise purpose-driven life, the one thing he did without reason.


      “It’s because you have fun doing it, right?” Jihye prompted again.


      “Yes.”


      “Doesn’t sound like it contributes to civilization. So if it’s such a waste of time, why do you partake in it?”


      Jihye’s lips curved in a smile. Sangwoo could already tell what she was about to say next, but she let the rhetorical question hover in the air a moment, making him fidget, before delivering her final blow with perfect precision.


      “Dating is like gaming. It’s something you do because you derive more joy being with a certain person than by being alone. Though I’ve never really experienced that myself.”


      Sangwoo opened his mouth to argue, but no words came out. Jihye’s logic was flawless. His counterarguments scattered like broken glass. In his mind, his time with Jaeyoung began to play from the very beginning, going through it quickly in sharp, vivid flashes. Sure, they’d worked on Veggie Venturer together and had plenty of intercourse…but those memories only made up a fraction of the time they’d spent together.


      Most of the time, we weren’t doing anything useful. But even then…


      Whenever he was with Jaeyoung, his structured daily life fell apart. Jaeyoung was always pulling him off task, urging him to do something “fun,” or distracting him with stupid pranks. Still, even their most pointless moments together remained in him as mostly positive memories, burned into the fabric of his mind.


      The realization made his head throb, and he pressed both hands to his temples.


      “Let’s circle back for a second,” Jihye continued. “The argument that X and Y can’t date because they’re of the same gender is inherently flawed. They’re essentially already doing it. Telling a black sheep it shouldn’t exist won’t make it disappear.”


      I’m out of counters.


      Sangwoo bit his lip, the taste of defeat bitter on his tongue. Apparently, not all humanities majors were as irrational as his sister or father.


      Jihye sighed when she saw his expression. “Look, this isn’t about winning or losing. I’m only trying to help…” She trailed off, frowning. “Ugh, I’ve got class at one. I’m starving.”


      “Go eat, then.”


      “What can I eat in ten minutes? Forget it. Anyway…” She paused and looked him squarely in the eye. Her tone suddenly became solemn. “Tell X to stop dragging things out and commit to their lover. I mean, what the heck did they do to make Y want to leave?”


      “I told you, they are not lovers.”


      “And tell Y to stay put. Though, honestly…I’ll bet you five hundred won they’re not going anywhere.”


      Sangwoo didn’t know what to say to that. Not that it mattered; before he’d managed to form a reply, Jihye exploded into a groan so dramatic he physically recoiled in shock.


      “When exams are over, I’m finding myself a boyfriend!”


      Jihye stared off into the distance like a movie star reminiscing about her lost lover. Then she slung her bag over her shoulder and stood.


      “Cheer up, Mr. Choo.”


      Shooting him a smile, Jihye strode out of the lecture hall without looking back.


      Sangwoo stayed seated in the empty classroom a long time after that, replaying his debate with Jihye in his head. It seemed incomprehensible, but there was no way to deny it: His arguments had been thoroughly dismantled. Until now, Sangwoo’s life had been one long string of victories. He’d always been a model student, coming in first place and getting perfect scores. He’d been the best of the very best.


      But lately, he’d been doing nothing but losing. He’d been shoved around, shaken, swayed, influenced, robbed, rattled, plundered. And yet, the part that felt most foreign wasn’t the defeat itself.


      “Telling a black sheep it shouldn’t exist won’t make it disappear.”


      Jihye’s words were lodged firmly in his mind. No matter how much he insisted to himself that he shouldn’t feel the way he did—that his emotions were improper, forbidden—a certain semantic error refused to stop disrupting his programming.


      
        Date [noun]


        c) a social engagement between two persons that often has a romantic character


        d) a person with whom one has a usually romantic date

      


      The dark pool he’d been sinking in for days rippled as a new hypothesis surged through it. Like water that had been simmering away at ninety-nine degrees Celsius, then boiling over in a rush once it reached one hundred, the simple act of acknowledging that his time with Jaeyoung might count as “dating” made Sangwoo burn with desire.


      He wanted to spend every single second of his day with him. Working together. Touching each other. Walking together. Exercising together. Gaming together. Lying in bed together. Eating together. Watching movies together. Attending class together. Taking photos together. Buying clothes together. Doing anything and everything.


      And the strange yearning didn’t stop there. It cut into him so deep he found himself craving to do things that were strictly out of the question, like living with Jaeyoung, or marrying him, or having a child who looked exactly like him. It was utterly irrational, not to mention biologically impossible.


      Have I finally lost my mind? Sangwoo wondered. He hit himself lightly on the head with one fist. The truth was, regardless of his disordered emotions, it no longer mattered if his and Jaeyoung’s time together counted as dating or not. With less than a month left until July and Jaeyoung’s departure, it was all a moot point.


      “How can I make you feel better, Sangwoo?”


      Jaeyoung’s question lingered in his head. It was open-ended, and yet trying to answer it felt like an exercise in utter futility.


      There’s nothing you can do for me, Jaeyoung, Sangwoo thought as he rose from his chair. His regular lunchtime was over. Students were already filing in for the next class.


      He trudged to the dining hall and ate without much enthusiasm. He’d somehow managed to grab two spoons and a single chopstick, so he only used the spoons. A bone from the fish caught in his throat, leaving it sore.


      “Sangwoo! Sangwoo!”


      Later on that day, as Sangwoo headed to the library, someone called out to him. When he paused, Jintae, his project partner, jogged up beside him, breathless.


      “Here… I—I got this for you.”


      The boy offered him a plastic cup full of dark liquid. But Sangwoo shook his head.


      “I only drink a particular brand of coffee.”


      “Oh… A more expensive one, I bet. I can get that for you next time, then!”


      “It’s fine. You have no obligation to buy me anything.”


      “Of course I do! You basically carried me throughout that entire project!”


      Apparently, their grade had already been posted a mere two days after their presentation. When Sangwoo asked what their score was, the underclassman said they’d gotten a nineteen out of twenty, the highest grade in the class.


      Sangwoo tilted his head. “That’s odd. Where did we lose a point?”


      “The professor knocked us down because my presentation skills were lacking. I-I’m so sorry!”


      The boy apologized again and again, but Sangwoo didn’t care. Grades no longer mattered to him the way they’d used to.


      “Oh, and people are raving about your slideshow design. You didn’t make it yourself, right?”


      “No, a visual design student did.”


      “Figures… A bunch of people were asking me for the template. Can I send it to them?”


      “No. It is mine. I hold usage rights, including but not limited to duplication, so you must delete it permanently.”


      “Darn…”


      Unceremoniously, the two of them started walking side by side again under the warm summer sun. It was a short stroll to the library, but Sangwoo could already feel himself sweating. It had been a while since he’d walked with someone, but this guy wasn’t exactly the company he wanted. His chest throbbed with longing, shapeless but heavy.


      “So, are you part of any coding clubs or societies?”


      “No.”


      “Why not?”


      “There are already a wide variety of open-source resources available. In addition, professionals online know much more than college students.”


      “Oh… I was thinking about joining a club next semester. You think it’s a bad idea?”


      “That would be up to you.”


      “C’mon… Can’t you give me some advice? I’d really appreciate it.”


      Why is he being so clingy? Sangwoo thought crankily, picking up his pace. He lamented the bygone days when people used to distance themselves from him.


      “Whoa, look at the crowd… Must be the drama club. It’s always like this around performance season,” the underclassman muttered.


      It was more a passing comment than anything else, but Sangwoo stopped in his tracks. The guy was right. He could see a large crowd not too far ahead.


      “Everyone, please get in line!” a shrill voice called out. Students were sitting at tables selling tickets, the long line looping three times over. A black poster of a pirate ship hung on the wall behind them, beside which dangled the cast list with a bunch of headshots.


      The first photo was of someone Sangwoo knew all too well.


      
        Notorious Pirate Francis – Jaeyoung Jang

      


      In a photo no bigger than a passport shot, Jaeyoung smirked arrogantly at the camera, pirate hat tilted at a slight angle and tongue touching the blade of a dagger in his hand.


      Sangwoo stared at the photo for a long moment before quietly stepping up to the back of the line. He felt like a complete idiot, but he couldn’t not.


      The line crawled forward at a snail’s pace. Sangwoo endured the chatter of the surrounding students as they inched forward every time someone made a purchase and exited the line. It felt like ages had passed by the time the person right in front of him bought six tickets.


      The two students sitting at the ticket-selling table high-fived.


      “Hell yeah! Sold out in thirty-five minutes, and it’s freaking exam week!”


      “See? I told you putting him at the top of the list would do us good.”


      “Yeah… I’m just worried since he’s not even the lead. We could get some heat for that.”


      “He’s still first in order of appearance. But seriously, what are we gonna do without him next semester? Ugh…”


      They continued chatting as if Sangwoo were invisible, finally glancing over at him after a number of minutes had passed.


      “Sorry, we’re sold out.”


      “Why?”


      “Huh…? I mean, we ran out of tickets. It happens.”


      “The person right before me bought the very last ones?”


      “Yeah.”


      Sangwoo silently calculated the odds of the tickets selling out right before his turn, considering the number of seats available and the length of the line. Ridiculous.


      “You don’t sell them online? Is there any other way to watch the show?”


      “You can try to snag no-show or unclaimed tickets the day of, but that’s about it.”


      Why is this happening to me? he thought in dismay.


      Even as they started clearing the tables, he stayed put. The people lined up behind him muttered in disappointment and dispersed, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave just yet.


      “Is there no other way?”


      “No, sorry. No standing room, either.”


      “There’s really no other way?”


      “Nope.”


      “Think about it carefully. Is there absolutely no other way?”


      “He must be a huge fan. Why don’t we give him a poster to take home?”


      One of them gave him a pitying look and peeled a poster off the wall, rolling it up and handing it to him.


      “You should’ve come earlier. Shows can sell out pretty fast depending on the cast. You’ll probably have a better chance next semester.”


      “I won’t have any reason to watch one of your shows then,” Sangwoo muttered flatly.


      But he still took the poster.


      He couldn’t shake off the stress as he walked home. The sky was bright and clear, but Sangwoo’s shoulders were slumped like he’d just walked through a torrential downpour. He felt like a truck had just run him over.


      I should be studying…, he reminded himself as he locked his bicycle to the rack and pushed open the glass door to his apartment. A knot tightened in his stomach.


      There was a flyer stuck halfway out of his mailbox, number 402. The “no advertisements” notice had clearly been ignored. Normally, Sangwoo checked his mail every day, but not today. Today, he couldn’t be bothered.


      The inside of his apartment was dark and cold. It was a place that usually gave him comfort, but now it felt unfamiliar, swallowing him in a damp, heavy gloom.


      Damn lovesickness…


      Sangwoo exhaled slowly, then unfolded the poster he’d been carrying carefully under his arm to keep it from creasing. In the photo, Jaeyoung shined like a star, so much so that the rest of the cast faded into the background.


      Looking at Jaeyoung’s face was usually a pleasant experience. So why was his chest throbbing?


      Sangwoo examined the small rectangular photo from every angle—up close, from a distance, even tracing that face with a fingertip—before finally putting it on the wall. He turned on his phone camera to take a picture in case the poster was damaged in the future, but right as he was about to press the button to trigger the shutter, the screen shifted.


      
        Incoming call from Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang!

      


      Sangwoo nearly dropped his phone.


      Hurriedly, he fixed his grip, then stared at the display. He hadn’t spoken to Jaeyoung since he’d sent that message about working remotely on the project moving forward. Why was he calling now? Was it over something trivial? Something related to the game? An emergency? Was he in danger?


      Just as Sangwoo decided he had to hear what Jaeyoung was going to say, the call ended.


      “Damn it…”


      He released the sharp breath he’d been holding in. Apparently, the world was determined to make his life harder. He was still debating whether to call Jaeyoung back when a text arrived. He frowned at the contents.
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      “Funding? What funding?” Sangwoo muttered, confused. They’d agreed from the very beginning to split costs themselves. There had never been any mention of outside financial resources.
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      The simple act of exchanging texts with Jaeyoung was painful, so Sangwoo didn’t put up much resistance before sending his information. If Jaeyoung actually used it to sign up for something inappropriate, he’d be notified instantly.


      He wanted to end the exchange there, but Jaeyoung was persistent.
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      What is his problem? Sangwoo gripped his phone tightly, irritation flaring.
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      Once again, Jaeyoung was acting in a bizarre manner. Why request someone else’s personal information or ask about certificates? It was a mystery.


      I suppose he’s always been this way… Sangwoo sighed and sent a short reply, saying he understood.


      He waited for three minutes, but no other texts came. Instead of putting down his phone, however, Sangwoo found himself scrolling back up, reading the conversation again. Soon, he was going even further back, reading their chat history in reverse order.
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      What a pervert.
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      Lazy bum.
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      Completely ridiculous.


      After reading the oldest message, Sangwoo lowered his phone with a sigh.


      “His spelling and grammar are atrocious… Maybe he’s the one with broken fingers.”


      A bitter smile tugged at his lips.


      Semantic Error, Volume 2 END
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you asking in the first place?

Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang

theres a field for it when submitting to
the app store

Me

That doesn’t sound right.

Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang
i swear there is

Me
Send me a screenshot.

Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang

don’t have time for that im busy

02:29 PM

02:29 PM

02:30 PM

02:30 PM

02:30 PM

02:31 PM
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Me

Do you know where Jaeyoung lives?

Visual Design Dept. Yuna Choi

? no clue

Visual Design Dept. Yuna Choi

why? did somethin happen???

Me

It’s fine. Don’t worry about it.

09:51 AM

11:23 AM

11:40 AM

12:01 PM
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Me

| have exams coming up, so | think
it’s best we hold off on any meetings
for the next two weeks. After that,
we can continue remotely instead of
in person.

Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang

getting new glasses which pair looks
better? (Picture) (Picture)

Me
Did you read my message?

Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang
yeah

Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang
1 or 2 hurry

Me

Option 1. How much are they? | broke
your last pair, so I'll pay for these ones.

Me

Hello?

Me

Please tell me the price.

02:31 AM

02:33 AM

02:34 AM

02:34 AM

02:35 AM

02:36 AM

02:38 AM

02:40 AM
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Baby

Sleep well. You need proper rest to

relieve the stress from earlier in the day.
11:08 PM
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Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang

any certificates? like the korean
history test, heavy machinery
license or toeic etc

Me

Industrial engineering license, OCJP,
Linux mastery.

Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang

no toeic?
Me
No.

Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang

why don’t you have toeic

02:26 PM

02:27 PM

02:27 PM

02:28 PM

02:28 PM
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Baby

I’'ve been giving this some thought, and
| think we should give up on infinite
mode, the ladder ranking, and the
oracle quest. The app store typically
takes two weeks to review new games,
SO we need to start beta testing on

June 3 to stay on schedule.
11:04 PM

Baby

| know you’re busy. No need to reply.

This is only an FYI.
11:05 PM
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Jaeyoung. This is not working anymore.
Unlike what we first agreed, | have
become attached to you emotion|
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this is urgent!!!!
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reminder - develop prototype

five min until deadline
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Jaeyoung, the terms of our arrangement
have ceased to work for me. | can no
longer be your “friend with benefits” when
| have grown attached to you emotionally
as well as sexually. | have never felt this
way before, and | am unsure how deeply it
will affect me when you leave. It is making
me incredibly anxious. | think it would be
best if we stopped seeing each othe|
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Me

Could you explain why you are angry?
06:36 PM

Me

Do you not want to see me anymore?
07:41 PM

Me

| miss you. Can we meet up today?
09:00 PM
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i surrender

cant play these games w/ u
too stressful
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La Dame du
Mercredi
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Me

The beta test build has been uploaded.

Jaeyoung &

good job mr. developer

Jaeyoung &

we should pop some champagne
to celebrate

Me

Come to the studio. If you do me a
favor, I'll buy you dinner.

Jaeyoung &

better be at least a ribeye steak

Me

Fine.

04:33 PM

04:34 PM

04:34 PM

04:36 PM

04:36 PM

04:37 PM
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Jaeyoung &

got something important to say, going

to ur place rn
07:56 PM
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Me

gonna be outta town for 3 days

for a funeral
02:02 PM
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French Dept. Jihye Ryu
I’m sorry, Sangwoo. | can’t make it to

dinner. Something urgent came up. (o7 P

Me

Okay.

11:49 PM
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Baby

| miss you. Can we meet up today?
09:00 PM
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Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang
i need ur ssn

Me
For what purpose?

Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang

making an account for a porn site

Visual Design Dept. Jaeyoung Jang

jk it’s for funding so hurry
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02:23 PM

02:23 PM
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